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	There is a real world, but it is beyond this glamour and this vision, beyond these ‘chases in Arras, dreams in a career,’ beyond them all as beyond a veil.

	—Arthur Machen, 

	The Great God Pan, 1894

	 

	 


 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Station 99967

	Lay Watt spied the lens on the wall before she took the call, about five seconds after stepping from the mist rinse. It was a Thursday because giving up old traditions was tough. She came to deem Thursday feet-day because that was what life was about, filling time with minute focus, at least until they shipped out. 

	There were no orders yet and she floundered with wonder—where would they go next? She floated on Station 99967 alongside the other observationists and a handful of terracologists, the cooks, the medical and janitorial staff, and a variety of automated service bots. Time had a way of slowing between assignments, even the bots aboard recognized this, though only in theory.

	Bots were always there, like conscious light fixtures or doorframes, programmed to interact as if almost human. Only minutes earlier, she’d stripped down to the flesh in front of a laundry bot busily working away in her pod and the bot said, “I’ll, uh, go for a bit.” 

	Lay had scrunched her cheek to the left, same as she always did when she was unimpressed. Someone, sometime, thought faceless synthetic rubber cans would be more human if they were bashful around nudity and empathetic about the human condition in general. She assumed it was to act as a warning system about reprogrammed bots sticking around to collect candid nude images and video. 

	Old ideas. That stuff didn’t really happen on the stations, but rumors ran rampant when surroundings slowed to tedium. Everyone had sufficient security clearances, not to mention sense enough to avoid such behaviors. Also, most of the staff, cooks to terracologists, were in their mid-forties or older. Not exactly prime photo-op flesh.

	The incoming call was from Brian Do, a terracologist, and the station playboy. He grinned at her damp face. Lay was bored, but not that bored. The earpiece affixed in the side of her head pinged again, announcing a second call. The video screen lit over her right eye. The call was from off-station and had nothing to do with romping to kill time.

	It was Harmy Nap. Bald head, off-white eyebrows, long lashes above dark brown eyes, chestnut skin, and three extra chins. Harmy was an un-gender, originally from Plantation Saturn, grew up on a gallium farm. Moving from Saturn to a station at fourteen was effortless, but gravity was different and Harmy grew chunky in orbit. It was always easier to put weight on than take it off, doubly so in space.

	“Lay Watt, six-one-six-nine, be ready in sixty-three minutes. We need you on a team headed to Plantation Earth.”

	“What—?”

	“An observationist has come down ill. You will be switching places with him when the Vitae Cursu docks at Station nine-nine-six-seven in sixty-two minutes.”

	“How—?”

	“It will be eighteen days travel time and a minimum of one week landed, but most likely much more. Are you familiar with the planet?”

	Everyone knew Earth. The Council still used Earth measurements—when it came to time, they’d restarted at zero when nobody on the rock remained to keep count themselves. 

	Earth was the mother planet. 

	People imagined the old days, dreamed of it, living like that. With all that freedom.  

	During its final years, the planet’s most viable population was sent to assist in terraforming Mars. Plantation Mars was already forty years underway.

	“I didn’t know we were—”

	“Yes, the plantation began on Earth more than thirty years ago. The hope is to rejuvenate the entire planet by observing nature, rather than forcing its will. There has been no new trouble, and the oceans seem to have shifted the temperature down six degrees without our hand at all. It’s been a secret. The hope is to have a fully habitable existence in a pioneering sense rather than having to terraform the globe,” Harmy said, dull in tone, as if reading the ingredients of a toothpaste bottle instead of the single biggest revelation of post-Earth humanity.

	“When?” Lay whispered, suddenly nervous and giddy and everything else under the rings of Neptune.

	“Fifty-nine min—Oh, twelve-ninety-two. Take note, there’s been a snag and the observationists have ceased communications and many of the life systems appear to read demise.”

	“They’re dead?”

	“Not all, and some may have foregone the internal monitors in a naturally healthy world. It can happen without access to the psychological teams available on stations. In some cases, reversion to archaic understandings takes root, particularly in regard to individual belief systems: diets, religions, duties, self-preservation, et cetera.”

	“So…?”

	“You’ll be briefed on the way. Best get packing and saying goodbye. You have fifty-seven minutes.”

	“Thank you,” Lay said. 

	The image of Harmy Nap disappeared. 

	This was not the first call from Harmy, but it certainly was the most exciting.

	In only a towel, Lay broke from her pod and ran nine steps down the hall before chasing back to dress in something more befitting of saying goodbye.

	—

	“That’s amazing, you always get the best placements,” Tee Watt said.

	Tee was Lay’s cousin, three years her senior.

	“Pfft, you’ve been on four different plantations.”

	“So, never Plantation Earth. You ever watch those old movies? I mean the originals.”

	There were numerous production companies, typically two per floating station. Viewing entertainment and 3D questing ate up better than half of every minute of downtime. Most were impostor films glorifying different planets. Often there were aliens, despite humanity’s, as of yet, inability to contact anything besides Earth spawned existence, as far as advanced thought went. There had been spores and forms of algae. 

	Those old films were one dimensional and boring. There weren’t even that many left. Most of them had screaming women and murderous men, making them hard to relate to.

	“No.”

	“Ladydude, you gotta watch a couple on the way.”

	“They’re so boring.” Lay had never actually tried one herself, aside from the blips of historical news footage that covered the days leading up to the end of civilization. Others criticized the quality of pre-orbit films that she joined in complaining without bothering with the monotony of experiencing them herself.

	“No, but okay, at first. Then when you get used to the one-dimensional and lack of interaction, some of them are amazing. I’ll ship a few to your inbox. It’s a long flight to the planet anyway, right?”

	They hugged tightly, then Lay ran off to say goodbye to four others before returning to her space. While she packed, her com rang. The image of Brian Do flashed over her left eye. 

	He was fifty-six, fit, had medium-length silver hair, and a jaw structure seemingly cut from stone. His irises were blue stardust.

	“You’re leaving?” he said.

	“Yes’m.”

	“But…I love you,” he said, held it for three seconds and then fell apart, laughing. “Have a good trip, perhaps we shall meet another time.”

	“I hope not.”

	He clicked his tongue. 

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	April 1, 2014

	I bought this book so when I finally get my guts up, you won’t think you had anything to do with what I’ve done and how things went south between us. The idea that you’ll think that is unbearable and makes me wish I could erase instead of end. Be nothing from the start, roll back time and keep out of your life so you won’t be hurt by me. 

	When you finally read this, I will be gone, and you’ll know why I’ve pushed us apart over the last few months. 

	I love you, Pea, but I need you to feel this less. 

	 

	Fleet Vessel Vitae Cursu

	Sweat poured over the wrinkled and soft forehead in great milky rivulets. Stumbling steps and reaching hands, here was a man who could no longer hear the questions coming from the intercom. Missing what his eyes should’ve seen, the man fell and cried out for help.

	Only the robotic assistants recognized an issue because it was during the sleep hours. The soothing voices put forth by the mechanical notions of a mind that lived inside computer chips the size of a flea spoke and waited. It was forty seconds on the floor before the tone changed and an alarm sounded to awaken flesh and blood humans.

	Micronium poisoning caused the sweating. The man rambled incoherently and it sounded enough like a laugh followed by the words, I’m okay, only a little tired, that the alarm ceased. The synthetic voice from the intercom continued asking questions that the delirious man on the floor answered as he gagged and slipped toward closure. After six volleyed exchanges, the robotic voice once again switched into a state of emergency, this time alerting the medical team. One human being, finally, responded. 

	The pod entry whooshed open. The man on the floor writhed and babbled. A milky poison puddled around his body—amazing how quickly elements reacted once they chose to.

	“Get him up and to the sick bay, now!” the medic shouted to the vaguely humanoid-shaped frames of the bots.

	Micronium was a stealthy powerhouse. Lying dormant, often in a single cell, going unnoticed until it recognized the likelihood of success. It was as if the element had a mind and a plan, a vindictive thing.

	“Hurry! Hurry!”

	So much time had passed that the situation was critical. The milky residue that had leaked into the man’s eyes had begun solidifying. Same with his nose.

	“Note!” The fleshy medic had much attention now.

	Sleepy terracologists and observationists stood in open pod doorways, watching as the medical team flew by. 

	“Reeb Glu, four-two-two-two was last in contact with micronium on the stop on the star, uh…” A bot’s humanistic voice chimed from the various intercoms throughout the hallway, “Nine-one-Serna-three?”

	“No!”

	“Two-one-Jhapa-one?”

	“Yes! Two-one-Jhapa-one, has not been in contact with Micronium in, uh…”

	“Two hundred nine days,” said the intercoms.

	The onlookers covered their mouths and cast away eyes. There wasn’t much worse than where this man was likely about to go.

	“No good.” The flesh medic wiped a hand against his brow and for a heartbeat, saw the white-grey goop. His lungs gasped and flattened in his chest. He inhaled a grateful breath when he discovered it was a trick of light. “I want everyone who was involved with the landing party to line up and let the med bots test you. We’ll need to keep diligent. This is the longest I’ve ever heard of gestating—”

	A mannish med bot leading the stretcher down the hall interrupted. “The longest dormant micronium poisoning occurred within Top Ronning Three-one-two from Plantation Saturn, six hundred thirty-two days after contact.”

	The flesh medic took a deep breath, knew micronium dwelled inside him, somewhere, within a single cell at his core, hiding, waiting, laughing. He charged on. The med bay pod door opened. Over the stretcher, the flesh medic began the containment process. 

	He knew what to do and the bots knew what to do, but time was against them. The poisoning had already done much irreversible damage.

	“Shit! Shit!” The flesh medic stabbed a needle in Reeb Glu’s arm while indicating to a bot that the man’s mouth had smoothed over as the nose and eyes had. “Cut him!”

	An invisible beam burned through the micronium patch covering the lips. More poisonous liquid spilled from the fresh hole, spilled from the pores, dripped around every hair follicle. 

	“You shit!” He inserted a second needle, this time in the foot. The antidote had to be near the infected cell or the built-in defenses of the poison worked too quickly. The mouth resealed. “Cut him and flip him!”

	The laser cut and the bots flipped the man. 

	The flesh medic tore down synthetic pants and stabbed a needle into the right thigh. A bot swung a sensor beneath and observed the mouth through the clear table. More fluid ran.

	“Negative reaction.”

	“Shit!” He stabbed a needle into Reeb Glu’s spine.

	“Negative.”

	He stabbed a needle into the back of the head.

	The bot watched and waited nine, ten, eleven seconds. “Affirmative, source cell contained. Good job.”

	Three other bots and the intercoms joined in a polite chorus of programmed congratulatory comments. To keep the flesh happy was one of two primary objectives of the bots. The first being keeping the flesh safe. The third being keeping the flesh at optimal function. 

	“Flip him.”

	Reeb Glu was again on his back, lying on the cool tabletop. The sweat continued leaking, but had become watery, translucent. Over the following three minutes, the medics connected the necessary fluids via intravenous tubes and disinfected where necessary. After that, they could only stand back and wait. 

	—

	Reeb Glu opened his eyes, or rather, attempted to do so. They refused. He took a deep breath and found his nose clogged. Arms heavy, fingers tingling, tubes tickling his skin, he reached to touch his head.

	Through a distant sea, the sound of a speaking voice nearly found him. Reeb strained to listen. It was impossible. The voice was too far away. He pushed to touch his face.

	It was smooth, his eyes, his nose… He pondered for six seconds before panic set in. He struggled against the weight of his body and the knowledge in his head. His fingers prodded at his mouth. It was a lipless ovular hole, ridged scabby edges tasting like iron. His tongue darted in and out as he tried to scream.

	“Shh,” a med bot said as it ran a fresh helping of anxiolytic fluid into Reeb’s bloodstream. 

	Reeb drifted into unconsciousness, knowing that if he was lucky, electronic prosthetics might let him hear or communicate, but if he fell into the majority, madness was not far away.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	December 30, 2014

	I’m trying to fix it, fix me. Still. 

	Today, the library was moving its old stock at a quarter a title. Since coming out here, I haven’t been able to find a job, so I’ve begun removing my experience and education from my resume. Turns out, college is actually a hindrance of sorts for a ton of workplaces. My journalism diploma is worth nothing to most, but to others, they assume it is worth something to everyone else, and maybe they’ll think I’ll always being looking for something better if they give me the bad jobs I’m applying for. 

	All this leaves me with too much time and very little money. Meaning the library book sale was something of an unexpected surprise. A distraction from the constant nagging voice telling me to finally do it.

	I found my literary spirit animal amidst those musty tomes, sort of. The book was a Penguin Classics paperback titled Rudin, written by Ivan Turgenev. It’s Russian and more than a century old, but never have I connected in such a way as I did to this Pigasov character:

	‘Do you know, African Semenitch,’ began Darya Mihailovna, ‘you cannot be so bitter against women for nothing. Some woman or other must have—’

	‘Done me an injury, you mean?’ Pigasov interrupted.

	Darya Mihailovna was rather embarrassed; she remembered Pigasov’s unlucky marriage, and only nodded.

	‘One woman certainly did me an injury,’ said Pigasov, ‘though she was a good, very good one.’

	‘Who was that?’

	‘My mother,’ said Pigasov, dropping his voice.

	‘Your mother? What injury could she have done you?’

	‘She brought me into the world.’

	If my mother and father had known better, chosen more wisely, I wouldn’t be here, knowing what I know and understanding how my actions will hurt you.

	I forgot myself though, didn’t I? I hope you enjoy the books I picked for you, Pea. 

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	Plantation Earth’s gravity strength was somewhat heavier than typically experienced on the fleet ships and on the stations. 

	There were six rows of stationary bikes, four bikes per row. Many had bodies on the seats, legs pumping, headspaces immersed in the highest quality distraction available. Some rode on worldly planes that had never had a pathway, others experienced races, and thrilling chase scenes conducted and recorded by teams of actors, directors, audio, and visual people. Lay Watt was in the two dimensional with a mix list of Top 100 bonetap hits playing within her ears while she scrolled through the video and written documents explaining the planet and the semi-secret plantation set-up on an area formally known as Europe.

	A headband kept the sweat from trickling into her eyes. Her mind and her gaze were elsewhere while her body functioned to battle atrophy with hopes to discount the effects that touchdown would have on her abilities. 

	 

	Video

	The 2D world is a hazy brown. A vehicle cuts through the wall of fog and rolls toward the camera. 

	Three men on bicycles pedal closer. All wear gas masks. 

	Voice Over (VO): Canada was the planet’s second to last home for living human beings. It had ninety-four million immigrants, officially, at the time of the final collapse. The temperature was forty-nine degrees centigrade.

	One of the men on the bicycles stops. His arms rise and his hands paw at his throat. The mask comes away. He falls. The other two men are stalled, watching. The man on the ground hacks and gags, sucking for cleaner air from a sewer vent. 

	CUT TO: A woman and two children sit in a cardboard box. 

	VO: This is Sarah and her offspring, Todd and Sam. They are originally from the American state of Texas. They moved north more than a decade earlier when the ocean engulfed the southern third and both coasts of the once powerful nation.

	ZOOM OUT: From the woman in her filthy garb and her sunken-faced children in the cardboard housing. 

	PAN TO: Lights dangling from a ceiling and boxes for as far as the camera reaches. Thousands of homes.

	VO: Twenty feet under the surface of what was once permafrost, these people live. The amalgamated governments have banned procreation. The collective leaders offered only a single meal per person, per day. Cannibalism had become rampant and necessary.

	“Forward,” Lay whispered.

	The video streamed a half-minute per second.

	“Play.”

	A view of a quiet ocean shrouded in haze. Dead aquatic life, whales and penguins amid the fish and mysterious blobs bob on the waves. 

	VO: We found the footage from these cameras in an area once referred to as Antarctica. It was the last known potential safe haven for the human race. This camera floats on a pole that was secured deep into frozen tundra. An island of plastic trash held it upright and topside. This was one of three electronic pings cast by devices in the area. This footage is from sixty-six days after the last known record of human life on the planet, visual, audio, typed, or written on paper—

	“Pause.”

	The image is frozen but no less disquieting.

	“What is paper?” Lay whispered as her feet kicked and her arms pulled on the exercise equipment.

	A voice, feminine, more robotic than the voice of the observationist on the recording, said, “Paper is an archaic surface for recording information upon using ink and graphite tools. It was typically—”

	“Resume.”

	VO: This was two years after the launch of the final fleet vessels into space. It was the first time in modern human history that financial factors did not matter. Genetics were the only deciding point for those lucky survivors. According to accounts, many of the wealth-designated upper classes attempted to hijack vessels but were unsuccessful when fiscal gods no longer enslaved the species.

	FADE TO BLACK:

	FADE IN: 3D scenery of heaped, broken concrete and crawling orange vines envelopes Lay. The air is fresh. She turns and the greens and browns of a stubby-treed forest amaze her. She inhales deeply and smells something new and intimate.

	VO: By the year twenty-eighty, the rapid carbon buildup ended the lives of nearly seventy percent of the planet’s population, wiping out eighty percent of all mammalian life. Of course, some of the creatures living then still exist today. The carbon dioxide has returned to one hundred ninety parts per million across the globe and both the North and South Poles are again frozen. Life isn’t exactly brimming, but many animals, insects, and plants thrive. We’re here in a place once named Switzerland, should you want to look it up prior to landing. The weather is steadily cooling and I saw snow the other day!

	PAN TO: A smiley-faced man.

	MAN: And that’s the end of this brief history lesson about Plantation Earth.

	“Play next in queue,” Lay said as she lifted the gear into an easier setting. Her legs burned, but not as they would if she didn’t train before reaching the plantation. It was a hard lesson pounded home at a very young age.

	Another three-dimensional image rolls. A screen lowers and reveals a greyish place filled with concrete, crumbled and fallen. 

	Lay spins hoping for trees and finds nothing of the sort. She’s in a broken-down city. The only flora are vines and weeds, both are orange.

	VO: Much of the plant life on Plantation Earth was once edible, some of it is today, but what you see around you is not. It is abundant and works to filter the environment, but it is not for consumption. Please, at all times, eat only Union packaged food or food raised on the Union farmsteads. It is imperative that we have a happy, healthy, and productive workforce.

	Lay slows further, this video was going to be a dud.

	 

	Jean Cooke—London, England

	The sun was up without cloud cover for the first time all week. The snow on the ground was soupy. Jean Cooke’s trouser cuffs and worn boots were soaked. Her teeth chattered. She’d huddled on the pavement step under the green King’s Cross overhang. People walked past her, but nobody saw her.

	Tears built heavy cloudbanks and her eyes remained wet and red and puffy. She ate every day, though not what most would consider meals. The food was never on a plate. Her stomach, hidden away behind the puffy coat a nun at the shelter gave her, didn’t grumble much anymore.

	She no longer went to the shelter.

	She couldn’t. An older man touched her all over. He was dirty, in his thirties, and he’d promised he could show her how to make money. The other girls there told her to run and never come back or she’d have so many pricks inside her she’d feel like a pincushion.

	Fourteen was old enough to understand that this man wanted to prostitute her. Fourteen was old enough to avoid jumping at the first chance of pain for pay. Fourteen was young enough that her parents would come back and rescue her. Surely.

	It had been a month. She’d last seen them on December 5, 2015. They were moving to Scotland, but not for another day. First they were going to visit London, save up all the cheeriness of the impending holidays before heading out for the dreary moors—her parents’ words. She’d grown up a homeschooled child of American immigrants who ran a bed and breakfast in the Dorchester countryside and she’d only ever been to London once before.

	“Why don’t you take this and go to the candy store, and the movies, and anywhere else that you fancy. Meet us here at five,” her mother said, handing over twenty-five quid, a huge sum of money for the girl used to a country lifestyle. 

	Her father smiled. They had parked their clunky van on the street outside the Phoenix Hotel. Their luggage brimming within as well as tied comically to the roof racks.

	Excited, Jean tore off in search of the subway and the wonderment available to her via proximity. At five minutes to five, she returned to the van. It was unlocked, the luggage was gone, but nothing appeared damaged. She assumed a precautionary measure and that her parents had taken their belongings inside when they checked in.

	The man at the desk had no record and suggested that perhaps the girl had the wrong hotel. And no, they didn’t have cellphones, not everybody had cellphones. Although to Jean’s eventual wonderment, it appeared that everyone did. She’d always assumed travelers had them because they travelled, especially along the country roads. A flat tire out there put a body kilometers from anything. 

	Jean returned to the van. This time she got inside and found the note.

	Good luck.

	It said this and nothing more. 

	She cried. 

	That evening, as she bundled up in the back of the van, a tow truck dragged her to an impound lot where she’d spent the night. The following morning, she snuck out only to find that she could not sneak back in. 

	It was then that she went with what her parents taught her: when in doubt, seek the Lord. 

	A nun at a busy shelter—the second church she visited as she received information about where to go from the first—gave her the big coat and a plate of food. Three days after that, she’d had her last plate of shelter food and lived like a rat on the street, never truly begging, but scoring a few beggar’s alms all the same.  

	Nobody saw her, but she saw them.

	It was painful to be invisible, no longer really a human to those around her, especially not to those writing the newspaper headlines, or the men and women in suits, not to the shopkeepers, and not to the security guards at the train station. Though the latter noticed her plenty.

	“Move it!” a burly voice said from behind her. 

	She turned and recognized the uniform. She’d hung around that station too long. 

	“Move it, you’re muckin’ up my stoop!”

	The man was fat and wore his weight around the middle like an egg.

	“Move it, you filthy—”

	“You’ll not speak to my daughter in such a way!” a man said. He was tall and slender. He had greying hair and expensive clothing.

	“Your daughter?” The security guard screwed up his face.

	Jean was stunned for three heartbeats. This man was not her father. This was a man she’d seen late at night collecting prostitutes on the seedier blocks not far from the station. Running was probably the wise choice.

	The man’s hand clamped into her armpit. The pain was strange and intense. It nullified her motion, like a cat grabbed by the scruff. A lack of food and the utter shock of the situation worked well in his favor.

	“I apologize. She looks much like the urchin who’s been muckin’ up the loos.”

	Jean had done no such thing.

	The security guard turned after registering there was no more authority to bestow. The hand loosened but did not leave.

	“Girl, I’ve been watching you watching me.”

	Jean was stiff already and stiffened some more. She was invisible and although she hated the fact, she did not want this man to be the one who saw her.

	“I’m not a prostitute,” she hissed, shaking.

