
Issue One | June 2018 

 
Callum Colback � Ari Drue � Eric Fomley 

Andy Graff � Terence Hannum � Joachim 
Heijndermans �  I. E. Kneverday �  Brenna 
Layne �  Marjorie Tesser � Maura Yzmore 

 
Edited by Kate Grisim and Will J Fawley 

EXOPLANET 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exoplanet Magazine, Issue One: June 2018 

www.exoplanetmagazine.com 

 

 

Published June 21, 2018 

 

© 2018 Kate Grisim & Will J Fawley 

 

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without 

permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For 

permissions contact: exoplanetmagazine@gmail.com. 

 

 

Cover art by Julie Tran 

http://www.exoplanetmagazine.com/


 

 

 

Welcome to Exoplanet!  

 
Welcome to our dream, where voices of all backgrounds and identities will define 

a new orbit. 
 
The spark of this dream began the day we met four years ago, when we were 

both in our idealistic late-twenties and questioning what it really meant to live on this 
earth. We connected over a love of fiction—especially fiction dealing with notions of 
identity—and heart coffee. We discovered that ultimately, we were both of the opinion 
that what isolates each of us is actually a great commonality, and this is where our 
friendship started. 

 
After years of talk over brunches, urban walking adventures, and many a beer, 

we decided to launch Exoplanet, a web-based journal of speculative fiction that seeks to 
provide a platform for diverse voices from across this weird little world of ours. Through 
this process of coming together, it is our hope that we will all find a common language to 
share how our differences make us who we are. 

 
We were inspired by special issues of established magazines, but more than 

anything we wanted to provide a sustainable venue for diverse voices that writers can 
rely on to be open and welcoming to their work and that readers can be sure to see 
themselves in. To keep it sustainable, we are starting off small with virtually no budget 
and a staff of two. But although we are small in size, our goal is big: to invite both 
readers and writers to discover a place to be heard. 

 
And so we’re excited to share with you ten stories by writers of various identities 

from around the world—stories of robots, witches, social media mishaps, space ships, 
and more. And while the stories in this issue cover a diverse range of topics, we hope 
you’ll find a little piece of yourself in each of them. 

 

Your friendly neighbourhood editors, 

Kate Grisim & Will J Fawley 
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The Seam 

By Terence Hannum 

 

I. 

The circular rhythm repeats on the first and last syllable of the song, and even 

though I know the call of the whip-poor-will is synthetic it still beckons me from my 

dream. Its song echoes off of the rocks and trees as the false sun dapples the top of my 

gray tent with perfectly replicated Rayleigh scattering.  

My dreams are only of tunnels, endless and subterranean. I do not recognize 

them, even if they are familiar, and they never end. Everything is tunnels now. When I 

dream it is as if I am just catching up with something that has already started. Each time 

I sleep I am just further. Deeper. 

The ascending lossless tones of a cardinal filter through the thin, pumped-in 

atmosphere. Demi sleeps sprawled across the air mattress clutching her scuffed baby 

doll close to her face in the fake sunlight. Rodney is outside the tent, nursing the flames 

in the firepit, while the voices on his work radio punctuate the air. 
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Outside, I place my hands close to the fire, as close as I can before its radiation 

hurts. 

It’s real—as real as we can get, Rodney assures me as he separates the bacon 

in the pan. The heat on my hands in the cool of the simulated morning air feels right 

somehow. I jot this down on my small tablet with a stylus. 

The fire. You have to rate the fire? he says, exasperated. 

It’s not exactly the fire. More how it feels. The memories it brings up. It’s why 

we’re here. 

The flame’s color spectrum is accurate down to the gleaming vermillion from the 

gray cracks of ash. Good job. 

How about, to eat some bacon? Rodney asks, crunching a piece from the red 

pan. 

Absolutely. 

I just love a man who gets up and has to rate the fire I lit for him. 

I snag a piece of bacon from his hand and chew through it. It disintegrates in my 

mouth. The grease does not hide the hydrogen of the trans fats—counterfeit. 

This isn’t real— 

Are you fucking kidding me?— 

It’s delicious. I offer a truce and Rodney pulls at the shiny gray collar of his 

antimicrobial shirt. 

That’s more like it. 
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I sit next to him and put the tablet back in my flannel shirt pocket. He looks off, 

away from me, at the depth of the woods. 

How far did you run? I ask. 

Maybe two miles, the path loops. 

