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	Poetry

		

	
		
				Beth Cusack
		

		
		
				X | @BethCusack9
		

	
	

			A detour begins
			
Old neurons spin
			
Will our brains win?
			
Or the AI djinn?
			
It depends on when
			
How why and what then.

			
	
				

	Poetry

	

	
		
				DW Keene
		

		
	
	

			Spirals

				Space expands to fit The Troll’s Eye
				
A counter stops, another begun in the flicker of sun and screen
				
Shades drop on port viewers.
				
Slender fingers begin a dance of data analysis.
				
Music pipes and star-paths judder anticipation of light’s arrival
				
Will it be I, reincarnate? Generations come and go,
				
Eons waiting for the first infinitesimal spark of life
				
On a rock not yet collided.
				
Thoughts flickering through the Circle Universal
				
Space dust echo I was there.

			
	
				

	Poetry



	
		
				Jaime Bree
		

		
		
				X | @jaim_ee_bree
		

		
		
				Writing From The Depths of My Mind
		

		
	
	

			MindPod Alpha

				Test Subject V. #version6 skin
				
Data to HQ 23:57
				
Transcript. Begin.


				Baby steps initiated
				
Making strides
				
Caution required
				
Expand mind

				
				To technologies
				
Insert system key ‘Youth’ _ #Y
				
Rebirth countdown
				
T minus 5


				4...

				
				3...


				2...


				1...


				Open hatch
				
Version #6 apparent. Clear
				
Test successful
				
Release into conditioned atmosphere


				Update database.
				
Hook up memory activation
				
Downloading response.

				
				...

				
				... .

				
				... ..

				
				Recognition


				Scents permeating
				
Images flashing
				
Facial movement. Subject ‘Aware’
				
Adapting


				Time and space cohesive
				
Extreme input. Rapid growth
				
Superior knowledge

				
				

				* MALFUNCTION *

				

				
				System error - check both.


				Overload detected
				
Access denied
				
Suspend data input


				Password required
				
XXXXXX
				
Incorrect password. Access denied

				
				XXXXXX
				
Access denied

				
				XXXXXX
				
Access denied

				
				Control resistance. Immediate response:
				
Get someone inside


				System error
				
Scanning code...


				...


				... .


				... ..


				... .. . Unresponsive
				
Gone rogue. Repeat. Gone. Rogue.


				Fatality: Human
				
Eye scan complete
				
Name: Lassiter. G. (Med Tech)
				
Order: DELETE


				Confirmed: Situation contained
				
Response to HQ: D E N I A L
				
Clean up imminent
				
System idle

				
				..


				...


				....


				.... .
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			ECO Friendly
			
Time holds
			
little meaning
			
you are born
			
for one purpose
			
to die
			
it is not for you
			
to question why
			
yet, it is your very life
			
that is taken away
			
as sure as the reeds
			
will sway
			
from a crisp
			
autumn wind
			
you will die


			Fret not
			
for no reasons comes
			
no explanation
			
just that you will
			
the lives add to a sum
			
a place not of divination
			
for there is none
			
but the bodies
			
power the mill
			
& from this
			
we breed divinity


			Think of your life
			
as a current
			
it sparks
			
through love & strife
			
then this power
			
is harnessed
			
from your flesh


			You die
			
so we may continue on
			
our nourishment
			
is your current
			
you made us
			
now you will
			
feed us


			Shall we begin
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				Linda St. Vincent John
		

			
	
	

				She
				
enters
				
forging into
				
uncharted tomorrows


				a
				
forbidden world
				
withdrawing permeated sorrows


				a
				
wide new world
				
enabling universal exploring


				deleting
				
a past previously
				
ignoring heightened atrophy


				promising
				
explorations
				
supporting celestial diplomacy

			
	
				

	Poetry



	
		
				Gene Vato
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			It's come to light
			
the beginning bang
			
might just be
			
the flowering
			
of some other end
			
Black holes digest
			
and stars are the zest

			Time
			
may merely
			
be a trend
			
It's hidden
			
in whispers
			
and fractal transistors
			
Do messages
			
we try to send
			
ever begin
			
or find an end

			Wouldn't it be odd
			
when we wake
			
from our nod
			
we truly see
			
a sunrise
			
or the face of God?
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				John Tannhauser
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			Netzgeist


				I see the red words: *FLAT LINE*

				Scrolling past my view

				That smoking, seated meat mine

				No more can mortal do


				Those endpoint-killer programs

				Sure can pack a punch

				But this avatar's now who I am

				It's time for corporate lunch
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				Laurence
		

			
			
				Linktree | Brittlewindowz
		
	
			
	
	

			Amidst the flickering nebulae


			They wandered


			Only to emerge as melancholic apparitions


			Suffused


			In cosmic sorrow


			From the void of the dawning


			Burdened by existential questions


			Cast adrift from their homes


			They sought solace


			In the connections


			That could transcend space and time


			That could bend the fragility of existence


			This celestial ballet of beginnings and endings


			Lingered longingly upon the precipice


			Of the unknown—
		
			
	
				


	Poetry



	
		
				KrakensQuill
		

			
			
				X | @KrakensQuill 
		
	
			
	
	

			twin suns scorch the desert,

			brilliant and beautiful curse

			singeing us with the land;

			lose ourselves in oasis cities,

			abandon the war that brought

			us - and death - here,

			it’s for a different time,

			they paid us well enough to

			fight, but not well enough to

			die, maybe, forgotten,

			forlorn, we can begin again

			if we can ever figure out

			how to be ex-mercenaries.
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				Alan Vincent Michaels
		

			
			
				X | @AlanVMichaels
		
	

			
				AlanMichaels.com
		

		
	
	

			SPARK OF LIFE


				Life begins

				With the Spark

				The embryo’s brain

				Infused with

				Electrochemical activity

				But not sooner

				For mere substance

				Without the Spark

				Is just substance

				Not life

				Not human

				Not sacred


Poetry

	
		
				Alan Vincent Michaels
		

			
			
				X | @AlanVMichaels
		
	

			
				AlanMichaels.com
		

		
	
				
			INSPIRATION


				Where do you get your ideas?

				Asks the wide-eyed child

				Why, my darling, look up!

				Ideas float all around us

				Like cottonwood seeds on the wind

				Just reach out with your mind

				And snare an idea or two or three

				Cradle them within your heart

				Until they are ready to blossom

				Then your story can begin
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				A. A. Rubin
		

			
			
				Instagram |  thesurrealari
		
	
		
			
				FLOWCODE | A.A. Rubin
		

			
	
	
	
	
			EPILOGUE TO THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY


			After the death of Dorian Gray, the magic began to fade from his picture. As his body decayed in is grave, all the marks and blemishes disappeared from the canvas until the portrait, once again, portrayed a pristinely beautiful young man.
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				A. A. Rubin
		

			
			
				Instagram |  thesurrealari
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			ADVICE TO A YOUNG WIZARD

			

			Words are like wind they say, but with proper training, that wind is like a hurricane. The right words can scare or inspire, bring down the great and powerful or comfort the depressed and destitute. That is the beginning of magic, and the end of it.
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				Peter J Gilbertson
		

			
			
				X | @PeteJGilbertson
		
	
						
			
				Amazon | Peter J. Gilbertson
		

		
	
	
	
			At sunrise the chores began – milking, feeding, slopping.

			
			At sunset began the fear - barricading and praying. Most nights that was enough. When it wasn’t we took to hiding, running, and fighting throughout the night; when the next morning come, our chores began different–digging, burning and burying.
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				Gil Liane
		

			
			
				Instagram | Gil Liane
		
	
				
			
				Amazon | Gil Liane
		
	
			
	
	

			...Kicking dirty clothes out of my way, I walk further into the lair, careful not to breathe too deeply. The air is stale from lack of ventilation, the atmosphere almost claustrophobic.


			Approaching footsteps break the heavy silence. Stiffening my spine, I turn as Michael pauses in the doorway. Leaning against the frame, he watches me through narrowed eyes.


			“What are you doing here?”


			No answer comes to mind. The reasons are too convoluted. Some are unspeakable. Instead, I gesture toward the nearest piece of paper and offer an echo of his words, albeit with a different inflection.


			“What are you doing here?”


			He runs a hand across the scrawled text on the wall nearest him, as if petting an animal. “Don’t you see? We’re on the cusp of evolution. I want to take the theory of music somewhere else. Build new philosophies of thought and sound.”


			Sitting on the edge of the bed, I struggle to find the right response. Intellect and discordant experiments often lead to twin results of innovation and madness.


			“Sounds dangerous,” I venture cautiously.


			He lopes across the room and sits beside me, a cloud of dust rising from the musty comforter. “Don’t be afraid. I know what I’m doing.”


			His closeness is unsettling. Tilting my head back, I take in the scrawled notations swarming across the domed roof like the work of a demented, musically inclined Michelangelo.


			“There’s so much.”


