
            [image: Issue 8 cover: Detention by Shay Fan]
    
        
            ARSENIKA
Issue 8 | Spring 2021

            
            
  	Detention by Shay Fan

  	What the Humans Call Heartache by Jiksun Cheung (967 words)

  	The Early Teleporter: A Successful Use by Kimberly BMW Wade (40 lines)

  	Princess by P. H. Low (40 lines)

  	To Seek a Fairy Sovereign [Diptych] by Xuan Nguyen (927 words)

  	On the Getting of Husbands and the Spawning of Children by Sophie Sparrow (967 words)

  	Thank You by S. Qiouyi Lu (256 words)




        
    
        
            Detention

            
                by Shay Fan

            
            
                1 image

            
        
        
            
            
                [image: “Detention” by Shay Fan]
                
                    Detention
                
            
            

            ©2021 Shay Fan



  Shay Fan is an Chinese-American artist from the east coast interested in art, fashion, and food! She enjoys reading and politics in her free time.




        
    
        
            What the Humans Call Heartache

            
                by Jiksun Cheung

            
            
                967 words

            
        
        
            

            The egg crunched in her fist, yolk oozing between her fingers onto the kitchen counter. She wiped away the mess, dropped the empty carton into the whirring garbage disposal chute, and patted down her apron in the doorway to the dining room.


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Astrid, “but we seem to have run out of eggs.”


Her employer, dressed in a bathrobe, lowered the newspaper and tapped a nail on the breakfast table beside a plate of pork dumplings, fried noodles, and a void where the scrambled eggs and chives should have been.


“Would you like me to restock? I can be back—in twenty-six minutes, ma’am.”


Her employer glanced impatiently at the clock on the mantle and dismissed her with a wave. Astrid’s hands, clasped tightly behind her back, relaxed.


A panel in the woodwork slid open and Astrid stepped off the platform.


Fans whirred as Apple-Samsung All Terrain Intelligent Drone (ASTRID) #CU-9019 hovered while her navigation systems calibrated a flight plan.


Her recent excursions had taken far too long; she had an gnawing feeling that her employer was beginning to suspect that something was off. She had to be careful now, or there’d be a trip in a box to support center, or worse: replacement.


She reviewed the flight plan. Twenty-four minutes to Babel and back—that was good, she thought, she’d bought herself two extra minutes. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.


She directed her jets and pushed off.


A flock of openbills squawked and scattered as she burst from the evergreen canopy, banking low and then skimming over the reservoir. She climbed to five hundred meters and merged into the dronestream.


The flight path took her over the old city.


There were still gashes of concrete visible through the dense blanket of banyans like bald patches in a bad case of alopecia. That would make humanity the malfunctioning immune system, wouldn’t it? she mused; one that had gone berserk until total systemic collapse forced it to adapt. A handful of skyscrapers still rose above the tree line, but it would only be a matter of time before they too would return to the soil, dragged into the earth by vine and root.


On the horizon, Babel Distribution Megatrunk glinted in the sunlight, its upper half obscured by migrating cumulus clouds. It was neither the newest nor the tallest of the megatrunks—Taobao’s Jugan IV had a footprint the size of Greater Shenzhen and stretched beyond Medium Earth Orbit—but Babel was closer and Astrid needed every extra minute.


The dronestreams converged on Babel like ants marching in the sky.


She waited for six minutes at the docking bay before two cartons of large farm eggs appeared in the loading shaft. It had taken longer than expected and the two extra minutes that she thought she had was now down to one.


She strapped the cartons into her hold, untethered from the dock, and gunned the engine. The wind whistled as she rocketed back to cruising altitude.


Halfway back, when the old city was visible again, she switched off the autopilot, pointed her nose down, and dove.


It was dark beneath the green canopy, the only sounds the buzzing of her fans and the rustling of swaying branches. She ducked between wild banyans and their hanging vines and swooped under crumbling overpasses, between collapsed highrises, recognizing every inch of the route by heart.


When the flora became too dense, she cut the engine and sprinted the rest of the way, making sure her footfalls were soft so that the eggs would not break.