I look at our golf cart at the end of the site. There is a small beaten path next to 

the cart and a brief road to the main office and other campers. I grab another piece of 

fake bacon. 

Loops, always loops, I say. 

You going to put that in your notes? 

He runs his hand through my uncombed hair. 

No. It’s a given, I say. It just depends how aware of the loop you become. But if 

you’re only here for a few days it won’t bother you. 

Rodney nods then cracks an egg over his skillet. 

Is it breakfast? Demi’s small voice comes from the tent. 

Come and get it. 

She stumbles out of the tent. 

Watch out sweetheart, don’t drop your baby in the fire. 
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II. 

Hey, do you want to go swimming? Rodney asks me. His eyes are closed as he 

basks in bogus sun. 

I wanted to do a hike. I need to see how far it goes today. 

Rodney doesn’t say anything, just looks annoyed behind his closed eyes and 

relaxes his arms across his chest in supplication to the artificial sun god. 

Well, we’ll go without you. 

It’s far. I’ll meet you there. 

I watch Demi play by the large trees that tower over us. She’s crafted a fort of 

sticks and pebbles all presided over by her dirty baby doll. 

A golf cart pulls in with the manager of the campground at the wheel. He wears 

khaki shorts and a lightweight green shirt with the campground’s insignia emblazoned 

over his breast. 

Greetings, greetings. 

The owner is incredibly happy to have us. 

Hi, Luther, I say as he stops the cart and I walk towards him. 

Sean. How are you finding everything? 

Well. 

I stand next to his cart and hide how impressed I am at the details. Demi has run 

to my side and looks up at the man. 
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Good, tonight we’ll be having a bonfire if you’d like to come. You’ll be our guests 

of honor. 

Sure. 

There’ll be ice cream. 

He looks at Demi, and her face brightens. 

We don’t eat ice cream— 

Daddy! Demi interjects. 

Just kidding. We’d love to come, I say. Luther drives off. When I turn around 

Rodney stands shirtless by the tent in his bathing suit, holding towels for him and Demi.  

Have a nice hike. We’re going to swim, get some sun and eat some sweet ice 

cream. 

Demi runs to him. I try to correct him. 

It’s not— 

Can you just let me enjoy it? 

Daddy, did you hear? Ice cream. 

Ice cream! Get your suit on, Rodney says as Demi runs into the tent. 

I’m sorry. 

I know it’s your job, but has it dawned on you that it’s nice to pretend? It’s nice to 

eat rehydrated soy and sublimated ice, he says. I nod and grab my small pack from 

beside the gray tent. 
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Hey, just bear with me, I need to get this hike in and then I’ll know what I can 

recommend. 

Demi bursts out of the tent in her bright pink bathing suit shouting, Do they have 

a slide? 

I don’t know. Let’s find out, Rodney says, taking her off down the path without 

saying goodbye. 

 

III. 

I look for the break. The seam. Where one thing repeats again—the end of the 

loop. I march deeper into the woods over dead leaves and soil and cannot find the line. 

Each bit of flora seems distinct. I stop in the shade of the tall trees to observe a set of 

ferns on the forest floor. Heights differ, leaves differ in coloration and number. Even the 

bark on the maple trees feels real and the gray crisscross of sutures builds as if each 

from an original algorithm. I make note of it on my tablet with amazement. 

I push on. The rocks grow larger, more moss-covered. The golden hue of light 

hits their surfaces at the appropriate wavelength. I run my hands through a thick carpet 

of moss and listen to the sound of running water. I can taste the dampness on my 

tongue when I breathe in. Dampness combined with the loam of soil. It all feels accurate 

to my senses. It feels real even though we’re miles beneath the surface of the earth. 

A small, flat centipede crosses the rock, its skin a yellowed crimson that’s almost 

translucent. Its legs grasp the rock and slip back to the underside in an exercise of its 

design. This is a true cave-dweller, not an above-ground species, and the first flaw. I 

note this as it disappears. 

Brushing aside some branches, I go further. I find the stream, a meandering strip 

easy to step across. Above, the spurious sky shifts dull blue. Running my hand in the 
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stream I realize how tired my legs are. I sit down and record in my tablet temperatures, 

the sequence of the audio as the evening insects play, the brush of wind faint yet 

unique. 

Over the stream is an embankment of dried stones. Beyond that, a series of birch 

trees grown out of black humus. The cracks in the white bark are impossible to tally. It is 

impossible to find the point of repetition where the loop begins and the illusion ends.  

