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             An underground swimming pool was flooding. Water, freezing and boiling at the same time, lapped further and further along the tile. It had almost completed its journey to the wall. Enough steam had come off the water to create a light layer of fog that filled the room. Every minute or so, the fluorescent lights would flicker, obscuring the pool, bleachers, and bins of water polo equipment.



    A girl with a pink bob and black hoodie was curled up on one of the bleachers’ few floorboards, crying. She had been for hours. Upon first waking up, there had been no fog and she had enough resolve to try the doors, discovering an infinite loop of swimming pools. She then spent a good deal of time looking for a clue, like this was a Legend of Zelda directional puzzle or an escape room, but after an hour she ran out of uninundated places to look and the water was starting to cover the floor.



    “Hey Champ.”



    Any voice would’ve been enough for the girl to jolt up, but this especially applied to the voice of her girlfriend, who was now sitting a few rows above her in a leather jacket, her long brunette hair flowing in a nonexistent breeze.



    “Alina?”



    “Close, Mittie,” she responded, smirking. “I’m your mind’s extrapolation of her. This is all in your mind.”



    Mittie’s eyes narrowed, processing what she had known all along. It was still a lot to take in. She slammed her left arm into the neighboring seat of the bleachers, but nothing happened. No sound, no pain. Nothing.



    “This isn’t a lucid dream though,” chimed Alina. “There’s been an accident. I’ll spare the details because I don’t want to panic you, but there’s no easy way to say that you’re slowly bleeding out.”



    “But the real you is coming for me, right?”



    “Sorry, but I don’t know anything you don’t.” Mittie’s face drooped, and a brief glint in her eyes betrayed that she was crushed by this. “I mean, I have to be looking,” continued Alina, with the first words she spoke that went against her cool demeanor. “I am me, after all.” Confidence, albeit a mockery of it, had returned to her voice.



    The two sat in silence for a little bit, and Mittie turned her body and her attention out to the pool after sliding up onto the seat to be a little more comfortable. The fog was a lot thicker now, but she could still see this half of the room quite easily, and glowing lights had started to flash under the water. The lights turned on and off, letting the reds, blues, and yellows dance through the fog to give the room an otherworldly feel. This is what Mittie thought places like the River Styx were supposed to look like.



    After another hour or so of mild chit-chat and silence, the mist was dense enough that it was hard to see past the edge of the bleachers, and the boundaries for the pool were solidly out of sight. The flashing lights had intensified and darked. They now felt more like alarms and far less mystical and alluring.



    “Hey, Alina,” stammered Mittie. “Does the fog have anything to do with how close I am to death?”



    “Probably. If I had to guess it means your mind is running out of energy and can’t render the full room.” Alina was way too calm about this, but this is what Alina is like. At least to Mittie.



    “In that case, will you be the last thing I ever think about?” Alina bumped herself down a few rows to meet Mittie. Before her butt could touch the seat, Mittie dove under Alina’s arm, wrapping her arms around Alina’s waist. Alina returned the hug, savoring the moment before gently pushing Mittie back down onto the bench and hoisted herself up to straddle Mittie’s legs.



    “Of course,” she said, before leaning down and planting a fiery kiss onto Mittie’s lips.



    They held the kiss until everything went white.
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         “You have no new messages. First s-”



“End messages. Day seventy-seven of being adrift in the Casleo system. I opened up a new food package last night, chicken tetrazzini with lmuoa sauce with cheesy mashed potatoes and honey-butter rolls and a dupox berry pie with a red wine flavoring packet. I had both rolls because bread never reseals right and a bit of the rest save the pie, which I am saving for tonight. Decent taste, need to see how well they pair with the reclamation cakes. I’m happy to be done with the meatloaf, I was starting to consider stepping out the air lock without a suit at the end there. I’ll update in the morning. End log entry.”



---




“You have no ne-”



“End messages. Begin log entry. Day seventy-eight of being adrift in the Casleo system. The chicken is descent with the reclamation cakes but the cheesy potatoes pair disturbingly well with them. The pie was fine, a bit dry. End log entry.”