She hurried down steps, two at a time, to the abandoned parking lot she called home.


They ran to her and clung to her legs. She kneeled and pulled them in tight, nuzzling their faces, wishing violently that they had more time.


“Listen,” she said, “I only have a minute.”


“No—” pleaded the younger one.


The older one, who did not have a voice box installed, looked at her with disappointment.


“I’ll find a way to stay longer next time, okay?”


They were silent as the seconds ticked by. She wondered if they would still believe her next time.


“Pinky promise?” she offered.


She had forty-five seconds before she had to leave and she needed it all for the transfer. She opened the panel in the lichen-covered Tesla charger and plugged herself into the battery port. Five percent on the backup should get her back to the landing platform.


By the time she unplugged, she had drained her main and only had three percent on backup. It was a risk, but the children needed it more.


She hugged and kissed them again and forced herself to smile.


And then she turned and ran up the stairs, feeling their eyes on her. Was this what the humans call heartache? She did not know, nor did she have the luxury to care. But whatever coursed through her circuits now, she knew, was what all mothers must feel leaving their children behind.





She tumbled through the opening and skidded to a stop on the landing platform. The backup power had failed on final approach and she had glided the last hundred meters, barely able to keep her nose up.


“I’m done,” said her employer, wiping her mouth with a towel and getting up from the breakfast table. “Just put the eggs away and clean up.” She looked over her shoulder at the clock on the mantle before leaving the room.


“Yes,” said Astrid to the empty room, and then added: “Ma’am.”


Astrid restocked the fridge and did the dishes. Then she retired to the charging booth, quietly closing the plastic panel behind her. Finally, with her children’s faces beneath the wild banyans etched into memory, Astrid went into standby mode.


©2021 Jiksun Cheung



  Jiksun Cheung is a short fiction writer from Hong Kong. His work has been published or is forthcoming in SmokeLong Quarterly, Wigleaf, Atticus Review, Molotov Cocktail, and elsewhere. He was a SmokeLong Quarterly Flash Fiction Award finalist, and has received nominations for Best Microfiction and The Shirley Jackson Award. He and his wife share their home with two boisterous toddlers and enough playdough to last a lifetime. Find him on Twitter @JiksunCheung and jiksun.com.
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            Perhaps we are all translated, transformed in

our travels, turned in our journeys, changed

in our exchanges every day. But I am broken.

  A single synapse moved and settled

in a

   different    quadrant  of

                 my brain.

 An

artery     never

               reached   my

    left

     hand.

                  Memories

                rewired or

                 gone. I

                  am

              altered. No one will

             know. No one will notice.

             Not even I will   see

             my  losses. I    am

             full  of light,    full

          of   space     as empty

                           and

              celestial

            as

                 the space I

                       traveled.

                 It is  the

                 wild  and

                 wise  way

           of  progress

                  in this  moment

                       pulled

               together

          after being

              pulled    apart.

A patchwork person stitched with science put forth on a

teleporter—leaving lightyears littered with precious pieces.

A specimen of success destroyed by destiny, destination.

Broken. Rent. I return here and now—only somewhat whole.


©2021 by Kimberly BMW Wade



  Kimberly BMW Wade lives in Ohio with her husband and her two cats. She has published as a poet, illustrator, and obituary writer. Most recently, Kimberly has been published in the Coffin Bell journal of dark literature, Eye to the Telescope literary magazine, Tequila Kraken: An AWFUL Publication, and received honorable mention for the 2019 SFPA Contest. For more information, visit her website at kimberly-bmw-wade.weebly.com.
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            that storm was    no accident. I raised   my hands

