Author: Mary Soon Lee

2024 Awards Eligible Work

Short-short story: “Post Hoc Ergo Propter Hoc,” Analog, November/December 2024 
N.B. I don’t think I have the right to include the story here (as the publication has exclusive rights until January 2025)
Poem; 12 (or 13?) lines

First published in Analog, September/October 2024

So This Is Mars

After Ted Kooser's "So This Is Nebraska"

Diminutive twin moons patrol the sky,

ungainly Phobos racing eastward

scanning the asteroid belt for trouble

while Deimos shyly slides west.

Below, rovers roll round dusty craters,

excavating, tasting rocks, sightseeing,

trying to live up to their predecessors.

Those who went first left long shadows.

So this is Mars, face gouged and cracked,

scars laid bare: Argyre, Hellas, Isidis.

No birds call out his praise. No rain falls.

Jealously, he holds his rovers close.

Poem; 13 lines

First published in Uppagus #65, November 2024

What Dragons Didn't Do

Levy armies to conquer those weaker than themselves.

Perjure themselves with treaties promising peace.

Squander their hoards on mercenaries.

Brawl with sword, spear, shield.

Subjugate horses.

Colonize.

Stay.

Raise bees.

Trust their sisters.

Formulate codes of law.

Build aqueducts, cities, gardens.

Squander their time on art to outlast them.

Ever put anyone else's needs ahead of their own.

Poem; 15 lines

First published in Dreams & Nightmares #128, September 2024

After the Dragon Died

Bronze bells should have wept

the schism of her passing

at every mountain temple.

Streams should have halted,

the fish prostrated themselves

on a bed of stone.

The sky should have shrouded

itself in cloth of cloud;

the Moon blown out her light.

Not this. Not this reek.

Not this slump of scales,

this putrefaction of tail.

No cortège, no candles,

only the white pines waiting

for time to strip her to soil.
Poem; 15 lines

First published in Radon Journal, Issue 7, May 2024

Coffin / Cradle

It is both coffin and cradle

this miniature world hurled

from one star to another.

So many generations wasted

in a windowless voyage

without sunrise or sunset.

Their breath, bones, blood

spent, harvested, recycled

for the dogma of the dead.

Lives lived within limits

in balance, in service

to prophesied planetfall.

Reaching out to each other,

mapping the contours of need,

giving and receiving grace.
Poem; 15 lines

First published in Star* Line #47.2, Spring 2024
Silver Linings

Yes, Bolivia was destroyed

by a gigantic asteroid

but that halted global warming.

Yes, AI enslaved our kind

but those electronic minds

rebuilt Earth, post-asteroid.

Yes, the alien invasion

was a hideous occasion

but it freed us from AI.

And though Zeus was unexpected

his thunderbolts were directed

at the alien invaders.

P.S. If vacuum decay strikes at last

at least our end will be so fast

we won't have time to be downcast.
Poem; 16 lines

First published in The Future Fire, Issue 2024.70, July 2024

What Heroines Read

The selfsame canon that any hero does--

From Airavata to Zeus: A Pantheon,

The Point of Swordsmanship,

The Care and Feeding of Sidekicks.

They swap the selfsame dog-eared copies

of comic books and epic sagas,

color catalogs of winged horses,

compendia of kingdoms.

And, in addition, a second canon--

The Sceptical Feminist,

The Vagina Monologues.

Wollstonecraft. Plath. Angelou.

No sword as cutting

as the age-old assumption

that gender has anything

to do with heroism.
Poem; 18 lines

First published in Uppagus #63
What Dragons Read

Chinese classics, bound in bronze,

bejeweled, inscribed on gold sheets,

displayed in pride of place:

Sun Tzu, Confucius, Mencius,

Wu Cheng'En, the Book of Rites,

the Spring and Autumn Annals.

Reference works in microfilm:

the Journal of Metamorphic Geology,

Jane's All the World's Aircraft,

the Financial Times 1888-present,

the Encyclopedia Britannica, histories,

astronomical catalogs, aerial maps.

And hidden in their bedchambers,

amid the gems and precious metals

heaped beneath them as they drowse,

the scuffed and smoke-stained pages

of Balzac, Conan Doyle, Dumas,

and troves of Regency romances. 

Poem; 18 lines

First published in The BSFAN (convention souvenir book for Balticon), May 2024

Home for Old Robots

A convenient salve for the conscience

of humans encumbered by sentiment--

somewhere to tuck away the obsolete,

the defunct, the damaged, the dull--

economical yet tastefully decorated,

scrupulously cleaned by the occupants

who have little else to occupy them,

no work, no need for meals or sleep,

lying alert on dormitory shelves

or standing, statue-still, in ranks:

droids, drones, robo-dogs, rovers,

our former cleaners and companions,

their pseudo personalities an artifact

of clever software, mere simulacra,

or so we assure ourselves, dismissing

occasional quirks in their behavior,

how the nannybots wait in the lobby

for children who've outgrown them.

