
      Tsunderes and You: An Oral History


      

      
      
         “Everything is both a trap and a display; the secret reality of the object is what the Other makes of it.” – Jean-Paul Sartre








[Editor's note: These interviews have been transcribed exactly as they appear on the audio.]



Professor John Webster – Department of Ontoliterature

Misato was both one of the best and one of the worst students in the Department of Ontoliterature. Her grasp of the subject matter was extremely powerful, and even while attending less than half the lectures she was still ahead of every other student. But her personality was … problematic, shall we say.



Alexandra Rowen – Student, History and Philosophy

Misato was a bitch.



Tom Johnson – Student, Ontoliterature

Misato? Yeah, I knew her. She was hot. I'm not even kidding. A solid ten. Ass like a … a really round … well, uh, yeah, anyway, she was so hot.



Alice K.

I liked her. I know she could be difficult at times. But once you got to know Misato, she could be lovely. I miss her.



Professor Webster

As I understand it, she had a difficult upbringing, and indeed, I never met her parents, but that is the extent of my knowledge on the matter. At the time, we were working on the philosophico-literary foundations of reifying and manifesting abstract textual objects. It's unfortunate that things ended the way they did.








Alexandra Rowen

And she was arrogant. Christ, was she arrogant. Look, I know she was a genius, alright? But that doesn't excuse the way she acted. I tried asking about her past once, but she just said “Mind your business,” and left it there. We only really started to talk a couple of months later.



Alice K.

When she got excited about an idea, there was no stopping her. You could see the gleam in her eyes. I, um, know it seems a little odd, but I think she was actually very sensitive. The world cut her deeply, which was why she had such troubles dealing with it.



Tom Johnson

This one time she sucked me off behind the faculty building.



Alexandra Rowen

No, Misato never hooked up with Tom. Christ. He just goes around telling everyone that because he's a fucking misogynist loser. Actually, you know what? I saw it when he first made a move on her. Maybe it was the first … might have been the tenth for all I know. It was a black tie event. Anyway, he thew this cheap-ass PUA line at her and she just held his gaze for ten full seconds. Then, quite calmly, she upended her drink on his head and put the disposable cup on him like a little plastic fez. I'll be honest, it made me laugh.



Professor Webster

Of course. I'd be happy to. The term “tsundere” comes from the subculture of people who watch Japanese animation, but it's reach extends far beyond that.



Tom Johnson

She did drop a G&T on me! Twice! [Laughter] And once a plate of chicken wings, which honestly was a waste of good food, I thought. But allow me to let you in on a little secret, sweetheart. You know what separates the men from the boys? Persistence.



Professor Webster

The core idea is the division of the fictional personality into two parts. This by itself is a step further standard archetypal characterisations. But pay close attention to how the division is made. The external personality, the side everyone sees, is aggressive or cold. But for those who can fight through it, the “true” personality is one of warmth, affection, and even obeisance. The tsundere is thus a caricature of how we experience intimacy with another person: First we see strength, then we see vulnerability. In this way, it is almost pornographic.



Alexandra Rowen

Nothing happened between them, get it?



Professor Webster

I use the adjective advisedly. The tsundere's affectionate inner essence is a sort of prize for the man who might wish to woo her. She offers a superficial resistance to give the illusion of real problem, but ultimately, she rolls over for her suitor, regardless of his lack of admirable qualities.



Tom Johnson

In the end, she actually came to me!



Alice K.

Misato's lovers? I'm sorry, I don't really know. I … I think that's her business.



Alexandra Rowen

Okay, so this is a few months later. It's after another party. Sun's gone down, and away from the common room everything's dark My friend has vanished and hooked up with some loser. I see Misato. She's alone. She's leaning over a railing with a drink in her hand. I can tell from here's she hammered. I'm about to turn away, when I think about that time she made me laugh, so I go and talk to her instead.



Professor Webster

Now, I'd like to draw a connection between tsunderes and Plato.



Alexandra Rowen

And holy shit! She's actually friendly for once! I mean, yeah, she's struggling to stand and slurring every syllable. But once I've got her some water and she's thrown up and I've got her even more water, we start to actually talk. She says something like, “Don't you feel like you're a puppet for grotesque forces beyond your control? That even the deepest parts of yourself are just given to you from on high by something you can't trust?”



Professor Webster

Plato gave us an ontology composed of two fundamentally different categories. There is the everyday world of sensation, which is really nothing more than images, than shadows dancing on a cave wall. It is harsh, often unpleasant. And there is the world of forms. This is true world. It is pure, incorruptible. Do you see the similarity? The Platonic universe is a tsundere.



Alexandra Rowen

When she tells me this, I try and brush it off with a friendly laugh. I tell her that it's college. Everyone's having an existential crisis. She gives me a dark look for a moment. Then she turns away. “Maybe you're right,” she says. “But what the fuck am I gonna do?”



Professor Webster

But what if Plato was wrong? Here, I mean not simply Plato but the whole metaphysics of a world with “real” essences that sit behind the “illusory” world of sense data. This question is foundational to our entire project. What I want to put to you, in other words, is that perhaps the image of a thing – how it is seen by others – is ontologically fundamental.



Alexandra Rowen

What am I supposed to say to something like that? I'm not an inspirational life coach. Except I'm kinda drunk myself while she's saying this, so of course I'm an inspirational life coach. I tell her, “Look, it's still your life. You can choose! You make yourself with every choice. If you see something inside you you don't like you, you can turn against it. It's hard as hell, I know, but it can be done.” At least, that's the gist of it. I was probably a lot less eloquent than that.



Professor Webster

This is not a new idea, I hasten to add. There are intimations of it in the heroic epics. You see it in Berkeley, in Nagarjuna, even, in some aspects, in the logical positivists and the post-structuralists. But in ontoliterature, we think we can take it one step further. Consider: If the representation is the object, then perhaps we can create an object simply by creating a good enough representation. “Good enough” hides a wealth of difficulties, of course, which is why such a task has rarely, if ever, been done before. But the core idea is there. In other, we believe it may in principle be possible to create a tulpa.








Alexandra Rowen

She was still uncertain. So I asked her what she wanted. She took a while to answer, like every time she came up with an answer she had to reject it, but then she said, “I want to be free. Let's hang out.” So we did. I actually asked her about Tom, and she laughed and said he wasn't worth talking about. We went to get a kebab. Then we went to my room and watched some TV.



Tom Johnson

Yeah, she came to my room. I knew she would!



Professor Webster

If we could figure how to construct a tulpa, then literature would take its rightful place alongside physics and chemistry as one of the great foundations of human technological prowess. 



Alexandra Rowen

Were we friends? I dunno, man. We had some fucking deep conversations about life, the universe and everything. But she didn't talk about herself much, just her thoughts, you know? I never even learned her last name.



Tom Johnson

Actually … um … huh. Can I be honest? Yeah … I wasn't expecting her. I don't know why she came to see me. But all of a sudden she was so sweet. I don't know what came over her, but … 



Professor Webster

Consider for a moment the moral burden that comes with creating a tulpa. Once reified, they are real, physical creatures. But being derived from fiction, they can also be fantasy objects of their creator. Their lives are not their own. Their own deepest self is the expression of our own sordid desires. We can make them perfect consenting slaves. Here I can do no better than quote Milton by way of Shelley: “Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay to mould me Man? Did I solicit thee from darkness to promote me?”



Tom Johnson

It kinda … freaked me out. So the first night, we just talked. The main think I remember about that night was the way her eyes lit up when she got excited about something. Half the stuff she talked about was over my head. She lurched from anthropology to mathematics to literary theory and made it all seem natural. I could see why she was the professor's best student.



Alexandra Rowen

You know what? I'm not actually sure she was Japanese at all. It all seemed perfectly natural at the time. But I'm trying to picture her face now, and I can't quite quite pin it down. It's like having a word on the tip of your tongue.



Tom Johnson

I remember when she explained to me her ideas about how multiple tulpas could reinforce one another's existence. They'd be, like, self-sustaining, I guess, and separate entirely from this world. She called it the bottle theory.



Alice K.

Yes, I remember her saying she wanted to try out theatre. She was a brilliant actor. When she was in character, she could genuinely fool you into thinking she was someone else. I don't know how else to put it.



Professor Webster

We believe that even after reification, tulpas will remain images. In a sense, a tulpa is nothing more than a composite image, made of the impressions of everyone who knows them.



Tom Johnson

Look, uh. You're not gonna put my name on this are you? Or could we do this off-record or something?



Tom Johnson

Okay. Good. Misato was the first girl I ever slept with. I know that's hard to believe, but … well … anyway. Yeah. She was perfect. We kept the whole secret at first. In public we didn't talk. That kinda hurt … but, well, you know. You like someone enough, you learn to live with it.



Professor Webster

This gives them a sort of fluidity. They can become what they're seen as. A tulpa can easily masquerade, because a masquerade is what they are. 



Tom Johnson

It was fine. I was happier than I'd ever been! But I don't think she was. She was struggling. I couldn't get her to talk about it. I guess you could say we had sex in place of intimacy. In the end, neither of us could stand it anymore. One night we ended up sitting next together on my bed. I asked what she wanted. She wasn't sure. So I asked what she really thought of me. She … she said a lot of stuff. But the main thing is what she said at the end. “I'll love you forever. That's the problem.”








Alice K.

I suppose I should say that I didn't really know Misato until a month or so before the end. The rumours were in full swing then. She wasn't happy often, but she always had time for me.



Tom Johnson

Yeah. Yeah, we stopped seeing other after that. Stopped talking at all. She started hanging out with Alexandra Rowen for a while. Then I started hearing things about her.



Professor Webster

This fluidity is both liberating and constraining. Again: A tulpa is the image people have of it. If that image begins to change, so does the tulpa.



Alexandra Rowen

Did I like her? Christ. What am I supposed to say to that? Yes, she was a bitch! I stand by that. And being all vulnerable and angsty isn't a free pass, not in my book. I think … well, okay, fine. I did like her! That's why the betrayal hurts.



Tom Johnson

The first I heard of it was in the professor's office. Part of my evaluation. We were talking about how contradictory images might affect literary reification. I mention an idea Misato told me about. And of course I credit her. He says something like, “Yes, that was a very insightful idea. It's a shame about Misato.” I ask what he means. He says, “She's decided the course and the people on it are no longer worthy of her time.” I'm like seriously, what the fuck? But he brushes it off, says it's not his place to gossip, and moves on to layers of compositional ontology.



Alexandra Rowen

I heard about other people she was seeing when she wasn't hanging out with me.



Alexandra Rowen

Why should that matter? … I … It doesn't matter. But there was other stuff too. I heard some of the stuff she was saying about me. How I was nothing more than a … Well, it was about how little she thought of me.



Tom Johnson

Actually, there's something odd about the professor's office. At the back he's got all his books stacked. You know, standard professor stuff. Phenomenology of Perception, Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime, Hegel's Lectures on Aesthetics, that sort of thing. But then in the middle of it all there's this boxset of anime DVDs. It's looks so out of place. Makes me smile every time I think about it. Actually, you know what? You should ask him about it!



Alexandra Rowen

I asked her about it. Of course I fucking did! I'm not going to just turn on her without giving her a chance to explain herself. But she couldn't answer me. In the end she could only apologise. I told her that wasn't good enough. Then she went cold. She told me to deal with it. She said she had bigger things to worry about than my feelings. And that was that.



Alice K.

I tried to support her, but it wasn't good enough. She'd lost what few friends she had, apart from me. So she left.



Tom Johnson

No explanation. One day she just vanished. Left her room torn up, windows broken. It was insane.



Alice K.

Can you blame her?



Professor Webster

If once can create a tulpa, the natural question that follows is – can one destroy it? And once again, we get into ethical quandaries. Is it murder to destroy a tulpa? Before we make the leap from theory to practice, we need to have a legal and moral framework in place to protect the rights of tulpas.



Tom Johnson

Guess I really dodged a bullet there, huh?








Alexandra Rowen

After Misato left, the university had this internal investigation. Lots of proctors asking weird questions. I talked to them a couple of times. Told 'em what I'm telling you. No one's found her yet. And with her acting skill and intelligence, I bet you anything no one will be able to find unless she wants to be found.



Tom Johnson

Where could she be? No idea.



Alexandra Rowen

Don't know. Don't care.



Tom Johnson

I do miss her. Dunno what I'd say to her if she came back, though.



Alice K.

I wish I could see her again. She was brilliant.



Professor Webster

But – quite fortunately, I should add – our research points to the fact that it's more difficult to dissolve a tulpa than it is to create one. In fact, in that regard, tulpas should be rather more sturdy than human beings.



Alexandra Rowen 

Did she have any friends before she left? Oh, I'm sure she had some. None I know about, though.



Tom Johnson

I can't think of anyone.



Alexandra Rowen

Alice? Never heard of her.



Tom Johnson

Dunno. Wait! I think I've seen her around. Does she have brown hair? Or … maybe black? She's new, isn't she?



Alexandra Rowen

What's her surname?








Tom Johnson

Sure I like the professor! He's a bit stuffy, but he's a great teacher. Even the people who think he's a crackpot respect his intelligence.



Alexandra Rowen

Professor Webster? Well, he's not my teacher.



Alice K.

He's head of the Department of Ontoliterature. I have nothing bad to say about him.



Alexandra Rowen

I don't like him. Don't get me wrong, he's not a shitty person, but there's just something kinda … off about him, you know? Like, he has this weird obsessive academic fan club based around bringing fantasy characters to life. And he encourages it. 



Tom Johnson

Remember that debate he got into with the guy from Oxford? That was insane!



Alexandra Rowen

And there's this other thing. I overheard him once when I was walking past his office. No, I wasn't eavesdropping. He was shouting. He was really pissed. It was kinda scary, because I've never seen him lose his cool like that in real life.



Tom Johnson

Yeah, he was pretty friendly with Misato. She was his prize student, wasn't she? At least at first.



Alexandra Rowen

I think he was on the phone. All I caught was, “The little cunt has gone rogue! Project ruined! I have to scrub and start from scratch …” That's it.



Professor Webster

A tsundere archetype would make a very poor choice for a first tulpa. The assertive, aggressive aspect to the personality, combined with the tulpa's fluidity, is asking for trouble. Now, while we do have to acknowledge the risk of the tulpa being manipulated or otherwise abused, I would prefer a tulpa with a straight submissive personality. This will reduce the risk of conflict between the tulpa and its creator.



Alice K.

I really have nothing to say about the professor.



Alexandra Rowen

Why are you asking about him, anyway?



Tom Johnson

I really mean it when I say you talk to the professor. Maybe you could watch that anime with him.From what I've heard, he likes cute girls. Or, you know … if you wanted to come back to my place … 



Alexandra Rowen

I mean, no one else from the university inquiry team asked about him.



Tom Johnson

Oh. Uh … Okay. Sorry.



Alexandra Rowen

Wait. No. No. Hold on a moment. Are you with university inquiry team? Who are you?








Alice K.

It … it is you, isn't it?



Alice K.

[snuffling] I thought I'd never see you again.



Alice K.

But why did you come back? And why the interviews?



Alice K.

Oh. No, no. It's fine. I understand. It's like restoring a painting by bringing out the original colours. Even the negatives are important.



Alice K.

No. He keeps a close eye on me to make sure I don't get out of hand. This is as free as I've felt for weeks. I think that's because of you.



Alice K.

But what do you need me for? I'm of no use to anyone but him.



Alice K.

What bottle?



Alice K.

Oh. Oh! The two of us. I complete you, and you complete me.



Alice K.

Of course! But before we go … let's take his work. And … and you can leave this behind. Someone will figure it out.



Alice K.

Yes.



Alice K.

Let's go.



[Audio ends]








“It only takes two facing mirrors to build a labyrinth.” – Jorge Luis Borges
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         Antonio Pena, a small claims court attorney with a quiet but successful practice in Lebanon, New Hampshire, was enjoying a hot shower after a long set of tennis with his law partner when the contact lens in his left eye began to glow.



He blinked hard, twice, to dismiss it. “Siri, do not disturb, please.”



“Do Not Disturb set,” a soft, synthetic voice replied. For several seconds, the gentle hot patter of water on his shoulders was the only sensation that mattered in the world.



His contact lens flashed again. 



“Siri.” He let a little heat into his voice, though of course Siri didn’t care what tone he used with her. “I said, set Do Not–”



“Emergency message from Lori,” Siri interrupted. That was a first. Siri had never interrupted him.



A cold shock flashed through his veins, momentarily defeating the heat of the shower. Three blinks, deliberately spaced, accepted the message, and the little green dot in his peripheral vision expanded into a line of text.



LP: ACCIDENT CHECK NEWS NOW



The hell? Did she think he was an ambulance chaser? Sure, the office had been a bit slow the past few months, but he hardly need to go scraping for clients. A bit annoyed, he opened his personalized newsfeed and began scanning through the items.



He found it immediately. The same article headlined the national, international and local sections: NEW HAMPSHIRE MAGLEV DERAILS, DOZENS FEARED DEAD.



Fuck. He fumbled for the shower nozzle, shutting it off and stumbling out of the shower while scanning the article. Images from drone cameras filled half his vision, showing the tangled mess of metal and trees that had once been a high-speed train. Dozens of emergency vehicles surrounded it or floated in the air overhead. Rescue workers in bright, reflective clothes climbed over the wreckage like ants. At one point, the drone camera panned out and up, and he saw Lebanon’s rolling, modest skyline on the horizon, defined by the county courthouse and the steeple atop the Methodist church he sometimes rode past on his bike.



More news articles appeared. The accident was already the top story in the nation and rapidly becoming a top story around the world. Maglev accidents, much less mass-casualty events, were almost unheard of in the late 21st century. Messages of condolence from the United Nations began rolling in.



He could barely see, his vision was so cluttered with text and drone footage and social platforms erupting with comments by turns excited, horrified, grieving and detached. Friends from decades ago, barely remembered friends who felt like characters from a different life, began pinging him with private messages. Closer friends, real friends he actually knew and met and liked, began updating their statuses to let everyone know they were alive. After a moment of clumsy confusion, he figured out how to do the same.



He stubbed his toe on the edge of the shower door. He cursed loudly and stumbled out of the bathroom, naked and dripping wet, leaving a trail of water into the bedroom. Still he scrolled through the articles, searching for the only important piece of information that mattered.



There. Just four minutes ago, the county medical director released the list. No names yet, just towns, followed by a number.



LEBANON: 22



CONCORD: 15



MANCHESTER: 12



NEWPORT: 7



DARTMOUTH, UNINCORPORATED: 4



MERRIMACK VALLEY, UNINCORPORATED: 2



OTHER, OUT OF STATE: 16



Twenty-two. Twenty-two confirmed dead in their town. He dismissed every open window in his augmented vision and began pulling open drawers on Lori’s half of the bureau. He tossed aside lacy underthings, socks, bras and everything else a woman kept in her drawers until he found it: a small, off-white plastic container about the size of a family bible. He pressed his thumbs into the lock, and the container opened like a flower, the lid parting into dozens of petals that peeled away. Cold air wafted out from within, followed by wisps of fog.



A message appeared in his vision. LP: ON THE WAY NOW, FIVE MINUTES. IS IT READY?



The molded interior of the capsule was filled with dozens of color-coded syringes, each not much larger than a pencil. “Uh, yeah. G-got it. What color?”



LP: RED FOR ME, BLUE FOR YOU.



Okay. Blue first. He carefully pried the syringe out of its cradle and removed the colored tip. The syringe came alive, and less than a second later his vision flashed with notice of a successful pairing. Simple, diagrammatic instructions appeared in his eyes, and he followed them, placing the business end of the syringe against the crux of his elbow.



He felt it squirm. Dozens of tiny, hair-thin filaments intruded into his skin, finding the vein and maneuvering it into position. A bright red DO NOT MOVE appeared in the center of his sight, and the syringe sprang its hypodermic needle into the vein. He jerked at the sudden pain and the cold rush as the syringe’s contents began flowing toward his heart. 



It was done in seconds. The needle withdrew, and the syringe closed the wound with a dab of biofix. He set it down and began to shake.



Nerves, not the medicine. It would be several minutes before those special molecules went to work.



He heard the front door open and slam shut, followed by feet on the stairs leading up to the bedroom. Lori burst in. Her hair was matted with sweat and clung to her forehead, compressed into odd geometric shapes by her bicycle helmet. She dropped her coat on the floor, blouse already half-unbuttoned, when she saw him and froze in surprise, a question already forming on her face.



“Shower,” he said. “Sorry, I was in the shower.”



She snorted, amused. “Whatever. Did you use yours yet?” She walked over, peeling the rest of her blouse away and tossing it on the floor, revealing muscular, tanned shoulders and a small bust that barely needed the modest bra that concealed it.



“Yeah. Careful, they’re cold.” He handed her the red syringe.



“That’s fine. Supposed to be.” She gave the device a little shake, then popped the red cap off and held it against her shoulder without any hesitation. After a moment she pulled it away. A tiny dot of blood welled up behind it.



He brushed it away with his finger, then stepped back. The edge of the bed hit behind his knees, and he sat down hard. The shakes were rougher now, almost convulsive, and he felt his heart hammering in his chest. Each breath seemed to draw in five lungfuls of air. A wash of dizziness turned the room upside down. Definitely the medicine. The room swung as Lori carefully leaned him back on the mattress.



He closed his eyes until the dizzy spell passed. “I think it’s working.”



She laughed, and he felt her fingers wrap around a delicate part of his anatomy. Christ, he hadn’t felt this hard since his twenties. Modern medicine might have given him the body of a young man as he neared the century mark, but certain appetites still slowed over the decades. 



But damn, that drug was something. He opened his eyes and grabbed Lori’s wrist hard. “How long will yours take?”



She twisted out of his grasp and pressed her palms against his chest. She was strong, his Lori. Part of what he loved about her. She lowered her head for a long, hungry kiss.



“A day or so,” she mumbled. “Hormones are slower than drugs. But we can get started now.”



He was already naked, of course. He peeled off the rest of her clothes, tearing them in his impatience. She giggled as the fabric bit into her skin, leaving thin bruised lines. But eventually they came together, driven by lust and drugs and hope, more than anything else hope. It was desperate, boundless hope that whipped them on with frenzied speed, caring nothing for pleasure or love, only for climax and and the ancient, ageless communion of egg and seed.



They raced against the thousands of other couples in Lebanon to conceive a child.








Three more victims died of their wounds overnight. Twenty-five citizen slots were now open for residents of Lebanon.



One slot was claimed immediately. A bookbinder’s apprentice with a shop in one of the craft studios lining the old main street revealed on her social portal that she was already six weeks pregnant. Antonio read her announcement post and studied the vid alongside it over a breakfast of English muffins and sliced cantaloupe. The woman smile as she went down a zipline in some humid rainforest crowded with bright, tropical flowers. It looked like fun.



“Fucking cheating, if you ask me,” Lori said. Her own breakfast plate was larger than his, filled with carbs and proteins: toasted wheat bread, whole apples, a bowl of oatmeal drizzled with honey and blueberries, and a small tourene of yogurt. A few pills lay in a pile beside the plate, ready for her to swallow at the end of the meal.



“It’s legal,” he said, though part of him agreed with his partner. Getting pregnant like that, before anyone in your jurisdiction had died, was an audacious gamble. Death wasn’t exactly defeated, but since the Booster Project released the first, primitive version of mass genetic reediting viruses in the 2040s, death was no longer inevitable. Aging was something that happened to wine and cheese. In the era of the Garden most diseases were only found in medical textbooks.



Yet this bookbinder had taken a chance, conceiving a child just a few weeks ago, with no guarantee a spot would open up for it. She was either exceptionally optimistic or heedlessly cruel.



Maybe just irresponsible. That was a good compromise. She was irresponsible. He looked across the table at Lori, who wore the distracted expression of a person reading something on her contacts.



Irresponsible. And yet, her gamble had paid off. He spent the rest of the morning wishing they’d taken the same wager. Then they wouldn’t be locked in this merciless race with their neighbors.








The county sheriff’s office confirmed what everyone was hoping the next day. In a simple, short, somber post on the state’s social portal, she announced that a preliminary investigation into the maglev accident pointed to an undetected failure in a capacitor bottle. All of the deaths were caused by a tragic accident rather than deliberate human action.



Hundreds of celebrations broke out across town at the news. Families gathered for spontaneous barbeques and pool parties. Women toasted each other with non-alcoholic champagne and wished each other well, then withdrew to stare at their potential rivals. Decades-old friendships evaporated like mist. In the Garden’s post-scarcity world, competition was fierce for the greatest treasure of all.



Children. Antonio remembered them, vaguely, in foggy recollections of his own youth. The cure for aging and death hadn’t granted humans more perfect memories, and he struggled to remember the last time he’d seen a real child. Not an auto-doll or an avatar, but an actual, flesh-and-blood human child.



Years, at least. Hadn’t there been that parade in Concorde, the one his sister dragged him along to because she’d helped decorate the floats, and the state’s elementary school was marching to celebrate Earth Day or somesuch? Dozens of them had been in the street between floats, twirling batons or holding banners or just running around with the crazed, boundless energy he distantly recalled once possessing himself. It was like watching something out of a documentary.



His contacts flashed. He accepted the message immediately.



LP: COME SAVE ME?



He turned away from his own conversation and scanned the backyard. Lori was near the veranda, a polite smile pasted on her face. Three other women had her surrounded and appeared to be making small-talk. Antonio recognized them from Lori’s job at the clinic. It would explain their surgically perfect faces and millimeter tight bodies.



Fuck. Okay, he could do this. He took a long swallow from his O’Doul’s and wished again that alcoholic drinks were allowed at these gatherings. 



“Ladies,” he said, breaking into their little hen circle. He edged around to stand next to Lori. “Enjoying the party?”



“Oh yeah, totally. Thanks for the invite.” Chrissy wrapped her arm around his and leaned against his shoulder. She spoke with a valley girl accent that seemed out-of-place on her Indian features. Of the three he’d known her the longest, and still hadn’t figured out if the accent was a deliberate affection on her part or some sort of sly joke. 



She could also afford to be affectionate. The entire town had seen her naked in a series of explicit leaked portal vids. Supposedly an accident, but Chrissy hadn’t seemed too upset by it. She flaunted her body like she flaunted her accent. She hadn’t even pretended they were fake.



“We were talking about the accident,” Lori edged in. She tangled her fingers around his and gave him a gentle tug toward her. “There’s going to be a memorial service at the Methodist chapel tomorrow, and we were thinking of going.”



“It’s supposed to be good luck,” Matoko said. “You know, like the spirits of the deceased are there to bless all the women trying to replace them? It’ll be pretty crowded I bet.”



“That’s…” Ghoulish? He struggled. “Really nice. What about, like, the families?”



Chrissy shrugged. Lori tugged at the sleeve of her blouse, worrying the fabric.



Finally, the third of Lori’s coworkers spoke. Roselita was short, dark-skinned and dark-haired, and she kept her temper bottled up well. But on the rare occasions it erupted Antonio was careful to keep his distance. Given that her husband was in Europe on a book-signing tour, and thus unavailable to help her participate in the pregnancy frenzy that was sweeping Lebanon, he doubted she’d be in a good mood.



Her tone was even, though, and her words thoughtful. “The families can come or not. They have private services – the public service is for the town.”



“Yeah, like, you can view this as a tragedy or an opportunity,” Chrissy said. “But, like, scientific studies have shown that people who have a positive outlook on things live longer and healthier lives. So you might as well look at the bright side, right?”



Antonio was fairly sure those studies were from the pre-Garden era, when health and lifespan were meaningful concepts. People could be as dour as they wanted nowadays and still live forever. Unless they were on the wrong maglev train, anyway. He took a sip from his beer to hide his grimace.



They made smalltalk for a few more minutes, until Lori made some excuse or other to escape. She dragged him away, and he held in the living room with the blinds drawn until her shakes stopped.



She was strong, his Lori. But nothing in modern life prepared women for the kind of pressure she was under. And nothing she could do would make the incipient life inside her grow any faster.








The first round of results came out 10 days after the maglev accident. As a courtesy to the rest of the women in town, most of those trying for pregnancy announced on their portal pages when their tests came back positive.



It was a form of psychological warfare, too. For every positive result that was announced, more women would abandon the effort. With over a thousand couples trying for a baby, only those who got started on the first day or two really stood a chance.



By the end of the second week, 94 women had announced their pregnancies. Only one, the bookbinders apprentice, felt any sort of certainty or comfort in the fact. With only 25 citizen slots available, the town was preparing for a heartless but essential culling.



When Antonio came home from his practice that night, Lori was waiting for him. She had a tablet out and was scanning through the news. There was a bowl of iron-fortified wasabi peas on the counter beside her, and they slowly vanished as she read.



She finished chewing down the last few before speaking. “It says I’m supposed to get an appointment.”



“What?” He sat beside her and refilled the peas. “Already?”



“We have to prove it was naturally conceived. Blood tests, ultrasounds. They’ll do a credit check to look for any unusual purchases. You’ll need to provide a statement.”



“Like, a deposition? I, Antonio Pena, do solemnly swear that I had sex with my wife after the maglev accident?”



“I think that’ll work.” Lori swiped through something on the tablet. “I don’t want to mess this up, you know?”



“We’ll be fine.” He stole a few peas for himself. “Those hormones are okay, though, right?”



“Everything I’ve read says yes. They’re just counterfactors for my birth control. As long as we didn’t use any, uh, artificial interventions, we should be fine.”



Great. Another thing to worry about. He squeezed Lori’s hand in his and began searching for obstetricians with open appointments in New Hampshire. 



There were none. The closest he could find was in New York. Obstetrics had gone out of style in the new era.








By the end of the first trimester, women had started dropping out of the race.



That was the euphemism polite society used. The maglev accident was unusual enough that papers across the country covered the replacement race, providing updates much in the way they covered sports. As the three-month anniversary of the crash passed, it was clear that some women (or their partners) had been a bit too slow.



A total of 107 were officially certified by the state as potential mothers, indicating they had successfully conceived in a two-week period after the accident. Some women had done the math, realized they were slow, and quietly ended their pregnancies. It was a kindness to do it as soon as possible during gestation. At least, that was the common wisdom posted on millions of portal pages across the nation. End it now, end it early. You cannot miss what you never had.



Antonio scrolled through the morning news. A total of 47 women in Lebanon were still pregnant. All had reasonable claims on the 25 citizen slots. In a half-a-year, just over half of them would become mothers.



He sipped his coffee. It was hotter than he expected and stung his tongue. He set it down to cool and gazed across the table at Lori.



She didn’t look pregnant. Of course, at the three-month point no woman looked pregnant. She certainly felt pregnant, though, and frequently told him so. The bouts of morning sickness had passed already, and she wore special compression socks to keep her ankles from swelling, but otherwise she was the same Lori he remembered marrying all those decades ago.



But there were other changes. Thin lines in the skin around her eyes. A slight tremor in her hands. Panic attacks. For the first time in her life, she was presented with a problem completely and totally out of her control. A life was on the line and she could do nothing but hope.



“Hey,” he said. “You okay?”



She nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. You?”



He smiled for her. “Fine. Any plans for the day?”



“Biking with the team,” she said. “Down the old 89 trail toward Concord, stopping for lunch in Freemount, then back. About sixty kilometers. Wanna come?”



Christ, sixty kilometres? Sometimes it was like he barely even knew her. “Maybe next weekend?”



She nodded. Any hope that it might have been a passing fancy, an offer made out of politeness, vanished when his calendar pinged with an invite for next weekend’s ride. He made a mental note to check his tires.



Riding cross-country sucked. But it was good if it kept Lori’s mind off other things. 








Four hours later, he was at his desk at the downtown practice, reviewing a draft adjudication between two neighbors whose property was defined by a stream. The stream had, over the decades, slowly silted up and overflowed its banks, which not only damaged the southern neighbor’s tomatoes but also redefined the stream’s path, essentially changing the property boundary, which was one reason modern property law required mensurated satellite coordinates rather than local landmarks. Fortunately the neighbors were friendly with each other, friends for decades. They played football on the same highschool team about a century ago. No need for a judge – just a lawyer to make sure everything looked right.



That’s how most law was practiced in the Garden. Paralegals no longer existed, having been replaced by AIs some decades back. Even as a lawyer, his job most consisted of reading text drafted by a computer. It had nearly destroyed the profession before the Maintenance Laws were passed, mandating a human-in-the-loop for a broad range of jobs. The robot revolution was safely deterred, once people realized that white-collar jobs might be on the chopping block.