& the clouds   tumbled in,     lightning lashing

the sky’s    proud prow


they’d chased me   across wheat fields

& barren hills, my flame    a wrongness   reflected

in raised shovels    burning eyes  I got away

somehow,    fistful of thunder    scream of wind

they ran


but I was wet   cold    no one in town willing

to house a living    curse  so for the price

of a lie    I slept

in the castle

in the morning    the queen stripped me

of my silken nightgown     traced the bruises

down my scapulae

proclaimed me a real girl   over scrambled eggs

& scalding coffee    the prince lay a veil

over my bare  shoulders, said I love how much you

feel   & he

touched me    in soft places   and that

was that   for a while


I was happy enough   with a full

belly  happy enough with you     in my arms

but if I’m telling    you    this story    little one

let me also tell you    something true


a storm    churns inside your blood     a     wind

howls  beneath   your skin

& if they say  you feel too little    or too much

if they strip you    of your silks   & lick their lips

at your wounds   if you realize this is not

the life     you    would choose for yourself

well go ahead raise  your hands    & call down

the deluge   scorch your own ending

in the broken  ground     tell   your own

sweet lies    till their knees     hitting the ground

are black

& blue


©2021 P. H. Low
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On a Night Alone, I Have Nothing But My Own


There is nothing more beyond the door.

There is no kingdom of gods, no wonder, no more.


There is never going to be an Empress of Heaven. There was never before, and it will never be then, I will never find IF, WHERE, AND WHEN, I will never reach HERE, THERE, AND THEN.


There is no such thing as Holy, and I will never know home.


I dream of a house on stilts in the swamp. I dream of a Becoming.


In my house in the swamp,



  	there is a deck on stilts, where I look at the mercurial fey, liquid-limb to liquid-limb, singing, and always having their way. The fey are divine, and in time, I, too, would have learned divinity

  	But in my starling’s nest now, oh, can I only see: The End.
    
      	I will never live long enough to see IF, WHERE, AND WHEN I could have contrived an escape, fashioned a key out of hairpin and jade to leave the gold bed, the shimmering cage. Oh, how, now, watch the starling sing—she does not sing like men, she does not sing of here, or everthen, she sings of Holy, but Of Holy, there nothing left.
        
          	There are no gods above. There is nothing to become.

          	With a deft enough hand, I could’ve shaken it. She, Amadeus-Her, could have left the gods in a sparkling fireplume of their own dry, glittering dust.

          	But my hands no longer know the weight of scalpel. My hands no longer hold god inside them.

        

      

    

  




I still yet have time, they will say.


He died in his prime,

He could’ve recovered someday,

they will say of Amadeus Vu.


But you and I, you and I, dear Holiness,

will know better.


Will you bring my body to the first floor

   of the KINGDOM OF HEAVEN,

     Fairy Sovereign? Lady, Lord?


If the door opens for me,

then I will see: I was wrong.


I was wrong, and there will always be

a hyacinth-shade of me: no legacy, forgotten.


Do You Know What Happens When You Cannot Find the Kingdom of the Divine


  What happens is that there is nothing more, there is no sublime, there is nothing that will save you, nothing that will come in time. But do you know, when you find yourself on earthen floor, drinking honeysuckle, peach, lilydine; eating moss, dewberry, lime; swallowing orchid, lichen, ulamine. What happens is that you find the woods.


The Crescent Court waits for you,

you who the world has sundered

in two, cleft in twain like an apple


beneath the butcher’s knife.


You are not the surgeon anymore,

      AMADEUS VU.


     You are a stonefruit, heartsplit, beneath

     the woodsman’s ax. Relax, relax,

     AMADEUS VU, isn’t it all you ever wanted?

     Isn’t it a relief from responsibility?

           All you have to do now is

           relax, and rest up,

     UNTIL THE DAY YOU DIE.


           (and they wonder why you

           tried to kill yourself.)


So you come here,
to the court of the fey,


the moon-kingdom of THE FAIRY SOVEREIGN,


  A singularity both

    LADY and LORD

      of time and every reversal,

for there is nothing

too immortal

     for resurrection.


AMADEUS VU, peekaboo,

  you found me, you found me!


  [Now, what can I do for you?]


     Please, Lady—Lord. Please havemercy.

     Have mercy.

       And let me into the night garden, you

       said with a glint.


  [Whatever will you do in there?]

    [It is not a place for your kind.]