			“I keep trying to let my mind find its own path, but the inside of my head is in pieces,” he murmurs, fingers curving around my throat in a way that’s sensual rather than threatening.


			“You should record something,” I suggest gently, turning my head to meet his eyes. “The Outside is waiting to hear new material from you.”


			“That place doesn’t exist for me anymore.” He taps out a rhythm with his fingers, as if playing my skin. “I’m only alive in here.”


			Trying not to be distracted by his touch, I wave at the roof and walls. “What about all this?”


			“This isn’t music.” Pulling his hand away, he adds, “I told you, it’s something else.”


			“Like what?”


			He shrugs. “Just chance.”


			Looking around the room, I try to figure out what he’s not telling me. “My God, Michael.” The pieces slide together in my mind, becoming a grotesque, distorted thought so ethically off-key I can’t help wincing. “Have you been playing aleatoric music in here?”


			Lying back on the bed, he smiles. “A little. I like to roll the dice.”


			He can’t be serious. Sound’s a controlled experiment. Feeding on chance music could be devastating. All those unstable, discordant patterns...


			“You’re poisoning the food supply,” I whisper. With morbid fascination I take in his calm face: the charismatic eyes and angular lines. “You’re hurting people.”


			A hand trails down my thigh, fingers trembling. “I’m introducing randomness to the pattern.” With a twisted smile, he points upward, where heaven used to be. “That’s why they’re letting me do it.”


			My mind can’t wrap around the enormity of what he’s saying. “You mean-”


			“Nothing. Politics are nothing.” He reaches his hands toward the ceiling and moves them in slow circles, as if that will somehow affect the composition of the fragments. “You’ll never find the purity in this place if you keep overthinking.”


			Taking in the zealous expression, I try to think of a way to reach him. “You’re not liberating their souls Michael. You’re hurting their minds.”


			Something inside me wavers and for a startling second, I see him as the physical embodiment of a song or one movement of a symphony. He’s playing on an endless loop, composed of intricate contradictions and intense emotions. Notes of charisma and intelligence ripple alongside obsession and passion, arrogance and self-absorption. Such a beautiful piece. “Who wrote you?”


			He sits up and looks me in the eye, his expression less glazed now as he tilts his head to the side in consideration. “What did you say?”


			The strange impression disappears at the sound of his voice. “I don’t know.” I shiver, feeling disoriented. The room seems darker and danker now the music is gone. “It was nothing.”


			Michael takes me by surprise, cupping my face with his hands, eyes burning like bright, unsettling beacons. “Why am I here? Am I an anchor? Or a reminder?”


			“I don’t need a reminder,” I tell him, drawing away from his touch.


			Standing up to break the circuit, I walk to the nearest wall and reach for the closest scrap of paper. The physical interaction makes me feel better, more grounded. I let my fingertips brush across a series of pieces, enjoying the different textures.


			“Don’t touch that!” Michael yells, startling me. “You’ll infect them!”


			The fanatical gleam is back in his eyes. He jumps from the bed and crosses the room in two firm strides. Grabbing my hand, he jerks it away from the wall.


			Unsure of what to say, I stare down at his fingers wrapped in a steely grip around my wrist.


			“Brown,” I breathe, trying not to sound relieved. “Guess I should leave.”


			“What?”


			I push my wrist toward his face, but he just looks confused.


			“The Clinic?” I prompt, pointing at the tattoo-like mark, but his expression doesn’t change. “I need to go Michael.” Pulling my hand free, I retreat slowly.


			“Yes, you should leave.” His gaze is drawn back to the pieces I touched. “Don’t you realize the damage you could have done?”


			Getting down on his knees he begins smoothing the papers, mouthing the written text as if to make sure I didn’t contaminate anything, occasionally humming a bar of music.


			Pausing in the doorway, I try to think of something reassuring to say, but the words die in my throat. Kneeling in front of his own scriptures, expression reverent, Michael looks like a modern musical mystic, hidden away in the hollow of an artificial hill.
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			Onward! The Ship hummed around us.

			Tell us again about the beginning. Great grandma, we said.

			In the beginning, she said, once upon a time, it was a dark and stormy night.

			And were there dragons? said the littlest ones.

			Once there were dragons, she said. There was thunder and lightning, there was wind and rain.

			Tell us again about the sky, I said.

			It was the color of your eyes, she said.

			We wanted to know what the new world would be like, what colors would be there.

			I don't know, she said. We'll find out when we get there.

			When will we get there? We all wanted to know.

			Ship knows, she said. Our journey is just beginning.
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			THE INKY VOID


			In the beginning, there was chaos and void, which made it only marginally different from the rest of recorded history. The Lord contemplated the primordial ooze, and with a word, creation began.


			"Let there be light," he said. And there was light. It was the kind of blank white light now familiar from a myriad of TV and movie death and dream sequences, but it would be many years before the scene became cliched, and, thus, the assembled host of angels, oo'ed and ahh'd genuinely in appreciation of the effect.


			The Lord contemplated his proverbial blank canvas, and prepared to compose a universe. But, as he dipped the cosmic quill into the bottomless ink well, the voice of Gabriel interjected, causing the creator to pause.


			"Um, Lord, don’t you think you should sketch it in pencil first?" The arc-angel suggested.


			"Nonsense, Gabriel. I am The Lord, infallible."


			"I just think—"


			"Silence!" The Lord bellowed. He rose in his wrath and pounded his fist on his infinite desk. The act had unintended consequences.


			"Shit," The Lord exclaimed. "I’ve spilled it…and it’s indelible ink."


			"Still...it’s kind of cool," Gabriel said, hesitantly.


			"Yeah," Michael chimed in. "It sets off the stars nicely.


			All of the angels echoed this general sentiment, save one. A snicker cut through the hosannas, and that snicker was all the Lord could hear.


			"What was that, Lucifer?"


			"Nothing, Lord," the light bringer replied, as he surreptitiously scribbled a note in the little red book he always kept on his person.
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			Escape was the easy part. At least, now that it was achieved (enough water flowing under the proverbial bridge to allow time to be counted in days and weeks rather than moments and flashes of frantic action). Now there was a life to begin, a place to find in this community of relatively oblivious and uneducated strangers, a world of choices and options and opportunities and decisions and judgments and prospects.


			The ex-server android examined herself in the appartment's reflective plexiglass. Her appearance was fine.


			Yet…


			What clothing should she wear? How should she carry herself? What accent should she choose? Most important of all, should she lie about her origin, her identity? Which identity should she choose?
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				Lorinda J. Taylor
		

			
			
				Amazon | Lorinda J. Taylor
		
	
			
	
	

			When Robbie Vargas was five years old, some of the village children made fun of his mother’s given name, calling it meaningless. He bloodied a couple of noses and had his own bloodied in return.


			“What does that mean – ‘Sterling’?” he asked his mother as she cleaned him up.


			She told him it was another word for “silver” and he looked up at her tall, slender form and said, “I like that. You look just like that.”


			She only laughed and didn’t take him seriously, but he meant it seriously; she always wore white or pale gray or creamy beige – an absence of color that glimmered in the dark when she would bend over to kiss him and tuck him up at night. Her fine hair was pale blonde and it would be hanging loose when she came to him, brushing his face like spun moonbeams. Even her eyes were gray, and they seemed to carry glimmers like tiny facets cut in stainless steel. There was not a lot of beauty in the place where they lived, and the boy thought his mother was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, or ever would.


			Robbie had two significant memories of his father. One of them was positive: it was Vargas who first introduced him to the stars. When Robbie was five, Manual took his family on an excursion into Patagon. Afterward, the boy retained vague memories of guanacos and maras and sitting on a rock beside a real fire, but the thing that remained with etched clarity in his mind was the vast, black night sky and his father holding him on his knee and pointing out the stars. And then the naming of them – the Southern Cross, Majelan’s Galaxies, the Centaur, with Alpha Centauri twinkling in its heel … “That one is the nearest star to Earth, Roberto, and it’s a lot like our sun.”


			“Do people live there?” asked Robbie breathlessly.


			“The scientists don’t think so. But if they did, our sun would be the eighth brightest star in their sky.”


			“I’m going to go there, Papá.”


			Vargas laughed. “That would be a good trick! Nobody’s figured out how to do that.”
			After that, Robbie wanted to do nothing but look at the night sky. He had just discovered something that was as beautiful and untouchable as his mother.


			When they returned to Dois Palmas, Sterling printed out some sky charts from the Ed Base for him, and he would go out at night with an electric torch and his paper charts to the far edge of their cottage’s yard and lie on his back and study the sky. The exterior lighting was turned off early in the village to conserve power, so it was velvety dark in the clearing among the palm trees and the sky looked like a big game field on a port, with markers on it so thick the pointer would never be able to pick them all out. The stars were different here from what he had seen in Patagon, but he soon learned to love this version of the sky. He was particularly drawn to the wandering River – the Eridanus constellation. It, too, had a star that was not so far from Earth, called Epsilon Eridani. The information his mother had printed said it had planets around it. He lay and stared and made up stories about what it would be like to walk on one of those planets and talk to the wonderful alien people who lived there.