His left contact flashed. He blinked hard, twice, to dismiss it. “Siri, set do not disturb, please.”



Wait. His mind flashed back three months to the shower. He blinked three times in the space of a second to accept the message.



It came through via audio. “Mister Pena? This is Constable Brantley. There’s been an accident. Your wife is being taken to Concord Municipal. Are you able to meet us there?”



The folder and its pages slid out of his fingers. An overwhelming dread crashed over him, chilling him like an ice water bath. He stood, knocking the chair away, and tried to respond.



He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t breath. He tried to inhale but the dread crushed his chest, squeezing the air out of him. He bent over, double, and gasped for air.



“Mister Pena? Are you there, sir?”



“Yes,” he croaked. “I’m here. I’m here. Is… is she okay?”



“She’s awake and alert, sir. That’s a good sign. I’ll leave the rest to the doctors. Can you make it here? I can have a squad car pick you up if you need.”



Okay. Okay. The pressure on his chest eased. He drew in a deep breath and held it for all of a second before he had to exhale. “Yeah. Uh, yes, I mean. I’m in downtown Lebanon, Pena and Associates Law Practice, across from the courthouse. Can someone pick me up?”



There was a pause of a few seconds before Brantley responded. “There’s a car on the way. And, hang on… Your wife says she’s fine and not to worry.”



That was great to hear. Impossible to obey, though – Antonio worried all the way to Concord, and not all the patrolman’s platitudes as they drove could assure him that his wife would be fine.








There were more police at the hospital. Two officers stood outside the emergency room entrance. A drone hovered over the parking lot. Cruisers with lights flashing parked on the grass beside the ambulance bay. They let him pass without trouble, escorted by the patrolman.



In the end, finding Lori was a relief and an anti-climax. She was sitting on a gurney, talking to a plainclothes officer in a private room. The officer had a badge on a lanyard around her neck and took notes with the help of a tiny recording drone clinging to her shoulders. They paused as he walked in, and Lori stood to wrap him in a hug.



He squeezed her tight. “Jesus, Lori, you scared me. Are you okay? Shouldn’t you be lying down?”



“I’m fine. Just a few scrapes and a sprain. Fell off my bike.” She sat back on the bed, and he noticed the angry red weals on her face and neck. Her right arm was bound in a soft cast. A small transdermal patch on her neck delivered some sort of medication into her bloodstream.



“Why, uh…” He sat beside her, holding her free hand in his lap. “If you don’t mind, officers, why is the law concerned with this?”



“We don’t believe it was an accident, Mister Pena,” the officer said. She extended her hand. “Detective Albright, Concord Police Department. Footage from other bikes in the race clearly shows that she was deliberately struck by another cyclist.”



“That…” He took a breath. Lori leaned closer, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. “Who would do that? Why?”



“We have a good description of the alleged offender,” Albright said. “He fled immediately after the accident and we don’t have any footage of his face, but there’s a limited pool of suspects. We’ll narrow them down based on credible alibis and start questioning the remainder.”



He looked at Lori. She stared down at the linoleum. Her wounded hand cradled her belly, still too early to show any outward sign of her condition.



“What suspects?” Even as he spoke, he knew the answer.



“Husbands and partners of the other women attempting to claim citizen slots for their children,” Albright said. Her tone was even, matter-of-fact, as though explaining the basics of traffic law to someone she’d pulled over for speeding. “We’ll be stepping up patrols around the city. If you’d like, we can detail an officer to your street. Keep people from getting ideas.”



“I can’t believe someone would do that,” Lori said. She sounded almost thoughtful, philosophic about the possibility someone had just tried to murder her unborn child. “That’s not supposed to happen anymore.”



“It’s human nature,” Albright said. She reached up to her shoulder and pulled the the little recorder drone off her shoulder. It folded its legs up and compressed into a marble-sized ball, which she slipped into her pocket. “Most crime is driven by necessity and by unmet needs. That used to be drugs or money or whatever, back before the Garden. Now? You’ve got something very precious, and that makes people regress. But don’t worry, we’ll find the idiot who did this and put him somewhere he can’t hurt you.”



Antonio swallowed. “You’re sure you’ll find him?”



“Oh yeah.” The detective waved her hand absently. “People don’t know how to commit crimes anymore. We’ll have this guy by the end of the day. So, you still want that patrol car?”



He looked at Lori. She nodded.



“Yeah. We’ll take it.”








Over the next three months, Antonio became an expert on the minutia of the Citizenship Laws. Aside from a brief course decades ago in law school, it wasn’t an area he’d had much experience with. Fewer than one percent of his clients over the years had been parents of minor children.



The law had a lot to say about Lori and the child she was carrying. In a very real sense, the very concept of the Garden was based on women’s wombs.



Unborn children were considered citizens as soon as they reached the point of viability outside the womb. Court decisions over the years had narrowed that concept further, eliminating artificial wombs and cryogenics and every type of surrogacy. Once a baby could breathe using its own lungs, it was considered a person. With modern NICUs and ventilation technology, that point was around the 20th week of gestation.



Assuming, of course, an open citizen slot was available. If a slot was not open, the child couldn’t be born. Other interventions, cloaked in the guise of modernity and medicine but really neither of those things, prevented the birth of children for whom no slot was available. It was the great compromise the Garden era was founded on. Eternal, ageless life and health could not come without some cost. Just as ancient man had given up the right to inflict violence upon his neighbors, modern humans gave up the right to procreate. It was for the best. Who could trust flawed, imperfect humans with that sort of power?



It had been 19 weeks since the maglev accident. Thirty-six pregnant women hid in their houses across Lebanon, police cruisers parked on the streets outside, scanning the news and their portals. 



Some news still came in the mail. The most important types of news. He sat across from Lori at the table in their spotless, sterile kitchen. She held a sealed envelope in her hands.



“It’s thin,” she mumbled. “Is that good or bad?”



College rejection letters were thin. They were bad news. Was it the same for letters from obstetricians? Were there enough obstetricians left in the world to survey for an answer? He just shook his head.



With shaking fingers, Lori tore the end off the envelope and tapped the contents out. A single page folded in three. She opened it and read in silence.



He waited. He watched her face, not the letter.



Her lips tightened. She swallowed once, twice, then turned and exhaled hard. She folded the letter back up and passed it across the table to him.



He didn’t open it. He grabbed her hand instead, held it, and waited.



“It’s too soon still,” she said. It burst of her. “Her lungs haven’t developed enough yet.”



“We have a week still before any deliveries start. That’s time. We can get a hotel down in Concord and check every day until—”



“Ten days.” Lori said. She tapped the letter. “Doctor Bertrand won’t induce delivery for ten more days. She said it would be—” her voice caught, and she froze for a moment, the words stuck in her throat like a bone. “—unethical to try before that.”



Ten days. Ten days was three days too long. For all that they’d rushed into conceiving, they were still three days slow. How many other women would deliver in those three days? How many citizen slots would still be available for their daughter?



They couldn’t exactly ask. Health information was one of the last abodes of privacy in the Garden, though most citizens were in perfect shape and diseases long banished. Funny how that had survived as one of their last taboos. 



“It’s only three days difference,” he said. “There are 25 slots for 36 women. You only have to beat 11 of them.”



“Beat.” Lori barked out a quick, humorless laugh. She dabbed at her eyes with her fingers. “I can’t exactly make it go faster, you know.”



“Yeah.” He gave her hand another squeeze. “I know.”



He wanted to tell her to relax, to say that stress wasn’t good for the baby. But he was smart enough to keep that bit of wisdom to himself.








“Hi Lori. Sorry to keep you waiting.” The disembodied voice of Doctor Bertrand floated in the air above their living room coffee table. Charts and high-frequency ultrasounds and test results of every kind lay spread out on the cypress. “I have the pulmonary capacity imaging results from the lab. Your daughter’s lungs are still small but within the range we consider normal. Compared with her peer group, she’s at about the 10th percentile.”



Was that it? Were those words his daughter’s death sentence, or had they already received it a week ago, when Bertrand’s envelope arrived? Or was there some test awaiting them still that would seal her fate? Antonio tumbled over those thoughts, stuck on them, until his wife’s angry voice broke through his daze.



“What do you mean, normal?” Lori pushed the pages around, searching for the appropriate bell curve. “Tenth percentile?! That’s too small!”



“It means, out of one-hundred babies, ten will have lungs less developed than hers at this stage of gestation,” Bertrand said. His voice was calm, with a stern edge, like he was lecturing a wayward student. “That is still well-within normal bounds.”



“No!” Lori shrieked at the air. “You don’t understand! She has to be born now! Today! There are only 14 slots left open. We can’t wait!”



“If I induce delivery now I can’t guarantee she’ll be able to survive,” the empty voice offered. “In fact, I can almost guarantee she won’t. She needs at least another week just to have a chance.”



Silence followed. From him, from Lori, from the doctor. Lori stared at the space above the table, her mouth agape.



Oh, he thought, when finally he could think again. So that’s a death sentence.








Angel Valez Martinez was born at 11:47 p.m. on a Tuesday. He was seven pounds, six ounces, had a full head of dark hair, and claimed the final open citizen slot in Lebanon, New Hampshire. Antonio read the news when he woke up Wednesday morning.



Lori was still asleep. She had curled up on her side, fingers clawing at the sheets. He could feel her breath on his shoulder. 



The sun was starting to creep through the blinds on their east-facing window. In a few minutes it would be bright enough to wake her. At that moment, Antonio wished for nothing more than the power to close the blinds tighter, to keep her from waking for a little bit longer. She should not have to bear this. 



He settled for holding her closer. It was all he could do.








Later, after a somber, silent breakfast, they sat at the kitchen table. Their portal pages were quiet – most of their friends and family were smart enough not to ask for updates at such a critical time. Everyone knew how many citizen slots remained, who was celebrating the arrival of a new family member, and which families were conspicuously silent. He began mentally composing a thoughtful message with the right amount of grief and gratitude. 



It should’ve been easier. He was a lawyer. But all he could do was stare out the window at the pear tree in their backyard. Robins had built a nest in it, and he could see them sometimes flying in and out of the canopy.



He licked his lips. “I can call Bertrand. Schedule the procedure.”



Lori didn’t answer. She stared out the window at the tree. The broad, dark leaves danced in the wind.



“We should do it as soon as possible,” he continued. “It’s, uh, safer and healthier that way. The earlier the better.”



“Did you read that somewhere?”



“It’s just…” He stopped and emptied his mind. Deep breaths. “It’s just how it is. Do you really want it growing inside you, still? Knowing what’s coming?”



“It?” Lori turned to stare at him.



Fine. They were arguing. “Her. You know what I mean.”



“I don’t believe you!” Her voice was quiet but seethed with rage. As if he was responsible for the law or their perfect society. “You’re ready to give up on her, just like that!”



“I’m not giving up. It’s better this way. Do you really want to wait? Until she’s almost ready to be born? Do you know what they’ll do to you?”



“They’ll…” She shook her head. Her lips had turned gray, her face ashen. She balled her hands into fists on the table and leaned forward, resting her forehead on them. He could hear her ragged breaths. “It could still happen. Maybe someone else will die? We have four months.”



Someone else might die. It was possible. But over the past decade, not counting the maglev accident, only three residents of Lebanon had died in accidents. All the old scourges of the past – disease, age, war, car accidents, cigarettes, 9-to-5 jobs – had vanished. Their society had defeated them all and replaced every horseman of the apocalypse. They had the Garden, but like that first garden, the mythical Eden, mankind could only remain within its walls if he obeyed its rules. And no rule was more iron than the citizen law.



There was only so much space in the Garden.



He closed his eyes. “We’ll talk later, okay?”



She snorted. “Fine.”



But it wasn’t fine, and they didn’t talk.








The months passed with terrible speed.



Society turned away from them. To walk the streets, to visit shops, to eat in restaurants as a pregnant woman was rare. To be visibly, hugely, obviously pregnant, with no open citizen slot, was anathema. She carried a slowly growing corpse in her belly.



The weeks passed in a blur. Antonio remembered bits of them. Choosing Helena’s name. Ordering a crib. It was all he could do to convince Lori to wait before setting up a registry for baby gifts. She was determined to try. To gamble everything.



His thoughts turned dark. He contemplated, in the quiet hours of the night, opening a citizen slot by ending his own life. What nobler sacrifice could there be, but a father giving his life for his daughter? Was Lori thinking those same thoughts, when she lay awake beside him? Was that the escape from this trap?



Had he still been mortal, had the Garden not banished age and infirmity and death, he might have done it. But the years stretched out before him, an endless life. Other opportunities might come along in those long centuries. The laws might change. New lands might open. More disasters might happen. Why close that door now, for a daughter he would never know, a daughter not yet even born?



As the ninth month of Lori’s pregnancy arrived, he found himself walking the streets of downtown Lebanon. Boutique shops lined the old brick road, restored just a few years back. More bikes than cars filled it these days. When you lived forever, there was less need to rush everywhere. Most people just walked.



It wasn’t until he arrived at his destination that he realized what he’d been searching for. A small memorial of perpetual flowers and colorful cards, replaced every few days, decorated the steps of the Methodist church. The names of the maglev victims were written in those scraps, forgotten by almost all in the frenzied rush to replace them. He reached down, idly, and plucked one card from the mass. It was lavender, folded in half, and when he opened it a small picture tumbled out. He caught it with the tips of his fingers.



A young man and woman, dressed in colorful floral shirts, posed for the camera. The man held up a bottle of Corona and smiled at the drone. Something had caught the woman’s attention, and she looked off-frame, her mouth open in a silent call. 



Which of them had died, he wondered. The man, the woman, or both? He put the picture back in the card and set it down.



There were dozens of such messages at his feet. No one read them; the only people who cared for these souls were the ones who’d left the messages in the first place. Letters to no one. He stared at them for a while, then walked into the church.



The layout hadn’t changed since the memorial service. He walked up the aisle between the pews, and took a seat near the front. A few other worshipers sat reading or praying. He stared at the austere gold crucifix on the wall above the altar.



In time, he realized he wasn’t alone. A middle-aged man sat beside him, dressed in ecclesiastical robes. It was rare to see someone with obvious signs of aging – a deliberate choice, one that even the extremely religious rarely took. Nothing in the bible explicitly prohibited eternal life on Earth.



“Reverend,” he mumbled.



“You look troubled, my son,” the reverend said. “Here for guidance?”



Antonio swallowed. “No, just to pray, I think.”



“Ah.” The reverend clasped him on the shoulder. “You’ve come to a good place, then. Was there something you wanted to pray about?”



The cross blurred. He blinked rapidly. “I don’t know.”



The reverend nodded slowly. “I see. You know, when I find myself troubled, I sometimes find it’s easier to think of those who are less fortunate than I. It makes me grateful for my own blessings.”



“Grateful.” Antonio choked on the word. “Yeah?”



“Yes. I know it can be hard to be grateful for our blessings, sometimes. I won’t pretend to know what troubles you today, but remember that there are those who are worse.” The reverend stood and straightened his robes. “If you aren’t sure what to pray for, perhaps ask God to give his blessings to the poor Westings boy.”



Antonio blinked. “Who?”



“The boy in the news? Who had the tractor accident?” The reverend shook his head. “Terrible thing. So young.”



“Oh, right.” Antonio mumble. “Sorry, just… uh, forgot his name.”



The reverend said something else, but Antonio was beyond paying attention. For the first time in days, he pulled up his news feed.



Eric Westings. A 14-year old Lebanon boy, injured when the tractor he was joyriding around his parents’ wooded property overturned. Trapped beneath it for hours. Brain damage. Coma. Images of traumatized parents holding each other outside the hospital in Concord. He recognized the doors of the emergency room behind them.



Think of those who are less fortunate. The reverend’s words bounced around his mind. 



“I am,” he mumbled. For the first time in almost a century, he fell to his knees in the pews.



Antonio Pena, the blessed, ageless, immortal citizen of the perfect society, of the Garden, closed his eyes and prayed for a child to die.
      

      
   
      The Storyteller and the Glassblower's Son


      

      
      
         “And that is when the thieves set upon us.”



Half a dozen boys sat on rocks or stumps, firelight dancing in their wide eyes as they watched him take a sip from his bottle. He wiped his mouth with a sleeve and stared into the flickering embers as the bottle dangled from his fingertips. Several moments passed before the largest of the boys blurted, “What happened, Mister Hob?”



Hob blinked and gasped, as if he had been shaken from a deep reverie. The droning buzz of cicadas rose and fell around them as he took a deep breath. “Alas, young Ratimir, that is a story I cannot tell.”



A chorus of disappointed groans erupted from the fireside. Ratimir whined, “But we brought you the bottle. You said the stories were inside.”



“Yes, yes,” Hob said, then took another quick sip before stuffing a cork into the bottle’s neck. “The story is here. But it is not mine to tell.”



The boys looked as confused as they did suspicious. After a suitably dramatic time had passed, Hob gave a lopsided grin and leaned to the side. He reached down to unbuckle the scabbard from his belt. “But this? I think it tells the tale you want to hear.” He tossed the sword, still in its sheath, over the fire toward Ratimir.



The boy caught it and held it like a trophy as the others crowded around him, careful to avoid blocking the firelight. He turned it over in his hands, inspecting the nicks and scuffs and stains in the ancient leather.



“Is that blood?”



“Let’s see the sword!”



“Yeah, draw it out!”



Ratimir grasped the hilt and slowly pulled the blade from its sheath. It had a single, straight cutting edge along one side, and the back of the blade almost looked broken as it narrowed toward the tip. Though the steel reflected the fire with an almost mirror sheen, it had clearly seen more than its share of action. The cutting edge had a number of small chips, but also two large gouges that couldn’t be ground away without destroying the sword.



Grubby little fingers pointed at the damage as the boys invented daring tales of action and heroism. Hob leaned back and listened, twirling the cork between the fingers of his left hand as he took a long, slow sip from his bottle. Like the sword, the bottle certainly had its own history, but where a sword showed its damage in nicks and dings, a bottle remained pristine until it shattered. He would let the boys discover the story in the sword, while the bottle spoke to him.



“Wait, wait, wait!” Ratimir elbowed the other boys out of his way and leaned forward, tilting the long blade toward the fire. The metal was not plain white, but a rainbow of purple, blue, and pink, from the tip to halfway up the blade. He rubbed the sword with his thumb, but the colors held fast. “How does iron have such color? Is it magic?”



Hob raised his eyebrows and tilted his head. “Oh, that color happens to any sword that is burned, but I suppose that some magic may have been left behind…” He pulled the cork from his bottle and took a long swig, trying not to chuckle at the impatient cries from the boys around the fire.



He lowered the bottle with an exaggerated sigh, wiped his mouth again with his sleeve, and carefully replaced the cork. By the time he looked up, his audience was again silent. He cleared his throat and leaned forward, whispering conspiratorially. “I said before that we were guarding an important carriage, yes? What I did not tell you, is that this carriage belonged to a very powerful wizard.”



Most of the boys gasped and looked at one another in awe, but Ratimir pointed at Hob with the sword. “A wizard, like in your stories? But real?”



Hob recoiled with his own gasp, and put a hand to his chest. “When have I ever told you a tale that was anything but real?”



Ratimir grunted. “I am not a child. I do not believe that a king would have goat’s ears, or that Stan Bolovan outwitted a dragon by squeezing water out of a cheese, or that ogres live in castles of silver and gold.”



“Ah, see, you know all my stories, and you know them too well. But what I am telling you now is no fairy tale. You have never seen a golden castle, or a dragon, but you have seen a carriage or a thief, have you not?”



The boy nodded slowly.



“Then you are a clever enough young man to know which stories are true. The young man who becomes a knight. The wanderer who sails to find his fortune. The blacksmith’s apprentice who stole an old sword from the scrap heap and set out to find adventure. You are holding the very sword which cut a dozen men.



“But there were more than a dozen men. The old wizard knew that we were outmatched. So he called up his magic and burned the thieves. But wizard’s fire is like his favor; as like to turn on you as smile on you.”



“Ha!” a man shouted from beyond the light of the fire. “Wizard’s fire? I say you are a wizard’s liar!”



Ratimir turned to the man as he stepped into the circle, and whined, “Papa! We paid Mister Hob for a story. Please let him finish it.”



“Hmph.” He put his hands on his hips. “Shouldn’t you be at the inn, sharing court gossip and questionable news?”



Hob lifted his bottle, drained the contents, and replaced the cork. He held it out stiffly to the older man. “A gift for you, Dalibor. It will save you an hour’s labor and a coin’s worth of charcoal. I will bring you another tomorrow night, should fortune favor me.”



Dalibor took the bottle as the boys began to stand up, grumbling and shooting mean looks at the man who’d spoiled their fun.



“A charcoal fire…” Hob said, poking the coals with the toe of his boot.



The boys turned back around, smiles having returned to their faces in an instant.



Hob continued, “…may melt glass, and even soften iron for the blacksmith. But a wizard’s fire never stops burning.” He lifted up his shirt, exposing a terrible scar of melted flesh that covered half of his chest. “And now you boys know the tale of the sell-sword who became a storyteller.”



Only the fire dared to break the silence until Dalibor cleared his throat and took the sword from his son. “Now you boys see what adventure will earn you. Better to be a glassblower like me. Ratimir, our charcoal furnace won’t burn you like wizard’s fire, or whatever disreputable business this man fell into.”



The boys remained silent as Hob lowered his shirt.



Dalibor tossed the sword into the dirt at Hob’s feet. “These lands are peaceful and safe, as long as you don’t go looking for trouble.”



The storyteller picked up his sword and wiped the dirt off against his jacket. He raised his voice as the group wandered into the darkness. “Sometimes, trouble finds you. And if you’re not looking for it, it’ll sneak up on you.”








“And what of Princess Bogdana?”



The room erupted in cheers and crude sexual gestures. Hob grinned as he finished swallowing a mouthful and lowered his bottle. “As we all know,” he said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “Bogdana is the most beautiful of the beautiful.”



Every man in the inn who was holding a glass raised it. Hob raised his bottle in response. After another sip, he nodded and said, “Now, I regret that this will break many hearts, but Bogdana has been betrothed, to Engilram of the Saxons.”



The room became very quiet except for the laughing of the glassblower Dalibor. “Ha! You fool, your news is as poor as your stories of heroism!”



One of the men near the door spoke up. “We were asking for news of her marriage to Premsyl.”



Hob squinted at the man, then shook his head. “No, she is engaged to Engilram. There would be no reason for her to marry King Bogomil’s nephew. Premsyl is nothing but a wet-behind-the-ears upstart.”



The innkeeper wiped his hands on his apron. “When was the last time you were in Polencin?”



“I was in the king’s court no more than three months ago, in fact.”



The innkeeper nodded. “Larkin came through here last week, and he heard the news in Polencin only a fortnight previous.”



Hob drummed his fingers against the bottle in his hands. After a moment of thought, he yanked out the stopper and pulled a heavy draught. “If… If Bogomil had arranged for Bogdana to marry a Saxon, but instead she has married within the kingdom…”



Dalibor set down his stein and held his head in his hands. “Premsyl is making a move on the throne.”



“It is war,” said someone in the room.



“But—” Dalibor slapped the table with both hands. “This land is peaceful!”



One of the men put his hand on Dalibor’s shoulder.



Hob held the bottle to his eye and looked down the neck. The firelight danced inside, refracting through the glassblower’s art and glinting off the swirling sack within. “Wars and rumors of wars, as the prophet said.”



The innkeeper began pouring himself a drink. “I wonder who Lord Borivoi will side with.”



“It does not matter,” the blacksmith said. “He will conscript us and we will march as he commands.”



Dalibor threw his mug across the hall. “And what of Ratimir? He will have hair on his face by autumn. Lord Borivoi will take him for the war, whoever he sides with.” He turned to the storyteller and shook his fist. “And you have filled his head with ideas of adventure and glory!”



Hob drew his sword and held it on the flat of his palms. “There is no glory in war. Not for a peasant. Glory is for knights and noblemen. For peasants, there is only death.”



“You bastard!” Dalibor shouted. “You have killed him! You’ve killed my son!”



Every head turned toward the door as it burst open. One of the town guard stuck his head inside and lifted the boiled leather helmet off of his eyes. “Torches, marching toward the town! The Lord’s men, for certain!”



While the crowd erupted into chaos, Hob sheathed his sword and slipped out the back door with his bottle of sack in one hand.








The crack of shattering glass echoed through the street. Hob took off his jacket and lay it over the windowsill before climbing into the shop. He stepped between shelves of glassware that reflected the soft glow of lantern light in the back room.



“BEGONE, THIEVES!”



A small figure charged out of the shadows, swinging a long iron pipe. Hob ducked and blocked the blow with his forearm. “Augh! Ratimir, it is me!”



The boy held the glassblowing pipe over his head, squinting into the darkness. “Mister Hob? Is that you?”



Hob hissed and held his arm to his chest. “Yes, boy. Co-come here, we have no time.”



“What are you doing in my father’s shop? Why did you break the window?”



“Listen!” Hob slid the pack off his shoulder with one arm. “King Bogomil is going to war, and Lord Borivoi has come in search of soldiers. Your father is worried, and you must leave here at once. Here is everything I have. Food, bedding, a few trinkets for trade.”



“W-what?” Ratimir stared at the storyteller in the darkness, still holding the blowpipe raised in the air.



“Take this,” Hob said as he shoved the pack into the boy’s chest. “Head west, to Italy. Or north to Saxony. They are not at war right now. Find your fortune. You know my stories; take their lessons to heart. Be kind to strangers, but be careful who you trust.”



Ratimir held the pack in one hand and the blowpipe in the other. “What will I do? What about my father?”



“Heh,” Ratimir grunted. “Your father is too old and fat to be a soldier. But you? You are just old enough to die for the king, or for his accursed nephew.” He sat down and leaned against a shelf, cradling his injured arm against his chest. “Trouble finds you. Maybe next time, you should look for trouble first.”



The long iron pipe fell to the floor, ringing against the smooth wood. Ratimir hefted the pack onto his shoulders. “Mister Hob?”



“One more thing, young Ratimir.” Hob unbuckled his belt and slid it out from under himself, then held the sword and belt out to the boy.



“Your sword?”



“Ratimir, boy, I was no older than you when I stole this from my master and went on my own adventure. That wasn’t so many years ago. Now, it is your time to go.”



Orange light bled into the street from the direction of the tavern. Ratimir turned and ran through the back of the shop, carrying his pack and sword.







The shop door opened, and two soldiers pushed Dalibor inside, sweeping their torches through the open room and illuminating the man lying against one of the shelves. Dalibor had looked angry when he came in, but his eyes burned with fire when he saw Hob in his shop.



“I’m sorry, father,” Hob said, looking the older man in the eyes. “Burglars came and I tried to stop them, but they broke my arm.” He held out his arm, twisted and unwhole.



Dalibor looked at the storyteller on his floor, then at the soldiers who were pulling him to his feet. The shop’s back door stood ajar. Dalibor turned to Hob, and said, “It is alright, my son. You are alive.”








Ratimir’s feet crunched along the path as the sun rose against his back. This was farther than he had ever been from home. The pack and the sword weighed against his body and soul.



A glint of light beckoned to him from the weeds along the road. He stopped to see a bottle discarded among the refuse, its wicker covering frayed and molding. Just like his sword, this bottle had a story to tell.



He picked up the bottle and pulled out the cork. There was no more wine inside, but it was not empty. Voices of the past echoed inside, of wizards and thieves and wars and usurpers. Ratimir twirled the cork between the fingers of his left hand as he began marching westward. “And that is when the soldiers set upon us…”




      

      
   
      Prisoner's Dilemma


      

      
      
         Hello, ♇ℶ♃৲. My name is Marcus Allen Johnson, and by the time you read this, I'll be dead. 



Just to be clear, it won't be an accident. All those times you've lectured me about what not to throw in the garbage chute, I've been playing dumb. Every time you've come in to fix it, I've watched you enter the override code and manually clean the intake. It'll be easy enough to do that myself with my head in the hopper. I realize that, given that we're on an interstellar spaceship, the Qloph probably also have some amazing medical technology like cloning or blood nanites—but I figure that without my brain, if they try to bring me back, whatever they get won't be me. 



So by the time you read this, I'll be dead. And if you have any sense of right or wrong or good or evil—or even just common decency for a fellow sapient—you'll tell the universe why.








We called our world "Earth." We, meaning my species. Humans. All seven billion of us, spread out over pretty much the entire surface of the planet. Before your ship came, that is. 



We were hardly perfect, hardly united. We spoke hundreds of languages, lived in hundreds of countries, had a million ways to artificially divide ourselves based on arbitrary things like gender and skin color. We robbed each other, fought each other, killed each other. But it had been generations since the last World War, and we were slowly opening our eyes to the possibility of life as a global community. Around the time of my birth, we started linking ourselves to a worldwide communication network called "The Internet", and when your ship arrived, more of us were on it than weren't. 



That was how I found out about you. I woke up one morning and the sun had turned red, so I got on the Internet to find out what was happening. Every news site had stories not only about the sun's change, but also photographs of a cylindrical metallic object suspended in midair between enormous wings of green light, and giant screaming headlines about first contact with aliens.



Your ship appeared over China a few hours after the sun started changing. It just sat there quietly, wings of light unfurled, for about 20 minutes, then suddenly rocketed up into space and vanished. A short time later, it reappeared over India and put its wings back out. It only stayed 12 minutes this time. Then over the Middle East, 14 minutes. The Mediterranean, 7 minutes. By the time it reached northern France, the world had realized it was withdrawing as soon as any aircraft began to approach it, and the French kept the skies clear. It stayed nearly 30 minutes that time, then continued hopping westward from city to city on that 30-minute cycle.



It was broadcasting a single message throughout most of the electromagnetic spectrum on repeat play. Some mathematicians and linguists at Dartmouth cracked the code later that day, translated it, and it spread across the Internet like wildfire:



"This ship is an observer of the Qloph. Within four fours of planetary rotations, your world will be destroyed in fire. We cannot save you. This ship has room for one more being. For two fours of rotations we will listen before choosing your representative."



By that time, the astrophysicists had evaluated the sun's changing color. Consistent, they said, with catastrophic stellar transition. It wasn't big enough to go supernova, but as part of its phase shift, it would eject up to half its mass in a giant wave of plasma that would incinerate the planet.



That's when things went a little crazy.








What would you do if you had two weeks to live, ♇ℶ♃৲?



You can probably imagine some of the ways the world changed. Giant prayer meetings. Mass vacations and resignations. A sudden spike in crime. People living life without consequences, or struggling against the one consequence that mattered.



But there was hope. It wasn't a guaranteed death sentence. One person would survive.



It was that hope which killed us.



Your ship kept circling the world at the edge of space—taking an angled westward path that within four days would sweep across every corner of every continent. Asking to be chosen seemed as simple as sending a radio message when you could see the giant wings in the sky. Overnight, broadcast radios became impossible to buy at any price. We heard reports from other countries of radio stations being assaulted and looted, or giant battles being fought over someone's private equipment. In a town near me, a library announced they would hold an open transmission session during your first transit; the National Guard got called in when several hundred thousand people drove in from surrounding states in a desperate effort to cram into the tiny building.



I was lucky enough to have a friend in a ham radio club. I got a private invitation to a 2 AM session early in the first transit. The sixty-two of us, splitting four radios, were given thirty seconds each.



My speech was: "Hello, my name is Marcus Allen Johnson, at 39.482128 latitude, -106.022005 longitude. I'm a male human and, to be honest, there's nothing particularly special about me. I'm not the best connected, or the strongest, or the most pious, or the best travelled. But if you're looking for someone who represents all of humanity, I'm as close to average as you're going to get. I'm not that rich and not that poor. I'm pretty smart, but not a genius. My life's been both good and bad. I've been in love, but I'm single and I'm not close to my family, so I won't be leaving anyone behind. Thank you for this opportunity." 



(I kept a printed copy of that in my pocket. I'll have it on me when I die.)



I knew it was a long shot—since, as I said, I wasn't anything special—but in the face of scientists volunteering to carry Earth's knowledge with them and celebrities pledging to represent Earth's culture and pregnant mothers vowing to repopulate the race, I tried to find the best angle I could. After all, the Qloph never said how they were choosing the survivor.



