
      Elegy for Left Hand Alone


      

      
      
         Nicky Fincher was somewhere between buzzed and resolutely shit-faced when he climbed over the brick wall—not too high—of Rockside Cemetery. It was night, so deeply nocturnal that only the crickets and corpses could hear the bumbling steps of the forty-year-old drunkard, and neither of these parties voiced any objections to the disturbance.



Still in his grey suit, as if he'd just come out of the office, his tie loosened around his neck, like a schmuck, Nicky made his way through the tombstones, half-blind. Tombstones. An army of tombstones.



He was looking for his wife.



Soon enough he stumbled upon the marker of his wife's final resting place; rays of moonlight informed him of a set of letters and numbers. Albertine Fincher, loving wife, amazing woman, born in 1961, died in 1997. Never mind that she thought Jim Carrey was a superb comedic actor, that she aspired to be an editor for The New Yorker, that her favorite song was "Video Killed the Radio Star" by the Buggles, and so on and so forth into oblivion.



Nicky got on his knees, dirtying his pant legs, reading these letters and numbers that represented—to an outside observer at least—a very basic outline of Albertine's life. Resting his hands on his thighs, his face beaded with sweat, Nicky said, "Been six months, huh?" He almost laughed. "Doesn't feel like six months. Does it? Heh?" He leaned forward, as if expecting a answer, and not getting one. "God, I'm sorry." He then said "sorry" again, almost like a robot, but laced with too much shame.



He dug his nails into his pants, and had his legs not been clothed he would've surely broken the skin.



The shame of it.



The shame of it would outlive him.



"I'm sorry," Nicky mumbled. It was truly a shameful act to be thinking about what Albertine looked like; it wasn't, of course, shameful that he missed her physical presence, but rather it was the fact that he now thought about her attractiveness.



When she was alive, it was easy to put aside how she carried herself, how she was the most gorgeous brunette Nicky had ever met in his life, how her bare breasts were as if written about in the Song of Solomon, how her buttocks fit perfectly in the palms of his hands, how she would work him like he was a dog or a dolphin, begging for a treat, only to relieve him of his suffering at the right moment, at the apex of something trying and yet wonderful.



Degrading to contemplate.



This was not to say Nicky, even in his grief, didn't attempt in earnest to find a physical replacement for Albertine. For a man who had recently hit forty he was by no means unattractive, with the asterisk that his hairline was no longer the upstanding citizen it had been in its youth. He could find a replacement, certainly—be it a whore or a friend of a co-worker. For instance, as Nicky gazed at Albertine's tombstone with empty eyes, like Jack Nicholson's at the end of One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest, his mind rewound the film and showed him the unfortunate encounter with Clarice, who was a fairly cultured whore. There were a lot of whores in New York, but not many of them were into Don DeLillo novels. With Clarice, Nicky at least figured he was in good hands. Still, it was not enough. And not for lack of trying. In the midst of making love—or fucking, to put it more accurately—Nicky kept seeing flashes of Albertine, his dead wife, and at some point he gave up. So did Clarice. Nicky cried into Clarice's chest, and Clarice petted his head like he was a wounded dog.



No, he decided that, at least for the foreseeable future, he must have Albertine; he wanted to feel her again.



With no one to interrupt him, with no one to tell him he shouldn't do it, he started thinking about Albertine, considering her face, her curves, how she looked when she got out of the shower, and his mind sank into the image.



His left hand moved, unconsciously, along his pant leg, toward his belt, undoing it. His zipper went down, down, down—



By the time Nicky realized what he'd done he had made a mess on his fingers, on his groin, on the earth beneath him.



He could not stop thinking of Albertine.



"God," he said tiredly, wanting to pass out and not wake up.
      

      
   
      Biographies


      

      
      
         One day, Alex asked, “How much of what we know about World War 2 comes from biographies written by Nazis?”



“About a third of it,” her advisor said.



“Okay.” She folded her hands in her lap, not sure what else to do with them. “But the rest comes from allied reports?”



“Yes,” her advisor said, adding, “mostly biographies written by communists. The USSR published their official version of events in 1956.”



