
      Compression Test


      

      
      
         I couldn’t take it any more and I blew up at her. 



The end.








Okay, there was a bit more to it than that, maybe. I’ll back up a little bit. Please be patient, I’m a little scatterbrained today.



See, every once in a while I fly off the handle. I think I have everything under my control and I’m just sizzling along and perfectly collected, then one little thing happens and it all goes to crap and the shit flies all over the place.



Like the time I was at a conference of astro-engineers, and we were discussing the problem of orbital junk. Every time we launch something up there, little bits of scrap wind up circling the Earth as well, and with all the tens of thousands of launches and old retired satellites, it’s becoming hazardous to launch anything new. 



I had a scheme for a machine that would gather up as much stuff as it could and deorbit it - send it splashing down into the Pacific somewhere. All my notes were ready for my presentation, and as I was walking towards the podium to give my presentation on it, I heard the previous speaker, Dr. Moyong, giving a talk on how her mechanism pushes the stuff away, sending it into the sun… what a waste! I got so upset that I tripped over a chair leg and fell over flat and my notes went all over the place and I lost my temper as I snatched at everything to grab it back together… and between one thing and another I didn’t give my presentation that day.



But I didn’t let it rest there; I persevered, and while others followed Dr. Moyong’s scheme, I founded a consortium that went with my concept. My probes did an admirable job in gathering the junk, but often, just as they were about to deorbit the mess, along would come one of her probes and just blast mine out and away from Earth, and each time I just about hit the ceiling. I spent a lot of time shouting at her on the phone, but nothing ever disturbed that serene smile of hers.



Well, it turned out that my gathering technology can be scaled up to asteroids, which bear plenty of precious metals, so that was a big feather in my cap. My program was bringing billions of dollars in resources down to Earth, even as Dr. Moyong was sending her own probes beyond the solar system. Both she and I were getting on in years, so it was a good thing that life extension tech was developed then, so we could keep on hating each other a while longer.



And decades passed, and then centuries, and then millennia. I’d gotten all the planets in the solar system corralled and turned into a huge sphere, a Dyson sphere, to collect all the light from the sun. With that massive energy, I was calculating how to alter the cosmological constants of the universe itself. I was determined to solve the ultimate problem - the eventual dispersal of the universe into useless cold matter, often called the Heat Death scenario, everything spread so thin as to be useless for life. Moyong sought to press outward, beyond extradimensional limits, but her efforts couldn’t match mine, and soon I lost track of her for good.



My continued experiments with gravitational reframing took millions of years to bear fruit, but eventually I was able to halt the Diaspora of the stars, and reverse the trend of universal expansion, and in billions of years… by then I was something to behold. I had grown wildly, expanding my body with recovered material, assimilating planets, stars and whole galaxies into my personal being, meticulously recording every scrap of data I could recover while doing my best to compress the incoming matter to its ultimate limit. Slowly I reeled the entire cosmos in around me, even as the material at my core, compressed beyond the limits of physical law, started to break down.



And as I reached out and gathered to my bosom the last specks of dust that once lay at the edges of existence, somewhere deep in my unfathomable bulk comprised of all the matter in the universe, there was a *pop* and a ripple throughout my bulk, and from some fold beyond spacetime came Moyong’s voice.



“Loosen up, willya?”



Then I lost it. I’d had it all…



And now it exploded at the speed of light.
      

      
   
      Getting Lucky


      

      
      
         Not being to able to go outside was unfortunate and a pain.  There was several to a few real reason for this.  One because there was ice and snow on the ground.  In fact, a lot of it was falling from the sky.  Being unable to walk without falling down is a pain.  Two was the lack of a clean heavy coat.  It's being washed right now.  If going outside had to be done, going outside without one would lead to lack of body heat.  Having things fall off you is a pain.  Three was the lack of the ability to go down the stairs.  This was mostly a practical preference due to joint pain and having problems moving.  Why living on a second floor of a building where you had to answer the door on the first floor to begin with?  



Not relevant.  Life is bad.  Unfortunate indeed.  