---




“You have no new mes-”



“End messages. Begin log entry. Day eighty of being adrift in the Casleo system. I’ve given up on the thrusters, too deformed. The warping drive was a better idea anyways, but I’ve run out of novel ideas on how to fix it. If I had some four to five micron thick tilithium alloy I could maybe get it working at a low output. But all the tilithium I can access is too thick and I’d run out of food long before I could shave any of it down to thin enough. I’m going to check the com array again tomorrow. Speaking of novels mine is coming along fine, Kim and Golurop have finally meet each other finally. End log entry.”



---




“You have no new messages. First saved message.”



“Hey Joc-”



“End messages. Begin log entry. Day eighty-one of being adrift in the Casleo system. The coms array hadn’t changed since the last time I looked at it, still mostly intact but for the one important bit. I am about to drift out of Casleo two’s shadow though, be nice to see some new stars instead of the gas giant. End log entry.”



---




“You have one new message. First new message.”



“Hello - Jocobee - this is a reminder call that your subscription to - Trade Systems Monthly - will expire at the end of the galactic year if you do not renew. Have a pleasant day.”



“First saved message.”



“Hey Jocobee hope your plexal is staying wet! Me and the spawns are heading to Gor-”



“End, end messages… . … . … . Begin log entry. Day one hundred and three. I just can’t right now. I’ll explain tomorrow. End log entry.”



---




“You have n-”



“End messages. Begin log entry. Day one two nine, you guessed it, Casleo. My plants are dying. If anyone has been following along with all my logs then they may remember aaaaaaaall the way back in log four when I mentioned the break in the water lines for them. I was more worried about having lost water then but I did get most of it back. I should have been worried about contamination, because that’s what happened. Something got in and now my plants are showing signs of toxic shock. I’ve not got much botany knowledge local and of course don’t have net access so I’m not sure what I can do. End log entry.”



---




“You have no-”



“End messages. Begin log entry. Day one three three, Casleo. Nothing for the plants. I can get a bit more time but they’ll die and then I will a bit after. Had an idea for the warper. High probability it blows up and I die from that. We’ll see. End log entry.”



---




“You have one new message.”



“U.G.E. Gangaroulo, this is captain Murderkill of the U.G.E. Fuck It From Orbit, we’ve gotten your automated distress signal and are en route to a rescue. By the time this messages reaches you we should be twenty-four G.S. days out from your location, I hope you can last that long. Just know that help is on the way, end transmission.”



“Fir-”



“End messages. Begin log entry.  Help is on the way! I just need to figure out how to buy an extra seven days of air. I’ve cut all my corner already but now I’ve got a real goal to keep me going instead of just foolish stubbornness. End log entry."
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         Saturday, December 9, 2019, 9:23 PM. Somewhere in the Tetons.







Shivering had stopped a while ago as Joshua and his dad waded through the snow. As he gazed at the icy sterile brightness of his screen, the world was plunged into darkness only light by headlamps.



“Should we turn back and wait in the car? Wait out this storm?” His father asked over the roaring winds.



Joshua twisted back. Even through the flurrying darkness he saw the genuine look of fear in his father’s eyes. With snow matting on his eyebrows and eyelashes, the verdant green eyes of his father were pleading.



He’d about had enough too. Soon the gasoline in the car would run out. Maybe they’d outlast the storm. Maybe not. As Joshua contemplated the options, he said back, “We’ve come too far to quit now. Just go with me another quarter mile.”



He’d been saying that a while back, and he wondered if this was a fool’s hope, looking out here for a flicker of something.



The words “No service” on his phone had set in the reality of their situation. With the car stuck in a rut of snow, without traction, there was a likelihood that some of them might now last until morning.



Joshua wanted desperately to warm up in the car, but he still clung onto the fact that he had service about half an hour back down the pass. Weak, at most, but nonetheless, service. It was worth a shot. Besides, he was used to it now, and the deep freeze in his bones had been replaced by an odd warmth. Perhaps it was the exercise.








Joshua made it onto a rocky outcropping. His heart skipped a beat when the phone indicated one bar of service. Quickly pressing in the digits, he placed a call. After a moment of trading information, and the sudden surge in his father’s eyes of hope, he hung up the phone and turned back.



The trek up the pass was longer than he remembered. Perhaps it was the incline. As he traveled up, their newfound hope had tapered off.



This wasn’t the road, was it? Surely the parting of the towering evergreens matted with snow marked a path, but at this point, with the limited visibility, everything blended into one. 