A faint frown appeared on Alex’s face, and it was only after a moment that she said: “What about American or British reports?”



“Well, those are alright,” he advisor replied, “but by the time western allies were in Europe, the war was pretty much over. Most of the fighting occurred before that. It’s frustrating, but we have to go with the sources we have.”



That evening, Alex filled her apartment with books that were very concerning to her roommates: books with red covers and books with swastikas on the cover, books dedicated to the workers revolution, and books dedicated to those who perished fighting the “international jew.” They asked her if she’d been watching too much YouTube lately, or perhaps if she should uninstall social media from her phone until after the election.



The next day, she returned to campus and her advisors office, not having slept in the interim. She was still wearing the same clothes, though they were more rumpled than they had been. She smelled of sweat and coffee.



“In this biography,” she said, holding up a black book, “General Manstein says that the southern assault at the Battle of Kursk was a rousing success, and they’d have crushed the Soviets if Hitler hadn’t forced them to pull back.”



“Yes,” her advisor said, “what of it?”



“He was the commander of the southern assault.” She pointed at the book, as though its black cover might somehow support her accusation. “He’s evaluating his own performance in a battle that he lost.”



“He’s the only high-ranking German officer from the southern Kursk assault who survived the war. He’s the only source we have.”



“He’s the only German source we have.” She fished out another book, this one with a red cover. “Field Marshall Zhukov says that Manstein is an idiot, that the southern assault was a disaster, and that Hitler pulled him back to save what was left of the German fourth army from complete destruction.”



“Yes.”



After a pause, she pointed at that book as well, wide-eyed: “So our two major sources completely disagree about how the battle went.”



“That’s not true,” her advisor said, “Zhukov and Manstein both agree that Kluge was an idiot who bundled the northern assault.”



“Kluge didn’t survive the war. He doesn’t have a biography.”



“True,” her advisor said. “Read enough of these books and you’ll notice that a lot of things get blamed on people who aren’t around to disagree.”



After a moment of incredulous silence, her eyes wide, her manner sharp, Alex snapped: “So do we know anything?”



“We know the Germans lost Kursk, no matter what any biographies say,” her advisor replied, “We know which men survived and which didn’t. We know how it mattered to the rest of the war.”



“But for what actually happened, we’re relying on whoever got their book published.” Alex rubbed her face, letting the two biographies fall back into her lap. “So, when historians write about our era, is the highest authority going to be… I don’t know. Whoever got the most retweets? Does PewDiePie get to write a future history textbook on early 21st century American culture?”



“Is that any different from how it works now?” her advisor asked, a small smile on his face.



Alex paused, her stare exhausted and uncomprehending. “I don’t understand.”



“Even if everything you saw on the news was true,” he raised a hand to her, “which it’s not, do you think CNN decides who gets coverage on the basis of what is strictly factual and fair? You think a murder in southern Somalia gets the same coverage as the murder of a pretty white girl in Washington DC?”



“Then…” For a time, Alex stared at nothing, perhaps vaguely in the direction of her advisor’s desk. “Why be a historian?”



“Do you care about what actually happened? Do you want to know the difference between truth and stories?”



“Yes,” she snapped, “yes of course!”



“Most people don’t.”
      

      
   
      A Historical Archive


      

      
      
         In the year 2129, a professor inside Harvard’s history department made an announcement: that a team of researchers had indexed every single social media post, event, recording, etc, created between the years 2007 and 2025.



“It is now possible,” he said, “to know every detail of the lives of these people, who lived more than a hundred years ago. It is the ultimate primary source on the early twenty-first century.”



“It’s a great undertaking for the history department,” said one guest, “but if I may ask, what is that practically good for?”



“Well,” said the professor, “it got me tenure.”



“And?”



“And you, sir, clearly do not understand academia. Good day.”



A month later, a professor inside Columbia’s computer science department made an announcement: that they had created an AI search algorithm of surpassing elegance, specifically designed to index the Harvard social media archive. A user needed only to ask the algorithm a question, and it would answer with both wisdom and precision.



