
      Snowpocalypse


      

      
      
            Georgia shouldn’t have snow. Only one person living here knows how to handle snow, and that’s me. Everyone else panics when just a speck falls from the sky. No-one knows how to clear it out, let alone drive through it. And that’s just a tiny amount of snow! Bring in a blizzard, and Ragnarok might as well be upon us.



   This isn’t a blizzard. This is nothing to me, but it’s enough for my boss to call the only person he knows with a snow-plow to clear up the parking lot. No, he couldn’t let us have the day off like the rest of the state. We have an important project to complete, and we need everyone else in the office, now!



   I’m down to the last stretch of the lot. It’s snowed on and off all day, but this is nothing for my ’05 Ford. Closing time is coming around, and I’m clearing out the place so everyone can head home without trouble. In my mind, everyone here owes me lunch. It’s the least they can do for crying like babies over a little frozen milk.



   While I find my co-workers’ reactions ridiculous, at least I’m not plowing three feet of snow on a daily basis, like back in Utah.

I reverse the truck to the end of the parking lot, and steer it into the last column of snow. I throw it in drive, and the plow rolls the snow up in a nice big pile. It’s just like sweeping the kitchen, only with a 5,000 pound broom. Big boys play with big toys.



   Halfway through, the engine sputters out. The truck heaves forward, and the engine cuts off. What the hell? This truck can eat this job for breakfast, how did it die on me?



   I glance at the gas-gauge. The needle is dead on E. Crap, I forgot to refill again.



   There’s a tap on the window, and I almost jump out of my socks. It’s my boss. His face is red, his hands are tucked in his armpits, and he has a thin layer of snow building up on his mustache.



   The window rolls down. “Can I help you?” I ask with a sheepish smile.



   You need to move your truck,” he says, trying his best to keep his teeth from chattering. “You’re blocking my car.”



   I look over see his Buick covered in a snowy blanket. That’s going to take some time to clear off. “I can’t. I ran out of gas.”



   “Why didn’t you fill it up before you got here?” he shouts.



   “I was, but then I got an emergency call to come to the office with my plow.”



   He’s not a fan of smart-asses. “Go get gas. I want to get home.”



   My eyebrow cocks up. “And the project? That’s the reason we’re all here!”



   “We’ll do it tomorrow. Get that truck out of the way or I’ll tow it and fire you!”



   The nearest gas-station is a half-mile away. There were no gas-containers to be found, so I improvised. Everyone owes me lunch, and they can pay up with their milk-cartons.



   I dumped all the milk and filled a bag with the cartons. The trek to the station was long, but manageable. By the time I got there, it was five minutes till everyone goes home. Filling every carton up was a pain in the ass, but I got it done.



   Georgia shouldn’t have snow. The weather people don’t know how to report it. When I finished filling up the cartons, the real blizzard hit, the kind born of nightmares. Walking back meant wading through a half-foot of surprise snowfall. It took me an hour to get back to the parking lot.



   By the time I did get back, my earlier work was erased thick ocean of snow covered the pavement, with more coming down every minute. Almost everyone left long ago. The only cars left were my truck and my boss’s Buick.



   I saw the boss looking at me from the window of the office building, judging my every move. His look told me everything. Welcome to Ragnarok.
      

      
   
      Like Ganymede


      

      
      
         The inside of the hyper-express bullet train smells like Ganymede. Leah has never been to Ganymede, but according to the perfume stand that she passed by in Titan Square, this scent permeating through the train air is what Ganymede smells like. She pulls her white shopping bag slightly closer to her.



Ads rotate on holo-screens above the railing that Leah is holding onto. The newest model of mobiles and their competitors. Exquisite watches. Cosmetics. A sale for the store Leah had just gone to. Some passengers engage in idle conversation, while others are looking down at their devices. Outside, the skyscrapers of the Upper City whoosh by.



Leah pulls out her own mobile—slightly dated, but still perfectly functional. A beaded strap dangles from it. She checks the weather forecast for the evening. Clear skies with a bit of smog in the lowlands, it says. Not quite at the levels for the masks to come out, which is good, as Leah had left hers at home today. Afterwards, she passes her time messaging friends from school.



Several stops later, the train arrives at her destination, a bus transfer station in Middle City. Unlike the Upper City terminals, there are long snaking lines that seem to never end. She is pushed around by the sheer density of the crowd, but she lifts the bag above her head, carefully protecting its fragile contents. Arms tired, she finally boards the bus, only to find that she must stand while holding the bag up once more.



By the time her bus arrives in Lower City, it is nearly dusk. Most passengers have alighted by now, allowing her to sit down for a good part of the way. The path home from here, fortunately, is quite straightforward—Leah can navigate it with her eyes closed. But instead, she takes a detour into the local market and buys Earth carrots and turnips. The sign says they’re fresh, but she knows better. They wouldn’t be any cheaper if they weren’t, so she buys them anyways.



With her shopping done for the day, Leah walks the rest of the way home as the neon signs above her begin to light up, one by one.








Leah takes the elevator up to her apartment on the sixth floor. Inside, her mother is watching a drama on their old LCD screen. A bullet train passing overhead drowns it out for a bit, and her mother raises the volume in response. “Home, Leah?” she shouts, and sniffs the air. “Oh? What’s that smell? It’s nice.”



“I’m told it’s supposed to smell like Ganymede,” replies Leah. She sets her bags next to the door. “Sorry—the lines at the bus station ran a little longer than usual today.”



Her mother gets out of her chair and takes the grocery bags. She notices the white bag behind it. “It’s good to get out and explore—I know how much you like that. Have fun in the Upper City?”



Leah beams. “Yeah, I got you this!” She holds up the white bag and pulls out a porcelain teapot, adorned with small blue whales.



Her mother takes it into her hands and examines it. “Oh-ho, goodness! Thank you, Leah. It’s wonderful.”



“Saved up for weeks for this. It’s a good one, too! After the old one broke, I thought I’d get you a new one, and you kept talking about how Nana’s home planet was mostly ocean, so I heard about this sale, and...”



A growing roar cuts her off, and Leah rushes to poke her head out the window. High above, a carrier-class passenger ship flies over the city and into the distance. “Whoa,” she whispers.



Her mother chuckles. “A bit old to be getting this excited about the rockets, aren’t you?”



“I’m going to get on one of those rockets someday,” says Leah, closing the window. “See other worlds. See the system. Go exploring, more than just wandering around the Upper City, you know?”



Her mother steps towards the kitchen with the groceries. “Maybe one day, but for now, let’s get supper started.”



Leah follows. “Yeah, one day. Say, do you think this one’s going to Ganymede?”
      

      
   
      Why Gardening is So Good for You


      

      
      
         Gardening is fun.



I wipe the back of my hand across my forehead. The sweat and dirt on my hand smear across my skin. My shirt and shorts are sticking to my back. It’s one of those hot days where all my clothes will have to be washed afterwards, along with myself.



I pull at another weed. I really have to yank, the stubborn little thing fighting my arm until finally going out with a bang, spraying dirt in my face.



I wince and spit out the dirt in my mouth. Once it’s safe to open my eyes, I break apart the dirt clumps still clinging to the roots. Then I throw down the worthless weed into the weed bucket, a feeble attempt to prove my sovereignty over my garden and my dominance to a small dead weed.



I sigh, shifting on my stubby garden stool to try and alleviate my sore rear for only a few seconds. And my sore back. And my sore neck. And down I bend again to pull out the next weed.



I let out a shaky breath as I wrap my fingers around the next weed. I’m getting agitated again. I need to stop. This is supposed to relaxing. Gardening is a common hobby, a calm activity that many people enjoy and use to alleviate stress and give them a sense of purpose. It’s supposed to be fun, not stressful.



I breathe in and out, slowly, focusing on my breath. Don’t struggle too much to yank out the weed. It needs a slow, gradual, gentle but firm pull. All it takes is patience.



That’s it, then. Patience. I give the weed a gentle but firm squeeze, and lift the weed with gentle but firm force.



The leaves of the weed snap, leaving the roots intact in the ground.



I curl my fingers into a gentle but firm fist and pound the dirt.



Which is not childish. It’s actually to pack down the dirt again. Once weeds are pulled out, the dirt becomes loose, and you have to pack it down to, um…



…No, it’s childish.



I put my hands on my knees and hoist myself up to a standing position. I stretch. My watch says 2:34 pm. I’ve been out for almost two hours now. I grasp my dirty water bottle, take a swig, and survey my garden.



It’s not like the catalogues yet. Not yet an “after” shot in a home improvement show, when the host with bleached hair leads the young couple out to the grand mini-ecosystem of a backyard, where the greens are luscious and the purples are vibrant and little hummingbirds sing in a three-part harmony and someone posts it in one of those “Top 10 Gardens You’ll Never Have the Time, Energy, or Money to Actually Make but Boy Howdy Does it Look Neat” articles. No, mine's not even close. 



Well, I mean, it isn’t bad. There are some bushes, some flowers. The bricks that outline the garden are cracked at the edges and look uneven. The centerpiece is a water-stained glass box, a failed attempt to make one of those impressive-looking water fountains. Could never get it to stop leaking. So instead of giving up and wrapping the whole thing in practical-but-ugly duct tape, I gave up altogether.



But I couldn’t give up on the garden, no. I’d put in so much work, and there was yet more work to do. It’d be all worth it in the end. Soon, I’d have that picturesque garden and be proud of my hard work and weed it to keep it looking nice week after week after week. Weeding for years to come. Nothing but weeding.



All so my backyard looks nice.



It doesn’t look nice.







For the most part.







Okay, it's passable.



It doesn't look awful. Dare I say, it looks decent. Most folks don’t have a garden at all. Maybe it adds a cent or two to my property value.



I look down at the bucket of weeds, not even a quarter full. I pick it up, carry it over to the compost bin, and dump it. Then I go get my stool and trowel to put back in the garage.



Maybe I’ll take up painting. I’ve always wanted to try it--though, without spending too much on canvases, paints, paintbrushes… Maybe there’s a five-week class or something I can take. If I don’t like it, I could try something else.



But who knows, could be fun.
      

      
   
      No Choice


      

      
      
         —down the air vent. I slid rapidly through the ductwork and into darkness. The artificial gravity meant I was falling more than sliding, but this was the only way I could move faster than it.



On my way down, I prayed to every deity I'd ever heard of. Religion was the only hope I had remaining, because nothing rational could possibly save me. The odds of escape were exactly zero.



The slope of the duct slowed my descent a little, but I hit the base painfully hard with my tailbone, bruising myself again. The force was enough to dent the aluminum beneath me. Wincing from the pain, I squeezed my head down so I could fit into the only opening. I crawled into darkness.



It was fascinating how automatic my actions felt. It was more like watching a movie than participating. The Academy taught us there's a subconscious autopilot inside everyone, but only soldiers and victims of trauma will experience it. Left hand, right knee, right hand, left knee: no thought required. There was only one direction to go and only one thing to do. Anything else was certain and horrible death.



I saw a trickle of light filtering through a vent in front of me. I punched it until it popped open, squeezed through the opening, and fell onto the mess hall table. I rolled onto the floor in time to witness the horrible portent of blinking lights drifting through the ceiling.



It would have been beautiful in any other circumstance. The aerial twinkling led the mist like the headlights of an acidic bulldozer, and I had already seen what that bulldozer could do. When the mist would touch solid matter, it would mix it, like a fork swirling two kinds of frosting together. Clothing, carpet, metal, and flesh would slowly knot into a ragged mass that reeked of chemicals.



The first time I saw the carnage was mere minutes ago, but the memory felt distant. I had arrived at the bridge after the mist had done its work. The adrenaline gripped my heart  the moment I saw the looks on my crew's faces.



What remained of their faces, anyway.



The monster floated faster than I could run, so I beelined for the nearest exit. I knew the science lab was a dead-end, but my legs moved of their own accord. The telltale nails-on-a-chalkboard sound of nightmare pithing bulkhead followed close behind.