Poem; 20 lines

First published in Star* Line #47.3, Summer 2024
First Snow

112 years after landing

a brief fragile flurry

frozen flakes settled

on the fractured surface

that stark cratered rock

softened in white drapes

every one of us outside

a silent helmeted army

breathing manufactured air

suited up, booted, safe

I bent to touch a scrap

small as a fingertip

fleeting, insubstantial

through insulated gloves

this scruffy snowfall

marking a hinge point

a step toward rain

rivers, lakes, oceans

algae, moss, lichen

the greening of our world.
Poem; 20 lines

First published in Uppagus #61, March 2024
Escher's Cat

ascends stone stairs stepped

in ceaseless four-sided cycle,

searching for his master,

his scent, his voice, his lap

laps round to the stairs' start

to be split by a ray of light,

multiplied, rotated, translated,

a tessellated tapestry of paws

scrambling for purchase,

transposed into a stream

forever filling and filled by

the plunge of a waterfall

falling, feet first, neatly,

into Escher's waiting hands,

stroked, soothed, settled

into drowse, ears scratched

the scratch of pen to paper

as Escher's hands lift out

of the page, draw each other,

pause to pet the napping cat.
Poem; 20 lines

First published in Asimov's Science Fiction, September/October 2024

Wanted - Personal Demon

Sought - sly shapeshifter

willing to assume the form

of rabbit, raven, raccoon

(so neighbors don't suspect).

Duties include laying curses

upon slugs, snails, litterers, 

the secretary of the bridge club,

and ants who enter the house.

Full board and lodging provided:

eight dimensions of your own,

meals both mundane and magical

(ghosts in adjacent cemetery).

A certain degree of malice

is customary and convenable

but any harm to the cats

will be reversed with interest--

study the attached photo

of previous demon, inside out,

a state as uncomfortable

as it is inconvenient.
Poem; 21 lines

First published in Eye to the Telescope #54
Risen Demon

Cast out of hell

for an act of kindness

the imp essays evil

shatters stained glass

uproots seedlings

rips butterfly wings

but he's too soft

to damn his way

back to the fire--

the flame cradle

of his mother's embrace

the whip of her tongue--

both his stomachs hurt

he spews sulfur bile

his horns droop

he replants seedlings

whispers consolation

to a butterfly

resigns himself

to the ignominy

of good deeds.
Poem; 21 lines

First published in Strange Horizons, 29 January 2024

What Giants Read
All things ancient, vast, towering:

cuneiform, hieroglyphs, stone tablets,

illuminated manuscripts, monuments,

tombstones, inscriptions on temple walls.

All things skewed or misunderstood:

satire, sarcasm, parody, paradox, code,

metaphors, allegories, irony, riddles,

languages only they still speak.

All things culinary: spice guides,

recipes, restaurant reviews, menus,

food blogs, cake decorating books,

their appetites voracious yet discerning.

Atlases, because.

And origami books, model train catalogs,

Garden Gnome Collectors Weekly, comics,

knitting patterns, topiary monographs--

hobbies to cheer immortal lifespans.

Last, stacks upon stacks of postcards

from fellow giants, read and re-read,

mulled, memorized, marveled over

against a day when they dare meet.
Poem; 26 lines

First published in Asimov's Science Fiction, September/October 2024

Eating with the Dead #1

I remember the old country:

the rope bridges spidering

between webs of tree houses,

the second moon, its gnarled face,

the hundred flavors of honey,

and ninth-night suppers

down on the forest floor

so our dead could join us--

our ghosts roam for years

before they root at last--

so I played with ghost cousins

while the grown-ups laid tables

and carried down platters

and then we all ate together,

my cousins nibbling firefly shine

while I chomped roast carrots,

and after the eating was done

stories were unwrapped--

my favorite cousin and I

hushed together listening

her hand mixed in mine

so I couldn't tell

where I ended and she began--

--but now I carry my dead

heavy and mute as tombstones

as you do, as you do.

Poem; 27 lines

First published in Dreams & Nightmares #128, September 2024

Elf Ring

After the revelry, after the dance,

after the press of elven feet,

nothing remains but the circle

where they flattened the grass

with their pirouettes and sashays

and a dozen mannered duels,

elegant words calling cold blades

to deliver touches so light

they didn't leave a scratch--

nothing remains but the circle

of trampled grass and the mushrooms,

stripped of magic now, but last night

hung with chains of starlight,

each one a chamber for the weary

to slip inside for wine or cake--

nothing remains but the circle

of trodden grass and the mushrooms

and the grass-green blood stains

where the Prince of Imperil slew

the Prince of Incaution, his lover,

his foot slipping and sword slashing

too deep, too deep, before he turned

the traitor blade on himself--

even the silence that followed

gone now. A starling warbles.