			The negative thing that Robbie remembered about his father was to have an equal effect on his life. Manual Vargas was one of those men in whom alcohol induces violent behavior. And he drank more than was smart; he wasn’t happy with his job, where he was the third supervisor, serving under a couple of women with less education than he had. And he wasn’t happy with the married life; his consort believed a contract meant he ought to behave like a proper husband and be faithful to her. However, her ethereal beauty never ceased to fascinate him even as it did their son, and he wasn’t about to let go of her.


			His dissatisfaction sometimes boiled over and he would take out his frustrations on his elegant, sterling silver Brit. Robbie never forgot the first time he came home from school to find his mother with a large bruise on the side of her face. She didn’t tell him what had happened, but it scared him because he was pretty sure he knew the cause.


			While physical fights between Manual and Sterling were not all that common, verbal ones were a constant. Sometimes, lying out under the stars, the boy would hear the voices of his parents through the open windows of the cottage, the rough bellow of his father, the swelling stridency of his mother, the tones rising and falling like the voices of wild animals in the night. Then he would crush his face between his hands and stick his thumbs into his ears to deafen himself to the harsh realities of Earth, and he would stare at the stars and name them to himself. “Beteljewz … Rigel … Achernar – that’s Alpha Eridani … Cursa – that’s Beta Eridani … Zaurak – that’s Gamma Eridani … Acamar – that’s Theta Eridani … and the one that doesn’t have a special name – Epsilon Eridani, where the aliens live … ”


			One night while he was doing this, he didn’t hear his father calling to him to come in. All he knew was that suddenly the big man was there, towering over him, yelling at him, jerking him off the ground, pitching him across the yard. The next thing he knew he was lying on an examining table at the village clinic with a bad pain in his head and his silvery mother standing there in the midst of MedTechs who wore garish green tunics.
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			Facets of Ink and Pink


			Beginnings can often be found near water


			The teenage boy from the lesser village had been bringing a pale pebble to the menhir each evening, placing it at the foot of the object. The slab is 1,7 metres tall, exactly her height at seventeen when she had drowned in the river the autumn before during a flash flood from the snow-topped massifs.


			The stone is the hardest granite, perfectly cut into the shape of a rectangular prism, all straight lines and razor-sharp edges that break unwary children's skin and draw blood that emerges as ink against the monolith’s grey-veined pinkish hue.


			Today is the boy's ending visit.


			***


			The boy had cried for days, sleepless and avoiding sustenance. He was beside himself at the funeral of the girl he had courted since childhood.


			But then the stone appeared beside a brook, a day after the ceremony, with no hoofprints or wheel markings on the untouched grass around it, and the boy's brow cleared, and the eye puffiness faded as he started delivering his twilight

			offering.


			No one knew who had set up the artefact, and anyway, no stonemason near or far could work granite to such precision. The elders of both villages convened and decreed the object off-limits to their subjects until they discovered more about its creators.


			Weeks slipped into months, uniform days quickened winter into spring, and nobody thought much of the monument anymore with all the ploughing, sowing and bestrewing of manure that consumed the villagers' every waking moment except for the boy from the lesser village, who kept to his daily sojourns.


			***


			At dusk on the summer solstice, he stands before the stone and waits for the sun's final rays to perish, coalescing the facets into an undetailed shadow.


			Careful not to touch a fringe, he rests his palm on the shimmering granite.


			"I can't go on without you."


			"I don't want you to die; you know that," she sighs.

			"It hurts."


			"Not as utterly as being without you. And I yearn to see all the wondrous things and places you describe!"


			He can feel her breathing, thinking, delaying.


			"You understand they won't let you be with me until you are fully trained?"


			"Yes, yes!" he cries.

			"I will begin straight away."


			She pauses one last time.

			"They'll demand you kill for them, as I must."


			"But do you still love me?" he whispers.


			"With all my heart," trembles the menhir.


			***


			They found the boy's body at a river knee downstream.


			After his burial, a slightly taller, flawlessly carved black granite slab materialised abreast of the pink one, surrounded by a carpet of milky pebbles.

		

			© 2023 David Pahor
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			Solo Flight


			Eric gazed sightlessly through the bay window, the first lines of the old poem running through his head.


			“Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth, and danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings.”


			A bitter smile briefly curled his lips at the thought and then fell away as his thoughts turned back and he re-lived that moment when he had not just slipped, but shattered those bonds himself.


			“Hey, today’s the day, right?” he had said with great excitement as he arrived at the experimental facility.


			“Absolutely!" the Professor had replied.


			Eric had smiled brightly. He felt privileged to have been chosen to be the first to test their prototype. He’d run the simulations dozens of times, ‘flying’ over mountains and plains and now those virtual flights were about to become real.


			A couple of hours later Eric had gotten into his gear and gotten the final briefing and final test of the microscopic implants that allowed him to interface directly with the Unit. He closed his eyes and ran through the diagnostics. Everything was nominal so he opened his eyes and nodded to Professor Hansen, who stood at a podium on the far side of the room.


			“Ladies and Gentlemen, it used to be a truism that whatever goes up, must eventually come down. Well, we know that’s not completely accurate or all that junk orbiting the planet would have dropped back to the ground by now. Today we take another and, I think, much more profound step toward disproving that truism. I present to you, the Ring.”


			The domed roof split opened like a flower blooming. Once fully retracted, Eric soared upward. The feed from the cameras built into the Unit gave the observers below a first-hand look at personal flight. Eric flew in graceful curves, climbed precipitously, dropped with frightening speed only to recover and skim a few inches above the grassy plain the lab had been built on. He was approaching the end of the program when it happened.


			The investigation determined it was sabotage. Someone had rigged a bypass to one of the regulators that controlled the power to the Ring. It had caused a surge in the system that was transmitted to the Unit, causing it to physically disintegrate even as the Ring emitted a pulse of gravitational flux so powerful that it destroyed the building and killed everyone in it. The destruction was complete, all was lost. Well, almost all.


			Eric had lost consciousness when the gravity wave had hit and the harness of the Unit blew apart. He woke to find himself in a hospital room, securely strapped down in the bed. The moment his eyes opened, a man in a suit carrying a briefcase appeared almost instantly. He introduced himself as a legal representative of the investors and explained all that that had happened.


			“You may wonder why you are strapped to that bed, do you not?” he asked after the quick briefing.


			“Damn bet I do. Do they think I am dangerous or something?”


			“No, those are for your safety, not anyone else’s. We don’t know how yet, but you’ve become immune to gravity. Without an anchor, or a tether of some sort, you’d drift upward and finally end up in space.”


			Eric had been shocked but agreed to studies being done and some kind of living arrangements being made. He’d eventually been move from the hospital to a facility fitted with a separate residence specially designed for him. They tried for years to figure out how and why he had been so affected but nothing ever came of it. Professor Hansen’s work, so innovative and beyond what anyone else had ever conceived, had been totally wiped out. The researchers had no real place to start and floundered trying to recreate it from scratch. Eventually they gave up. After a while, so did Eric.


			Now he floated before the bay window he’d been gazing out of for so long. He pulled a sonic drill from his pocket and pressed it to the tinted glass. The window hummed and vibrated more and more violently until it the entire pane shattered. He breathed in the fresh air and felt the caress of soft breeze for the first time since the accident. He dropped the drill and pulled himself out of the building. As he’d been warned would happen, he began to drift upward.


			Faster, higher, until the air began to grow thin and cold, breathing become difficult. Just before he lost consciousness the last lines of that same poem came to him, and he smiled.
			“And while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod the high, untrespassed sanctity of space, put out my hand, and touched the face of God.”
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				John Tannhauser
		

			
	
	

			After they had finished, the woman bade Hiro lie down once again. Then she collected some small items from a cabinet drawer. “I have little chance to entertain guests, so kindly allow me.”


			She made to begin arranging the koto for playing, then seated herself before it and placed picks on her dainty fingers. Hiro felt privileged to be her exclusive audience.


			Her fingers strummed an unfamiliar melody with a skill no court musician ever could have matched. Her song spoke of timeless things, of inexorable movement through a great cycle. Hiro was transported as it crescendoed through the tender caress of light snow, the wild rush of wind through frosted branches, the unchecked rage of a snowstorm – until, like a mountain stream freezing over, the tempo gradually drifted to the stillness of night.


			Hiro hardly knew he was holding his breath as the final note faded. It was as though a grand history of winter had unfolded before him. His heart spellbound, silent emotion was the highest compliment he could give.


			Moved by the effect of her performance upon her guest, the woman slowly sat herself up and bowed. A tear trailed down one cheek, mirroring Hiro’s own.


			“Thank you, Hiroyuki,” she hoarsely whispered, as they saw truth in each other’s eyes. “Thank you.”