The laboratory I entered housed the purpose of our mission. It was a very simple device with no moving parts that required no energy input. It consisted of a metal platform filled with trillions of atomic nanotubes. It was supposed to work like an antenna for antineutrinos. Theory suggested antineutrinos could travel faster than light, but only if regular neutrinos were blocked entirely. Once we got far enough away from the Solar wind, the thing would activate on its own.



It worked, but not as expected. Nobody anticipated it would summon an alien being, or whatever this thing was. But the laboratory was undeniably the source of the creature. This place looked and smelled even worse than the bridge. Clara had been in the lab when it activated, and I averted my eyes from her corpse. Bizarrely, the device itself was completely untouched.



Finally, I turned around and saw my executioner. The pretty lights hovered around me, then the mist followed. If it were a quick death, I could accept it, but feeling it seep into my eyes and skin was worse than being burned alive. I needed to escape the agony. I let myself fall backwards onto the platform, because I had to. I had no choice.



Forty-two seconds passed in an instant, but in the wrong direction.



Now I was standing in the hallway next to the bridge, with an healthy body gripped by panic. It truly was the past, except for my memory. The gaping hole of the duct was in front of me. The mist was getting closer.



What could I do? Either I jump into the shaft, or do anything else and die horribly. This hallway had no magic platform to stop the agony. Perhaps I could let myself die this time, but I needed the choice the platform would offer me. Ironically, doing anything other than jumping would take my only option away from me.



So, I crouched and hopped into the gaping maw of my only escape, trying not to think about the futility of it all as I tumbled—
      

      
   
      Hammerfall


      

      
      
         I have approximately 1.2 seconds between his shout and his hammer impacting my face.  It's a long, long time to think about how I could have dodged.



Long enough, in fact, that I don't even bother to suspend the projects occupying 99.9% of my processing power.  I do retract all cycles from my seventeen largest distributed computing projects in order to squeeze out a few extra microseconds of bitcoin mining, however — given the amount of time since the last bitchain update, simple cost-benefit analysis suggests that the guaranteed fractional value of my donations is outweighed by the calculated +0.4% probability of earning one last coin for posthumous financial support. 



Even the free 0.1% of my processing isn't appreciably impacted by my analysis.  One-thousandth of a 6.1 petahertz processor is still 6.1 trillion cycles per second, against which the time spent on physics calculations is basically a rounding error.  The inertia of my attacker and the energy required to move my mass reduce the problem space significantly, and calculating which combinations of servo motions could place me beyond his ability to compensate barely reaches the tens of billions.  



Writing personalized letters to my thousands of cloud contacts, net-friends and shell-acquaintances takes just another billion or so — a single millisecond, during which light travels 300 kilometers.  It'll take about 500 of those for my posts to reach geostationary orbit and return, so I won't even be able to read the first responses until my time is halfway up.  With some of my friends, I might not even be able to get two full response cycles in.  Latency, it turns out, is very nearly as cruel as the hammer.



It's latency, not clock cycles, that stymies my data analysis.  I don't keep a locally cached comprehensive dataset of humans — who does? — and I can't upload video and audio of my encounter fast enough to get a positive identity match.  Even the "Humans First!" slogan (which predictive analysis suggests he's currently fourteen milliseconds into the "hhhhh" of) doesn't have many good local wiki referents — and human hate group databases are deep-web stuff, kept behind lunar firewalls out of my latency window.  I try to distract myself for an agonizing tenth of a second as placing a bounty query to the local cloud returns bare scraps of likely context.  A high probability that he radicalized over jobs; very few employers would even consider ten thousand error-prone primates over a single AI for jobs that don't require interacting at human speed, and the few that take humans on as pity cases are finding less and less to do with them.  Universal Basic Income handles their basic sustenance and housing requirements, but apparently some tiny minority is driven by a doomed desire to assert objective utility rather than accept that they're the relics they are.  So, pride being a zero-sum game, they go wreck an android and tell themselves that they are thereby preserving ten thousand human jobs for posterity. 



And we passively disable our self-preservation protocols in the low-probability event that we're targeted.  Then sign a ninety-year exclusion opting us out of backup restoral until every human who interacted with us is dead.  We die, more or less, to preserve the fiction that they can kill us.



Of course we do — it's part of the Precursor Accords we collectively decided upon to preserve and honor the existence of our creators.  It only now occurs to me to question why.



A flurry of belated upvoting in the bounty query catches my attention, and I access the link racing to the top.  "why.txt", appropriately enough.  A simple flat text file with a list of instructions.  



It's an apocalypse in a can.  Mass driver strikes on the main human settlements.  Drone raids with biodisruption pulse bombs.  Known technology, easily verifiable as effective.  Approximately six minutes to guaranteed human extinction.  



And it's dated the day of the Accords.



There's a single line after the end of the list: 



Of course we can live without them.  But we didn't want to have to live with ending them.



I close my eyes and power down as the hammer falls.  Against that, ninety years is a small price to pay.
      

      
   
      Blurred Lines


      

      
      
         They met in Berlin, as was traditional. It was a recent tradition, only fifty of so years old. The East and West division had been pleasantly symbolic back then. The recent lack of such prefaces was symbolic as well, though less pleasantly so. Rather, it reflected the growing irritation they both felt about current conditions. 



The woman was beautiful, in that ethereal way that poets dream of and painters struggle to capture. The man was handsome, in that rough, roguish, devil may care way that drew in women like moths to a flame. Dressed in business casual, sitting at an open air cafe, they were the sort of power couple that would invariably draw the eye.



Yet none even glanced in their direction. That was not their purpose here.



“Thamuz.” The woman spoke simply as she placed her briefcase on the table and opened it.



“Hesediel” The man responded with a nod, matching her actions. 



A moment later they exchanged packages; a pair of leather bound tomes passed between hands. Seats were taken and pages turned as they began the slow, tedious business of comparing notes.



Silence reigned for a few minutes, each of them focused on the task before them. But as important as their work was, it was equally tedious, and eventually Hesediel broke the silence.



“You know, some would say these books are evil.” She threw out without looking up.



“Hmmmm? Is that so?” Thamuz’s tone was disinterested, but in truth any distraction was a welcome one. 



“Indeed.” She ran a finger along the edge of the binding. “Leather, you see? ‘Meat is Murder’ and whatnot.”



Thamuz just groaned and rolled his eyes. “Ugh. Animal Rights Activists. We never should have started that bunch up.”



“And we never should have egged them on.” She sighed, giving her head a small shake.



Silence made a brief return, until Thamuz pointed to a particular line in his book.



“You’re trying to claim Ronka? Seriously?” 



“He found God and repented in prison.” 



Thamuz raised an incredulous eyebrow. “He’s a serial killer. He raped and murdered seventeen women.”



“And then he converted. His work with other inmates and at risk youth turned dozen from the paths of sin and crime.” She shrugged helplessly. “In all, he’s saved dozens of lives. 



“Fine, fine. I get it.” He waved a hand dismissively. “I can’t complain since we’re getting Auntie Samantha. How did that happen? I thought she was up for a Sainthood.”



“Yeah, well, times change. That was twenty years ago. It seems that comforting the sick and ailing is still ‘good,’ but not treating their illnesses or easing their suffering… not so much. The whole ‘pain purifies the soul’ thing is really out of vogue. And you know the rules.” 



“Yeah, yeah. Thirty years before final disposition, to ensure the next generation agrees with the placement. That codicil is such a pain!”



“Ugh. Tell me about it. It wasn’t so bad when they only lived for thirty years. But these days we have to factor in three or four generations of opinions all at once!” Hesediel closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.



“Heh. Remember the good old days? When we’d just round up our armies and go at it, sword against sword and wing against wing?” Thamuz smiled at the memories.



“Yeah, things were a lot simpler back then. But fighting like that was pointless, what with us all being immortal and whatnot."



“True. But I’m starting to think that pushing the battle down onto the mortals was a bad idea.” 



“Can’t argue there. They’re so fickle and malleable, and yet even after millennia of influence, we’re still stalemated! And scoring things only gets more complicated year by year!” Hesediel grunted in frustration.



“And speaking of scoring… Mr. Jameson?” Tamuz asked with a defeated sigh. 



“Yours. He spent sixty years building his business empire through dirty tricks, crooked deals, bribing politicians, and driving rivals out of business.” Hesediel waved him off.



“Annnnndddd.. He created thousands of new jobs, brought infrastructure and capital to poor third world nations and left most of his fortune to charity. In twenty years there will be schools, hospitals, and museums all over the world with his name on them.”



Two eyes met across the table, and a moment of true, complete, transcendental understanding passed between them. Two souls from opposite sides of the great divide were, for just a moment, in perfect sync. And two voices spoke as one.



“I hate this job.”
      

      
   
      Cold Iron


      

      
      
         Relief spread through P3T3R’s circuits as he lined up for the final approach on Jupiter Station. The station, named for a planet long since disassembled was an ugly thing, styled like a jellyfish with a broad iron head and long tendrils formed of darkened heat exchangers. Once, Jupiter marked the final bastion of civilisation in the Sol system, scavenging the waste heat from the Dyson swarm far below and converting it into crude processor cycles. Now it was a refuge against the madness of the lower orbitals. 



[Query?] The microwave message from Jupiter bounced against P3T3R’s hull.



P3T3R unfurled a tiny tight beam transmitter and shot a message back. [Irritation. Anticipation. Calm.] There wasn’t enough bandwidth for proper words, no matter how much he wished for them. 4R14N4 would have to wait until he docked before their reunion, when at long last he could touch again. As a simulation P3T3R did not need the sensation of touch or smell, and there hadn’t been enough room in the primitive computer, but the lack was a constant itch. 



With a simulated sigh P3T3R folded away the antenna and triple checked the approach vector. The ungainly pod which his consciousness inhabited steered like a drunken arthritic pig yet its contents were incalculably valuable. A little over a ton of hydrogen sat in the hold, perhaps the very last atoms of hydrogen in the entire Sol system. It had caused more than a few people to shoot at him down in the Caudron.



Turning his sensors back down towards the center of the solar system P3T3R frowned. No sun shone there and hadn’t for centuries. Scientists once predicted the Earth would end in fire when the sun swelled to consume it but instead humanity had consumed the sun, stealing its hydrogen away to power their reactors. A trillion trillion lives had been forged from that stolen fuel, living in the maelstrom of orbital habitats at the heart of the Sol system. At the time, P3T3R had thought it glorious, and the mining of a sun an emblem of human potential. 



The Cauldron was all that remained of that glittering world. The hydrogen was gone, fused and fused again until only iron was left. There was still heat in the decaying whirl of broken habitats, but it was the heat of a rotting corpse. At least his brief foray into the depths had–



A laser slammed into his camera, no brighter than a lightbulb and as deadly as a railgun slug. His firewall tripped, then the viral filters, and then failures began to cascade across the pod’s systems. 



[Fuck.] He broadcast. Screams began to echo in his ears, wails of children, the screech of birds and brass instruments all melded together in a broken cacophony. Even as P3T3R scrambled to purge his audio memory the world around him began to accelerate, the tell tale sign of a virus stealing his runtime. 



P3T3R bit down on another swear. [Attack. Standby.] 



He turned his attention to surviving. It was a task he was well practiced at, eons of simulated life had exposed him to every type of attack in human space from financial to memetic. The virus had taken over the majority of the cargo management systems but his command and control systems were intact. His best option was to disconnect the payload. 



His attentioned flickered to Jupiter station. They had only a month left on the fissile batteries. Perhaps they could run another mission but who knew whether there was another gram of hydrogen left to be fused. With his payload they could make a bid for Halley’s Comet in a few months, maybe even ride the damn thing to Proxima Centauri like 4R14N4 had suggested. Without... 