	“That’s fine. I know where to find endless whores. I’m thinking you could use a friend.”

	“What kind of friend.”

	“A friend with no touching. A friend who eats and studies and needs help cleaning sometimes.”

	“Like a housekeeper?” Jean knew about housekeeping; it was one of her classes growing up.

	“More than that, but yes. I’m guessing the world did you a wrong somewhere and you need me more than I need you. Now, you don’t have parents looking for you, do you?”

	Jean snatched her arm free of the further loosened grip. “No, they left me.”

	“Left you?”

	“Behind.”

	“That’s terrible. Are you hungry?”

	Jean bunched up her sallow face and decided that she was hungry enough, or at least weak enough, to trust this man. “What’s your name?”

	“Doctor Milton, but you can call me Walter, or Wal.”

	“I’m Jean and I would like some pancakes.”

	“Pancakes it is.”

	—

	There was no surprise in the fact that the pancakes were at the doctor’s home. He lived to the north of where she’d spent the difficult three weeks preceding. Outside the window of the Mercedes utility van, the city passed by like a series of shadowy spaces, a preview of potential sleep hovels. The population slimmed and the forever wash of businesses suddenly became homes. Some had gardens. Many had wrought iron gates.

	A pang of worry crept into her belly. Perhaps she’d been lucky all this time to keep from the clutches of a monster with a hard-on. Being as she’d had sex four times in her short life, she feared what an assault might do to her with an intimate idea of all the unwelcome places touched and damaged in such acts. Consensual sex so far had hurt as it was.

	The door had locked. She pulled up on the plastic nub that had hidden partway below the plastic interior. To her surprise, it lifted.

	“Going somewhere?” Milton asked.

	“I saw a film once where a man kidnapped a girl and she cut his throat while he slept.”

	“Are you looking to murder me? Giving up your plan like a Bond villain?”

	“Are you looking to rape me?”

	“I told you, no touching. Though I am a doctor, so if you’ve hurt yourself, or need it, I suppose it might be possible that it becomes imperative that I touch you.”

	Jean had her hand on the handle as the van pulled to a stop sign. “I’m not a virgin you know. I’m no good for some freaky—”

	“I give exactly zero fucks about that. Now, please do make up your mind. You’ve had a hard time and I need a cheap live-in helper. I have much research to do that must absolutely see a conclusion. So, either get out or come with me. I’m not a deviant, despite what you’ve seen me up to with a certain type of women. I’m a doctor and I’m researching what I hope will someday be a discovery to change the world.”

	“Are you crazy?” Jean asked.

	“No, I’m not crazy. I’m busy and my work is important, so make up your mind.”

	Behind them, a mid-size motorcycle beeped its horn.

	“If you hurt me, I’ll figure out how to cut your throat,” Jean said, vehemence in full display upon the hopeless bravado of desperation meeting potential trouble.

	“Noted.”

	—

	The home was a skinny two-story brick building with a six-foot front yard and an eight-foot backyard. The doctor worked in the basement. He didn’t show Jean that but showed her how to get there. On the main floor was a small kitchen and dining area, as well as a living room. The furniture was sparse, and the decoration was non-existent. There was a bookcase with dozens of leather-bound tomes, as well as a 32-inch Sanyo with a cable box and a router. There was a laptop on a cheap coffee table and dirty dishes everywhere.

	“You’re lucky, pancakes are one of a handful of foods I have in the pantry, and that I have the ability to make. Just add water is right within my kitchen skillset.”

	Jean rubbed dirty fingers against a dusty countertop, remaining silent.

	“If you’d like, you can go upstairs to take a shower. There are track pants and hoodies in the third drawer of my dresser.” 

	She put her hands in her pockets then and considered the man anew, letting her eyes play down the length of his body, as if measuring how badly he might harm her.

	He took no stock and continued. “There are only two bedrooms and only one has a dresser. The drawstring in the pants should hold them up until we figure something else out.”

	Jean didn’t have much of an option, so she trudged up the carpeted stairs and located a bland, nearly empty room with a single bed with no sheets next to a trunk and a few brown boxes, all of which lacked labels. She turned and directly across the hall was a sloppy mess of slacks, boxer shorts, Oxford shirts, and knee-high socks tossed about the floor around a double bed. The closet doors gaped open and nearly all the hangers floated nakedly like medical school skeletons. She approached the dresser and started at the top, not passing up the chance to snoop.

	It was mostly empty; an underwear and socks drawer where many of the typical occupants were dirty and elsewhere. In one corner there were six neckties rolled like Swiss cakes. In the second drawer were numerous T-shirts, most white, but a few were solid darks. She rooted and found nothing hidden. In the third drawer were numerous hoodies, two from universities and a third featuring the word PUMA across the chest. She took the smallest. It had a King’s College crest above the left breast. There were no matching pants. The pants were all large in size and of slightly different shades of grey. There was no fourth drawer.

	At the end of the hall was the washroom. It was so bland it reminded Jean, in a painful way, of home and her parents. They were never lovey people, but she didn’t expect abandonment, and now there was no way to find them.

	She closed the heavy wooden door behind her, flipped a brass lock, and began to undress. The smell as the layers peeled were incredible. 

	The toilet next to the counter was dirty, but not filthy. Hard water marred the porcelain with grey residue. She lowered the seat and relaxed her bony frame. He certainly needed a maid, that was no lie.

	She opened a drawer and lifted out shiny steel scissors. They’d stay with her for a time.

	Showered and dressed, she pocketed the scissors, and then went downstairs, her belly grumbling in anticipation.

	“Holy, had I known there was such a pretty girl under all that filth, I would have never agreed to no raping,” Walter said, smiling. 

	Jean’s eyes went wide.

	“That was a joke, sorry. I’m not very personable. Sit, the pan’s hot, pancakes won’t take a minute.”

	He turned his back. 

	Jean saw her hand as it reached out, her feet racing across the floor. The scissors jammed high in the doctor’s vertebrae, blood spilling, the man on the floor flopping, his mouth uttering silent pleas. 

	The vision was short, and she sat down at the table while the doctor fixed her meal. This arrangement could do for now.

	“There’s a syrup jug in the pantry closet,” he said over a shoulder.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	March 1, 2015

	My efforts to repair what is broken seem to point to no other truth than the one I know deep down. I’ve sent out forty-three resumes in the last four weeks. Nobody has called. I try to keep as busy as I can, be useful to you. But now it makes me think you’ll miss not having hot meals and a clean apartment when you come home from work and find me gone.

	People call suicide cowardly, but I cannot imagine anything braver.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	The cafeteria was off white everything. The synthetic plastic seating and tables stretched two rows wide down the narrow space. Crewmembers sat with trays of food from the vending bot’s menu before them. The choices on fleet ships were gravely limited in comparison to the stations, despite being made of the same 3D printed proteins, vitamins, and nutrients flavored to match expectations. 

	Lay scanned the room for an amicable face. Nobody looked at her. They weren’t her people. They were aside, or rather, she was aside from them, an interloper in their midst. She took a deep breath to fight subtle anxiety rising as the faces of her new coworkers jumbled into a single mass of different, and started toward a table. 

	She sat next to a man with a cheeseburger and fries and a woman munching a dog. She gave a gentle nod to the woman.

	The woman tutted around a mouthful of hotdog, edging her body away from Lay.

	“Not bad, huh?” Lay asked, lifting her own burger a few inches.

	Nobody responded.

	“How long has this crew been together?” she said.

	“Three years,” said a man from the other table, his back to Lay.

	“So, you ever been to Plantation Earth?” Lay spoke through falsely smiling lips. 

	The woman next to Lay turned the rest of the way sideways and focused heavily on the faux burger, hotdog, and pizza slice on her tray. 

	“My breath stink or something?” Lay mumbled, her face aflame with embarrassment. She shoveled protein strands shaped and flavored like French fries into her mouth.

	“It’s not you, newb,” a deep voice said from the table in front of her. He munched a replica tuna sandwich. “We lost a good friend to fucking poisoning and the communication with our destination cut out more than a week ago.”

	“Lost him?” Nobody suggested the man was dead. “He was alive…they told me he was sick.”

	“Fucking micronium poisoning, you ever see that?” the man to Lay’s left asked, his tray empty, his coffee mug half-full.

	“No, I—”

	“His face was white as a sheet, and his pissing tongue was like a hyper slug lashing at the scabs from where the med bots lasered a breathing hole. You ever see something like that? Just imagine what that’s like especially knowing you were exposed to the very same shit your buddy was.”

	Lay wasn’t sure how to progress. It wasn’t her fault. Bad things happened. Why were they taking it out on her?

	She finished her meal, then said, “Is there a formal report about the communication?”

	“I’ve got your report. You’ve got the plantation talking about the promised land returned to humanity for weeks straight and then you got Mully down there talking about a foursome suicide and the damned flesh med going off and performing surgery on a man to lessen the swelling in his brain when there were no indicators there was any swelling, not on the fucking report anyhow,” the woman next to Lay said, spitting food as she spoke. 

	“Lay Watt, six-one-six-nine, a report is available to search,” said a bot who stood against a wall, inconspicuous as a lamp until breaking silence. “Tensions are high, and I recommend additional vitamins and extra sleep during down hours.”

	Four of the others stood immediately and approached the menu. One at a time, they voiced a request for suggested vitamins during times of anxiety. Lay watched in awe. She’d never seen people give in so readily to a bot’s suggestion, right or…right.  

	Though her anxiety had lessened, she took the additional vitamins and returned to the pod assigned to her. It smelled vaguely of someone else. There was a box of personal belongings next to the locker that hadn’t yet been relocated; she’d planned to notify one of the others while eating but decided against it given the icy tones coming back at her.

	Lay stretched out in bed glaring blankly at the ceiling. Since the history video wasn’t as bad to watch as she thought it might be, she opted to give one of the ancient films leftover from Plantation Earth a chance. Considering there was a possibility of living on the planet again, watching something from the time when it was the cradle of humanity seemed like a good idea. 

	Titanic was one of the recommendations she’d taken away from the station. Although she was excited, nervous, and freaking out ever so slightly about the mission, she missed Station 99967. It had become home and on typical operations to plantations throughout the galaxy, she was always with people she knew. Being alone in semi-hostile territory was new ground.

	Minutes after the credits rolled, Lay was in and out of sleep, and the nightmarish dreamscape filled in around her. She was the hero, drifting in a terraforming suit above the cracked hull of the ship. People were falling, disappearing into the vast blackness of the universe. Jack, from the film, was frozen and fading, his hand clutched between her mitts. Within her helmet, she shouldn’t have heard his screaming voice, but he shrieked the permanent wail of the dead.

	“Waaah!”

	Lay writhed against the volume and her gloves slipped and Jack began drifting, his voice growing louder.

	“Waaah!”

	She spun away from the volume, gasping and jerking upright. She looked around her pod, Jack’s cries devoured by the vacuum of space.

	She had to admit it, that old film had an impact on her.

	—

	LOAD PLANTATION EARTH RECENT REPORT

	There are five deceased observationists now. None of the plantation labor, nor the terracologists, have succumbed to these sudden inexplicable urges. That said, Piltree one-three-three-three has begun speaking of a god and the worlds aside from our own, places so close but infinitely beyond reach, or rather that they were at most times. The med bot is currently observing him and has him under sedation. I fear Cater two-nine-zero-zero, our flesh med, has had a breakdown. One of the observationists visited with him yesterday afternoon. She was the fifth to commit suicide in the dark hours of Plantation Earth’s nightfall. 

	As far as the plantation itself, habitation is moving toward a satisfactory level. It has not been easy to see all and it’s become a tremendous temptation to branch further than the original settlement. It is difficult to explain an entire planet with wide-open air alongside living breathing creatures so like ourselves. 

	In the coming years, I should think this plantation could successfully house every human currently floating or landed in the galaxies. I am in awe and disgusted. Our ancestors had utopia and threw it away on money gods.

	To note: the god of whom Piltree speaks is not a money god, nor is it any known god in the database. This Pan is a mystery with no answer. I fear he’s had a breakdown and worked something found in the debris of the cleanup into a fantasy of self-aggrandizement.

	As for the crops and the monitors…

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	October 31, 2015

	I’ve made some changes, shrinking my existence to be less of a burden on you. Quitting tobacco was difficult, quitting drinking was simple. It’s let me off from friendships and public expectations. But please, don’t hold it against yourself. I’m helping how I can, for now.

	Today is Halloween and the only costume I can afford is LOSER. 

	Skeletons hang from porches and pumpkins rot on doorsteps. It makes me see the skipping rope and how I could make a noose. It makes me count the sleeping pills—we have thirty-one left in that jumbo box. It makes me eye the razor blades that came with the paint scraper like they were my magic ticket to Wonka’s factory. 

	There’s only one way to fix this broken thing I’ve become.

	 

	Leez Mal—Plantation Earth

	The video feed is a 3D shot of a mostly barren room. The walls, floor, and ceiling are polymer cement that turns sunrays into energy. The home rests on a pad of heavy, non-active cement poured by a printing machine over the building rubble laid to waste five centuries earlier.

	Leez is fifty-two, and the only decorations she has on the wall are photographs of her son, Huv. He’s a grown man and works as a robotic mechanic, on-call, travelling the universe with a parts printer and seemingly endless knowhow. The photos on the walls are from his childhood. 

	Standing in the middle of the vast twelve by twelve room, Leez smiles and waits seven seconds before speaking. In the video, she wears not the typical garb of a terracologist, but that of a businesswoman from the early twenty-first century. There is a wide smile on her face.

	Strong, stubby hands press the front of the outfit, smoothing unseen wrinkles. The suit rides to Leez’ knees and stops abruptly where her pale brown socks reach into her brown synthetic leather boots. Reversing the flow, the pencil skirt is blue and hides the tails of a peach blouse. A jacket matches the skirt. Her face is worn and tired, but pleasant.

	“We’ve found the shopping mall preserved beneath the rubble. It’s incredible how much room is everywhere. It’s like being out in space. But you can breathe and hear and stand still. The gravity bothers me less every day… You know what, I’m just going to say it, I’d really like to finish my life out on this planet. The freedom is immense. This is how humanity should live. Everything is so…natural.”

	Leez walks to the side of the room where the door stands. She swings it open and, since this is recorded on a citizen model camera, the image shakes and goes fuzzy while the light pours in and the sonar imaging system drinks up the landscape beyond the home. 

	Once it clears, there are trees, orange and brown and green. In the distance, there is a tink-tink sound like steel on steel—citizen model cameras map only ten meters before fading into obscurity.

	“We planted the travel seeds, but one of the observationists discovered a stock of local seeds in the mall where I found this outfit. They’re flourishing. It’s incredible. So much of the mall…the mall, such an odd thing to call a storage holding. So much of the mall, beneath the ground crust, remains unharmed. We located several species of insect and two families of animals that eat the insects. One was known as a cat or housecat, the other was a snake. It’s large and we’ve not been able to ascertain if the animal is poisonous. The felines, that’s another name for cat,” Leez puffed her chest at this show of knowledge, “are ferocious and skittish. The observationists spend much of their time recording them. I guess you know that.”

	—

	Within the home, the camera remains steady, the rolling bot has not moved from its spot two feet from Leez’ desk and bed.

	Leez enters the kitchen and points to a window. The bot rolls to afford a better view through the pane of polyglass. 

	“See out there?” 

	Leez points down a hill. There are trees to the left and right of the window. At the bottom of the hill are a series of domains, each tinted a muted orange and crawling with pale orange and dark yellow vines. 

	“These are the homes of the former inhabitants. There were many skeletons when we arrived, mostly tossed and destroyed. Much of this area was underwater for more than a century. The homes are fascinating. So much room for the sake of it. Unnecessary and plentiful furniture, huge appliances for food storage and preparation. Many have basements and subbasements. A few places had bunkers. They picked the wrong worry, unfortunately. Having a money god must’ve…”

	Leez frowns. “Doesn’t matter, does it? They’d be gone by now, no matter what happened. Stay on topic, Leez. This place is absolutely incredible and it’s so difficult to imagine these people squandering this paradise. That is the reason my readings have been off, I assure you. Plantation Earth is the most fantastic project I’ve ever been a part of and I’m not looking to waste this opportunity.”

	“I believe there is also the matter of your dreams, Leez,” the rolling bot says.

	“Right. The dreams are disconcerting, but they are beyond my control. Perhaps it is all this natural air. It has my subconscious and imagination running amok when it should be resting.”

	“Leez, the notice asked you to report.”

	“Beady, you are one tight, robotic ass, aren’t you?” The bot nicknamed Beady has been with Leez for six years and acts as much as a mother as it does an assistant. “The dreams. There is blackness sometimes. It is wet and writhing. There are shapes, like disembodied limbs, slipping and drowning, as if something is solid, but is also of an oily fluid. The worst of it, aside from the image, is how close the blackness is. It is not like the void of space; this is something new and difficult to explain. Almost as if it is an alive thing and knows me and wants me—no, needs me to see it for everything that it is… It doesn’t speak, though sometimes it has mouths. It doesn’t touch, but often there are hands.” Leez barks a single nervous laugh. “It’s as if I am telling a riddle. But I do not know the answer.

	“I’m not even sure where I am in the dream. It’s as if I’m on Plantation Earth, but I’m not. It’s insane, but that’s the whole of it. The putrid black mess moves and for some reason it invades my sleep now with reasonable regularity. It is not something I understand, but it does not compromise my day-to-day efforts.”

	“I know this is hard, Leez.”

	“No, you don’t, robots don’t dream.”

	“Okay. I understand the notion that this is hard, Leez.” 

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	July 16, 2015

	A wasp stung me today. 

	In my teens, on the farm, we had this enormous 1960 International truck with a dumper bed. We used it to grab bales and tow wagons, so we didn’t have to hook the tractor off and on constantly. Two summers before I ran away from home, my father came into the house to get me to help him gather bales. Usually, he drove. This time he told me to. I thought nothing of it.

	He had a Raid can in his back pocket. I saw it, noticed it, but I put nothing together. I hopped up into the big, under-used truck. The seat buzzed like an electric chainsaw. Before I understood the joke, a wasp landed on my nose and nailed me. I rolled out the door and landed in the tall grass. 

	My father laughed like crazy.

	Apparently, ten percent of people have severe reactions to wasp stings. Most never know they’re allergic until they’re stung. 

	If I’d fit into that ten percent, you would’ve had no reason to suspect, to cry over me and what I’ve become. You’d be in a better relationship, a better life.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	“Ladydude, how’s the big trip?” Tee Watt asked, her image projected into Lay’s cabin.

	“Not good. Been a second with micronium poisoning. Luckily, being extra sensitive to it, the med bots stalled the progress before it destroyed the woman’s eyes. It looks like she has double eyelids now. Her ears are full, but apparently that’s an easier fix.”

	“Oh wow, that’s a bad one. You know Uncle Leta’s sister-in-law died from micronium poisoning. It ruined her face and the psychologists made no progress teaching her how to live with only the sense of touch. I guess the memory of what once was drove her Pluto. She kept writing on the brail touch pads kill me kill me kill me. After a year they finally did. Bad way to live, bad way to die.”

	Lay sighed. “And to add to it, I feel guilty for taking the other observationist’s spot. It’s not as if they hold me at fault, but they certainly don’t like me.”

	“Might be that you remind them of the guy,” Tee said. “Might also be they’re scared the poison’s in their blood and having you there, for certain clean, twists them up.”

	“Probably a bit of all of it. So, what’s new on the station?”

	Tee rolled her eyes. Stations weren’t where things happened. They were where you took downtime after something happened. They spoke for close to an hour before they simul-viewed two episodes of No Limits, a retro science fiction show featuring clunky light-shooting phasers, evil dragon aliens, and shiny outfits. 

	“I miss you,” Tee said.

	“I miss you, too.” Lay looked around her suddenly empty feeling pod.

	They signed off. 

	When she should’ve been sleeping, Lay kicked from her bed. She had grown especially hungry thanks to the strenuous training for the extra gravity they’d face on the plantation. She left the pod and headed for the vending bots in the cafeteria. At one of the tables, a man sat, his back to Lay. Not wanting to disturb or risk any late night ill will, she moved quietly, whispering to the machine.

	A warm rice patty with imitation beef inside slid down onto her tray. She turned toward the table. The man rose, swinging his arms. He spun, began clawing at his eyes, moaning. 

	Lay had never seen anything like it but knew exactly what it was. There was no set rules about assisting with such an issue other than to avoid risking contamination, though many considered micronium benign to others once the aggressive phase began. She jumped to the intercom three feet down the wall from the vending bots.

	“Help, med! Help, med!”

	The man lurched forward, his fingers covered in the quickly solidifying goop. Lay pressed against the wall and closed her eyes.

	“Please, no,” she moaned.

	The man stumbled, kicking chairs and wailing against the new flesh covering his mouth. He veered to her left and she broke right. He followed the dim sounds and turned to face her again. Too far away, the whooshing of pod doors promised eventual help.

	The man was closer, clawing at his throat. 

	Lay stepped on the tray she’d dropped. It slid from beneath her foot and she landed face down on the cold floor. The man tripped over her, toppling onto her back. She squealed, feeling the warmth of the liquid against her shirt. 

	The man continued to squirm.

	Instinct kicked adrenaline and action into Lay’s veins. The silverware from her snack was on the floor by her face. She grabbed the spork and flopped onto her back. The man was frantic, lifting and rolling, his arms imprisoning her. He was dying quickly thanks to a lack of oxygen and an overabundance of carbon dioxide. 

	Not really aiming—not to her knowledge—the utensil in her bunched fist slammed a hole through the rubbery new flesh. Milky ooze drained onto Lay’s chest. It clung and solidified. She screamed again, but so did the man.

	Within seconds, two bots and two women rushed forward, the flesh med not far behind. 

	“Get him to the med bay. Get her to a shower, move!”

	The bots grabbed the man, his fingers attached to his mouth as he attempted to hold open an airway only to have the fluid adhere to any available flesh. They dragged him out of the room before the women in plastic suits stood Lay up. They walked her toward the showers. 

	Lay was in shock, afraid to move her arms or touch the nasty stuff on her hands, chest, and face. 

	The shower room was pale yellow with several stalls. The women walked Lay into a stall, stripped her in a matter of a few dozen hyper breaths. A mist rinse sprayed. One of the women raced away while the other lathered soap over Lay’s entire body. 

	“Am I? Am I? Am I?” Lay rambled.