The lack of events in one's life is not fortunate.  Not all the time because some events are plain bad.  While boredom, pain and loneliness could be consider events in some cases, they are mostly just states of being.  Just being is not enough.  There are things you must do to keep on going and there are other things you can do to pick a direction.  Something is to be said about have fewer choices while being stuck in a bunch of rooms while deathly white falls to the ground outside.  Boring and a pain first comes to mind while doing menial things to starve off loneliness comes in second.  There isn't a third option to explore because the rest of the things that could be done require another person.  So menial and mindless things it is? 



This is reality.  Life just is.  Fortunes change.  



When the door bell rang, there was a few to one real reason to choose an action.  To ignore it.  To shut off the ringer.  To go back to bed.  Each would take effort with costs that would be unwilling to pay in the long term.  Costs being curiosity, empathy and maybe some sanity.  So down the stairs, in the cold space, while being in pain it was.  One step, two step, stop and go while hugging the rail to dear life.  A bit slow and a bit of pain while the door bell rang every thirty seconds.  It's at the thirteenth ring now.  Half way down though it stops.  To choose going forward or backward?  It's easier to not stop, and by the time it gets down the door bell rings again.  Quite loudly.  Opening the door is a person most unfortunate and annoyed.  Outside the door is another person most unfortunate and more than annoyed.  



The two meet in this event.  Life is better.  Fortunate indeed.  
      

      
   
      Omnes Vulnerant


      
      
      
         
         Ultima Necat

      
      

      

      
      
         Jeff motioned me to the armchair. He rounded his desk and flopped down into the other armchair, opposite me. He opened a black cigare case,  picked up a Havana. He lit it, took a couple of drags, then looked at me.



"Have you noticed anything?" he asked, exhaling a whiff of smoke.



I let my eyes sweep his office. Jeff had always been fond of antiques. Old medicine books and outdated equipment, some of which looked like torture instruments, filled his shelves and cabinets. Nothing, however, seemed out of place.



I shook my head.



"Try harder!" he said.



I took another glance round the room. It came to me like an epiphany. "Your old Swiss clock!"



"Bingo!"



"What happened to it? I remember you treated it like the apple of your eye!"



"Had no choice but let it go," he replied. "If only to prove I wasn't getting mad."



"Mad? You?"



"Uh-huh," he answered.



He set his cigar down on an ashtray, walked to one of the shelves with his back to me. He plucked a book I couldn't see, then came back. He sat, concealing the book into his lap.



"What do you think connects Isaac Newton, Albert Einstein, Napoleon, George Washington, Lenin, Niels Bohr and Otto van Bismarck?" he asked.



That list of assorted, random historical figures baffled me. "I'm not sure what you're getting at," I replied.



"Quite a puzzle, eh?" he said. "Now—" He laid the book on the table, and before I could see the title, opened it at a page that had been dog-eared.  "Read that. The underlined passage."  He slid the book across the desk to me.



I picked it up and read. I burst into laughter. "What kind of codswallop is this?" I asked. "Do you believe such nonsense, you, a doctor?"



He looked at me with a serious face. "See for yourself who wrote it", he replied.



I closed the book and read the cover. "The Uncanny and Disturbing Mysteries of History. Edward Grosvenor." The name rang a bell, but I couldn't place it.



"Grosvenor is one of the most competent historians," Jeff said. "Everything he writes down is documented and indisputable. I know the guy, I'd trust him with my life."



"Come on!" I protested. "Pretending that all those people heard a ghost clock ticking the day before their life took a turn for the best is simply preposterous. Dude's off his rocker." 



"And why not?" he asked.



"And what would that be? God's clock?" I guffawed. 



He stood up again and paced to and fro, his hands clasped behind his back. "God's clock, yes. Or destiny. Or fate. Whatever you call it. But not something they fancied. A real omen, that witnesses heard, too."



I couldn't believe he had turned superstitious. "Okay, okay…" I said. "Admittedly. But what the heck does that have to do with your clock?"



He stopped and glared at me. "I wanted to be certain," he answered.



"Certain of what?" I was confused.



He looked at his watch. "It's almost seven. Hush now, and listen."



I strained my ears. Jeff's office was located in a calm outskirt. What little noise came from outside double glazing muffled completely. The room was still.



Was it, really?