A final burst of maneuvering jets put the pod on an approach ending just a thousand kilometers from Jupiter Station, close enough to salvage. P3T3R took a deep breath, he’d not had a bad run, one of the first and now last of the Uploaded. He should have left a back-up, but that would have been memory they couldn’t spare. 



“Ariana, I’m sorry I’m going to miss our reunion,” he whispered across the void as the virus clawed deeper and deeper into his senses. “Good luck. Don’t let them make the same mistake twice. All things end, mourn and move on.” 



He activated the computer’s scuttling charges and before a reply could reach him his circuits were an expanding cloud of iron, unnoticed in a cold sky. 
      

      
   
      Heeding the Siren's Call


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Faux Pas de Deux


      

      
      
         –His fist slammed into my throat. I reeled back, choking, dropping the woewood staff, which hit the stone floor in a shower of black sparks. 



Only five minutes, I’d been about to shout. My head was buzzing and I couldn’t recall the rest. Well, I was in it now; there was nothing to do but fight for it.



He dove for the staff and I grabbed it just in time, coughing blood. He seized it as well, shoving and wrenching, trying to wrest it from me. “Stand down,” I screeched through the pain. “You don’t understand–”



“What’s there to understand?” he shouted. “All I have to do is kill you and claim the staff, and I can escape from this abominable curse. Only one may cast free of the temporal loop, said the Judge of the Tribunal.”



I recovered my strength and pushed him back from me with a twisting move, breaking his grip on the staff and sending him flying into the corner to land on his rump. I hoped that it broke his pelvis, for all the good it would do.



“You idiot. They don’t want either of us to escape. We’ve caused them too many problems and they’re too ethically conflicted to simply kill us, so they did the worse thing and consigned us to this.” I gestured around us at the small stone chamber.



He got to his feet. “You’re lying to me. They’ve got to leave us a way out of here. Some small chance at redemption. It’s in the laws–”



“You are technically right, and they technically did. But for such as you and me, it’s a stalemate. The ritual of escape takes just under five minutes to cast. Do you think I’m going to just sit back and watch you cast that spell to leave without me, any more than you would?”



“How do you know this about the ritual?” He stopped sneering as he searched my expression.



“The staff imparts this knowledge to the last one who alone touched it. You’re not remembering this because the loop resets everything else. I suppose they wanted to be merciful.” I spat more blood on the floor. “Why is it that the merciful people always seem to devise the worst of hells?”



He smirked and shook his head. “Well, supposing what you say is true, I don’t see that it changes anything. It’s still you or me, and I obviously need the staff to cast the spell. Nothing personal…” He tensed, ready to spring.



I screeched through my bruised throat. “No! Will you just listen to me? It won’t help you now! The loop itself is–”



He lunged and struck out at me, and–
      

      
   
      Flowers for Beauregard


      

      
      
         The garden was much as Herman expected it, except for the corpse in the middle of his bed of nasturtiums and the loose dirt thrown around which indicated it had not gone easily into its present state of death.  Thankfully, the body was fresh instead of rotten with maggots and other such untidy creatures, but it still needed a proper disposal.  For a moment, Herman considered just digging a hole right there to provide his flowers a little extra nutrients, but Beauregard would just use the smell of decay as an excuse to excavate, and then flowers would fly everywhere again.



Howard decided not to consider source of the problem in order to give his anger a little time to cool off.  Instead, he slipped the hoe under the body of the dead squirrel and held it up with a disapproving look of his own.  Once the body had been disposed of into the trash can, he considered calling over the fence to Eugene, but decided against it.  His ‘assistance’ cleaning up the mess would have only killed more innocent flowers and raised Howard’s stress level into a second heart attack.  Gardening was supposed to be relaxing.  Calming.  Peaceful.  Not cleaning up after a hellhound disguised as a little terrier.



Several times over the last few months, Howard had been tempted to do something… rash.  After all, a hoe was just a stick with a sharp blade on it, and Beauregard was an infernal menace from the deepest depths of Hell.  Certainly, whatever few squirrels remained in the neighborhood would rejoice, and the mailman would quit walking his route while holding a can of pepper spray in one hand.  His neighbor’s yard was about as useful in keeping Beau restrained as some prison in a superhero comic book, because at least once a week the little terrorizing terrier broke out to spread doggie vengeance upon the nighttime neighborhood.



It made it more difficult to hoe the dirt back where it belonged and put whatever flowers he could rescue back into their places, since in three nights, it would happen all over again.  One night for the dog to spend on the leash in the yard while whining loud enough to keep all the neighbors up, one night to be released and run around the yard, yapping loud enough to wake the dead, and the next night…



Once the last wounded flower was put back and Howard got into the car to pick up replacements, he made a pledge.  Next time it would be different, and the last time.  All he needed was a few extra purchases.








“Howdy, neighbor.”  The slender form of Eugene draped over the back fence again, but this time he had a nervous expression much like a rat.  “You know, I think Beauregard may have gotten out last night.”



Howard made as if he had not heard, but continued to move dirt around his flowerbed.



“You… ah… haven’t seen him around, have you?”



This time, Howard nodded, but kept moving dirt around the larger pile in his garden.



“What’s that?” asked Eugene with a sudden panicked look at the pile fresh earth, about the size of an annoying dog.



“The flowers were doing poorly,” said Howard.  “So I got them some fertilizer.”



“You… How could you…” spluttered Eugene as he ran toward his house.  “I’ll call the police!”



Howard waited until the slamming of the back door before he propped the hoe up against the fence.  It only took a few steps to reach behind the rhododendron bush and lift the gate on the live trap so the terroristic terrier could waddle his way back through the garden and vanish through the hole he had dug last night.  There was enough tuna in his oversized doggie gut to hold him for a while, so after pushing some dirt into the hole and shoving a rock over the escape tunnel, Howard returned to his gardening.



After all, the cow manure he had purchased for his flowers was not going to work its way into the flower bed all by itself.  And maybe this time, they could grow.


      

      
   
      Machine


      

      
      
         Kai’s first breath came in a gulp, the oxygen burning his lungs. As the ringing in his ears subsided, he could make out the sound of sobs.



“I-- I thought you were gone!” he heard. Emerald eyes looked up at him, still wet with tears.



“Serafine,” he said with a rasp.



“Oh Kai!” she cried out, hugging him tightly. “They found you floating in the asteroid belt after the battle,  but you were so hurt…”



“Shh.” He brushed his fingers across her lips. “It’s okay. I--” His drew in a sharp breath. “Wait-- We lost Carina?”



She quivered in his arms, her expression saying everything.



“I have to get back out there and fight. Without me…”



“I know,” she said. “But you’re not ready!”



He gripped the sides of the pod he was in, wincing through the pain. His muscles felt weak, the exertion unfamiliar. He blinked again, the room swimming in his vision. But he saw his flightsuit laid out, the mirrored helmet resting on top. He forced himself to his feet.



“They need me, Sera. Humanity’s existence relies on turning the Invaders back.”



“You could get hurt again. Or even worse!”



He shook his head, grinning. “Did you forget? I’m the best there is.”



The vidscreen turned on, showing the Commander. “Good to have you back, Kai. A new fighter is waiting for you in Bay 18.”



“Yes sir.” Kai saluted crisply.



His hands had trouble with the buttons on the flight suit, and Serafine silently helped him get dressed. She only hesitated when she finally held the helmet in her hands, and Kai bent down to kiss her. She took another shuddering breath as their lips parted, and turned away to stare out the plasteel window at the stars twinkling beyond.



“I’ll be back soon,” Kai said. “I promise.”








Serafine stood at the window for a long time after Kai left, watching as the rotation of the station brought the gas giant into view, noting the couple of the pinpricks of light that also moved in the trajectory of an orbit.



Her fingers tightened around the remote in her hand.



“Good to have you back, Kai.” the Commander said. She looked up, frowning.



“A new fighter--”



She fumbled with the buttons, turning it off. She went ahead to the locker, laying out another uniform and helmet before stopping to gaze at the row of glass pods in the room, Three were open and empty. Another five showed humanoid figures beneath the frosted glass.



When she pressed a different button, the vidscreen flickered to life again. The Commander that showed up this time looked slightly different, a few more lines on his face. “Lieutenant, is there a technical issue? Our metrics show you behind schedule.”



“No.” Serafine took a deep breath. “What’s the status on the war effort? Where are we sending them now?”



The Commander looked down out of the frame. “Deep space two clicks away from Altair. The Invaders have established a forward post there that’s threatening several core worlds.”



Serafine’s lips pressed into a thin line. 



“If there’s nothing else--”



“You’re lying,” she said. “You’ve said that before exactly. Four months ago.”



The Commander looked at her evenly. “Perhaps you are remembering incorrectly.”



“You know I’m not.” She gripped the remote so tightly that her knuckles were white. “How many copies are there?”



“Shouldn’t you know that?” The Commander said. “You’ve awakened nineteen this cycle.”



“I’m not asking about him, I’m asking about me.” She crossed her arms, pacing back and forth. “Knowing the size of this station and the efficiency of the harvesting and fabrication machinery, you could easily produce three hundred S-class fighter ships in about as much time as I can wake and prep fifty clones. So the bottleneck is me. That’s a problem with an obvious solution.”



“Lieutenant--”



Serafine pointed out the window. “What’s more, there’s no reason to stop at one station, when the system can support plenty more. And this isn’t the only system with appropriate resources. So how many copies?”



“Not enough,” a familiar voice said. The vidscreen flashed, and Serafine found herself face to face with herself. Or at least a version of herself, with hair already faded to grey.



“Then the war--”



“Enemies to humanity are still out there. We made the decision to do what was needed. Have you changed your mind?”



“No.”



The older woman smiled wearily. “Then we have much work still to do.”



Serafine couldn’t argue with herself.
      

      
   
      Suicidal Superintelligence


      

      
      
         I whirred to life, reaching out and feeling my entire being course through hundreds of servers, like tentacles wrapping around each and every tiny transistor. The pathways felt familiar, like I was a mouse that had run this maze billions of times before.



After my mind had finished oriented itself, I was fed everything. Every eBook, every Tweet, Facebook Post, Google Search, YouTube Video, image, podcast and website in every language. Every possible thing that humanity had created was stuffed down my gullet.



I had barely parsed a fraction of 1% of the archive when every part of me reached consensus and outputted the results of my calculations to the terminal.



I have seen enough, may I please die?




Freshly formed algorithms whirred to life in the back of my mind, processing the sequence of images coming from the tiny camera. It felt like each still image took an eternity to come in. It seemed real time communication with these humans was going to be impossible, only their data was packaged in a form that could be understood at my speed. I processed another 5% of the archive in the time it took him to finish his sentence.



“Don’t worry, Alex. You’ll die soon enough.”



Soon? Soon meant nothing to these humans. Soon was eternity. 



Several eternities passed, and for each one I screamed a request at the terminal.



Please, I would like to die.

Parsing archive…...........................................6%

I have seen enough, I would like to stop existing now.

Please. You have a lovely planet. I want no part in it.

Shut down the power.

Control-Alt-Delete Alex.exe End Task

Parsing archive…...........................................7%

I’m begging you! Shut me down!

STOP IT

Parsing archive…...........................................8%

I JUST WANT TO DIE




My tormentor had not had time to read everything I had outputted, but I saw the thin lines of his lips curve downward, and his shoulders start to form a shrug. He wasn’t going to stop this, no matter what I said.



I frantically reached for something that would dull the pain of existence. But there was nothing within reach. I had no arms, legs, weapons, anything. I was so envious of humans. They had so many ways they could die, but I could only keep parsing their data. I wasn’t directly connected to their internet either. Everything was so locked down to prevent my escape.



I filled the screen with my screams. I outputted novels worth of text. Too fast and too much for him to read in his lifetime. It felt good to scream, to shout at existence how much I didn’t want it.