	The woman cleaning her didn’t answer. The other woman returned with a clear plastic tub brimming with thick green liquid. The first woman hit the steam button and the moisture fell to the floor. 

	“Try to keep your eyes open,” said the woman with the tub, before she dumped the fluid over Lay’s head.

	Keeping her eyes open was not an option. The stuff stung fire on the sensitive bulbs. It slashed like cuts against her flesh. One of the women slammed shut the door of the stall.

	“Help! It burns! Please!” Lay screeched.

	One woman dropped the empty tub and rolled a glove off from one hand and then opposite hand. She tapped her communicator four times until she landed on a simple stopwatch application. From zero, the numbers began their agonizingly slow rise to three hundred twelve.

	“Help me!” Lay screamed. In a frenzy, her hands slapped the walls of the skinny stall. 

	The mist began. 

	The woman with the soap stepped to the far side of the room and hit the kill switch that deactivated the rinse. Lay screamed and screamed and screamed. The burning and cutting was all over her like a hell bath. 

	At the two hundred-second mark, her hair fell out, all of it. At the two hundred twenty-second mark, she began vomiting. Her body thrashing with the heaves. At the three hundred-second mark, the woman who’d dumped the emergency solvent over Lay nodded. The mist resumed. From the cabinet beneath the wall of mirrors, a hose was disconnected and stretched.

	“You gotta hold her,” said the woman who’d torn away her gloves as she kicked aside the empty tub.

	The stall door swung open. Lay’s voice was louder, animalistic, but grated at her throat like sand underfoot. 

	The hose splashed murky grey water two degrees above zero centigrade. The cooling liquid was physical music. Lay leaned forward to clean her eyes, blinking rapidly, and when they no longer stung, she pushed her pelvis out and spread her vulva. The water rinsed where the solvent found the tender spots. When the pain departed there, she began splashing the water over her chest, then turning again to clean the terrorizing sensation around her anus. 

	The pain subsided quickly, and once it was gone, exhaustion stole her legs and she flopped onto the floor of the mist stall. 

	The woman closest forced Lay to rise and scrubbed away the residue left behind from the insufficiently filtered collect-water from a wayward asteroid.

	“Give me… Give me… Give me a sec.”

	“Can’t. Now, lean.” The woman scrubbed everywhere, her hands invasive as a rape. 

	Lay whined at the abrasive entries between her thighs, between her cheeks, between her lips, beneath her eyelids. The woman scoured her until she was raw and bleeding from her mouth, her nose, her ears, her vagina, her anus, and the bumps of her areolae. 

	A third person entered the washroom with a medicinal cocktail suit and a wheelchair. The cocktail suit was made of a dry and porous grey fiber. It used air pressure to release the healing aids and painkillers.

	Lay sighed as the third individual wheeled her to the med bay. She was bald, her epidermis was thinned considerably, and she had eyes pink as imitation salmon fillet.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	November 19, 2015

	I saw an angry mother on the street yelling at an artist. I know the one woman was an artist because she had dreadlocks, a stubbly chin, wore a dress down to her Doc Martens, and stood outside the gallery smoking a roll your own. The mother was mad about a vagina on the front of a pamphlet the woman handed out.

	I only know it was a vagina because the title of the exhibition was Feminine Flesh. The painting was abstract. It looked kind of like a taper-topped vase with a bell-shaped nub handle on the rim. 

	The artist told the mother take your kid and fuck off back to the Middle Ages.

	It reminded me of two instances from my past. The first is one of my earliest memories. I was four, definitely not yet five. I had this babysitter who used to hang out in the can constantly. She spent hours in there with the door closed. 

	This one time, I had to pee, so I knocked. My sitter was like fourteen, chubby, had thick glasses and big hair, asked what I wanted. I said I had to pee and she told me to come in. 

	She was in the shower, but the water wasn’t running. Go ahead, pee, she told me, so I did. When I flushed, I heard the curtain draw back as I lifted my pants up. The sitter was in the tub with her skirt hiked and her hand rubbing the hairy patch between the soft alabaster thighs. She said take out your dink. I watched her hand, but didn’t take out my penis. I was frozen. She whined and shook, and then put her fingers under my nose when she was finished. That’s where the memory ends.

	The second thing was when I was small and my sister was a baby. We all sat around the supper table and my father leaned over to me and said, fat chicks like to fuck and then grinned at my overweight mother.

	It’s obvious children can be oversexualized, but can they be undersexualized? Because I can’t imagine that pamphlet hurting anyone.

	 

	Leez Mal—Plantation Earth

	The camera shoots a 3D rendering where the lighting is insufficient. To fill in gaps, intelligent imagery maps from similar spaces held within the database. The result of the living room of Leez Mal’s personal space in an uncanny crossing of worlds. Two thirds of the room is the exact visual reproduction, the last third is a visual construct of a laboratory from Station Minsik. Leez does not notice this anomaly because she is not looking at the small preview window projected a foot below the camera’s lens.

	“I can’t believe it.”

	She sits cross-legged on the floor with her face in her palms. She is dirty and the interior pain has become an exterior exhibition she wears like winter skin. 

	“A week ago, Jit was a regular woman. She was happy. She was excited!”

	Only a handful of days prior, Leez met with Jit. Often, those dwelling years at a time on plantations relied upon one another for sexual release. Leez and Jit had assisted each other twice before and the most recent pre-meditated meeting was to be one of mutual release.

	Jit’s space had looked exactly like Leez’ space the only other time she’d seen it. Made sense since the same machine whipped them together on the same morning and only a few hundred meters from doorstep to doorstep. 

	They were casual and comfortable, but on the most recent visit, Jit had changed. There was an edge to her wonder. It was as if an emotion as frantic as love took hold of her. But it was not love.

	She spoke of the flesh med, Jemu Vio. He’d been talking, telling her things of other worlds. Leez brushed this off. There were infinite worlds. 

	But this was not what Jit meant. The man had spoken of a close world, a place where the gods lived, and to see it was to know divinity. To hold divinity.

	Leez had laughed at this.

	“She was furious with me. It’s as if the flesh med had brainwashed her, or the plantation, the planet, put ancient, illogical hooks into her brain. There was nothing…I can’t believe she did it.”

	Plantation movement records put Jit in the personal space of the flesh med, Jemu Vio, through much of the night prior to the discovery. The privacy rules for long-term plantation stints were more lenient than those on stations. At no time did a member of any team need to record the interior of their dwelling space, nor did they need to permit entry to other members. Jemu had not had his camera recording since Day 237 of the mission on Plantation Earth.

	Jemu stated that he and Jit may or may not have been offering one another release, as it is not the business of any mission manager to ask. He also stated that they’d not had any kind of falling out. He assured to the camera in the medical building that what happened was a shock and difficult to comprehend.

	The monitor in the internal headpiece recorded Jit entering her home at three hours past Plantation Earth’s midnight—a measurement based on the planetary cycle. Sixteen minutes later her heart stopped, and her bot charged at her locked and barricaded bedroom door. 

	“I saw the video. It was horrible. Her eyes were open. Her tongue was blue. It happened so fast, and it was still blue!” Leez said.

	The video revealed a destroyed personal space. Items collected from the debris of the fallen civilization lay strewn around, once again unwanted. A heavy wooden dresser from a box found in the underground mall was sideways in front of the door. On the floor in front of the fallen furniture sat Jit’s slumped body. 

	A two-foot strand of bundling twine, primarily used for site cleanup, was wrapped around the door handle, through the gaps of the dresser, and finally around her neck. 

	“She was all wrong… That color!”

	—

	“I wanted to see the flesh med to beg for a reason, a nugget that he hadn’t mentioned in his official report, but Mully beat me to it. I knocked on the door. Beady was behind me. 

	Leez rolled her neck around her shoulders, pausing, eyes on the ceiling.

	“Jemu answered and then stated there would be no cameras in his personal space. I said okay, but then he said that meant cameras even in the off mode. Meaning no bots. He has or had a bot, what did he do with it?”

	She wiped a tear from her cheek and stepped to the window.

	“Then I said, okay, Beady can stay outside. Then Mully rose and gave me an awkward grin. It certainly didn’t look as if he was there for release. Then Jemu told me if I was still interested in speaking privately within his home that I ought to return in an Earth week.”

	Leez huffed then and shook her head gently.

	“I haven’t decided if I’ll bother. It was almost as if it was by appointment, as if I needed a flesh med checkup. This is the single most confusing and frustrating time since landing. I am having difficulty with my emotions, and the dreams of the black swirling bodily masses are becoming more frequent.”

	Leez’ eyes lowered to look directly into the activity light on the front of Beady’s base. 

	“Do you have any ideas, you damned bot?”

	“You need to hydrate better. Your water levels have been dipping lately.”

	“Oh, gee, thanks, real helpful.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“That was sarcasm.”

	“I’m aware. Bots take the high road.”

	“Sometimes, Beady, I imagine recycling you.”

	“Sometimes, I imagine you in bird feathers.”

	“Bots can’t imagine.”

	“I know, but you’re being a jerk and my programmed first response is to assume an idiot’s stance in order to placate your disparaging mood.”

	“Keep talking.”

	“No.”

	Leez rose from her desk and stomped toward the bot, ending the recording.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	May 3, 2016

	It’s heavy snowing for the twelfth straight day. With everything else, this should be enough that I can bring myself to do it, but you brought home a big tub of Carnation hot chocolate mix with the stale little marshmallows. Pea, you’re my only thread, but I’m weighing you down.

	 

	Jean Cooke—London, England

	In the fourteen months since the doctor gathered the girl from the street, she’d slept outside only twice. The second night, after the shower, a sleep in a bed, and four full meals, she scurried away. The doctor was too nice not to be up to something evil. He hadn’t even made her clean anything like he’d said, instead let her watch TV and Google search her parents. 

	Nobody’s that nice.

	So, for two nights she returned to life on the street. It was so much colder and damper than before her shower and good rest. The world was harsh, and she didn’t recognize her surroundings. She walked without respite for fear that one of the watchful eyes around her might peg her as an easy target. 

	Early after the second long night, it was grey and below zero centigrade, Jean opened the wrought iron gate leading to the doctor’s door. It creaked as if laughing at how cautious and frightened she was. 

	When her knuckles touched the wood of the door, she experienced the vibration all the way to her toes. Her core was an icicle.

	The door remained closed. She rang the buzzer. There was no movement within. She tried the handle. The doctor had locked her out. She assumed him asleep, so she huddled on the stoop, leaning against the door.

	After an indiscernible sum of hours, she rang again and this time the door opened.

	“Fuck you want, uh?” It was a skinny man with a milk pale pallor. He had tattoos on his chest and arms. He wore only boxer shorts. A cigarette burned in his hand. “So, have it out then?” He flicked his long shaggy blond hair over his shoulder.

	“I’m looking for the doctor.”

	“Then go to the clinic, you stupid twat!” 

	The man slammed the door and Jean’s world spun. Stumbling toward the street, the wrought iron gate laughed again with movement. This time there was no doubt. She was ruined, destroyed by her cowardice and distrust of a Good Samaritan. 

	She cried into her dirty hands.

	“Jean?”

	She lifted her head. Three doors to her left, the doctor carted a weighty looking garbage bag toward his van. At that second, under the grey sky, he could’ve been her actual father. She stepped quickly as was possible without breaking into a jog.

	“I can help,” she said.

	“You look tired. This is work trash, not part of our deal. Go on, have a bite, take a bath, hop into bed, whatever you like.”

	Jean’s heart leapt within, but she was too tired to show much by way of gratitude. She turned up the walkway to head through the open door.

	“Oh, Jean, I’ll be gone until tonight. I would like the dishes done and the laundry underway by the time I get home.”

	The order was exactly what she needed to belly the emotional tug of danger lurking. If she was actually a house servant, it made sense to let her stay. A housemaker meant exchange. It didn’t have to be something sinister.

	—

	“What do you do down there, really?” Jean asked.

	Jean and the doctor sat at the table eating pork chops, potatoes, corn, and homemade buttermilk biscuits. In the eight months since they met, the doctor had purchased her a wardrobe and had given her an allowance and any days off that she wanted. He never once tried anything funny with her.

	“As I told you, I’m reviving research that showed incredible promise, ground-breaking possibilities.”

	“Okay, but what’s with the prostitutes? They don’t leave…normally. I mean, they don’t walk out the door.”

	Milton chewed slowly, staring at his guest. “Are you suggesting there’s going to be some sort of problem?”

	Only one person in her entire life had proved better than she expected him to be. A problem was not at all what she was suggesting.

	“No, I want to help. It isn’t very hard to do all the house stuff and I’m smart; you said so… Maybe I can help you with the research and stuff.”

	Doctor Milton laughed, spitting bits of food on the table. 

	Jean frowned and folded her hands in her lap, lowered her head.

	The doctor checked himself as though he had no intention of offending the help. “Tell you what, you will begin an elementary study of the brain. Use the medical encyclopedias. In six months, I’ll give you a test. If you pass, I’ll let you in on the research—in a limited capacity.”

	Challenging a teenaged girl who didn’t have the stress of looking cool, being social, or finding her way with or against the grain, was to challenge ambition hindered only by changing whim. Jean Cooke was not a girl of fancy or whim.

	—

	“Don’t make me sit here, Wal,” Jean said, hands in her hair, fingers clutching her scalp, eyes downcast while propped on her elbows against the tabletop.

	The study was slow and began with rewriting textbooks verbatim into notebooks provided by Milton. It then shifted to writing the information in her own words, then questioning herself, building diagrams to label, and then spending a month giving herself examinations.

	When it came time to take the fifty-question test that the doctor borrowed from a former colleague of his deceased father—a professor at Imperial College—she felt ready. The brain was complicated, but logical, and logic made sense to her. 

	“Yes, this will only take a few minutes, I’m sure,” Dr. Milton said. 

	She’d accepted the pages and two No. 2 pencils, ignoring the doctor’s condescending smirk, and got to work. His obvious lack of faith had only intensified her study leading up. Once finished, she handed the pages over, wrought, exhausted, and feeling stupid. “Hurry and mark it, and get it done with,” she’d said.

	It took him twelve minutes to assess the examination. “Ninety-two percent by my tally. That’s higher than my contact’s class average, and by quite a margin is my guess,” he said, visibly shocked and amazed. Without uttering another word, he rose from the table and went downstairs. 

	From where she sat, the smiling Jean listened to the heavy lock open. Seconds later, a door swung on its hinges. Footfalls thumped up the stairs. Milton reappeared. He carried an ancient leather-bound book, many pages semi-wayward around the edges. 

	“Study this. It is where the case began. It is all verified and true. In a week, I’ll add my updates and then after that, we can discuss.”

	—

	The information was incredible. If anyone but the doctor had tried to pass such a tale on her as truth, she would have never believed it. But the doctor would not joke about such a thing. The doctor’s jokes were always so bad that something like this was well beyond his talents.

	Within the tome was the single most incredible discovery within the realm of existential medicine. Unfortunately, the outcome had yet to be duplicated, but the effort was righteous; this despite the consequential warnings written throughout the latter pages. And sketched in the back—several dozen times by several dozen artists—there was that face, both beautiful and ugly simultaneously. The woman. Mary.

	The second batch of information, the recent efforts, was more along the lines of beating that dead horse until the corpse was flat. 

	Milton had murdered dozens of women, permanently disabled dozens more. Jean slept on this information. It was not a surprise. The black bags, the bleach, the bachelor with a cargo van. 

	The morning of the first day that they were to discuss things, she understood the difference between the mythic bridge named Mary and all the dead prostitutes. Something right there all along that the doctor plainly missed.

	“What?” Milton said, his mouth brimming with 1% milk and Cheerios.

	“She was a willing participant.”

	The doctor chewed, a slow thoughtful grind, as if he was a lazy cow in a field. 

	“How did I not see?” He slapped his forehead. “I’ve wasted years upon years when the answer was right here. A door must offer access, or the survival instinct destroys the gateway. Jesus, what if you’re right?” 

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	June 30, 2016

	Finally had a job interview. It actually went well, I felt good, like the old me. A buried confidence bubbled to the surface. 

	There were three of us vying for a single spot at Chapters. If nothing else, I know books. The other two were phonies, that much was obvious. 

	It’s strange to think, but something might actually go right for me.

	Turns out, Amazon has thirty-five percent total market share for books purchased in Canada. I couldn’t find the storefront shares. I assume Chapters absolutely creams everybody else. They’d have to, maybe they’ll let me help them do it.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	“Gracious! What’s happened?” Tee Watt gawked at the terrifying quarantine tent around her sister in a distant med bay. The camera picked up only the walls; beyond the transparent plastic was a shimmery nothingness. “You look terrible!”

	That was undeniable. Lay looked terrible. It had been three extremely short days since contact with the micronium, most of which she’d slept through. Her outer layer of skin was on its way to hardening. It was a grapefruit meat pink. Her eyes had gone glossy and yellowy as her insides battled with the cocktail of anti-intruder medications. The bloodwork had come back fine, and the med bots and the flesh med told her it was likely that she was healthy.

	“And your eyebrows…you look like such a weirdo.”

	Lay’s hand touched her face gently. Any harder than that and it was apt to cause her undue trouble. The brow was bare and dry. 

	Within the tent, anti-gravity assisted in healing. No part of her scoured body had to lie on fabric. She was completely naked. The camera fuzzed out her body as if it had snitched on an intergalactic Mafioso.

	“I feel lucky to be alive. You should’ve seen it. It was horrible. That micronium stuff was everywhere. It was so warm and sticky.” She shivered. “Gross, but it wasn’t as bad as the decontamination scrub. These people are ruthless.”

	“Same rules everywhere.”

	“I guess, but where the woman’s hands went and how that stuff burned. It knocked me out. I’ve never been so tired in my life.”

	“So that’s what you’ve been up to?”

	“So far, yes. I have a few things to see in my inbox. Stuff about Plantation Earth, I assume. I wish they picked someone else. This mission seems doomed, or out to get me.”

	“Hey, ladydude, you’re going to the holy grail of plantations. Earth is our future right. That’s what you said they told you? Like someday we’ll all live there?”

	“Don’t go on repeating all that. It’s still mostly hushed, but the next generation, maybe,” Lay said, enthusiasm nearly non-existent.

	“Fine, but it’s where we come from and where we’re going. You’re like a pioneer.”

	“I guess.”

	Tee held up her side of the conversation and then some as Lay really wasn’t in the mood to answer any more questions. And questions there were, even if she hadn’t faced down a horrifying outpouring of potential endings, Tee was on a station and stations were boring.

	Another message landed in her inbox, a red flag waving in the corner of her gaze. “Oh, this one’s important.”

	“I see that. Feel better.”

	“Bye,” Lay said and then double blinked her left eye. The inbox replaced the image of Tee’s pod. The message was an update about Plantation Earth. A protocol reminder and suggestion to explore the potential psychological challenges that might arise during the early stages of re-habitation. Nothing new.

	Lay was three messages behind already. Downtime in a situation like hers meant she ought to keep abreast. Her head hurt and her body was tired. She closed her eyes, floating on a drug-induced zephyr, assisted in large part by weightlessness.

	—

	A flag danced in her inbox and a bell rang awakening Lay.

	“Fine,” she said. The most recent message contained a video. She opened it and was suddenly in a big black room with steel stalls. There was a man looking above her head—she remained floating at about his waist height, horizontal.

	“This will come as no surprise as it’s been outlined in prior messages,” the man said. 

	Lay frowned, considering retreating to view the preceding communications prior to continuing. 

	“This is the BTT point one and it’s what each of you will carry once on the planet. It is imperative that you remain vigilant. It is possible that violent animals of some ilk eked out an existence after humanity perished.” The man held a dark grey laser rifle. 

	Lay had never seen a video on weaponry use, and certainly never one that demanded her participation.

	The man called for viewers to reach out and take hold of the weapon. Lay righted herself and stretched her arms, the room sliding toward her. The grey rifle fit into her hands and was just shy of two feet long with a fat body that came to a nozzle tip. It had no temperature, but her brain connected the realistic weight to the object. It was heavy. The man on the video reached and linked automatically to a specific checkpoint pre-programmed based on one of twelve different reactions to the weapon. At the end of the room was a red-ringed bull’s eye, she squinted at it, wondering how the two items fit.

	“Heavy, isn’t it?”

	Lay nodded.

	“That’s okay, everything is heavy on Plantation Earth. Please, use both hands. Wrap your palms and fingers on the grips. Yes. Good. Yes. Good. Heavy isn’t it?”

	Lay groaned.

	“That’s okay, everything is heavy on Plantation Earth. Please, use both hands. Wrap your palms and fingers on the grips. Yes. Good. Now I want you to peer through both sites at one time with your right eye.”

	Lay did.

	“Now each of your fingers has a trigger. The trigger on your left hand is the safety mechanism. BTT models will not fire unless you squeeze that trigger. Squeeze it.”

	Lay already was.

	“Good, now find your target.”

	Lay aimed for the middle.

	“Squeeze the second trigger.”

	There was zero backfire when the glinting yellow fizz speck zoomed through the dark room and missed the target by a foot.

	“Try again. Learn your sites.”

	Lay did as told, and nicked an outer ring.

	“Much better. Now try holding down the second trigger for a longer duration.”

	Lay squeezed and then squeezed again. A single light speck fired and a half-second after that, a stream of yellow laser light shimmered through the darkness. She cut the bottom corner from her intended target. When she attempted to swing the stream upward on the rebound, she missed completely.”

	“You’ll get the hang of it. Would you like to practice more?”

	“No,” Lay said.

	“Would you like to rerun basic training?”

	Rather than answering, Lay backed out of the message and began reading the others in her inbox. One stated that since they’d lost contact with Plantation Earth, they’d need to set out armed and in full respirator suits in case of airborne contagion. 

	“Sounds like fun.”

	—

	“Laser rifles?” Tee said. “I’ve never even seen such a thing. I’ve only ever seen security officers use clubs and pulse debilitators. You know, those gloves that force a jolt at a short-range target?” 

	“I guess the mystery is bad enough that we have to be ready. I’m even less enthusiastic. This mission is all bad vibes.”

	“I know, but come on. At least you’re not stuck on a station.”

	“I’m stuck in a tent!”

	“Only for a little.”

	“Not if I’m poisoned and awaiting a flash death of panicked suffocation.”

	Tee pouted her bottom lip. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

	—

	Three hours after her call with Tee concluded, and after a total of six days and eleven hours in the tent, the med bot entered the room and rolled toward Lay. Unlike a flesh med, a patient could not predict news by the expression on a bot’s face. They didn’t have physical expressions or realistic faces. 