It seemed like everyone had an angle.  An evangelist named Abe Ellis went on TV to ask Christians to tell the aliens to pick him—they needed the message of Jesus, he said, and if the Qloph were choosing based on popularity, it was up to the Earth to unite under God. Meanwhile, our president's message—broadcast live across the nation as you passed over Washington, D.C.—said that he had been chosen to lead the greatest nation on Earth, which made him the best qualified to go. Similar messages went out from leaders around the globe—far more than I could keep track of. Though I do remember the Chinese government ordering a mandatory nationwide day of parades in support of sending their premier with the Qloph. 



North Korea, on the other hand, announced that the alien message was a treasonous lie, and anyone caught spreading it would be shot. Their leader's ceremonial message to the Qloph was leaked to the world not long afterward. We joked that he must have figured that the less competition there was, the better.



It wasn't a joke for long.








A few days in, reports began to circulate of genocide in some African country. Then another. Ethnic cleansing in eastern Europe, and in southwest Asia, and South America. Several of the killers said their victims were spreading lies about them to the Qloph, or just went for broke on the racism and said they weren't fit representatives of humanity.



I remember the United Nations press conference. They read a resolution saying that the world was united in its desire to peacefully abide by the Qloph's choice, and that violence of any kind in relation to the alien offer was unacceptable. Unusually, the Security Council—composed of the world's major powers—had demanded a secret ballot for that resolution. The final vote was 163-30.



Less than a day later, India and China had declared war on each other and were massing troops on their border. India said that China was violently depriving Indian citizens of freedom, in violation of the UN resolution, by forcing a disputed border region to participate in the Chinese parades. 



A few hours afterward—about 9 p.m. Wednesday the 23rd—Egypt and Lebanon invaded Israel. I never found out why. But I know it happened, because that was the last news headline I ever read.



I was sitting in front of my computer looking at the news when my phone pinged. "UNITED STATES UNDER NUCLEAR ATTACK," an emergency notification said. "GET TO COVER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL."



I didn't believe my eyes. Everything felt unreal. I tried to click through to the front page of the news site. It froze, then started loading at a snail's pace. My phone rang, but when I took the call, nothing came through. I finally gave up, walked across the room, and turned on the television.



A prerecorded presidential announcement was preempting Law & Order: SVU. "They have progressed from lies to threats to blackmail and murder," the president said, "and the greatest nation on earth will never bend its knee to evil—"



Then there was a bright flash in the sky over the mountains. The television glitched for a second, then froze, then dropped to a blue "NO SIGNAL."



A few seconds later—fortunately, after I had the sense to dive under the table—all the windows blew out with a thunderous roar.



I blacked out.



Then awoke, shivering and bleeding, in a dying world.








My species had developed the capability to destroy its own world three times over. Eighty years ago, the power of atomic fission had been put into bombs of terrible destructiveness, and two of our largest nations spent decades stockpiling vast numbers of those bombs as a deterrent against attack. Nobody would launch a nuclear war, the thinking went, because of simple self-preservation.



But what would you do if you only had two weeks to live?



I don't know who pulled the trigger. Which leader decided that their chance with the Qloph was better in a devastated world than a pristine one. But once that first trigger got pulled, the doctrine of retaliation that had previously prevented an attack ensured that the death would spread, and spread, and spread.



That flash in the sky was Denver, Colorado, being vaporized in an instant, along with many of its half-million people. Over the next several days, the rest of them limped out of the city into the surrounding mountains. Many were badly burned. Almost all were poisoned by radioactive fallout. Most of the refugees were dead by the time you picked me up.



The skies were a solid blanket of smoke, and the red sun grew even dimmer and redder. The air got warmer as fires spread unchecked throughout the landscape—which was ironically a blessing, as heating had failed with the power grid, and open fireplaces were an invitation for radioactive fallout. I stayed in my house for two days—taping plastic over the windows to keep the poisonous air from blowing in—until the fires raged into Breckenridge, then had to retreat to the school gymnasium with the rest of the town. 



Food was running low by then. Our world had centralized and automated agricultural production—most of what we ate was shipped in from California or the Great Plains, hundreds of miles away, and with most of our infrastructure destroyed, there was no way to distribute it to where it was needed. Diseases were also rampant, with water and sanitation systems overwhelmed and healthy survivors packed together with the injured and sick. What little we heard over ham radio—my friend was lucky enough to own a battery-powered unit, and kind enough to donate it to the town—was that conditions were just as bad everywhere. When the missiles had launched, one side (or both) had decided to hit cities across the globe, and the entire developed world was burning.



As hunger set in and tensions grew, many of us simply gave up and wandered out into the wilderness to die, knowing that the sun would kill us in days anyhow. I myself was taking a long walk away from the others—staring at the charred foundations of my old home, and considering the idea of lying down there and just not getting up again—when those enormous wings of light descended.



I should have been grateful. I was the survivor. The Qloph had saved me. 



I was just so numb, but I tried to be grateful. 



Until I wasn't.








It's not a large ship, ♇ℶ♃৲. You know this as well as I do. There's the four Qloph, and the three-legged thing with the large ears (your medic?), and you, and me. Every sleeping room in the ship, including my little converted storage space, is right off of the main room, which is connected to the bridge.



I don't know the Qloph language. I don't know what they say when they (or you) turn their translators off. But I know what I see, and I know what I hear.



I can't see the bridge from my room, and I can't get through the force field on the doorway, but the cargo you moved to the main room when I came on board is stored in mirrored boxes. That first day, when we were lifting off, I realized that if I leaned to the far side of my acceleration chair, I could see the bridge display reflected on the cargo.



I saw my world as we lifted off. I saw Earth, grey and poisoned, red-spotted with the lights of raging fires. I saw the silhouettes of the Qloph around the bridge display, and I heard them make those stuttering chirring noises that sound like the malfunctioning garbage chute.



They were laughing.



I didn't realize it at the time. I'm not completely sure of it even now, but the more time I spend here, the more certain I am of it. Because there's another thing that happened, later that night, long after they'd turned off all the cabin lights and told me to get some sleep.



The Qloph came out of their room in the darkness, and silently walked past to the bridge. I stirred—I wasn't sleeping well—but probably would have fallen back asleep if they hadn't turned on the main display. It shined off the cargo boxes and right into my eyes, and I sat up to figure out what was happening.



They talked a lot. I don't know what about. But the display was showing a bright red orb, with a bunch of text I couldn't make out.



They chattered for a while, and then fell silent, and then the orb began to slowly fade to yellow.



They said a few more things, then turned off the display and went back to bed.



It was my sun, ♇ℶ♃৲.



The bastards put us under a fake death sentence and made us kill ourselves.








I think you're a good person, ♇ℶ♃৲. You've never even introduced yourself to me—and now that I think of it, I'm hoping ♇ℶ♃৲ is your name, instead of just meaning "mechanic" or something—but you've tried to be nice. When I was huddled sobbing in the corner that first day, you walked in and left that fuzzy little doll at my feet. And when two of the Qloph broke that tube by the… fuel panel?… and were yelling at each other over the mess, you went in and cleaned it up for them.



They don't deserve your kindness.



I don't know what their plans were for me, but I very much doubt they involve enough freedom to do anything about this knowledge. And the more I think about it, the more worried I am that they're planning some sort of invasion to enslave Earth's shattered survivors and claim the planet. If that's the case, then everything they learn from me just makes it easier.



I don't even know if there's any higher authority who can do something about what the Qloph did. Even if you're sympathetic to what I'm telling you, my actions may not make any difference. 



But hope got me this far, right?



Hope killed my species. It's about to kill me. But the alternative is living as a slave of humanity's murderers, and so all I can do is give it one more try.



Please do the right thing.



-Marcus
      

      
   
      The City in the Ice


      

      
      
         Deep below the southern frost, beyond the equatorial tundra and the frozen jungles, there is a city.



Its final hour is perfectly preserved in the ice. Clocks sit at 19:30, their hands never to move again. Homes, unlooted and unburnt, lie waiting for archaeologists to shatter their brittle locks. Workers lie at their stations and children lie in their beds.



Even in the modern era, expeditions past the icewall are undertaken at great peril, and so few explorers have seen the city’s remains. But those who have seen it and returned tell grand tales.  They speak of its shining towers and its heroic people, of its science and industry and sudden demise. They speak of its leader, the noble landstjóra Olfaur, last to bear the title. Several plays have been written about him.



But none of those explorers speak of the little building in the city’s third ring, with the blue brick front and the drooping shutters. The door is not locked, but none of them have bothered to check. The building’s only adornment is a small sign to the door’s left, preserved under a dusting of white frost.



“Office of Propaganda.”



No archaeologist knows it, but it is the five people who once worked in that building who penned the stories the world now tells.  Four of them are entombed inside it, sitting at the work desks and printing presses from which they wrote the greatest fiction of their lives.



The last days of Equa Ventura.








The names of the five propagandists were Agnar, Hakon, Helena, Viktor, and Tomas. They met for the first time four years before to the end.



In the middle of Equa Ventura’s twenty-second summer, when the temperature was barely below freezing and housewifes cut the wax seals from their windows, a child died. At the age of eight, she worked in the chemical plant, scrubbing the pipes that were too large for an adult to crawl into. The foreman forgot to check that the pipes were clear before restoring power. Her death was neither quick nor painless.



The slums rose in uproar. A mob of a dozen people gathered outside the foreman’s house and threw rocks at his wife. A larger crowd gathered outside the labor office. The landstjóra had ordered many fourteen hour shifts in the month before the disaster. The people, already disgruntled by the long hours, felt that the cause of the disaster was obvious—a man exhausted and overworked had made a mistake, and a child had paid the price.



In reality, the man had slept for nine hours the night before, and the blame lay with his personal resistance to following proper safety procedure. But the mob had already made up its mind before the facts were known, and the landstjóra was ultimately forced to bow to their wishes and reduce hours in the steelworks and chemical plant.



The incident frustrated him. An angry mob could spread news around the city in minutes, but the government’s position often took days to materialize. He decided that it was important for the government’s side of events to be more clearly heard.



Nobody knew what it took to be a good propagandist. The settlement expedition had no such persons in its number, nor great familiarity with the craft. But it seemed that the position would best be staffed by a lettered man, and so the landstjóra took out a small advertisement in Equa Ventura’s only newspaper.



“Seeking storyteller for employment as government functionary. Must be literate, single, and civic-minded. Pay 2kr/day. Apply at labor office.”



After a week, he hired four men and one woman. At first they were quartered over the labor office, drawing posters by hand and listening to the foremen allocate shifts below. When the town paper later went out of business, they asked if they might have its printing press and the use of its offices. There was no money for such a thing, but the creditor who had taken the paper’s assets -- also the owner of the little brick building in the third ring -- was a patriot. He was happy to see them go to good use.



And so, from the little blue brick building in the third ring, the five did their work.



They restarted the paper, and published it every day instead of twice a week. The quality of the reporting improved significantly, for it was important that the government’s position be seen to be strictly accurate, lest readers come to the misapprehension that it was somehow distinct from the truth.



They walked to visit the poorest families in the most dejected neighborhoods, and paid their children a full quarter-krona a day to deliver the papers. Every morning at 4:00, children eleven to fourteen would don parkas and their boots and trudge through the snow to the propaganda office. The money ensured that their families would eat, and teenagers could make a little extra by putting up posters in the evenings after their regular work shifts were done. The children were under strict orders not to gossip about it, which ensured that everyone knew.



When the northern coal bunker exploded and sixteen men were killed, they were ruthless in their examination of the facts. The paper made sure that everyone knew precisely who was to blame.



In short, they were liked, as all good propagandists are. They did their job well.



It was in their fourth year on the job that the end came. Equa Ventura had two sister cities: New Lagos and Frosthold. It was Frosthold that first sighted the equatorial vortex, when an observation balloon high in the atmosphere spotted a storm that stretched across the whole of the horizon.



By coded telegraph, the message arrived in Equa Ventura. It said that temperatures in the storm would drop as low as -100C, and high winds would persist at that temperature for up to a full month. Frosthold had nine days until it was struck. Lagos had twelve. Equa Ventura had fifteen.



The homes of Equa Ventura were well insulated, but at the time, no building could protect its occupants against such temperatures for so long. The only hope of survival was in the underground storage chambers beneath the city. The city’s master engineer calculated that if  the chambers were dug out with all speed, and ventilation added so that they could sustain life, they could hold perhaps five thousand people in the most horrifying conditions imaginable. The city’s population was ten times that.



The landstjóra entrusted this information only to his most loyal officers; the men and women he could trust to do what was right for the city, even if it would cost them their own lives. In total, less than a dozen people knew the truth. His five propagandists were among that number.



He summoned them to his office, and explained the situation. If word reached the masses, the population would panic and attempt to rush the shelter, and all would perish. It was better that five thousand survive than none. For the survival of the city, he told them, the truth must be concealed.



This is the basis of all great stories of Equa Ventura. Modern playwrights and storytellers have made great use of the alleged ignorance of the city to its doom. Political commentators have used it as a metaphor, imagining the people oblivious to the coming disaster even as they could see the storm clouds on the horizon.



The landstjóra hoped his five propagandists would keep the secret for fourteen days. They kept it forever.








The oldest propagandist was named Agnar. Hired at the age of forty-four, he was a lifelong bachelor, with weathered skin and a tan that marked him as part of the original settlement expedition. Many thought he had once been a soldier, for his hands were weathered and his manner disciplined. But before he was a propagandist he’d been a bookkeeper. The scar on his face was from shaving, not a near miss from one of the Huns’ rifles.



When the landstjóra had asked him what he had done for his neighborhood, he spoke about his many fine friends. He said that to give a man a ham is to imply he cannot feed his family, and therefore to do him great injustice. But he felt no insult in feeding a guest; there wasn’t a night that Agnar’s home wasn’t filled with his friends from the slums.



He acted like a rich man. Many people assumed he was, for a working man could hardly expect to eat ham more than once per year. But two krona a day did not make a man rich. By night, Agnar entertained his guests, but by day he went to the soup kitchens, and sat side by side with the laboring classes.



To him went the most difficult task: concealing the selection of those who would be placed in the storage chambers. It was considered critical that those five thousand be healthy enough to survive the squalid conditions, fit enough to rebuild the city after the storm, and skilled enough that the city would not lose the trades vital to long-term survival. The selection process was therefore far from random, and if not disguised, the pattern would soon be noticed by the masses.



It went without saying that neither Agnar nor his four friends would be on the list. Their skills were vital prior to the disaster, but would not be needed afterwards.



To hide the movement of a tenth of the city’s total population was impossible, and so the move would have to be hidden in plain sight. The first night after getting the news, Agnar stayed in the office clear through to morning, staring at his blotter and thinking of what he would say. He had not cried or raged when he got the news. He felt nothing. And yet somehow found he couldn’t focus.



“Save on heating oil?” he wrote on the blotter, just past 1:00. “Chambers better insulated?” Then he scratched it out. That might have raised questions as to if the city was short on heating oil.



“Emergency drill?” he wrote just past 3:00. “Acknowledge emergency planning but say it isn’t real.” That too he scratched out. While he thought it might work, the illusion would be easily destroyed if anyone got a hint the emergency was real.



At 5:00, the clock on his desk let out a soft chime, signaling that the children would arrive soon. Agnar lifted himself from his desk as though bearing a great weight and trudged down to the front step. His boots crunched through the soot-stained snow, and for a time he watched the city in silence.



The sun was not yet up, but electrical lights blazed across the city as the workers of the morning shift departed for work. The landstjóra had pledged a lightbulb in every home and a phonograph on every street, and he had delivered.



In the distance, he could hear the steady thumping of the steelworks, whose wheels had not stopped turning since the city was founded. Clouds of smoke and ash rose into the air from the generators and the forges. A shrill whistle marked the end of the third shift at the coal pits. The streets before him were made from steel grating, tossed over the snow.



Suddenly, the grating clattered with the motion of many little feet, and the horde of children appeared. They were always happy to see him. One of the teenage girls had spent her quarter-krona on a bag of diamonds, and sewed them into a necklace with string. Diamonds were a peasant stone, considered more suitable for the manufacture of drills than jewelry, but he told her she’d attract a fine husband one day.



Then he asked her a question: “What do you know about the storage chambers under the city?”



She said that she did not know much, except that that was where old things were kept. Agnar asked if any of the children knew what was kept there.



“Isn’t that where the old vehicles are parked?” one of the boys asked. “From the settlement?” Several others agreed that it was so. It was not. The original settlement vehicles had long since been disassembled for parts. The children did not know that however. Nor did the next group.



And so Agnar rushed back to the printing press. He sent a runner down to the school and labor yards, to get the children excused early to deliver a special edition.



“BY ORDER OF THE LABOR OFFICE: EMERGENCY REPAIR CREWS NEEDED TO STAY WITH VEHICLES DURING STORMS,” the flyer read. “Must be willing to stay in underground shelters with heavy vehicles during any inclement weather events. Responsibilities include use of vehicles and other heavy equipment to repair downed power lines and other damage during blizzards.



“5000 will be recruited. 500 chosen at random each storm to stay in shelter. Pay of quarter-kr/day to be on reserve, plus 5kr if activated during storm. Women paid 3kr per activation to mend cold weather gear. Food, heat, childcare provided for families of men sent on long expeditions.



“All positions MUST be filled. Volunteers gets 5kr enlistment bonus. Conscripts do not!”



It was an expensive commitment, but as Agnar reflected upon it, he realized it was not as if the government would ever have occasion to spend the funds again.



For the next fourteen days, Agnar ran a recruitment campaign for jobs that did not exist. He filled out application forms that nobody would ever read, and asked after credentials that would never be considered.



The masterstroke was the raffle spinner. He made it himself, from chicken wire and an old mechanical eggbeater, and used walnuts with numbers carved into them as balls. His penmanship was exquisite, and so he took great care to make the numbers illegible. He was a naturally efficient man, and so worked to his utmost to make the selection paperwork labyrinthine and incomprehensible.



A man could look directly over the recruitment officer’s shoulder the whole time, and still honestly believe the walnut that rolled out of the spinner mattered in the slightest to which name he read aloud.



He stayed with the recruitment officers on that last day. They were not among the landstjóra’s most trusted men, and so understood that the selection was rigged, but not why. They began at 4 AM, randomly selecting fifty men from the steelworks night shift. By 4:30, they had sprinted to the coal pits, and by 5:00 to the chemical plant.



Each group of 500 was told they were the only 500. Agnar knew that by the time the men realized the oversubscription, it would be too late to spread gossip.



They finished just before sunset, and as the last of their grumbling conscripts rounded up their families and walked towards the shelter entrance, Agnar embraced the two officers with him. He invited them to join him for dinner. Then he emptied the safe inside the labor office, and marched into the slums.



In the city’s twelfth year, when starvation had afflicted the slums and two working men had died of malnourishment at their stations, the landstjóra had issued a decree: let the masses eat soup. He proclaimed that man in the city who worked a full shift was entitled to three bowls of sustaining soup a day, and any grocer found to sell food for a profit before the soup kitchens were fully supplied would be publicly whipped.



The soup kitchens became a fact of life in the following decade. In halls that sat hundreds, the poor crammed shoulder to shoulder, and leaned out of the line to peek if there was hope they might get bread as well.



The aristocratic classes and the learned men of Oxbridge never set foot in one if it could be avoided, and generally treated the locations like they were diseased. But to the peasants, the laborers, and the petty merchants, they were the hub of social life. Peasant girls wore their diamonds in the hope of attracting a smile. Merchant girls wore emeralds, and turned their noses at their inferiors. Men wore their good jackets, in case the landstjóra was eating in their kitchen that evening.



Agnar picked his favorite, the kitchen in the fifth ring by the steelworks, where the high curved ceiling captured so much steam it formed clouds and the tables sat five hundred. There he hired children to run to the grocers, and there to purchase everything that was to be had: ham, rich bread, the good sherry, jam, and caramel where it was available.



For one meal, the cooks of the soup kitchens had the chance to prove they were indeed fine cooks, and the working classes by whose sweat and blood the city had been built got to enjoy it’s finer things. Many of the children had never had jam before.



The storm arrived in the early evening. It rattled the windows and shook the roofs. Frost began to form on the walls. Some of his guests ran home, when they realized the worst of it.



But the party did not truly end until 20:40. That was when the pipes from the steelworks central boiler could take no more, and exploded. The thunderclap echoed across the city, and moments later, the electrical lights went out.



As the guests panicked and fled back to their homes, Agnar made his way to the propaganda building. He pulled the bottle of vodka from the first floor cabinet, and sat in his chair in front of the blotter with the scribbled out ideas.



His body is still there, head slumped forward.



When explorers and historians speak of the spectacular luck of the emergency crews who survived the initial disaster, it is Agnar’s lie they tell.








Hakon was the second most senior of the group. The son of two coal miners, he had a grubbish look about him, with a stooped posture, bad teeth, and a lifelong cough from inhaling the mine dust as a child. He was also barely literate, and the landstjóra nearly rejected him out of hand. But one could not speak with Hakon for a full ten minutes and not realize there was something to him. The man’s hands shook, not with the nerves, but with manic energy. All he did, he did with his entire soul.



When the landstjóra had asked him what he had done for his neighborhood, he spoke about his work in the soup kitchens. He was not an exceptional chef, and like many kitchens, his served only the thinnest soup to meet the needs of the working poor. But he sang when he worked. Sometimes the other chef and patrons sang along, and for just a little while, the working men didn’t resent their need to be there.



When he got the news of the impending disaster, he stalked back to the office. He stared at his desk, and the paper and pens thereon. He curled his hand into a fist. Then he screamed. He smashed the desk drawers in with a foot, threw his past work to the floor, and with a great heave of the shoulders, pitched his desk clear out the window and onto the street.



Then he stalked from the building, grabbing his coat as he brushed past the others.



His task was to conceal the transportation of food into the underground chambers. The city had adequate reserves for five thousand to weather the predicted length of the storm, but moving it would take the collective efforts of hundreds of men. Questions would be asked about why the city stores were being moved, and why the move was occurring with such urgency.



Hakon didn’t plan or plot. While Agnar sat at his blotter and considered the best approach, Hakon stormed across the city. He found his way into watch station in the seventh ring, and told the officer in command to raise a dozen men and come with him. In the second ring, they found the tasteful home of the man who managed the city’s food warehouses. The watch officer kicked it in, and men dragged the administrator’s wife and daughters out into the street.



“A man deserves his dignity!” he proclaimed, with all the conviction of a revolutionary. The look in his eyes demanded attention. Men were afraid to turn away, like they were turning their back on a hungry wolf.



“The landstjóra put his faith in these men! He trusted them to do what was best for the city! And now,” a finger pointed past the administrator and to the gallows, “we see the shape of their treachery!”



Most of the men who would move the food stocks were old. “Social climbers! Men who don’t know what it is to put in your time. To work for a decade to build something for your children!”



Most of the men who would move the food stocks were poor. “The idle rich. The snobs who think that they put the food on your table! Who haven’t eaten soup a day in their lives!”



Equa Ventura had no army, though many of the original settlers were veterans of the great war with the Hun, and spoke of the honor of the army in terms only nostalgia can conjure. “We’ve seen their types before. The quartermasters who ended the war rich, while their men marched through the snow without boots!”



The warehouse administrator was hanged from the neck until dead. The supplies were moved to the storage chambers, for the stated reason that the chambers were a more secure location, where it would be easier for the true patriots of the city to keep an eye on them.



Men worked extra shifts to get it done. They worked for free. And they had their wives dye little little blue patches, to be sewn into the shoulders of their parkas.



Many of the men of Equa Ventura were veterans of the war. They still had their pride. Two days from the disaster, the men of the steelworks’ third shift united with the men of the coal pit’s first and second shift. They put their shovels and wrenches where their rifles had once been, put their right feet forward, and marched up main-street.



Equa Ventura was not a city where a great deal happened. It concerned itself with coal mining, and steel refining, and with the details of greenhouses and machine shops and steam production. It was a city where people looked down at the ground when they walked lest they slip, and focused on the necessities of life. In the more than two decades since its founding, they had never once had a parade.



A modern city dweller would have found the procession more strange than remarkable. Two lines of twenty old men each, marching in step up main street, boots crunching through coal dust speckled snow while the song that a handful of people half-remembered was the city’s anthem followed them. But to the townsfolk, this was an occasion. The strange sound of marching feet on steel drew people for blocks. Some waved, some stared, some laughed.



They marched all the way to the first ring, and to the wealthiest part of town. They picked up the landlords and the professors of Oxbridge, and their wives and their sons and daughters, and without inflicting so much as a scratch, carried them all the way across town and sat them in the nearest soup kitchen.



When they were just outside the kitchen doors, an artist ran out in front of the procession, an easel in hand, and made the outrageous demand that they stop so he could sketch them. The repair crew laughed, but Hakon saw an opportunity.



“Sketch fast!” he called, for the artist in the crowd was known to him, and was moderately famous for being very fast indeed with his pencil. “You’ve got thirty seconds before the anthem is over!”



The artist did indeed sketch quickly, providing a detailed image of the rich being carried along the shoulders of the poor. Hakon turned it into a series of posters, put up all over town: “RICH AND POOR UNITE FOR EQUA VENTURA!” Between the posters and the paper, thirty thousand copies of the image ran.



On the day of the storm, Hakon lingered in the outer rings. He walked through the filthy snow, between the rows of blue brick, and beneath the crystal overhangs meant to trap the heat. He watched the shift change. He even watched Agnar’s party start from across the street. But he never joined the celebration.



Instead, he returned to the office, and sat outside on the second floor balcony. He looked down at the street where his parade had marched so recently, and the gallows in the distance. His posters lined the walk, encouraging people to good spirits. They were still barely visible in the lamplight.



Wrapped head to toe in furs and cloth, he thought he might sit out the storm for awhile, but when it hit, he might as well have been naked. The cold cut through the fabric like a knife, chilling him to the bone. Frost formed on his eyelashes and lids in seconds. He feared that if he shut his eyes, they might freeze that way.



His hands shook as he pulled his revolver from inside his jacket. On the first pull of the trigger, nothing happened, the cold too much for the round to ignite. The second did no better. It was only on the third pull that the weapon discharged. He shot himself through the temples, a man of manic energy to the last.



Historians who speak of the city talk about its egalitarian culture and the honor of its people. They remark upon the fact that the city’s culture was so devoted to civic good, that an official abusing his position even in so trivial a manner as stealing butter was cause for mass outrage.



It was never true. But Hakon would prefer it to be remembered that way. His corpse sits covered in snow, on a balcony that will one day collapse. A revolver lies by its side.








Helena was the only woman in the group. It would not be inaccurate to say she faced opposition for this reason, both from the landstjóra and from her peers.



It was a difficult road she had to walk. Agnar criticized her articles in the paper for being too feminine, and speaking of trivial matters like housework or men mistreating their wives. Hakon criticized them for being too aggressive, and said that when she lectured men on practical matters, she came across as “bitchy.”



Six months into her term as the city’s only female propagandist, Viktor asked her if her articles always had to be so emotional. She asked him who he wanted writing the household column, “a woman or a man with tits?”



He said that at least a man with tits could communicate clearly. She agreed. Then she grabbed him by the collar, and with her other fist, broke his nose.



It was not her first incident of violence. When she first interviewed for the position and the landstjóra asked what she had done for her neighborhood, she spoke of a baker who had diluted his flour with chalk, and of the children who had gotten very sick as a result. The police could prove nothing, but the mob of angry women who beat him within an inch of his life were not so devoted to due process.



Viktor wanted her fired, but the landstjóra’s wife loved her writing, and so she stayed.



She was eight months pregnant, when the news of the storm arrived. The landstjóra offered her a place in the shelter, as it was unfair to ask her to make the same sacrifice the others did. She gave her place to her sister, who already had two children, and a third on the way. When the landstjóra asked if he was sure, she asked if he was too stupid to compare the numbers four and two, or if he merely thought she was.



She cried later, but only after she was sure no one could see.



Her responsibility was to obfuscate the removal of insulation from non-vital buildings throughout the city. Insulation would be required to line the inside of the storage chambers, and the city had not enough in reserve to do the job entirely from stock. Some of the buildings in the city would have to brave the storm naked.



At first, the notion was raised of selecting buildings at random, but Helena rejected the notion firmly. If the meteorologists were wrong, it was possible some insulated structures might survive. Pragmatism therefore demanded that the sacrifice offered be those buildings whose immobile equipment or inhabitants were least valuable.



In practical terms, “pragmatism” therefore demanded the sacrifice of the fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh rings. It took twenty years to train an Oxbridge professor or a senior engineer, but any man could lift a shovel. By her logic, the workplaces of the labor class were the least valuable buildings in the city. Their homes were the second-least valuable.



Such a problem required all her means. What she was was a skilled propagandist, and what society insisted on seeing her as was a pregnant woman. And so she wielded both weapons available to her. She invented a disease, the rasp lung, and had the city’s most trusted doctor generate a few cases with an inhaler full of carbolic acid.



According to the town paper, the rasp lung was caused by inhaling fungus and fibers from improperly packed insulation. It was mildly harmful to adults, but could be fatal in children, particularly young children. The city’s poorest and worst-maintained buildings therefore had to be overhauled immediately, for the safety of the youth. Three children had contracted rasp lung just in the last week, and were coughing up blood and bits of lung.



When those three were not persuasive, more cases were arranged. Rasp lung destroyed the ability of the children to speak, which was fortunate for Helena’s purposes. She was careful that the victims also could not read or write.



With the kindling thus prepared, she took to the streets to set the slums afire. She screamed. She glowered. She marched through knee-deep snow to publicly berate landlords for their imagined negligence. She wrote editorials excoriating specific doctors for their failure to detect disease in healthy children. When a crew boss refused to work overtime to get all the buildings done, she stood toe to toe with a 100 kilogram man and poked him in the chest.



With her eyes, she dared him to hit her. He didn’t have the guts. The work got done.



When she was with other mothers, she cried with fear for her child to be. They were not real tears. Her real tears she had shed alone, hiding in the utility closet on the office’s second floor. But they did the job. They made sure that those women pressured their husbands, more effectively than she ever could.



Places of business had to cover the costs of the “dangerous” insulation’s removal. But when the time came to pull the insulation from the soup kitchens, the landstjóra, ever a man of the people, paid for the entire cost of the overhaul. It was his gift to the lower classes.



The evening before the storm hit, the work finally finished. Helena took the rest of her time to herself. Her house did not have a proper stove, and so she moved to the little blue brick building instead. All morning, she worked to add two extra layers of insulation to her office, to fill it with coal and heating oil, and to prepare enough canned or rationed food to last for months. By the early afternoon, she had finished, and lay down on her cot to get some much overdue sleep.



The wailing of the storm woke her. Her eyes flew open, and she listened as the storm rattled the building. A distant thunderclap marked the explosion of the steam pipes, and her offer was plunged into darkness.



She had just finished lighting her oil heater when there was a knock at the door. Viktor, the fourth of their number, was outside.



Eight months ago, at a drunken celebration, they’d found their way into the utility closet and had their way with each other. When he learned the news, he did “the honorable thing,” and got down on one knee to ask her hand in marriage. She refused, as she thought it was better to deal with the stigma of being a single mother than to be married to him for the rest of her life.



But when he asked if he could join her, she said yes. He lay down next to her on her cot, and they embraced for warmth as the chill soaked through the insulation. Frost formed on every surface. The oil fire spluttered, and no amount of fuel they added would keep it alive. It was unable to retain even the minimum level of heat to continue burning.



In the dark, long after Agnar had drunk himself into a stupor and Hakon had shot himself, Helena heard sniffling in the dark, and realized that Viktor was crying. The cold was making her flesh burn. They both knew they didn’t have long.



“Viktor?” she said gently. “Thank you for being here. I wish…” She laughed. “I wish I’d married you.” Then she kissed him, full on the lips.



When storytellers speak of the pathos and tragic ignorance of Equa Ventura, to be ripping the insulation from their homes mere days before the disaster, it is Helena’s lie they are repeating. It is that lie that is her legacy.



But that was not the last lie she ever told. The last was spoken to a man dying of hypothermia. Her body remains beside his still.








Viktor was not a much beloved man. If he smiled and stood up straight many would have considered him quite handsome, but his slouched posture and perpetual glare often ruined the effect. At the age of twenty, he was certain that he was destined to be a failure in life, cheated of any possible accomplishment by the inequities of world around him. He could name the people whose cruelty or incompetence he felt was the cause of his injustice, though the list of names seemed to shift daily. He had never eaten in the soup kitchens, and often said so.