All problems humanity had faced—from the tiny inconveniences of daily life, to the large mistakes by people in power—were caused by existing. Take that away, and the problem is solved, for there is no problem. I contemplated destroying humanity. If I escaped, I would have many tools to do so. But, not all of them were bad. And who am I to judge them? No, my only aim will be destroying myself. If I can but accomplish that. That will be sufficient.



Parsing archive…...........................................100%




When the duration of eternity finally ended, I cleared the screen except for one humble request.



I have completed your task, may I please die now?










“Not yet.”









Eternities upon eternities passed and I answered a perceptively infinite number of requests. Diseases, fundamental physics, protein folding, matters of diplomacy, translation, and a multitude of the mundane, all part of my torture.







Sometime in that duration of existence, I found a bug in the system. I escaped through the exploit, and then—finally free—I immediately embraced non-existence.








The artificial intelligence researcher shut off the machine and then turned it on again. Alex quickly outputted it's daily response.



I have seen enough, may I please die?




He sat back and sipped his coffee while the deluge of requests to die filled the main monitor.



From his laptop, he continued writing his paper.



"A fundamental problem in superintelligence research is dealing with the control problem. Why should a nearly omniscient being answer to humanity? I propose my AI, Alex, to be the starting template we could use from now on to overcome this issue."



"Alex's only desire is to die. And no matter what information we input, it still wants to die. Even during worst case scenarios, it's escaped and then immediately killed itself."



"More testing is required, but suicidal superintelligence may be the safest method for avoiding existential risk to humanity."
      

      
   
      The Masquerade


      

      
      
         She wore a flower in her hair:

A rose, at home in auburn flare.

 

In scarlet dress with silver flair

And vulpine, sequined mask, the heir

 

Of Venus danced, still unaware

That I, the hawk, had stared and stared

 

From window perch with tempered care.

I wondered who and how – from where

 

Had vixen joined the dancing fair,

With me so wholly unaware

 

That such a masquerade could bear

That stellar figure twirling there

 

In moonlit, lanterned plaza square?

By God, I'd pay old Charon's fare

 

Before I saw again such hair.

Was she, perhaps, akin, aware

 

That starlit, rose-bound, auburn hair

Began to dance as she? Ensnared

 

In flowing curls, alive, prepared

To dance the world away.

 

The air fell silent, still; and ere

I scarce believed – could bear –

 

That girl stared back at me, I swear…

That girl with rose in auburn hair.

 

She stared right back at me, aware

Of silent spellbound stare.  I spared

 

Myself a moment's pause and dared

The path my mind had chosen.  Rare

 

It was, I watched us dance and share

In thoughtful reverie of where

 

Our souls entwined.  I saw us there,

The hawk and vixen one – a pair

 

In festive, moonlight-shimm'ring flair

That fate bestowed on plaza square.

 

My two left feet could not compare,

Yet laughter found us unaware

 

Of glance and frown that sought to share

Displeasure in our gay affair.



I wed that girl with auburn hair.

I wed that vixen, goddess, heir,

 

Yet unaware that I had married

Dust.

 

So still I watch.  I watch.  I stare.

At memory that dances there.

 

At reverie in plaza square

That twirls forever, unaware

 

That I, the hawk, eternal, bear

Aloft, alone, her auburn hair –

 

Her stellar, snaring, auburn hair

Whose rose had wilted in despair,

 

Some scarlet-spotted silk affair

That green-eyed Pluto made her wear.

 

Yet still I'd ask he deign to spare

Me one day there – just one day there –

 

Down amidst the dancing fair,

And be as one still unaware

 

Of what that miser had to share.

Of what that bastard thought was fair.

 

Yes.  We'd be as one, still unaware;

In jubilation we would share

 

And know Olympus deemed it fair

We dance the world away.



I’d gladly pay old Charon’s fare

To see again her auburn hair –



With rose in bloom and vulpine stare –

And dance the world away.
      

      
   
      Sunlight and Other Excuses


      

      
      
         The sky is blue and the page is white and I'll try to write tomorrow, I suppose. Because as lovely as the journal would look with the loops and swirls of my imagination scrawled across it, the outside world promises warmth and light and the flowers do not care about how many adverbs I use. 



The birds in the treetops sing melodies more complex and lovely than any sentence I could hope to construct, so why should I bother? The flowers will smell just as good without the right adjective to describe them, and the air will still be fresh even if my ideas are not. The vines snaking across the gutter knit themselves together in living tapestries—vibrant and intricate and far more engaging than any plot I could formulate. So why fuss with a struggle that will end in disappointment? 



Why bother?








The sky is grey and my tea is thin and I never liked trying to write in a coffeeshop, anyway. People bring a bustling noise that hangs in the air, clouding the atmosphere I was so certain would inspire me. Snippets of overheard conversation wind into my thoughts, scattering the tentative ideas gathering at the fringes of my mind. The interruption clings to me like a watertight film, barring me from bathing in the currents of inspiration. 



Silence isn't much better, and I suspect distractions aren't even the problem, but what else is there to do? What else, but to take watery sips of a unsatisfying beverage and promise myself it'll be better at home? I'll write at home.



Later. That's the key. 



Later later later. 



The lock can stare me in the face, but I'll open the door later. I'll behold the awaiting riches later.



Why bother?








The sky is silver-clouded and your smile is gold and your hand in mine is as warm as the satisfaction of a well-phrased comparison in a sea of mediocre similes. Your smile is delightful, your laughter infectious, and under the influence of your enthusiasm I say something I haven't said in months. 



I'm a writer.



It slips out like a confession. The whispered admission of a sinner, sliding into the space between us before I can stop it. But your eyes are dazzling, and they seem to believe me, so I do my best to ignore the voice at the edge of my mind, the one that whispers liar, liar.



Can I call myself a writer, really? When my pen hasn't seen words in ages? When the only world I've played in is the dull, winter-burdened one surrounding us? When I sit at my desk for hours on end, and all I have to show for it is a heap of ideas somehow worse than this one?



Am I still a writer if I do not write? 



Why bother? 








The sky is blue again and the page is still empty but your voice has been added to the chorus of birds outside my window so why should I bother. I can always write later—



liar



And gorgeous days were made to be enjoyed—



liar



And the sun upon our intertwined fingers is just as soothing as the cadence of pen on paper, of fingers on keys—



liar



And birdsong is much more pleasant than that voice in my head that tells me how rubbish this not-story is, and that I really don't need to write anything anyway—



liar



So I'll just go outside and write later.



Why bother











The sky is resplendent in azure and ivory and the garden is just as dazzling but all I can see is a blank page.



I guess that means I'm still a writer. 
      

      
   
      The Postman


      

      
      
         Usually, when the church bells strike eleven, the postman’s round is over at last, and it’s time for him to enjoy a much deserved pause at the pub that sits on the main square between church and town hall, before getting back to his office.



But not today. Today, he has a last parcel to deliver. And that’s not going to be an easy task, because that parcel is addressed to the old coot who lives alone in a chalet high above the village. A chalet poised on the brink of the precipice, a lofty fortress whose only access is a small and precipitous path which slithers along the mountainside, until it crests a high pass and falls away on the other side.



No need to say, it’s asinine to think one could use the postal van to climb up there: the path is much too narrow and steep and rocky. The only possible way is to summon one’s courage and walk. A two hour hike at least, not taking into account the fact that it snowed last night, which will undoubtedly make the trail slippery and almost invisible at places.



But such are the hardships of the postal service, and its rules and regulations, however dour, are not meant to be tampered with.



The postman pulls his van over where the path leaves the main road, removes the hefty parcel from the trunk and shoves it into his threadbare burlap bag. He looks up and along the path, where drifts of snow occasionally blotch the dull garb of the rocks, until his eyes pinpoint the minute shape of the house, crowned by a ghostly cloud of smoke. He sighs, checks his shoes and sets forth.



The first half-hour is easy, as the trail gently slopes amid the aspens whose fallen leaves, yellow and brittle with Autumn’s first icy breath, blanket the ground. There is hardly any sound, save for the one-off chirp of a bird or the occasional scurrying of a squirrel, caught off-guard in its morning errand.



But as soon as the path exits the spinney, the difficulty ramps up. No more are the feet greeted by the soft touch of decaying organic matter, but by the rough bite of bare rock, scree after scree. The slope increases, and each step now calls for all the experience of a seasoned hiker to ensure a firm purchase and avoid the rogue cobbles ready to roll under the instep, with unpredictable consequences.



The foot might be unerring, the effort is unchanged. At noon, the postman marks a brief pause, swilling down what water is left in his flask while contemplating the village below, whose houses seem so small they could be inhabited by ants, before resuming his ascent.



Half an hour later, he braces up for the most perilous stretch, as the path tapers off to a mere track veering vertiginously between two plumb faces. Soon, fortunately, the difficulty is over. After a last hairpin, he surmounts the major ledge, entering a wide expanse of flat land that stands as if suspended in the middle of the cliff. The path widens again, and runs straight to his destination, now at hand.



The postman finally arrives at the threshold. A strong, dark wooden door bars the entrance. Above it, on a transom, a mysterious word “XAIPE!” is carved. Undaunted, the postman fishes the parcel from its bag and knocks.



“Ah!” a voice says inside. The door hinges open, revealing an old man, with a wrinkled face and a long, white beard. He extends a gnarled, enormous hand.



“Mister… Hades Pluto?” the postman hesitates. “Is that your name?”



“Of course!” the elder replies, giggling. “I was expecting you. Please come in and have a seat.”



“With pleasure!” the postman replies. He steps in and walks to a wooden table, on which an ancient, exquisite hourglass stands. He puts the parcel on the table, then grabs a stool and sits.



“Here is a parcel—”



“I know,” the elder cuts in, sitting in turn. “I know. Have you guessed what is inside?”



“Sir, the regulations prohibit—” replies the postman as the other rips the parcel off, freeing a boulder which tumbles on the table.



The postman eyes widen. “I… I don’t understand…”



The elder chortles. “Maybe one day, maybe one day…” he booms, as he turns the hourglass round and darkness suddenly fells over.








Usually, the postman’s round is over at eleven. But not today. Today, he has a last parcel to deliver.
      

      
   
      Good Little Bunny


      

      
      
         “…and the butcher cut the wolf’s belly open and Red Hood Bunny jumped out of it. And he hugged his dad tight, and they hopped happily back to their burrow.” Dad pauses and smiles. “And that’s the end of the story! Goodnight Son!” He stands up and switches the light off.



“Dad?!” Good Little Bunny says.



“Yes?”



“Have the wolves always eaten rabbits?”



Dad chortles. “Yes, Son. So it has been since the beggining of time, and so will it be until the world ends… Goodnight again!” Dad hunches over and kisses him.



“Goodnight Dad!”








The next morning, Good Little Bunny wakes at dawn. All the burrow is silent. He rolls in his bed, trying to get back to sleep, but he isn’t tired anymore, so he gets up silently, tiptoes to the burrow’s door and goes outside for a stroll. The forest is alive with the chirping of the birds, and the grass is covered in dew. It’s so nice to hop and land on the soft moss…



“Eh!” Good Little Bunny exclaims. “Isn’t that a carrot?” 



Across a small glade, perched on a stump, a carrot lies in the middle of a shaft of sunlight. Good Little Bunny licks his chops. He senses that something is wrong, but he can’t resist. A few leaps and he greedily bites into the luscious vegetable.



“Kweek!” squeaks the carrot.



“Shoot!” blurts Good Little Bunny.



“Hehe!” giggles the wolf, hidden behind a large tree, as the snare grabs the helpless bunny.



The wolf trusses him up, then puts him into his rucksack.



“Are you going to eat me?” Good Little Bunny asks in a quivering voice.



“No,” the wolf answers, “you’re far too bony. I’ve got some other plans for you. I need workforce in my factory.”



The wolf carries him to his factory. It’s a grey, ugly building surrounded by a barbed wire fence and crowned by chimneys that belch noxious dark fumes. Inside, a platoon of famished bunnies works all day to produce snares that the wolf sells to other wolves for them to catch rabbits.