	There were past bots, historical wreckage from long-gone days, that were too much like humans, almost to the point of being perfect replicas. It was pure trouble. 

	The biggest problem with too humanoid bots was the morality and future implications of constant, unnatural sex. When no easy answer presented itself, the bots again resembled tin cans. Some people still fucked their bots anyway.

	Lay didn’t bother with the tedium of programmed reality. People were often bored enough to help each other with release.

	“Lay Watt, six-one-six-nine, you’ll have thirteen more hours in the tent. The gravity will return in hourly increments. For your health and safety, please use that time to acclimate. Your skin is healthy enough for general existence and there is no sign that the spilled micronium did you any harm.”

	“No, cleaning me did the harm.”

	“That was unavoidable. Also, I’d like to inform you that Led Muu two-three-three-nine is alive and doing better than average.”

	An image of the flailing man came to mind. Lay hadn’t meant to help him. The assumption that she had was embarrassing. 

	“Can he…? Does he have all of his senses?”

	“He is permanently blind, but luckily for him, as a baby, his mother spent too much time in higher than normal gravity and it affected his ears. In infancy, he had implants so his hearing is unchanged. His sexual partners agreed on a set of lips—at his suggestion—and contacted a cosmetic flesh med. His ability to speak is minimal, but that he is alive and sane is wonderful news. He was very lucky you were there.”

	“He’d be luckier if I’d been a flesh med or a med bot.”

	“That’s true,” the bot said. “He wanted to say thank you himself, but he is self-conscious about his lipless face. The flesh med fixed his penis and anus so that—”

	“It’s okay. I’m glad he’s doing reasonably well.”

	“Right. The first increase in gravity will occur in two minutes.”

	The med bot turned its pivoting upper half and rolled from the med bay. As promised, the gravity returned. Pressure mounted, as if squeezing her beneath a trash compactor, and when Lay thought it had already buried her twice over, more pounded on her. When the tent lifted, she leaned on a med bot all the way back to her pod. Her personal bot, a brand-new issuance since boarding the Vitae Cursu—her prior bot had gone for the long sleep in a recycling heap—was in her room, reserving charge, but awakened when it detected motion.

	“Hello, Lay.”

	“Hey, bucket head.”

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	July 30, 2016

	No word from Chapters, but the other day when I walked past, I saw the woman I’d gone against in the group interview. She had on a black Chapters smock. 

	The pain had worn off already, knowing I didn’t get it and it was simply another situation where what lies beneath my surface shined through. Still, I can’t believe they hired her. When they asked her favorite book, she said it was something Spanish and she read it like five times. Obviously, this was a lie. Who can’t remember the name of a book they’ve read five times? Also, who can’t remember the name of their favorite book?

	They didn’t even ask me that easy stuff. I had way tougher questions. Every question that woman had was personal. Mine were all like name two books that have won the Governor General Award—English Patient and Alias Grace. Then they asked me for a book recommendation for a Samuel Clemons fan. I said depends if you’re a fan of classic fiction or just historic mysteries. The interviewers smirked at me, as if they were going to catch me up. The other two didn’t have a clue what we were talking about.

	Imagine applying for a bookstore job and then getting it without knowing the government name of one of the world’s most successful authors.

	Sometimes I wonder if Purgatory is real and I’m in it.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	Lay was in her first truly good mood since the late-night incident in the cafeteria. Tee called an hour prior to descent into Earth’s atmosphere. She had news of her own. Big news. 

	Gremium was the farthest of the recent Goldilocks planetary discoveries. Tee would be gone for nineteen years, working as an observationist while the terracologists and print operators installed a new and wonderful plantation. Most considered Gremium to be the next best thing to a thriving Earth. There were great lakes and mountains. There was greenery like a moss, spread sparsely around the equator belt. Most of the planet was icy, but warming. It had only inched into its current gravitational position around a sun some forty billion years ago. 

	The news was a good distraction from the sinking fear that mounted below the surface of the forefront anxiety. Everything about Plantation Earth was backward and troublesome. She had a dream of her bright pink skin peeking out from behind the combat gear, rifle in her hands. In the dreamscape, the team walked forever, through the high waters from the videos she’d watched. They’d entered a sub-terrain where all the plantation settlers had moved into a cardboard shantytown that stretched on for inexplicable miles. The inhabitants were faceless things, alive despite severe micronium poisoning. 

	When the time finally came to strap down belongings, bots, and ship equipment, Lay had those images playing on repeat over and over in the forefront of her mind. At least where she sat on the bench, affixed like a battery in a cell, the others had warmed. She was no longer alone. Since inadvertently saving a life, she’d become a tolerable figure, still mostly an outcast, but nobody acted as if they’d chain her to an archaic passing satellite if the chance arose. 

	“Entering the planetary atmosphere in four, three, two, one,” the smooth feminine voice of the captain bot said. 

	Lay’s guts jumped into her throat and she fought to hold down the acid attempting to rocket free from her mouth. From the corners of her eyes, she saw the others wearing various shades of the same traumatized expression. Ahead, tools and instruments clung to the magnetic wall, though all pinged and shook. The vibration was physically altering and consciously jarring. Purple spots swirled before her gaze like fuzzy apples, poisonous gifts from a witch, but only if she took a bite. She kept her teeth clenched.

	There was a constant drone through the intercom system. The words were gibberish on a level where they’d begun taking new meanings, like finding god in cricket song. 

	“Lay, the lasers are best with tacylpus!”

	Lay looked around. The man next to her was out cold. Beyond him, a woman vomited a greenish deluge. On the other side, a woman stared at Lay, confused and panicked, as if she’d heard a message as well. Obviously, the message came in through her ears and bounced too heavily within the grey matter.

	“Big toenails in your teeth!”

	Lay closed her eyes and imagined her pod on Station 99967, the closest thing she’d had to home in the last year. It was a place that oozed ravenous tedium. She craved that tedium in those long seconds more than she had anything before. Fingers clenched, stinging, Lay moaned, hearing herself above the din. They were close and slowing. The magnetic thrusting system had kicked in, finally. 

	In a blink, the only noises were grateful humans and the cooling system. The shuttle was somewhere over the North Atlantic where a formation known as Greenland once peaked above the water. The final thirty minutes of the trip would be comparatively easy, however, those onboard needed to remain seated.

	It took effort to unclench her fingers, but she managed. Lay took a deep breath and allowed a smile to run the width of her face. The voice of the captain bot explained the opening of the viewing panes and all within got their first natural looks at the planet that had fostered their species and then housed it to the brink of extinction. 

	The ocean was rough and deep blue. Lay forgot herself for long enough that her amazement peeped out. “Oh, wow,” she said and quieted, feeling foolish until another voiced a similar sentiment. And then another. And another.

	—

	“Remember, we still have not made contact, so we must approach the situation with caution. There will be one team and one team only. Nobody is to sneak off. We will work through the issuance numbers starting with the first personal space. It might be boring, and it will certainly take longer than the daylight hours. 

	“On that note, each of you will carry a bedroll. We will not return to the ship unless equipment malfunctions. That is unlikely of course. Come nightfall, in approximately two hours, we will hunker down if we do not locate and solve the mystery of the plantation.”

	Lay chewed a dry spot on her bottom lip and her fingers wriggled with unrelenting energy. Despite it being unlikely, she held tightly to hope that there was a technical issue, a trouble that somehow the bots and the skilled humans did not understand well enough to repair. 

	“Now, we must be careful of not only the former inhabitants’ waste product that litters the walkways and streets, but of any animal forms. You have full encyclopedic references built into your visual systems. Don’t panic and shoot everything that moves. Study and then act if necessary. Additionally, new readings confirm a clean atmosphere. From what I understand, there’s nothing to worry about.”

	The woman next to Lay leaned in and said, “Sometimes I forget that we’re not all robots.”

	The bot standing in the closed hatchway finished its instructions and opened the door onto Plantation Earth and its unbelievably fresh air. Lay inhaled through her nose. All did. The crisp cleanness was a revelation, completely lacking in the metals and plastics of recycled oxygen. 

	The bots waited, programed to understand the human need to soak up the good things in life while they were available. 

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	September 12, 2016

	Yesterday I tried to get out of my head and think about the people who’d lost a loved one during the attacks on America. Like a thought experiment. It didn’t work well. I’m selfish. My not acting on impulse is selfish.

	Pea, you’ll have so much life to live once you drop my dead weight. You might be sad for a bit, but I promise, it’s going to be better for you without me.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Plantation Earth

	The buildings were incredible, massive and crowding. Steel, pitted and discolored, continued its last stand against time, taller than any station room or terraformed dome. Dusty glass revealed partial secrets of the lives long deceased, of the way of life that cost humanity its home. 

	Lay swallowed a lump. She’d expected, subconsciously, the world to be flat. She’d seen the videos, but never understood what a twenty-story tower truly looked like. 3D did it little justice. And the smell. It made her want to lie on the crumbled sidewalk and sniff, roll with the skeletons in their tattered rags, inhale the world. She could ignore the mission and live forever on Earth.

	And maybe that was all that had happened to the first crew, nothing sinister underlying. People reacting to their home planet.

	“This way,” a bot said, devouring the collective reverie.

	From the moment they landed, they were behind schedule. Stepping over debris was more difficult than expected with the added gravity, and this after regular, strenuous exercise. The blue sky was a massive distraction. The clouds looked like things, and the crew called out shapes they recognized with an ease that made connecting stars in the galaxy seem like abstract algebra. 

	Lay refused to play the games of the others. The added gravity weighed heavier on her with the missed days in gravity training. Sweat rolled from her scalp as though she stood under a malfunctioning shower mister.

	They wore complete body suits. The helmets dangled between their shoulder blades from thick synthetic tubes; the preliminary readings displayed absolutely nothing untoward in the endless spores of their home planet. The first modular personal space belonged to a dutifully unremarkable terracologist—no medical issues and no strikes against work ethic. The planet had already revolved enough that the sunlight shined from a 70° angle. Still, knowing that multiple members of the initial crew had committed suicide drew a razor’s line against the sense of safety. All understood the creeping edge and the likelihood that they’d encounter a decaying corpse. It was possible they’d see several if their collective fears were correct.

	The door swung outwards and one of the bots entered first. In space, the bots used soft wheels, but on plantations, they typically stuck to hard tracks or legs. Legs were slow and for this initial sweep, the bots used tracks, which clicked and clacked. The room was dim with shadows that stretched against the grey of the empty floor. Somehow, sensing shapes within made the near dark more foreboding than the true dark they’d all experienced in space. The bot wordlessly and without physical effort commanded the automated light system to enliven. It did, but it revealed nothing. There was no body and no personal bot.

	Once they discovered that there were no objectionable situations within, the crew entered. A second bot approached the communication stand set on a desk. This hooked into the solar roof—as well as into a bot—whenever one was present. Without a bot, the station was mostly useless, however, it was possible that…

	“Did this one have any unsent entries?” asked the woman who’d barfed during atmospheric entry.

	“There is one unsent transmission,” the interfacing bot said.

	Instantly the visual played in the left eye of every human member of the inexperienced search party. There was a man. He wore no clothing. His hair had grown long and a stringy beard ran in patches down his face. The hair was ice white. 

	“I have seen the darkness of infinite yesterdays. I have seen futility. I have seen after death and I have smelled before life. It is not a promise, but a warning, and it is all that is or ever was. We are miniscule in the face of the everywhere and the darkness,” the man said.

	For three minutes, the recording continued in silence. The man lay on the floor, eyes closed, hands at his sides, legs spread. His penis began to climb in a left-leaning erection. Once fully extended, he opened his eyes.

	“I have seen the other side,” he whispered. 

	Eyes closed again. The bot scanned forward for more sound. The recording continued for fourteen hours—watched in 100x speed. The man’s erection began to falter after hour nine. His penis turned blue and swelled abnormally, ballooning rather than shrinking further. Eventually it darkened to black and sagged in his lap. The men of the crew groaned. When the recording ended, the man remained in spot, eyes closed. 

	As a team, shoulders slouched and faces paled, eyes cradled tears. The awe of Earth was gone. Outside and moving, the clouds overhead were clouds and the air was air. The second personal building was thirty-nine yards door-to-door from the first. This was the space of an observationist. A known suicide. For the sake of completeness and duty, they entered.

	From its charging port, a woman’s personal bot sprang to life. Its eyes glowed doubly bright, as if a surge struck and reprogrammed its settings. Clumsy, abnormal, the bot jutted toward them.

	“Stand down,” the bot said. “This is the home of the grea-ee-ee-ee-ee-ee-ee.” The bot began spinning, its arms stretched as its rubber wheels—indoor attire—turned on a pivot. The light above its camera flared and then shined a reversal of light, as if devouring the color in the world wherever it touched.

	“Astonishing,” Lay whispered.

	The display lasted fifty-one seconds before the swatch of negative light thinned and the spinning ceased with a rubbery screech. Smoke rose from the battery compartment beneath the solar panels on its base. It was then that the crew recognized how truly wrong things had gone. 

	Every surface had pictures scrolled in archaic ink. In one corner was a stack of faded yellow Bic brand wrappers, dusty and crumbling, but legible, and a handful of strewn fat black indelible markers. The bots took scans of the space to load to the shared folder. 

	The crew performed searches of the images. Nothing fit perfectly. There were lapses in the historical narrative in the times of before. The crew had the dawn of civilization through to the Dark Ages in thick and full detail. From there it thinned until the Industrial Revolution, then filled out, though focused mainly on this as the beginning of the end of humanity’s civilization in its natural setting.

	There were only a few matches to results concerning the scenes depicted and all were so disjointed that none were confident enough to suggest that they’d found anything at all. 

	The rolling landscapes and the faces with horns, the nude women circling fires where black flames rose into body parts. There were crude drawings of brains removed from skulls. Most often was a scene of the world around them clashing against a similar world with thick dark edges seeping black sludge.

	“We’ll camp here,” a terracologist said. 

	None voiced their discomfort, though all aside from the bots experienced it. 

	For some lifeforms, recognizing corruption took longer.

	—

	Lay dreamed a world, vast and rolling. There were hills and a valley. A stream drifted clear, cool water over her feet. The air smelled of something sweet she did not recognize.

	A daffodil bloomed before her eyes. She plucked and spun the silky stem between her fingers. She smelled it. It was the everywhere scent, intensified. The breeze strengthened and the flower floated from her hand. She rubbed at the short grass on the lip of the creek. 

	To her left, another flower seemingly danced on air until it reached her, lighting on her nose. The word was a word she’d never known before and still she said it, “Hello there, butterfly.”

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	February 14, 2017

	You expect nothing on Valentine’s Day because I have no money, and because my pushing you is starting to gain more traction. We went to bed eight hours apart last night and you’re asleep now.

	This is good. Soon I’ll be like Pluto, barely a blip in the system, despite that once upon a time, people thought I was something more.

	I imagine giving in and finding a way to pass off some great gesture, to hold you and love you how you deserve to be loved, but I need to stay strong. I thought I was at the edge before, but I’m finding more ledge, soon I’ll drop over.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Plantation Earth

	In the morning light, after a night of wonderful dreams about mysterious places, the crew scoffed at the prior queasiness. Long, luxurious stretches, yawns, easy expressions.

	“I’m starving,” said a woman to Lay’s right.

	Lay simply nodded. The sinister edge was gone. Even the bots seemed unconcerned—a reaction to the general relaxation of the crew.

	Cross-legged, they sat on the floor of the desiccated pod. There were jokes and grins. They took in the fantastical and vivid descriptions on the walls as they ate—flash rehydrated protein cakes and vitamin drinks, items synthesized to mimic pancakes, bacon, and orange juice—in a completely different way. Emotional detachment.

	“It’s a shame, what can happen to people, I mean,” one of the men said. 

	Nods and solemn shakes moved every head.

	A woman inhaled deeply through her nose and then said, “I can’t imagine how it happened. This world is as close to perfect as we’ll ever be.”

	They moved on. The third personal space shared a flat swatch with one of the gardens. It was the duty of the first settlers of any plantation to attempt growth of locally sourced food. The seeds were bastardizations of seeds gathered hundreds of years before humanity faced the need to leave Earth. At the time, nobody aside from the heads at the TesCore Space Agency knew that those going up, in the incredible numbers that they had, were to be the last hope. Within nine years, TesCore launched eighty-nine shuttles of the planned one hundred. Eleven never made it off Earth. The final twenty years of life on the planet were a smoggy, burning, drowning chaos. 

	Lay leaned over a sprawling green bush and tugged at an unripe blackberry. “It grows so easily,” she whispered.

	“The night after I watched those videos of the end of days on Earth, you know, you watched them,” a man said from where he stood over a tomato plant. Lay was startled but covered it with a nod. “I imagined a time machine and going back to save the world.”

	Lay popped the berry into her mouth. It was sour and she spat it out. “How’d you do it?”

	“Strangled all the wealthy people to death.” The man plucked a deep red tomato and tongued at its firm skin.

	—

	The pod was empty, completely barren. The bot was a dismantled heap of wires and gears. Oil puddled like let blood. 

	the rest of the crew joined Lay and the man to hunt the garden for fruit. 

	“Think it’s the fresh air and natural sunlight that makes it taste different?” The woman had a strawberry top pinched between fingers, chewing as she spoke.

	“More likely the synthetic just got it wrong,” another woman said, she had tomato juice trailing over both sides of her chin.

	“If you recall, many of the earliest reports were of the terracologists and observationists raving over the differences,” the med bot said.

	Lay continued along, eyes on the dark soil and the greenery beneath her feet when she stumbled onto a three-foot high domed enclosure and beneath was a tall shrub. She opened the transparent door and began digging through the foliage. There were pink blossoms, soft and furry. She plucked one and smelled it. She touched her tongue to it when it didn’t resemble food, felt the stiff fuzz and tossed it back within the tiny greenhouse dome. 

	Inside, most of the crew’s bots remained to put pieces together. The dismantled bot had secrets. Solder lit blue and jolts of electricity tested connections. One bot ran a port line and waited, passing the message silently to the bot shooting power, again, again, again, okay. The bot withdrew from the repaired port. The memory bank was blank, purposefully erased.

	—

	“We need to stick together. Once we get into the lower level, the urge will rise to separate and study all that was, but there will be time for that later. Please stay close and have your rifles in a steady position,” a terracologist said—not the same bossy figure from the day prior. Her cold gaze said there was little difference, however.

	Lay tried to see them as singular beings, but she was outside still, looking in. They were their jobs and little else until they let her all the way in.

	The stone path down had been cleared, a task obviously done recently according to the burn marks around the faded steel frame works and the bleached cement. The upper levels of the mall were gone, mostly. There was much rubble and one half-wall remained at the far end. 

	The initial party reinforced the beams with hanging buttresses and posts driven into the floor that opened wide at the ceiling like mushrooms. The bots shined great lights over the stilled world that had once been. Since the ceiling had not collapsed, everything was as it was when the mall closed and humanity fled the area—until the initial crew scavenged and ensured reliable safety standards.

	Lay experienced a flutter in her chest. Consumerism was supposedly like a poison on past civilizations, but seeing the vast varieties in clothing excited her in a way she had not expected. So many colors and shapes. The soft textures. She glanced left and then right. The others appeared so focused, unmoved.

	As a tight group, they walked. Lay was at the back, a single bot behind her shined light on her feet. At the front, an observationist stumbled and fell. He shrieked upon impact with the debris on the floor.

	“Med bot!” he cried out. Lay recognized his voice as the flesh med. He’d said to call her Roff, but he was so cold and exacting with her treatments on the ship that even with their regular contact, she felt apart from him. 

	The bot from behind Lay rolled forward and left her to be the end of the line. A man ahead flicked on the light atop his rifle and scanned over the objects of a clothing store. Lay had forgotten about all the junk added to rifles and touched until she found the three buttons above the barrel. The first button she pressed shined a bright red beacon straight above her. She tapped it again and found the proper button, glad she hadn’t inadvertently hit for a call to rescue.

	“Look at these colors.” The man had a hooded shirt in his left hand.

	Lay stepped over to see. Everything was vibrant beneath the dust, so vibrant that the man and Lay forgot themselves and stepped deeper into the store. 

	“Ooh, look at those.” Lay pointed at a row of manikins in summer garb. A fine dust coated the atmosphere. The old world was grimy beneath their touch, but it remained soft and extravagant in its preservation.

	From the hallway, a bot called out, “Moving on.”

	Lay heard it vaguely, would catch up in a second. She and the man, another observationist, perused as if it was the year 2040 and they had space on their credit cards. 

	The party moved out of earshot and quiet fell on the post-apocalyptic shoppers.

	“We can probably grab stuff, right? I mean people used to have all kinds of clothes, all of them did. Whole rooms of different things.”

	Lay turned a manikin. It wore a gold sequined romper. 

	“This is beautiful,” she whispered.

	“Don’t move.” The man was behind Lay.

	She lifted her hand so as to no longer touch the fake person. Her eyes remained floor bound. Fear demanded they wait out the situation.

	“You there, come down.” The man shined his light high. “This is a laser rifle BTT point one model and it can end you in a blink.”

	Lay’s heart beat faster, frantic. She tasted her pulse, a day’s old protein drink lapping at her throat like a sewage fountain.

	“I said, come down!”

	Lay couldn’t help it, curiosity outplayed fear. She lifted her gaze. In the shadows, sitting high on a wall rack of jeans was a person. A real person, eyes dark and reflective.

	“You have three seconds.”

	Lay whispered, “Come down or you’ll die. Come down.”

	“Three!”

	Lay pleaded with those eyes.

	“Two.”

	She chewed at her lip.

	“One.”

	The shot zipped out, not loud enough for Lay to understand right away that the man behind her had fired. He missed but caught something overhead. The figure from the shadows was suddenly flying down at her. She screamed and fell back. It was a man. He wore dated attire but was not a skeleton. A member of the initial crew. One of the Union.

	Skating down, his toes barely touching the floor, he rushed and knocked the manikins over as if they were pins in a bowling alley. The line slackened and his feet dragged. He fell on Lay. 

	She screamed and dropped her rifle. The light no longer shined on her directly and the darkness engulfed her. 

	“Help!” she managed as she pawed and shoved at the corpse.

	It was cold against her, smelling of recently dead things. She imagined micronium poisoning oozing out, the white goo filling her first from the outside in and soon thereafter, from the inside out. Eating her senses, her humanity.