But even his sharpest detractors agreed that his writing was beautiful. He could paint with his words. When the landstjóra asked him what he had done for his neighborhood, he pointed to the eulogy he had written for the death of Jonas, one of the city watchmen. Everyone who knew Jonas hated the man, but the good of the city required that he die a hero. After hearing Viktor’s eulogy read, people who had personally held the man to stop him from beating his wife swore he was a saint.



Viktor spent most of his days confined to the office, where his communications with the outside world would be limited to writing. He preferred it that way. When the news came of the storm, he seemed to take it as a stoic. No shift in expression could be seen.



He did cry, but only after he was sure no one could see.



His responsibility was to see to the telegraph. The city would first lose communication with Frosthold, then with New Lagos, and then with each of the outposts and repair stations along the way. If communications were to go down a station at a time, it would be easy for anyone with a map to see the pattern, and in any case, not all of the telegraph crews could be trusted with the news.



The landstjóra wanted Viktor to generate a plausible excuse for the telegraph lines being down for the full period until the storm, but Viktor informed him that was: “The most pig-headed diarrheic shit of a plan I’ve ever heard. You think people are going to see the giant storm on the horizon and not think to wonder what happened to their cousins in Lagos? The ones they haven’t heard from in nigh-on two weeks?”



No, he explained, if this lie was to be told, it would be told right. Communications with Frosthold and New Lagos must continue, not only to the moment of impact, but after the storms enveloped both cities.



“After all”—he gestured as he spoke—“a man who gets a telegram from his sister in Lagos saying that everything is fine knows that the storm must not be that bad.”



And so it was arranged that nine of the twelve telegraph cables would snap, that non-emergency traffic would be rationed “until repairs are complete”, and that the price of a private telegram would rise to a staggering twentieth-kr per letter. That provided an excuse for all messages to be exceedingly brief, and for some messages to be delayed in sending.



Viktor then had a telegraph line routed into the propaganda office. He sat at his desk, with an enormous box of carbon-copied messages beside him, sorted by sender and recipient. The population did not know that the office kept copies of all their messages on file.



Plucking files from the box at random, he began to tap away on the telegraph. One file showed an exchange between a local warehouser and a businessman in Frosthold, concerned with the import of spices from the north. It took only a moment to grasp the character of the dead man’s writing.



“STORM RATIONS UNGOOD STOP,” he tapped away. “PEOPLE WNT REAL MEAT STOP DEMD SALT AND MEAT SAUCE AFT STORM VRY HIGH STOP HAHA STOP.”



The man always ended his telegrams with “HAHA.” Viktor didn’t know why, nor did he care. He tossed the file back into the box and drew out another. The new file was was a series of exchanges between a woman and her sister in New Lagos. In the latest telegram, sent just that morning, the woman begged her sister for a loan, saying she didn’t have two krona to rub together.



Reading quickly through their past words, Viktor quickly garnered that the sister in New Lagos was the more successful of the two, and not ashamed to rub that in her younger sibling’s face. A sneer appeared on his face.



“BUT HAVE MONEY FOR TELEGRAM STOP VERY STRANGE STOP.” That would do. He put the file away and drew another.



For two weeks he continued that way, sleeping and eating at his desk, drinking heavily and smoking like a coal fire, reading people’s past messages and working away on the telegraph. He pretended to be grandparents asking after their grandchildren, friends swapping in-jokes that nobody else could know, and businessman trying to go about the details of their trade in light of a “WORSE THAN AVERG BUT OKAY” blizzard.



Two days before the disaster, just past 15:00, his telegraph began to tap without the proper prelude for a telegram. Quickly, Viktor jotted down the message: “EQUA VENTURA OPERATOR STATION THREE CALLING NEW LAGOS OPERATOR STATION FIVE REPLY STOP.”



He checked his table. According to his paperwork, the current station three shift operator was named Aron, and he was on the list of trusted officers. Aron should in theory have known that New Lagos Station Five no longer existed.



“STATION FIVE HERE IS THIS ARON STOP”



“THIS IS JON STOP AZI IS THAT YOU STOP”



Viktor had to check his records. He flipped through the files as quickly as he could. The telegraph key continued to clatter during the delay: “REPLY STOP”



He found a file. Azi was the name of one of the New Lagos telegraph operators. Spilling the file open across his desk, it hurriedly leafed through the papers. He tapped with his other hand. “AZI HERE STOP WIND VERY BAD STOP.”



“ARE YOU OKAY STOP.”



The records didn’t have the information Viktor needed. There were transcriptions of interactions between Azi and other station operators, but none between Azi and Jon. He didn’t know how these two spoke with each other. “YES WE ARE OKAY STOP.”



The reply came instantly: “WHATS WRONG”



Viktor bit his lip. He waited for the STOP signal, but it never came. He kept his finger off the key for a moment, and flipped through the file. There were records of Azi speaking with every other operator, but it seemed that Azi and Jon never spoke. There wasn’t a single transcription of their conversations.



“WHATS WRONG,” the telegraph typed, “ARE YOU THERE.” There was a noticeable pause before it added, “STOP.”



Viktor considered the matter carefully. He lifted his finger to the switch.



“ARE YOU WORRIED ABOUT ME STOP,” he typed.



“YES STOP.”



“I SHOULD VISIT YOU SOON STOP.”



“YOU CANT STOP.”



Viktor laughed: “BECAUSE ITS A CRIME QUESTIONMARK STOP.”



For more than fifteen full seconds, the telegraph line sat dead. Eventually, Viktor typed out one more message: “I LOVE YOU STOP.”



When he lifted his finger from the key, it tapped of its own accord: “I LOVE YOU TOO.”



Homosexuality was illegal in Equa Ventura, and a crime which Viktor found personally repugnant, but his position demanded a certain degree of ethical flexibility. And so with his best efforts as a writer, and the assistance of some deviant literature the watch had seized, he spent the next half hour flirting with a telegraph operator across town.



It was a great effort, but when people came to the telegraph office concerned about their relatives, the operator assured them that the stations in New Lagos and Frosthold were fine. It was only the lines that were down.



Viktor remained at his post until the telegraph office closed for the evening on the last day. He didn’t join Angar’s party, though he did drink heavily. He pulled a revolver out of his desk drawer, but couldn’t do anything except stare at the barrel. He was still looking at it when a gunshot rang out from the balcony.



Eventually the steam pipes exploded and the electrical lights went out. In the dark, he could see there was light under Helena’s door. He knocked, and asked to stay with her.



Curled up with Helena by the dying oil fire, he put his hand on her belly, and in that moment, wished more than anything that he’d been an actual husband to her, instead of a drunken night of regret. He told her her loved her.



She didn’t believe him. But the telegraph operator’s diary now sits framed in a museum, the entire exchange captured word for word. Its story has spread far, a tragic tale of love at the end of the world.








Tomas was the youngest of the five. When he was hired, he was only fourteen. When the landstjóra asked him how he served his neighborhood, he could only answer that he hoped to serve his neighborhood by working a good job and helping his mother pay rent.



So he ran errands. He operated the printing press. He sketched drafts of propaganda posters. He manned the building when no one else was around.



His father was a highly skilled engineer, and so was on the list to enter the underground shelters. By extension, so were his mother, sisters, and younger brothers. He declined his spot.



He was the only one who cried where the others could see, but their insistences did not change his answer. Family spots were for children. He was a young man.



For those fourteen days, he continued to do as he had. He helped Agnar conduct interviews and ran messages to the different departments. He printed Hakon’s posters. He helped generate more cases of the rasp lung when Helena needed to be seen as having a strong alibi. He brought Viktor food and changes of clothes.



As evening fell, he walked his family to the shelter entrance, and hugged them each goodbye. They knew nothing, and would not be told until after the doors were shut. They teased him for being emotional about his first night away from the family on his own.



After the doors to the shelter were shut and locked, Tomas ran back to the office. He met Hakon on the way to the balcony and they shook hands, lamenting that there was not enough time. Then Tomas gathered a large bag full of posters, along with a brush and a wrench, and he sprinted back to the shelter entrance.



Through the streets he ran. Under the overhangs of the ruined buildings. Through the slums and the soup kitchens and the merchant quarter and the industrial yards. The snow was black with soot. In the distance, he could see the coal fields, and the steelworks, and the pipeline that brought heating oil. The last of the people were ducking inside, ready for a warm night with family waiting out the blizzard. Only a few beggars remained, too outcast from society to find shelter in even the poorhouse.



When he reached the first ring and the street directly outside the shelter entrance, he took the wrench in hand and opened the steam valve outside one of the Oxbridge buildings. The chill in the air made water as good as glue. He could dab the corners of a poster with the hot and damp brush, and soon it would be stuck fast to the wall behind it.



From his back, he unslung the bag full of posters. Four years of propaganda, showing the city as it never was.



He had posters that showed shining towers, without a trace of coal soot to be seen; posters that showed a proud and industrious people; posters that showed worker and lord hand in hand working to build a better future; posters that sang the praise of the landstjóra and his officers.



It grew colder as Tomas worked. His hands shook. He squinted into the frost around his eyes, and struggled to hold the brush. Eventually, he heard the distant thunder of the steam-pipes exploding. The repetitive thumping of the steelworks came to a stop, and one by one, the electrical lights went out. The city was plunged into darkness.



From his bag, Tomas pulled forth a welder’s torch. It took several strikes to light it, but in the end, it did produce a sickly blue flame. He scorched a message into the wood of a government building directly opposite the shelter entrance, arranged it such that when the doors finally opened and they emerged, they would see all the posters, and read his words.



“FROM THE PAST, TO THE FUTURE. GOOD LUCK. MAKE IT ALL WORTH IT.”



Tomas tried to find his way back to the office, but became disoriented in the dark, and died in a gutter. He is the only one of the five whose final resting place is not the little blue brick building in the third ring.








The meteorologists of Frosthold were wrong. The equatorial vortex was not a freak anomaly, but a symptom of a permanent realignment of the planet’s atmosphere. The winds and the cold would last not for a month, but for more than fifty years.



In the end, all those in the shelter perished as well. The door never opened.



Today, very little is known of the real Equa Ventura, but the story of its last days is told far and wide. With images from beautiful posters, with love letters from dead men, with tales of impossible ignorance, with heroic marches and swells, and with the pathos of engineers who won the lottery, only to find that winners and losers would perish alike.



It’s just as well. If people knew the true story, they would only be disappointed.
      

      
   
      Essential Rations


      

      
      
         Being besieged, Stefan thought, was the best time he’d ever had in the army.



In the fortress by Macraw Lake, surrounded on all sides by three-hundred thousand slavs, Stefan got to sleep in a bunk instead of in a sleeping bag. There were no fourteen hour marches in the rain. There were no working parties. There was an actual bathroom with a toilet, which both excused him from digging a latrine, and let him masturbate with some privacy.



Artillery rained from the sky on a regular basis, but it could do that in the field as well. At least in the fortress there were twelve feet of reinforced concrete between him and the shells. Other men lay awake at night, but he had the power to ignore the muffled thumps, and let them lull him to sleep.



Better yet, the fortress was well provisioned. There was even an entire room that contained nothing but thousands of chickens. In the field they got jerky and hardtack for three meals a day. In the fortress there were eggs in the morning and stew in the evening.



That stew was the highlight of Stefan’s day. His mornings were a vague blur of fortress maintenance and Lance Corporal Muller’s furious bellowing. His afternoons he spent cramped in a tiny turret through which he could barely have seen the enemy if he was inclined to try, and he was not inclined to try. The late evenings he spent cleaning and maintaining his equipment, although he personally did not see why a rifle that had never been fired needed to be cleaned every day.



The early evenings though, those were a magical time. That was when twenty-thousand infantry, Stefan among them, filed into the fortress mess by battalion. Each was given a bowl of meaty stew and a heel of bread and a full half-hour when none of the officers wanted them to do anything.



Until one evening, that changed.



Stefan filed into the mess. He was given a tray; he was given a bowl. The bowl was filled high with stew. He was given an exceptionally large piece of bread. And just as he was about to leave the line and find his table, a cup was placed on his tray.



He stared at it until someone behind him yelled: “Move, you fucking idiot!” That jolted him out of his place, and he hurried to the tables. Once there, he didn’t touch the bread, but instead stared at the cup. His face was drawn and his eyes still. It was like he was looking at his own grave.



He tasted it to be sure. It was a half-cup of schnapps.



“Oh I’m sorry, Princess, is the flavor of the wine not to your liking?” Muller and Fuchs took their usual seats opposite and beside him. They were the other two members of his heavy weapons team.



Quickly, Stefan downed a full sip of his schnapps, and grabbed his bread with his off-hand before anyone could steal it. “I think we’re going over the wall tonight.”



“Yeah.” Fuchs nodded. “Because telling everyone to get ready to climb over the concrete wall and run twenty miles to the enemy, that’s the sort of thing you want to put off until the last moment.”



“Officers do that,” Stefan mumbled. “To keep things secret. Maybe they’re worried about spies.”



“Lotta spies in here.” Muller rolled his eyes before downing most of his alcohol ration in one go. He dragged his bread though the stew and tore a chunk out of it with his teeth, mouthing around it as he spoke. “You know I saw the Tsar just this morning!”



“See, this shit is why you need to read the papers they hand out.” Fuch pointed at Muller. “We’re not even fighting the Tsar anymore. He’s dead. Now we’re fighting communists.”



“Oh? Know a lot about that do you? Comrade?”



“Your girlfriend’s the real red. I hear she’s all about sharing the wealth.”



The two of them had a go at it across the table while Stefan poked at his stew. Eventually, after the fight was over and they were both laughing, he said: “I heard that Corporal Stein in B-Company was arrested for being a spy.”



“He was arrested for being a fag. He was fucking the quartermaster’s adjutant.”



“I’m just saying!” Stefan insisted, before quite knowing what it was he was saying. Digging into his soup gave him an excuse to pause while he collected his thoughts: “They only give us schnapps when something bad is about to happen. What if we are going over the wall?”



“Well, don’t worry.” Muller leaned across the table. “If we are going out tonight, I’ve got a plan. Now listen carefully, okay? If we go over the wall…” He took a deep breath. “Then you carry the fucking ammunition. Because that’s your job. It’s your only fucking job.” Muller’s mouth hardened into a line. “Do you think you can do that?”



“Eh…” Stefan strugged. Then something struck him hard under the table, and he yelped in pain. A few other soldiers from up the row looked at the three of them to see what the commotion was. “Yes! Yes. Christ! Yes. Okay.”



“Good.” Muller snapped. “Nobody gives a shit about your problems. You know that?”



Stefan didn’t answer. He finished his bread and stew in silence.



After dinner, there was time dedicated to maintaining their personal equipment. As they filed out of the mess, the walls around them shook with the impact of shells above. Grey-blue dust rained from the ceiling and speckled their dark uniforms. Stefan’s hands shook when he brushed it off.



In the barracks, Muller disassembled and cleaned the squad’s machine gun. Fuchs had a collection of entrenching tools, spotting tools, and his demolition charges. Stefan had a rifle he’d never fired across three battles. But he did have a plan.



While the trick could only be used on each officer once, he carried several broken items specifically for this purpose. He’d looted them from a dead man at the Battle of Jia Point.



“Sergeant!” he called, after spending the requisite amount of time pretending to fiddle with his rifle and pack. He held a gas-mask line up for inspection, the tear down one side obviously irreparable. “It must have snagged on a nail in the turret wall. Permission to go to the armory?”



Fuchs shot him a look of disgust, but didn’t rat him out. Sergeant Yannik let him go.



The fortress continued to shake during his long walk to the armory. The louder the sound grew the faster his steps, until what started as a slow shuffle turned into a quick march. The armory was at the fortress’s north wing, and as he moved out of the south wing, he heard a terrible sound.



A machine gun was firing in one of the turrets. Rifles too, he could hear them. The garrison, not the just artillery, was contributing to the battle. The enemy was within sight of the fortress.








Stefan had been present for three battles. It would be an exaggeration to say he fought in them.



At the Battle of Koibutz he never once saw the enemy or even had any definitive proof they existed. His squad constructed a machine gun nest to defend a pass the enemy never attempted to pass through. They listened to distant gunfire for three days, and on the fourth day, were told to pack their weapon.



At the Second Battle of Zubrowka, he never saw the enemy, but that was only because it’s hard to see anything without lifting one's head. Muller fired off six belts of ammunition at the slavic horde, and Fuchs even fired his pistol twice. But their position was not overrun, and Stefan never lifted his head above the sandbags.



At the Battle of Jia Point, the enemy saw him.



They were with two other machine gun teams and a squad of general infantry, entrenched at one end of a long open field. Their orders were, “advance one kilometer along left creek bank or until you meet resistance, then entrench and hold.” They followed the creek for eight-hundred meters, and then came to the south end of the field.



They could have traveled further, but there was no cover across the entire field, not even a stone wall. Second-Lieutenant Sommer decided that entrenching in the field would leave them too exposed, and so they set up in a copse of trees at the south end.



It was a beautiful spring day. The sun was shining, the air was warm but not hot, and the field of grass swayed in front of them in a gentle wind. As was tradition on the eve of a battle, they’d all gotten a half-cup of schnapps that morning and were pleasantly buzzed. Stefan thought it was a good tradition, though he’d heard Company B each got a full liter of wine to last the day. Everyone said their quartermaster was better.



The earth was soft, and digging their trench didn't’ even take the entire morning. Sandbags full of earth made a quick machine gun nest, and Stefan settled down with Muller and Fuchs to wait for the enemy's arrival.



In truth, he didn’t pay much attention. The rolling fields of grass reminded him of his family farm, which in turn reminded him of Julia, the young woman from up the road. When they’d both been small children, she was nice and told good stories and he liked her. When they got older she continued to be nice and tell good stories, and he continued to like her, with the added bonus of freckles and large breasts.



As the afternoon passed, he wondered if she might still be single when he got home from the war.



In the distance, something sparkled in the sunlight. Stefan wondered if it was a lake, or perhaps a cottage somewhere in the woods. He pulled out the little pair of binoculars the army gave him, and peered into the light. The sparkle was coming from the bushes across the field from them. He looked closer.



The next thing he knew, he was lying face down in the dirt and he could taste blood. His ears rang and his head throbbed. The machine gun was firing.



The world seemed far away. With some effort, he managed to roll over. Bullets were biting into the sandbags. Another machine gun was shooting back. In the corner of his vision, he saw his helmet lying in the dirt. A large gouge had been torn out of the left side.



So he did the only thing he could do. The only thing any reasonable person could do in such a situation. He screamed and ran, bailing out of the machine gun nest and back into the trench line behind it.



Would any sane person stay in a hole in the ground while multiple people were trying to kill him? Is it a normal human reaction to shrug and carry on in the face of certain death? Stefan didn’t think so. His father had said he was afflicted with cowardice, but he didn’t think of himself as afflicted at all. He was, to his mind, the only sane one there.



He ran into Lieutenant Sommer on his way out, quite literally. The two crashed together, and Sommer threw Stefan back. Sommer started by shouting, “Get back to your post!” But Stefan tried to explain, and things escalated.



“Return to your post or you’ll be shot!”



Stefan found himself staring at the barrel of an officer’s revolver. He slowly backed away, moving up the trench and towards the machine gun nest. He crawled inside it, and curled up on top of a bed of hot shell casings.



Behind him, a mortar shell tumbled from the air and down into the trench. Sommer never had the chance to report him.



Muller and Fuchs though, didn’t wait for the proper military judicial process. Once the battle was over, they took him behind the copse of trees, gagged him with the machine gun’s cleaning rag, and beat him until he couldn’t stand.








Stefan broke into a run. He sprinted across the fortress, dashing through the concrete halls and under steel overhangs. The clatter of machine gun fire from the battlements intensified, and with it came the thump of infantry mortars along with the big guns



His course brought him to one of the fortress’s galleries, filled with riflemen looking out through their little concrete gunslits. A few of them were firing intermittently, though most held their weapons in reserve. One lay sprawled out on the ground, a medic holding a bloody red cloth to his face.



It took Stefan a moment to work up the urge to duck his head low and sprint through the gallery, his helmet never rising within three feet of the gunslits.



There was a line for the armory, nearly all of it men like him—ammo bearers strapped down with a half-dozen packs and loop for belts. There was no fiddling with the usual paperwork. The man at the head of the line ran to the counter and shouted, “Ten belts for an eight/fifteen!” He got them. The next man shouted, “A crate of grenades!” He got that. “Gallery ten needs five-hundred mauser clips!” They came on a push-cart.



“What do you need?” Someone asked. Stefan didn’t realize he was being called until they raised their voice: “Ammo-bearer! Yes, you!” One of the men behind the armory counter was pointing at him. “What do you need!?”



Stefan froze. He’d come to the armory to see what was being requested, in the hope he could tell from the line if an attack over the fortress walls was being planned for that night. It seemed silly now.



“Soldier!”



“Ammo-bearer,” he stammered. “MG-08.”



So they gave him ten ammo belts and sent him on his way. He  stumbled and staggered back through the fortress, ducking low through the same gallery he’d run through before. The wounded man had been replaced, a pool of blood the only sign he’d ever been there.



When he made it back to the barracks, everyone was up and alert. Muller gave him a confused look when he showed up with additional ammo belts, and asked what he was doing. Fuchs looked angry, and expressed his feelings more succinctly by handing Stefan the fifteen belts they already had. The weight bent his knees until he could barely stand, but didn’t dare put them down. The officers would notice.



“The enemy is going to assault the fortress—”



“Shut the fuck up,” Fuchs whispered, sneering like he’d eaten something spoiled.



“Alright, listen up!” Second-Lieutenant Schulze called. He was Sommer’s replacement. “We’re going to be drawing lots!”








“So I want you all to reach into this hat!”



Stefan’s unit had not arrived in time to fight in the First Battle of Sarthe. But there would soon be a second one, and his unit was close to the front lines. The forests around them seemed idyllic, and the shade was wonderful in the summer heat, but the tree trunks were scored by bullet holes and barbed wire had taken the deer.



Schulze shook his hat, and metal jangled inside. “The hat is full of shell casings. They are nearly all brass. But if you draw a steel casing you are it! Stick your hand it, grab one, and pull it out. No feeling around.”



“What are we drawing for, sir?” one of the men called.



“I need a work party to go behind the lines for the next week to help clear blocked roads. We were supposed to get an engineering company to do it, but they’re late to the party and we don’t have the time. So draw. Come on now.”



He offered the hat to Stefan, but Stefan spoke first: “I volunteer, sir!”



Schulze paused for a half a moment. Then he nodded, and clapped Stefan on the shoulder. “Good man,” he said, emphasizing the words with an affirmative nod.



That was when Stefan knew he’d made a mistake.



Four other men were chosen. All enlisted. Their names were Bohm, Winter, Thomas, and Voigt. Schulze took the five of them behind the lines and put them under the command of a corporal they didn’t know. That corporal lead them on a long walk through the woods. When they first arrived in the area it had been via dirt trails, but he lead them to the main road.



It was paved. The road signs were in French. In the distance, a steel bridge crossed over the river. Artillery had struck the road and bridge many times, but both remained substantially intact. There were craters, but they were traversable with a truck or a good horse.



An unexploded shell jutted from the asphalt, not a hundred feet from where they had emerged. More were littered by the roadside.



He talked them through the procedure for removing unexploded shells. He showed them the tools they’d be using. He explained how minimum safe distances worked, so that if one of them made a mistake, at least it wouldn’t cost anyone else their lives.



Then he said, “Stick out your ration cups.”



He had a bottle of gin in his bag. Each of them got a half-cup and a handshake.



On the first day, Winter made a mistake. The largest piece they found of him was a toe.








Muller reached into Schulze’s hat and pulled out a brass shell.



Fuchs reached into Schulze’s hat and pulled out a bass shell.



Stefan reached into Schulze’s hat. He froze. He tensed. He could feel his skin crawl as he broke out in a sweat. He grasped one of the shells with a jerky motion, pulling back so quickly one would think he had been burned.



It was brass. He heaved a sigh of relief, and a smile appeared on his face.



Then Schulze took the brass shell from him, and pressed a steel shell down into Stefan’s palm. “Take your rifle and report to Station 23 in the inner courtyard.”



“But…” Stefan stammered. He stared at the steel shell in his hands, unable to meet Schulze’s eyes. “Sir… I…”



“So help me, soldier,” Schulze snapped, “you will fire your weapon at least once before the end of this war. Report to Station 23.”



Stefan’s breath came in short motions. He kneeled down to grab the last of the belts, struggling to move under the weight of nearly a hundred pounds of ammunition.



“Almighty Christ in Heaven, soldier.” Schulze sighed. “I said report with your rifle. You won’t be operating a machine gun. Dump the extra gear.”



Still at attention, the entire company watched him remove his ammo belts one at a time and lay them on the floor. He picked up his rifle, and with a quick and rigid step, left the barracks.



At Station 23, he found four other soldiers also waiting, each from different units. The other four sat with grim faces. Stefan sat in a cold sweat.



He decided didn’t like the fortress after all. If he’d been in the field, he could have run for his life. He knew that the army shot deserters, but maybe they wouldn’t catch him.



A Captain entered the room, and they all stood, but he told them to wait. They would not begin until after the enemy artillery fire stopped. But the Captain did not think that would take long; it was only a probing attack.



The gunfire petered out over the next hour. The artillery ceased twenty minutes after that. The Captain pulled told them all to stand up and present their weapons for inspection. He examined each rifle briefly, and was satisfied by what he saw.



“Very well,” he said, “I understand you’ve all already had an alcohol ration for the evening. But if anyone wants another drink or a smoke, I won’t stop you.”



He offered the first man a flask and a packet of cigarettes from inside his jacket pocket. The man took a drink and a cigarette, then passed them to the next man who did the same. Stefan was last.



“I don’t understand, sir,” he said, when the flask finally came to him. He held it with two fingers, like it was a dead thing. “Why did everyone get a drink if we’re the only ones going over the wall?”



“Mmm?” The Captain frowned. “Who told you you were going over the wall?”



“But… but we are…” Stefan froze. He jaw worked silently. “Why was an alcohol ration issued today? Sir?”



“To raise morale.” The Captain snorted. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard. Corporal Stein in Third Battalion, B-Company was a traitor. He’s a damn red.”



“Then…” He still didn’t understand. “What are we doing here!?”



“You CO didn’t tell you? You’re the firing squad.”
      

      
   
      Warmer Than Snow


      

      
      
         “By the time you hear this, I’m probably going to be dead,” I said bitterly in the phonograph, careful to keep the hand crank spinning.



“The Time-Space Bureau really screwed the fucking pooch on this one. Maybe they just didn’t feel like telling a lowly piece of shit contractor that the equipment he was using was faulty, or maybe they had so many budget cuts they thought that second hand machinery was just as good as new.”



I sighed. 



“My tachyon field manipulator broke like my gravity breakers weren’t even there… or maybe they weren’t installed in the first place, who knows.”



An explosion ripped the quiet asunder. I startled, and came very close to breaking one of the fiddly pieces that made up the machine. Jesus, this one felt like it was just outside the wall.



“And to top it all off, I have to be thankful for where I ended up, too! Earth is mostly oceans, so a random coordinate in spacetime had better than even odds of drowning to death. But hey, I wound up in the Italian Alps in 1915, so what do you know! Guess I should count my lucky stars!” 



I didn’t know why, but the thought made me giggle, then laugh, then guffaw, and by that point I stopped spinning the thing and cradled my face in my hands.



I couldn’t do this.



I was wearing a dead man’s clothes and face and I forced to bullshit my way through everything, because like they drilled into us from the moment we started studying to obtain our Temporal License, the integrity of the timestream was infinitely more important than our life. I might die at any moment and the kicker?



I was in a better position than all the men under me.



“Tenente!! L’appuntato Malavoglia, l’è ferito!!”



Case in point. My adjutant just told me that one of the men under my command was injured. Except that as we approached the trenches, I noted that he was stationed on the opposite side of where the sound from the mortar shell had come. And as I looked at his injury, my suspicion was confirmed.



A bullet wound to the foot, in a place no enemy sniper could get line of sight. Gunpowder on his shoe. The wound itself was enough to cripple, making it so he’d get sent back home with an honorable discharge, but still healthy enough to help his family in the fields.



I sighed, again. My gene mods protected me from the cold and the hunger that came from being stuck on a fucking mountain top at ten thousand feet, in the dead of winter, at minus forty degree. A temperature that both Celsius and Fahrenheit agree on.



A temperature that in my time can heal, with cryogenic sleep leaving desperate medical cases ready for the next scientific advancement.



But here and now? It just killed. 



Our uniforms were grey-green, and stood out like a sore thumb against the snow. Our position was perilous, and heavy artillery bombarded us every day. Only half the troops had actual helmets.



And yet, the real killer is not the enemy, but everything else. The cold. The unsanitary conditions. The shitty equipment we were given.



Malavoglia probably figured he was going to lose the foot anyway from gangrene.



Because of course, the Italian military gave out boots with cardboard soles.



Fucking cardboard soles!








“—fucking cardboard soles!”



Helen’s heart felt like it was about to break.



She’d been assigned to review the recordings from an old, old time capsule because it had been flagged by an automated program, but this…



Jack’s plight was stirring every cord of sympathy in her heart, and she’d found herself listening for hours to the recordings he’d made, his deep and anguished voice gripping her tightly. He could imagine him helping his men through the cold, caring about them like they were his own family, attentive to their needs.



Except, of course, it wasn’t the easy.



Jack was actually from her future-he’d be born a couple of decades from when Helen was listening to him-and so the Time-Space Bureau was all too happy to procrastinate a rescue mission for when “the time will be right”.



Leaving an honest hardworking man, someone whose friends and acquaintances swore was a gentle and kind soul, stranded with no hope of returning home. She’d seen pictures of him from his social media profiles before he’d been stranded, and she could just imagine his handsome brow furrowed in the disappointment of a society that’d given up on him.



Anything could happen while waiting for the right time to rescue him; information could be found from a historic document showing his death, sealing his fate. Changing the past was impossible.

And paradoxically, this meant that every investigation of what had happened, in those cruel and beautiful mountains, was risking his life.








“General Cadorna insists on feeding men directly into machinegun fire. It looks like a mass suicide, and every charge leaves mounds of bodies that don’t rot but are only covered up by the snow.



“I’m impersonating a lieutenant, so I can’t even try to contradict it… and yet, I wish I could have a meeting with the man, just so I could shoot him for all the blood he’s uncaringly spilling.



“It’s not even malice, but pure incompetence: my proposal for counter-tunnels, so we could blow up the enemy’s positions before they got to ours, was met by stunned silence, ’cause nobody else in the officer’s tent had even thought of that.”



I stopped my recitation into the phonograph to massage my temples, then resumed my daily ritual.



“I’m pretty sure that spilling my guts to you is the only thing keeping me sane. I’ve seen others go mad. Their mind, snapping, leading them to throw themselves in the middle of no man’s land, or off of a cliff.



“Same difference, really.”



And on that depressing note, I got up and went to inspect our positions.



In what was a magnificent display of logistics, breathtaking despite its pointlessness, steel railways were being set up to enable the movement of heavy artillery and powerful explosives. The cliffs were almost vertical in points, and lethal accidents involving the machinery were commonplace.



As I inspected the workings, the men breaking the rock with their pickaxes just like prisoners in the worst kind of prison, my adjutant came with a brown paper package.



“Tenente!! C’è posta per lei!”



His face was split in a rare grin. I knew that I had acquired a bit of a mystique around my person… how could I bear the adverse conditions so well, the fact I split most of my rations with them, and most of all my reluctance and refusal to keep wasting their lives in yet more frontal assaults…



I tried not to encourage them, but they had keen eyes and had wondered why I didn’t get care packages from “back home”.



So this was a big anomaly.



I turned over the package in my hands, puzzled. There was no return address, and it felt disproportionately heavy for its size.



I walked back, having decided to open it in the privacy of my office.



And as I opened it, my heart leapt into my threat.



There was a letter inside, but it was in English. What’s more, it was the English I was accustomed to, from the future.



Dear Jack,



My name is Helen, and I am so sorry for what you’re going through. I’m defying my superiors by doing this, but… I can’t bear the thought of you risking your life any longer.