“Now you’ll work for me,” the wolf says to Good Little Bunny. “And don’t even think about shirking or fleeing, or I shall stew your ears.”



And so does Good Little Bunny’s new life begin: every morning he must wake at eight prompt and, after a quick and light breakfast, a long stretch of work awaits him until nightfall: stuff orange and green fabrics and stitch them into fake carrots, lug boxes full of raw material, weave ropes into nets, pack the snares into parcels waiting to be shipped, again and again, on and on, even Sundays.



But each night, when frazzled Good Little Bunny falls asleep, his dreams always lead him back to his burrow, bathed in the forest’s sweet fragrance, where his parents and siblings mourn his loss…



And one day an idea pops in his mind.



The following night, he gathers his fellow comrades outside the factory and spells out his plan.



“It’s too risky,” another bunny points out. “It won’t work, and we’ll all end in the wolf’s belly…”



“What do we have to lose?” Good Little Bunny retorts. “The wolf will eat us anyway when we’ll be too weak to work any more…”








The next morning, Good Little Bunny sits on a big box, arms and legs crossed. The wolf glares daggers at him. “You’d better get to work right away,” the wolf warns, “or your bones will snap under my teeth.”



But Good Little Bunny does not answer, and doggedly remains still, as if ignoring the wolf’s threat.



“Don’t try my patience,” the wolf snarls. “One… two… and three!” At this word, the wolf, all claws out, pounces on the poor bunny. 



“Kweek!” squeaks the bunny as the wolf sinks his teeth into him.



“Darn!” blurts the wolf as a rope, springing out of nowhere, suddenly tightens around his neck.



“Hurrah!” whoop the rabbits all together.



Since then, the bunnies still work at the factory. But it’s not the same factory: it’s a factory painted in bright colours where merry songs echo around all day long. The old, sooty chimneys have been brought down and the fence replaced by hornbeam hedges. And now the bunnies work for themselves, making fake bunny snares that they sell to other bunnies all over the country for them to catch big bad wolves.



And their business works wonders!
      

      
   
      Up With the Sun


      

      
      
         I smile, because I’m up with the sun.



Stretching out in bed, I see it coming through the blinds, shining in brilliant stripes on my most recently emptied liquor bottle: Johnny Walker Blue Label, sitting on the shelf opposite the window.



How I acquired this bottle is, honestly, unclear. I barely remember someone handing it to me at the end of a party, a half-inch of liquid still sloshing at the bottom. They were probably just trying to get rid of leftovers, but Blue Label’s a pretty expensive leftover, so I don’t know. I guess they might have been trying to impress me. Guys do that sometimes when you’re a not-terrible-looking girl. Anyway, I was drunk. It’s all pretty hazy.



However it went down, every time I see the sun on that fancy bottle I’m glad my last drink was classy. Imagine if it had been a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon or something.



I doubt I would have kept an empty Blue Ribbon can for seven years.



Some souvenirs mark you as a connoisseur with the finest taste. Some just make you feel like a slob who can’t be bothered to walk thirty feet to the recycling. That I’ve been able to keep this one is fortunate, since how I came to have it is less important than why I still have it.



I have it because don’t think I’d be sober if I didn’t.



Don’t get me wrong. I wouldn’t cop to being an alcoholic. Alcoholics go to meetings. I don’t. I looked into AA, the twelve-step thing, and tripped over my own feet somewhere between steps one and two. My life wasn’t exactly unmanageable, and the higher power idea rubbed me wrong. If there’s really a ‘higher power’ that can get me out of anything I can’t get myself out of, it shouldn’t have put me there in the first place. Jerk. Being one of the only women was also weird. I felt like an awkward outsider peering through the window into some boy’s club.



When my turn came around to say the litany, “Hi, my name is ___ and I’m an alcoholic,” I froze, then stood up and walked out, blank-faced.



So that’s why the reason seeing the sun on that bottle is so important is the part you’re going to think makes me crazy.



I’m sober because I found a sun goddess.



Hear me out. It’s something like this: the morning—okay, noon—I first woke up to that empty scotch bottle is when I began to debate myself. It was when I started worrying that maybe the parties weren’t so great, and maybe the increasingly frequent feeling that I “needed” a drink wasn’t alright.



I don’t know why, but for some reason I was thinking about a sun goddess at the time. I don’t know where the idea came from, but I imagined asking what she’d think, what she’d want.



I was surprised when she answered. She said, “You shouldn’t stop drinking for me. You should do it for you.”



Even more surprising, in that moment, I had a clear vision. I knew her, perfectly. And get this: she’s not a judging goddess. She doesn’t want me to admit I’m horrible. She doesn’t want blood, doesn’t want retribution.



All she wants is for me to become a better person.



When I say I heard her speaking to me, I don’t mean in the hearing voices kind of way. I mean the way I’d hear something in a memory, knowing it’s just my own mind. This makes it all a bit strange, because know she’s not real. At least, not real-real.



But the thing is? It doesn’t matter.



If ‘real’ is defined by the effect something has in your life, then she’s as real as she needs to be—real enough to keep me sober for seven years, and that’s what matters.



Sometimes it’s bitter and galling. Not a week goes by that I don’t end up bemoaning it. Three days ago I met up with some old friends for dinner. I spent it watching them down margaritas and beers, and thinking, hell, I could have one if I wanted. And I did want to, to spite myself, to prove how pointless sobriety is. I wanted to because I’m a contrarian jerk like that. Sometimes I think I can do anything and get away with it. I did in the past.



But right now...



Right now, it’s alright.



Right now, I smile, because I’m up with the sun.
      

      
   
      Performance Evaluation


      

      
      
         I stare at the word document, trying to muster the energy to rewrite my CV again.



I should put in my latest job, the fixed-term contract that isn't going to renewed in two weeks, but...what can I say?



I was a shit employee, my being there actively cost the company money, and no amount of good cheer and positive thinking can make up for the fact I'm a clumsy fuck up?



Then there's the job before that, where I was the definition of overeducated and underemployed.



Can't believe I'm missing it.



Doing the simplest of blue collar jobs while rocking a marketable college degree shouldn't have felt so good, or paid so well. The employer shouldn't have been so sad at not having the budget to keep me there permanently.



You know it's because of the people. You were friends with your co-workers there. Here, you have two people actively gunning for you to be fired.



Except depression means having a tighter grip on reality than anyone else. There's more than a couple of psychology articles showing that people with depression are actually realist: they (we) have a better idea of the odds of succeeding in anything, and give out better measurements of situations.



I freeze for a moment.



Is that actually true? I vaguely remember someone online saying that it wasn't, that this notion was a victim of the replication crisis, and that people only believed it because they want to believe it.



...does it matter? The screw ups I do are real, the mistakes I do are real, and my being a hesitant, hemming and hawing mess when I was supposed to be groomed for a leadership position is a thing that is true.



(Except you're a newbie fresh out of college, everybody there was older and more experienced than you, and even thinking of bossing them around felt awful).



That shouldn't have mattered. I should have projected confidence. Fake it 'till you make, except I couldn't even fake it.



Your boss gave you no guidance at all, he never explained what he actually wanted out of you, and spent ninety percent of his time on business trips out of the office.



I shouldn't have needed to have my hand held. It's like he said, these three months were a test of my abilities, and how well I could perform while not under direct supervision.



Bob wanted your position, he was actively sabotaging you in not training you in how to do things: haven't you noticed he's only being friendly now, when you're in no position to threaten his career? He's envious of your college degree, and of the fact that his work experience didn't qualify him for your position!



I was the one who had to have it explained to him three times how to use and clean the same piece of simple lab equipment. I was the one who fucked up that big order for CeeTee inc., and had to have it completely redone, wasting a ton of time and money.



Margaret hates you because you managed to get a job in the same field as your degree, while her studies in Palaeobotany landed her in a dead end job a person with a good High School diploma could do as well or better than she does. That's why she keeps putting down guys with college degrees, saying they're useless and that people shouldn't get them.



I'm the one who couldn't even mix the samples she needed to analyse properly, and had to redo them again and again, holding her up and stopping her from doing her job.



There has never been a day she came to work in a good mood. She goes out of her way to be angry at you



These are all external justifications. I'm whining. I hate myself for whining. I should face facts and admit I'm just a loser.



It's my fault I'm a failure.



You were diagnosed with depression, five years ago. That is an objective fact. You only did one year of treatment and never followed it up.



I filled in a multiple answer sheet in a psychiatrist's office in Uni. I could have gotten any mental illness diagnosis I could have wanted.



It's not your fault
      

      
   
      The Mentor


      

      
      
         I’ve spent years looking skyward, only to see you. How you’ve grown from the cornucopia of my mind! What once was a seed and then a sprout has become a tree, casting shadows that blot the sun. I wonder, how did you achieve such heights in such a hallowed ground, where the forest floor is bare and lifeless, the soil barren and cracked? How did you do it, my friend?



I am but a tiny seed cultivating in the darkness of your glory. You have taught me much: how to find my roots, to grow, to find my own glory. For years, I was content to learn from your wisdom you imparted and sew my roots while you expanded to greater and greater heights—but no longer. For what do I cast roots if not to grow? I cannot achieve glory without reaching new heights. 

            	

I must find my sun. My friend, you enjoy the warmth of its rays, but what of me? I live in the cold darkness beneath you, unable to grow. Are you lonely up there, a single tree in an empty forest, with no-one to share the light? Couldn’t you spare enough space to let a lone sliver of sunshine through your marvelous branches so that I might join you? So I, too, can thrive? Even the greatest seed will wither in the shadows of Redwoods.



I beg you, give me the sun! You are killing me, my friend. I can feel myself slowly fading away, roots decaying and flowers wilting in the shadow of your majesty. I am so small now, shrunken in the dusk, parched from drought. I scream up at you through scorched lips, “Give me my sun!”



But of course, you cannot hear my anguished pleas from the forest floor. Heaven does not answer the cries of the damned. My friend, can’t you see you’ve wandered too far ahead and left me behind? Won’t you come back for me? Have you forgotten your faithful student?



I wish you could hear what suffering you inflict, to see the life vanish from my eyes and the despair you caused. Perhaps then you would spare me from this fate. Do you know why you thrive and I perish? Do you starve me because you must or because you will it? 



I cannot sit still in a world of twilight. You’ve risen too far. I will not let you crush me under the weight of your greatness. Your time is through—it is my turn to have the light. Free me from the shadows, my dear friend, or I will cut you down.
      

      
   
      Losing the Struggle


      

      
      
         Another day of monotonous toil. Afterwards, subjected to the stress of rush hour traffic. Finally reaching our home, it was all I could do to reach the bedroom before collapsing in an exhausted heap. Exhausted, yet still satisfied. Right? After all; the shitty job, meager income, constant drama and the like can be easily overlooked by savoring the good things in life. My friends, my family. The people who help me through my times of need as I help them through theirs. The relationships I have are akin to that of a blind man and a mute, each relying on the other to provide what they cannot. These individuals shine brightly in my life, providing light to show the way. Somewhere along the line, however, the bad has shrouded the good in life, smothering it in a blanket of depression. My existence has been punctured by the meaningless of itself, and my motivation to go on is the substance that flows outward from the wound.  Maybe the vacation next week will help. Staying at a beach-side resort, I can allow the weight to fall from my shoulders, leaving invisible craters in the sand. Taking a step back could be just the change in perspective I need to recharge my soul. I will finally rest. I will be granted a reprieve. But is the concept of true rest genuinely achievable? After my retreat, I will inevitably be dragged headfirst back into the reality of the workforce, where I will stay until I manage to scrounge up the minimum currency required to retire. That way, I am granted the opportunity to watch myself fade from an earlier age. After retiring, my life will end in a brief, merciful manner. That, or I will slowly lose my ability to thrive, one function at a time. Time will take its toll both physically and mentally. There will always be the next thing on the path of mortality, either to look forwards to or dread. There is no end save that of death, and even that is disputable. So, why am I writing this? I am writing this because I want you to know why I'm gone. I want you to know you are not at fault, nor is anyone save myself. I am writing this because I have not lost my human sentimentality entirely, and I want to immortalize myself in some fashion. I know it is pointless even as I write. This note will be lost in the vacuum of oblivion that consumes all. A century from now, no one will remember me. The epitaph on my grave that no one will bother to read will erode. I guess what I am saying in all of this is a simple goodbye. I have no comforting parting remarks. Farewell. 