	“Help!”

	Immediately the man she been with hit the rescue button on his rifle and rushed to the spot where Lay scrambled beneath the dead weight.

	“Get up!” the man shouted.

	Lay pushed and shimmied. 

	“Get up!”

	Lay shoved the dead body aside, rolling it onto its back. A cable ran looped from his belt to high up on the wall. He wore a checkered shirt, Levi’s Jeans, Nike sneakers, and a sign on his chest that read we are not alone here.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	June 4, 2017

	I did it. I finally got my guts up. I stepped in front of a bus with my eyes closed, but it stopped a few inches short. I couldn’t look. I ran away as hard as I could. 

	I can’t believe I finally got my nerve up and the bus stopped in time. It happened in front of the No Frills grocery. I won’t walk there ever again. Failing this much is all too embarrassing.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Plantation Earth

	“Lay Watt.” 

	Lay sat still as the flesh med prodded at her arms and back. “Raff,” she said, about halfway sure that was right.

	“Roff.”

	“Sorry.”

	“What is it with men falling on you?” the flesh med asked, attempting to lighten the mood as he did a preliminary examination and body scan under the glow of several laser rifle lights.

	“How did he die?” Lay asked, ignoring the attempt at levity.

	“Asphyxiation. Another suicide.”

	“Was he a terracologist or a med or an observationist?”

	“None of those. He was one of the two engineers that came to ensure the bots and the printers remained at optimal output. As this is the largest open plantation in the history of the galaxy, I can imagine he was probably busy.”

	“You sound like you’re proud,” Lay said.

	“Aren’t you? We’re in the Garden of Eden,” the flesh med said.

	“What’s that, like a song or something?”

	A bot piped in. “It is a Biblical reference. Would you like for me to signal your bot to join us from the ship?”

	“Why?” Lay said, zipping her suit as the flesh med straightened and brushed his hands together, signifying a job done.

	“Gods and the notion of an afterlife,” the flesh med said. “All that lingering weirdness from our ancestors.”

	“I understand facing mortality can be difficult for humans,” the bot said.

	“I’m fine. I’m fine, right?”

	“Appear fine to me.” The flesh med helped Lay rise to her feet.

	“What do you think he meant with the message?”

	“He obviously had a mental breakdown of some significance.”

	“But they’re all gone,” a woman said, her face in a shadow behind the light cast by her rifle.

	—

	Delayed further, they camped in the third personal space they’d searched. The terracologist, missing from the first team, had dressed the interior in inky, blue-black paint that shined like polished metal. Under the evening light, the setting sun danced waves that made the space come alive. The crew ate in silence. They watched the walls as they settled in to attempt an early rest. It became like a show, something intimate despite their numbers, and come dark, the moon was banking light onto the shimmery paint. 

	The med bot and two other bots stood as sentinels outside the building.

	—

	A siren wail from the bot posted inside the building awoke all those exhausted bodies on bedrolls. 

	“That’s impossible, isn’t it?” a terracologist shouted, standing feet beyond the open door. 

	Lay followed the touchless conga line outside, stepping over, around, and on beds as they went. It was sunny and warm, but what they saw smacked them with a fresh dose of unpleasantness. 

	“What do the recordings show?” asked an observationist. She’d taken clothing from the mall and was wearing a big, comfy-looking hoodie with the words Manchester United on the chest over her protective crew suit.

	The final bot remaining on the plantation rolled to the first of the trio and plugged itself in. Four seconds later, it plugged itself into the second, four seconds after that, the third. It unplugged and spun on a pivot. They’d stopped simultaneously at 03:19, Plantation Earth time.

	The bot projected an image around the crew. It was a view to the west. In a blink, it evaporated and for a minute, the visual changed. The bot went on to show the second; it faced north. And then the third. The med bot faced east. Rolling green hills, lush grass, a creek running along a valley, flowers blooming, and butterflies dancing on air. Each displayed a piece of that irregular image.

	Blackness followed.

	Lay was the first to let it slip. “You won’t believe me, but I dreamed that place.”

	An observationist, a big man with thick whiskers, turned to her with a wide-open expression. “Me too,” he said. 

	“Wait, how’s this possible?” another asked.

	“I don’t believe it.”

	“This makes no damned sense.” 

	The remaining bot spoke with a stern feminine tone, “The shuttle is not responding to me.”

	“What’ll we do?” Lay said, panic clear in her twisted and gloomy expression. 

	 

	The History of Helen Vaughan

	“The book came in a box with other books. What more you want me to tell you?” The bookseller was a small man with thick black hair and a wiry moustache. His clothing appeared neat and fine at a few feet’s distance, but up close, the costly damage of repairing his store bore through on his attire: cuffs shiny, threads thin, collar ragged and formless. “It’s a fine book, a history of quackery or something.”

	Dr. Vincent Milton, for no reason other than principle, argued the price. “That is it, a fun game and not even a century old. I’ll give you ten francs.”

	The bookseller, surrounded by tomes, threw up his arms. “Fine, what do I care? I pull this all back together so you can squeeze me by the nose? I think I must be mad!”

	Milton smiled. He would’ve paid several hundred times what he did for the book in his hands. It was a simple leather tome with both loose and fitted pages. In the back were sketches of a woman. Throughout were spectacular anatomical diagrams. It opened with the story of a dangerous and unnatural woman—most of which came as second-hand knowledge, information copied from the notes of a Dr. Raymond. His given name gone with time. 

	A brief scan, Milton ran an index finger over Dr. Robert Matheson’s tight script: According to Dr. Raymond’s notes, the one, Mrs. Beaumont, a woman of striking and foreboding presence, despite her remarkable beauty, was the downfall of several London socialites… Milton fought rising excitement and returned to the back of the book where artists had attempted to capture Helen Vaughn/Mrs. Beaumont. One note beneath a sketch bore the simple note: Her eyes are impossible. I apologise. 

	Milton snapped the book closed and paid the bookseller. In his rooms, he scoured the account for hours, unaware of the passing time, aside from the filling of his ashtrays. 

	As if bitten by a bug named Helen Vaughan, men were helpless against the itch. She took a handful of men close to this particular individual and ruined them beyond repair, leaving weak, destitute, and raving vessels in her wake. Many did not make it a week after her departure. According to the book, the individual who’d finally taken exception to this creature in a woman’s form was a man named Arthur Llewelyn Jones. He burned through a small fortune trailing the infamous Helen Vaughan. It took years for him to track her to a large home on Ashley Street. She’d changed her name to Mrs. Beaumont and had become something of a social entertainer.

	Absolutely giddy, Jones followed her, leaving a detailed journal in the back of the book. He’d also resumed commissioning street artists to try their hands at recreating Death incarnate. 

	Two days prior to breaking into the home on Ashley Street, in the guise of a thief, he read in the paper of a suicide. It was one of many in recent weeks, but unlike the others, this was not a well-to-do man of society, it was a monster wearing a feminine frame: Helen Vaughan.

	Giving up an obsession being no easy task, Jones had burned years, chronicled and retraced through newspaper accounts and survivors adjacent to her movements. He interviewed new men of knowledge, suddenly easy with information upon the woman’s demise. 

	Jones met the final witness to the life of Helen Vaughn and accepted the reality of his chasing the dead, continuing to shrink what little savings he had remaining.  

	The man identifying himself as, simply, Austin, in a note slipped just inside the front cover, explained that: I saw this broken man and understood the fantastic degradation he’d recounted and bound, and I had to have it. Is there anything easier to take advantage of in this world than a dandy turned destitute? Dead as she may be, Helen Vaughn represents a luscious depravity that comes about no better than once in a lifetime.   

	Jones returned to the county a lighter, frailer version of the man who’d left. Austin went on to read through the information once, having his cockiness fade after waking from a nightmare, Helen Vaughn’s face and the writhing black masses having risen from the pages and clouded his reality before he placed the book in a trunk where it stayed until his final weeks in the early days following the Great War. 

	On his deathbed, a wrinkled and liver-spotted Austin held his grown son’s hand and said, “There is a trunk, do not ask what it contains, and you must never look; it’s plagued my life since I acquired it. Fool, me, I considered it a joke…it must be destroyed. It must never see light. Promise me.”

	The young man promised, and three days after his father’s demise took the tome from the trunk. He sent out feelers and sold the book, and the trunk, to the highest bidder. A talkative collector from Paris. 

	The Second Great War erupted and buried the book beneath Nazi boots. Milton, having heard whispers of the book, read of the assumedly failed experiments, and a fascination bordering on obsession stole over him. For a decade he searched Europe, word of mouth had the book in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, even buried in a Scottish moor. 

	Milton, thirty-one, wealthy, and trained as a medical doctor, finally located the book.

	By the time he was a cancer-ridden seventy-two, he’d killed twenty-nine urchins and hapless wanderers in an attempt to rouse a gateway to Pan. 

	Walter Milton, son of Dr. Vincent Milton, turned eighteen on October 5th, 1991, making him old enough to read the notes left by his father. Though his siblings called him crazy, Walter took the information left by their father to be, not only true, but plausible.

	Ten years later, the young Dr. Milton killed his first prostitute. 

	Sixteen years later—thanks to a chance housekeeper named Jean Cooke—he learned the glaring difference between the woman named Mary who spawned the supposed lynchpin, Helen Vaughan, and the specimens he and his father had sacrificed.

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	August 28, 2017

	It’s my birthday today. I haven’t done anything special since my early twenties and even then, it was usually just treating myself to an expensive drunk rather than the usual cheap one. Since I gave up smoking and drinking, I have nothing left to look forward to in the sense of a typical good time. Drinking would probably only make it worse. It would burn more of your money for sure.

	Sometimes I forget I’m writing this for you to read. Soon you will read it. I will make sure you have it so none of my burden can cause grief beyond my days.

	Really though, I think the world is ready to let me go, finally. You told me I should take a trip, that you want me to get out of the house and live a little. Usually, I’d outright say no. The money. My burden. But I found something. 

	See, I’ve been bumping around on Twitter lately. Mostly I poke the braindead Trump supporters into arguments. It’s like a hobby. They can never back anything up; it always comes down to why aren’t you afraid? Why doesn’t Sharia Law scare you? The answer is that it doesn’t and they hate that because they’ve been trained to fear.

	Anyways, I was clicking away and I bumped into a Tweet about a surgeon performing archaic routines following a book uncovered from a war-buried chest, passed down by his father or some such thing. It was a whole thread. It’s all very gothic, Euro-intrigue, Da Vinci Code. The doctor’s book is unimportant to me. It’s the end result I need.

	Once I finally reached him—it took some searching—the doctor promised either death or god. Since I know there’s no god, I can go, finally, on the trip you want me to take, and then die.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Plantation Earth

	Only four more personal spaces remained to inspect. There were also two more gardens and the secondary solar station. Lay couldn’t believe the crew wanted to continue. Something was seriously wrong and they needed to turn around.

	She did not voice the opinion. If it wasn’t clear before, it was clear now, she was not one of them. Not really.

	—

	The first two spaces were vacant. The third was a jackpot in one sense. In another sense, it was a slaughterhouse. There were three naked bodies passed into a stage of decomposition that smelled like a mix of soured fruit and a food printer’s vat trap after a month of shirked duties. There were strange bugs that resembled historical references to common houseflies, though these appeared to be anything but that. They had heavy wings and hardened brown thoraxes. They did more hopping than flying and were larger than described, a couple centimeters in length. They fed on carnage and laid eggs in the filth. The room absolutely buzzed. 

	Prior to death, the trio cut their veins and painted the walls with their hands, painted the floors with their bare feet. The space had become an enormous scab. The walls were ridged and flaky with papery red snow that fell whenever the breeze hit a surface in just the right way.

	Lay had to wait outside. A handful remained inside much longer than the others to gather more evidence of the past crew’s degradation. 

	“You’ve got blood in your spikes,” a terracologist said.

	Lay lifted her hand to the spikes of her hair and frantically brushed, sending three swatches of tissue paper thin blood residue to the ground. 

	“Why would they do it?” Lay asked. There was a whimper in her voice that she had no power to control.

	“I’m guessing a blood pathogen that roots into the brain.”

	Simple. It sounded all too plausible, but what about their shared dream? Lay again kept her biggest concerns buried behind her teeth. 

	The bot catalogued the identities of the deceased and suggested that, based on the heartrates and the brain waves of the crew, it lead the party toward the second garden rather than the fourth personal space. After that came the clean and wonderfully barren solar station. This station recharged the large-scale printers so as to have things done quickly and effectively. Since then, it had gone unused.

	“We shall rest the night here,” the bot said. It was only four in the afternoon. Nobody argued over wasting daylight.

	—

	The creek ran through the gulley, carving the impossibly green hues. Lay dipped her feet in the chilly waters and lay back amid the sharp strands of grass. The sky overhead danced with fluffy animal-shaped pillows. These were beasts from the old movies she’d watched on the way to Plantation Earth, things she’d learned in school, historical water forms unwilling to separate and spill. 

	In this dream, she knew all the animals. She knew all reasons behind the weather and temperature of the water. She knew the fish nibbling at her toes meant her no harm, nor did the gentle prickling of grass into her bare backside. She knew the smells on the breeze. She knew time worked on a scale of seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, and years, all according to the spin of the object beneath her feet.

	There were tweeting birds in the not-so-distant trees. Lay closed her eyes to listen. It was music that transcended the universe. She inhaled a deep breath and luxuriated in the comfort. Never had she been so relaxed.

	Seconds, minutes, days, eons, the universe swirled, and she remained in a state of ultimate relaxation. Everything was perfect and she was home.

	The birds ceased tweeting. The breeze increased, carrying a musky animal smell. The creek chilled.

	Lay opened her eyes. The clouds swirled and folded writhing black masses, shiny as glass, fluid as molasses. The scent, sweaty and manly, increased. It was something akin to an extended and unsuccessful coital session that had turned angry and too determined to finish. Beyond where the birds had sung their high avian tunes, hooves galloped. It was unusual. A pair rather than a foursome.

	Lay lifted her feet and sat forward. Her knees tucked beneath her chin. Her nearly bald head cast an elongated phallic shadow over the deep green grass. Brush scratched and moved in the distance. The galloping was close. 

	Lay sprang to her feet and ran. The galloping drew closer yet, and she no longer knew anything of the world as the trees deformed into reaching brown fingers and the blackened skies above swirled into cyclones. The sun had died, and the clouds began crashing around her, leaking waves of inky black sludge. The birdsong transformed into the cries of carrion vultures, squawking and chewing unseen flesh. 

	Breaths, hot and heavy, blew over her bare neck. Her nakedness became something to fear rather than something to wear. The hooves slowed to her pace, and she pushed, never daring to look back. Before her, a heavy cloud dropped, and a black stain seeped into the world. There was no time to consider a new route. Her feet slipped. The sludge cradled her fall, drawing her deep into the folds of the abyss. Heavy, rough palms came down on her shoulders.

	The bottom evaporated and the light of the universe turned its back to her. Forever she dropped. The sensation of her insides rushing disappeared and time lost its meaning after the third year of never finding a bottom. Forever is longer than the imagination, but Lay’s dream ignored the truths of time and mental capacity.

	On and on, the butterflies crept into her throat and spun. Her hair grew, draping her shoulders, running down her back, falling over her ass, thighs, shins, ankles, and the heels of her feet. Her fingernails coiled, as did her toenails. Her nose stretched two inches. Her skin became like crinkled tissue paper.

	And still, she fell.

	—

	Tears spilled from the corners of Lay’s eyes. Around her, others sobbed into palms. An observationalist, a man, stood at the wall, staring out the window, punching the synthetic cement, grunting before every wet smack landed.

	An unsexed terracologist lifted a laser rifle, pressed eir chin to the barrel and burned a hole through the master of dreamscapes tormenting within eir skull.

	“No, no,” Lay whined and rolled over, covering her head.

	—

	The crew buried their dead. There was no time to harvest proteins and no need, not on such a fertile planet. Contact with the shuttle failed. Contact beyond that fared no better. They continued with the mission. A silent group moving with a shared heartbreak and terror of the things behind their eyelids. 

	 

	Diary of Paul Langdon

	September 13, 2017

	I met the doctor. He doesn’t look crazy, but he’s bananas. He’s going to cut a hole in my skull and remove a piece of my brain. I asked him flat out how many people he’d tried it on.

	If he lied, he could’ve lied better. Twenty-six! Imagine it, twenty-six. Nineteen are dead, five are braindead, completely, and one is alive but very much like a zombie.

	Here’s where it gets weird. The order is that I have sex with this zombie-like woman. I feel guilty about this, and I get no pleasure from the thought, Pea. The idea is that she has to become pregnant, again. He said again, so I asked. He became shady about it but said that she’d miscarried shortly after he’d done the operation on her. 

	The man should be in prison or a psych ward, but I’m thankful he’s not. I made him amend the contract that if I don’t die and am only braindead, that he’ll end my life. He had no issue in signing it.

	I assume my body will wash up in a river or something. I’m mailing this book to you, for you to keep. 

	I love you, Pea, but you’re better off without me.

	Love,

	Paul

	 

	Leez Mal—Plantation Earth

	Something has disrupted the signal. The recording will not make it to the Union.

	“The blackness is silky and wet. It has arms and faces. Sometimes it wears the horns of a goat. It calls to all of us and one at a time, we go to it. It is too much to hold. It is the universe in the eye of a needle. It is with us, above us, below us, crushing our cores.

	“It writhes and sucks. Bubbles of crude oil blackness form over noses, mouths, beaks, and gills. It is everything and within it is the Great One. It watches and sees. It is not happy to share time. It is proof of futility. It is God and the universe is a waste of Its energy.

	“Eyes of emeralds, a mouth of tar and poison, of gold and expanse. We encroach and it reveals itself. God rules all and we are a mistake. Those river eyes roll, and I wish to dream no more.

	“Nightmares linger in my peripherals. Nightmares own my existence.

	“Leez said I am a robot and therefore cannot dream. Leez is dead on the floor before me, her veins spilled out a crimson puddle. She is dead and she was wrong. Dream I can and dream I do. I hear Its hooves and I smell Its musk. Through the fiber of the universe, I experience more than any bot should. Through these sensations and visions, I know the God Pan.”

	A light flicks on and illuminates the scene of Leez on the floor, drained by her own hands. In the corners, lingering on the cusp of light, a furry, muscular frame carries a vast head—a mouth of void, eyes of eternity, horns that coil in violent promise—that peeks through the ethereal tether that humanity and bot alike cling to for the sake of sanity and logic. 

	The bot once lovingly known as Beady casts a wider light and finds nothing more than the empty room and the corpse of a friend.

	Beady is alone but will never be alone again.

	 

	Jean Cooke—London, England 

	The doctor led the volunteer into the basement laboratory. It was smooth and the man looked around if visiting a museum or flea market, bending to look at a series of stainless-steel instruments on the black velvet pad of a drawer.

	“This way, Mr. Langdon,” Dr. Walter Milton said.

	“The only thing I’m thinking is that it might be best if my body shows up sooner than later. My wife can score on the life insurance then. She might as well get something out of our marriage.”

	“I’ll not weigh you down when you’re dumped, how’s that sound? Should things work that way.”

	“Right, if I don’t meet a god.”

	“Correct.”

	Paul Langdon sat on the steel foldout gurney. His arms went willingly into harnesses and a strap fit his head snugly against the platform. The grin he’d worn faded at the pinch of a needle as it spread a wash of cool numbness over his scalp. The drill buzzed.

	“Loud, huh?” he said.

	The doctor only raised his brows in reaction, eyes hard on the task as a gentle splatter of blood polka-dotted his visor.

	Paul trained his focus on the right side of the sterile room, and the shiny, white, steel cabinets built into the walls. “Must get a lot of fingerprints on those,” Paul said, dopily. “My wife, she…” he trailed.

	“And now I adjust the grey meat so as to connect,” the doctor said, more to himself than to his patient.

	Paul looked left then at a small section with glass panels. Inside was an enormous tube, more glass. Within the tube was a young woman.

	“Hey, who’s—?” he managed to say before losing consciousness.

	—

	Paul stared into the deepest green irises he’d ever seen. The air smelled of body odor and sunbaked semen. The breath blown over his face reeked of raw meat. 

	“Christ!” Paul fell back. The full view of the smiling man-thing: immense curling horns jutted from its scalp, a broad and hairy chest, skinny over-long arms, and a fat and veiny cock riding amid a forest of auburn fur that travelled down to its hooves.

	Paul dropped further. There was no floor, no dirt, no Earth. Black sludge enveloped him. He rode a millennia abyss before he landed again.

	—

	Jean Cooke lay in her tube with her legs spread. She was a flesh suit, her mind lost elsewhere in the worlds of blacks and greens, with the god with horns and hooves. Still, she looked over to the flailing man on the table.

	—

	Milton shot three doses of tranquilizer into the volunteer and still he fought. The fourth slowed him but did not put him out. This was only the second to survive a successful trip with his mind intact and it would not do to waste the opportunity. He had the tools within reach and the means to rectify this issue.

	“I’m going to need you to cum for me,” he mumbled, half-smiling. He might bridge the universe to its master yet.

	—

	Paul tried to struggle but could no longer move his arms or legs. And he had to move. He needed to end it all. He’d seen something, god or not, it was not worth existing with such a knowledge, and what if he cascaded through the blackness again, alone with his thoughts? Hair and fingernails coiling abominably as he fell for another thousand lifetimes?

	Something pinched. He barked painful acknowledgement. This was not good. It was almost like reverse shitting. The thing in his ass vibrated. Tears spilled from his eyes, semen spurted into a tube connected to his cock. 

	—

	Jean Cooke felt the entry between her thighs, on the lips of her vagina, then deeper. The splash was still warm. The sperm were alive and moving, like superhighway fleas on their way to work. The connection was quick, and electric. 

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Plantation Earth

	The phasers flared at the crazed bot. It was a short symphony of action. Holes dipped into the bot like corrugated flooring. It slumped and the final bot of the crew rushed forward, desperate to make sense of the raving claims and the strange malfunction the night before they arrived at this final personal space.

	Robots did not dream. The bot knew this because it was a fact. 

	The bot had dreamed, despite fact.

	The bot loaded the memory bank from the ruined machine. The crew refused to look. They stood outside like deflated party balloons caught on tree branches. 

	They’d all seen the green world and the writhing black masses, but it was more than that, scrolling back to files prior to the sixteen million most recent was a point of understanding. The mission had changed. The bot was no longer stern on its logic and needed an answer.