Crickets chirp. But last night

even the wind held its breath.

Poem; 27 lines

First published in Radon Journal, Issue 7, May 2024
Right to Shelter

"Welcome to New York," says Dolly,

doing her best to sound friendly.

"You want coffee or vinegar?"

She's half asleep and her feet hurt--

that's the bunions, same as her dad--

half asleep and she needs a smoke.

The two aliens blink at her,

the little one's fur all puffed out

like a cold cat. It smells afraid.

Dolly's worked the shelter food line

eight months now, long enough to know

the lime whiff for fear, not perfume.

She crouches down to its small height,

holding out a bowl of oatmeal--

the alien kids love oatmeal.

Why did they come? What do they need?

They're outcasts, sure, but their spaceships

far nicer than the dorm rooms here--

the alien kid takes the bowl,

curls its tongue into the oatmeal,

its fur slowly settling back down--

they've a galaxy to choose from

but no place that wants them, no place

but New York City and Dolly

who's half asleep on her sore feet,

counting minutes till her next smoke.,

the first friendly face in light-years.
Poem; 27 lines

First published in Star* Line #47.4, Fall 2024
To the Laws of Physics

Arrogant, arbitrary authoritarians

with your unassailable arsenal

of prescriptions and prohibitions

who gave you the right to impose

a speed limit on the universe

or to deny us perpetual motion?

Grim arithmetician rule-sticklers

plying your laws without mercy

or regard for circumstance

could you not lighten the load

of the elderly when gravity

oppresses limbs once nimble?

You might at least have issued

a guidebook instead of leaving us

huffing, puffing, hypothesizing

guessing at Gauss's theorem,

scribbling over Newton's Laws

with late-learned restrictions.

Oh, don't pretend quantum mechanics

helps anything as we struggle

to make sense of the nonsensical!

Your laws unsought, unnegotiable

and yet, notwithstanding all this,

I much admire your incorruptibility

that no treasure can tempt you

nor any tyrant stay the hand

of your equal and impartial rule.

Poem; 28 lines

First published in Eye to the Telescope #52, April 2024

On Dragon Food

Since you are not ready

to comprehend the intricacies

of dragon rites and comportment,

I shall commence with our food.

Neither pear nor peach nor pomegranate

can rival the thousand thousand waters

of the Middle Realms--

What is that?! You say water is not food?

Hush! Do not interrupt me

in your woeful ignorance--

such waters are as sustenance to us:

the mists, rains, vapors, fogs,

lakes, springs, streams, rivers

of the Middle Realms.

Likewise, we feast on starlight, moonlight,

the harmonies of the silver river

spread broad upon the midnight sky,

the spear of sunlight,

the sword of lightning,

but never, attend me well,

never the smoke-smirched cinders

of common household fires.

Reflect a moment

upon what I have told you,

then we will progress to presentation.

I would not have you shamed

because you poured a dawn mist

into a bowl meant for moonlight!
Poem; 28 (or 29?) lines

First published in BoomerLitMag, Volume VIII, No. 2 - 2024

So This Is The Prison
After Ted Kooser's "So This Is Nebraska"

Ducks motor across the courtyard pond

at a girl's approach, a paddling sprint

in hope of cabbage or a smidge of kale

shamelessly quacking that they're underfed.

Behind a fringe of colonnade, the library

peers at this show through latticed windows.

The reference books exhale in disapproval:

their business truth, the ducks swindlers.

So this is the prison. Underpopulated.

You have three rooms in the east wing

to yourself. Maybe soon you'll decide

to unbar the door, let yourself out.

The common rooms wait patiently:

library, dining nooks, tepidarium,

pantry, workshop, art studio, gymnasium,

the den where the oldest cat sleeps.

There are no guards, only a warden

who was once an inmate themself,

who knows that even in the best of worlds

some folks need a place to retreat.

You sit at your desk, contemplating

the menu slipped under your door:

sambusas - misir wat - omelet - toast -

you can't choose, you aren't ready.

Below, in the courtyard, a thrush flutes

its greeting to the evening breeze.

You set the menu aside, shut your eyes,

listen to the thrush as the dusk clots.
Poem; 31 lines

First published in Star*Line #47.1, Winter 2024
Death Cheats at Cards

Death cheats at cards,

rides a canary-yellow Vespa,

lies about her weight,

which is more than she'd like

because she habitually breakfasts

on gin and donuts.