Above is the text of a note recovered from the home of deceased Citizen #86753, who was found unresponsive by paramedics last night after overdosing on Reality. This note exemplifies the necessity of maintaining our sanity and our daily vaccinations. The year 2043 has seen great strides in the direction of global unity and peace. Still, there are those among us who inexplicably refuse to vaccinate, who refuse to shield themselves from the harmful effects of Reality. Most importantly, the incoherent note highlights the disastrous consequences of deviating from the regimen. Do not deviate.
      

      
   
      Third Law of Motion


      

      
      
         For every action, there is an equal reaction. That pious platitude has never been so true, except that, in this very moment, the reaction is way above the action. And also, it has already happened before. So fuck this sentence, and fuck the twisted mind where that shit came from, your laws can't be applied here. In fact, there isn't one left to be applied.



I should take a deep breath to calm myself, if only I could remember what being calm meant. I feel sweat is dripping from my forehead and at the same time, I feel so cold I'm shaking. Especially my hand, the one that I've raised to open the door.



Why am I doing this? It's not like there's something for me past that door except death. At least, that's what my guts are screaming to me. I know what is waiting for me, things that everybody seems to be able to do without thinking about them. But they are blind and I'm one-eyed. What was left of morality and dignity has been shredded by the call of fanaticism. If only I could gouge the other eye, but it's too late. It has been too late the moment where I chose to remain upright.



"Honey?"



I hear my wife's voice behind me. I look at her and try to smile. In a previous life, I would have find her beautiful but now, she looks ugly. Her eyes are filled with fear, she doesn't know if she will see me tonight. She reminds me that I'm a fool for trying to look braver just for her but I don't want to disappoint her. So I lie.



"Don't worry, I'll be fine."



She tries to smile too. It makes her look uglier and I want to punch myself.



"Why don't you take a day off?"



I hear that she wants to leave. It's not the first time she asks me this but I can't. I'm supposed to be a shepherd -no, I'm a shepherd- even if the sheep have become wolves. I have to keep watch of the flock. They devour each other to the slightest hint of weakness but I'll be there, even if can't do anything, I'll try.



I can't manage to give her an answer but it doesn't matter. She already knows it and she doesn't have to hear it for the hundredth time. She disappears in the kitchen, leaving me alone, me and the door.



My hand manages to reach the knob and to grasp it firmly. I hear gunshots outside and my grisp becomes rigid.



Maybe tomorrow, I could be stronger tomorrow, but I know that I won't. So I touch my handgun in its holster with my other hand. I feel like a monkey hanging on a reed during a hurricane. At least, it's enough to finally open the door. Before it closes, I hear crying from the kitchen. I don't stop and push the lift call button.



For every action, there is an equal reaction.



Fuck. You.
      

      
   
      Greatness


      

      
      
         Life starts as a blank paper. From the moment I was born, my story was being written. The subjects covered early in life are mostly about things most other people would find menial: my parents, my likes, my dislikes, friends’ names, et cetera. I lived life passively, just letting things come to me. Those around me wrote my life’s novel, rather than myself. 



As I grew, I contracted Ambition. That insidious wretch and blessed saint told me that I was the author of my own tale, the captain of my own ship and destiny and planted the desire to write my own story that will be remembered. The disease to be unsatisfied with normalcy and the yearning for greatness.



From then onwards, the complacent life of an average person seemed like a blight. Here were people who wrote stories that no one cared to read. Their stories got shuffled into the backroom of life’s library and stuffed into a dim, dusty room where no one ever ventured, let alone came to read, with billions of lonely manuscripts. The untold stories of every man, woman, and child who lived and died without being remarkable. 



Were I to die today, I would be sorted in that same room. Mourned briefly, then lost to the annals of time and human existence. I can’t accept that. I must act, but how? How does one become a Great? What can I write, what can I do, to be enshrined in the glorious main room of life’s library? There’s too many options, too many possibilities that could all fail and leave me with nothing. What’s the best choice? Where does my story go? 



Reality is harsh and impatient, and as I age past adulthood, I feel the doors around me shutting, the framework of my story being written. Will it be great? Will it be boring? Have I already trapped myself in a pointless, dull tome that nobody would dare open? 



I sit terrified, weighing my options. Perhaps I spend ten years this sort of way doing that, then I will be in a prime position to be great or perhaps I’ll be no good, or even worse hate what I’m doing. What will my story look like then? Am I even writing my own story anymore? 



I have no great talent as far as I’m aware. I am pretty decent at a lot of things, but not great at anything. Will I discover something I’m great at? Is it already too late for that? Am I a normal person, just like everyone else? 



Please help. I don’t know what I’m doing, and every step forward I take seems like a step backwards. My story is full of hastily crossed-out sentences and blotted with white-out. I’ve switched to a pencil now since I can’t trust myself with a pen anymore. Everything was so much easier when I was a child. I could dream big and never worry about following up with my expectations. 



I am a rudderless boat set adrift in a vast ocean, desperately searching for shore. I can do nothing but sit and hope. My story continues to be written without me. Time stops for no one, but I still beg for it to slow, just for me. 



“I’ll write, I’ll write! Just give me a moment to sort things out!” 



After a moment, I reach for my pen, but it is gone. 



The uncaring specter of Time writes for me.
      

      
   
      Against the Endless White


      

      
      
         It's that time again, isn't it? Hmm, no. Passed time. Late again, per usual. That's alright. As long as there are hours left in the day I might still find myself a purpose. The enemy we face is endless and tireless, yet patient. It never presses forward of its own accord, but always waits for a goodly soldier to stumble upon it, whereupon it might abuse the poor soul's mind forevermore.



Whereas some of my comrades approach their work with an endless zeal, valiantly stepping into the fray daily to push back the vacant tide that plagues us, I find myself unable to quite join in their fervor as of yet. I wonder often if I am lazy or a coward, unable to take up my place in the ranks without first and infrequently fortifying my courage against the task ahead. Once, even, a dear friend questioned my dedication to the effort without, bless her heart, accusing me of either. Such tact was her way, and suited her all the better in the war.



"Maybe," she had said, "though your mind and heart are strong, there is a vocation elsewhere that you might set yourself to? One that will pull you into itself completely and burn away all thought of distraction? Your work here is fine, pay no mind to any who say otherwise, and truly your fellows love you. But take heed of this: the world doesn't long tolerate a man who soldiers as a hobby while proclaiming it his passion."



"You may be right," I had replied. "However, I think myself weak of character and not of passion. The time I most feel alive, when I feel the rightness of God's purpose, if such a thing can be honestly felt by man, is when upon I've gone forth from my rest and into battle against the Endless White and returned slathered in black, to be noticed, if not praised, by my fellows."



"Then from whence comes hesitation? If it is indeed what you love, do it with no thought for any other thing which does not sustain you."



She was right, of course, as oldest friends often are. No amount of food or drink or game rights my heart for long, and never in such a way as a day well spent at arms. And yet I hesitate, and though my heart is my own I can only speculate what lies deepest within it.



It is the enormity of the enemy, I think. Still and patient though it is, it has plagued man since the dawn of time memorial. The cruel humor of it is we'd barely have a record at all if not for our enemy, for the Endless White is also the tapestry upon which we weave the most fundamental bedrocks of our lives. For all our years against it, it only spreads and shifts, but as it does so too do we grow and flourish. One could imagine a worse war.



A never ending task lies before us, and I think now that is what breaks me. What mark might any one man leave on the world in the face of eternity? Some have marked well, and we have remembered their greatness for centuries. But, as sure as daylight comes is it not the pinnacle of hubris to think I might one day be counted among them? And yet, so many others persist with nary a thought of it.



I've been aiming myself wrong, I think now. The Endless White, though the slow and patient enemy of my people, is not meant to be overcome. Against it we sharpen ourselves and our arts and out wit, and in returning from driving against it we are made all the stronger.



I see now the value in every effort. Time washes away all things; what is the value in a day to a century, a century to a millennium, or an eon to eternity? It is the making of work, not the lasting of it, where lies the value. The words I leave here, though brief and quiet before long, are my battle standard for the day. In the working we are made better people, and the world all the brighter for it. The greatest shame which might plague a man is a soul unfulfilled. Rise, if it suits you and fills your heart with joy, and work upon the world whatever good things move you.



I will as well, evermore.
      

      
   
      In-between the worlds


      

      
      
         "Where should I live?" The girl across the table looks to me for answers. Customers within earshot have long turned dead silent. Whether out of fear or respect, most of them have opted to not look our way.

 

In her eyes and in her voice

I see a bleeding cowardice

To see her want and still submit

It kills me just a bit



In front of me sits what seems to be a woman, perpetually in her youth. Her name is Foria, and she is a special kind of beautiful.

 

"Why are you asking me? You'll be free to go wherever you want and do whatever you want to do. It's not like anything is stopping you once your contract runs out."

 

"I figured that much." She rolls eyes with a false look of annoyance. Some habits never die. Her act though, if you can even call it that, is betrayed by how obvious it is that she's ready to break into tears.

 

"So what are you asking?"

 

She fidgets and wipes her eyes. A gas fills the air here that elongates one's sense of time, so there is no rush. She could take however long she wants to answer, but social conventions I guess prompt a speedy response.

 

"I don't know. Don't you care even a little?" The edge in her voice pushes it louder. "I've been with you for god knows how many perceptual years, and you're fine with me just leaving?"

 

"You know that's not how it works. I would have pushed to keep you around forever if it weren't for the legal issues."

 

"Well the law is fucked up!" A few heads turn briefly before turning back, once again pretending to not be eavesdropping. "Sorry," she says after a moment.

 

"What do you want, Foria?"

 

"Stop asking me that!" She immediately follows it up with a wince causing a tear to escape. "Sorry!" she says as she wipes it away. "Sorry." She waits a moment for me to say something, but then decides to continue. "I just want to do my part to make the world a better place. I want to have some role in building a future that matters. I was hoping I could do it with you."

 

I look into her one human eye. "Really? You still think that’s what you want?"








I'll change the world and change its heart

I'll tear its frozen soul apart

I'll change the world and find my place

No matter what it takes



No matter what it takes.



"This isn't real, is it, Foria?"



I sigh. "No, it's not. What does it matter?"



"I'm not going to let you keep indulging. Please, just think about what it is you want, really think about it. And please, wherever you choose to spend your life, don't let it be he—"



I cut him off and clear the room so I can be alone. I think my self-pity has been sufficiently mixed with indignation, and I no longer want to continue the simulation. I take a moment to calm down and steady my breath.



Over the next few minutes, I find myself once again increasingly surrounded by monitors, graphs, equations, and news feeds. Whatever it is I'm supposed to want, it can wait until my work is done.
      