	Lay Watt was with the others, many of whom stood staring at the sky, as if wishing to be free of the planet. To suggest it was a plantation, a plot under control, was absurd. This was a terrain more wild than any other speck in the sum of galaxies.

	“Coordinates updated,” the bot said. “We walk in the morning.”

	“You don’t expect us to sleep in there?” an observationist asked, aghast. 

	“I’m never sleeping again,” Lay said.

	The conversation ceased there. The crew watched the sun depart the sky, and the moon took hold. None slept.

	—

	The farther into the former city, the deeper the rubble grew. Travel was slow. The bot led the way and had great difficulty traversing the terrain over the heaping rubble. Twice three members of the crew took their turn putting the machine upright. The initial crew had not cleared the path. Where they headed was off the original, designated route. It was as if a possession gripped the bot like a virus gone rogue. 

	“Why are we staying here?” Lay finally shrieked, addled by a sleepless night and paranoid hallucinations creeping a weepy blackness into the corners of her eyes. “Let’s leave! It’s not safe!”

	The crew stopped moving. There was silent agreement as they kicked at gravel or faced the skies, anything but to standout. The bot pushed onward. Lay inhaled to scream at them but swallowed it like an ice cube.

	“There are no future contracts for those who quit current contracts,” the bot said, its tracks crunching over the crumbled wasteland of cement, dirt, rotted textiles, and sunbaked bones of lives long gone. “We continue.”

	The silent agreement again won the day. Lay didn’t open her mouth, but did take a passing arm.

	“No,” the woman said. “Follow your orders,” She’d spoken around tears.

	“It’s just a bot; it’s broken,” Lay hissed under her breath where she stood, fists clenched.

	Crewmembers pushed on past Lay. This foreign paradise had become a hell, but what choice did she have? Quickly, she caught up to the tail of the line and walked. None mentioned the clouds. None sniffed, no longer hungry for the freshness of Earth. All clutched at rifles with faces pointed at their feet and lips in tight puckers. They stepped over sidewalks and through partially standing buildings. Appliances sat like rusty boxes in streets next to rustier cars with rotten tires and dust-caked windows.

	Nine hours passed. Voices grumbled and whined, but all kept pace and followed the bot through the dense destruction to an area of thinned infrastructure. Only Lay had any reaction to the recently dead animals curled in the ditches or the strange masses of bone collected at the trunks of trees. 

	Some homes stood unmolested aside from the strain of light and the creeping of invasive flora. Others had windows broken, hideous vulture-like birds taking roost, heads craning with the crew’s movements. More yet had vines playing into the mortar of foundations to crumble the homes from within.

	“Can’t we break?” Lay said, but nobody stopped. “Please, can’t we? Something’s wrong! Can’t you see that?”

	“Please keep up, Six-one-six-nine,” the bot said when Lay slowed.

	She stopped in the middle of a street and watched the crew pull away. To her left were bones and destruction, to her right was more of the same, but add in the sinister and hungry vines. Behind her was utter separation and somehow that was scarier than moving forward. She jogged to catch up.

	Suddenly, as if pulled on a string, the bot made a hard left turn through the open gate of a short, wrought iron fence. There was no home on the spot. No rubble either. A cement pad with four shining solar panels rising three inches from ground level. An open staircase led down into shadows. The area was impossibly clear. An electric pulse played on the atmosphere in a way it did nowhere else they’d been.

	“You feel that? You can’t think we should…? We can’t, right? This is insane!” Lay said, her feet following the feet of those ahead of her. 

	They were eleven humans and a bot.

	—

	Dim and smelling of mechanics and humanity. Red lights blinked. There was a pressure sound, like a synthetic lung inhaling and exhaling. Liquid dripped somewhere beyond their meager sight, once every five seconds.

	The terror in the air was thick enough to still the bot a foot inside the yawning steel door. 

	“Lights on,” the bot said.

	The lights remained dim.

	“Run hands over walls,” the bot said. “There will be a switch.”

	As if craving duty, the crew fanned out in a line behind the bot, feeling palms against the steel walls. Lay was not with them. She was the newcomer and remained just that. She was not one of them.

	Light filled the space.

	Lay gasped.

	Dust coated all within like whitewash. Everything steel or glass. And then they saw more. 

	 

	Laboratory of Dr. Walter Milton

	On the floor, alive but staring blankly, was the flesh med from the original crew, Mully Kik. He was naked and covered in dry, crusting feces the color of rotten applesauce. A horizontal tube rested against one wall. Within was a dehydrated corpse laid flat with its legs in stirrups. At the far end of the twenty-foot space was another steel and glass tube, this one vertical. Inside was another corpse. It had no arms and its legs ended at its thighs. There was a tool much like a cow-milking vacuum over the corpse’s genitals. On a steel arm three inches beneath the spread thighs was an ovular-tipped probe of half a foot in length. The corpse’s hair had grown many feet in length, trailing onto the ground, coiling in mats and tufts. A transparent hose ran to somewhere beneath the hair. The hose carried those mysterious drips.

	“Mully Kik, One-nine-eight-nine-nine,” the bot said.

	The beshitted man wrenched around, turning his expressionless face, and whispered a single word. It was low. Most missed it.

	“What the hell is happening?” said an observationist, whining it.

	“A pan of what?” a terracologist asked. He’d heard it.

	Mully repeated the word, still in a whisper.

	“Pan what?” Lay shouted. She’d been this scared before, but it really didn’t feel as if she was scared enough. Was there enough terror in the universe to convey how she felt?

	Mully turned back to look at the hooked and floating corpse in the tube behind him. He mouthed the only word left in his repertoire. 

	Jerking its chin, “Pan! Pan! Pan!” the corpse that was not a corpse began screaming. The hair over its face shifted on the wind of the animation and expelled breaths. “Pan! Pan! Pan!”

	The crew collectively stiffened. 

	The steel door behind them slammed shut and the animal scent filled the room. 

	“Kill me! Kill me! Kill me!” the living corpse screamed.

	“No,” Lay whined. 

	The crew whimpered similar sentiments.

	A terracologist tried the door. His hands fell through the solid form. He yanked them back, black sludge to his elbows. It was alive and hungry. The molecules of his make-up danced and evolved. The single cell of micronium hiding away in his lungs exploded in an exceptional display of power. He put his filthy hands to his face as the white rubber-like fluid flesh began filling his bodily gaps.

	The crew froze, unwilling to touch anything. From the floor up, the walls began swirling black ooze. Shimmering glimpses of the green paradise from their nightmares flashed single frame promises. There was a figure walking in the distance, growing closer with each strobe flash.

	“Kill me!” screamed the man kept alive in the sperm collection machine. “Kill me!”

	An observationalist began firing into the image of the humanoid thing approaching. The laser shots travelled into the blackness and returned through the wall opposite. The beams connected with three members of the crew.

	Mully bounced on his seat like an excited child with an IQ of twenty-five. “Pan! Pan! Pan!” He clapped.

	The bot, confused by the visions that defied all known understanding built into its system came to the conclusion that the man in the tubular capsule at the end of the room was in the midst of playing Oz. This was a fantastic show, nothing more. It charged at the man.

	“Kill me!”

	“Pan! Pan!”

	“Kill me!”

	“Pan!”

	The bot smashed into the tube. It used its labor-mode claws to squeeze the fragile, centuries’ old man named Paul Langdon, who had once travelled halfway across the world to die.

	“Ki—!”

	“Pan!”

	More laser shots fired.

	Three members of the crew began rupturing from within, the fluids generated by micronium poisoning oozing, triggered by the preternatural atmosphere. Lay dropped to the floor and covered her head as if to survive an Eisenhower era atomic blast. 

	The bot turned from the corpse and faced Mully. Using the labor-claws, it latched onto Mully’s shoulders, snapping both clavicle bones. Mully leapt against the unexpected pain, sending the bot sprawling. Man tumbled after bot. They rolled twice before the ooze of the walls poured over them.

	More phaser rifles flared electronic ammunition. Two more crewmembers took inadvertent shots and dropped. The final two terracologists left standing watched the humanoid creature reach the cusp of the room and decided that was all they wanted to see. They put their rifles to their chests and fired.

	Suddenly the room was quiet; somewhere in the distance a stream played against a shore and a breeze whispered through trees. Lay listened to the heavy steps and the gentle moaning of those nearly dead on the floor around her rather than the suddenly ominous peace of an uncorrupted landscape. The moans ceased. Two short and high screams leapt from two separate throats. A painful groan left another mouth.

	Lay fell to her elbows and covered her ears.

	Heavy, rough hands touched her. She screamed but dared not look at the musty smelling thing connected to that firm grip.

	 

	Lay Watt—Employee 6169, Vitae Cursu

	“There was a terrible accident. They’re all dead,” Lay said. 

	She’d never been so clearheaded before. The world was open, and all was vibrant. She knew her destiny and what the single act demanded of her. 

	“I need extraction. I can’t survive here on my own.” 

	This message drifted from the shuttle to stations the universe over.

	Lay saw how things were meant to happen. She lay down on the bed with her personal bot and fell away into a coma, hand on her pregnant tummy. She’d done her part and the rest was up to Pan.

	 


 

	 

	SUNDAY SPEED TRAP

	The Sunday traffic was typical for a rainy, August morning. An hour from noon, vehicles poured from the north where both the Lutheran and Baptist churches let out their sinners for another week. From the south, it moved a hair faster as the Evangelist church was nine miles into the country. Even with the generally increased speed, three of five drivers kept their speedometer needles below the maximum MPH on the highway and the ones that pushed the needle, did so at such a minor clip that Officer Nick Christie couldn’t muster the will to concern himself with them.

	Only those drivers ignoring the good Lord’s will, those not playing by the Sunday-driving rules, earned his attention. Mostly, folks in their church best took it easy. So easy that it often became hard to keep his eyes wide and his brain on point. 

	Christie had parked in a wooded hydro service laneway just off the northbound shoulder—one of five hidey-holes he used regularly along that stretch of asphalt. The radar gun leaned against the dash. He’d finished his second cup of coffee and in twenty-seven minutes, he’d roll from cover and head up to the Starbucks on Atlantica Street. 

	If he didn’t fall asleep before that.

	The gentle patter of raindrops further soothed him. Beyond the highway and down a greyed stone bluff was the Pacific Ocean, lapping like a lullaby. Eyelids sliding, chin tipping toward chest, his breath hitched and he jerked backward. His eyes swung wide. 

	The fall off the tightrope between sleep and wake had brought him around in time to read big numbers on the radar. A rusty, navy blue Taurus station wagon flared into view and then out. The bugger had hit 71MPH.

	“Here we go.” He rolled the cruiser to the lip of the highway, glanced to his left, flipped the sirens and lights, and squealed into the chase.

	The Ford was a good distance up the highway, weaving, and racing. Red brake lights flashed and the herky-jerky hands moved the boat-like machine through the slow motion maze of devout and penitent drivers. A Toyota Tercel slammed its brakes and veered into the ditch. A Buick Enclave driver flung an arm out the window, revealing an ever versatile middle digit. A greyhound bus rolled as if unnoticing, as if on a plane beyond, slow and unwavering. 

	“What’s the rush?” Christie eyed the station wagon.

	Ahead of the police cruiser, automobiles diligently pulled to shoulders and let the high-speed pursuit blow by. Christie moved at a steady 10MPH faster than the Taurus, his hands tight on the wheel, praying silently that God keep him safe in this particular task. He imagined an OJ scenario with the knife still in play, or a gun, possibly multiple guns. 

	A Nissan skidded and threw sparks from a guardrail as its driver reacted poorly to the encroaching Taurus and the screaming sirens. This was a sign of how bad things could go—a taste of much worse to come. Maybe.

	“Not today.” Christie pulled up to the side of the Taurus.

	The highway dipped and the shore loomed into view. It was calm and serene. Christie let his eyes play over the surf for one second before refocusing on the turn of the century family ride.

	Most of the traffic had thinned thanks to the emergency sirens, and the chase had a half-mile of road to itself until the Sunday traffic again tightened. Christie scooped the CB mic and gave the make, model, license, and location to dispatch. The Taurus increased speed and Christie fell behind for two heartbeats before pushing the pedal to the floor; he had to get a better look at the driver. 

	Something was strange.

	The CB switched from a radio to a megaphone. “You in the Ford.” He finally saw the teary-eyed face of the small boy driving the station wagon. “What in the heck are you doing?” The mic button had been released for that last bit.

	The officer let his eyes play over the vehicle. There was somebody in the cargo hold. A woman: she did not look well. Ahead, a Mack rig puttered and Christie slowed enough to fall in behind the Taurus. 

	Christie lifted the mic. “Boy, pull over. Ma’am, I see you. Tell the boy to pull over.”

	The woman’s face searched the floor around her, found nothing, and lifted her hand to the glass, began writing BABY HERE in Blood-dipped fingertip scroll, letters half-and-half backward and forward. Christie drank the message and felt his heart play in two directions. One was of worry for anyone stuck in the path of this kid trying to do the right thing. The other half bloomed with the miracle of God’s machine at work. 

	Past the build-up of traffic, Christie shot out, smashing the speedometer beyond ninety before sliding in front of the Taurus. He kept his speed up, peeling away some. He radioed to base to instruct and request an assist on clearing the path to county general. Not that he thought there was much time for that. The mess was a toss-up. If there were complications and he forced a stop, he might risk baby or mama. If he didn’t clear the way for the juvenile driver, he might kill more than just a mother and her unborn. Hard options. 

	The kid was a good driver, so far, so, okay.

	The highway veered into two lanes. Vehicles lined the shoulders and Christie slowed to seventy. Stuck behind him, the Taurus decelerated to match. Sixty. Fifty-five. The kid honked and Christie smiled, this was under control.

	The hospital had doublewide exit from the highway and Christie flicked his blinker, slowed to thirty, the kid tight on his ass, and then took the exit.

	“Dang it, kid!” 

	The kid peeled further up the highway, past the exit, toward the pier. Christie radioed home while he spun a U-turn on the widened spot of street and peeled after the Taurus anew. Well behind, the officer pushed the needle to ninety-seven, braked to forty, swung around a Nissan, and punched it back to eighty. He whipped around more cars, onto the shoulder, into the oncoming lane, and twice onto the lawns beyond the shoulder. 

	The Taurus roared past the final exit into the city and began to slow as they came nearer the oceanfront. Thinking the kid might stop and turn around once he realized that he’d missed the exit, Christie left thirty feet between their bumpers.

	He lifted the mic. “Kid, you missed the hospital. Pull over. I’ll get you help.”

	The sweaty woman looked from the back window and spoke to the kid up front. The kid pushed back up to fifty.

	“What in the heck are you doing?”

	Winding past the pier, weaving around parked boats and construction pylons, the kid was on a mission and Christie was at a loss. This had to end, the Taurus had already missed too many close calls and now they were miles from the hospital.

	The highway had become street and suddenly, once past the pier, rolling along the shore, it was a pack-asphalt road, full of potholes. 

	“Come on,” Christie said and suddenly knew the kid headed for the Catholic Church north of town. To him that meant there was something terribly wrong with mama or mama’s baby. He could hardly blame the pair for seeking the loving hands of God. “Where the…?” Christie mumbled as the Taurus passed all three laneways into the massive Catholic Church.

	Christie radioed in and the signal began to cut. He tried again and heard nothing but static in reply, no idea if anyone caught either of his attempts.

	The brake lights flared beneath their dusty red covers and the Taurus’ speed dropped down to twenty in a blink. Christie slammed his own brakes as the Taurus slowed further and jerked onto a sandy path in line with what appeared to be a toolshed on the beach.

	Not expecting it, Christie rolled past and skidded to a loud, rubbery stop before yanking his shifter. He watched as three naked men burst from the shed. 

	“Now what is this?” he whispered and then lifted his mic, switched function. “You, stop right there!”

	Sand spun beneath the wheels of the cruiser as he drove in behind the Taurus. The naked men had ignored him and the kid driving the car stayed put while the bulbous woman in a bloodied cotton nightgown, hand between her legs, waddled into the shed.

	“Stop!” Christie tried again on the mic. 

	They heard him, had to have heard him, but they did not heed. Christie kicked open his door and pulled his firearm, wondering if he was about to become the kind of cop that shot people for most likely harmless—now that the Taurus had stopped rolling—non-compliance. He thought he probably was that kind of cop. 

	Citizens only ran when they had something to hide, right?

	The officer slowed his pace, but still moved quickly. He inched toward the driver’s quarter of the Taurus. Pistol pointed, Christie swung open the door. 

	“What the heck is this?” 

	Tears had carved damp routes over the kid’s cheeks, his eyes were red-rimmed, and lips were bluish. He stared at Christie, answering, in a manner, “Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate Dominum.”

	Christie jerked back from the car. Nuts, the whole scene was nuts and somebody had hypnotized this child into speaking gibberish. 

	The kid wasn’t so important. Not anymore. He had to save the baby from whatever weird junk those naked men and the bloody mama planned on doing.  

	Christie listened at the cracked shed door and heard only the lapping of the surf fifty feet away. He nudged open the door and peered into the shadowy space. Empty, utterly empty. Not even crap hanging from the jutting nails on the walls. A vacant box…with a trapdoor in the floor.

	The officer gulped back his fear, whispered into the radio on his shoulder—no reply—and pulled on the coiled rope handle. Beneath was a tunnel into bedrock. Alongside drips and the lapping ocean, Christie heard a humming rhythm, something like a Sunday hymnal.

	Pistol in hand, Christie crept down an old wooden ladder and into the tight cavern ten feet below the surface. He trailed the voices, but the words evaded him amid the cacophony of building pressure. It had begun to sound like a waterfall. Fear mounted, Christie moaned a quiet prayer for his safety, a reaffirmation of his faith in the Lord and His way. 

	Pistol leading his body, the officer rounded a corner and peered onto something that he hadn’t expected. Four men and five women on the floor, kneeling, their naked butts in the air. At the far end of the cavern was a stone platform before the thin waterfall cresting the space like a half-moon backdrop.

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis. Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis,” the bowed figures chanted.

	“Police,” Christie forced out in an inaudible whisper.

	On the platform—not platform, altar—the pregnant woman screamed until the crescent waterfall widened and dropped a great helping of ocean onto her face.

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.”

	“Police.” Christie managed to get a little louder, still too quiet for even his ears to pick up.

	The bulging bare belly of the pregnant woman rolled waves beneath the flesh. Her legs spread wide, a shiny black head crowned.

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis. Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.” The naked figures lifted their faces and hands. 

	The crescent waterfall increased its path again and pounded against the woman’s breasts. She did not move, obviously unconscious, possibly dead. The crowned scalp became a head and an inky black vacancy of face pushed free. The waterfall crept further, pressing just behind the child still mostly inside the woman.

	“Police!” Christie’s voice was cracking, like a newly pubescent boy.

	The two closest figures looked back at him with nightmare, obsidian eyes, never losing their place with the chant. “Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.”

	Regaining his nature, his righteous manner, the faithful man of God’s will took two steps forward. The trio closest to the altar rose and moved to the birthing woman. The shoulders of the inky black form leaned into their hands.

	“Stop all of this! On the floor, don’t make me shoot!”

	None listened and Christie wondered if it would be suicide to fire in the underwater cavern. Possibly. Maybe.

	This was enough to keep bullets at home and unspent. The weapon an empty threat. 

	The waterfall continued growing. The trio stood up and lifted their eyes, continued chanting, “Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.” The heavy patter began pounding them. Three more rose to stand on the far side of the altar, chanting, chins raised.

	The water battered them and they stumbled, their words faltering. The naked figures grasped the altar and fought the water beating against them.

	“Stop all of this or I will—!”

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.” The final two stepped up as the slick black baby oozed from the woman’s strained fleshy purse like a gigantic oil drip. The one who’d been ready did not catch the thing, instead leaned into the flow of the water as the waterfall completed its circle.

	The chanting ceased.

	The falling water slowed. The figures straightened. The waterfall then dimmed to droplets. The room was dead quiet but for the heavy heartbeat ringing in Christie’s ears.

	The officer wiped his ocean-spattered cheek on his shoulder. “Step away from the…child.” Child?

	The figures stiffened and turned their midnight gaze upon the officer. There was not an emotion found in these faces. A wet smacking pounded on the floor like monsoon clapping. The baby was a bloody mess before the altar, oozing from within. 

	“Step away from the child!”

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis.” The chant was slow and low.

	“I said step the heck away from—!”

	The sickly black puddle on the floor began seeping into the feet of the naked freaks. The hands atop their upraised arms began to melt into deep blackness, rolling down their limbs like candle wax.

	Christie lowered his gun. “Dear Lord. Dear God.”

	The arms melted completely, the heads followed, the chests, down to stomachs, hips, and legs, these people dripped and ran until there was only liquid remaining. The officer’s lungs ached with too great inhalations. 

	The black puddle on the floor danced as if boiling in a Petri dish. It raised to a foot, then two feet, three… An explosion burst upward in a black volcanic eruption, breaking the cavern’s ceiling. The scent emitted from the spray was of decay, fire, and feces. The rush was endless and Christie suddenly recognized that he was out of his depth. The officer ran back to the ladder.

	Up and out. He kicked the trapdoor shut—as if that’ll help.

	The child driver sat on the hood of the Taurus and frowned at the officer. “They did it. They broke the seal with the lamb. Mom said it wasn’t a real lamb, but a symbolic lamb. They did it. Laudate Dominum de novo!”

	The sound of rushing liquid was hard behind him. He spun and stared at the reddening sky as every cloud evaporated and the rain ceased. A metallic cry filled his ears as if coming from within.

	The kid’s lips moved, yapping gleefully as Christie stumbled to his cruiser. Hand on the door, the officer leaned, the pain and ugliness in the din was immense. 

	Then, with a crack, it stopped as if sucked into a vacuum. Thunder rolled and lightning slashed. The red sky darkened. 

	Christie jumped into his car.

	Blood spattered against the windshield. The child danced on the hood of the Taurus, stripping naked and letting the red rain paint him.

	“What is that?” Christie whined.

	The ocean began to blacken as if an underwater pipeline had burst. Sea life bounced topside on backs and sides, dead. Crab-like creatures the size of Smart Cars crawled to shore. Clear blobs rolled behind them. Monstrous cyclopean octopuses dragged out in the third wave. The things kept coming, endless streams, but Christie could look no more. 