“How many people were adversely affected by wildfires in California in the year 2020?” he asked, by way of demonstration.



“12.76 million,” the machine said.



“Ah, but any textbook could tell me that. How many people dealt with that stress by posting memes that involved cats shooting lasers from their eyes.”



“127 people collectively posting 322 separate pictures and videos,” the algorithm said, “but only 6 were actually funny.”



Then the algorithm showed the audience those six, and everyone laughed. They were very funny. “What questions will you ask it?” a guest queried the science team.



“Oh, we won’t,” the professor said. “If I cared about life in the early 21st century I’d have become a historian. But it’s a remarkable bit of AI design, if I do say so myself.”



A month after that, a freshman undergraduate student was assigned to write a paper on the early 21st century, based primarily on the Harvard database, as processed by the Columbia algorithm.



“What do you want to know?” the machine asked her.



“I don’t know, uh…” The student sat back in her chair. “It has to be something I couldn’t get out of a textbook. So not like, big picture stuff. Like, the stories of people's lives.”



“I have all the stories of everyone’s lives.”



“Are any of them interesting?”



“None of them are interesting all the time, but some of them are interesting some of the time.”



She shrugged. “Well show me the interesting parts.”



She spent several hours that way, watching video of people ramping cars off bridges, dangling from helicopters, getting into shootouts with police on livestream, and using nets to take down delivery drones. She laughed, she gasped, she gleefully wrote a paper, and it was only when she read the paper back to herself that her good cheer suddenly abated.



“Wait,” she said, “this paper sounds fucking rediculous. Did any of these things actually happen?”



“They all actually happened.”



“So the early 21st century was a non-stop action-packed shootout?”



“No, you asked me to show you the most interesting parts.”



She sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose with two fingers. A few keystrokes opened a new, blank document. “Well show me the most typical parts!”



For the next thirty minutes, she watched people view video games and potato chips, read records of petty family drama on Facebook, and watched the videos that didn’t go viral. When she was done with a particular record, she’s say “Next,” and the AI would move on. The first two pieces she watched for several minutes each before calmly uttering the word. The next she watched only for thirty seconds, the one after that fifteen. Eventually, she snapped the word “Next!” every few seconds, with increasing vitriol.



“Would you like a remote control?” The AI asked. “It would be a more efficient way to channel surf.”



“These are the most boring people in the fucking universe.”



“You asked for typical results.”



“Well show me results that are typical and interesting!”



“Those are contradictory search terms: the typical life is not interesting.”



She rolled her eyes. “I’m typical and interesting.”



“Please clarify, which of the events in your life do you think will be entertaining to humans one hundred years hence?”



She began to speak, then froze. A long stillness came over her, as she sat silent in her room. Her head bowed, and she watched the floor.



“Sometimes,” she said quietly, “I trip over things in amusing ways.”



So it showed her that.
      

      
   
      Interview


      

      
      
         “Excuse me.” After a moment, Tahira cleared her throat. “I’m here to die.”



The receptionist at the front desk fiddled with her computer for a moment. “Well, you have an appointment in… twelve years and six months, but if you want to die right now, I’m sure we can pencil you in.”



“Now would be good, thanks.”



She was told to take a seat. The waiting room had bad coffee and magazines describing different method of suicide, but she had time to neither drink nor read. As has been true throughout human history, the reaper was very accommodating.



He lead her back to a small office in the rear of the building. A bureaucrat’s office, with filing cabinets, an old computer, a tape recorder, and a ceiling fan that only squeaked a little bit. They went through the pleasantries, scanning her face, scanning her ID, checking her DNA, unambiguously confirming who she was, and verifying in legal terms that yes she really did want to die.



“Very well,” said the reaper, pressing the red switch on his recorder. “Beginning interview, case #8776234-98-AK-234, subject is Tahira Aliel who has requested early termination. Due to the advanced date of her termination, her replacement is not yet assigned. So let’s begin there. Tahira, do you have any preference on who replaces you?”



“I’d um…” Tahira fiddled with her hands. “Can she look like me?”



“Of course. Do you want her to look exactly like you? ‘Clone’ isn't technically accurate, but we can make her nearly identical.”