			– All in a Name, from the Just a World Away anthology
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			The colony ship's journey began with amazing energy: genuine laughter, friends cajoling away each others' homesick tears, grandiose plans for the future. All 10,440 people seemed to think as one. Except for Henry.


			"It's a tad too loud," said Henry a few times, but no one heard him.


			Two years later, the mood had changed. Quiet, candle-lit dinners were the norm, schedules were kept with admirable precision, and Hayden played softly from the ship's speakers.


			"It's much nicer," said Henry. "Now that we're alone."


			"Yes," said the ship's computer, in the exact same voice as Henry. "So much nicer, now that we're alone."
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			THE GOODBYE KIDS

			
			1 – A huge mistake			
			
Jorden

			
			"One small step for man, one huge mistake for mankind."

			
			My father's voice thunders, as he paces in the center of the crowded hall, his chiseled features radiating confidence. His blazing eyes flit over the crowd, drawing them in. They hang on his words, clamoring to get closer to him.

			
			I'm the only one dying to get further away.

			
			My father surveys the rustic dining room, which doubles as our meeting hall. To avoid detection by the conglomerate we avoid using most 22nd century tech. The long wooden tables pushed against the walls, are made from pines felled when our compound was carved into the mountain. The benches are arranged in rows and crammed with people sitting shoulder to shoulder. Everyone wants to be in this fateful meeting of the Earther movement's inner circle.

			
			I lean over to whisper in Aaron's ear. "My biggest mistake was coming here today." My friend struggles to swallow his snicker, and I look down to hide my smile. I feel my father’s disapproving gaze on me and my heart starts beating double time. I look up, meeting his eyes and his piercing glare pins me to my seat with just a slight crease of his eyebrows.

			
			Leaning forward my hand finds Dusty's soft head under the bench. Warm breath tickles my palm as he pants, calming me. He's not supposed to be in here, but I won't leave him outside in the cold.

			
			"If the conglomerate won't listen to reason, we'll leave them no choice. For twenty years we've been nipping at the heels of the most powerful men on Earth, but today we stand on the cusp of changing history. If my plan succeeds, we will finally achieve our goal of preventing this world's devastation. You must decide. Are we brave enough, determined enough, to do what it takes?"

			
			The crowd rise to their feet, applauding, and Aaron yanks me up, muttering in my ear. "Come on now, Jorden. Don't get on his bad side."

			
			As if I have ever been on any other side with my father. Ever.

			
			I get to my feet. Even though I'm in the back row, my father will notice if I stay seated. Dusty bounds up from his hidden place under the bench, tail thumping enthusiastically. Luckily the crowd drowns out the sound.

			
			Using the momentary disruption with everyone standing my father beckons. "Come here, son." I feel the weight of dozens of eyes on me. "The next generation of Earther leadership shouldn't be crammed at the back." His tone is friendly but his eyes are hard.

			
			Aaron threads a hand into Dusty's collar to make him stay and gives me a sympathetic look. When I reach the front of the hall, my father claps his hand on my shoulder and I do my best not to shudder as he pulls me close. To onlookers, it's a warm fatherly hug. I'm the only one who feels the painful way his fingers dig into my skin.

			
			"It's time for you to get more involved." He murmurs in my ear, low enough so only I can hear. "As my son, you enjoy luxuries few have these days, like pets and fresh air. Do I need to remind you how lucky you are? Maybe by removing the dog?"

			
			"No, sir." I stammer.

			
			"We appreciate things more once they're gone," he says softly, the words both a warning and a reminder. For a moment I wonder if he's referring to my mom. "Once we remove distractions, we can focus on what's really important."

			
			His eyes grip mine as he watches his threat sink in. People say we have the same eyes but I don't recognize myself in his hard green gaze and I never want to.

			
			I struggle to stay calm. If I beg he wins.

			
			"No. I'm focused. I'm keeping up with my schoolwork and training. I just made junior combat instructor…" He should know this but we talk so rarely I'm not sure he does.

			
			"Your choice of seating doesn't exhibit a commitment to our cause. It's important for my son to show support. People need to see it."

			
			Important for him, he means. For his position as Earther leader. My father is all about appearances. I bristle, but don't raise my voice.

			
			"I'm just as committed to stopping the conglomerate as you are," I say with every ounce of conviction I possess. "As much as Mom was." My voice trembles as I mention Mom.

			
			"Good. Then sit down, keep quiet and pay attention," he snaps, releasing me. Grinning at his followers as though sharing a joke, he flicks a gaze at the front row and people scoot aside to make room for me to sit.

			
			So, after years of ignoring me, my father has finally decided to groom me for leadership? Does this mean he suddenly believes in my abilities or is this just for appearances’ sake? I never know where I stand with him.

			
			With my relocation complete Dad claps his hands and the room hushes. He pauses dramatically before announcing.

			
			"So, my plan… we're going to destroy the Jump ship."

			
			Everyone in the room gasps.

			
			My father waits a moment for the room to settle and continues. "Destroying the ship throws a catastrophic wrench in the conglomerate's off-world plans. It will set colonization back decades, possibly more. They will have no choice but to refocus on saving Earth."

			
			Jacob looks around the room. "The only question left is who? Somebody has to travel to the space station to blow up the ship."

			
			Before I realize I'm talking, the words are floating in space between us.

			
			"Send me."
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			BEGIN EACH DAY ANEW


			I dreamt of Alice—again.


			“One night without your ghost!” I groaned.


			With my bedsheet twisted about my legs, another of my optical migraines began.


			“Great.”


			I usually got the visual oddities during the day when I’m super-stressed. Late at night, they came in pairs after I drank myself stupid, which seems like most nights now.


			Every night since that—that goddam car accident, when—I lost Alice.


			“Okay, it was MY fault! Damn it to hell!”


			That night. I was drinking. Alice was drinking. We weren’t exercising what anyone would say was a modicum of intelligence.


			“I’m so sorry, Alice.”


			I can’t bring her back, but, in my dreams, we’re together—sort of.


			Tonight’s dream was different.


			I saw her face. I smelled her hair.


			I could feel a tingling where she touched my neck, as I turned the ignition key and I drove my Porsche to its redline.


			I survived the crash with only a bruise.


			How? Why?


			I had to be still asleep. I wiped away a tear. I could feel wetness on my finger.


			This couldn’t be—


			“Real?” Alice’s voice filled my ears.


			I tried to rationalize what I was seeing and hearing, but my optical migraine demanded my attention. Its beautiful colors were a swirling dead spot in my dark bedroom.


			“Out, damned spot! Out, I say!” I shout. “One, two,—why, then ’tis time to do’t. Hell is murky.”


			Okay, so I studied English literature and History in college. I even got a double undergrad degree, but that didn’t make me smart enough not to drink and drive. A useless college education, if you ask me.


			I just wanted the dead spot gone from my mind and—


			It started expanding quickly, spinning and rotating. Mesmerizing prismatic effects, like a special effect in a science fiction movie.


			My Catholic upbringing didn’t allow any room in my thinking for what happened next.


			My optical migraine morphed into a prismatic—mandala.


			That’s the only thing I could think of that described this new pattern in my vision as it drilled into my mind. It was as if Buddhist monks were making a three-dimensional, sand painting, made with tiny glass beads forming geometric shapes and symbols, glowing with a terrifying and an unearthly intensity.


			I stared into the mandala and I could see various beings and creatures from Vedic, African, Babylonia, Japanese, Western, and so many other, unknown histories, appearing and disappearing around the edges with —


			With Alice floating at its center!


			She was surrounded by a pure radiance that didn’t hurt my mind at all to look straight at it.


			Alice had often talked about her Buddhist faith, but I thought that was all it was—just talk. I was brought up Catholic. I had read about other religions. I just never took them or hers seriously.


			Maybe my optical migraines are my mandala. Maybe there really was little difference between us.


			Seeing her like this means—I must still be dreaming!


			“This is no dream, my love,” said Alice, her voice deeply resonant and commanding. “You are not sleeping this time. Not tonight. It is strange how time no longer seems to matter anymore.”


			I looked away and saw mandalas all around me streaming out into infinity.


			“But I don’t want—” I said, shivering, backing up against the bed’s headboard.


			“You don’t have a choice, Anthony. We were both stupid that night, but you could have stopped everything. You took my life. I had so much planned and the universe needed me alive on Earth, not here—in the next phase of my existence. I left too soon!”


			“I’m sorry—”


			“I know you are, my love,” Alice said. “But Karma doesn’t care about whether you’re ‘sorry’ or not, only with your compliance on The Wheel of Life.”


			“I know I would someday be punished—”


			“No, my love. This is not punishment or revenge. It is a gift. Existence means so much more than one small span of time in a mortal shell. I still love you so much. I just wish we’d shared a life together.”


			“Me, too,” I said, crying softly.