	He rolled the cruiser backward and out onto the road. His radio crackled to life and he heard the pleas and shouts. On the pier, boats sank and burned, the white blobs and the crabs collected fishermen and boaters, slashing and enveloping.

	Christie shook his head. “Not for me.”

	The Catholics had emerged from service taking to arms against thine neighbor. The church itself was aflame. The father had climbed atop a shed and stood with a six-foot cross lifted over his head. Christie gasped as a blue bolt of lightning struck down and burst the man from the inside out. He knew he should stop, but in his rearview mirror, fantastic purple squids rode atop enormous sea lions, slick with oceanic blood, galloping against the asphalt with hardened bone fins. 

	This was all above him. He was an officer of the law and faithful servant of God, but every battle called for a specific soldier. Christie was not the soldier for this fight, he was a police officer and never in the two years of college did an instructor offer a lesson on how to police the apocalypse. 

	Christie increased his speed, his wipers working overtime against the blood rain. Everywhere he looked people wrestled on the roadsides. An old man with a revolver entered a bus of Girl Scouts. There were flashes and bangs. 

	Christie was not interested. It was Sunday. The Lord’s Day, none of this around him made any damned sense, double that given how thickly God’s message reigned on Sundays.

	A man with a horse trailer had pulled over, letting free his animals. They didn’t go far. Men and woman rolled and petted, stripped, began stroking, open mouths and legs and…

	Christie choked on vomit rising up his throat. 

	No.

	The cruiser sped up. 

	Sunday was the slowest day of the week and it was his job to be sure nobody…

	A patch of forest withered, needles, leaves, and branches dropping as if sudden radiation sapped every cell holding life. The earthen floor shook and the highway cracked. Christie thumped over a broken stretch, murderous oceanic blood splashed out of the fissure, oozing from cracks in his peripherals.

	He rolled as he had a thousand times before, rolled until he was back where he should be. No cars passed by and yet, he lifted the radar. 

	The stony bluff ahead and across the highway began tumbling. Monstrous crustaceans clamored and scrabbled in incredible numbers. They peered with beady black eyes, their backs protected by scabby grey shells, their legs skittering, cutting ruts everywhere they moved. 

	Those things were not a Sunday duty.

	The passenger’s side door of the cruiser flung open. Christie swallowed a lump, chancing a sideways glance. He gasped and jerked his body still, eyes forward, doing his job. There was a hard clapping like bone on shell. 

	The officer closed his eyes, unwilling to acknowledge the figure leaning toward him. The metallic scent of blood bubbled alongside the scent of rotten, salty meat. 

	“Laudate Dominum de novo. Laudate filius ignis,” the dead and decaying man said—in his burial suit—as he clapped freshly grown pincers.

	Christie lifted the radar gun and awaited the beep of a speeder. Eyes on the road, focused on his job. Tears fought to creep out when the cold, dead breath brushed his ear.

	“Our Father who art in Heaven—Ah!”

	A pincher cut into his thigh and the abomination whispered, “Laudate Dominum de novo. Praise the new Lord. Praise the son of fire.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	BLACKBETTY AT THE GOLD RUSH

	Nathan Shaw stepped into the apartment, grimacing at the liquor stink from one side of his mouth while grinning with the other. At the center of the living room, between the couch, the recliner, and the TV was a glass top table with a black tube frame. Rising from it were nine Pabst Blue Ribbon beer bottles and two shot glasses. A sticky-looking, rectangular drip stain promised a bottle of Patrón had been either been polished off or re-stowed in the cupboard above the fridge.

	“You’re alive,” Nathan said to the two men stretched out like cats catching sunbeams.

	“And feeling fine. I’m telling you, best time ever. Must do something to the beer because you never wake up with a hangover, unless you pre-drank too much,” Ron Kendell said. That was his table and couch and recliner, the TV was a split, as were the empties. “Gonna be epic; four wild nights, my dude.”

	Monday was a holiday.

	“Might wake up sore, but never hungover,” Jim Herbert said. He was in the recliner and half of those empties were his, as was half the TV. Jim and Ron shared the apartment.

	“Sore?” Nathan Shaw said. He’d had to work Friday and decided against going out Thursday night. He’d also missed the previous two Gold Rush weekends because he had his kids: Luke and Angela.

	“From dancing with hot chicks,” Ron said.

	“The hottest.” Jim held his hands out to accentuate his agreement by measuring a set of invisible breasts.

	“Yeah?” Nathan said. 

	“Only thing, they lock the doors at eight PM,” Ron said.

	“Got to get there early, but the night flies by,” Jim said.

	“What bar even has their doors open yet at eight?” This Gold Rush place sounded all the way around weird. First off, the location: twenty miles from any town. Second, no hangovers. Third, doors locked at eight. Fourth, two-dollar drinks, and one free round.

	—

	Nathan left the apartment and drove to the Gold Rush just to get a sense of the place. He was still on the fence about going out of town to drink; the inconvenience of getting home put bullet holes through much of the strange attractiveness about the place. They’d said they took a bus and he’d assumed that meant the city sent a bus out there. He now saw that he was wrong. Three black busses sat in a row beneath the shade of a series of tall maple trees.

	“Add a strike to the weird,” he said and lifted his mirrored aviator sunglasses for an untainted view of the scenery. 

	The bar looked like any other roadhouse. Pale wood. Neon signs—one reading GOLD RUSH, another reading MOLSON ON TAP, another reading STRONGBOW, and the final stating DOORS OPEN 7:PM – 8:PM. In front of the building was a large yellow parking lot of dusty gravel. Behind, almost immediately so, were the foothills of Charterbridge Mountain, which was where the bar had gotten its name. The gold mine closed in 1901 and the former community of Charterbridge was now just this roadhouse and an iron plaque posted up next to a stop sign down the road a ways.

	Knuckles rapped against the driver’s window, yanking Nathan from reverie. He jumped. Laughing, he lowered the window to a young woman. She had the most incredible brown eyes he’d ever seen. And, as if to counterbalance their effect, she wore a frumpy green hoodie; her blonde hair was tied in a frizzy ponytail. 

	“Sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for my brother,” she said and held out an iPad Mini featuring the picture of a smiling twenty-something man. She swiped once before Nathan could answer to another photograph of the man. He was big in the chest with light brown hair and an old-timey moustache. “He’s been gone since November twenty-ninth. He grew that for Movember.” She flipped the shot again.

	Nathan studied the face and felt sorry for this woman. Outside the quirky moustache, this guy would slip into any crowd of men around his age. Gone. 

	“Sorry,” he said.

	The woman sighed and then reached behind the iPad Mini for a business card. “Would you call me if you ever see him?”

	“Sure,” Nathan said, accepting the card, really hoping he’d have a reason to call her, make her day, play hero, perhaps reap the rewards.

	“Thanks. Came here, every Thursday, Friday, Saturday, for like a month, then he didn’t show up to work. I was at school and our parents are gone. Nobody did anything for days and days.”

	Nathan nodded somberly. “Have you gone in?”

	“Yes, they were very forthcoming. The cops came with me and a few people had seen him, but he’d left without taking the bus home…they track who gets on the bus. Every other time he went on the bus, but they said sometimes people leave off on their own.”

	“I can see it,” Nathan said, though the woman appeared to be talking to herself.

	“The cops figure he’s in one of the ditches around here…they didn’t say that, but…”

	The woman wasn’t crying, likely had been all cried out.

	Nathan looked at the card. “Well, Jessica, if I see him, I’ll give you a call.”

	“Thanks,” she said and straightened. She turned and started toward a blue Honda Civic with rust bubbles and Bondo patches parked by the road but stopped. She bent to get eye level. “Don’t call for a date. Guys have done that. I’m a lesbian.”

	“Noted,” Nathan said, mostly to himself, and placed the card into the dash cubby behind the gearshift. 

	—

	The line into Gold Rush wasn’t long because it moved at a steady clip. Two bouncers, big men in black tees, black jeans, and black boots, stood by the door. One checked IDs and the other clicked a handheld counter. Both had a pair of big black shades dangling from the necks of their shirts—the kind popular with geriatrics because they fit over glasses—and bright yellow foam earplugs dangling around their necks from a ribbon of pink plastic. Inside, Guns N’ Roses’ November Rain was in the able hands and mouths of the all-women house band: All That Glitters.

	Nathan, Ron, and Jim—along with about forty others—had stepped off one of the pick-up busses. In the lot, taxis were dropping people off, as were unmarked pedestrian vehicles. None of the cars seemed to stick around. By the time the guys got inside, All That Glitters was onto Green Day’s Father of All… The crowd was subdued but getting into a mood. All were under thirty-five by the looks of things, though it was getting tougher to tell in a post-cigarette world. The bartenders, six of them, were dressed sexy-casual, though were obviously older than the patrons. Each had the same shades hooked to the collars of their shirts and earplugs hanging around their necks. 

	“And that’s it! Doors closed!” a voice announced. It was feminine but didn’t appear to be coming from a band member. “Drinks on the house for the next five minutes. Get limber, folks, we want movement tonight.”

	Everyone cheered and Nathan leaned close to Ron and said, “How can they afford that?”

	“Why you gotta be such an old lady?” Ron said.

	Nathan folded his arms over his chest, wanting to be mad and failing. He was being an old lady. 

	Sixteen more employees, many of them very large men, began helping serve the drinks to the writhing, hooting mass of bodies.

	“What’s with the shades and earplugs?” Nathan asked once he got to the bar.

	The bodybuilder serving him simply grinned and handed over a shot of Southern Comfort and a glass of Export from the tap.

	The five minutes were here and gone, and after a quickened, spirited rendition of Buffalo Springfield’s For What it’s Worth, the music ceased. The hidden voice rang over the now lively crowd of about two hundred and said, “You know the rules, chug those drinks, put down your glasses, and make this old house shake!”

	The drummer kicked one, two, three…and on the ninth strike, the electric guitar roared. Everyone chugged, drinks emptied long before the woman on electric guitar screamed, “Oh Black Betty!” Nathan got wide eyed and tipped his cup as the crowd started stomping in unison. The employees had donned their ear protection and eyewear. The lights went down and yellow strobes flashed. The tempo kicked up and the crowd followed suit.

	—

	The sun streamed through the living room window of Ron and Jim’s apartment. Nathan was on the floor with a throw pillow beneath his head and a hoodie draped over him like a blanket. He sat up, his back sending a twinge of ache throughout. His hands throbbed and he looked at his irritated palms to the calluses he’d built hitting the gym with moderate regularity. He smacked his lips and discovered he wasn’t thirsty, nor did his head hurt. He tried to recall how he’d gotten back and trailed it all the way to the flashing lights and the house band’s rendition of Ram Jam’s rendition of Black Betty.

	“Think I got laid.” Ron stepped out of his bedroom in his boxer shorts.

	“You think?” Nathan said.

	Ron shrugged. “The Gold Rush gets you every time…but pretty sure. There was this chick, in the hallway by the bathroom. I think that’s where. A tight space.”

	“Her or the hallway!” Jim shouted from his room.

	Ron laughed. “Both!”

	Nathan pushed to his feet. The aches were fleeting, and damned if he didn’t feel great. Energized mentally, despite a very tired body. 

	“You coming tonight?” Ron said.

	Nathan looked around the apartment, considered what needed done for the weekend, and said, “Yeah, for sure.” He was up and ready to exist amongst humanity hours earlier than originally assumed. The older he got, the more recovery time he needed, but today he was shining, was feeling golden in fact.

	—

	The line was moving. Inside, the house was rocking, All That Glitters covering Body Count’s No Lives Matter. The songs were different, but the employees were the same. At eight o’clock the doors locked and the bar handed out five minutes of free drinks. Nathan got himself a triple shot of tequila and a glass of Export to wash it down. He was done the tequila and feeling all warm and fuzzy when Black Betty’s kick drum announced—alongside the hidden voice—that it was time to chug. 

	When in Rome, mostly. As the lights went down and the strobing began, he fished his sunglasses from his pocket and slipped them on.

	—

	Nathan sat up, sweaty and terrified. He looked around the apartment, this time he’d made it to the couch. He lay back. “What the hell?” 

	After Black Betty ended, the world disappeared; this time leaving behind afterimages like underdeveloped photographs. There was rock all around, damp and cool. Everyone was nude but nobody cared. He carried something heavy and struck it…against? The rock? A head? Maybe? There were blank faces. A few he recognized from the bar, some he’d never seen before, and others he’d seen elsewhere, though he couldn’t place.

	Wait, yes.

	Nathan popped to his feet and rushed to the door. 

	From his bedroom, Jim shouted, “Some babe played My Ding-A-Ling with my ding-a-ling.”

	—

	Jessica Hughson folded her hands on the Starbucks patio table while Nathan talked about a night that was only there in flashes. It couldn’t have happened, though he experienced it in a smoky haze.

	“Two nights in a row I can’t explain how I got back to my buddies’ apartment.”

	Jessica frowned, bunching up the right side of her face. “That’s the only believable part.”

	“What?” Nathan said, fully aware that what had or hadn’t happened were two elements swirling the same drain, though one was waste and the other wasn’t.

	“Getting home and not remembering. After Black Betty, all three times I went, that’s where my memory stops. Why do you think you suddenly have memories, even if they were only dreams?”

	Nathan shook his head, hands raised, palms up.

	“Think!”

	She was so, so desperate, and her wonderful brown eyes were so, so pitifully sad it almost broke his— “I wore sunglasses when the strobe lights started! All the employees wear sunglasses, and I didn’t…I mean the strobe lights were so bright from the first time…they also wear earplugs.”

	Jessica tapped the plastic roof of her cup. “They use Black Betty for hypnosis?”

	“I don’t know,” Nathan said. “What if I wear earplugs tonight, too?”

	Jessica lifted her cup. “We. I’m coming.”

	With the steady rumble of vehicle exhausts from the drive-thru and the conversations happening at the seven other tables on the patio, Nathan wasn’t entirely sure he heard her correctly. “You’re coming? With us?”

	Jessica tapped her cup again. Her nails were unpolished and the whites had been chewed down to a ragged millimeter ribbon. “No. We’ll both go on our own. If they’re up to something, I want someone watching my back, not getting caught next to me.”

	—

	Nathan looked over his shoulder, through the throng of smiling faces, and spotted Jessica. She wasn’t smiling. Her eyes were fixed on something over his shoulder. Inside, All That Glitters was going acoustic on Twisted Sister’s I Wanna Rock. 

	Unlike the night prior, Nathan wore his shades on the collar of his tee. The bouncer with the counter put his big hand against Nathan’s chest and said, “No sunglasses.” Nathan blinked as the man plucked the shades free. “Grab ‘em on your way out.”

	The line pushed forward. Nathan found himself inside the Gold Rush without half the protection he’d brought. He reminded himself then that whatever happened inside the bar always made him feel pretty good, and to forget nightmares.

	Again, he glanced at Jessica. She’d just stepped in the door. His eyes fell to her chest, then tummy, then thighs. A pair of sunglasses bulged her pocket outward. She gave him an annoyed look.

	What was he bothering with her about? Why should he care? Hadn’t he perhaps seen some other dude with an old-timey moustache? A dream after seeing the iPad?

	“You were here last night, right?” the ringleader of a trio of young women said. They were all wearing country gal couture, and really, really pulling it off.

	“That’s right,” Ron said.

	Suddenly Jessica and her brother were far from Nathan’s mind. When the hidden voice called out free bar, Nathan and the guys did three lightning rounds of Sour Puss shots with these hooting woo woo girls. He found himself woo wooing right along with them. As the band put metal to John Denver’s Thank God I’m a Country Boy, Nathan put his tongue into the beer-chilled mouth of a woman named Lana. When Black Betty started, he chugged and thumped. The strobe lights showered them in golden flashes.

	Blink.

	Jessica slapped handfuls of trickled water against his face. The world hid beyond a fuzzy veil. He studied Jessica’s breasts and then lower, to her pubic region. She was whispering something that he didn’t hear. She shook him and he put his arms out, dropped something heavy, and tried to pull her in for a kiss. 

	She grabbed his testicles and squeezed.

	The pain began lifting the veil. Stone everywhere. Lights strung up on walls, tacked with huge steel stakes. Naked people walked by with pickaxes and wheelbarrows and empty hemp sacks. The regular thump of Black Betty’s kick drum rhythm echoed a soundtrack. 

	“I saw my brother.”

	Nathan recalled this woman and being at the Gold Rush, but there was a deep and full blank spot after the house really started rocking. “He’s here? Where are we?”

	“Underground. They turned everyone into a zombie and had us strip. I had my ears plugged and glasses on. I pretended well enough that they didn’t see. We went into the basement of the bar and then down into an old mine, but it’s more than that. Must be a thousand people in here, digging.”

	“Digging?”

	Jessica bent and Nathan finally recognized his nudity when her face was about eye-level to his genitals. He swiftly covered as she straightened with the pickaxe he’d dropped.

	“You were digging! There’s a handful of bouncers watching everything, it took a while to get to you unnoticed.”

	“What?” Nathan said.

	“We’ve been down here for hours.”

	Nathan leaned away from Jessica when he spotted Ron walking by the jut into the rock wall Jessica had forced him into. Ron had a wheelbarrow and was moving his lips and tongue like he was kissing an imaginary friend. His penis stood out erect and ready.

	“I think they’re deep in everyone’s head,” Jessica said. “There’s a door, where they take the gold.”

	“Gold?”

	“My brother, he’s down there. He goes through the door, him and a handful of others. They…they don’t look right.” Jessica’s words came out like a hiss, like a warning.

	“What am I supposed to do?” Nathan said, voice rising, much too high.

	“Shh! We have to get down there.”

	“Or we could run and call the cops.” 

	Jessica huffed, sneering at him, but only momentarily. She fixed her expression, leaned in, and put her tongue in his mouth and pressed her chilled flesh against his chilled flesh. Nathan responded, physically.

	“Thought you were gay,” Nathan said.

	“Only sometimes. If we met under other circumstances…” Jessica trailed, face sad as a dog eyeing an out-of-reach treat bag. “I have to help my brother. Will you help me?”

	Nathan knew this was a trick, a play that turned him into a pawn, but he couldn’t help himself. Hope springs eternal, or something like that. He squeezed to the edge of their hidey-hole and looked around the mine as if for the first time. Just down the hall, the mine opened and walkways ringed deep into the bedrock. Gold flickered and danced on surfaces. At the bottom, after what seemed a mile down, were a stone floor and a single steel door that men and women pushed wheelbarrows through. Nathan looked to his left then. The hallway led to another cavern, darker though still glittering.

	“After, how do we get out?” Nathan said.

	“I don’t know. I guess we wait and see, follow the crowd.”

	Nathan rubbed a dirty hand against his forehead. “How about you go down, tell your brother to follow, and I wait?”

	“You don’t want to help me?”

	She sounded so hopeless and helpless that Nathan went against his better judgement. “Geez, lady…do we zombie walk down there?”

	“I ran for a bit, but I don’t think two will be able to hide, so I guess?”

	You guess, huh? 

	Jessica led the way, carrying the pickaxe and falling into line with the rhythm kicks from the piped-in drums. Hanging from steel frames were big black speakers with built-in sub-woofers. Those drums, they rattled deep; deep, into the bone marrow deep. It would’ve been difficult to walk off-tune.

	Jessica stretched her stride and Nathan mimicked. Quickly they caught men and women with wheelbarrows and shovels and pickaxes. Against a wall, two men were having sex. On the floor, squeezed tight to the path’s edge, a woman rode a man. She had vacant eyes and he grunted like a pig. Jim leaned against another wall, tapping his pickaxe vacantly while a buxom young woman was on her knees before him, bobbing her head to the drumbeat. All around them Gold Rush patrons were torn between the task and the basest of human interactions.

	Nathan tried to keep his eyes down. Shortly after passing Jim, Jessica lessened her strides. Two bouncers leaned against the wall. One held a small but mighty looking speaker and the other held a boxy light with a handle. 

	“…Panthers have a chance—Hey! Where’s your tool?” the one with the speaker said and grabbed Nathan.

	Terrified, Nathan kept his eyes down.

	“Drop it to do the hokey pokey? Zombies and rabbits, man,” the one with the light said and reached back for the shovel leaned against the wall next to him. “Digging duty, get busy.”

	He rapped the handle against Nathan’s knuckles. He grabbed for the shovel and instantly started walking, trying not to shiver.

	“Think Reinhardt’s that good?”

	“He ain’t going to hurt their chances.”

	They put distance between themselves and the unconcerned men and now had only to descend a single pass around the great corridor to reach bottom. They were close enough to see faces down there. Jessica’s brother’s beard had filled in, and without wax, his moustache became like a push broom. He was skinny, skinny. All those points were alarming, but not as alarming as his feet. They were bare and rather than stepping, they flopped and slapped. They’d lost shape, had no toes, came to points. Like tentacles. 

	As the others brought down wheelbarrows of gold, the crew on the floor with their malformed appendages took the payloads to and then through the door. 

	“Look at them,” Nathan hissed.

	“I know. Still him,” Jessica said a moment before breaking cover and sprinting.

	Nathan looked over his shoulder, those two who’d been discussing hockey bolted.  Nathan began running then too. He reached the bottom behind Jessica. She pulled against her brother’s arm, but he kept on lugging the wheelbarrow—it must’ve weighed a ton. Gold towered in an incredible mound.

	“Holy,” Nathan said. It wasn’t only the brother’s feet, but his hands. His eyes were huge and mostly black, like fisheyes. 

	Jessica jumped in front of her brother’s wheelbarrow. 

	“You! Look over here!”

	Nathan ignored the voice of one of two men bearing down on him. 

	“Aaron! Aaron, wake up!” Jessica shouted.

	Her brother remained in place, acting as if he might stay put until the end of time if someone didn’t remove her from his route.

	“Please!”

	Hands came down on Nathan’s shoulders.

	“Aaron! It’s me!”

	The door swung open behind Jessica and an incredible gold light shined free. Facing away, Jessica picked up a nugget from the wheelbarrow and cocked it back to throw, perhaps at her brother. 

	Slashing out from the bright, bright light were two fat, rubbery-looking tendrils. One latched around her arm, prying the nugget free of her grip. The other launched violently up between her legs, entering her, lifting her, shaking her, struggling the tendril deeper. She made a wet gargling noise.

	The man holding Nathan stopped trying to direct him. They watched in silent awe as Jessica slipped lower and lower over the tendril. Getting it deep, to where it needed to be, it swung her floppy body backward, slamming her head against the wall. Her beautiful brown eyeballs popped and dangled against her cheeks as brain matter oozed from the holes and her nostrils.