     And what is that? you spat.


  [Why don’t you tell me?]


       Born sick from seed, raised well, but

     rotting from silkstomach, milkliver, lacelung. 

     Thirty-five years of health. And then no

     more, the wealth of life—forgotten, rotten,

     rotten—and sick forevermore.


     I was not like the others. My mother

     was not like their mothers. My egg came

     out cracked, shattered in a way you’ll never

     get back. There was always something

     wrong with me, you see. But no one knew.

          Except the fairy few.


  [So you’d like to be born anew? What will my lilies do

  for you?]


     I am what I am, and what I have always

     been. Show me the door to the heavens,

     the first floor

           to the Kingdom of Gods.

     Havemercy, Lady. Lord?


  [Either-or.]


     You can be the Lady of the Last, and I’ll be

     the Lady of Glass.


  [Will you shatter beneath me today? I’ll hold you sweetly,


  and we can play

    amidst glowing white lily,

     stargazing moon.


      The dew of jade,

     and the planetary tide,

           rising so soon.

  I’ll feast on your flesh,

  and in my flesh,


  You will become Holy.]


     Not today, Lady. You cannot have me

     today.


  [What shall I do for you until then,

      pretty, pretty AMADEUS VU?]


     (your breath caught so beautifully when

     you knew:

       through a death by divine consumption,

         you could reach more than the

         first floor

           to the kingdom of

           heaven.)

     I swear to you,

         if you let me live another day,

     you may suck the marrow out of my bones,

     and string pearl into my guts, roasting

     hazelnut on a fire of my flesh.


  [Then what shall I do for you today?]


     Find me another way to live.


  [It won’t be easy. And the pain will never go away. And you

  will be tired.]


     But it will be better than this. Better than what

     mortal medicine, mortal hands could give. None

     of them gave me a way to live. They all said

     I wouldn’t.

           They talked about

           someday I might

           simply wake up,

           get better.


     But more often they said

     I’d see heaven.


  [Just remember what you will pay

  for the Fairy Sovereign to send you back a different way.]


       Lady,

       because of you,

         I live anew.


  [Let’s just see you don’t regret it.]


©2021 Xuan Nguyen
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            Deep in the woods, where the sun’s light never reaches to break apart the shadows, through a thicket of brambles and stinging shrubs, there stands a house. It is not made of gingerbread, nor does it walk on chicken’s legs. But it is, for want of a better word, home.





My devil trees need feeding. When there’s no flesh to be had my moon-blood will do, and when there’s none of that for months on end they scream and keen and shiver in the night, hungry like wolves. Their branches rat-tat-tat on the roof, wood scraping on wood, and I feel the chills run up my spine and my palms go clammy and I know that I must marry again.


So many husbands. First I must get them here, which isn’t difficult, and then I must keep them here, which barely takes more skill; and then, afterwards—afterwards, they are easily dispatched.





I sell eggs in the village on market day, and if their yolks are tinted green, and if they sometimes hatch into bony chickenlings with red and scaly eyes, that’s no concern of mine. The villagers will tolerate my presence, so long as I deal only with travellers. One approaches me now: a rich man, with deep green eyes that rake across me as I avert my own.


“Eggs?” he asks, by way of an introduction.


“Each a copper penny,” I reply, meeting his eyes properly at last.


“And how much for you?” he asks with a grin, as though he is giving me a present. The attractive ones are all the same: entitled.


I take his arm and lead him into the forest, abandoning the eggs to the crows.


“Whore,” one of the village boys spits as we walk away, arm in arm.


I wish it were that simple.





You remember the stories. Princesses with hair so fine and blonde; woodcutters’ daughters who look after sick mothers, girls with tiny, delicate feet. They prove their worthiness and gain the prize; to end their stories at seventeen, married, their lives concluded.


No one ever asks if they are really, truly, happy ever after.





The boneheap leers at me; my garden stinks of blood. My latest husband-for-the-moment has gone to join the others.