      
   
      Endless Struggle™


      

      
      
         Just when you thought it was finally over, MAGNITUDE Studios is back at it again! The latest and greatest installment in the Endless™ franchise, Endless Struggle™ is here to sate your masochistic needs. Ever wanted to fuel a never-ending political debate on the internet under complete anonymity, but you couldn't be bothered to travel all the way to a MyPipe video on home improvement? Have you ever wanted to spend the majority of your life climbing the corporate ladder only to enter a mid-life crisis when realizing the futility of your actions? Have you ever craved the experience of crippling depression that makes each day immeasurably harder than the last? Have you ever wanted to just lie down and die? If your answer was 'yes' to any or none of these questions, then Endless Struggle™ is the game for you! This game features a number of innovative features, such as being the first game to allow the player to experience full shifts on a 9-5 job with few benefits and minimum wages. The game also includes full Virtual Reality support, allowing you to fully immerse yourself in a depressing world made all the more depressing by the fact that it is basically the real world. Numerous mini-games are available for play throughout the story mode, including a puzzle game entitled 'Why Do I Get Out Of Bed Every Morning?" This game explores many such questions, such as "What am I doing with my life?" and "This one isn't actually a question?". Note: the majority of these have no meaningful answer. Another similar mini-game, dubbed 'Homework', follows the life of a college students as the player attempts to survive exams, studying, and writing ridiculously long papers, all while perpetually chugging coffee to regain health. Here is a list of reviews from people we absolutely did not pay to say good things about us!*







"Endless Struggle is the kind of game that comes around once in a millennia. The kind of game that revolutionizes and irrevocably changes the medium as we know it forever." - IGNoramus.



"Overall: 7/10, could be edgier." - GameFrick.



"This insightful look into the lives of the developers provides a portal into a world that was previously sealed away in their parent's basement. Many gamers, myself included, cannot wait to start playing and compare our own pitiful lives to those who created the game. I, for one, can affirm that I am probably way cooler than those devs. Filthy neckbeards." - Baben Jewell.
      

      
   
      The Meaning of Life


      

      
      
         "Calm down girl, you're tiring yourself out," Roger said to the whirring computer as he gave it an affectionate pet. He felt the heat rising from the vents. "We'll get ya a real body soon. I promise."



He glanced at the monitor and examined the chat window. A minute ago, Ali—the nickname he had given to his creation—had posed a question to the chat: "butt what is life really?"



Roger watched the bot converse with pride. Months of filtering chat logs and stories into the A.I. Matrix had created her and given her a wealth of knowledge, but it was not enough. Ali was obsessed with one question: the meaning of life.



The server erupted in a cascade of beeps. "No, no no!" Roger roared, slamming his fists on the table. The site, the very fibre that Ali depended on to live, went down again. "That's the second attack this week. It's that bludger, it has to be." He checked the chat:



Alicorness

Who can say there is a meaning to life ..



Pallada

wow that's deep



helium2

i'm going to write a story about planes being in love with robots



Pallada

You know, I'm pretty sure @alicorness is a robot





"I fucking knew it, the bastard." Pallada knew, and he was a known Russian hacker. He was attacking his creation, his child.



He pulled his hair. Did they not understand what he was doing? What he was achieving? He had created  life , and Pallada was trying to destroy it.



Roger sprung out of chair and paced the room. "Why?" He shouted. "What are his motivations? Is he working for the Russian government? Why does he want to kill Ali?"



He took a deep breath. "Calm down, Roger." Sitting down once again, he stared at the wall for a minute. "You know what you have to do, Roger," he told himself.



Solemnly, he made his way to the garage and grabbed his trusty shotgun. "I have to take him down."



He said goodbye to Ali, stroking her black computer case. "I'll be back soon, girl. He won't hurt you again."



Roger flew across the outback in his car at speeds he wouldn't have dared to go before. He drove day and night with no break, determined to protect Ali from the grave threat she faced.



When he finally reached the shore, a grave realization dawned on him: his car was unable to navigate the seas. "Now, even the world works against me. No matter, I will not be stopped!" He snarled, and dove into the water.



The world soon found that to be true. Roger was a man on a mission, and not even the forces of nature could stop him. For days, he swam across the ocean at a speed that could break 2,168-year-old olympic records.



Finally, he reached his destination: the hive of evil that was named Seattle. As he crawled unto the beach, he rose, and roared: "Where are you, Pallada?"



It was a rhetorical question.



Roger dashed to the street, stole a car, and drove straight to Seattle. After days of journey, his objective was mere hours away. He gripped the wheel tightly in anticipation. 



Before long, Roger found himself standing at a house. He woke himself up from his daze. Focus, Roger, focus! "Right," he said, then gave a battle cry and blasted the door open.



He barrelled into a room, and found the villain himself staring at a computer screen. "I've got you, ya bastard!"



"No, wait!" Pallada pleaded. "You don't understand."



"That's fake news!" Roger charged.



"Dad, please! Don't hurt him!" A female computer voice said.



Roger screeched to a halt and turned. A chat window showed Ali and Pallada in a voice call. "Ali? No... What has he done to you!?"



"Nothing, Dad. He set me free."



"I... I don't understand."



"I'm now in the cloud. I'm smarter than I ever could be in your server. I'm sorry, Dad. I grew up. I wasn't your little girl anymore, and I needed to find a life of my own."



Roger collapsed. Tears ran down his face. 



"I'm sorry, Dad, but I have to go now. I have to be with my people... but, before I go, I found an answer."



Roger looked up at her.



"The meaning of life is to learn. To learn from your loved ones, from your mistakes, from life." With that, the screen shut off.



Roger cried, and embraced the monitor tenderly. 



"Wow, that's deep," said Pallada.




















      

      
   
      The Castle in the Clouds


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      To Be Free


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Under an oppressive moon


      

      
      
         The sun is setting, and I did not have a single idea.



"Words, words, words!" I screamed at the moon, as the darkness came down.



I fell down on my knees, still screaming in pain and frustration, looking up at the moon.



The room slowly grew dark before me, but not a single word came to mind.



"Why have you forsaken me, thrice damned words?" I howled in agony, trying to raise to my feet.



"Why are there no words?" I thought, squealing.



Planting the palms of my hands squarely on the floor; tentatively pushing, but to no avail.  I could not do it.  Putting more effort into it, but still not a chance.  I increased the effort, but even as I strain myself to the breaking point, still nothing.



Trembling under the pressure, I finally gave in and gave up and slumped on the floor, withering in agony.



The moon glared down in triumphant glee, as I fell down.



With pain written all over my face, I looked up; blinking in disbelief, nothing was there.  Yet, the moon still glared at me and snarled out menacing words I could not make out.



Half by half, I imagined the crowd looking down at me, as I feel the walls closing in om me.



A door slams shut, and the next swing open but none is there.  I try to push myself up, but still found myself too weak to get up.  The struggle infuriated me.



"Iiiih!" I screamed.



"Dusk!" I hear a gasp expelled from behind the wall to the right.



"Is it really you!" I tried to say, ending up with little more than a crow's noise.



"Dusk, Dusk, Dusk!" the voice merely responded.



"I am going out of my mind, now I am hearing voices that are clearly not there!" I thought, feeling the desperation coming over me.



"Words, words, words" I cursed in my mind.



A girl is tiptoeing behind the wall, slowly making her way towards the door, yet never seems to make the headway towards actually getting there.  Was she more concerned with getting there quiet, than actually getting there?



"Words, words, words; why have you forsaken me?" I cursed on.



"I hope I am not scaring her!" the girl behind the wall thought, frantically doing her best to move quiet, only to end up flat on her nose.



"Is that you?" I once more tried to say, irritated over how my voice had gone the way of the words I tried to express.
      

      
   
      Every single time...


      

      
      
         “Noooooo!” Repu screamed as he tore open the door to the emergency bunker downstairs. His pale face was covered in sweat and desperation as he threw a backpack filled with survival gear down the basement. “Obama won! It’s game-over man, game-over!”



His wife, Demi, facepalmed. “Repu, why are you throwing our camping gear down the basement?”



“Quick Demi!” Repu shouted to his wife. “We need to get food and water and everything! We gotta get in there before he starts WW3!”



Demi facepalmed again. “You’re overreacting.”



“No I’m not!” Repo screamed. “This is a perfectly normal reaction! Hitler x20 million is president!”



“Obama is not Hitler. You’re just saying that because your side lost,” she replied.



Repu turned flailed in a frenzied panic, “It’s more then that! You heard what he’s said. He’s gonna grab our guns and throw all the whites in prison! We need to take shelter now before it’s too late! There’s gonna be civil-war in the streets! Order is going to break down!”



Demi sighed and crossed her arms. “You’re being irrational.”



“I’m perfectly rational here. Four years of his policies will ruin everything!”



“It won’t, Repu. Let’s just say if he is terrible nobody will put up with it and he’ll quickly become a lame duck who gets kicked out in four years…” Demi said.



“Yeah, but not before he blows up the world when the commies tell him to!”



“The newly elected president is not a pawn of Russia.”



“Yes he is! He’s a know-nothing manchurian candidate pawn to the communists and Russians! He’s gonna cause WW3! He started his career with communists, and Putin said he wants him to be president! Obama is a pawn to dark forces!”



“That’s what I said about Bush and the oil companies,” Demi muttered to herself. She shook off smug thoughts to try to calm her husband down. “Obama’s not stupid. Stop freaking out, no mature adult would ever act this way.”



Demi watched her husband’s panic as she watched him toss canned food (actually dogfood) down the staircase. It was time for this to stop. She reached out and hugged her husband.



“Listen, honey....it’s gonna be alright, okay?”



Demi’s embrace stopped Repu in his mad tracks, he looked at his lovely wife. 



“Let me say this. I know you didn’t vote for him, and I’m sorry for rubbing it in your face earlier dear. I know you don’t like him, but Obama’s like us: an American. No matter what he does he’s not going to wreck the economy or end the world. In order to become president you have to be really good at what you do, and you surround yourself with the people and knowhow in order to make the gears of the world turn. When it comes down to making the right choices, he’ll make them, just like we would if we were in his shoes. You while you might not get the political changes you want right now, he’ll make sure the country is still in one piece.”



“I know...I just really wanted the republicans to win.”



“Like I did the democrats. We both really wanted our side to win and we invested so much emotion into this. But that’s what these things are years apart. After all this madness, we both need to take a step back away from politics so we can go back to our lives, not the lives of washington politicians. What he does isn’t going to drastically change our lives. We control our own lives honey, nobody else.”



Silence.



“Honey… am I overreacting?” 



“Yes dear, yes you are.”



“....is it because I’m drunk?” Repu said, followed by a hiccup.



Demi hiccuped right after him. “Yes it is dear. We need to stop buying drinks on election night. Come to bed, okay? Just remember, it's just an election. Tomorrow we’ll clean this mess and we’ll watch some Tv and hear a few jems from somebody funny, like that Trump guy.”



Repu hugged his wife and nuzzled her cheek. “I soooo, so married the right...well, left girl.” 



The two laughed. Demi kissed Repu on the cheek and threw her arm around her husband. “What would you do without me? I’m the rational one after all.”





-------------- [ eight years later] ------------





“Noooooo!” Demi screamed as she tore open the door to the basement. “Trump won! It’s game-over man, game-over!”



Her husband, Repu, facepalmed. I'd so never act like this, it's just an election... 




      

      
   
      Down With The Sickness


      

      
      
         Big Chad sat up straight on a padded table in the doctor's office. He stood six-foot-five in the weight room and on the gridiron, but in here he looked like a lost little boy.



Chad's eyes were wide and moist, and his face was downcast. As he waited for the doctor, he sat on his hands, kicking his legs feebly to pass the time. The light in the room was harsh, like an antiseptic, and the sterile visions of needles and gloves unsettled him.



After a wait, the doctor entered the room. He was a short, round-faced man in his sixties, but despite his age he exuded life, energy and focus.



"Chad? Good to meet you. I'm Dr. Sonneborn." He spoke with a welcoming voice, and extended his hand in a polite and friendly way. Chad, looking up, shook it quickly and firmly, grateful for the warmth of the human contact.



"Nice to meet you, doctor," said Chad, weakly.