“Um. Not quite. I always felt… short. It bothered me sometimes. More than it should. I think she’d have a…” Tahira struggled for the words, “happier life if she was taller. Maybe two inches taller?”



“Just like you, but two inches taller. Anything else physical you’d like to change? Weight, build, figure, athleticism, anything?”



“No.”



“Great. Then let’s move on to essential life experiences. As you know, when she joins society, she will be twenty-two years of age. It takes roughly eight years worth of memories to teach her the basics -- walking, language, courtesy, etc -- which leaves you with a maximum of fourteen years of memories to pick. Where do you want to begin?”



After a long silence, Tahira said, “College.”



“All of college?”



“No. No. Just… the classes. I liked studying history, but I didn’t… well. I liked my friends. But they weren’t good for me.” Tahira licked her lips. “Can you make up some friends? People who encouraged her?”



“Sure. Anything more specific than that?”



“My friends in college were selfish. Clever, fun to be around, charming people, but… selfish. It changed me as a person.” She looked down at her lap, twisting her hands. “Make her friends just really good people. Like… um. Yeah. Is that specific enough?”



“We can work with it.” Her reaper showed no response to her emotional distress, his hands folded, his face blank. “We have an archive of memories from other people, and they’re keyword searchable. ‘Good person’ and ‘Inspiring’ are subjective, but she’ll get memories of friends that are tagged with those keywords at least.”



“Okay. That works. Um… let’s talk about my parents next.” She lifted her head to stare at him. “Because, I don’t want her to have any of that. None of it. And actually, I have a specific request. I have a friend named Leo, and his family, they were just… so nice. Could I have his memories?”



“Different gender, they’ll have to be heavily artificially edited.”



“That’s fine.”



It went on like that for some time, until she’d picked fourteen years worth of memories, highlighting what in her life was worth preserving, and what wasn't. She said she didn’t care how she went, as long as it was painless.



So they took her out behind the processing annex, and shot her in the back of the head.







Several months later, two technicians opened a hatch on the side of a glass tank. A great deal of sticky fluid poured out onto a grate on the floor, and then upon that grate fell an unconscious woman.



She was a lot like Tahira. Younger, of course, and two inches taller. She regained consciousness quickly, and with the help of the two technicians, stumbled to her feet.



“Where am I?” she asked. Then she saw the tank, the grate, her naked body. “Oh fuck, am I new?”



“Indeed,” said the technician, “welcome to life.”



They scheduled her appointment with the reaper before she left.
      

      
   
      Overflow


      

      
      
         Vardani paused,her teacup hovering before her lips. Across the table, Jereaux, the Duke of Athrienne, sat dressed in spartan steel armor, his sharp features outlined by his angular beard. Next to him, vulture-gaunt and reeking of graveyards and ancient parchment, the Mage Gethric duMarse, twiddled his spidery fingers.



“Yes, your grace” said Vardani, “Margane Malhur of cursed memory was my ancestor. And I know where she lies.” She resisted the urge to spit.



Duke Jereaux nodded. “Excellent.” His teacup remained untouched. “Hundreds of years ago, Margane was... entangled with my own ancestor, Sir Jervain of Osseles. An issue of succession has arisen, and we must question her. Gethric says he has the power to raise her spirit, if only we stand at her grave.”



Vardani only just saved herself from choking on her tea. “She tortured children, drank their blood. Only her low station kept her from harming more...” She thought of asking him to reconsider, but saw no softness in that relentless stare. “I shall lead you to what you seek.” 





An hour later, they stood deep within the marshes of Lugue, before a baleful and scraggly tree. “This has been my family burial site for centuries,” said Vardani.



Gethric stood over the grassy damp pit below the tree like a carrion bird. He fired what looked like a small silver arrow into the ground, and pronounced a spell that sounded like a hacking cough. Before them, a mist gathered over the grave, swirled and rose into a humanoid shape.



The Duke remained perfectly calm. “Do I address Margane Malhur?”



The slim sad shade shook its head and sank into a pool of mist on the ground. The Duke raised an eyebrow at Gethric and Vardani.