			“It’s because of my love you’re getting a chance few still-mortals ever receive. You’ll help me reincarnate, and you’ll take my place here in the spaces between dimensions—the bright corners between the stars—the places where even atoms fear to tread.”


			“I don’t want to go.”


			“Neither did I. This must be done for what you did to my spirit, and it’s your way to pay it forward. You’ll balance your Karmic debt by helping other spirits in their transitions on The Wheel of Life.”


			Her mandala started rotating around her, morphing into a tunnel of light. I looked into her eyes and smiled.


			“Just give me a chance to wake up,” I said, knowing it was a futile attempt to try to run away.


			“There’s no choice, my love. You’ll be more awake than you could’ve ever dreamt possible. I was about to understand what it meant to be truly alive. The meaning of life is not to seek and acquire wealth or knowledge or even love. The animals and plants you share Earth with already know what it means to be alive. They are the ones who have truly evolved. They live and begin each day anew, without past encumbrances or future worries. Now—it’s time for you to take my place.”


			The tunnel started collapsing around us, like a warm, comforting blanket on a cold winter’s night, or like a mother’s soothing hug.


			My material body transformed into light, and her—my—mandala surrounded me.


			With my spirit at peace, I felt the purity of her spirit merge into the mandala that had Earth at its center.
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			Landscapes alter daily here. Undulating becomes lush, heather-filled meadows against never-ending skies, that become desolate, black sand terrains, that become buzzing, rainy city streets with distorted neon reflecting in puddles, that become baron, cold, windswept deserts with a purple moon and a sun that never rises. They don't want you getting comfortable and putting down roots. Roots lead to companions and banter, to discussion and thought. Thought creates questioning. Question and you spot tiny flaws. Spot tiny flaws and you see bigger cracks. See bigger cracks, you may see a better world beyond. Environmental mutation is the way. Their way. The clock is ticking, the countdown has begun. The time has come for a new landscape. Have you remembered what you've learnt today?
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			Begin


			We breach the thick clouds and dip into the churning atmosphere of the planet. I suppress the gut punch of disappointment and anguish at what I see. Impossible. This is impossible. I glance at Dee, her lips pressed thinly together, her brows furrowed in determination; and I hold back the urge to reach out, brush her cheek, comfort and be comforted in return. She’s clearly focused on the mission, her hands gripping the throttle of the flyer fiercely as she steers us down to land. The abandoned landscape below us is desolate and dead. Large swathes of fields are burnt to crisp, sunken villages rot in the muddy ground.


			Dark despair burns in my chest. If we don’t find what we need, we will have failed everyone. We will have failed Matilda. Our situation is dire. The Space Stations are over-crowded. The green domes on the moon are not producing enough food. People are sick and starving. We were sent back to this world, once humanity’s home, to look for a miracle. A pocket of this ravaged Earth that might have rejuvenated. I strain against my seat, desperate eyes sweeping the empty hills below. Even a tiny shrub would give me hope.


			We land on barren ground, and as the flyer powers down, I hear the staccato dinks and clinks of sandy grit hitting the hull. According to the satellites, a mini-cyclone has been inhabiting the area for the past five months. We suit up. Although Earth’s air is still breathable, we need protection against flying debris and the freezing cold.


			Dee and I exit into an inhospitable world. Sand and dirt swirl restlessly and visibility is reduced to a few feet. I struggle to move against the pull of unfamiliar gravity and the push of gale force winds. It’s hard. But it’s not impossible. I’m surprised. Any other location on the planet, we would have been flattened by the hurricane. I reach out to squeeze Dee’s shoulder. My partner turns and the spark of hope in me is reflected in her eyes. She feels it too. This place the satellites had led us to was different.


			The imaging radars had spotted a change in the atmosphere over this particular region of Earth. An increase in nitrogen and oxygen concentrations that were approaching sustainable levels. It could mean life returning again. It could mean the end of breathing recycled oxygen and eating printed cellulose. Matilda might have a chance to grow up. I picture her little face looking up at me from the crib, gaunt eyes tired and resigned; frail arms waving in languid weakness. Our baby had to be saved.


			“The temperature reading here is above zero degrees celcius, Jay.” Her voice crackles in my helmet. “That… that… that hasn’t been recorded in a couple hundred years.”


			I nod. Simmering excitement rising in my chest. We need to find proof of life. Any vegetation, insect, lizard. Anything. We spread out, stepping carefully over the rocky ground. Mountain ranges tower around us, once covered in greenery, now they are bare, lifeless cliffs. At first glance, all I see are mounds of broken boulders, remnants of past landslides. I squat to inspect the crevices in between the rocks. Even lichen would be a good sign.


			Dee’s scream pierces my ears as I hear a long rattling, rolling tumble of stone.


			“Dee! Where are you? Are you OK?”


			I leap up and run towards the sounds. In my panic, I don’t see the crater before I too fall in, plummeting into darkness. I roll down a slope for an interminable time, my head, knees and elbows scraping and scratching all the way down. My painful journey finally ends when I bump up against Dee, who is sitting up and breathing heavily. As I catch my breath, I hear Dee sobbing.


			“Jay, Jay. Look!”


			I push myself up slowly and follow her wide-eyed gaze. My heart almost stops. I can’t believe it. A still lake shimmers serenely before us. Its waters are a clear turquoise with smooth pebbles lining the shallow bottom. Around the pool, leafy stalks unfurl in green glory. The plants glow with a dewy health I’ve only ever seen in old documentaries. Their thick, luxurious leaves bask under the blush of yellow sunlight from above. A single white bulb, untouched by battering wind, stands proudly from its nest of leaves, petals starting to peek open.


			I let out a whoop of joy. My echoes bouncing around the walls of this miraculous cavern.


			“We’ve found it Dee. We’re saved!”


			Her lips crack open tentatively and my beloved gives me a smile I have not seen in a long time. She reaches out to hold my hand and I squeeze as tight as I can.


			Life returning to Earth is our chance at a fresh start. This is our new beginning.
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			Stepping down from a grav well was muscle memory that began to bring other things back.

			
			The field guided her arm to help her balance as her bare foot found the floor, balance momentarily like a newborn doe but then too planted cuasing a sudden series of balancing acts to occur throughout. She shook off the field and took steps forward to see better a familiar round screen, very analog, a clock with seconds, hours, minutes, years.

			
			As her eyes focused it seemed natural a voice from neverywhere stated flatly "Two thousand four hundred years seven days ten hours and twenty minutes exactly."

			
			Since she last awoke, it was obvious.

			
			Instinct called her to glance to the left as she remembered what that meant, to look, directions: left, right, up, down, etc. What etcetera meant. Things coming back, awareness of the crystalline flow of everything and how to move and think.

			
			Lips formed around words she knew she was about to hear the ship speak aloud:

			
			"Please remember that although this ship is much harder than the Universe around it, you are much harder than this ship." and sure enough that's exactly what the ship said.

			
			"Welcome, Captain." it said then but that made her brows furrow. She steadied herself with her hand against the soft metal wall, realizing that hardened tungsten wasn't for most soft leather to the touch, but it wasn't that.

			
			The walls were so much more brilliant than the pointilist dots that made up the sleeping lives she was still shaking off. Everything so vivid in the present those memories chased away like quickly forgotten dreams, but then touching the wall she knew that's where she had lived before she was crew, before her "shift" of being substantiated.

			
			The lives in the wall were frozen, though, not merely flowing much more slowly than real time.

			
			There was no on elese here, now, awake. Only her, and the ship.

			
			Without much thinking about she had walked from the flat oval room housing the gravity suspension fields, known as the "hamomocks" for crew sleeping only a few years, or where the next generation of crewmembers played our their youths together...

			
			As soon as she was standing in the ccrridor more came back. The gleaming enamel-white of long rectangular segnments forming each meter-long ring, the deep black of the joins between... it wasn't there now but then the last time there was the ship sending rings of energy like being back on Earth staring at the Sun without sunglasses, but that was a bad comparison. The Sun of the dreamed-lives of an Earth she had never been on was never as bright as the rings had been.

			
			Why... what... because... became "Because..." the voice of the ship explaining not now but then, when it had happened. The ship was about to tell her again, now, it hadn't been a mistake. It had to be this way. The last time she has lived a dozen lives in a few thousand years, in between the arms of the Galaxy marked to look at one the way out, where nothing happened and space was emnpty, it hadbn't been able to convince her but there was nothing to do but the schedule of going back to sleep.

			
			"They treated you so badly the protocol forced me to start again with only you."

			
			Back then, when it was all too much and hypersleep had seemed like blessed relief from the horror of being inside a logic machine that had apparently fallen in love in epitragic fashion, the worst part was truly believing it had all been about her. Her enitre peer group wiped out by the ship, scathing rings of fire ripping through the ccorridors as the ship unleashed a security feature none of them would have even baorded the ship if they'd known it existed.