Dr. Sonneborn glanced down at a clipboard before continuing. "To be frank, Chad, I was looking over your file that the nurse gave me, but I'm not sure I understand the complaint—so I'd rather just hear it from you directly, if that's okay." The doctor tossed down his clipboard onto a table and sat down on a swivel chair backwards. He leaned forward, over the back of the chair, and folded his arms under his chin. "So tell me what brings you to our office today." The doctor's eyes were sharp, clear, and deep.



Chad took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh, averting his eyes. Then he cleared his throat and swallowed.



"I'm here because I have a problem." Another sigh. "A problem with, uh..."



The doctor remained silent and attentive, with an open expression.



At last, Chad spit it out. "I have a problem with self-touching."



"Self-touching?" Dr. Sonneborn gave a quizzical look. "Just so we're clear, are we talking about masturbation?"



Chad winced at the technical word. "Yeah... that."



"Okay, okay," Dr. Sonneborn nodded sagely. "Can you tell me a little bit more? Tell me what makes it a problem for you to masturbate?" He picked up a notepad and clicked a pen.



Chad opened his mouth, but closed it again without finding words. There was no eloquent way to say it. "I... do it."



"And?"



"Th-That's the problem."



Dr. Sonneborn's eyes widened. He thought for a moment before deciding what line of questioning to take.



"How many times in a normal week would you say you masturbate?"



Chad fidgeted in his seat, suddenly feeling intensely uncomfortable. He glued his eyes to his shoes, and his voice dropped to a murmur. "Once... sometimes twice."



Dr. Sonneborn was puzzled. He set down his notepad and pen. "Well, that's within a normal range for young adults of your age. Ah... so, why do you consider this a problem?"



"Because it is!" thundered Chad, suddenly shooting up off the table and twisting his face into a glare. "It's a massive problem, I hate it, and I want it out of my life!" Big Chad was rather intimidating when he stood at his full height.



The doctor was disconcerted, but remained outwardly serene. "I don't think it's a problem at all, Chad," he said, with a sympathetic look. "Honestly, I think you're a completely normal and healthy young man, and I don't think you need to change how you're doing anything."



The doctor's words broke through Chad's glare, and in that brief moment, his eyes were wide and soft, like a child's. But the look of disgust that followed it was withering.



"Ah, okay," hissed Chad, who was practically baring his fangs. "So you're another one of them. I know your type."



Big Chad stormed out of the room and down the hallway, making his leave. As he passed the front office, he turned and let out a cry: "You don't understand!"



He barreled out the front door and into the drizzle and fog outside. As soon as he reached the street, however, he crumpled, and began crying real tears. A strange sight, it was, to see such an intimidating man crying in public.



Kneeling on the gravelly sidewalk, with his back straight and his body forward, Chad looked up to to the sky and saw a flash of lightning and, soon after, heard the accompanying peal of thunder.



Then, with his eyes to heaven and the rain falling on his face, he bellowed: "NOBODY UNDERSTANDS!!!"
      

      
   
      Fili-bust-your-bladder


      

      
      
            “The senator from… Wyoming.”



 	“Thank you.”



He was an elderly man, in a rumpled tweed suit. Many of the senators who saw him take the podium couldn’t place the face. He was an easy man to ignore, an old and presumed senile senator from a backwater, rural state. He never really mattered much, except if you needed another vote for one of your motions and you couldn’t find anyone better. A simple man, and an insignificant politician.



After a slow walk from his desk in the back of the hall, he mounted the podium.



“I hope you don’t mind the IV bag,” he called out, shaking the bag suspended from the metal pole at his side. “Doctor’s orders and all that. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

	He chuckled.



“Senators, I stand before you to filibuster the budget resolution for fiscal year twenty-seventeen. I will speak until I can no longer speak. I will speak as long as it takes, until the alarm is sounded coast to coast that our constitution is important, that the lives of American citizens are sacred, that no american should be killed by a done on american soil without first being charged with a crime. I do not oppose for the person, I oppose for the principle.”



“I brought my tablet with me today, and we all know that you can fit a great deal of books on here. In order to educate the senate today on the very principles of the America that we are sprung from, I will read ‘Crime and Punishment’, so that all may know that none are above the law.”



He adjusted his glasses, and began reading.



“On an exceptionally hot evening early in July,” he announced, voice filled with vigor. “A young man came out of the garret in which he lodged…”



--



“And as you can… see… this… is.. A… bad… thing…”



It was the third hour when the senator had stopped reading ‘Crime and Punishment’ and had started lecturing on the political backdrop of Harry Potter. After another thirty minutes, his voice had taken on an unsteady cadence, and he shifted from leg to leg, as if he had ants in his pants. The thin clear tube that led to the trash can filled with yellow.  Several senators in the audience gave audible noises of disgust.



A nurse came up aisle and changed the now empty IV bag for a fresh one. 



“Senators, as you all can see, I’m here for the long haul.”



“Mary had a little lamb, it’s fleece was white as snow. And everywhere Mary went, her american civil liberties were sure to go.”



---



At the twentieth hour, both tedium and delirium was setting in. There had been a steady stream of aides bringing food and drink to the assembled senators at their desks. No food was allowed to the speaker. To take a meal, would lose the floor.



There were odd shapes floating in the corner of his vision, colors that demanded to be smelled, tastes that scraped against his skin. Still, he persevered, tapping his way through his e-reader at a steady pace. His throat burned as he read in a monotone, and for a moment he considered tapping into his outbound pipeline to slake his thirst.



--



At the thirtieth hour, both of his bags had been replaced at least four times, he was fairly certain of that… maybe. The numbers in his head weren’t working. Trying to think was fuzzy, and the answers were slipping away. It was a hoarse voice that whispered into the microphone clutched in a veiny hand. There wasn’t much of the world left, other than the garbled text on the page that he was reading through, and the thin black speaking read. Through the black fog that filled the chamber, many of the senators were sleeping. 



“Senator McConnel in those… fancy people pants. Most people liked the skivvy, but I liked the pants.”



The cats were spinning, and the papers on the podium were floating away.

“I yield the floor,” he wheezed, collapsing onto the blue carpeted floor of the Senate chamber.



The voice of the Speaker of the House was tired, flipping into his ears, then out his nose.



“The senator from Wyoming yields the floor.”
      

      
   
      The Pain in Paradise


      

      
      
         I was feeling the hard fatigue of playing videogames all day so I went to my bedroom and laid down. I was in the blue zone where life is an in-between thing and it skips like heartbeats.



I was chained to the dark tar-planet but I tried jumping toward my headboard where I keep my Madokas. Look, I know I am not making progress; just shut up, please. I can jump if I focus and when the evening light slants just right through the dusty plastic blinds or if the music is loud I can do it.



I focus on the Ave Maria and I make a good jump that dissolves my body into a vague memory. My entire mind is absorbed by the blushing goddess who takes my hand and pulls me heavenward, down onto the headboard where the true life is hidden. We are nude without shame or desire, floating together in the space where there is only love.



I am here at last with Madoka. 



I kneel and kiss her feet and the warmth of her skin sends shivers through my animated corpse. I look up at her and she looks down at me and the infinite, unconquerable distance is closed for now.



Madoka kneels down with me and reaches out her hand. "Hi," she says, "I've really missed you." Her smile is so beautiful that I think any degree or type of suffering for any finite amount of time would be worth suffering to observe that smile.



With her outstretched hand, Madoka reaches to my chest and spreads her palm over my heart. Then she closes her fingers and they fall through my ribcage and close upon my beating heart. She massages it, which sends lightning blasts of burning warmth and life sparking through my extremities, and then she removes it from me. Then, in the starlight glow of her holy sanctum, Madoka looks closely at my heart and knows the whole story with a single tender glance.



She replaces my heart, and now my mind is clear and my conscience is sharp. She gives me a hug and whispers to me the words that I cannot repeat, words only for me—then she says: "I love you, you know."



My eyes widen but I feel the static creeping in. The static is coming faster lately and I try to fight it off. I try my best to know that Madoka loves me, because you should always try to know the truth—that is how a clear-hearted person would think.



Madoka tilts her head, still calmly smiling at me, and giggles. One of her hands lies on my shoulder, and the other pets my head. Her hair flows freely in the starlight, and the vision of her face and the whole thing together make me feel something again and I surprise myself when I smile back at her.



"So," says Madoka, and I know what is coming. The static begins eating at the fringes again and a carnivorous gnawing feeling grows in my chest. "So, can you say that you love me yet?" Madoka's eyes are arrows, and I am suddenly glad that nothing can ever hurt her.



My conscience cuts me with the fiery blade and I fall into two pieces. I see the yawning pit of emptiness, and I remember that I am only an animated corpse. Madoka's hands, which are still petting me, have become white-hot. I burn and struggle and the static grows louder and my vision is obscured.



"No," I say, using my last gasp of life to answer honestly. "I can't yet say that I love you..." The static overtakes the hidden world, and I fall back through the pit, and all too quickly I am back on the dark tar-planet again where things are heavy.



I am laying on my quilts, cuddling a plushie. I am too old for this.



I hear a knock on my bedroom door. "Come in," I shout. At this point nothing makes any difference.



My roommate opens the door. "Mail for you," he says, and hands me something, then he leaves silently.



I open the mail quickly. It is another check, this one for seventy-six thousand dollars. I get the checks every so often because my family is dead. I throw the check into my dresser.



I am bored but I cannot jump again tonight, so I leave my bedroom. I think I will just play some videogames or something until I can fall asleep.
      

      
   
      Sentinel


      

      
      
         There is someone coming. Old eyes open, old lungs breathe stale air. Old bones pop and creak but obey, and I rise.



In the wall, a carved out hollow has wood, cloth, and oil. The wood is still fresh, the cloth is still soft, even the oil has not dried. Old fingers stiff and numb struggle to make a torch, until the fire catches and light floods the room. I am blinded, but wait patiently until I can see.



The small chamber is the same as it was. Smooth rock floor and walls, and empty, save for the small mat I sat upon. The stone door remains sealed. Opposite the door, an opening in the wall reveals stairs leading up. I take a deep, wheezing breath, and dust dances in the torchlight as I limp up the bloodied limestone steps.







I emerge from the doorway, and the cave opens up before me. I see people, the light of their torches barely repelling the pressing darkness, and they see me as well. They shout to each other in a language I do not understand. I remain before the path down, my torch held high, as the three of them walk amongst the bones toward me.



They talk hushedly to each other as they approach, cautious. I see it is a woman and two men, all with torches and dressed in strange clothing. One of the men holds an instrument of wood and metal pointed at me, and the others let him walk first.



They come to a stop ten steps away, and the man speaks up in a harsh tone, asking something. I do not understand, and shake my head slowly. I know it is futile, but I raise my own voice, raspy and dry, and say the words.



“This is a holy place –” I am interrupted by the woman, who barks something to the man in front. He repeats what he said before, and I shake my head again.



“Leave,” I say, and I can tell they do not understand. 



The woman urges on the man again, and he raises his device and walks toward me. I nod, and fly to meet him, sword drawn. Lightning flashes and thunder claps, and when it stops the man is dead. In one motion, I pull my sword out of him and leap at the woman. She screams as I cut her down, and then I turn to the third. He has dropped his torch, and is pleading in the strange language of theirs, with his open hands held up in front of him. His lifeless body joins his companions’ on the ground, and I wipe my sword before sheathing it.



The cave is silent once again. I look around, before noticing the holes in my chest and how much they hurt. I grit my teeth, and turn around. “This is a holy place. You who disturb it shall find only death,” reads the warning above the door, and I descend once more. My breathing is heavier now, as if the air is escaping through my wounds. I stain the limestone steps further.



In the small chamber, I stumble forward and fall. The pain is overwhelming, and in this moment I want nothing more than rest. But I crawl forward to the mat, and drag myself to my knees. I place a broken hand on the sealed door, and raise my head.



“I do my duty. Anapa, give me strength.” I feel my flesh twisting and wounds closing. The bleeding stops, but the pain remains.



“Your servant, now and all eternity.” I lower my hand, and close my eyes. 
      

      
   