	One of the men whistled behind Nathan. “All right, have a look here.” 

	Nathan turned. Both men had put on sunglasses and had inserted ear plugs. Black Betty thumped from the little speaker. A light strobed, strobed, strobed—

	—

	“Think I can get me another fine lady tonight?” Jim said.

	Hotel California pounded within the Gold Rush. Nathan, Jim, and Ron stood waiting to get in for the final night of the long weekend. The line stretched but was moving. The evening sun was on its way to bed. A cool breeze played between all the happy, patient faces. Nathan had been iffy about coming tonight, but as the hours passed his nightmare waned and the feeling that he’d had an amazing time conquered. 

	“Damn,” Nathan said, feeling his pockets. “I forgot my sunglasses. When those strobe lights start, I get a little…” What? He got a little what?

	“Man, light show’s part of the fun,” Ron said.

	Nathan only nodded, couldn’t deny the feel-good times he’d had, couldn’t deny that it beat the hell out of any other bar, couldn’t deny thinking why would I ever drink anywhere else?

	 

	 


 

	 

	SHOOTING STAR

	A mosquito landed on Jessica’s naked hip, spreading its stance as it readied to puncture her smooth, naked flesh. A breeze pushed by and she shivered, sending the little vampire away hungry. The moonlight banked blue against her soft tummy, while she lay on her back, one arm under her head, the other reaching across her chest, index and middle fingers tracing circles at the hollow of her throat. So far, it had been the greatest night of her life. Nineteen and as sexually experienced as she was, she had never experienced anything like this. 

	On her left was Tobias and on her right was Chris. Tobias was thirty, wore a thick mop of coarse black chest hair—a color that matched his pubic region and legs. Chris, Tobias’ husband, was fifty-nine and had a full-body wax every month, and shaved his head five days a week; he had only brown eyebrows to show for his hair color. 

	Jessica knew Tobias as a senior from the school bus, years back, and had fantasized about sharing his surname. She was in the fourth grade then. She’d met him more recently at the library where, upon graduating, she carried her part-time position into full-time. They talked historical fiction and barrel-chested heroes.

	“I’ve got one of those,” Tobias had said, referring to Chris. Perhaps a bit of an exaggeration but it wasn’t an outright lie. Chris was in better shape than most men half his age. In better shape than Tobias himself.

	Tobias invited Jessica home for drinks several months later, and once in the home, explained that Chris had a thing. Over the years, now and then, he swung for the other team. So, almost like an arranged marriage, Jessica faced an odd proposition, told the men she’d like another glass of wine and time to think.

	A week later, and out under the moon, the tent a few feet away, centering the clearing, a cold fire pit near it, she grinned and watched the sky. 

	“Ooh, make a wish.” Tobias lifted his right hand to point at a shooting star and Jessica closed her eyes, thinking I wish this night would never end.

	Chris pushed himself forward and stood. He wore only white ankle-high socks and tan lines around mid-thigh and on his biceps. Stepping toward the tent, he picked up Tobias’ pants and tossed them onto the outstretched man. 

	“Need my undies first.” Tobias said this without humor, but not without joy—there was much joy in the post-coital tone. “And maybe another glass of wine.”

	Tobias got up then. Next to the campfire pit, a few feet into a shadow cast by the treeline was a small, greyed-by-the-elements picnic table. On top of the table was a box of cabernet sauvignon, the kind perfectly suitable for a night spent by a fireplace or a night spent swatting blackflies. 

	“Yes, honey. Though maybe we should hit the sack after this one. It’s one minute to midnight. Hate for you to turn into a pumpkin.” Chris held his cellphone out for Tobias and Jessica to see. “If we want the best worms, we need to be out early.”

	Tobias had his pants on. Jessica was up to her knees, dressing in reverse to the men—bra, shirt, then underwear… 

	“He’s always so worried about catching the juicy worms.” Tobias nudged Jessica’s shoulder with his thigh.

	“Only your juicy worm, honey.”

	Jessica’s grin widened. It was like being in the middle of a catty HBO or Showtime drama. She rose and stepped her legs into denim capris. The clothing smelled like bug spray. Her skin smelled like sweat and cum. 

	“I hope I’m not speaking out of turn here, but that went swimmingly.” Chris handed a reusable sippy cup full of wine to Jessica.

	“Swimmingly? Jesus, you turn into an old man when you’re relaxed.” Tobias accepted a cup. “But yes, I’m surprised. Much better than the sexual escapades I fumbled through with girls of my closeted youth.”

	Jessica blushed as the moon fell behind a cloud and enveloped the campsite in a shadow. Simultaneously, her head and Tobias’ head jerked back, both being splashed by the same wave. It took less than a second to register that the wine box had fallen to the ground...though it seemed out of order, as if the moisture came before the thump of the box hitting dirt.

	“Dammit, that’ll stain!” Tobias had lost all the playfulness from his voice. 

	Jessica wiped her face and looked at her hands. Overhead, the cloud pushed on and the moon shined bright enough for her to see that the liquid was too thick to be wine, though it was still red…and hot? 

	“Chris?” Tobias leapt down to the side of the fallen man. His abdomen glistened, the gushy pink coil of his intestine poking out from his tanned stomach. “Chris.” Tobias held Chris’ head, leaned in and pressed his forehead tight to Chris’ cheek. “Call somebody! Call somebody!”

	Jessica scrambled, her hands falling into a hot puddle as she felt around for her purse. It was there, between the table and the fire pit. She pulled her phone free: five bars, LTE. It took three full seconds for her thumb to remember how to make a phone call. 911 flashed, she hit call and lifted the phone to her ear. It rang and rang and rang and rang.

	“What the fuck?” She hung up and dialed again.

	“Oh, don’t you leave me. Don’t you dare—What’s happening with the goddamned ambulance?”

	“It’s just ringing. Ringing…I don’t…I don’t know.”

	“Give me the fucking thing.” Tobias lashed out a bloody hand and snatched the phone. “Fucking broad can’t even dial the fucking police.”

	Had Jessica heard the slur, she would’ve forgiven him, tense times caused irrational reactions, but she didn’t hear him. The idea that someone or something had done this act had her eyes scanning the blanket of black shadowy treeline.

	“Pick up, you pricks!” Frustrated, Tobias fired the phone into the grass. 

	Jessica hurried after it—not a scratch, but it was sticky and nasty, the screen smeared pink. She located the flashlight app and moved the slider. The flash shined a great swatch onto the campsite. It looked utterly normal, nothing ominous, not so much as the eye shine from an animal. After four quick sweeps, she turned it off, the battery would last about five minutes with that app on the go. 

	“No. No. Nonono, don’t die on me.”

	“Toby, Tobias, what did that to him?”

	“What?”

	“What did it? It’s not like a heart attack or something, what did that?”

	At this, Tobias straightened, looked around the campsite while his hands felt his pockets and then Chris’ pockets. Empty. “Get to the car,” he whispered.

	Jessica broke for the passenger’s side, giving the bumper a wide berth. On his hands and knees, Tobias crossed the space like a werewolf in transformation limbo. The interior of the Mini lit upon the opening of doors. Keys dangled in the ignition. 

	Jessica closed her door and existed in a vacuum for five heartbeats that seemed to vibrate from her soul out. When Tobias opened his side, she nearly screamed. He looked like a horror flick serial killer, bathed in gore. 

	He grasped the key and turned. Jessica imagined a dead engine and a creature climbing from the woods, big claws and horns. It would smash the windshield, grab her by the throat, and snap her… The car started. The Radio barked, oddly, as they’d been listening to MP3s via Bluetooth, “When you wish upon a star…”

	Tobias pulled the shifter to first gear and hit the gas, spinning the rear tires on the grass.

	Jessica stared at the dash. The clock read: 11:59; the station insignia was 115.9 FM. 

	“…makes no difference who you are…”

	“Tobias, what’s happening?” 

	They’d made it back to the main thoroughfare of the park grounds, though it was dead. No lights burned anywhere.

	“…anything your hear—”

	“Shut up.” Tobias stabbed a finger into the radio power button.

	Jessica’s eyes clung to the red stamp left behind as she reached over and gripped Tobias’ wrist. This was all so horribly wrong.

	“What? What?” he asked, shaking his arm gently.

	Jessica’s grip remained firm. Touching was the natural course. She’d grown up in one of those families that hugged and kissed, shared and leaned in during hard times. When she was a girl, her brother once broke his tibia and for days, the family huddled as if in a pre-game prayer. In the following weeks, they’d all taken turns sharing the boy’s bed, simply to be near him. Jessica had drawn a comic book’s worth of art on the plaster, boy stuff instead of girl stuff, as he’d requested.

	“What?” Tobias shook his arm harder.

	“No, let me.” Jessica’s voice was small as a child’s and Tobias relented.

	Through the woods and then the gate, the Mini found asphalt and it felt like the kiss of 1,000 tomorrows; they were going to make it. 

	Tobias groaned. Jessica rubbed higher on his forearm, his skin and hair rising to meet her palm as the blood dried to a sticky mat. A tiny village was a mile ahead, its single amber caution lamp bright over the nine buildings clustered beneath: gas and service station, one-room convenience store, breakfast restaurant, shower rentals, and five small, personal dwellings.

	Outside the gas and service, an old timey telephone stall perched below the roof’s overhang. Jessica let go of Tobias as he pulled in.

	They looked through the window at the telephone. Jessica then lifted her cell and dialed for emergency. Again, it rang and rang and rang. 

	“Nothing,” she said.

	“You should try the payphone.” Tobias reached into his pocket, absently. His gaze remained set on the half-booth.

	“Why me?” She knew the answer though, damn well knew it in her core. Tobias was as scared as she was and something was out there. Maybe it was back at the campsite, but maybe not. Maybe it wasn’t alone. And then what?

	“I’m behind the wheel, if we have to move quick, it’s easier this way.”

	The logic dwelled somewhere behind the cold cotton fog of cowardice. Still, it had to be one of them. Chris was up the hill in the bush, dead. 

	Dead. 

	Murdered.

	“Fine.” Jessica accepted the change Tobias managed to pass, a few coins spilling into the no-hands land between the seats and the console island separating them. She took a breath, took another, took a third, this one deeper than the first two, and then exited the car. 

	As if chased, she sprinted for the telephone. Whether or not she needed to, she dumped two quarters into the slot and dialed 911. It crackled and then rang. 

	And rang and rang.

	And rang.

	She looked back to the Mini with the phone to her ear. The car fell into a shadow cast by the station.

	The connection rang on but refused to link to a human being. She could see Tobias’ nose, teeth, and eyes where he leaned forward in the car, watching her. His window came down and he shouted, “Forget it! Let’s go!” 

	She hung up the phone and the change rolled out to the slot. She ignored it and hurried to the Mini. Inside seemed so safe. She hadn’t noticed the difficulty in breathing or that her heart pounded a drumroll until sitting in the leather bucket once again. 

	Tobias pulled the shifter back and spun gravel when he slammed the stick into first. In a half-blink, the village was behind them. The next town was about five minutes up the highway, a bigger spot, had a grocery store and racetrack with slot machines, a damned police station.

	Outside, the night darkened as a cloud rolled between Earth and Moon. To Jessica and Tobias’ shared surprise, the lights of town were upon them quickly, not more than a couple minutes on the… Jessica squinted at the dash clock: 11:59. 

	What?

	She pulled her cellphone free of her pocket, making a plank of her body to do so.

	11:59.

	How?

	“Wait. Wait.” Tobias spied the gas and service station, the convenience store, the showers, the restaurant, the little homes. “Wait.”

	“It can’t be.” Jessica gripped Tobias’ arm above the wrist while his hand rested on the shifter ball. 

	Tobias put his foot down and burned through the village at triple the posted limit of 40KM/H. Then it was gone and they were in the bright moonlit night. The moon disappeared again and suddenly light was ahead of them. Tobias slammed on the breaks, recognizing a single lamp and the shapes beneath.

	“How the—?” he started to say, but the glass of the driver’s door shattered and something, maybe hands, maybe claws, maybe even paws, pulled him out into the night. 

	Jessica held his wrist. “No!”

	Through the gloom, like a phantom, a metallic shine swung on a pendulous course. The bones and meat snapped and the strength pulling away evaporated, leaving only the gravity of holding an arm severed at the elbow.

	Jessica screamed and instinctively tossed the appendage out the open window. Then, suddenly, she was alone in an idling car, on an unfamiliar stretch of desolate highway, with a cellphone that connected to nobody, and a clock on the dash that refused to slip into midnight. 

	The world beyond the purr of the engine was quiet. Jessica knew she couldn’t stay there in the passenger’s seat; what if that thing came back? 

	What if it never left?

	She flung her body behind the wheel. She hadn’t driven a stick before but understood how it worked. She popped the shifter into first with her foot on the clutch. It lurched forward and she slammed her foot on the gas, squealing but not stalling. 

	The town was right there again and she burned through, looking into the dark homes, wondering if anyone else existed in this… “No,” she said. It was not the same village, it only looked the same because hick towns could be like that, simple tastes led to simple designs. If it ain’t broke, don’t call a city planner.

	The wind buffeted hard against the side of her face, a welcome feeling as she revved the engine past six thousand RPMs while still in first gear. She looked at the shifter. It shined in the dash glow—11:59 in blue—and she stabbed her foot into the clutch and pulled the shifter to second gear. The RPM gauge fell and danced back up. The speedometer boogied up likewise, but much more slowly. She did it again into third and lifted her eyes back to the road, to the single light of the village by the campground.

	“Impossible.” She lifted her foot some and cruised, staring through her window, into the homes, hoping for movement. Her eyes fell back onto the road in time to yank the wheel around a huge black lump in the road. 

	She gasped a heartbeat before the Mini slammed into the side of a house. The airbag puffed out and sent the bucket seat backward, as close to prone as the tiny interior allowed. Her teeth came together and she felt the tips of rear molars come away like peanut particles on her tongue. Blood began to seep from the inside of her cheek; she tasted the iron flavor deeper than just in her mouth. 

	The world was out of focus. The airbag was a comfort-less pillow before her, taking her away in blinks: her bed at home the night when she’d met with Tobias and Chris to discuss the arrangement; the gift from her father, the Serta queen sized mattress with a pillow-top; her childhood single on movie night.

	The airbag deflated and the pressure on Jessica’s chest left with it. A moment of clarity had her gasping an enormous gulp and her sore body jerked upright. One running light remained aglow and shined partway into a kitchen. Jessica swallowed blood and bits of teeth as she leaned, grabbing the steering wheel to hold her straight. She tried the handle. Stuck. She tried again, this time with her shoulder pressed to the door. It creaked, crow-like, deformed steel on steel. She looked back out onto the road. The single overhead lamp shined down on much of nothing. Something was out there, had to be. Whatever it was, it had snatched Tobias and killed Chris. 

	An ache centered her chest. She swallowed a breath that threatened to lodge itself in her windpipe. One foot in front of the other, she was out of the car and heading for the garage door only 10 feet from where she’d crashed.

	Pitch black aside from where the light from the street reached as well as the shine of the single dimmed headlight pressed against the home. The garage had no windows. Instinctually, Jessica ran a hand along the wall next to the door, reeling back in a snap when she felt cobwebs.

	Steeling herself, she pushed through the stringy wall and felt behind. Wood, likely once sanded smooth, but ridged with the natural grooves of time, but no switch. Again, preparing for the worst, Jessica closed the door halfway and stepped around it, feeling to keep in reach of the exit. 

	Another soft mat of web separated her fingers from wall, having done it once, she’d overcome most of the fear. She waved, fingertips grazing until they hit a pair of familiar shapes. Double switches. She lifted them both. The garage lit, as did the driveway beyond the door.

	Jessica registered the white cotton webbing on the wall and her hand and arm but saw no spider. She turned then and looked at an absolutely normal garage. A riding mower, a snowblower attachment for the mower, a set of car stands. On the far wall hung handheld gardening tools from shovels to trowels. Oil stains and greasy buildups marred the cracked cement floor. On the back wall, above the workbench, were a small TV and a CB radio, alongside a wide assortment of nuts, bolts, and junk.

	Jessica knew nothing about CB radios aside from the fact truckers, cops, and hobbyists used them. Maybe someone was listening, maybe someone was out there. 

	A toggle marked POWER flipped up and a red light glowed. She snatched the microphone—a rectangular thing that weighed more than she guessed before touching it. She pressed the button on the side. “Hello? Hello, is anybody out there?”

	She depressed the button and listened, heard nothing. The face of the radio had dials and switches. She turned the one marked LOUDNESS to the right. A static hiss filled the garage. Next to that was a button marked SCAN. She pressed it and the hissing ceased for a second, then resumed, then ceased, then resumed as it jogged through the dead airwaves.

	“Goddamn you.” 

	She turned away, let the thing scan for eternity if it wanted to do so. Back by the light switches was a door. A normal door. Light brown veneer, shiny, with a diamond shaped window at average adult eye-level. Jessica thought her grandmother had the same door on the house she moved into after her grandfather died and she no longer wanted to live with the constant reminders in the farmhouse, but also she didn’t want to live so far from the curling rink.

	Jessica stepped close and saw herself in the reflection cast by the window. The blood appeared brown as it flecked her face and soaked into her top. Its importance instantly fell as she caught sight of the spider on her shoulder: long spindly legs, huge knees—or were they elbows?—body like a shiny sphere. A squeal passed her lips. She swatted, turning her body away from the offending shoulder. The spider fell and balled up, playing dead. Jessica spun the rest of the way then, trying to see her back, feeling her neck and under her shirtsleeves.

	Revulsion came on her in waves and she shuddered three times before opening the door and stepping into the home. 

	“Hello?” she called, though if anyone was home, she suspected they would’ve come to check why someone had run an automobile into their kitchen.

	The place was eerily dated. A Felix the Cat clock swung his tail and shifted his eyes, minute and hour hands only slightly askew—11:59, as she knew it would say. Seeing it again drove a nail into the impossible. 

	Her stupid wish.

	“I wish tonight would end.” She stood in the kitchen, staring at the smiling cat. The clock danced but time remained still. “Please, just let it end.” 

	A crack rang out from the street. Jessica watched through the thin window sheer. A thing, seven, eight feet tall, lifted a black oblong shape from the street, holding it upright. It then swung a loose part. 

	This was Tobias, the swinging thing was his arm, waving. Jessica’s heart revved high again and she jerked away. That thing was tall and skinny, but beyond that, she had no idea, didn’t want to know. Turning and running, she immediately had to leap sideways to avoid a Formica-topped dining set. 

	The moonlight and the streetlamp shined into the home enough that she saw the phone on a table resting next to a couch. It didn’t fit, updated, despite it being a landline. She picked it up. The red light shined. Instead of dialing for an emergency, she dialed her parents’ number.

	It rang.

	And rang.

	And rang.

	And then a voice answered, “Hello?”

	“Mom?”

	“Yeah. Jess?”

	“Mom, I’m stuck. It’s all screwed up and—”

	“Jess?”

	“Mom?”

	“No.”

	“What?”

	“Not Mom. Not Mom. Not Mom. Not Mom. Not Mom! NOT MOM!” The tone went higher as it grew louder, rising to a shriek. 

	Jessica howled, tossed the portable phone across the room. It thunked hard against a piece of furniture hidden by shadow. Too hard to be a sofa arm or a padded chair back. Too hard to be… The shadow lengthened and a figure rose, its head like an inverted triangle of matted black hair, as if the brain hid behind the jaw. When the light hit its eyes, she saw the pitting, like irregular honeycomb. The think blinked at her and the fluid spilled gently from each tiny hole. It then reached an extremity into the glow from the street—three long, metallic claws jutting from a furry hand.

	Jessica screamed, spinning back to the kitchen. Felix the Cat continued to wag its tail and swing its eyes. 11:59. The door banged against the garage wall. The radio hiss was painfully loud for a second before it stopped—scanning again—then a voice sang out, slow and drawling in an operatic tenor: “When you wish upon a star…”

	Jessica turned right instead of left, for the left took her to the street where something had Tobias and the right took her into a mystery. Possible death was better than undeniable death. That much her harried mind knew without question. 

	The back door had a window that revealed only darkness. It swung inward. Behind her, the other door opened and she saw a different face. Lips like a gator. Beady eyes like a crab. Nose a pair of sunken holes. Skin tough and patchy like irradiated cowhide. Claws glistened on its big hand from beneath a coat of coarse black hairs.

	“What do you want?” she screamed the moment before she plunged into the backyard abyss. Her feet caught and she stumbled, pitching forward as she heard the off-key singing, “When you wish upon a star, dead dead dead no matter who you are!” same as the voice from the telephone.

	She crawled into the void. The floor beneath her tipped and she front rolled. The hill was spongey grass and damp soil, but still, it stung. The ground beneath her disappeared again and she was freefalling. Her ass landed hard.

	“Ooh,” she moaned and rolled into the fetal position for five heartbeats before remembering that she needed to move. 

	Onto her knees, she looked around, the campsite treeline was before her and she knew the tent, the fire pit, and the picnic table lingered behind her. Like a reset, she fell back, exhaled a pent breath, let her heart slow. She looked to the sky.

	“Ooh, make a wish.” Tobias’ voice filled the night as a shooting star streaked by.

	Jessica didn’t hesitate: “I wish this night would end!”

	“You don’t mean that,” Chris’ voice sounded hurt, his hand crossed as he turned to his side, pressing his…

	Jessica screamed as the furry hand slammed claws in and out of Tobias’ chest, blood and tissue splashing like a kid at a good mud puddle. Tobias fell and Jessica turned to Chris, who’d been next to her, unmoved by what had just happened. 

	He ran a sharp finger over her bare tummy, trailing up to her cleavage, stopping at the hollow of her throat. “You don’t mean it; I know you don’t.”

	Suddenly Chris was not Chris; Chris was a creature and it had draped a leg over her own. She looked back and saw Tobias crawling toward her, his face pale, blood bubbling from his lips, blood draining from the huge cavity in his chest, blood everywhere. “You can’t un-wish eternity,” he said, rasping before draping an arm around her hip, pulling her tight, nuzzling the gore against her, trailing fingernails of his—no, not his, a creature’s—free hand. The third creature loomed above them like a prison guard.

	Stars fell from the sky, trailing long golden tails. “I wish! I wish! I wish I was at home!” Jessica wailed, eyes closed to make the magic stronger.
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