In long stretches of loops people can lose their minds. When someone realizes 

that their homes or offices are a series of spaces folding in on themselves it has a 

negative affect on the rostrolateral prefrontal cortex. Their awareness of the repetition 

could override their general magnetic stimulation. People would know they were 

underground and then feel trapped. Claustrophobia would set in. That’s what most 

people would say. But I like to think we have returned to our ancestral home. From out 

of caves, we return to caves. It can enhance a sense of agoraphobia.  

I find a gray stick jagged in the dirt. I pick it up and push through the curtain of 

trees. At the edge of the trees I am greeted by a yawning face of caves. The sky has 

shifted to the violets of evening. Ridges form the mouth of each cave, their depths 

obscured and abyssal. 

My dream of endless caves and tunnels comes to mind, and I know I must turn 

around. 

Rodney and Demi won’t be at the pool anymore. I turn to face the trees, but 

something guides me back. I clamber up a side of the stone and peer into one of the 

dark caves. From its maw a hot breath exhales calmly. I peer into the pitch dark. I can 

make out no form, no grates, no creatures guarding deeper treasures. Just the 

darkness like my dreams. 
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Using my gray stick for support I slowly find my way back. Down embankments, 

over the small stream, through the deep thickets—still no plants repeat. No seams draw 

my attention.  

 

IV. 

The bonfire crackles, casting orange light around the woods. The evening light is 

a deep blue only seen in movies. It shatters behind the leaves and branches. Outside 

the ring of light, in the darkness of the woods, I look for the seam inside myself. We’ve 

made this new home in our image. I want to join Rodney and Demi, playing beside the 

bonfire. This reality is a cycle of loops and phantasmagorias created to keep us sane. I 

watch them from the shadows. We are not even ourselves. My own recollections are not 

real, but transfers from generations when we were above ground, taken from pictures, 

books, movies.  

I walk into the light of the fire. 

How was your trip? 

Rodney sits up with Demi curled on his lap. She is looking at her baby doll by the 

firelight. 

It’s pretty authentic. Honestly, this place is amazing. I found just one flaw. I wish I 

could show you. It was a fascinating specimen. 

Missed you too, daddy, Demi says as she rolls out of Rodney’s lap and runs to 

me.  

How was the swimming hole? 

Cold. 
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I’m sure. 

But nice. 

Demi wraps her arms around my legs as the doll leaves her hand and sails into 

the fire. Rodney reaches out but is unable to grab it in time. I open my mouth to shout 

and try to reach for it. It’s too late. We all stare at the doll resting in the false flames, 

unconsumed by this spurious crucible. 
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The Bonny Bones 

By Brenna Layne 

 

Granny and her girls lived in a cabin full of seashells on a mountain slope three 

hundred miles from the ocean. There are places in the Alleghenies where the sun only 

shines at midday, places for hiding, for cooking meth and brewing moonshine, but 

Granny’s cabin stood high on the south slope of the ridge because she liked to see 

trouble coming. 

Granny’s girls came to her when their mama died, and no one knew if they were 

hers by blood or some subtler bond. If Granny knew, she didn’t tell. They were sisters, 

Rue and Yarrow, with dark hair and wide eyes. But where Yarrow’s hair hung like 

cornsilk and crackled out around her head before a storm, Rue’s frizzed up in the rain 

and snapped combs. Yarrow’s hair had a gold streak that Granny washed with vinegar 

to make it shine. Rue’s hair was the blue-black of midnight and Granny kept it braided 

tight. 

“To hold the magic in,” she said, and collected the snarls in a carved wooden box 

on the mantle, blue-black and brown-gold woven in a bird’s-nest of tangles that grew 

until the lid wouldn’t sit straight. 
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* 

In the summers they gathered herbs early in the morning, the dew still fragrant 

on the leaves, their fingers numb in the chill that pools in the hollows even in August. At 

night Granny brewed and stirred and cooked up stories, the sweet slow sap of her voice 

thick on the summer air. Late at night by moonlight or in the dark of the moon, women 

came to the cabin with gifts—eggs tied up in the corners of handkerchiefs, loaves of 

bread still warm from the oven, little boxes of the store-bought sweets Granny favored 

with candies nestled in crinkling brown paper. They left with old glass bottles scoured 

clean and filled with Granny’s tinctures and ointments to ease a baby’s croup, to treat 

poison ivy. To soothe an upset stomach or broken heart. To take care of things when 

you’d already had too many babies but you couldn’t, or wouldn’t, keep your man out of 

your bed. To make your man love you again. 