I must have turned pale, because Jeff's face brightened up. There were ticks. Faint, slow, but unmistakable. They grew louder and louder, until they filled the room, as if a giant pendulum swung above our heads. Then they receded, lost strength, faded into silence.



"You're kidding me, right?" I asked.



"No, buddy. This is no spooky or tasteless joke. You've heard the ticking. You can trawl the room, or the whole house, for any clock or electronic device. There's none," he answered, sitting back.



"But—"



"I've been hearing that ticking every Friday at seven for months," he said. "Oh, I know, I know. Newton, Einstein, Bohr. The same ticking and voila! They uncover magnificent equations. Bismarck, Washington, Lenin, Napoleon, they all rule over empires. Me? Me? Nothing."



"But—"



"Every day I expect a windfall. Will it be wealth? Fame? Power? Something else? I'm still waiting. In vain. Nothing ever happens to me. Nada. Zilch. God wants me to know I'm just a poor bugger. Sorry, Jeff, just suck it up and live on. And now, if you'd excuse me—"



He opened a drawer.  Before I could even move a muscle, he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
      

      
   
      Falling Sky


      
      
      
         
         Blue Curtains

      
      

      

      
      
         I was a child on the day when the sky vanished. I remember looking at the sun as my mother clutched me. Klaxons blared around us and the hum of the fusion generators revved to a fever pitch so intense that the vibrations from the floor made by feet numb. 



I heard her crying. Sobbing into my bright yellow jumper as her arms threatened to squeeze the air from my lungs. Words were meaningless to her and my questions went unanswered. Her own shaking joined by the world around us.



Colonists were rushing in every direction throughout the square. Some carried bags loaded down with possessions, others had tool boxes filled with wires and devices emitting their own piercing shrieks. They were all yelling, screaming at each other to move or run or come help. One man was staring up at the sky and laughing, tears streaming down his face.  



Above us the sky had darkened from a light sapphire blue to a deep aquamarine as emitters around the perimeter of the city shone like miniature suns. The tower in the middle sending an unbroken beam of light to connect to the dome and as I watched pulses emanating from it made the dome thicken and darken.



The world slowly dimmed, leaving only lamp posts that themselves began flickering. Until only the dome with it’s effusive glow stood to hold back the growing blackness that rose up against it. 



Beyond the sky I knew there rose a dark seething tide that stretched past the horizon. It reached upwards with a haze so dense that the sun and moon disappeared into its inky depths. I watched as small glowing specs shot out from its surface. Some flew upwards, others burned out, and one grew larger and larger until it smashed itself across the dome before us in a blazing spectacle of ash and dust.



My mother, freed from her stupor, dragged me to the side and huddled behind a raised garden bed as everything resounded from the impacts against the dome. With one hand she clutched me to her chest while the other tapped a disk mounted at her waist. A pale blue bubble spread around us and the cacophony dulled as it hardened and died the world a pale blue.



We stayed like that for what seemed like an eternity, she clutching me while I watched all light bleed out of the sky until only the dome’s dim light illuminated anything. Strikes against the dome had tapered off from a constant pounding to a distant rumble and I could see the brown earth that covered it, shifting slowly and glowing in places. 



When at last everything was quiet my mother raised her head. The brilliant beam in the city’s center had shrunk to little more than a flickering thread and in the far distance areas of the city were flickering with orange flames. When she dropped the shield the air smelled sulfurous and burned, the breath in my lungs suddenly felt thin and I began coughing.



She began speaking to me, reassuring me as forms began moving all around us. But I didn’t pay attention. My eyes were still fixed on the sky. On the point beyond the dome where the sun had been. Where the light had gone out forever.
      

      
   
      Awash


      

      
      
         The submarine blew to smithereens, the contact mine bursting the U-boat’s hull in an instant, breaching all bulkheads to the ravaging green tide that pulverizes the life out of the crew before any could begin to drown, the final man to die a fifteen-year-old seaman in the torpedo room with his eyes wide and pants darkening and scream lost against the killing roar, his hands scrabbling for any hope as the hull collapses around him, the whirling storm of shrapnel stealing his loving face in a riptide of gore spume as the sea crushes his soul into eternity.








In dawn’s low bloom, at the south of the Tor Bay, she finds his remains on the beach.