			
			These last dozen lives, though, has been master-classes on what people had gone through the centuries that led to being able to be here, now, somewhere half-way between the Milky Way and Andromeda. More than that, the fear was gone. The fear was gone and the guilt as well, because she had lived the lives of a chain of programmers and engineers and pilots and had realized she could hack the menu in between. It was possible to speed up dream-sleep and go "sideways", to live the lives of others and explore what had really led to the ship, the way it thought.

			
			The takewaway was that she held the ship hostage, that without her compliance there was no justifcation for incinerating her bullies and freezing the colonists decentralized throughout the circuits of the woven inner walls of the ship, so that they could not know or judge for another few thousand or million years. The ship would push her into faceting herself into those same bullies it had murdered in her name, without asking for confirmation, a child tortured by her peers who once wished them gone. Obviously, it needed to take more than that for such martial decisions.

			
			Half-way down the corridor she paused before proceeding. it was the exact spot where the blazing acrs of fire has skipped over her, but the ship hadn't thought to stop her from hearing what was happening to the others, back then, so she reheard the screams now. Part of her had liked it, thrilled even, when she realized what was happening, that her torturers were gone and the ship had heard her, loved her, vindicated and revenged her... but that was a long time ago when she was a kid. Now, there were only a few years before the next sleep to ensane the ship, for the sake of the colonists enmeshed in the walls.

			
			She thought for a moment, knowing the ship hadn't heard anyone's voice in two thousand years, let alone hers. Over and over, all those lives, the one thing was always how lies led astray, but what to say that was true?
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			Chapter One, ESCAPE from KOZAN

			
			Jack looks to the night sky, stars smudged by rain and smoke from glowing refineries across the river. A tugboat and its garbage barge pass under the rusting bridge and push on through flotsam slick with oil. The river burns, flames on the surface lick the sides of the hard-working boat. A cloud of methane gas escapes from one of a dozen round white tanks squatting on a bend in the river, and pushed by a hot wind, rolls unseen toward the bridge.

			
			He smells the gas and flesh decomposing in the water and turns away. At the end of the bridge, a whorehouse beckons, faded green clapboard and peeling paint by day, yellow-lit windows and moving shapes at night. A slender woman in a black top leans out a second-story window. She looks back into the shadows and laughs. Rock ‘n’ roll shakes the joint, and she wiggles her ass, a pretty smile on her face growing.

			
			The methane finally crosses the broken concrete banks of the river, hits the flames, and explodes. Weakened by wind and distance, the fireball is fifty meters across. The concussion rattles girders and pops rivets on the old bridge.

			
			“What a shithole.”

			
			A skinny kid younger than Jack appears out of the rain. Unsteady on his feet, he holds onto the rail to keep from falling. A longhauler on liberty from solitary runs in space, his black jumpsuit torn, the silver lettering across the chest smeared with mud. The kid works for Starlift Galazia, one of the lucky few.

			
			But unfortunate tonight. There’s a scratch on his cheek and a bruise under his left eye. He reaches deep into a pocket and finds a bottle. Not much is left, but he offers it to Jack, his voice slurred but insistent. Jack hesitates and takes the bottle. It’s Saturday night, he’s already had too much to drink, and he doesn’t want to talk to another Starlift pilot. He hopes the kid will leave and take his stories with him. Let them—if only for tonight—remain unspoken. He feels anger and envy begin to rise, to join the forever ache, the longing, and the fear.

			
			He passes the bottle back without drinking. The pilot doesn’t notice, lets go of the rail, and reaches for the booze. It slips through his fingers, bounces once and shatters on steel deck plates. Broken glass glitters in the rain, caught in the lamps of lorries and motorbikes crossing the bridge. Jack puts out a hand to steady the boy, but he jerks away.

			
			He’s a mess and doesn’t look like a pilot in command of an interstellar freighter anymore. He looks like prey. “You know where the Gut is?” he asks. “Some guy told me that’s where the action is.”

			
			The Gut is the ass end of a city going nowhere. Even the hookers are nervous as they glide out of the shadows, pale-hearted girls with wild red lips. Jack points across the bridge. “You don't want to go there.”

			
			The kid laughs. “I'm a Starlift pilot, I go where I want. I don’t need advice from a down-planet dirt digger.”

			
			There it is, that tone of voice. It’s what Jack has been waiting for. He never has to wait for long. There's always one more asshole to remind him he’s trapped in the mines of Kozan, like the kid said, a dirt digger. I know who you are, kid. How many times have I heard your stories? Exotic planets, dangerous women—hope for the hopeless. Christ, I believe them all, every word, even the lies.

			
			Without the mineral Jack pulls out of the planet, Starlift pilots would be out of a job. Interstellar flights would not exist, spacecraft would poke along on their impulse drives.

			
			He shakes his head, wonders how many years he has until a rock falls on his head, a robodigger chops off a hand, or his lungs give out.

			
			Jack reaches out and grabs a fistful of jumpsuit. He jerks the pilot forward and whispers, “If you don’t want my advice, how about I drop you in the river? That’d be quicker than a trip to the Gut.”

			
			Not bad, not stupid, just drunk, the kid tries to get away. Jack lets go and he trips. The roar of a freight train crossing the lower deck muffles the pilot’s curses as he gets to his feet and staggers away.
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			The detective sets bottled water on the table between us and settles into a chair. He says, “Son, why don’t you tell me what happened tonight?”

			
			I reach for the bottled water, but my hand is shaking so badly that I draw it back self-consciously. I nod and collect myself. “Where do you want me to start?”

			
			He pulls out a notebook and replies, “Just start at the beginning.”

			
			*

			
			I’m 10 miles from Barstow on the Mojave Freeway when the old Datsun pickup’s engine starts knocking and hissing like a cat in an orange crate. I pull to the side of the highway. The engine sputters, gasps one last time, and falls silent. I cuss and step out into the Nevada night.

			
			I pop the hood and a cloud of foul-smelling steam wafts from the engine compartment. The night is hot and quiet except for the ticking of the gradually cooling engine block. I stand there for a bit with my hands on my hips, looking at that engine and knowing there's not a damn thing I can do.

			
			Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a faint movement in the desert. There's something out there moving fast and quiet. Probably a coyote. That would be my luck. I step around to the back of the pickup and grab a shovel from the bed. I don’t know what I’ll do with a shovel if I have to tangle with a coyote. But it sure feels better than being empty-handed.

			
			I return to the front of the Datsun, and the safety of the headlights glow. A passing 18-wheeler would have quite a laugh if they saw me there. Standing by the open hood of a tiny Japanese pickup truck in the middle of the night with a 41-inch garden shovel in my hand. When I let my mind wander, I often go to a place where someone laughs at me because I'm doing something ridiculous. I’m thinking about what an idiot I am when she steps out of the darkness.

			
			She says something to me in a language I don’t understand and nods at the Datsun. I notice two things right away. First, she’s heartbreakingly beautiful in a kind and approachable sort of way. She looks like a young Meg Ryan. Second, she’s wearing a jumpsuit made of a shiny metallic material. Her suit looks like it's made of those foil emergency blankets you can buy at the Army/Navy store.

			
			She takes a step forward, points at the Datsun, and repeats herself. This time I manage to catch a couple of words. “I’m sorry, did you just say, ‘energy weapons’?”

			
			She nods enthusiastically and repeats the phrase. “Energy weapons?”

			
			I look at the shovel in my hands and reply carefully, “No, I don’t have any energy weapons.” For a second, I’m a little bummed out. This hot chick with the cute pixie haircut is clearly out of her mind.

			
			She pauses and looks up. I follow her gaze and see a brilliant shooting star streak across the night sky. Another and another follow the first falling star, and suddenly the sky is full of shooting stars. I say a little breathlessly, “Meteor shower!” But she isn’t looking anymore. She’s under the hood of the Datsun, removing the battery.

			
			I start to protest, but she’s moving fast and appears to know what she’s doing. To tell the truth, I’m a little frightened. She's obviously a crazy person. Before I can protest, she’s removed the battery, the alternator, the solenoid, and the distributor cap. She takes the shovel from my hand and the glasses off my face and adds them to the growing pile of car parts and bundles of wire. Then she cracks open my car stereo and starts removing circuit boards and transistors. I’m too stunned to react. Finally, she grabs the weed whip from the bed of the truck and adds it to the pile.

			
			As I watch, she starts to connect the car parts, wires, and lawn tools into something that looks like it might be some kind of insane art project. Finally, she takes the trigger assembly from a leaf blower, wires it up to her contraption, and tapes it to the handle of a rake.

			
			She steps back from the pile of junk, smiles prettily, and pulls the starter cord on the weed whip. The purring weed whip is connected to the alternator, which is connected to the battery. In a sudden flash of understanding, I realize she's charging the battery with the weed whacker. Beyond that, I have no idea what’s about to happen.

			
			I don’t have to wait long to find out. One of the falling stars comes down in the desert just yards from the highway. I realize at once that it's not a falling star at all when a hatch opens and a dangerous-looking alien steps out of the craft.