“Are we going the right way?” Joshua asked.



His father patted him on the back and smiled. “Yes. Just a little further. Quarter mile.”








Joshua opened his eyes. The bright light flooded in, burning his retinas. As he tried to reach up to block the light out, his arms ached and burned.



When his eyes finally developed some contrast and he saw the silhouettes of three people: two tall and one of them short.



“He’s awake, so I’ll give you some time alone,” an unfamiliar voice said, followed by one of the tall silhouettes moving out of view.



Joshua groaned and hissed. His whole body was in a mixture of numbness and fire.



Finally, his eyes adjusted to the mildly bandaged faces of his mother. Standing right next to him was his sister.



“You are lucky,” his mother began, her voice weak and croaky.



Joshua closed his eyes. The question in his heart rose up to his lips and asked, “What happened?”



“You were near the car when you collapsed from hypothermia. Dad brought you safely back in.”



Joshua clenched his teeth stifling another gasp of pain as it seared across his torso.



“Where’s dad?” Joshua asked.



“In the other room, recovering as well,” his mom said. “You two are both as brave and stupid as they come.”



Joshua managed a weak chuckle. It hurt to laugh.



“Take time to get the rest you need.”
      

      
   
      Matsya


      

      
      
         I stood at the stern of the cruise ship Amalthea, looking back at the wake of the vessel, and the setting sun, and beyond into the past, for the future had lost all its luster. The ring she’d returned to me was a leaden weight I turned over and over in my pocket. No matter how I viewed it, hope had drained away and the only way out for me was the dull gray sea.



I got up on the rail, shook my head, and leapt over. For a minute of terror I was caught in the churning wake left by the propellers of the tremendous ship and was very nearly sucked in. Only by luck was I spared, gasping and paddling in the foamy water, as the ship left me rapidly behind.



Too late, I started to cry after it, for someone to notice me and toss a life preserver and turn the ship around, for I was cold and the water slapped my face without rest. This was not the romantic suicide I had envisioned in my head, slipping away into the enveloping waters with a few tragic bubbles to mark my passing; this was the counterpoint, for the shock of the cold bitter water and the horror of nearly being shredded and the panic of perpetually being half-drowned had only rekindled my urge to live, just past the point when I had foolishly put myself beyond hope of rescue. In the morning the stewards might notice my absence at breakfast; I could not last even another hour. 



I cast off my shoes and clothes and let them sink, the gold wedding ring vanishing with them,  and the cold waters bit into my flesh, weakening me as I strove to swim. Spitting salt water from my mouth, I babbled and would have prayed had I any faith; lacking the same, I spoke, not to any god in particular but the sea at large, and the repeated answer was another wave in my face and more seawater inside me.



As I chattered and swam, I heard a voice within me, in words of a language I did not speak, but which conveyed meaning to me all the same.



It has been so long. Shall we? Let us see what comes of it.



I did not pay close attention, as I gagged on the water, but soon I felt a pressure below me, the water growing warmer. The waves were disrupted, and I looked down and cried out, for in the red rays of the setting sun I saw something below me, something as large as the Almathea, growing as it rose towards me, its giant mouth opened, eyes locking to me! 



I screamed and in my pathetic panic tried to swim away, though I had no more hope of escape than a moth to dodge the grill of a truck. But the ocean waters swelled like a hill and pushed me away as the creature surfaced, a mammoth fish, broad with flattened head and curling fins, golden as the sunrise. Almost naked, I cowered in the water at the sight, and heard again the voice that had meaning without words.



As Manu saved me, and permitted me to grow, so I now save you, little one. But should you survive, I shall call upon you to preserve my life in turn.



I blinked away the salt water and my tears. “I am most grateful, and shall do what I can… but what can one as small as I do to save one like you?”



We shall see how you develop over time. Either you shall grow into your own power, or you may learn to harness the power of others, I cannot tell… But your heart is torn right now, and you must start anew by learning to trust once more. Come to me now.



The fish opened its gigantic maw once again. I saw its teeth were golden as well, and there seemed to be a gentle glow deep inside it. I floated for a moment, shivering and feeling my heart wringing with fear inside me. 



But then I left it behind me, as I had let the golden ring go to sink to the bottom of the sea, and I swam forward, passing between those giant golden teeth as the fish's jaws closed down.
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