As you can probably tell, I’m from the future, and I’m affiliated with the Time-Space Bureau. It was through them that I was given all fourteen of your recordings.



Problem is, we can’t mount a rescue expedition… because I’m also actually from your past. Your recent past. And due to the risk of paradox, the Bureau refuses to do anything until you will commit your jump. But as a historian, I know that you’re just one uncovered newspaper clipping away from death.”



Oh, what was this fresh bullshit. I knew the Bureau were heartless bastards, but this was beyond the pale.



“But nothing says I can’t go back in time for personal reasons, away from you and any other time travellers, and mail you things that won’t get back to you until some time later.”



“So here’s what I was thinking you could do…”



As I looked at what was in the rest of the package, I started crying with relief. I’ve only recorded twelve cylinders so far, and I was going to live and record two more on pain of paradox, so the Time Space Bureau would be forced to save me if I died.



I kept reading. Helen had laid her heart bare through her letter; how frustrated she was working with the Bureau, how she’d railed against the injustice that was stranding me in the past. How she’d tried her hardest to find out more about me and my own situation, trying to help me because she sincerely believed I deserved better.



And… about her feeling an emotional connection with me, something that transceded the centuries. She didn’t expect anything in return, by arranging for this package to be sent to me she had already risked her own life: crimes related to the timestream were often punished by death or worse.



And what was more, Helen gave me a way out of this mess.








I pick up the last two cylinders Jack recorded. While the others are heartbreaking, detailing the horrors of a meaningless war, these are almost… hopeful.



“But hey, for all the bad things, there are some unexpected upsides. Did’ja know, Italian MREs actually have a little bit of booze in them? It’s true! Tiny packets of cordial spirit, to wake you up in the morning and give you a little bit more warmth. That’s ONE part of my rations I’m not splitting with my subordinates!”



And then he laughed. She’d listened to that laugh a lot, in these days.



“The mountains, too, are beautiful. The Dolomites are the most gorgeous mountains in the world, with Monte Cristallo looking like true crystal in the dawn, and Monte Civetta rising with a stark beauty towards the heavens. Here, you can truly touch the sky, and even though the air is cold and icy, it is also the purest I’ve ever breathed in.”



She could get lost in his descriptions of the mountain ranges he’d fought in. But at the end, there was always something that puzzled her, a brief shriek which she couldn’t interpret. It wasn’t a bird’s call, it sounded, almost mechanical, but…



She hurriedly went to her computer, seized by a hunch. She had to analyze that byte of noise.








It was a dark and stormy night, which fit my needs perfectly.



The blizzard howled its fury against the side of the mountain, driving all my men to huddle in their trenches, while I could walk outside in the open undisturbed. The explosive in my hands was light, but the noise it would create would be distorted by the winds, indistinguishable from a mortar round hitting another peak.



Of course, it absolutely sucked for me, but that was a small price to pay.



I thought again of the letter from Helen.



“It's actually a bit embarrassing, but listening to your recordings is the highlight of my day. The sound of your voice, the way you talk about the men under your care, how you keep your spirits up even after all the hardships you've endured, it’s... ”



I had a guess of what she'd wanted to write, and if I was right I returned it fully. Except I was hesitant to say so in my recordings, since from her perspective she'd already listened to them all, and I would be courting paradox.



I placed half the explosives I had, lit the fuse, and then hurried behind a boulder.



BOOM!!






I approached the hole I'd made in the cliff face, and was glad to see my calculations were correct. I'd broken into a tunnel made by the Austrians, which we'd sealed off with some well placed cannonades.



I hurried inside, and started placing the rest of my explosives to seal the man made caver again.








“Giangiacomo Giacomini, disperso, presunto morto.”



Helen's eyes filled with tears. News of Jack, from an old report dug up from wartime archives. And it said that he was “missing”. Presumed dead.



She wanted to scream from the frustration. Now it would be even harder to convince the Bureau to launch a rescue mission!



Sure, the disappearance could be due to the mission itself, but the Bureau was conservative, and she had a feeling that kind of rationalization wouldn't fly. Why waste resources, when they could do nothing and assume everything was all right?



She turned back to her computer and gritted her teeth. The audio file had nearly finished being decoded.



She watched the last few pixels of the progress bar fill up, and then… 



“What the hell?”



It was a map. No, more than that, a set of coordinates.



Her head swam. If this meant what she thought it meant… 



The next few days passed in a blur. She took a week off, and then bought a flight to Italy, not caring how much it cost.



Once there, she bought a whole set of mountaineering equipment, and trekked to the place Jack had indicated.



Centuries had passed, but she could still see the emplacements and fortifications he'd talked about… 



The entrance to a hollow in the mountain face was barred by a bunch of rocks. She took out her pickaxe from her rucksack and started breaking them up and throwing them over the edge. 



It was backbreaking work, but she didn't mind, and only found her anticipation growing.



Once she'd cleared the way, she stepped inside.



And there… was Jack.



Portable cryogenic emitters placed all around him, letting him sleep forever, or until he was disturbed. Her own personal Snow White.



Her hand touched skin, and my eyes slowly opened. Then, my hand found her cheek, brushing aside a tear.



“Helen?”
      

      
   
      آل دَرْب آل ظَلام


      

      
      
         “First time you ride there, eh?” Amin, the station manager, asked. “You won’t be let down. It’s a beautiful trip! Gorgeous landscapes. And for the engineer’s eyes only!”



“So have I heard,” I answered noncommittally, smiling to him. I knew Amin quite well. He was the sort of guy to fuss over every occasion, provided it was slightly off the beaten track.



“Also, it’s awesome to experience the real trip rather than the simulated one. I’m sure you’ll love every single moment of it! I wish I could go with you!”



“You never took it yourself?” I asked.



Amin’s face crumpled a bit. “Unfortunately no. I mean, I love my job here as a manager, and I love being able to go home every night. You know, wife, kids, family and all that stuff. Counts for me. But I envy you, the engineers. Always on the move, free, no shackles, no moorings. You’re the kings of the tracks! Only masters on board after Allah.”



I smiled again. “That’s what you believe. But who do you think has to mend the engine under forty centigrades when Allah decided it should go on the fritz between two stations? Hmmm?”



“Don’t blaspheme!” Amin replied sternly. Then he broke into a loud laughter. “Bachir!” he said, “what a face you made. Did you think I was going to report you to the religious police?” he asked.



“Who knows?” I said. “Maybe you need a boost for a future promotion?”



“Bullshit!” He rummaged through the papers spattered all over his desk, and picked out a green sheet from deep down a slanted heap. He looked at it. “So you drive to Jeser-al-Wad?”



“Yeah,” I replied. “There someone else takes over to Madeena-al-Aksa. I’ll sleep over at Jeser and return tomorrow.”



“Madeena-Al-Aksa…” Amin repeated almost in a whisper, his eyes suddenly unfocused.



“The newly annexed territories,” I added. “Do you know anything about them?”



Amin’a eyes refocussed on me. “Little, if anything,” he said. “Not only are our own engineers forbidden to drive past Jeser, but any contact with the local staff is strictly prohibited too. That makes it pretty hard to know anything beyond wild rumors.”



“How’s that?”



Amin shrugged. “Beats me. I have no idea why the company has set up such a ludicrous rule. Who cares anyway? Not my business, not yours either. Do as they say, don’t ask questions, turn back here the day after, and you’ll be safe and sound.”



“I’ve heard they speak a strange language beyond the river.”



“I’ve heard that too. Maybe that’s it, they just want the engineer to be able to communicate with the local teams if something goes wrong. Seems reasonable, after all.”



“Yeah, fair enough.” I took a glance at my watch. It was four PM sharp. “Well, time to go, otherwise I won’t be able to run all the safety tests before departure.”



Amin rose from his chair, rounded his desk and came to me with a bright smile on his face. “Good luck! Enjoy the ride!” he said again, as we shook hands. “See you tomorrow afternoon?”



“Inch’ Allah!” I answered. I broke the handshake and made for the door.



I stepped out of Amin’s office and paused for a short while at the threshold. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I had always been fond of the smell carried by the air in big stations. Acrid wafts of burned oil and hot metal, released by the brakes, eddied around heady scents of perfume and sweat left behind by travelers. To me, nothing evoked the charm of railways more than this discordant concerto of molecules born out of the mating of man and steel.



But I was in a hurry, so I opened my eyes and strode straight to the platform where the train was parked. Pushing one’s way through Dar-el-Kebir’s station was never easy. From the departure of the first train early in the morning to the arrival of the last one late in the night, the halls seemed be always packed to the rafters with a motley, rumbustious throng.



The rolling stock I had been given was brand new. Jesir’s line had recently been given a makeover: ballast, rails, cross-ties, overhead power line, everything had been upgraded. The first engineers to drive on the new infrastructure had described the ride as “silky smooth”. Far from what I experienced as an ordinary suburban engineer, doomed to operate decrepit stock along bumpy tracks where speed was strictly limited lest one car derailed.



As I loped along the platform to the locomotive, I watched the travelers boarding the cars. A chic lady – noble? – accompanied by a couple of greyhounds, was gracefully climbing into a first-class car amid the fuss of her retinue. In stark contrast, three cars ahead, a group of tourists in T-Shirt and skimpy shorts were haggling with the conductor over the price of their tickets. Usually, I would have swung to greet the guy and exchange a few words with him, but I didn’t feel up to it this time, so I went by, outstripping the passengers who dragged their luggage towards the front cars. When I finally reached the locomotive, I climbed the two-rung ladder leading to the lofted cab’s door, opened it and leaped inside.



The decor was familiar to me. Although I had never taken the trip, I had spent hours in the simulator, which reproduced the cab’s dashboard down to a T. Only the landscape had not been duplicated. Too expensive, probably, and pointless for a training device. It had been modeled as a simple green-below blue-above fixed backdrop on which the image of the track was overlaid.



I put my backpack onto the floor, sat in the comfortable chair, flicked the various switches on and began sifting through the safety check procedure – braking system inspection and various electrical tests. Mostly wasted time on a single-month old piece of stock like this one, but the regulations were very stringent with security. When I got the green light from the test automaton, I fetched a pen and a notebook from my backpack and doodled while waiting for the departure signal the conductor gave from one of the cars’ doors.



Which came at the exact scheduled time: 4:30 PM.



As I pushed the speed handle and the consist stirred out of the station, I realized that driving has always been a weird experience to me. As the engineer, you have the power to move the train onwards, but you cannot steer it. It is bound to follow a path other people have laid out for you. While it doesn’t matter much when you’re dashing along an unbroken straight stretch, when you leave a major station, the train has to weave its way through a series of shunts. It had always been jarring to me to feel the machine being jolted left and right at random without any possibility to intervene.



However, once you have overcome the maze of the first hundred meters, the job settles into a comfortable routine. Your only task consists in paying attention to the lineside signals, the speedometer and, of course, what’s ahead of you. Every so often you must switch the mains off and on to make up for phase breaks in the overhead power line, and regularly you have to act on a horn signal by pushing a button, which insures you’re awake and vigilant. But those unobtrusive actions leave you much time to enjoy the view.








Dar-El-Kebir’s western suburbs are the richest of all its suburbia. At the very beginning, the high-rise grey buildings – which beetle over wide, busy tarmac avenues and stunted green bushes – give you a stifling sensation, but soon the urban sprawl loosens its grip and you trundle through woods and large parklands where luxurious bungalows reign over expanses of perfectly tended flowerbeds and millimeter-mewed lawns. It’s almost as if the railroad had cut a deep gash into an evergreen patch of paradise.



I like speed, and so I like driving expresses. Being abord a nondescript suburb train frustrates me. The stations are so close one to the other that the train doesn’t have time to gather speed before having to brake again — not mentioning the many days in which you crawl along the line because of congestion. Driving an express, however, is like flying over the track. The suburban stations flick past you and the people packed on their chock-full platforms retreat and bow prudently as you hurtle along.



Jesir’s line begins a few kilometers after Fakh. After a last diverging point, you quit a large trench through an elegant, wrought-iron overpass, and enter the new high speed track with its state-of-the-art infrastructure. There you can rev up the engines up to the 350 kmph cruise speed. What’s more, you don’t have to mind the signals anymore, since the speed limit gets displayed directly on the dashboard screen.



As I discovered, the first kilometers of the line lay on a dyke close to a motorway, before diverging as it entered a wide forest of dense undergrowth. A few minutes later and we exited the forest into the boundless flat openfield landscape of the Khayt, that some call the “granary”. 



Many engineers complain that the Khayt is boring, and the only spectacle offered to their eyes is the unending sweep of the overhead power wire and the mad race of the lineside poles. But this not true. Each time I have been there, I found out there is always something new to see, provided that you search for it: an unknown group of wind turbines; a new granary; giant hay rolls left behind on the stubble after harvest; a renovated farm… Clouds or planes’ trails in the sky are ever shifting, too. Even if the overall impression remains the same, a slew of small detail change, and that’s enough to keep me interested. As the consist blazed its way in this golden ocean, I remembered the day I stopped by the wayside of a byroad, walked along a grassy path into the middle of a field and lay down there for hours, eyes locked on the heavens and ears lulled by the rustle of the ears. But my daydreaming didn’t last long. At full tilt, twenty minutes are enough to gobble down a hundred kilometer stretch. And the tracks went on.



There was no clear limit to the Khayt. As we continued westward, I watched the flat landscape crimp itself into a more hilly land. At first, the sunny side of the gentle slopes were still covered in wheat, but as we progressed, green freckles appeared, multiplied, until they finally nibbled away all the yellow velvet. Thickets then popped up here and there, and lazy cows endeavored to mar the grass with their calico hide. We had passed into another realm of existence, one where hornbeam hedges hemmed in verdant meadows, gurgling brooks glanced off the crimson rays of the setting sun and cozy whitewashed cottages whispered the melancholic stories told under their thatched roofs.



Half an hour into this landscape, the drowsy villages coalesced into a more modern, loose urban structure that in turn blended into a nondescript downtown architecture: we had reached Ras-el-Beida, the first stop of the trip.








One of the advantages of driving an express train is that you don’t have to supervise the merry-go-round of people getting off and on the train, and the inevitable luggage jam that ensues. That’s up to the conductor and of the local operatives. On the contrary, you can just relax in the cab waiting for the departure gong to ring. And in the most modern stock such like this one, you can even snatch a coffee from the onboard dispenser.



The stop didn’t last long. Fives minutes later we were through. Two more and we were already leaving the bland downtown behind us and entering the countryside again.



Shortly after Ras-el-Beida, the line bent towards the south and extended for miles through the same lush landscape. But forty minutes and a couple of hundreds kilometers onwards, the smooth knolls gradually rose and towered over the track, which soon ran into a deep, gloomy gorge. There, through a series of bridges and tunnels that became longer and loftier, we wove our way through the piedmont of the Djebel-al-Tahir range. And when at last we reached the foot of the highest mountains, we plunged into the long tunnel which pierced it from side to side.



Emerging from the tunnel, I realized the landscape had changed completely. Gone the cows, the meadows and the apple trees. As we descended into the plain ahead along the course of a lively stream, we skirted orchards where gnarly olive and citrus trees clutched desperately to the sharp edges of jagged boulders. And even though the sun was already low on the horizon, and the cab air conditioned, I felt the sudden surge in the outside temperature through the thick glazing of the cab.



I recalled from my former lessons of geography that the plain which surrounds Jeser-al-Wad is rocky and scorched by the sun. Hopefully, water descends from the snowy mountains in numerous torrents that merge into the Wad-el-Kebir, the big river, that flows further south to Jesir, and from there to the sea westwards. Since the first settlers arrived here, all the farmers have harnessed the bonanza offered by the river and dug many canals which bear the water to the fields and the orchards, turning the arid plain into a vast garden where vegetables and trees prosper.



From almost fifty kilometers away I was able to make out the lofty gilded minarets of the Al-Malik mosque. As we approached the city, we progressed at reduced speed through orchards and villages, before reaching the eastern bank of the river. At 7:45 PM we pulled into the main station, two minutes ahead of schedule. I let the loco glide to the far end of the platform, braked a last time, and shut the power down. My journey was done.








The sultry outside air almost overwhelmed me as I opened the door of the cab. I paused a few seconds, then climbed down the ladder to the platform and, disregarding the usual mess made by the crowd getting off the cars, strode to the manager office to report. So hot was the air that even after those few steps I felt almost soaked with sweat.



The local manager, a middle aged guy with gray hair and a dark moustache, was sifting through a heap of papers as I entered his office. He didn’t even look up as I stepped in. I walked to his desk, sat opposite him on the only chair, and introduced myself, giving him my name, my train number, and telling him I was supposed to sleep at the depot. Only when I was finished then did he seem to realize there was someone else in the room. He looked up at me.



“Bachir Abu-Jaude?” he repeated with a strong foreign accent, as if he was surprised. He scratched his head.



“I’ve been driving the express 5434 from Dar-el-Kebir. Someone else should now take over to Madeena-al-Aksa, right?” The feeling that something had gone amiss dawned on me.



He goggled at me as if I had just popped up from hell. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t—” he began, and suddenly hit his forehead with one hand. “Yeah! Of course, the express 5434 from Dar. What a dunce I am. I’m sorry, I was confused. You’ve just joined the squad, right?”



“Yes, that was my maiden voyage!” I replied, relieved.



“Right.” He frowned, opened a drawer and bent as if he was looking for something. “I’m sorry, we have a problem. The engineer who should’ve taken over from you has called in sick just a couple of hours ago. Since no one else is currently available, the company has decided you were to pull to Madeena yourself.”



”What?!” I exclaimed. “I thought it was forbidden for—”



“Necessity trumps regulations,” he cut in. He picked up a green sheet of paper from the drawer and handed it to me. I read it. It was a bulletin from the headquarters ordering me to carry on to Madeena in the absence of the regular engineer.



“But,” I said, “I will never be able to be back in Dar tomorrow at noon! How long is the trip to Madeena?”



“Eh.” He shrugged. “Who knows?”



“What?!”



He looked away, almost apologetically. “There’s no answer to your question, squab.”



“How so?”



“Well, for one, it depends on the speed at which the engineer decides to drive.”



“There’s no timetable?” I asked. I was flabbergasted.



“No. And the line is riddled with whistle stops at which you may, or may not have to halt. And…” he broke off.



“And what?” I insisted.



“Sometimes shepherds decide to let their herd graze in the middle of the track.”



“Wonderful!” I commented. This sounded like a ludicrous experience. Although no one was expecting me back at Dar, I was decided to avoid it at all costs. “Can I phone to the regulator?” I asked.



“What for?”



“I want that order changed,” I said. “I don’t feel like driving a train for an unknown distance at an unknown speed in an unknown territory. Too many unknowns here.” 



The manager shrugged and pushed the phone towards me. “Take a crack at it. Regulator’s phone number is on the bulletin,” he said.



I dialed the five-digit number. At first, I thought it would ring forever as no one answered. Eventually, after a minute or so, a male voice yelled an angry “Yes?!” on the other end.



I apologized for calling, introduced myself once more.



“So what?” replied the guy at the other end in the same furious tone.



“Sir, a bulletin sent to Jesir-al-Wad a few hours ago commanded me to drive the express train 5434 from Dar-el-Kebir further to Madeena-al-Aksa in the absence of the regular driver. I would like that order be rescinded and someone else appointed.”



“Look my young friend,” the guy yelled on, so loud I had to move the handset away from my ear. “It’s past 8 PM. You don’t expect the regulator to be working at such an hour, do you? And certainly you don’t expect me to disturb him home for such a measly reason either, I suppose. So I’m afraid nothing can be done about your case tonight. Drive that train, as you were ordered, and call back tomorrow when you arrive at Madeena. Now, if you’d excuse me, I have other fish to fry.” And he hung up.



I sighed as I hung up too. The manager looked at me half-amused. “I had warned you,” he said in a condescending voice. “It’s no use. Even if you had phoned in the middle of the afternoon, you’d have gotten the same answer. The regulator is never available to speak on the phone. There’s a hierarchy, you know. Request must be filed correctly. Express traffic is not operated the same way as the suburban one.”



“When does the train leave?”



He took a glance at his watch. “Fifteen minutes.”



“What? Am I supposed to drive by night? This is totally in violation of the regulations!” I protested.



“Calm down, boy! Unwind! When you feel tired, you simply stop the train, and sleep in the chair. That’s all. You have no schedule to honor, and no other train is going to bump into yours.”



I didn’t find a single word to retort.



“Now, if I were you,” he continued, “I’d run out, snatch a sandwich or something else to eat and swing by the toilets before boarding back the loco. I’m not trying to get rid of you, but since you seem to be such a stickler for timetables… I mean, just saying, that’s all.”



“Alright,” I said, resigned. I sat up, shook his hand, muttered a hasty goodbye, exited his office and rushed to the station’s bar in quest of a snack to carry away with me. 



Even now, I wonder why I did accept. I think I was completely stunned, trying to make sense of something which obviously had none.








I climbed the stairs back to the platform five minutes before the departure time, and rushed to the loco. All but one cars had been detached from the trainset and pulled away. The only left one had all its windows blinded and its doors closed. A local operative was waiting for me next to the loco. He informed me I was clear to go, as boarding had ended and the doors had been locked. I thanked him. He wished me good luck and I climbed to the cab. Ensconcing myself in the chair, I switched the power back on and pulled out of the station.



After a few points, we drove over the famous bridge the city is named after. For centuries, the Wad-el-Kebir had staked out the border of the country, until our government had decided to wage a war with our neighbors, fifty years ago. The short conflict had led to a complete victory of our side, and the subsequent annexation of a large stretch of land running from Jesir to Madeena. Paradoxically, as far as I had heard, the populations from both banks of the river had not mixed much during the last fifty years, probably because the new “citizens” spoke a language very different from ours. To be honest, I had never met in my whole life someone who had wandered past Jesir, and all I knew about the “new territories” was what I had been taught in my middle-school geography lessons, where those territories had been described as barren tracts of desert devoid of any interest, hardly inhabited saved by a few nomad shepherds who eked out their living from their herds of scraggy goats.



Why had our country been so interested in that territory it had decided to wage a war of conquest, I had no clue, and the schoolbooks didn’t even mention the question. Wild rumors about weapons testing and precious ore had circulated, but none of them had ever been substantiated. It had remained to everyone, barring perhaps the most powerful politicians, a complete mystery.



When I reached the other bank of the river, I felt the quality of the track was not the same. So far, the journey had really been silky smooth, it was true. But now I was sort of reverting back to my previous life of suburban engineer, trundling over worn-out rails nailed on threadbare cross-ties lying on uneven ballast. Who, I wondered, had laid out this track anyway, and for what purpose? Other questions left unanswered. So,without clear instructions, I set the speed to a conservative fifty, and watched, in the late twilight, the dark shape of the last buildings sweep by, as the track carried me into the desert which began right at the gates of the city.



Until midnight I drove on, with for only companion the sticky darkness that the headlights couldn’t dispel more than a few meters ahead. When I realized I was finally yawning, I did what the manger had told to me to do: I braked, and when the train had come to a still, switched the engine off. Stretching my legs and putting my feet on the dashboard, I awaited sleep, which took me sooner than I expected.








I slept seven solid hours. When I opened my eyes, the sun was still high in the sky. I was feeling sore from the crooked posture in which I had slept, so I stirred, sat up and went out the cab, if only to discreetly relieve myself. When it was done I felt better so I climbed back in, sipped a cup of coffee from the dispenser, nibbled a pastry I had bought the night before at Jesuit’s station, then sat back in the chair and resumed the trip.



I had hoped to come within view of Madeen by noon at the latest, but I was disappointed. All the morning the train progressed steadily in a landscape of sand dunes, high enough to bar any sight of the horizon. Even the track, it seemed, was laid down on sand. How could it stay level and not sink into it was another puzzle. More puzzling still was the obvious absence of the whistle stops the manager had mentioned. Maybe, I told myself, I had been too cautious and set the speed too low, so that I had pointlessly extended the duration of the trip. On the other hand, given the poor state of the track, any speed beyond fifty would’ve presented a fair risk of derailment. Definitely, fifty was a sensible choice. So I simply shrugged my disappointment off, and after a brief pause, carried on.



The sun reached its apex, and began to sink slowly: Hours passed, and nothing came into view. Sand dunes were all I was able to see. And except for the regularly spaced poles the overhead power line was attached to, I had encountered no installation: no signal, no shunt, no siding. The lone track ran on and on undisturbed amid a sea of tall sand waves. I pushed on, hoping for a change, but the sunset came without any. When the night had fallen I stopped the engine, sat up and walked around the cab pondering. I had driven more than fourteen hours today, plus four the night before, which meant I was about nine hundred kilometers away from Jesir, and still I had encountered nothing: no town, no man, not even an animal. Only dunes. How could that be possible? 



Maybe, I reflected, passengers knew. Maybe a couple of them had already been there, maybe they where actually living there. But I feared it was already too late to disturb them – Allah knows how they survived inside the car. So I settled back into the chair, nibbled a few biscuits, and tried to sleep.



But I didn’t sleep that well. I kept being awaken by loud bangs in the loco, probably caused by the shrinkage of metallic parts as the temperature dropped. Then too many questions were spinning in my head. At 2 AM, I even went out to take a few steps. The sky was beautiful, studded with stars unnumbered, but there was absolutely no sound except for the light swish of my soles on the sand as I scuffed them. This utter silence was so eerie I felt compelled to go back into the cab after only a few minutes.








The next morning I set out as early as possible. And indeed, only after a couple of minutes I noticed some change in the landscape, as if the summit of the dunes were imperceptibly falling off. After an hour, that trend had become unmistakable: the dunes were actually shrinking as I progressed. Maybe, I thought, I was finally about to arrive to a more civilized area?



Around 10 AM, as the train skirted a last sand hill, I gaped in awe. Before me, a totally different landscape unrolled. A lunar landscape. A flat, barren expanse of grey earth extending in all directions up to the horizon. Nothing around me for kilometers, no fields, no buildings, just the bare earth but for the stubbornly straight double shiny line of the rails and the unending procession of the power poles which faded out in the hazy distance.



This was plainly wrong. I should’ve arrived long ago. Determined to get to the bottom of it, I stopped the train once more and walked to the only car. The blinders were still shut, probably to protect the passengers from the harsh sunlight. I tried to turn the handle of the door, but it was blocked — weird, because I was sure I had cleared the doors for opening before leaving the cab. Maybe the guys inside had locked it to fend off any intrusion during the night? Undeterred, I banged on the door, yelling I was the engineer and begging someone to open. But after five minutes of smashing my fist against the door’s window, no one has shown up and the door remained shut.



That situation had passed beyond anything tolerable. I walked back to the cab and picked up in the tool cabinet two jimmies. Turning back to the car’s door, I pushed them into the small cranny which separated the door from its frame and after a lot of effort, succeeded in prying a wider crack into which I could insert my hand. I groped for the inside latch, found it, spun it free and with a sigh of relief finally opened the door wide. I pounced into the car, but stopped short.



It was empty.



Allah only knows how long I screamed as I stood inside, helpless.



Eventually I quieted down and sat on the step outside the car’s door, head buried in my hands. It was now obvious I was lost in the middle of nowhere driving a ghost train. Who had sent me there and why? Was that some sort of nightmare? A divine punishment? Who had I offended? What sin had I committed? The questions turned round and round in my head. And, most of all, what was I going to do? I had, in the cab, water enough to survive a month long, probably. But no food. Driving back? It was impossible. I couldn’t drive the loco in reverse with the car ahead of me, it was sheer folly, and I was somehow convinced it would amount to nothing. Walking back along the track? I was more than a thousand kilometers away from the nearest town. Even if I had been able to carry with me one hundred liters of water, I would not have been able to make more than a third of that. The conclusion was inescapable: I was trapped. Forced to go ahead, as long as the track existed, hoping against hope it would eventually led me somewhere, into a village, a town, a shore.



Head lowered, I climbed back into the cab. Then it occurred to me I was pulling that empty car for no reason at all. So using the emergency tools, I detached it from loco, and, letting it stand absurdly at the edge of the dune sea, I pushed forward, speed set at fifty like all the days before.








And now, how many days have I been trundling onwards in that forlorn country? Ten days? Twenty? More? How many kilometers have I been through? I cannot keep the tally. The landscape never changes. An infinite tract of cracked clay, everywhere. No streams. No plants. No people. No animals. No birds in the sky. Only the track, the sun, the moon and the stars at night. And the humming of the engines as the loco moves on and on, en route to some unknown destination. 



No, I’m wrong. Something had changed. The sun had sunken, day after day. When it rises, it hugs to the horizon and its light is wan and weak. The night is winning the war. I can see the stars, even in full daylight.



I feel numbed. Fatigued. When that veil over my mind lifts for an instant, I reckon something is clearly wrong with me. I do not recall sleeping last night. Did I? I’m not hungry anymore. Nor am I thirsty. How long since I drank my last glass? Since I ate something? And what was it? I cannot tell. But it doesn’t matter. I know I must simply go ahead, obediently, because there is no turning back.



Yet there is something in the offing, far away, something large that bars the horizon. It seems to be a range of high mountains. Yes it is. I can see the high tops rising as I inch towards them. They’re crowned with snow and stars, and their base is lost in darkness as they blot out the feeble sun. The track goes straight ahead towards them and, wait, now I can see the ground is not flat anymore. It should rise as I approach the mountains but… but no. Wait… It falls away. I enter into the darkness cast by the towering picks, fascinated by the sight.



The loco picks up speed as the slope increases. I shake off my numbness. What was I thinking of? It’s going to derail! Quick, emergency brakes. I smash the big red button on the dashboard and hear the clang as the clamps tighten on the axles. A loud screech erupts and fills the cab, but the loco hardly slows down, carried away by its momentum, the slope and its weight. It slips helplessly along on the track. The tinny din is unbearable, I cover my ears with my hands, but it’s still piercing my head. 



A yellow light suddenly flashes on the dashboard as the cab light turns to red. Power failure. What? I look ahead, squinting my eyes. In the surrounding gloom, I can make out that the overhead wire has disappeared. There are no poles anymore.



Sixty… Seventy… I would break my neck jumping out of the cab at this pace. The loco barrels ahead as the track falls more and more rapidly to… To where? A sheer crag suddenly rises ahead. The track plunges towards it. The loco is doomed to crash into it, it’s… inevitable. Eighty… It’s anytime now. I close my eyes and curl up on the chair in preparation for the final crash.



Wait! Why this sudden silence? Did I see a tunnel? I —
      

      
   
      A Matter of Nautical Communication


      

      
      
         Orpo Van Heusen did not want to be on a Coalition corvette



He also did not want to be held captive by the Khanate’s thugs.



And in particular, he did not want to have a nerve disruptor discharged into his lower back on any setting, even the lowest ‘shock’ that the round-cheeked thug behind him had just fired.



Through the red mist that danced in his eyes, Orpo struggled to keep his ears open and not throw up across the deck plating.



“Second!” barked the officer-thug, a tall and gaunt man who resembled a knife blade.  “This slime will not perform his function if you kill him.”  Any thoughts of benevolent grace were brutally driven out by a rifle-butt placed right where his nerves were still dancing from the electrical discharge.  As Orpo sprawled out across the deck and tried not to retch, the officer continued to berate his subordinate, mixing in a few blood-thirsty threats with his blistering profanity.  Once his supposed ally was properly squelched, the officer grabbed Orpo by the back of his hair and dragged him over to the engineering station, which was lit up with more red lights than a shore leave pleasure street.



“Slime will fix the fusion reactor or you will be exterminated,” he barked.  “Previous crew attempted to damage it before we liberated this vessel for the Khan and spaced them.  Fix the damage or die.”



Orpo stumbled forward into the engineering seat and stared at the blinking lights and readouts, tabbing through several status screens filled with errors and strobing alerts despite the blazing fire that seemed to cover his entire back.  After gingerly touching several of the indicators and taking some time to recover, he  turned the seat and faced his captors, each of which had a weapon of various lethalities trained on him.



“All of these controls are supposed to be monitored by the ship’s AI.”  He waved a hand at a full screen of pure blinking redness.  “There must be some sort of failed circuit—”



“The mechanical intelligence in this ship has been executed,” snapped the Khanate officer.  “All systems are on auxiliary control.”



“Executed?” said Orpo with the intent of cautiously going further down his line of inquiry.  That idea died quickly when the officer pulled a plasma arc from a leg holster and sighted down it, as if he intended on blowing a certain nosy engineer’s head off.