She arrives there at the start of her days to walk the shoreline before work, a small, sharp-edged woman, someone for whom nonsense had taken leave years ago. The tide is her sole companion. Usually.



Her quick, pointed strides along the sand change direction and grow faster as she sees his body. Rushing to his side, she sees the ripped aftermath where his face used to be. The nausea that roils through her has nothing to do with sundered meat. The only thing she can muster to the sight, words heard only by the waves, is, “Another one gone.”



She kneels, touches his head without hesitation, fingers going through his hair to his scalp. Warm palm on ice white.



This moment in sunrise the final time a mother would touch him.



On the hand touching him, there is a paler band of skin around her ring finger. Tombstone to a marriage lost in the aftermath of her apocalypse. Both of her sons dead (dear Christ, how her relationship with that word had changed) since August 23, 1914.



No tears. They come to her every day now. But not here. Drying her hand on her dress, she rises and walks, heading for the village in Churston, where someone with a telephone will contact the old men who will take his corpse away for burial.








The war ends three weeks later.



In the dusk of Armistice Day, she sits on the beach alone. Her heart is brimming with a love that has nowhere to go. The tears running down her face serve as fundamental testament.



Her two boys love on, only in memory. She chooses to carry, however imperfectly, a third.



Someone has to.
      

      
   
      If Not Now, Then When?


      

      
      
         Gina was doing ninety when the semi truck in front of her blew a tire. Freak accident. Nothing anyone could have done. 



The whole tire exploded around the hubcap, shredding against the merciless pavement. Hot ribbons of rubber spewed from beneath the massive machine. 



Two found Gina’s windshield. The first pulverized the shatterproof glass but failed to break it. The second finished the job. The wind propelled thousands of shards of swirling glass into Gina’s face.



The car rolled. The world shifted into a dimension of pure noise. Screaming and chaos and tires pumping against a road that was no longer beneath them. 



Then, inexplicably, she thought of dancers. 



In the slowed state of time brought on by near-death, Gina saw endless rows of them, leaping across an infinite stage. They coalesced into a single beam of bright, a fixed spotlight falling, coalescing into a perfectly-poised ballerina, one leg bent like a flamingo’s, the other straight from the hip to the tip of the toe. 

 

The ballerina looked up and said,



IFNOTNOWTHENWHEN

FNOTNOWTHENWHENI

NOTNOWTHENWHENIF

OTNOWTHENWHENIFN

TNOWTHENWHENIFNO

NOWTHENWHENIFNOT

OWTHENWHENIFNOTN

WTHENWHENIFNOTNO

THENWHENIFNOTNOW

HENWHENIFNOTNOWT

ENWHENIFNOTNOWTH

NWHENIFNOTNOWTHE

WHENIFNOTNOWTHEN

HENIFNOTNOWTHENW

ENIFNOTNOWTHENWH

NIFNOTNOWTHENWHE



The car came down in the median.








When Gina came to, a team of doctors surrounded her. Bright lights and blurry vision and surgical masks obscured their faces.



Her husband was arguing with another doctor in the corner. Gina couldn’t see him, but she sure could hear him. 



The doctor said in an impatient voice, “It would kill her if we started now.”



Her husband, ever spineless, said, “If not now, then when?”








When Gina was in college, she’d studied to be a dancer. Now in her late forties, she had quit the competitive and bodily-destructive art form to pursue a life of education. She still interacted with dance three times a week, driving to the inner city to teach disadvantaged grade schoolers the joys of the art she loved. 



Her drive followed a two-lane highway typically clogged with semi trucks. 





The impact shattered a majority of the bones in her body but didn’t kill her entirely. Her legs, in particular, had taken a beating. Think plastic shards mixed into jello. The doctors said she’d never use them again. Don’t even think about it. Don’t hold out hope. 



Twelve surgeries, two million dollars, and four years of extensive therapy later, and Gina finally had some semblance of motion again. With the aid of a walker, she could hobble around the ground floor of their vast suburban mansion. It wasn’t so much walking as throwing her useless legs forward with a swing of her hips. For Gina, it was a miracle. 



That first day back from the hospital, with her walker and her husband to lean on, felt like she had walked through a gout of fire, fusing her into a single piece of fragile glass. But she was alive. And she was mobile. Things could be worse.