I am pregnant again, and the trees are sated. In time, their spirits will step out from beyond the bark to demand the baby, long nails clawing and scratching at my eyes. I don’t know what the faerie devils want with so many human children. Can they not make babies of their own, and leave me be?


I stamp the feelings down like errant sparks. They only make the sylvan devils happy. It’s better not to care.





The swell of my belly has long since deflated; set back to a virginal, nubile flatness. How many times must I swell, diminish, start the whole process over?


This life is a cyclical nightmare; a millwheel that won’t stop turning, even when the river that powers it has long since dried up. It keeps going, to no end or purpose.


This is what you wanted, I remind myself, this is what every woman wants. Beauty and eternal youth, any man for the asking, a thousand pretty babies. This is the soil in which happiness must grow.


Too bad it’s fertilised with blood and shit and lies.





I am pregnant again, and selling herbs at market. Rosemary, sage, marjoram—not the soporifics and stupefacients the curse bids me use on my husbands. The scents drift up from the table to my nose; a hearth-and-home bouquet, its cosiness tainted by the knowledge that it comes from a garden of bones.


A woman, old by any reckoning but my own, approaches the stall. She’s not anyone I know, must have stepped down from the stagecoach like the husbands.


She smiles a wizened smile at me and I nod, grimly silent.


“Oh! Rosemary!” she says, clutches a handful to her nose. “My mother always said that rosemary smelled like hope.”


She says it confidingly, as though to a child, and of course that’s what she’ll think me; twentyish is close enough to make no difference. How odd that we two crones can look upon each other and see only youth.


“Have you any eggs?” she says. “Nothing like eggs and rosemary for baking a good herb cake. Nutritious, you know.”


And for a moment I see her as she used to be, a young child always underfoot, getting in the way of the baking for the sake of the smell of a few dry leaves. The image leaves me breathless, shaking, suddenly violently nostalgic.


“Not today,” I say.


I can’t go back. It is far, far too late for that. But perhaps there is something else I still have the power to do.





I stop eating. I stay in bed for three days and stare at nothing, biting my fingers red raw. The faint scraping of wood on wood is the musical accompaniment to my nightmares.


The jellied mess that slithers out from between my thighs on the fourth day goes straight on the fire, despite the shaking of my hands. It pops, crackles, falls silent: to me it is the sound of freedom.


I thrust the poker deep into the flames and hold it there until it glows.


And then all it takes is a red-hot skewer driven through the heartwood, right to the core. The trees howl like foxes in heat as I expend all the strength they’ve given me in one final conflagration.


I walk away, throat sore from the smoke, and the years start to pour back on me; an avalanche of stolen time. The world is fuzzing over, its edges creeping black, and the last thing I know is a welcoming, familiar scent—


Rosemary.


©2021 Sophie Sparrow
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            When I started Arsenika in December 2016, I had no idea what to expect. I’d never edited a magazine before. All I knew was that I wanted to find work that called out to me, and that I’d recognize that work when I saw it. I trusted my sense of aesthetics to highlight pieces that other editors may have missed or misunderstood—work with queer elements, work steeped in non-White cultures, work that experiments with form and narrative.


I’m honored and humbled by how many submissions I’ve received over the years. Finding work among those submissions that I wanted to publish filled me with delight—there’s nothing quite like the joy of reading a submission that resonates with me and makes me go, “Yes!”


Altogether, Arsenika published 11 original pieces of flash fiction and 33 original poems. Although we’ve published far less than other venues, I’m proud to say that Arsenika nonetheless has had a global range of authors, including authors from or residing in the USA, the UK, Poland, Australia, Singapore, Hong Kong, Greece, Nigeria, China, Canada, Trinidad and Tobago, Botswana, Vietnam, and New Zealand. A significant number of authors also identify as queer, and a few are public about being disabled.


I sought to uplift marginalized voices with this publication, and I am closing it now with the satisfaction of knowing that I have achieved that goal. It’s been a fulfilling five years. I hope speculative fiction continues to grow and become more inclusive. Thank you for coming along on this journey with me.


S. Qiouyi Lu

Editor-in-Chief
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