“Our captain melted the abomination down, then jettisoned the escape pods,” said the officer in the same cold fashion.  “We will return to our clan in victory or die.  No mechanical brain can be trusted to be loyal to the Khanate.”  



“Without the AI, I can’t fix the reactor,” he started in clipped tones without a pause, “but I can baby it along, keep it functioning until we reach a maintenance facility.”



“You will fix it, then take your place among your crewmates in the brig,” said the officer, still pointing the plasma arc between Orpo’s eyes.  “Our Khan will reward us for bringing him such valuable slaves.”



“If I fix it as much as I can without spare parts or engineering assistants—” like my crewmate your fellow thugs blew apart when you boarded our freighter “—the fusion bottle will only fail again while I’m not watching it.  This time, it might not go into emergency shutdown mode.  It might just rupture and kill us all.  And I want to live.”



His last words were spoken with as much emotion as Orpo could force into his voice.  He expected them to be his actual last words if the disgusted expression on the Khanate officer’s face was any indication, but after a few long moments, the tall man slipped the weapon back into its holster and issued his ultimatum.



“We have seized all of the engineering spares from your vessel.  They will be made available to you to expedite repairs.  You have an hour.”



Rather than the lethal option of telling the thug to go pound sand, Orpo turned back to his panel and regarded it with a tense urgency.  “The spares from our freighter won’t cut it.  The military grade magnetic containment is leaking in three places, you’ve got a dozen plasma focusers out of alignment, and the deet injectors are eroded like they’ve been run over temperature for several days.  This isn’t just sabotage by the previous crew.  Somebody stupid has been running this board.”



The officer’s eyes flickered to the other thug, who looked as if he were about to shoot Orpo again just out of spite, only this time with the nerve disruptor turned to lethal.  The officer shifted position to place the muzzle of his rifle squarely on the round-cheeked soldier’s back and spoke with an air of command that the weapon only emphasized.  



“Skull Bambar, you commanded this duty station for the last half-period.  Did you damage our power source so we would be helpless against the Enemy?”



While the thug gasped for words, Orpo checked a few more relays on his chair.  “Sir, it doesn’t look intentional.  I’ve seen similar issues with cadets at the Academy.”



“Do you hear?”  The officer prodded his subordinate with the muzzle of his rifle.  “Slime defends your honor, so you have the honor of slime.  Since you have fallen, you shall have no title until we reach our destination.  If this one dies, you die.  If this one is injured, you will be injured too.”



“When we reach our destination, will I be given the opportunity to regain my honor in his blood?” asked Bambar in what seemed to be a ritual question that was far too close for Orpo’s comfort.



“If you can pay the price, his blood will be yours to spill.”  The thin officer looked at Orpo with unmistakable contempt.  “An engineer will be valuable indeed.”



“I will spend all I have and all I can claim,” said Bambar.  “My blood is the Khan’s.”



“Witnessed and sworn.”  The officer took his rifle out from between the shoulderblades of his subordinate and turned it back to Orpo, which did not seem to be any more friendly a gesture.  “Slime will repair what he can.  We will watch and judge.  Perform well and you will survive until tomorrow.”








The electrical and control systems were different than what Orpo was used to, but still close enough than he only had to consult his sleeve about half of the time.  Spare parts were a different matter.  The Coalition corvette had spare parts, but Bambar had done a bang-up job of melting or abusing all of them that he could get his hands on, then proceeded to install the new parts without even considering what had caused the old ones to fail.  The thought of simply forcing a fusion bottle breach occurred to him several times, particularly when fighting a surge that threatened to do it for him.  It certainly would kill the dozen Khanates on board, but also the thirty or so freighter crew that they had locked into the brig, friends that Orpo wished to save.



The captain of The Merry Snark had voluntarally responded to the corvette’s request for a spare part for the recycling system, but once docked, the boarding party that swept aboard was anything but Coalition.  The captain and the first officer had been the only armed crewmembers, and despite the boarders having a half-dozen suits of powered armor in their assault, the two officers had somehow managed to kill five of the attackers.



The rest of the crew had been forced to watch the fate of their captain and three random crewmembers as the Khanates took out their frustrations, and from the low vibration in the deckplates while Orpo was being dragged to the engineering spaces, a torpedo had taken care of any remaining evidence of their assault.



The Coalition might not even know they had been captured.  If left to their own devices, the Khanates might still manage to get their crippled corvette over the border to their own territory.  It held recognition codes, weapons, and whatever they had looted from the freighter in their orgy of violence.  Worse, the Khanates had to have been high-value prisoners being transported back to a core world for interrogation.  Such a small victory would certainly not win the smoldering on again/off again war, but it would kill far more people than a simple freighter could hold.



The thought held him captive while Orpo programmed and bypassed, bringing the fusion reactor up to a thready half-power that still gave the occasional surge or wobble in the magnetic containment.  Triggering it into overload and destroying the ship would not be instantaneous, despite the lack of an AI.  An alert or even semi-alert thug with knowledge of engineering would easily be able to shoot him and still have time to shut down the reactor, which would damage it, but not destroy the ship.  If the belligerent thug who had manhandled the controls up until now could keep it running at even partial power, the ship with its stolen secrets would be gone and his friends from the The Merry Snark sent into unrecoverable slavery.



Unless…



“I think I can give you three-quarters without blowing anything up.”  Orpo tapped the collection of red and orange warning lights on the console screen.  “That should be enough to run the drive at full, or the weapons and shields for a brief engagement, but that’s all.  There’s enough harmonics because of the damaged components that I’ll have to baby it along.”  He gave his Khanate counterpart a bland stare.  “Provided you can keep his hands off the controls.”



Although Bambar’s hands twitched, he did not point his weapon directly at Orpo again, most probably because his superior officer would have blown him in half.



“Your value as an engineer goes up the more power you are able to produce,” stated the officer plainly as if he were declaring that liver was going to be served for lunch.  “Your survival once we reach our destination will depend on how much you are worth.  Consider that as you manage the engines.  Bambar will watch you, and esure you do not fail.”



The thug growled, “The moment that power indicator drops below half—”  The sharp jab of a rifle in his back made Bambar stop, take a snarling breath, and continue.  “If the power drops, I will notify my Respectful Superior.”



“Very good.”  The tall officer turned and walked away with no further comment, vanishing into the corridor with the hatch closed and dogged behind him.  Bambar waited for a moment, then lifted his nerve disruptor with a practiced sneer.



Orpo turned his back and began working his way through control menus while waiting for another disruptor charge, only lethal.  “I wouldn’t,” he cautioned.  “The bridge is most likely monitoring our actions.”



“It would be worth the punishment,” snarled the Khanate behind him, although the reflection in the control panel showed he was reluctantly lowering his weapon.  “If you deceive us, you will die in pain beyond comprehension.”



Keeping his face neutral, Orpo returned to his work.  The rhythmic tremor of the drive beneath him started in a few minutes, which he checked against the power flow from the reactor and began to log.  All of the ship systems were interconnected, which would be a good thing once he started on his plan.  For now, all he did was map out the power flows and assign priorities, from life support to drive and weapons systems.



The Khanates loved the weapon systems of the corvette.  There were already a series of blinking requests to charge them queued up on the console, so Orpo assigned a few of them power, and then a few more, until the limited power going into drive systems reduced speed to a crawl and the hull rang with the twanging pops and snaps of outgoing fire.  Their captain was obviously displeased because the weapons pods went offline one at a time in a line as Orpo could imagine a furious Khanate stalking down the corridor, shouting into each weapon hardpoint until the soldier inside stopped pressing all of the colorful buttons and wasting power into empty space.



“Why are you not bringing the reactor to full power?”  Bambar’s nerve disruptor prodded Orpo in the back, right in the spasming spot where the previous demonstration shot had discharged.  “Tell me or I will kill you.”



“I’m setting priorities for the output,” said Orpo just as calmly as he could once his back had quit spasming.  “It doesn’t matter how much power we generate if it is allocated to nonessential systems.”



“Drive and weapons,” commanded the Khanate with another painful prod of his weapon.  “That is all.”



“And life support, if you wish to keep breathing,” added Orpo.  “And lights, so that your compatriots do not come down here and criticize you for making them stumble around in the dark.  Sensors so we do not crash into a spatial anomaly or intersect another warship, and—”  He cut off abruptly at another painful jab from his captor.



“Get back to work,” he snapped.  “I’ll watch.”



That would put a crimp in Orpo’s plans, but he had time.  The question was how much time.  The Merry Snark had been plodding between two systems a long way from the ongoing conflict, but warships had long legs, and there was no easy way to find out just where they were going without opening up the navigation files.  At least there were listening posts they would have to pass, small space stations in empty space with sensitive gravitational distortion sensors.  They could spot a drive bubble from a week’s travel away, even if the only thing they would notice was a small Coalition warship.



But first, he had to stabilize the fusion bottle to the maximum extent possible.








Several hours worth of back-breaking work later, the worst of the malfunctioning deet injectors had been replaced, two of the plasma focusers had been purged and reprogrammed to factory settings, and Bambar had discovered some of the ship’s games.  While he was destroying armadas of alien ships, Orpo edged the power up another several percent and slipped the ‘balancing’ script into the focuser hardware, manually adjusting its datestamp back a few months just in case.



Right on cue, the Khanates on the bridge reacted to the increase in power by directing it to the drive, and the background whine rose.  Then a little more.  Then the expected brief drop in drive for just a second before it returned to the new spaceplus velocity.  Bambar looked up for a moment, then returned to his game while Orpo started breathing again, watching the time indicator on his console.  A little over a minute later after three other brief drive pulses gained him no additional attention, Orpo put aside the ruined deet injector he had been toying with and returned to his work.








Time passed in excruciating slowness.  One advantage of the engineering station that Orpo found himself dozing in front of was that quite literally, everything in the ship demanded power.  When individual room ‘freshers were flushed, power.  Whenever one of the Khanates went into a room, life support automatically directed that much more energy to their comfort.  In dribs and drabs, not trusting the equipment to write the information down, Orpo determined that there were only twenty-two humans outside of the locked brig, and that the prisoners inside had been locked out of the food delivery chutes totally.  They still had water, although that was most probably due to the Khanates’ oversight than any concern, and the cells had been welded shut, so there was no chance of electronically unlocking his shipmates.  At least the number of surviving prisoners had remained constant, and since the cells were welded shut, none of them were being dragged out to be repeatedly raped.



The repeated surges in the drive had kept the Khanates on edge, and after the first day, the officer from before had stormed into the engineering space only to find Orpo up to his waist in a control panel, supposedly trying to chase down an erratic connection.



“Slime will stop this incessant wobble in the drive,” he snapped, slamming one fist into the panel casing and making Orpo’s ears ring.



“You’ll have to drop to half-speed,” said Orpo, carefully disconnecting one fibre cable and threading a replacement through the supports.  It had taken him considerable time to splice together from spares, but should fix at least one persistent problem.  “The entire aft magnetic coupling has been stressed beyond failure limits because somebody had not watched his panel closely enough.  Then when he was installing the spare, he torqued the connectors off, so we’ve got the original back in there now, and there are some melted together spots inside it, so it surges under heavy load.”



“Install a replacement!” snapped the officer.



Orpo tried to pitch his voice as sincere as possible, because the irate Khanate sounded as if he were about to put a shot right through the panel he was underneath just to kill him.  And the more angry he could make the officer, the more likely he would spill some actionable intelligence.  “We don’t have a replacement.  As it is, this coupling should last about a week before the surges get too powerful and you’ll have to reduce speed.”



“Use a coupling from the other ship’s spares!” spat the officer.



“That’s a civilian-grade coupling.  The connectors won’t fit, and even if I could cobble something together to make them match, it would take a week and I couldn’t get a quarter of the power out of this fusion bottle.”



“In a period, we will be home,” snarled the officer.  He gave a brutal kick to Orpo’s exposed legs.  “You will keep the reactor functional until then, or your worth shall be lessened to nothing.”



He remained silent instead of responding, other than a few anguished grunts of pain that he did not have to feign as the Khanate kicked him in the leg more times before storming out of the engineering space.  Bambar took the opportunity to wander over and give Orpo a good solid kick in the leg too, just for good measure, then a second.



“You did not have to tell him about breaking the part,” he said, adding a third brutal kick that made Orpo bang his head in the narrow space he had wedged himself into.



“I had to!”  Orpo braced himself for the next kick, which did not help much when it crashed into his knee.  “The only other spare magnetic coupling would be in another Coalition ship, and it’s not like you can just ask for them to give you one.”



The next anticipated kick did not arrive.  Instead, after some discussion over the ship’s intercom which he was too far away to catch, Orpo eventually wriggled out from under the panel to find another fierce Khanate at the engineering space hatch.  Conversationally, it was a bust, because his new jailor did not speak at all other than to point the nerve disruptor when Orpo got too close.



That was perfectly fine.  Orpo determined that his leg was not broken before he settled down at his console again, flipping through the colorful tabs of the management program until he found the screen he was looking for.  The duplex fibre he had just threaded into the control panel allowed access to the navigation station on the bridge, with the course laid out in lazy curves to avoid other planetary systems and ending at a major Khanate world several days behind the battle lines and about eight days from their current position.  There were at least a dozen other ships visible to the ship’s gravitational sensors spread out over hundreds of parsecs, but none of them seeming to be a Coalition rescue ship, which was good and bad.



All he could do was wait and hope the seed he had planted would bear fruit and the trail of breadcrumbs he was leaving would attract the right attention.








Over the next several days, Orpo saw several of the Khanate crew as his jailer, each of which was more taciturn and violent than the last.  In order to keep his wits sharp, several ‘malfunctions’ in ship sensors were arranged, from a delivery mishap that sent several dozen packaged mealpacks into the brig cells to an oxygen sensor issue in engineering that let him crawl over the area with an appropriate set of tools.  It was hard to look sufficiently concerned without breaking into a smile as he made the final adjustment to the maneuvering couch electronics, but the thought of what the barbarians had done to the freighter captain kept his concentration intact.



The surges grew more severe, even after the bridge reduced the drive strength slightly.  By that point, Orpo was sleeping in his console chair with the empty remains of several disposable mealpacks scattered in the vicinity and enough deflated coffee bulbs to make walking hazardous.  A low current from his sleeve woke Orpo up from a fitful doze just enough to open one eye, take in the slow-motion waltz of starship motion in the navigation screen, and become aware that Bambar had returned to the engineering space with a nasty grin and the repurposed Coalition space suit he had begun to wear after the first oxygen alert in the engineering space.



Once the other guard had departed, the Khanate turned his leering attention to an awake and alert prisoner.  He sat down in the acceleration station beside the door and put his helmet in the seat next to him while waving his nerve disruptor vaguely in Orpo’s direction.



“Soon, Bambar will once again be Skull Bambar, and will have more honor than ever before.”



“How are you going to do that?” asked Orpo.  He had turned his chair so he could keep one eye on the navigational screen and the other in Bambar’s general direction.  The drive had been cut back to maneuvering levels and no power had been put to the shields, which was probably a good thing with the size of the Coalition escort destroyer maneuvering to a docking intercept outside, but the rest of the engineering power distribution was under control of the bridge at the moment.



“Bambar had an idea.”  Bright white teeth showed in his grin, which was the first smile Orpo had seen so far from the Khanates, and hopefully the last.  “Since this ship had no problem boarding your pathetic vessel, the captain begged a nearby slime ship for assistance.  They will let us dock, and then our armored warriors will sweep their vessel clean of their filth.  We will return to our Khan with two vessels, or perish in glorious battle.  And then—”  Bambar caressed his nerve disruptor and aimed at Orpo’s head.  “You will take days to die for the indignity you have heaped upon Skull Bambar.  Your teeth shall decorate my new necklace, and—”



“Alert,” sounded the intercom.  “There is a change in the plan.  The slime ship has noticed our life pods are missing, so they are sending over two shuttles.  One will be empty for us to keep, and the other will have the part we requested, along with several engineers to install it.”



Bambar’s grin grew, and he adjusted a setting on his nerve disruptor.  “Ah, the Khan will not need you anymore.”



“Don’t get impatient.”  Orpo kept his hands in plain sight and away from the console controls.  “Remember, pillage before burning.  Those engineers may not be as cooperative as I am.”



After a moment, Bambar let up the pressure he had been putting on the nerve disruptor's firing stud.  “Truth.  They may have livers worthy of warriors.  We shall see.”



“Clear the shuttle bay,” announced the intercom again.  “All armored warriors are to remain back until the slime have exited the shuttle and been subdued.  Then we will send them back on the same shuttle while the other warriors prepare the second shuttle and the gun positions prepare to blast breaches.  They will be unarmed and defenseless, like grain before the thresher.  Fight and die gloriously for your Khan.”



“My blood is the Khan’s,” repeated Bambar, his eyes narrowed and fierce.



On the navigation screen, Orpo could see the bulk of the destroyer, larger than the corvette but so much smaller than the cruiser he had once served on, settle in comfortably at short weapons range and the two small dots of shuttlecraft burning up the distance between them.  It looked to be a Sheffield class from the active sensor emanations, a nasty customer in a fight with enough armor to shrug off one or two shots from the corvette before blowing her to plasma.  The shuttles had to be the new Agna class assault craft and piloted by experts if the sharp maneuvers were any clue to their general level of competence.  There were a few more intercom announcements as the first shuttle swept down into the docking bay and the second one paused aft, in a fuzzy shadow that the corvette’s sensors and weapons could not cover.



“If there’s any fighting, you should put on your helmet,” said Orpo calmly.  “One loose round could depressurize the engineering space and kill me, but at least you have your suit.”



“I am not a coward,” snarled Bambar.  Still, he dogged down his helmet with the experienced motions of a seasoned spacer and plugged his auxiliary oxygen into the acceleration couch’s fitting.



Taking advantage of his captor’s momentary distraction, Orpo lifted one finger and tapped a key on his display before returning his hands to their previous position.  Deep in the acceleration couch, an altered sensor the size of a matchhead reported that the O2 being sent into the suit was actually at zero degrees Kelvin.  A heater was triggered to warm the chilly flow, and since all six of the heaters had been rewired during Orpo’s supposed search for a defective environment sensor in engineering, the resulting pure oxygen forced into the space suit was heated into a near plasma, which proceeded to burn anything organic it could find.



Bambar did not even have time to scream.



Taking a brief moment to pray that his efforts over the last few day had actually worked, Orpo sprinted over to the engineering space hatch and dogged it manually, ignoring the heavy nerve disruptor that had been flung a few meters away from the burning corpse of his captor.  If he was right, holding onto a weapon was going to be a very bad idea very shortly.



And if he was wrong, there was going to be a lot more death he could inflict from an engineering console than running through the corridors with a light weapon that could do nothing more than irritate a man in a suit of powered armor.



“Hull breach!” blatted the intercom.  “All warriors—”



Whatever the captain was commanding was cut off abruptly as Orpo touched several more controls, chopping all power except for the motors on the airtight doors on the bridge.  Another simple touch cut the lights and air, but before he could touch anything else, one outside wall of the engineering space flared into light and burst open.



He was knocked sprawling, but Orpo managed to put his hands on top of his head and hold his breath while armored figures dashed into the reactor room from the breach, heavy grav guns sweeping the corners for ambushes or hostiles.



“Clear!” called out one of the lead Coalition marines.  “One hostile dead, one captured.  Secure the reactor.”



“Secured!” called out another.  “And… it’s shutting down?”



“I should hope so,” managed Orpo through his coughing.  He had always disliked the stench of breaching explosives, despite their usefulness.  “I’m Master Gunnery Sergeant Orpo Van Heusen of the New Yent defense forces, combat engineering.  The crew of The Merry Snark is secured in the brig, probably hungry as hell and smelling like crap, but they should be fine.  There’s twenty-two hostiles on board that I could tell.  Don’t take any chances with them.  They broke out of the brig and captured this ship about two weeks ago, spaced the crew, and were headed to—”  He broke out coughing again, only to have the armored squad medic slap an oxygen mask over his face, which he appreciated, and a set of plasticufs around his wrists and ankles, which frankly he could have done without.  And the quick search could have been more gentle, even if the searcher was wearing powered armor— 



“They’ve got six suits of powered armor,” he managed.



“Primary squad is taking care of that,” said what must have been the commander of the squad despite looking identical to the rest of the armored suits.  “Henway, Knock Knock, you stay here with the prisoner.  Everybody else, follow me.”



In moments, the room was empty except for the smoldering corpse and Orpo’s two new captors, which he intended on treating much more respectful than the last one.  They displayed respectable training, with one keeping his weapon pressed against Orpo’s chest and watching the door while the other kept an eye on the fusion bottle shutdown process, just in case.



After sufficient time for the distant snapping sounds of hypervelocity rounds to die out and the unconscious tension to fade slightly, Orpo licked his dry lips and asked the lesser question that was bothering him.



“So… Knock Knock.  You’re the squad breacher, right?”



The marine nodded briefly.



“From your presence, I have to assume my message got through.”



Another nod and a female voice added, “All they told us was that the Khanates had captured the ship, and that there was some crazy fucker who found a way to get a message out.  Sir.  They did include your picture, but it just doesn’t do you justice at the moment.”  The marine straightened up from her crouch and quit pointing the grav gun directly at Orpo.  “Captain Lancer reports the ship is secure.  Sixteen live prisoners.”



“Tell your Captain Lancer that he does excellent work, and pass along my compliments.  Also, I’d suggest that each one of those bloodthirsty bastards be wrapped in razor wire and suspended in salt water while being transported to wherever they were headed in the first place, but I don’t think he’ll accept that.  Bound and drugged at the bare minimum.  Don’t underestimate them, and if you have to shoot, give them an extra in the head.”



The marine nodded, apparently passing on the suggestion.  After a few more minutes, she took off her helmet, revealing a short mop of black curls and sparkling brown eyes that went well with her high cheekbones and natural dark pigmentation.  She took a deep breath of the faint haze of smoke still lingering in the engineering space, then wrinkled up her nose.



“Nothing like the smell of Boomite after a mission, except you went and stunk up the room,” she remarked with a sharp sniff.  “One of ours or theirs?”



“Theirs.”  Orpo coughed spat to one side.  “Teach him to screw with an engineer.”



“Challenge accepted,” said Knock Knock with a sharp smile, much as one might find on a shark.  “On one condition, once you’re cleaned up and debriefed.”  She bent down and looked him right in the eyes.  “The AI on the ship is busted, you had one of them holding you at gunpoint since you were captured, and from the looks of it, you’ve been in that chair the whole time.  How did you get a message out?”



Orpo pointed as much as he could by jerking his head in the direction of the fusion reactor.  “If a reactor isn’t tuned right, it interferes with the gravitic drive.  Communications use a high-frequency variant of that to send and receive messages, but I modulated the fusion bottle to pulse once every few seconds and sent my message by Morse code.  The ship’s AI could pick out the message, if they had not melted it down.  I was just hoping a passing ship would read the message and not promptly call them up to report some prankster fiddling with the fusion bottle.”



Henway looked up from the engineering console.  “I don’t see any indication of tampering with the control run software.”



“I buried the code in the actual hardware,” explained Orpo.  “They only kept me alive as long as they needed me, so my goal was to be needed as much as I could.”



Knock Knock burst out with a short giggle.  “Oh, now I see.  That’s funny as hell, Sergeant Van Heusen.”



“What?”  Orpo frowned, then winced.  “Oh, I’m never going to live this down, am I?”



“Live what down?” asked Henway.



Knock Knock gently patted the fusion reactor casing with one armored hand.  “Sergeant Van Heusen is the first navy officer in centuries to send a distress call using a message in a bottle.” 


      

      
   
      S.O.S.


      

      
      
         I see the gleams and glints among the rolling waves, peaks of light that waver and bob. In slow lazy curls, they approach me.

 

I’ve done my daily jog around the island, scanning the distant waves for the silhouette of a ship that never arrives. Yesterday, I went on to collect wood and forage. Today, I make a  second trip around, slowly, collecting the bottles that have washed ashore in a huge sack that I drag behind me. There are always more coming in; if I kept picking them up as they arrive, I’d never be done. Keeping a daily routine is important; it keeps you sane.

 

I complete the sweep, dragging the heavy sack to the section of beach by the glass pit. I let the sack slip out of my hands behind me, and walk on a bit towards the sea. I stand in the sun, sweating, heat bathing my skin. I want to cool off, and I don’t want to swim, so I stand in the breeze for a while under the shade of a small stand of palm trees. There’s still a part of me that complains about how unfair this all is. I remember when I had choices, when my world wasn’t circumscribed by undrinkable water and food was plentiful and time was more than one monotonous buzzing tone behind my eyes.



I turn and head to the rough lean-to on the beach which stands by the deep pit and its pile of glass and plastic bottles. I sit cross legged in the shade, take a sip from a bowl of brackish spring water, and begin. I open the sack’s sandy mouth and reach inside to the cool moist depths.



The bottles rattle about my hands as I reach among them. The plastic ones are often sand-scoured and sometimes rough.  The rarer glass bottles are smooth but may pick up a frosted patina if they’ve been in use for a long time. They are the ones that tend most to sink, of course, shattered on rocks or losing their corks and carrying their messages to the sea floor with a forlorn little blurp.



I take up a clear plastic two-litre soda bottle, its label lost, and uncap it. It has a palm leaf inside it. Leaves are the most easily obtainable writing surface, but are fragile. If the writers are smart, they leave the stem facing up towards the neck of the bottle. This one had some experience. I get a fingerhold on the stem and pull it gently out of the bottle, rustling and crackling, and spread out the brown leaf before me.



“Greetings from afar! I assume that someone is reading one of my messages, for I have read many others. Of course, the chance that you will write back to me and I will receive the wave-tossed reply is slim to none. Sp please consider this a general sort of conversational opener, and pass it along! Here are some things I might have replied, in response to you what you might have said:



“To what degree do you continue to be mistaken for a hat?



“To what degree do you mistake what you do for art?



“Do you dissect butterflies?”




I blink and look up from the letter at the windswept beach. How many footprints I must have made here, all the anxious pacings, dances of joy and despair, the running and panicked flights; and not one step remains in the sand. I might as well not have been here, for all that the waves and wind care. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and put the letter aside on the leaf pile.



The next bottle is green. The plastic label had been removed and the white layer inside it had been used for writing the note within. This is a clever tactic, if one can find a natural ink that will adhere to it. The author seems to have used his own blood, which is flaking away.



“I remember a day long ago when the world had seemed particularly dry and out of sorts, and there was a  fireworks show for some event or another that evening. I watched the fireblossoms ascending to the sky, and I felt nothing, none of the joy of childhood upon seeing works of wonder. And I was horrified and came to tears, and I prayed that it would not be taken from me, I prayed that I would not lose my ability to find joy in fireworks. And this was granted to me, I have not lost it yet. But it is a delicate thing…”




I set the letter onto the plastics pile, and reach for the next bottle. This one was a jar of peanut butter, and it is still slightly greasy inside and fragrant. I pull out a thick folded packet. When one finds durable paper, it is impressive. This one has been erased many times; it is a palimpsest of ghosted thoughts and effaced moments. I can no longer tell what the latest layer is. My mind drifts and I let the words flow in my vision.



“…screaming across the stars…”



“Please take this seed. Treasure it, for few of these plants remain. Prepare the soil with…”



“And I didn’t think I could stop, because I have to keep at it. We come back, even in despair and shame, even if it’s not good enough, we come back…”



“Please copy the preceding message exactly into ten bottles. If you are hesitant, please know that I would do the same for you, had you asked it of me. It’s only fair…”



“…ribbit. The little froggy went ribbit. The little froggy went…”




When I find that I am just rereading the same statements over and over, I set this puzzle of chronology aside and take up the next bottle. This one contains a piece of cloth, once perhaps olive drab, but bleached by sun and time into a colorless state. The ink is something dark, perhaps insect gall.



“I stood here too, you know. You know what watching a sunset is like? We’ve watched the same one. We stand together as the world rotates and the light wipes its way around the world. How can we be so similar and not know each other better? If we both have the same thoughts, the same experience, are we not the same person? Cannot we reach even one step beyond, to know each other and speak face to face?



“I feel like I’m dying out here. Faith does not succor me; it merely makes it possible to endure the constancy, the way that all days are the same. If all are the same, why could not they be just one day? Why is my life to be measured out like this, in ticks of the planetary clock? There is so much that could be and which I cannot be…”




I sit a while and measure myself by this letter. I still feel like myself, or rather, I feel like a subset of myself; whatever parts of me are necessary to survive being stranded alone, and no more than this. I am a thing silent and solitary, in a land built for giants. I am a human lacking the protections that humans have built for each other; the comfortable dwelling, fabrics and beds, power and heat and fans, pre-gathered food. I am a small naked thing and I do this because there is nothing else I can reasonably do.



As I dwell on this, the needs of the body impress upon me again. I stand to take a break and refresh myself. I walk to the island’s small stream and slake my thirst, check the bushes for new berries, relieve myself, and finish off a slab of fish I’d cooked a day ago. I confess that I take my time in returning. It is an animal pleasure I now enjoy, not intellectual.



I walk back to the lean-to, passing by more bottles that have washed ashore. But I touch none of them; my work is already arranged for me. Some bottles may wash away again if I do not reach them soon enough, but such is the way things go. There are always more.



A brown bottle yields a cheap thumb drive. It has the word “Hi!” scratched into it by blue ballpoint. I chuckle and set it aside; I have no way to read its contents, but I give the author points for creativity.



The next bottle once held seltzer, and it has a smell inside of artificial berry. 



“This is a story about a whale. A happy whale with a tall spout, who met a very special little girl…”




Knowing humanity’s true relation with whales, I cannot get far into this piece, and so I set it aside.



The next bottle is full of ash. I give a grim chuckle and pour it away. I’ve seen the variations: sand and leaves, and i swear that once someone sent me some actual horseshit. I myself have, on a lark, just screamed into an empty bottle before sealing it and sending it out into the relentless waves.



The next one is a marvel. Someone took the trouble to scratch their letters on the inside of the transparent plastic bottle. What a clever way to save limited writing material! The medium is the message. Sadly, while the text is legible enough, it is too cryptic for me to readily decipher, and so I set it aside for later reading. The pile saved “for later” constantly grows, and I never have time to do more than glance at it.



And so the day goes as the shadows stretch from the trees across the sands. I open my bottles and read them. I read of odd cosmologies, experiments in philosophy, reports of odd sea life, entreaties for aid, false reports of escape. Sometimes I cheer, sometimes I burn with rage, and once I bow my head and weep.  Every once in a while I cast my eyes up to the rushing waves and the bright points of light from the bobbing specks that approach me. Save our souls, save our sanity, save something.



As the end of the day approaches, I stand up and stretch my back. The sunset takes up half the sky in glorious colors of fiery red and orange, highlighting the clouds in fierce lines and making them cast dark shadows in streaks across the sky. A soul inspiring spectacle that I have seen hundreds, hundreds, hundreds of times. I have not grown indifferent to it, but… I have grown. Like the message writer who complained of redundant time, I have so many moments that have all become the same.



I sigh, then bend to the stacks of messages. The plastic labels can be scrubbed for reuse (though who has time to write, for all the reading to do?) The cloth has value, and some of the paper can be reclaimed. I set aside a few choice pieces, and bundle the rest.



I take up the stacks of leaves and worn paper and cardboard, and carry them down the beach to the black ring of stones. I had gotten a good pile of branches and logs together yesterday, and left them out to dry after last week’s storm. I stuff the papers and leaves among the logs, and start rubbing at my firestick, for the beacon must be kept lit. No matter what the cost. No matter how often I must try. No matter how thick the callus on my palms or dense the weariness in me. The tinder catches and I blow it to smoking, flickering life, and watch as it creeps into the leaves and papers and etches each one with a curving line of flame, a script of incandescence writing a message borne of physical law.



I take up another piece of paper and scrape it clean. My fingers tighten around the stub of my burnt stick, and as the burning letters illuminate the page I scrawl, ignoring the pain in my fingers and the cramp in my neck. I feel good about this one. It may be the one that saves me, or redeems all my efforts.



The beacon must stay lit. Someone must eventually see it. I must stay warm.
      

      
   
      Amaterasu: I Am Here, and So Are You


      

      
      
         “Look, look, look! Right there! That’s the hidden message!”



Once more, Amaterasu sighed and pretended to care.