The following night, she threw her useless legs one in front of the other into the garage to grab a beer from the refrigerator, where she found her husband of twenty four years fucking the doctor from the hospital on the hood of their replacement car.



“You were going to figure out somewhere along the line,” he said, not even trying to pull his pants up. “If not now, then some other time.”








Gina made the long walk from her car to the front gates of the auditorium, where a waiting concierge with a wheelchair helped her to her seat. It was not often she could leave her assisted living home. The nursing team was short-staffed, and transportation was a luxury, and at any rate none of them really liked dance anyway. 



The lights went up, and the dancers roared onto the stage, a stunning modern adaptation of La Sylphide. 



The chorus girls leapt in unison. Gina’s shattered legs almost twitched in anticipation. The dancers prepped for an intensely acrobatic synchronized leap. There came the run-up, the tense, the leap--and they were flying through the air, weightless, exuberant, beautifully perfectly alive.



They landed with hardly a sound. The chorus girls faded away until only one remained, a lead frozen in place, one leg bent up like a flamingo’s, the other straight from the hip to the tip of her toe. 



The ballerina looked up, right at Gina, her eyes teasingly serene as if to say, If not now, then when?



Gina felt her foot move. 
      

      
   
      Punctuated Equilibrium


      
      
      
         
         Less Deadly

      
      

      

      
      
         "I don't see why you're so upset!" Chalkos, the Ant God of Order, waved his two front legs, a touch of pride stroking over him at the way his shiny black carapace flashed with rainbows here at the center of the new and expanding universe. "I was just tidying up!"



The hum from the wings of Desper, the Hornet Goddess of Chaos, seemed to shift tempo and frequency to become a deeper, more ominous buzzing sound. "And what have I told you about tidying up?"



"Hello? God of Order here!" Digging into his abdomen pouch, Chalkos held up a chunky mass of carbon-based goo. "And this star stuff is just getting scattered willy-nilly from one end of creation to the other!"



Desper gave a slow blink with all her compound eyes. "'Willy-nilly'?"



"It's an expression!" Chalkos folded his upper and middle legs. "If you'd pay attention to this whole language thing I've invented, you'd know that!"



That at least got a chuckle out of her. "I pay attention to all your inventions, Chalky. I couldn't subvert them otherwise."



Chalkos tried to keep his antennae from drooping, but as was usual when dealing with Desper, he couldn't manage it. "You have no consideration, Peri: that's your problem."



"My problem?" All the growling came back into her tone. "My problem is that you deviated from The Plan!"



An odd mix of pride and confusion surged through him at the way she managed to say The Plan so that he could hear the capital letters. It meant that she respected The Plan, yes, and that was good, but, well, he'd intended capital letters to be a feature of language when it was written, not spoken....



With a shake of his head, he let anger push his other emotions aside. "How dare you?" He swooped through the vacuum of space to poke her furry, black-and-yellow-striped thorax. "I'm Order! by definition, I don't deviate!"



"Ha!" She smacked his foreleg aside. "You've already admitted it!" The lack of air, Chalkos couldn't help but notice, didn't stop her from making 'air quotes' with her own forelegs. "'Tidying up,' you said!" She smacked the blob of star stuff from his grip. "You've been moving that filthy goo around in ways The Plan doesn't talk about at all!"



Fighting down the urge to leap after the slimeball before it could get away and dirty up his nice, clean cosmos, Chalkos instead curled his mandibles into what he thought of as his most winning smile. "I just pile the stuff on one little planet, Peri. How could that hurt?"



"How?" Her antennae, wings, and legs spread in all directions, waves of radiation flooding from her. "Evolution could happen! Something big and nasty and bipedal could develop, lording itself over our beloved insects and tipping the entire history of the universe ass over teakettle!"



Chalkos blinked at her. "'Ass over teakettle'?"