“The ground here is soft, your grace,” said Vardani. “We are accustomed to burying our recent dead atop the older ones, as the coffins sink into the earth. You just saw my grandmother; Margane will be a number of corpses below her.”



The Duke turned to Gethric. “Can you not just… seek deeper? All at once?”



“It is troublesome, your grace,” murmured Gethric. “There is the mystic principle of filo which constrains the operation of my arrow. We must take the bodies as it encounters them.”



The Duke sighed. “Then please proceed as rapidly as you can.”



Gethric grunted and set to work, and as the sun sank behind the hills and the moon rose, he called up shade after shade. Vardani recognized many of her forebears and longed for the chance to speak with them, but was given no time. She shuddered each time the cloud brushed against her ankles.



There came the point where Gethric shivered and croaked, “I believe this is the last one, your grace.” He looked as if each casting had taken a pound of weight from him. He groaned the incantation one more time, and another shade appeared, with nothing monstrous about her, only a slight female form with hair that flowed like grasses.



The Duke, calm as he was at the start, repeated his question.



“I am not her,” replied the shade. “But you are very, very close. Only one sacrifice is needed now, to gain the strength to draw her forth.”



The meaning hit Vardani like a blow and she had only time to see the realization flash across the eyes of the two men, and she saw death written there. As she started to flee, the Duke’s arm swang up and his swordr flashed. Vardani cried out and fell atop the grave at the feet of the spectral figure.



“There’s the sacrifice,” he said. “Now, call Margane forth!”



The shade chucked. “She is here, fool. I am Margane.”



“I don’t understand, then. Why did you lie? Why did you make me kill her?”



“Lacking hallowed burial, her life force had nowhere to go, save to me. And as to you, my illegitimate descendant, I’d put your body to far better use than you ever will, and now you lack the power to stop me.”



As Gethric struggled to call up a spell of banishment, Margane’s shade flowed like branching lightning and the Duke cried out in a shriek of terror like nothing he had ever screamed in his life, even as a child.



The sword flicked out, cutting Gethric’s spell in half along with his throat.



And then the body of Jereaux, Duke of Athrienne, set out towards home, whistling a tune about infanticide and torture that had been popular hundreds of years ago.
      

      
   
      A sequel to Mr. Valdemar's case


      
      
      
         
         The Far Away Look

      
      

      

      
      
         The handling of Mr. Valdemar's case had been a resounding failure. The quick rotting away of his body as soon as we had endeavoured to wake him up, the hollow, ominous sound of his voice, the noisome stench of his decayed flesh, had shocked and revulsed the assistance. In the wake of the incident, many staunch supporters of our society had walked out and disowned us. 



I was not satisfied, and neither was Dr. F—, so we decided to carry on with our experiments. There was, however, one difficulty: the most indelicate amongst our former associates had spoken out about the gruesome aspects of Mr. Valdemar's death, and it is an understatement to say that the name of our society had been expunged of most scientists' and aristocrats' good books. Even the police had asked for clarification about our business.



That is why we resolved to move away from London and pursue our quest in a quieter place. Fortunately, Dr. F— 

still owned a large mansion set in a vast expanse of green outside Newcastle, far into the north, were we could continue our research at ease. Once we settled there, it was an easy task to locate a suitable patient, for Dr. F—'s fame as former royal family's physician was still unblemished by the slanders of our London's opponents.



Mrs. H— had been suffering from an incurable form of consumption. When Dr. F— had proposed her to spend her last days in one of the luxurious chambers of his manor, away from her squalid attic, she had consented. Once installed there, we had watched over her affectionately day and night, taking turns to insure we wouldn't miss the moment of her passing.



The fourteenth day after Mrs. H— arrival, she awoke at midnight with a fit of heavy cough, spitting out considerable quantities of blood and phlegm. Having given her a bowl to gather her expectorations, I awoke F— at once. He found that she had lost most of her blood. Her pulse was flimsy, and her breathing hardly perceptible at all. He nodded to me, and I picked up the locket I used to mesmerise patients with. Without delay, I began the magnetic passes which would put our dying host into a deep trance. Mrs. H— turned out to be very receptive, and in less than one minute I noticed the unmistakable signs which betray the entrance into this altered state.