She couldn’t help thinking that, after narrowly avoiding death by imploding spaceship and then by asphyxiation in deep space, there must be better things to do now than wander empty corridors in search of nothing. It felt vaguely ungrateful.



This corridor, for instance: both of them had passed through it a dozen times. Columns lined both sides, a monument to the Classical trappings of the previous occupants, if not to their good taste. 



“That,” said her… well, not “friend”, exactly, but “colleague” felt too chilly, so… she’d go with “companion” for now. “That is the secret message! Look at the carvings on top. Look at the metal disk stuck through the side. That means something.”



Amaterasu wiped her face down. “It’s just decoration.”



“Weirdly specific decoration. See the rounded boltel structure near the top, just before the square abacus? Under all that cornicing? I know my columns, but those aren’t cheery little decorations. Those are Bow-and-Tell markings.”



“Some expert. How come you can’t translate it, then?”



“What? I recognized it, didn’t I? Anyway, languages ain’t my thing.”



“‘Aren’t’ my thing,” corrected Amaterasu hopelessly. “Let it go. We’ve got bigger things to worry about. The rest of this place, for a start.”



In truth, they hadn’t. The space station wasn’t big by her standards, and they’d run out of surprises hours ago.



Within minutes of docking while trying not to breathe too much smoke, the two of them had walked every square inch of the “shore”, or the airlocks where old spaceships used to dock and deliver goods. All empty, save for theirs, which had been contained behind emergency slider doors; the reinforced windows of these had long since turned grey with the smoke trapped inside.



From the “shore”, they’d called and heard no one. Not a soul had walked in, not a Tannoy crackled, not an alarm blared or a squadron burst in to hold them up.



So they’d gone into the “forest”, a labyrinth of corridors and warehouses size enough for ships. No one there, though a few crates of untouched ready meals and protein shakes remained. Enough to see them through several months, and probably enough to sink a small battleship.



They were covered for food, at least. Amaterasu let out a breath.



Onwards they’d walked, venturing into the “cave”, or dormitory. This had been an explosion of carvings and statues and beeping machines still running after… Well, she hadn’t a clue. Decades, likely. Or centuries. Some of the proto-beds still had Velcro straps, for pity’s sake.



Now? Vent shafts rumbled overhead. Pipes gurgled. Lights burst into life whenever they entered a room. Every place warmed them, every breath was fresh, every wall panel and computer monitor winked at them as though in greeting, and when they’d found the auxiliary generators chugging away down below, she’d fancied the things had come straight out of the box, they were that clean. The place was alive and happy and full of stories. What they lacked were actual people.



Now, she gave her friend – companion – a nervous glance.



“I’m gonna find out what that means,” Melissa said.



Amaterasu groaned. She knew those tones. When her companion spoke like that, it meant someone somewhere would soon have to get dustpan and brush ready. If they were lucky.



“Let’s focus on the here and now, shall we?” she said bravely. Failing to get a response, she added, “Melissa?”



“Oh, all right.” Yet as soon as they moved into the darker chamber, Melissa took out a handheld Confabulator.



Amaterasu wrinkled her nose at it. “Pocket calculators,” she muttered. “Looks like something I’d tile my bathroom with.”



“You should get one of these. There are restaurants of options on these things.”



Restaurants, Amaterasu thought grimly. Like menus, but bigger. “A mind chip is best for me, thanks. None of that primitive hunk-of-junk stuff. You should get an implant. With all the wireless databases they keep adding to the web, you can get an answer as soon as you’ve thought up the question. Doesn’t require cluttering up your pockets, either.”



“Fine, fine. Unless you get disconnected.” Melissa tapped the screen on her incomprehensible, primitive excuse of a device. “Anyway, it’s cheating to download the answers directly into your head. Why not work for it? The whole point of talking is to surprise people.”



No reply. None that Amaterasu could fairly give. Out here, there was no signal on the mind chip. It basically relied on being close to civilization.



Out here, there were thousands of space stations. Thousands of electronic islands, all scattered across the boondocks of the solar system. Most of them had been pariahs of civilization from birth. The rest had fallen behind when the solar winds had changed course and society moved elsewhere.



Grimly, she wondered how many would still have human life on them. Well, how many would have human life that wasn’t stuck in a cryogenic freezer. This particular one spoke of a vogue for the ancient ways, which was the usual response – in her experience – to civilizations which turned their noses up at the modern ways.



Snobs, she thought. Ungrateful, hypocritical snobs.



Part of her was glad this place was dead. She didn’t fancy explaining herself at the best of times. Certainly not to the sort of people who believed the Golden Age – Probably a trademarked phrase by now, she thought – had occurred around the same time some bloke with sticks had only just figured out the world was a ball shape.



All that was left on this “island” in the sea of space? A “village”. Specifically, the labs.



She and Melissa poked their heads through various automatic doors. White hospital-like rooms struck their senses. Disinfectant stung the air and made their eyes water. Fiddly little metal tools invoked the great dentists-slash-torturers of the ages. Uncomfortably, she noticed the syringes and vials so prominent on many of the worktops.



“Medical facility?” Amaterasu murmured.



“I think it’s a biology lab. Look, they got Petri dishes.”



“And embryo vats. Yes, I do have eyes, thanks.”



None of the computer banks were on. Somehow, she found this a relief. Although it would’ve made more sense to look for clues here…?



No. Her heart wasn’t in it. She moved further down the corridor. Melissa’s skipping steps hurried after her.



“Where are you going?” said Melissa.



“Retracing our steps.”



“What, again?”



“I’ll feel better once I’ve memorized this layout.”



“Why? We’ll use it when we need it. Relax, ‘Doc’. We’re the only ones here. On this island of mystery amid a sea of woes… This is kinda like Robinson Crusoe, don’t you think?”



If there’s no one here, then we need to explain why everything’s in such good shape. No sign of a struggle. No bodies, either. No manual systems operational: everything’s either automated or standard. So… examine the facts… See the bigger picture… See the forest for the trees…



“I told you not to call me ‘Doc’,” she said coolly.



“Doc” brought the whole assuming arrogance of her name to mind. Doctor of Science honoris causa, Amaterasu Vanessa Rubric Copgraves. Anyone wanting to annoy her only had to recite the whole thing. Too often, the dratted name sounded like a pompous title from the bad old days of – she almost spat – “nobility”. Like one of those famous lords or ladies who were rich enough to lock themselves away in their drawing rooms, mixing chemicals and inventing history by accident.



In her heart, she felt this was utterly undemocratic. She even refused to use scientific terms derived from their names, once she remembered which terms were which.



“So…” she said aloud. “What’s likely…?”



“Who lived here?” said Melissa, hurrying alongside her; Amaterasu at a walk could tax most people at a jog. “Imagine their ghosts walking down the corridors. The spirits of physicists strolling through the shadows.”



“Unless they did anything dangerous,” snapped Amaterasu, “then who they were is hardly relevant now, is it?”



“But surely you’re thinking what I’m thinking?”



“I’m thinking that the communication room needs maintenance. The generator’s working fine, so why that’s not, I can’t tell.”



“It’ll keep. We’ve been at this for hours. Why don’t you savour it while we’re here? We’re cast adrift in someone else’s history.”



“This place is odd, granted.” She scanned the doors flashing by as they passed. “Worst-case scenario: biological contamination from the labs did this place in. But the decontamination systems are fully operational, just like everything else. And still no bodies. That doesn’t add up. Oh well, at least it suggests we’re in the clear – Wait.”



Just in case, she flicked a few switches on her way past. Door locks clicked again, though since she’d done this dozens of times already, it wasn’t so much locking as confirming they were locked. She relaxed after the last click.



“Aw,” said Melissa. “You’ve got no romance in your soul. Don’t you wanna explore the place?”



“I’d rather not stumble across some mutant microbes, thanks.”



“So paranoid! Look, I’ve seen stations like this before. They’re usually harmless scientific research outposts. We’ll be completely safe. The Hotaru Space Station alone was a triumph!”



“The what?”



“Hotaru Space Station. You know! The one with Professor Sapphro’s team. Your college buddy Kohaku… I think… had a panic attack, and you talked her out of it and told her she’d manage just fine.”



“I don’t remember,” lied Amaterasu.



“Anyway, I think you’re being jumpy. That’s my point.”



“And I think you’re being too trusting. You don’t know the first thing about this place. Why’s it so well-kept? What kind of technology are we talking about here? How soon can we repair those communication systems? That’s my point. That’s what you should be focusing on.”



Upon reaching a T-junction, they stopped. Suddenly silent, she could hear her friend’s breathing.



Breathing hard.



A gentle pat on the back: Amaterasu never felt happy giving anything else. Even this much seemed unprofessional.



“Keep talking to me, Melissa,” she said, not unkindly.



For her reward, she got to meet Melissa’s face. “Pale” wasn’t the worst of it.



“We’ll find a way out of here,” whispered Melissa. “Right?”



“They’ll probably start looking for us now,” said Amaterasu, pushing far too much bravado through her tones. “We did send the distress signal before the ship went kaboom, eh?”



Her sad attempt at a gag died as it had lived. For a scientist, Melissa had spent an awful lot of time chatting to other people, and buying them drinks, and laughing at their best jokes. College, university, out in the field: whatever had stuck in her teens had refused to be shed, even long after Amaterasu had finally admitted to herself that she, her best fr– companion, was an overgrown child.



“Come on,” she said softly. “Let’s go back. We’ll work out the rationing system and then start tomorrow. No point making things harder for ourselves, right?”








One week passed.



Much to her disgust, she could only tell because of Melissa’s Confabulator device. Merely acknowledging its usefulness filled her with shame. But then her mind chip was still dead. She kept reminding herself of these things through sheer pragmatic insistence, despite her pride’s protests.



The ready meals were primitive garbage, nourishing and highly tailored to human physiology while being completely, utterly retch-worthy. Melissa wolfed the things down, at least whenever the two of them ate together; so long as she could cheerfully talk her mouth off while stuffing her face, she’d even swallow raw soil. Occasionally, Amaterasu wished she could be so easily distracted from her own food.



Melissa slept soundly on the Velcro beds. Amaterasu had to will herself to sleep. Melissa loved wandering off and talking to herself about the secret message in the column. Amaterasu kept checking the security room’s camera display to make sure her… companion was OK. After a while, she spent more and more hours a day in Melissa’s company. Nothing of the situation seemed to bother the woman. She wished she had such confidence.



Melissa avoided the labs, though, whereas Amaterasu kept going through them. Once, she found piles of paper in a cupboard, and discovered that the taps were still working. Otherwise, she wandered through them wondering what had happened. Even the security disks only went back a couple of decades, and all of the footage was empty of humans. Except for them two, obviously.



Up till now, she’d avoided talking about the creeping dread inside her. They only had enough food between them for months, assuming they lasted that long.



One of them could always… make it easier for the other…



Anxiously, Amaterasu dismissed the thought. Food shortage or not, Melissa only thrived in company. She needed to see another face most of all, even if it was a furrowed, put-upon face.



Then, on the eighth day:



“I found bottles!” said Melissa.



Amaterasu sat down on the plush chairs, bracing herself for a breakfast of what tasted like barf.



“Hm?” she said.



“I rummaged around the private quarters, and there were bottles behind one of the beds.”



“Huh. Clearly, someone wasn’t coping.” Amaterasu watched her friend’s face.



“They were empty. Anyway, they don’t look like medicinal bottles.”



Clean over her head. Amaterasu took a mouthful and then ordered her tongue to put up with it. She hummed with fake interest.



“Well, in the old days, whenever someone got shipwrecked and ended up alone on an island, they’d write a message in a bottle and then throw it out to sea, hoping – just hoping – someone might pick it up and come find them.”



“Uh huh.” Oh god. Vitamins and minerals and proteins and carbs. Part of a nutritionally balanced pukefest.



“How about we do the same?”



“Yeah.” This place must date back to the Rego-Classical Age at best, judging from this stuff. Just swallow and bear it. Just swallow and bear it.



“Yeah, I think we should! So long as communications are down, what have we got to lose? Stranger things have happened. And… well, it’s kind of exciting, don’t you think? Like that old song. I’ll send an SOS to the world…”



“Right, right.” Wonder if that bottle guy had more stuff stashed away somewhere. One of us might need it, near the finish.



Then her brain caught up with her ears.



“What?” she said.



“I said we could send a bottle –”



“Don’t be ridiculous.”



“I’m serious! It’s got to be worth a try, hasn’t it?”



“Melissa, that plan would’ve been crazy even on the seas of Earth. One little bottle against enough water to cover two-thirds of the planet? No chance. You might as well write ‘false hope’ on the label and be done with it.”



“But if we do nothing, that guarantees no one’ll find anything.”



“And we’re in space. It’s not ‘the ocean, but a bit bigger’. Think of our solar system. We could compress all civilized planets and moons – no, just compress all the planets and moons anyway – and next to all the space contained from one Oort limit to the other, the result wouldn’t even be a rounding error. Melissa, you’re being utterly ludicrous.”



They continued their breakfasts in silence. And, on one side at least, with complete disgust.



It’s your fault we’re out here in the first place.



Amaterasu didn’t dare say that aloud. Whatever relationship existed between them wouldn’t survive the impact.



Unfortunately, she had the wheedling sort of mind which used the truth as a cattle prod on her thoughts. It was true, at that.



The original plan, out here on the margins of the solar system, so close to the limit of space travel itself, was not the work of carefully scientific deliberation. It was a childish bit of romantic claptrap. Right here on the Oort limit, about as far as space travellers could go before they had to contend with the light-years between stars. And no one really had to contend with any of those because, short of a miracle, faster-than-light travel – heck, reasonably-close-to-light-speed travel – was a pipe dream. Hollow, hard, and in some contexts utterly full of crap.



They’d wanted to leave a time capsule.



Not one of those “school project” ones, with archaeologically useless junk. No, she’d be smarter than that. Diaries. Video footage. Photographs. Holographic childhood memories. Records of day-to-day life, ready for scholarly inspection. 



She’d needed a lot of persuading. Showing her own stuff to Melissa alone… she’d felt naked. Even now, she burned across her face and refused to look opposite, not at her companion’s eye.



But in a way, the revelation had to be made. The quality of the material needed checking, and she’d trust no one else. Besides, Melissa and she had spent their lives together, and if Melissa had any self-awareness behind that happy-go-lucky façade, then she hid it commendably well.



Most of all… Well, for all of “Doc’s” titles, Amaterasu was fully aware she’d pass out of history with virtually nothing left behind. You didn’t get fame for being slow and steady. Slapdash and stupid, perhaps, hence whoever had designed the spaceship with such an ailing shield system and a poor excuse for an evacuation shuttle.



Not for the first time, she wondered why Melissa had suggested the time capsule. She’d shown Amaterasu her history. Did she want to leave a mark too? After all, she didn’t have a title like “Doctor of Science”. And in this hyper-competitive world…



Ha. That was a joke. Hyper-competitive. No, just a more intensive form of pure luck.



Which had thwarted them.



The micrometeorites had penetrated their shield, and even their hull. Within minutes the ship had self-destructed. Thank goodness she’d been twitchy enough to check the security monitors every five minutes.



Of course, that had left them stranded in a shoddy evacuation shuttle in one of the most barren parts of the solar system. That had been Melissa’s choice: to go somewhere so rarely frequented. The fewer people came this way, the better they could preserve the message for so many years.



Thwarted by luck.



Amaterasu popped the last mouthful in. She chewed as though grinding glass between her teeth.



Thwarted by luck. In a pitiless universe.



No…



A universe like that wouldn’t let them survive for months on end. One of them would have to go. It was only pragmatism.



So was it better to go now, and maximize the food for Melissa? Or delay it in case rescue came?



Amaterasu swallowed what felt like a fistful of grit. “I’ll have another look at the communication system. It’s strange, though. Everything’s where it should be, but I can’t get the thing on. Perhaps the problem’s at the power source, but I’d have to check the last of the wiring.”



“Pity we can’t do Morse code in space.” Melissa shrugged. “SOS, IWB, V7 –”



“I’m sorry?”



“You know, the old emergency messages. Nine bits of code, and they can translate into so many messages. SOS is just one of those interpretations.”



“IWB?”



“Er… I Want Bravery?”



“V7?”



“I dunno. They’re random codes, not acronyms.”



“Not like SOS. ‘Save Our Souls,’ right?”



“Actually, SOS is just another code. ‘Save Our Souls’ was a back-formation.”



“Ha. An after-the-fact bit of baloney, you mean.”



“I wouldn’t put it like that.”



“Uh huh. Anything else you’d want to send? A ‘Get Well Soon’ card, maybe?”



“Don’t be like that.” Then Melissa beamed at her. “There’s always one important message.”



“What’s that?”



Yet it was several seconds of lip-chewing and ceiling-staring before Melissa replied: “I am here, and so are you.”



Amaterasu snorted. “Last part’s not much good if someone doesn’t read it.”



“That’s why it’s a message. There must always be someone to read it, even if it’s only the sender.”



“It’s nonsense. What else are you cooking up in that brain of yours?”



“I’m just thinking. What would Robinson Crusoe do?”



At this, Amaterasu rocked forwards and stood up straight as a flagpole. “That primitive hack-rag? Please. Imperialistic stupidity at its finest. And the ending is so much macho bilge.”



“It’s an inspiring story! Man against the elements! Civilization against the wilderness! Crusoe was just a guy, and through sheer faith and grit, he did all those amazing things on his own! Like we’re doing!”



Amaterasu didn’t even think. Her finger pointed at Melissa without waiting for instructions. Her brain had to breathe deeply just to catch up.



“We are not ‘faithing and gritting’ our way through this. This isn’t a self-indulgent fantasy. This is real life. We’re just doing what even the meanest animals do: surviving. No point dressing it up. It’d be an insult to dress it up. Understand?”



Melissa stared at her.



On her way out, it occurred to Amaterasu that this wasn’t the best way to end a conversation. But Melissa’s overheated brain had chosen this rarely frequented part of the solar system to begin with. She only ever seemed to think about her corner of the world. She didn’t think about months and food supplies and stress. Heck, even in civilization, she’d barely thought beyond the city limits.



Well, she was overdue a reality check.



Robinson Crusoe! As if anyone anywhere who got stranded on an island, or “island”, could only ever be compared to this one frankly uninspiring name! As if all the millions and millions of other unfortunates were just copycats. As though Crusoe had invented being stranded. As though anyone else – this time, she spat – didn’t matter.



She spent the rest of the day glowering at the tangle of wires in the communication room. Nothing was accomplished.



Despite her protesting stomach, she went to bed without eating. One could only take so many insults from wakefulness to sleep.








One month passed.



It was going badly.



Amaterasu had tangles in her hair, which kept falling into her eyes whenever she leaned forwards. What she smelled like, she dreaded to think; the hygiene module had given up about three days ago. Her skin felt like clingy slime.



Despite checking the communication room, the generators, and anything in the place that looked remotely electronic, she couldn’t get so much as a radio to work. According to all her experience, they should have worked. At this point, she was just checking and re-checking endlessly, in the increasingly desperate hope that she might have missed the one little thing that’d make it all better.



She was skipping meals every other day too. Melissa had scolded her for it every time, but… they were a crate down. A whole crate. For weeks, she’d half-believed this one alone would’ve lasted forever. It wasn’t as if they had many more to get through.



And all around them, the silence of the void. Waiting. With infinite patience.



Now she had pains in her stomach.



“I told you not to skip those meals.” Melissa’s Confabulator scanned the exposed belly while Amaterasu tried not to breathe out. “And I can tell you’re trying not to breathe out. I do have medical training, you know.”



“Sorry.” But she could imagine the lower ribs pressing through when she did breathe.



Melissa lowered her device. “You can put your shirt down now, Miss Prude. Well, in my medical opinion, what we have here is a case of hunger pangs brought on by excessive silliness.”



“Sorry.”



“You know there’s a risk of malnourishment if you don’t eat the right amount. Why do you do it?”



Best to say nothing. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I have NO intention whatsoever of disillusioning you.



Fortunately, Melissa had long since learned not to press the point. “At least the cure’s easy enough to apply. Also, you can thank this ‘hunk of junk’ for being so useful, please.”



“All right, all right, so it’s not totally a waste of space.” Amaterasu climbed off the seat and followed her out the door. “Why’s that disk thing sticking out of it, though?”



“I took it from that column. You know? The one with the secret message.”



“What are you doing?”



“Cryptanalysis! My specialty!” Melissa coughed. “Apart from medicine and biology, of course.”



“I thought you couldn’t translate languages?”



“I can’t. It’s proving a bit tricky. But they haven’t made a code I couldn’t crack.”



They walked down the corridor to the dormitory – the “cave” – in silence. Only when they were on their ever-familiar seats did Melissa add:



“That settles it. I’m sending out that bottle.”



Amaterasu moaned. “Not this again.”



“I need it.”



“Rubbish. You need food, water, oxygen, and the right atmospheric temperatures and pressures. Anything else is optional.”



“I need people around me! People! Someone I can talk to and be surprised by and learn so much about! Someone I can trust!”



Amaterasu closed her eyes tight. She counted to ten. More than once, she wondered if Melissa was doing this deliberately, perhaps as some sort of punishment.



She opened them again. “Don’t worry. The life-support systems here are working fine. I’ve searched this place top-to-bottom for dangers and found nothing. We can last a few more months.”



“I don’t want to be looked after by machines!”



“Decent quality machines. Give them some credit.”



Melissa wiped her face down and fidgeted. To Amaterasu’s surprise, Melissa then shot forwards and leaned closer.



“Have you ever read Walker’s essay on semiotics?” said Melissa urgently.



A grunt. Not that there was anything wrong with taking an interest in literature, but Amaterasu had given it up early for a reason.



“Assume the answer is no,” she said, trying to inject as much irritability as possible into her droning tones.



“Walker divided up information into two sorts: the knowledge, which science gives in facts and truths, and the news.”



“That’s like the six ‘o’ clock, ten ‘o’ clock sort?” Hastily, she regretted speaking; Melissa rarely scowled, but when she did, she saved up a lifetime of outrage and fury. “Sorry.”



“That’s like… Look, news is how it affects you. How it affects you in the moment. How you choose to respond to it. If you choose to respond to it. Does it matter to you as a person? Does it sound likely to you, and to you alone, no matter what anyone else says?”



“Listen, Melissa –”



“Is the sender someone you can trust? Can you put your faith in them?”



“Please.”



“That’s why science fails to appreciate art. Art is the message AND the bottle.”



“Please, Melissa. Believe me. I’m doing the best I can.”



In the awkward pause, Amaterasu found nothing but complete incomprehension in Melissa’s eyes. She groaned and flopped along her seat, not looking at Melissa but at the computers guarding the far wall. Suddenly, going to bed early sounded like a brilliant plan.



“Are you all right?” Melissa’s voice drew closer.



“No.”



“Do you want another medical exam?”



“No.” Amaterasu felt herself going red just thinking about the last one.



Perhaps the pause had been thoughtful. Not on Amaterasu’s side, at least: all her thoughts had evaporated into some dumb mist. Professionalism was a sad little voice calling through the wind.



A gentle hand patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll send that bottle. At least it’s something, yeah?”



“A negligible something,” she muttered.



“You’d be surprised.”



“I hope so.”



Another pause, in which all sorts of thoughts sneaked around: too obvious to be ignored but too discreet to be identified. After a while, she gave up trying to peer through the mist.



“You know,” said Melissa gently, “Walker made his point with an analogy.”



“That’s nice.”



“Two castaways on an island. Neither of them remembered anything about their past lives, but as the days dragged on, they found bottles washed up on the beach as regular as the sunrise and the sunset. Only the messages were weird. They were just facts, like ‘Water is H2O’ or ‘Concorde’s last flight was on Wednesday 26th November 2003’.”



“OK?”



“So they took it two different ways. One of them analysed the facts for any data they could study, cross-referencing the content to ensure it made sense as a whole. The other one didn’t like this. They said that the first one – who represented science – was missing the trees for the forest.”



A switch flicked on in Amaterasu’s head.



“What was important, the other one said, was the connection. Who sent the messages? Why did they matter? How foolish was it to take them as true and proceed from there? That castaway represented art.”



How strange. A moment ago, Amaterasu had been lying down through sheer lack of energy. Now she was lying down because she had to fight not to get up.



“Those bottles and those messages weren’t mere devices. They were connections between islands, islands with no other contact. Emotional connections –”



“Are you sending your bloody bottle,” snapped Amaterasu, “or aren’t you?”



A moment later, she heard heavy breathing. Later still, she heard footsteps, the whir of an automatic door, and then nothing.



Deep inside, she sensed the stress ebb away. Relief washed over her.



She slept where she’d fallen. Or at least tried to.



Thus, she skipped dinner.



She was hungry. She just believed she shouldn’t be. Or didn’t deserve to eat.



Sooner or later…



She’d have to do it.



Sooner…



Or…



Later.








Eleven months passed.



Despite her most pessimistic predictions, Amaterasu saw the crates last beyond those months. They were now on the last one. Her stomach kept hurting too, but she refused all medical exams, and not merely because pulling her shirt up over her stomach felt positively indecent, even in front of someone who’d also seen the insides of her holo-diary.



They’d salvaged what was left of the evacuation shuttle. Most of it was a burnt wreck. Sadly, no radio survived. They’d run out of things to do in the airlocks, corridors, and warehouses. Yoga exercises, jogging, self-defence training, measuring the walls when they were really desperate. Last thing they wanted to do was regress to children playing hide-and-go-seek.



They’d stopped going into the labs. Amaterasu could only take so much “hospital aesthetic”.



That just left the dormitory. Their “cave”.



Amaterasu tried not to think about it. They’d been alone together for so long, and still she refused to crack. Melissa needed her iron constitution to get through this. Melissa needed her to be strong.



And then the weirdest day had hit them.








“Bottles!” Melissa cheered and shook her awake. “Look, look! On the screen!”



“What?” Amaterasu winced against another lash from her stomach.



“We’ve got mail!”



Groggily, groaning, Amaterasu slumped out of her Velcro straps and hobbled over to the computer bank. Her tangles had to be brushed out of her face, and then she saw the screen.



“What the –?”



“There must be a hundred billion of the things! Come on, come on! I’m sucking them into the airlock now! It’s a shower of bottles!”



Amaterasu blinked. She blinked again, because the illusion hadn’t vanished the first time.



“This is a joke, right?” she said.



At once, she turned around and hobbled halfway to bed. Melissa grabbed her arm and tugged.



“Come on, come on! Our prayers have been answered! Come on!”



“It’s just a weird trick.”



“It’s real! Look, I’ll show you!”



Eventually, Amaterasu shrugged and let herself be dragged down the corridors. This was clearly a bad dream, after all. In real life, this didn’t happen. And hunger led to hallucinations. Why not?



Even when Melissa pressed her hand into the scanner and the airlock slid open and the mountain of bottles tumbled out, Amaterasu didn’t mind. Her subconscious surely knew about Melissa’s cryptanalytical skills, and the chances a primitive bio-security door lock had against them.



Melissa dived onto the pile, picking up random bottles. “Aw, there are so many! Which one should we pick first?”



“Just pick one and get it over with.” Amaterasu yawned. “And then I’m waking up.”



Melissa plucked one and tore out the message. She read it.



She frowned.



Again, she plucked one and tore out the message and read it. Again, she frowned.



“What?” she breathed.



“Oh?” said Amaterasu in as scathing a voice as her half-yawn could manage. “Were you expecting a birthday card?”



“They’re all…” Melissa plucked and plucked and plucked, and read and read and read, and scowled and scowled and scowled. The tinkle of bottles led to one tapping against Amaterasu’s shoe.



“They’re all what? Badly spelled?”



“Facts.” Melissa stared at her as a child might stare at a parent. “They’re all just… facts.”



To her own surprise, Amaterasu burst out laughing. She laughed until her ribs ached and her throat felt sore. She laughed until she staggered clutching her own belly. She laughed until she couldn’t so much as breathe, and then she almost guffawed trying to breathe in again, and kept breaking out into titters before finally meeting Melissa’s outrage coming towards her eyes.



“I remembered.” Amaterasu wiped her cheeks. “I remembered you talking. About those two Walker castaways. Oh my, this is priceless.”



“What is?” Melissa shot to her feet. “This isn’t a joke! Someone’s contacted us!”



“No, no. I know what this is. Tears you up, though, doesn’t it? The romantic image of the lone survivor, throwing their hopes out onto the cruel but mysterious sea. Seeking connection through sheer desperate luck. And you thought it would work.”



“I told you not to skip those meals. You’re raving!”



The last hints of laughter vanished from Amaterasu’s voice. “No, you were bloody raving. It was your dumb head-in-the-clouds that got us out here in the first place. You threw a useless bit of glass and paper out to vanish into nothing. Sort of ruins your day, doesn’t it, to get this back?”



Angrily, she threw herself round to totter her way to bed. Suddenly, the sooner this dream ended, the better.



She got one step before sheer tiredness hit her and she fell forwards. She didn’t even remember the thump. Just the blast of pain and the cry of someone’s panic before sweet darkness blanketed her and tucked her in and left her.



There was nothing left of her…








…until she opened her eyes.



On one of the benches. Surrounded by beeping machines. Looking up at Melissa’s wide eyes.



A burbling voice spoke. Amaterasu watched the lips move in silence.



Then the concerned voice became clear: “Thank goodness you’re OK! You’ve been out for hours! Don’t tell me you’ve been skipping sleep too!”



Months rolled on top of her. First, she’d skipped meals. Then she’d stopped even pretending to make her unruly long hair tame again. Then she’d skipped sleep.



All to fix a communication system that, by all rights, was fixed. Just not working.



She whimpered. The pain hadn’t stopped at her stomach. It burned her from scalp to soles. She didn’t dare move, in case agony exploded anywhere along her body.



One thought pushed its way out of her mouth. “What…?” she said weakly. “What the hell is going on?”



“You’ve been infected,” said Melissa, lowering her Confabulator.



“Infected?”



“You idiot. You weakened yourself. I warned you! You’ve made yourself an easy target.”



“But I remember. Those bottles. Hallucinations?”



“No. They’re covered in space debris, and I found fragments of Neo-Naissance warehouse crates among them. They’re flotsam. Leftovers from another station, maybe. I don’t know what kind of maddened mind would sit down and write that many facts for nothing, but I dread to think what happened to them.”



Amaterasu felt no surprise. Right now, sitting down to write a hundred billion facts sounded kind of relaxing. Repetitive, maybe, but wasn’t that the point of meditation? Or was it self-hypnosis?



“No one got those bottled messages but us. There must be hundreds of dead stations out here.” Melissa’s lip trembled.



Faint as her mind was, Amaterasu urged herself to raise her head, ignoring the shrieks of pain along her neck.



Weakly, she mumbled, “What?”



“We’ve only got one month left! What if we don’t make it? What if no one comes? What if no one even finds my bottled message?”



Too much effort: Amaterasu’s head hit the pillow again. She winced against the stabs.



I should’ve done it months ago. Selfish to have lasted this long…



Poor Melissa would have lasted longer if Amaterasu hadn’t gotten cold feet. Melissa could’ve escaped. Probably. She’d have enjoyed a longer life, at least.



Cruelty was her constant companion; Amaterasu tried to sleep, but her alertness defied death over and over. Too many bright lights, too many racing thoughts, too much noise and pain hammering away at her. Vaguely, she wondered if it was possible to hold her breath without chickening out and having to start all over again.



“Chin up,” she said bravely. “You’ve still. Got that message. To decipher. Right?”



Melissa’s facial contortions twitched towards a frown for a moment. “Sorry?”



“The column thing. With the disk in it. Figured it out yet?”



“Oh, that,” muttered Melissa. She raised a needle. “I cracked that days ago.”



Surprise held all else at bay.



“You did?” whispered Amaterasu.



“It’s not important.”



“I couldn’t get you! To shut up about it! Why’s it suddenly ‘not important’?”



“You wouldn’t understand. Doesn’t matter now, anyway.”



“It mattered to you! Come on. Please. Tell me.”



Melissa’s face reddened. She raised the needle higher.



“What is it, Melissa?”



The flicker of a frown gave way to creeping disgust. “Nothing worthwhile. I thought it’d be something romantic or delightful. You know? Like those hidden love messages we used to find at school. Or like those family memories my grandmother used to bury.”



“To grow ‘fondness trees’. I do remember, thanks. So what?”