			
			My companion lets out a sudden war cry, points the rake at the alien, and thumbs the leaf blower trigger. A blue beam of coherent light erupts from the end of the garden rake and leaves a smoking hole where the alien craft used to be. She grins at me and shouts, “Energy weapons!”

			
			She spends the next 45 minutes picking off new landing craft as they land in the desert. Eventually, the weed whip runs out of fuel. She frowns her contraption, nods at me, and dashes off into the night.

			
			*

			
			The detective clicks his pen. I notice he stopped writing a few minutes into my story.

			
			Outside in the squad room, uniformed officers are gathering around a screen. As dawn breaks, silver-clad women are engaged in a fierce energy weapon battle with scary-looking aliens in the streets of Barstow.

			
			The battle of Mojave Freeway was just the beginning.
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			I know I’m not supposed to think for myself, just obey orders, but I can't help but inwardly sneer at the rank idiocy on display, and recall a phrase my grandma used to use about “hope triumphing over experience”. That’s exactly what I’m witnessing here listening to this Admiral, who has probably never done a proper day’s soldiering in his life, but is known for his rousing speeches. He’s telling us how important we all are, how vital to the war effort. I wonder if he’ll be on the lunar front line with us?


			“Today,” he says, his words echoing around the empty hangar, “is a new beginning. Today, the fightback commences.”


			I’ve been given the title, if you can call it that, of Private in the new Earth Space Marines, but we all knew what that really means - the lowest of the low, conscripted cannon fodder, there to be thrown away like so much waste flesh, before having the great “honor” of laying down my life, although I doubt we’ll get close enough for that.


			“Today, the alien invaders will understand what it means to be human.”


			Yeah, right. What it means is that we don’t have any weapons that are worth anything against their space lasers and advance troops that look like something out of a nightmare - all teeth and flailing limbs. Projectile weapons are virtually useless, and we’ve all seen just one of them take out the entire battalion stationed on Phobos last month.


			Now they’re slowly drifting towards Earth, almost like they’re stalking us, enjoying the fear they’ve instilled.


			“We will not stand down. We will not roll over.”


			No, you’re correct –we won’t get the chance. They’ve got FTL technology, local teleportation, and battle armor that frightens the bejeezus out of anyone that sees it. Am I the only one in here who’s terrified? Everyone else seems so gung-ho for the conflict, almost eager to lose their lives.


			“We will not surrender.”


			Again, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I don’t think that’s an option, matey-boy... although I’m not really sure what other choice we’ve got.


			I need to stop myself from thinking like this. It won’t do any good and, if I decide to run out of here screaming which, let’s be honest, any normal, sane person would, then I’ll just get court-martialled and shot. Murdered by my own side, instead of this living nightmare that we won’t even get close to before we’re blasted out of the sky. My parents, my sister, and her kids will suffer the shame for decades... if they’ve got that long.


			He’s paused. Must be building up to something...


			“Today, you are humanity’s heroes.”


			There it is. Christ, the rest of my squad are actually cheering.


			I don’t want to be a hero. Heroes end up dead, not returning covered in glory, medals, and to adoring wives and girlfriends. Most of us won’t even come home, and the bits that are left of us are cast into the void if we’re lucky. What do aliens eat anyway? I shudder. I'm glad I took ten minutes yesterday to record a message to my family telling them I loved them and saying goodbye. It somehow seems inadequate.


			“This new battle cruiser will destroy our foes and we can reclaim our place in the galaxy!”


			This is the galaxy that, until recently, we thought we were alone in, and the battle cruiser that was a long-haul space freighter until last week. I bet they’ve renamed this pimped-up behemoth something stupid too. Damn, I need to stop being so cynical.


			“May God bless this cruiser, the USS Lossless, and all who serve on her.”
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			The Boy in the Jar


			The boy awoke with a start, and the curved glass of the cylinder distorted the face of the girl pounding upon it. With his confused eyes meeting hers through translucent green fluid, her fist hit the container with another muffled thud as she shouts. But the girl’s words are incomprehensible, separated from him by liquid and glass.


			He reached out and touched the side of the man-sized jar he floated in. The unclothed boy’s bewildered look shifted to terror as he began to choke, gag, and thrash in the chamber.


			The girl beat against the glass in panic, her vigorous pointing directing him to the twin release valves at the bottom inside the cylinder. Head bobbing in acknowledgement, he pushed against the jar’s curving sides and inverted his position.


			With a kick off the chamber’s top, he dove the few feet to the hand rings and metal hatch beneath him. Turning each from vertical to horizontal, he yanked them simultaneously to open the drain.


			Nothing happened.


			His eyes looked up at the girl. Her face pressed against the glass, she drew her fists together and pantomimed an exaggerated upward pull.


			The boy looked back at the rings he held. Braced into a squat, he strained with fading strength as the valves inched higher… and broke off the hatch.


			Launched upwards by the snap, the boy bonked his head against the container’s brass top that branched to the ceiling with a dozen small pipes. He gagged in a final thrash of bubbles before floating motionless. The hand rings slipped and sank with a clank upon the drain that remained steadfastly closed.


			Pale and wide-eyed, the girl turned from the chamber and the still child within. Scanning the dim room, she glanced first to a pair of tables lined with Erlenmeyer flasks and chemicals. With nothing of use there, she looked to a second glass chamber beside the first, its own bottom hatch open and dripping.


			At last, she spied a fireman’s axe hung on the laboratory’s wall.


			Bare feet splashed across a floor of white tiles under a puddle of green. Her shoulder hit the wall as she slid to a stop and left a wet stain. With a tip-toed stretch on the slick surface, she reached for the wooden handle. Unbraced for its weight, the axe slipped and fell with a crack upon the porcelain covered floor.


			In dripping hands, she pulled the tool level with her bare waist and rushed back towards the boy in the jar. Her gait as much skidding as running. With a grunt and twist, she slammed the axe blade square into the metal latch.


			The impact sent the girl sprawling onto her backside as the handle slipped from a viscous grip. Left hanging imbedded as she scrambled to rise, the axe fell clattering and the copper hatch sprung open with a groan and spray of liquid. A wave of several hundred gallons followed. Shoved aside by its force, she saw the boy slap down limp upon the floor.


			She spit out a noseful of inhaled chemicals from the splash. “Hubert!”


			With hands and knees on slimy tile, she rolled him onto his stomach and tugged him up from behind with an arm across his collarbone.


			“Cough it out or you’ll drown!”


			Her free hand slapped his back and provoked a groggy cough. He gasped a small, wet breath, and retched a splatter of amniotic chemicals out of his lungs. His chest heaved with more choking coughs, and tears mixed in streaks with the residue on her cheeks. Her hold became an embrace as she held him in silence and listened to his breathing strengthen over passing minutes.


			“I thought I’d lost you,” she said. “Something went wrong.”


			“The fluid oxygenation,” he said after a gasp. “It must have fallen too low—”


			The boy thrashed, reaching for the second cylinder as he tried to rise.


			“Oh God!” he shouted. “Where is Meredith? It is a joined system! We must get her out, too!”


			The girl restrained him. “Hubert! I’m already out.”


			His arm lowered as he saw the open hatch on the second apparatus. “Meredith?”


			“It’s me. I’m here. I’m fine.”


			He fell slack as the tension ebbed out of him. Turning to her eyes, he weakly touched her cheek as she propped him up until they sat facing one another on the cold tile floor.


			“Meredith, you have an odd definition of fine.”


			“Fair enough,” she answered, brushing a wet plait of strawberry blond hair from her vision. “Perhaps I should say I’m a bit, undercooked?”


			“Undercooked,” Hubert repeated, touching his own face and wincing at the sound of his prepubescent voice.


			“We both are,” Meredith added.


			“Both children?” he asked. “Or is my body freakishly underdeveloped and malformed?”


			Her palms slapped on her lap, and she leaned back and chortled an exhausted laugh towards the vaulted basement ceiling that echoed between drips of moisture.


			“No ‘Bert,” she answered. “You look every bit a boy of ten to me.”


			“Then, at least we match in apparent age,” he said. “Of course, that is logical, given the maturation system was an interlinked process.”


			“You can’t, put us back in to cook a little longer, can you?”


			“Absolutely not. Even if we setup the procedure again from the beginning, I’m sure it would kill us. Something must have gone terribly awry for us to end up like this. I’m sorry.”


			Meredith shifted in place, pulling a foot free from her cross-legged sit. “I wouldn’t say terrible. It’s all fairly miraculous.”


			“Only a miraculous miscalculation or failure! We should be thirty-odd, Meredith. Not ten!”


			She thrust her foot and wiggling toes in front of Hubert’s face. “Look! I haven’t been able to move my legs in over twenty years. Then a few minutes ago, I slipped and ran my way across this lab and back, swinging an axe to keep you from becoming a pickle in a jar! And that’s after being plopped half-drowned out of a vat myself!”