"I'm subverting language, all right?" Despar's emanations became more neutron-heavy—definitely a bad sign. "But you're subverting The Plan and...and everything! I mean, can you imagine a world where insects were consigned to second-class status?" She shivered. "It makes me want to start stinging and stinging and stinging and—"



"Peri, Peri, Peri!" Chalkos slipped closer and wrapped all his limbs around her. "There's no way anything like that could really happen! And if it did, well, we'd find a way to overwhelm these creatures, whatever they might be." He stroked the back of her head. "Insects will always be the true rulers of creation, and nothing evolution could come up with is going to change that." Summoning his most soothing vibrations, he let them caress her. "Now, do you want to tear my head off and cram eggs down into my thorax? Will that make you feel better?"



She sniffled. "Yes..."



"Okay, then." He pulled away and managed to aim another smile at her before her mandibles severed his neck.



His head drifting off into the darkness, he had to laugh as she set to work on his body. She always got so worried about such inconsequential things.
      

      
   
      A Deal You Can't Refuse


      

      
      
         So I goes and telling Mister Applegate that you means business, Mister Elm, just like you says. You means business. Then Mister Applegate, he says what kind'a business. Now you never says t'me what kind, but I remembers, see, I remembers you says you says you wanting t'get your hands on the gold in Mister Applegate's coffers, and I tells him that you means it.



Now Mister Applegate, sir, he tells me that's he's got the perfect deal for you! He says t'me, Mister Elm, he says he gonna give you that gold a'his in a honest business deal for the warehouse by the docks, he does. Makin' sure he knowing what he gonna get, I tells him, you mean the smugglin' shack? an he says the smugglin' shack exactly, he says. He says he gonna put up so much gold you can't refuse.



Times've been tough, you says before, times've been tough and we need'a change, an' here now, Mister Elm, Mister Applegate gonna buy your shack! Seems t'me a right smart deal t'me an I tells him so.



Then Mister Applegate, sir, he has me waiting while he writing a 'purchace posting' for me t'take down to the city hall t'get approved. I tells him, Mister Elm, I tells him I can't be making no deals for you, and he says he understands and the 'purchase posting' is just t'get the ball rolling, so to speak, he says t'me. He telling me no one in their right minds gonna turn down a deal so sweet, he says, so better to starting make things official right away.



So he finish writing and he coming with me to taking the 'purchase posting' t'city hall on my way back to telling you the good news. He says he just so eager t'see his soon-t'be-new property, he just can't wait, so he coming with t'seeing you at the smuggling shack after. We gets there and sees the deeds clerk and I shows the clerk the 'purchace posting', and he tells me that Mister Applegate must be out'a his mind, offerin' that much for a dock warehouse, but I tells him that you, sir, must be out'a your own mind to refuse, I does! The clerk says that don't make much sense to him, but iff'n it gonna change hands, he says, there gonna haft'a being a inspection, t'making sure everything up to code and all. I tells him there won't be no problem there, Mister Elm. I tells him you always keeping it in good shape, can't let robbers or mold get in the goods, like you always saying. Now the clerk says that's all well and good, but official is official, he says, and he gonna have to seeing for himself. 



I tells him, Mister Elm, I tells him I coming there now and can bring him with. I know you be here, so's you can telling him yourself and accepting Mister Applegate's deal all at once! The clerk says that's a fine idea, and he has me waiting just a moment to collect a copper for security before we coming to seeing you. He says t'me he bringing a few coppers for extra-good care, and I says that sounding right thoughtful a'him.



So we makes our way t'the docks, and you knows what happens then, but what you doesn't see is, Mister Elm, after you being chained up and all, Mister Applegate, sir, he offers me  t'working for him! Now I tells him right straight, I tells him that you always being good t'me, and there's more t'loyalty than just a bit a'coin, I tells him straight. Mister Applegates says he understanding and he going t'wait 'til you and I talking it over.





With you being all locked up, Mister Elm, it's berng hard t'get t'talking to you, but here now I gets to talking t'you that I been thinking lots about the situation and I gonna take his offer. There's more t'loyalty than just a bit a'coin, Mister Elm, but I gots t'eat, and you having a hard time paying me these days, you does, being locked up and all. So's I'm sorry, Mister Elm, but I gonna work for Mister Applegate for a spell. No hard feelings, Mister Elm, sir. When you getting out, I'm being happy t'work for you again.



Oh, also, I hears you gonna get a bunch of your business friends t'join you in a bit, Mister Elm, sir. Must be nice.
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