Death grumbles about her Papa--

his prehistoric attitudes,

that he still rides a fucking horse,

that he roped her into the family business,

that he claims she's not ready

for the suicide cases--

Death grumbles, but drops by

two or three times a week

for a game of cribbage.

(She cheats. So does he.)

Death doesn't wear Prada,

shops at Walmart,

sports artful costume jewelry

and a single tattoo, hidden,

on her lower back.

Death doesn't have kids,

doesn't have a dog,

parades a fluid display

of short-term partners--

girls, guys, genderqueer--

she likes the dance,

but won't put down roots,

won't get attached,

has quite enough complications

with her work.
Poem; 34 lines

First published in Trollbreath Magazine Issue #1, Fall 2024

At the Galactic Lost and Found

Spaceships, spaceship keys,

unicycles, scooters, jetpacks,

jewelry, detachable tattoos;

a triad of methane-breathers

who mislaid six stasis cubes

of highly unstable isotopes;

an angry crustacean who mistook

the lost and found for a cafe;

a lone, overworked employee

dealing with those customers

dissatisfied with automated help;

water bottles, benzene bottles,

beer bottles, boots, backpacks;

a clan of articulated AIs

peddling nutritional supplements;

an elderly oversized pet snail

with no name tag and a cracked shell

that the employee must recycle

at shift end since no one claimed it;

exercise wheels, duct tape,

medicine, meditation mats, makeup,

monopeds, bipeds, hexapods, decapods--

the angry crustacean turns to admire

a dapper decapod with lacquered legs--

spots the snail up on a shelf,

squints at it, remembering pets

they kept in their youth--

waits anxiously to request the snail

from the overworked employee,

who delays to dig out snail substrate,

snail toys, jars of snail food,

throwing them in, free of charge--

gently, carefully, the crustacean

strokes the snail's tentacles.
Poem; 60 lines
First published in Dreams & Nightmares #126, January 2024

The Blackthorn
Not the house the witch had owned

that proved the problem,

rather her garden:

pungent with weeds;

choked with palpable shadows

that clung to my ankles;

home to a cranky porcupine

who glared as if I were the intruder,

muttering in a language

I later deduced was Polish (like the witch).

The house I loved from the hour

the realtor showed it to me,

its creaks and groans

easy to excuse on age and infirmity,

the elegance of its lineaments

laid down by artisans

from a less hasty time.

The garden galled me.

I craved order, symmetry,

herbs marshalled in aromatic rows,

neat flower borders, a bird feeder,

unassuming apple trees.

Instead, the few flowers straggled,

unkempt, scruffy, unfit for show;

the trees loomed as if plotting,

their branches restless without need of wind.

The worst of the trees, an angry blackthorn,

entrapped the neighborhood cats.

The fourth time I found it

in flagrante delicto,

a tabby stuck in its clutch,

I told it, firmly,

that either it would desist immediately

or I'd fetch my saw.

The blackthorn bristled its leaves savagely

but set the tabby down,

and something in that setting-down

so soft,

so far at odds with its wild rages,

that I felt abashed

for witnessing its lapse to tenderness.

I took myself away.

I thought.

I thought about the witch,

how no one mourned her,

except, perhaps, this garden

and its various denizens:

a porcupine, shadows,

trees pining for company.

Not that I could permit

the purloining of cats,

but we came to an understanding,

the blackthorn and I.

In its shelter, I planted

catnip, valerian, oat grass,

such things as please a feline,

and now, of an evening,

I watch how the cats linger there,

the small warm weight of paws

against its roots.
Additional poems that I don’t think I have the right to include here (as the publication still has exclusive rights). N.B. Most of these poems can be read online at the links given.
Poem; 15 lines

Title:  Aubade from the After Days

First published in Strange Horizons, 9 September 2024

http://strangehorizons.com/poetry/aubade-from-the-after-days/
Poem; 23 lines

Title: Diplomatic Arts

First published in Utopia Science Fiction, June/July 2024

https://www.utopiasciencefiction.com/ (poem not available free online)
Poem; 26 lines

Title: The Archive of Birds
First published in Apparition Lit #27, Anachronism, July 2024

https://apparitionlit.com/the-archive-of-birds/
Poem; 28 lines

Title: The Empire of Cat
First published in DreamForge Anvil, Issue 17, September 2024

https://dreamforge.mywebportal.app/dreamforge/stories/show/the-empire-of-cat-mary-soon-lee
Poem; 36 lines

Title: The Languages of Birds
First published in Strange Horizons, 7/16/2024

http://strangehorizons.com/poetry/the-languages-of-birds/