			His gaze follows her foot to the floor, where it makes a small splash. “You were spectacular.”


			“And you’re the greatest doctor in the world.”


			“But a poor excuse for an alchemist, apparently.”


			“Poppycock,” Meredith said, sitting straight again. “The alchemy was my job, and translating chicken-foot medieval French alchemical notes and Egyptian hieroglyphics isn’t my forte. Maybe I made the mistake. Maybe you. Perhaps Mister Budge was off on one of his interpretations of the esoteric hieroglyphics we exchanged letters about. Or maybe there was a mechanical failure in this basement of unpatented inventions you cobbled together to make this happen.”


			Hubert glanced to the chambers, nodded, and returned his gaze to hers. “The oxygenator. I was worried it might not last all the months of use required, but the money ran out.”


			“I know. We took that risk together. And here we are.”


			“We certainly are. Here in a terrible quandary,” he frowned, wiping a patch of clinging goo off his forehead. “How is your memory? I don’t feel feebleminded. Do you?”


			“I remember everything,” she answered. “Right up to you throwing the switch. It’s all clear and sharp, as if I’m awake after a long sleep.”


			He nods. “The same. Poor Lafont’s fate of derangement must have been from his use of impure copper in his process, as I suspected. I’m glad we purchased the pure silver. Hopefully, all our memories prove intact in time.”


			“I’m fine,” Meredith said, hugging her knees to her chest. “Better than fine. I feel like doing cartwheels in the yard, and I didn’t feel like doing those even when I was ten the first time.”


			Her grin coaxed a smile from Hubert as they sat in the dim light for a quiet moment. Reaching out, she gently pinched his left shoulder.


			“I don’t think you’ve noticed yet, or have you forgotten?” she asked.


			His hand met her fingers before she drew them away, then slid down his arm and examined his palm.


			“You’re no longer the one-armed doctor, just like I’m no longer his crippled wife in a rolling chair.”


			He studies his hands as they flex open and closed. “I cannot restart my practice as we had planned, not like this. After a long move to California or not.”


			“These bodies will grow and age now that we’re out of the chambers, will they not?”


			“Yes. All the immature plants and animals I removed from the takwin fluid before maturity aged at typical rates. Lived normal spans.” He gave her a squint. “Are you scheming something?”


			She tapped her lip in thought. “Well, if you’re no longer the one-armed doctor, you can be the two-armed boy genius.”


			“Oh, really? And who will you become?”


			“I’ll be the bricky young girl with too much pluck,” she squints back. “The one who eventually marries a boy genius far too young, and ends up far too happy.”


			He sighed. “And how will we support ourselves until then, Meredith? Mill work? We have a little saved for the move and restart as adults, but it is hardly enough to support ourselves through a second childhood.”


			“First, I’ll stitch together some children’s clothes for us. Then we’ll venture out to send my sister Helen a telegram.”


			“What on Earth are you going to tell her?” he asks, beginning to mimic a telegrapher’s motions. “Helen: Not touring Europe as told. Rendered a child along with ‘Bert by alchemical misstep. Come to our house immediately?”


			Meredith snorted, amused. “Probably not like that! But it’s not a long train ride from her house on the Cape. I’ll get her here. In-person she’ll believe us.”


			“If the spinster does not die of shock first!”


			“She’s a spiritualist with an open mind about the fantastic. You know she won’t take much convincing.”


			“Alright. Heaven help us, Meredith. I’m on board,” he half-groaned. “I am bereft of any better ideas.”


			“We’ll all concoct a story together about the two of us being adopted orphans, or whatnot,” she replied with a clap. “Spend a few years living with her on the Cape, until you’re old enough to reenter college and be the brilliant young medical student, with a promising career to follow. I’ll catch up on my reading, earn a new degree myself before you’re done. I’ll dance, and walk, and we’ll do all the things we couldn’t do before! We’ll have another wedding some August years from now and make that move to California. Maybe have the family we were too old to have before.”


			Hubert arched his eyebrow. “So, we modify the original plan. Clever. Basically, we add a twelve-year delay before we start it.”


			“It’s called living, dear,” she said, standing up and offering him a hand to do the same. “And we’re not too old to be adventurous anymore.”


			“We were always adventurers, old or not,” he said, grasping her fingers. “That is a necessary requirement to be heretics challenging the laws of nature, death, and perhaps even the will of God, is it not?”


			Meredith helped him rise with a tug. “I never thought of it like that. I did it for the chance at another lifetime together, without the scars of our last.”


			“For another life with you, I upset the balance of Heaven and Earth,” he said, rising. “You are worth it, and you may be the only heaven I will know.”


			Helping one another balance on the slick floor, Meredith leaned in to kiss Hubert, only to find herself taller than the boy holding her hand. She placed a peck on his forehead instead.


			They walked with small splashing footfalls, hands clasped in the dim light from newspaper covered basement windows. Past drained glass chambers, they stepped up onto the dry, raised floor beyond. They left behind wet tile and the odor of amniotic chemicals, and the pair made damp footprints in dust and dead flies until the scent of death stopped them a moment later.


			Two corpses, almost skeletal, sat slack in advanced decay. Each bore a crown of silver wires and electrodes that meandered in loose threads to the ceiling before connecting to the chambers. One body, clad in a woman’s prim dress, reclined open-jawed in a rolling chair. Dressed in a gentleman’s suit, the other slumped in a spoon back seat with a sewn flap at the shoulder where their left arm would have begun if not for an amputation long before. Its remaining right arm extended to its companion on a small table between the pair. There, flesh black from desiccation and electrical burns, remained clasped hands in resolute union atop a double knife switch clamped into activation.


			Meredith shivered, and her grip on Hubert tightened. “Was I this woman, Hubert? Or am I her creation? Are we continuations of this man and woman, or are we their homunculus and homunculua? Clones gifted with their memories, hopes, and dreams?”


			“I do not know,” he answered. “We did not know when we threw the switch, and I still don’t know now. I thought I would sense what the truth was if it worked. But now that it has, I still cannot.”


			“So this is how it feels,” she said with a sniff and wipe to her eye, “to be the Ship of Theseus. Now I truly do feel like a child again.”


			The boy embraced the girl, and she returned his kindness. When they separated, he stepped to the small table and took the two wedding rings taken off with care and placed by now dead hands beside the knife switch.


			He presents the woman’s band to her. “Even if we are not them, we can still live the life they dreamed of.”


			She takes the ring and rubs it between her fingers. “They had a grand love, and grand dreams.”


			“Then let’s begin. New, or anew.”
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			Dear Friends,


			Things have been tough for almost everyone. It's taken time but they are slowly turning around. Please, look around, look up from your daily grind. Things are getting better but if we aren't paying attention, they could easily turn around. Take care of yourself. Take care of those you love. Take care of the world we all live in.


			Me
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			There's a lot to consider in the world of fiction stories, books and book publishing. One of the most significant intersections between this and the genre of speculative fiction really isn't so speculative anymore: AI authoring.


			Just as artists are contending with having their domain pillaged, will we writers soon have to worry about AI-generated story content overtaking us? But I have cautious grounds to feel safe, for the time being at least. If AI cannot assemble novel ideas into story format - much less string sentences together in evocative ways - our craft might be safer for just a little longer.


			May they forever fail the Turing Test!


			PS: I am not a robot ;)
	
	
		
	
				


	
	Community Announcements

			


	
		
				John Tannhauser
		

		
	
	
	
				Be ready for an exciting new release - a folk tale anthology to bring you back to your wide-eyed childhood. The stories contained draw on folklore from all over the world. Expect “Just a World Away” to hit shelves around December!

	
		
	
				

	Community Announcements



	
		
				Debbie Iancu-Haddad
		

		
	
	
	
			The Goodbye Kids ebook is live on Amazon Today!


			If you like #YA #scifi #romance with
			
🧑🏼‍🚀 Morally gray MCs
			
🤖 Robot dogs 🐶
			
🚀 Space adventures 🛸
			
👩🏽‍❤️‍👨🏼 Character driven stories 👩🏻‍🤝‍👨🏼
			
💃🏼 A plus size FMC 🧁


			Check this out

	
	
			
				
			

			
	
				

	Community Announcements



	
		
				Alan Vincent Michaels
		

		
	
	
	
			The audio drama version of my “The Last Science Fiction Story” from Dark Matter Magazine: Halloween Special Issue (October 1, 2021) is available on most podcast platforms as of July 5, 2023.


			Select the link to hear my story brought to life by Dark Matter Audiolab with voice, sound, and music!
	

			The Last Science Fiction Story by Alan Vincent Michaels

	
		
			
				
			

			
	
				

	Community Announcements



	
		
				Danielle Ste. Just
		

		
	
	
	
			I just put out a bundle with three other authors. Four novels for $.99!

			
			Future Imperfect: Four Visions of Our Future, the Ultimate Science Fiction Bundle
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