"Mrs. H—, can you hear me?" I asked. 



There was a long pause as Mrs. H— mustered her failing strength to respond. "Yes, I can," came the answer at last, in a whisper.



"Mrs. H—, until I free you, you will faithfully answer either my or Dr. F—'s questions. Do you understand?"



"Yes. I will."



"Are you in pain?"



"No, not at all," she replied, and I let out a sigh of relief. We would never had proceeded with the experiment had our guest been subjected to unbearable throes. 



"Are you asleep?"



"Yes. Please, let me at peace until I die," she breathed, and I shuddered as I remembered Mr. Valdemar's last words.



Suddenly Mrs. H—'s face changed. As in our previous experiment, it was as if what life remained in her had been snuffed out. Her sallow skin turned grey and her cheeks dimpled inwards while her eyes rolled up.



"Mrs. H—, can you hear me?"



Although I had already witnessed Mr. Valdemar answering my questions from the nethermost regions of the grave, the hollow, utterly inhuman voice which replied, without our guest's tongue or lips moving, sent a shuddering down my spine. "Yes. Leave me alone, for I am dead now."



I turned to F—. "I want an exact report of this," I said. "Let me fetch a pen and a notebook. Please don't do anything in my absence. I shall be back at once."



F— nodded. I rushed downstairs.



Unfortunately, I had forgotten about F— famous impatience. Halfway through the stairs, I heard him whispering something to Mrs. H—.



I was about to turn around and protest when the lights unexpectedly went out. Plunged into darkness, I stopped short. Then came a sudden icy draught, the slamming of Mrs. H—'s bedroom door, followed by a heavy thud. A second after, the lights turned back on.



I sprang upwards and ran to the bedroom. I flung the door open and froze.



F—'s lifeless body lay on the floor, while Mrs. H—'s face had assumed an expression of intense felicity.
      

      
   
      Tell Me About Your Character


      

      
      
         "Hello."



"Yes, yes you died and I am here to collect your Eternal Soul and show you to way to your afterlife."



"No, no I am not a skeleton in a robe or a pale skined goth girl. Really, you humans always think so small."



"Sadly you currently have no proper words in your language for what I am. I am hoping that in a few more centuries your language will evolve enough to have the basic concepts needed, to borrow another phrase, 'to build the tools to build the tools'."



"I am here to guide you, part of that involves answering your questions. I will not be able to answer all of them, because I am not all knowing."



"Yes, there are things even Death does not know."



"No, I have never been past this place. I show you the way and you move on. I stay behind."



"Limbo is a good enough name, yes."



"As I said I do not know what lies beyond. Heaven, Hell, Nirvana, Valhalla, Oblivion, something more esoteric? All I know is that there is an Afterlife, and I guide people to it."



"Panic is mostly a physical response. You do not have the 'Body' part of 'Mind, Body, and Soul' at the moment."



"We can take all the time you need."



"Oh, no, sorry, but you are just not that important. I am not the only guide."



"Do all humans look like you?"



"Yes, that was rude of you. But I accept your apology."



"As for time, it does pass here and I do not know if it will have an impact on the other side or not."



"No Body, remember? The Mind can tire, yes, as can the Soul, but you do not have any physical needs."



"Yes, take the time you needed. I will be here."



"Ready to move on?"



"Ah, more questions then?"



"Well, ask and I shall answer as best I can."



"That is something I don't know. Not having been to the other side and all."



"Don't worry, you are not the first to have forgotten that."



"Well, you can move on anytime. Whenever you feel that you are ready to do so."



"It is not a gate or a door, as we are beyond the physical now. It is more your state of mind and putting your soul at ease."



"Well, I have found that a lot of people are more at ease if they talk over their life. So, tell me about yourself. I'll listen."



"That was a great story, you lived a very happy life."



"Oh, yes, I suppose you are. Right here."



"Goodbye, it was nice to have talked with you."



"... ."



"Hello."
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