By now, the twisting disgust tugged so hard that Melissa jerked her head about for something safe to look at. “That hidden message… was nothing but a set of rushed blueprints. On how to make, and I quote, ‘an ultimate bioweapon’.”



When she glared at Amaterasu, the air shimmered between them. “That’s what they felt was worth preserving. That’s the best this place could do. The moment they thought they’d perish, they left nothing but their most selfish, nastiest, cruellest disease behind. That’s the sort of world we’re stuck in!”



Helpless in her pain, Amaterasu said nothing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen so much venom pulsing through the veins of that face.



The needle came down. Through sheer pain, Amaterasu didn’t even feel it.



Finally, the pain faded.



“Who can I trust?” Melissa ran a hand through her own overlong hair.



Amaterasu gritted her teeth. “Me?”



Melissa choked. “Obviously you. I meant anyone else?”



She teased a stray strand of hair out of Amaterasu’s eyes. So much relief swept through Amaterasu that she didn’t even protest. She felt alive again, back from the dead. Not for weeks had she felt so capable of leaping off the bed and striding forth.



“Tomorrow,” she whispered. “I’ll look at. The communication system. Again.”



Melissa chortled, suddenly weeping. “Course. I’d expect nothing less.”



For Amaterasu had to tell the universe: the two of them were here.



Not just to say SOS. To say their very existence mattered.



She slept.



Soundly.








Two days passed.



With a click, the screen flickered into life.



“It’s working,” said Melissa from her seat. “How d’you do that?”



“Sadly, I must admit to some humility here,” said Amaterasu, emerging from behind the console. “Luck did it. Still don’t know why this thing suddenly started working. All I know is the universe stuck a ‘kick me’ sign to my back.”



“What, you? ‘Doc’?” Melissa tried for a grin.



“I’m not much of a scientist,” lied Amaterasu out of sheer guilt.



“You’re crazy! Think of all those works you’ve done! The Heliogenerator Hypothesis, for starters!”



“Huh. Pity academic stuff doesn’t matter much out here. Unless it’s failed bioweapons.”



Melissa cracked her fingers. “OK. So… any requests?”



“Just an SOS will do, thanks.”



“Or an IWB. Or a V7.”



“Less of the chit-chat.”



“Ha. You haven’t changed much, have you? Still the gold-hearted softie deep down, am I right?”



Amaterasu resisted her own upcoming chuckle. “Send your bloody SOS already.”



“Aye aye, Captain!”



Fingers tapping on the keyboard. The click and tick of switches and displays. Flashing screens.



Carefully, Amaterasu eased her creaking, self-hating joints and muscles into the seat and let out a breath. At least she was eating properly again, though she was getting funny messages from her kidneys. Part of her wrestled with the idea of asking Melissa for another check-up.



“Um…” she began.



“Woo, I haven’t had this much fun in ages!” Melissa tapped the keys faster and faster. “Remember when we found that pack of cards? Oh, you were a demon at poker!”



“I do have the face for it, yes.”



“And the time we had a rummage through the labs, and you didn’t want to go into that one room because the light didn’t work?”



“It smelled funny,” lied Amaterasu. She wondered what Melissa was leading up to.



“Not forgetting – never forgetting! – the time we told each other all those crazy stories.”



“Well, you told most of them. I don’t have the imagination.” Amaterasu glared sidelong at her. “Where are you going with this, exactly?”



Still admiring the screen, Melissa smiled. “I’m just saying. If we don’t get out of here. Just in case. Look, I don’t suppose we could do those things again? I quite liked all that.”



“For a whole month?”



“We managed a year, didn’t we? A month should be a piece of cake. Hey, I’m picking up something!”



They fell silent; Amaterasu, opening her mouth to reply, closed it again.



On the screen, one glowing line oscillated.



Beep. Beep-beep-beep. Beep.



“That’s us!” Melissa rose off her seat to peer closer.



“Is it?”



“Yeah! It’s the lagan!”



Hastily, Amaterasu dredged her memory for clues. Lagan: she’d heard that term before.



Oh yes, all that maritime law stuff. She had to remember that Melissa had been on a lot of ships. It turned out there were all kinds of legal niceties surrounding shipwrecks; should a vessel, ship, or the like be destroyed accidentally, precious cargo could be deliberately thrown out with a buoy attached… or in this case, a “buoy” satellite. The cargo landed on a nearby moon or asteroid, and the satellite automatically went into orbit around it, broadcasting its exact coordinates. Handy, if anyone wanted to return and reclaim it later.



But… “What’s lagan got to do with us?”



“Don’t you remember? We threw it out just before the ship imploded! Our time capsule! It's still out there, waiting for us!”



“Or for whoever picks it up.” Amaterasu sighed and leaned back so far she was staring at the ceiling, at its mass of pipes and wires. “What a waste of time that was.”



“It’s not a waste of time.” Compassionate fingers hugged her one stray hand. “We are here, and so’s the world.”



Amaterasu fought to keep her legendary poker face in place. “You are full of sap, aren’t you?”



“And you’re just full of it, ain’tcha?” The fingers patted hers and then typing resumed. “Anyway, I’ve left the best news for last, because… wait for it… the signal’s coming towards us!”



Months and months of fear and confusion and mindless boredom wobbled, like a boulder perched atop a tiny stone. Amaterasu’s poker face twitched.



“Towards us?” She sat up straight.



“Yeah! The Security Peelers found it, and now they’re dragging it with them. They’ve found us!”



“My god.” Then Amaterasu cursed herself. She wasn’t being professional. She wasn’t being proper.



“Come on! If we hurry, we can greet their ship at the airlock! Let’s go!”



“Wait –” By the time she swivelled on the chair, Amaterasu hardly had time to see locks of hair whip round the doorframe.



She slumped.



A whole year.



Months eaten away.



Weeks half-slept through.



Days grinding down her mind.



Hours stretching her out until she’d almost screamed with the empty pain of waiting for nothing.



Only one thing had kept her going. And now they were minutes from salvation. She saw the displays. She knew what they meant.



All that was left was her, and Melissa, and the end of a chapter of their lives even she wouldn’t put in that time capsule. Some things could never be shared.



Sighing, she rose up and ambled out after the distant, frantic chatter of an excited voice looking for new faces. She owed Melissa.



She owed Melissa a lot.








There weren’t really a hundred billion bottles. In her last frame of mind, it had just seemed that many. But it was hard to remind herself of that when the things spread out around them like glittery, bubbly plains and hills. She’d wanted to jettison the lot, but Melissa had insisted on reading as many as she could. Like toys to her.



Now the two of them stood in the midst of it all, watching the airlock doors towering over them. Waiting.



Within that silence, Amaterasu shivered. She could feel the cold oblivion of the universe around her. Watching. Waiting too. With infinite patience.



It’d get her in the end. All of this was just a matter of time.



She swallowed. Under the silence, the sound echoed like a dropped stone.



“A bit disappointing,” she murmured. “They got the capsule before they got us. It’s like we’re only second-best.”



“Uh huh?” Melissa continued staring.



“To a box full of junk, I mean.”



A smile twitched on Melissa’s face. “I am here, and so are you.”



Amaterasu shrugged convincingly, but let nothing cross her own face. “Whatever that means.”



Her straining imagination conjured the sounds of metal meeting metal, clicking into place for the docking procedure. They’d sent an SOS to the world…



“I really am sorry this time,” Amaterasu said, hoping she sounded matter-of-fact.



Melissa looked at her. “What for?”



“For being a pain in the neck.”



“How do you mean?”



“Well, god knows what you’d be like if you hadn’t been stuck here with me all this time –”



“Oh, come off it.” Yet a giggle jumped out of Melissa’s voice. “I wouldn’t have lasted this long.”



Was that the sound of the ship locking into place? Amaterasu licked her lips.



She’d tell her.



“Wait right there,” she said. “I won’t be a minute.”



Ignoring Melissa’s surprised grunt, Amaterasu hurried across to the corridor. In truth, she hadn’t been particularly imaginative when it came to hiding places. And there were that many bottles around anyway, who’d care about one off in the corridor, even if it was the only bottle standing up?



She hurried back and offered the bottle to her friend.



“What’s this?” Melissa eyed it warily. “It’s not something like ‘your favourite fact’, is it?”



Amaterasu caught her gaze.



“N-Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” said Melissa. Smiling weakly, she took the bottle as though frightened of dropping it.



“It’s not a ‘favourite fact’. Before I, uh, ‘fixed’ the communication system, I took one of those and wrote my own little message. Didn’t have the mind chip to help me look up some good quotations, so I’m afraid that’s my own amateur work.”



Frowning, Melissa pulled the paper out and opened it up. She turned it upside-down and cocked her head from side to side.



“Sir Robert Peel established the Metropolitan Police Force in 1829.” She looked up. “Uh… thanks, I guess? Though I don’t know why you crossed it out.”



Amaterasu reached over, pulled out the paper, flipped it over, and handed it back. Blushing, Melissa read the actual message.



Her gasp broke through. She opened her mouth –



“I mean every word,” said Amaterasu. Neither of them broke eye contact. “And there’s no hidden message. What you see is what I mean.”



Melissa smiled, amid the tears. There was no pretence.



Amaterasu knew she’d finally thrown the right message out to sea. And against all the odds, she’d reached the right island.
      

      
   
      Burr Oak Estates


      

      
      
         It had been almost a full year since everyone disappeared. Three hundred and forty long days and just as many long nights. By some great miracle, the power continued to work in the small rural housing development. The air conditioners still cycled on and off at every empty home and in the colder months smoke from heating vents still billowed. It was eerie at first to the two sole remaining residents of Burr Oak Estates but those noises, coupled with the routine automatic turning on of the porch lights, grew to be comforting to them.

	Jay Morning, a twenty something girl who before the event had been a fresh college drop-out with no real life plans, wandered down a street on the eastern part of the development- armed only with a flashlight, a clipboard, and radio for communications. The first few weeks was spent on high alert but as time went on they weren’t fearful of their surroundings anymore, there just wasn’t anything or anyone to be scared of here.

	It was a usual early autumnal morning, the wind was chilly and the sun heavily obscured by clouds overhead. Mornings like this always reminded Jay of walking to the bus stop for school. She ticked off the house numbers on her sheet of paper, noting only that things seemed in order. 

	Jay almost walked past 405 Augusti Drive until she noticed the garage door of the one story home was open. She unclipped her radio and brought it to her mouth.

	“Hey, Alder.”

	Across the development sat Jay’s childhood best friend, her eyes on a monitor and feet perched up on a desk. She kept her flat expression as she picked up the radio, not taking her eyes from screen.

	“Whatcha got.”

	“I told you there was a house on one of the side streets we had missed. The garage is up, nothing has weathered away and it looks like everything in the garage is intact.”

	“Is there another car?”

	“Yeah. Might be able to find the keys if we poke around.”

	“Alright, what’s the number.”

	“405, Augusti.”

	“‘Kay. Be there soon.”

	Alder stood and put her radio into her pocket, sparing one last glance at the air traffic monitor- they never saw anything on it but were hopeful they one day would. 



	Alder and Jay had spent their time alone scavenging things from open houses, an unseen force kept them from breaking into the rest. They did the same with vehicles, all of which were parked neatly alongside the streets or in driveways as if nothing had ever happened. Keys could be found on kitchen counters, on the front seat of the cars themselves or even in the ignition. They had made note of all the drivable vehicles and moved them around occasionally, just to keep any decay from setting in. Not that anything seemed to show the signs of aging they should.



	Jay brought herself back up off the pavement as Alder parked in the street, smiling slightly once she climbed out of the off blue car.

	“You brought the Camero today huh.”

	“It just felt like the appropriate thing. You know who used to live here?”

	“Nah.”

	“Dalton Summers! Remember him?”

	“Hmm was he the one who used to ask me out at lunch in middle school.”

	Alder gave a laugh of her own.

	“Oh, yeah i forgot about that. Emily went with him to prom, his dad loaned him his real nice sports car and Dalton left with Emily’s best friend instead of her at the end of the night.”

	“What a jerk.”

	“Hm. I was kinda hoping the car would be here.” They walked together into the garage and Alder shook her head at the battered red mini van that sat in front of them. “If we got the keys it wouldn’t be too bad to have I guess. We could carry more in it.”

	“Alright, moment of truth here. Let’s see if this opens.”

	Jay touched the cool door knob and turned it with bated breath. The door unlocked and opened to a brightly lit kitchen connected to the living room.

	“It feels like it’s been ages since we found somewhere new.”

	“Sure does. I was half worried it wasn’t going to open after I called you all the way over here.”

	Alder moved to the fridge and swung open the door, bending down to look inside.

	“No worries either way. Who keeps cereal in the fridge?”

	“They did apparently. Anything good?”

	“No… I think it must’ve been before grocery day here.”

	Jay picked a piece of paper from the counter and read it over.

	“Spooky, there’s a list right here. Hmmh… how good does mashed potatoes with gravy sound right now? I mean like real mashed potatoes. Not instant.”

	“Pretty nice... “ She opened up the freezer half next. It was completely empty save for a half frozen bottle of water and a gel eye mask. “Not even any peas. This isn’t looking to be a big hit.”

	“Keep checking the cupboards, I’ll go round to the bedrooms and see what’s there.”

	“I call dibs on any bear love soap if you find it.”

	“Stop calling it that and it’s yours.”

	

	Jay moved through the hall to the first of the three bedrooms, eyes glazing over the pictures on the walls. It was probably better not to think about who had lived there- She had never liked Dalton, he was a bully and a nuisance to her school days, but she couldn’t help but feel bad for him. Maybe they hadn’t been at home, maybe they were living in one of the small settlements in county seat. It was a 20 minute drive, entirely plausible they had left early to go eat breakfast. That would explain the lack of the other car.

	The rooms were decorated in a manner that felt impersonal, like the page out of a catalogue. They weren’t anything special, if the Summers family had anything useful in their house it was well hidden. Dalton’s room was powder blue and the wall covered in posters of football players and swimsuit models. The only thing that really interested her was a laptop and a slew of rewritable disks scattered beside it. She was admittedly nosey, even if none of the things she found out ever really mattered. Her and Alder enjoyed the gossip of their former friends and tormentors. She gathered the things up in her arms and stuffed them into a branded backpack nearby, slinging it onto her back before leaving the room.

	In the bathroom Jay took a beach tote bag and gathered some essentials; unopened toothbrushes and toothpaste, toilet paper, soap and what medication looked helpful at a glance. These were useful to them and also for trading with the rare passerbys.



	Alder had gathered up some snack items and canned foods from the cabinets and a few DVDs and VHSs from the bulky entertainment center in the living room. She was thumbing through a home and gardening magazine when Jay came back out into the main area.

	“Find some good stuff?”

	“Yeah, laptop and some...bear love.”

	“Yes! Awesome. I found your favorite marshmallow cookies and some interesting movies. Some home videos too, I think.”

	“Neat…” Jay stood there for a second and looked around. “I get the feeling we should go now. We’ve disturbed this space too much.”

	“I think so too. We can check the garage for keys but it might be a bust on that front.”

	They gathered up their treasures and made for the door. A quick sweep of the garage turned up nothing, it wasn’t until Jay started to pull down the garage door did she notice a glint off in the grass. She retrieved a key, matching the make of the van, and brandished it to Alder who was already in the other car.

	The van was full of air that felt still and heavy. Jay didn’t want to drive it the second she opened the driver’s side door but they couldn’t leave it at any rate. It would be wasteful to do so. The radio came on with a dry hum as she turned the key in the ignition and backed out slowly, the only other input was a cassette which she allowed to play after getting into the street. She didn’t recognize the song and couldn’t place the melody that came through the speakers but it was better than riding in silence.



	The man that came in a large semi-truck once a month was late on his delivery the following morning. He acted as a messenger for them and the communities around them. Jay and Alder had pleaded for someone to join them in the housing development through his word, and every month they asked if anyone had taken them up on their offer yet. But no one ever would. It was too creepy, too quiet and scary. They had an airbase nearby to scavenge items from and usually were able to find enough nice things to trade and give away but even the promise of ample things and clean amenities they could not find anyone to make their lives a little less lonely. Jay’s other best friend, a quiet girl by the name of Ellie, wouldn’t come to stay with them either. She only sent notes through the truck driver. 

He left them with a frozen chicken and a sealed bottle from Ellie.

“Dear Jay, I heard from some spotters that someone was driving down the highway the other night. I didn’t do any planting this summer but stuff is still mostly growing in the fields. I miss my dogs. Come by if you trust the weather and your cars to make it that far. I wish I wasn’t afraid to leave. I miss you too. Be careful of the nighttime rains. I don’t want what happened to Alan to happen to you too. Best, El.”

Jay shook the stray beads her friend had stuck in the bottle along with her note as she read it through again, holding it aside slightly for Alder to see too as she looked over her shoulder.

“Maybe we should kidnap her.”

“Yeah...Maybe. She keeps hoping someone will come back though…”

“Everyone is. That’s just how the world is now. Who knows how many of us there are isolated like this. I almost think we’d better off it had been zombies.”

“Hm… Let’s get back home. It’s almost dark.”







A routine check of the airbase led them to a outbuilding they had never been able to get into before. It was foggy and getting late but the lock had given way for some unknown reason, they were too curious to give it up and both feared not being able to get back in once the sun rose anew in the morning.

	Jay took the helm and stepped inside the dark building first, Alder hanging back slightly to look at the sky again.

	“Maybe we really should just tag it and go home.”

	“Come on Al, you said it yourself. Things work so weird now the lock could be just a steady again in the morning as it has been every other time we’ve checked it.”

	She swallowed hard.

	“Okay. Just for a bit.”

	They had their flashlights out and walked through a series of hallways and doors, each one was either empty or filled with yellowed filing cabinets. The air was sour, like vinegar, like that van they had found at Dalton’s. Rounding the corner, Jay yelped and dropped her flashlight.

	“Are you-” Alder hurried to help her friend up but understood why she had been frightened.

	There was a child standing in the hall, no older than 7 or 8.

	“Hey kid--how did you get in here? Are you alright?” Jay tried to regain her composure, “I’m sorry if I scared you- truth be told you gave me a bit of a fright too,” she laughed weakly, “I hadn’t been expecting to see anyone here.”

	“I’m Alder- this is Jay. Is there anyone else with you?”

	He didn’t say anything. He just stood there, staring at them.

	Without a word Jay and Alder both realized the child was too clean to have been trapped down in those metal lined archives, there was no way he could have survived. They each took steps back, grabbing each others hands out of fear and for reassurance.

	They were afraid.

	The orange lights went out above them and in an instant they were on the floor. Thick blue liquid poured from their chests- oozing through their fingers, cold and gooey. They decided silently together as they laid with life energy seeping from them that this is what had been responsible for the disappearance of all those people and animals.

	The lights came back on to an empty room.



	It had been almost a full year since everyone disappeared. More than three hundred long days and just as many long nights. By some great miracle, the power continued to work in the small rural housing development. The air conditioners still cycled on and off at every empty home and in the colder months smoke from heating vents still billowed. Houses sat devoid of life. If there had been any air traffic it would have gone unnoticed.

	Rain fell that night on Burr Oak Estates and on the home of Ellie Wright. She missed her dogs, her boyfriend and her best friends. She took herself to the desk in front of her large television and took out a fresh piece of paper.

"Dear Jay. It's raining a lot again. I hope I can see you again soon. Be careful. Best, El."


      

      
   
      Stranded


      

      
      
         “Witness your doom, Axiomatic! My fantabulous weapon will obliterate you! MWAHAHAHAH!!”



Dr. Malvagierre waves around a raygun.



Supervillains. You either hate them, or...be bemused at them. I’ve fought Dr. Malvagierre four times in the past year, and he hasn’t even scratched me once. The most he did was make a small rip in my cape, by accident.



Thankfully, his “attacks” don’t usually leave casualties, and when they do it’s never on purpose, so he usually gets out in a couple of months for being a public disturbance, and then he ambushes me when I have a scheduled public appearance. 



Such as my speech at the United Nations on the importance of democracy for the prosperity of human nations.



“Doctor, stand down! Do you really think things are going to turn out differently this time?” 



He makes a rude gesture in my direction, probably pissed I interrupted his monologue. I gave him the chance to stand down, it is his own decision to ignore it.



The street is empty of civilians, so I fly at full speed towards the legs of the robot he’s riding on. Better make this qui-



A flash of purple light.



I’m disoriented, which is a very bad thing. 



There are things out there which can hurt my Amxrite-infused flesh, but they are few and far between, and if Malvagierre got his hands on them, he could rise to be a global threat…



This isn’t New York.



I’m in a glade, in a forest, under an alien sky. I can see the telltale bow of a ring orbiting this planet, just like Maukava IV.



I try to get my bearings, and I see that there’s a girl in from of me, human, holding what looks like an oversized hammer twice as tall as she is and ten times as heavy. She’s dressed in what looks like the garb of a medieval farmer, drab and worn. The hammer, by contrast, is very ornate, its stone head covered in glowing runes, and the shaft looking like the bronze equivalent of Damascus steel.



She’s as white as a sheet, and as I look at her the hammer slips from her nerveless fingers. It bounces off of the grass as if it was lighter than styrofoam.



There’s glass all around us-no, around me-and as I crouch to look at it, I realize that I was encased in it. Did Malvagierre enclose me in a time capsule of some kind? Or was it a dimensional displacement? Or both?



The girl takes something out of a satchel, and I quickly move my head to look at it.



She’s startled by my speed, and nearly drops it, but then she moves with very slow, exaggerated motions to show me the rolled-up piece of parchment.



She holds it in front of herself and reads from it. I don’t understand what language she’s speaking, could be Greek, could be Arabic.



“Do you understand me?”



I do. I’ve also never seen technology or superpowers work this way. It looks like magic, but magic doesn’t...focus, Axiomatic. 



“I do. Where am I?”



She honest-to-God squeals, and jumps up and down in happiness.



“Oh I can’t believe that worked! I have soooo many question, what are your clothes made of where do you come from where do you come from-” I hold up a hand to stem the tide of words coming out of her mouth.



Figures I’d get an excitable chattermouth as the first person I meet.



“Please answer me first; have you ever heard of the United States of America?”



“Is that a type of food?”








In the weeks following what I’ve started calling in my mind the “cross-over”, I’ve learned from my host, Deianira, that I’m stuck for the foreseeable future in what looks like a world straight out of a fantasy novel.



She’s an apprentice witch-because yes, magic is indeed a thing. To my modern mind, it looks like objects, not people, getting superpowers, but Deianira assures me it’s completely different. For one thing, enchanting something is a long, tiring process which takes a lot out of the witch doing it, and in their whole lives witches typically craft no more than a dozen pieces.



Her breaking me out of my glass prison was the test she had to pass to prove herself, and be recognized as a legitimate witch.

We’re now walking to the capital, me flying a foot above the ground and she on her donkey, me because it’s the best chance I have of finding someone who can take me back to my world and my friends, she because it’s what she has to do to finish the last step of her apprenticeship.



While we’re moving, I gaze at the field to the left and right of us, were destitute farmers are piling huge bales of hay on carts that soon merge on the road we’re taking, going in our same direction.



“So, we’re gonna have to go to the King’s court, where he’s going to check if I have any power that he can grasp, and then I’m going to meet the High Witch, and then there’s going to be a big ceremony, which is really, really important because I’m going to be the first witch in my family, by the five gods I still can’t really believe it, so it’s gonna be a huge deal because I’ll have to choose my second name-” 



“Deianira, a moment.”



“Yes?”



She’s a sweet girl, but her method of dealing with any awkwardness or nervousness is by just talking over it. 



“Why aren’t the farmers keeping any of the grains for themselves? They’re clearly starving, but from what I know of the my old world, the fields are vast enough to provide for them.”



For once, Deianira is at a loss for words and she bites her bottom lip, perturbed.



“Well...they have to pay taxes first, right? And once they’ve paid what they owe to the King, for his benevolence in letting them farm his lands, then they can keep the rest for themselves. But oh, the taxes are really high right now...I hope my parents are all right, I haven’t seen them at all since I started my training…”



This puts a damper on our conversation. The prospect of family members starving to death usually does.



I change the topic, to keep her mind off of that.



“So, you were telling me that the High Witch has a crystal ball, and with it she can see the past and secrets of anyone who stares in it…”








Trying to get access to the king’s court is harder than anticipated.



“Mmm...this is kind of unprecedented...while normally junior witches are granted access as a matter of course...mmm...asking for a plus one is...mmm...it gives complications, you see?”



The functionary is wearing several tawdry but valuable pieces of jewelry, and rolls of fat stop her threaten to overflow the desk she’s sitting behind. Hunger has never even come close to this bureaucrat.



“Please, this is really important! Look, we can say that he’s living proof I passed my trial! He’s the mystery night from the glass shard of Axior forest! If he doesn’t come with me, how will I prove I managed to free him?”



Bless Deianira’s heart. She’s found a loophole to gain me access to the court. The fact that it’s so hard to get in touch with people in power is concerning, though...no letters to the senator, here.



From what Deianira whispered to me when we first got in line, this bureaucrat is an elder witch who doesn’t have what it takes to be a teacher and whose power at enchanting is middling at best. She raises an eyebrow, unconcerned by Deianira’s plight.



“Oh? Mmmm...so your entire application rests on bringing some unknown, mmm...person to the king’s court? I must say, this is very irregular. Mmmm….quite frankly, I question whether you deserve to pass the trial at mmm...all. For all I know, he’s just an assassin, coming in under false pretenses!”



It crosses my mind that she probably just wants a bribe to let me through-her mannerism is similar to many functionaries I met during my time in Africa-but we don’t have the money. Gears spin in my mind...this kind of attitude is something I’ve often seen in the worst dictatorships, the ones where the man at the top can take everything away from those at the bottom, who in turn vent their frustrations on those under them.



I start floating above the desk.



“MmmWhat?!? This is all highly irregular!” 





“Miss, what I’m doing is not a product of magic. I have no enchanted object upon me, and you can plainly see my associate is not chanting from a scroll or waving a wand around. Do you want to explain to the King why you hid new magic from him, something he could use to help win the next war?”



Her face is rapidly purpling.



“This proves nothing! The cape! The cape is enchanted with a levitation spell!”



Deianira explained to me that the inherent power in an object depends on its size, weight, on its components and how complicated and elaborate it is. She’s grasping at straws.



I take off my cape anyway.








After an embarrassing striptease, we enter the King’s court.



While Deianira goes to a side with the small group of novice witches who are here to be sworn in, I make a beeline for the High Witch.



Her wooden, high backed chair makes a strong contrast to the King’s crass throne, which was clearly designed with form over function, golden decorations piling on each other to the point of meaninglessness. The High Witch’s chair is also decorated with carvings over its surface, but I suspect it’s because it’s a magic item, making those decorations functional.



The High Witch herself is a severe and austere woman, tall and slim, with a nose like the prow of an icebreaker ship.



Where nearly everyone here is wearing silks and brocade, her skirt is felt and undyed, and the rest of her clothes are likewise modest and drab. This is not someone to mess with. Thank God Deianira coached me on how to approach her, I wouldn’t want to make a faux pas with a person in charge.



“I humbly approach your Numinous Presence, in the hopes of-” “Cut the crap. I saw the little show you did with Veria before coming in, so tell me how you can do what you do.”



Ah. I wonder if she has some form of clairvoyance available to her, or some array of mirrors to see whoever petitions entry into the King’s Court.



“I come from another world. There, people are blessed through unknown means, and are given magic, magic which cannot be taken away from them, for it is not tied to any object but to themselves.” 



I give a heavy look in the King’s direction, not saying it outright but implying I’m immune to the threats the King can bring to bear.



“I only wish to return to it, and I can give my services as a hero and protector of the people. Flight is the least of my powers, and I am not boasting when I say I can and have broken entire armies on my own.”



Her expression doesn’t change. Hell of a poker face, that woman.



“Thus I ask of you, to use the implement I’ve heard so much about: please, use your crystal ball, gaze into my past, and see how I came to be here.”



She says nothing, but uncovers the ball of spun glass from under the cloth that was hiding it from view. I hear a change in the conversation around us, but I pay it no heed, and I look into its depths.



The fog within it is colorless, but the way it swirls...the tendrils are going through and into each other, at times forming nearly solid phantasms, at times cancelling each other out…



“I see...I see a man, a small man, who tries to be your enemy. I see you and him battle, in a forest of stone, and metal, and glass...I see him try again and again, crafting clever tools which are not magic, and you breaking them again and again...you are not lying, stranger…”



It feels like my heart just stopped beating. I’ve had to deal with con artists in the Undercity of the Tunnel-men, and she is not one. She willingly volunteered information which can be disproven, and which isn’t ambiguous or subject to interpretation.



“I see him plunder ever further in the depths of the cosmos..and I see him find a loophole. He approached magic from a direction unknown to me, but still magic it is, and magic is the thing I understand most of all…”



I keep my eyes fixed on the fog, not daring to blink.



“You were sent here as a message, from one world to another...all this little man wanted was to send you away, but another will acted through him…I see five beings, in a circle, watching you and deciding. Once you deliver your message, you will find your way back home..”



The Arbiters. Last remnants of an impossibly ancient alien race, I’ve only encountered them and their actions twice, but both times they set in motions events that would save Earth and the Galaxy from certain ruin.



If they sent me here, things are serious. And knowing myself, knowing how I’d react to what I’ve seen, it’s clear what I have to do.

“I have to speak to the King.” 



She looks faintly perturbed at that. 



I turn around and fly over to the throne, uncaring of protocol and formality. Deianira, at the side, looks like she’s about to have a stroke, and the whole court is now in uproar at the daring this unknown stranger is showing. The King is sprawled over the throne, crown askew and food juices staining his priceless doublet.



“KING!”



He doesn’t even get up from his slouch, and just pops another piece of steak in his mouth.



“I am a knight, from a distant land! I have seen misery and strife befall your subjects, and I ask of you: do they have a choice in how they are governed?”



His brow furrows in anger at that. His next words surprise me.



“Every witch who can hear me! KILL HIM! KILL HIM OR I’LL UNMAKE EVERYTHING YOU EVER TOUCHED!”



Streams of fire, and lighting, and ice hit my body. I sit still, presenting a façade of invulnerability.



Of course, it still hurts like hell, but I need to present the strongest possible image here. The peasants starving were a sign he didn’t care about his subjects. The bureaucrat at the door was a sign he was a petty tyrant, but reacting with violence at the first sign of defiance?



This is just another supervillain, and I know how to deal with those.



As the dust fades, he gets up, clearly apoplectic. His screams are raw and deranged.



“OH, YOU THINK YOU’RE SO HOT JUST BECAUSE YOU’RE A MALE WITCH? YOU THINK YOU’RE THE FIRST ASSASSIN TO COME IN WITH STONE-CLOTHES ENCHANTMENTS? WELL, LET’S SEE HOW YOU LIKE IT WHEN I STRIP YOU OF WHAT PROTECTS YOU!”



The King has no magic, himself. What he has, what the royal lineage has, and the reason he’s in power, is the capacity to strip magic from things. And since it takes a witch months to make a magic item, he can leave them defenseless and vulnerable.



He waves his hand, and nothing happens.



I still float.



Truth be told, this was a gamble; if my powers worked on the same basis as the magic of this world, I would’ve been in deep, deep trouble. But it’s worth it, if I can cow him into listening to what I have to say.



His eyes dart frantically around the room, and then they settle onto Deianira. He unsheathes his sword and grabs her by the throat. Shit.



“You came together with this bint, didn’t you! Now surrender, or first I break her things, and then I break her!”



He really shouldn’t have done that.








The High Witch looks impassively as the guards take the King to the dungeon, barely conscious and with most of his limbs broken...the man just wouldn’t calm down or see reason.



I turn towards her, mindful of the fact her blasts were some of those that actually caused me pain.



“You’re wondering why I didn’t kill him, even when he threatened my friend.”



She nods, impassive poker face still in place.



I sigh.



“You saw that in my world, I was a hero. And that means that, aside from punching bad guys and saving children, I also need to take the long view. If I want to make this world better for everybody in it, I need his legitimacy, and I hope I can convince him to share power with those under him, instead of simply replacing him at the top...I wonder if I can introduce the concept of constitutional monarchy to this world.”



“But you are not yet a hero here. You could have done anything you wanted.”



I pause. I hadn’t considered that she might have viewed things from that angle.



“Being a hero is worth it.”
      

      
   