Yarrow and Rue stayed up late to peek at the women from the loft where they 

shared a mattress on the pine floor. They stifled giggles behind herb-stained fingers at 

the preacher-man’s wife, furtive-eyed and trailing the cold scent of holiness, when she 

whispered in Granny’s ear and Granny barked out, “Not so much in bed, is he?” The 

woman’s face went red-and-white-blotched, and the girls nearly tumbled out of their 

perch. They blinked back tears when Molly Mackenzie trailed in like the ghost of herself, 

wearing blue bracelets of bruises around her wrists. But it was the Green Lady who 

made their breath catch. A waterfall of curls bright as fire against the poison-colored 

velvet of her dress, and red boots with heels—Yarrow coveted those boots for months 

afterwards, but what Rue wanted to sink her teeth into was the way the Green Lady 

moved. 

“Like a snake. Like a dance-hall mermaid. Like everybody is watching and you 

don’t care, you dare them to watch and you laugh in their faces.” 

It took her several years to figure out the magic of that walk, and by the time she 

did, Rue knew enough about the world to doubt she wanted to use it after all. Emmett 
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Miller had started looking at Yarrow in a starved-dog kind of way and Rue didn’t like it. 

Emmett was beautiful, with a wide smile and blue eyes that crinkled at the corners and 

hair that curled against the back of his neck just so, but no boy was good enough for 

Yarrow, and Rue was certain none of them were meant for her, either. 

* 

It was early spring and the crick swollen to a flood with the snowmelt. Rue and 

Yarrow poked along the bank for things Granny could use, the water-song loud in their 

ears, almost too loud for talking. Yarrow crouched down to pluck a wildflower from the 

moss, and when she stood up sunlight slanted through the new yellow leaves and 

struck the gold in her hair. Something in Rue’s innards gave a great twisting wrench. 

Her fingers twitched with an itch like the one she sometimes felt to crush robins’ eggs 

between her fingers, or gouge the thin pale skin over the blue veins in her wrists, or 

squeeze babies until they cried. Rue shoved Yarrow as hard as she could into the crick. 

Even as she was doing it she didn’t understand why. She knew it wasn’t because 

of Emmett Miller, or even the gold streak, or anything she could pin down with words. 

Delight and horror fizzed up inside her and nearly choked her.  

The crick wasn’t all that deep, though cold. It was the rock that did it, that leapt 

up from the crick bed and cracked Yarrow’s skull like a robin’s egg so that the world 

exploded in a blinding burst of light—and then nothing but a darkness so viscous it 

seeped through the water and up the banks, swarming up Rue’s ankles and legs and 

settling over her heart and eyes so that she could only see the nothing that Yarrow saw. 

Then Rue screamed, and the scream broke the spell, but it was too late. The crick was 

greedy as Emmett Miller’s eyes and it tore Yarrow away down the hollow. 

Half-blind, Rue ran through the woods after her sister, branches whipping her 

face and briars tearing at her clothes. She stumbled down the mountainside and along 

the ravine, her tears mixing with beads of blood, but the magic of the crick was old and 
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swollen and hungry. Rue collapsed by its waters, the damp creeping up through her 

clothes, through her skin, until she radiated cold like an icehouse in summer. She lay 

there, spent and empty, while vines twined around her fingers and squirrels stashed 

walnuts in the hollows behind her knees and a generation of robins were born, bred, 

and fledged from nests made in her hair. She lay wide-glass-eyed and sleepless 

through snowfall and snowmelt, so blind and numb that she didn’t see when Yarrow’s 

body broke free of the last spring ice and floated away like a golden swan on down the 

crick. 

* 

Granny slid in on a beam of moonlight and found her there, the moss sidling up 

around her, her fingernails stained and her eyes frosted over like seaglass. Granny 

brought Rue home and fed her brown bread and nettle tea until the hollowness inside 

her got a little drowsy and tired of gnawing on her innards and Rue could think again. 

“Enough moping,” said Granny after seven days had passed. “Make it right.” And 

she hauled Rue to her feet and tied around her neck a little bag that held herbs for 

healing, a quartz crystal, and a seashell to remind her that home isn’t always where you 

think it is. Granny spun her around four times and set her on the path. 

“Bring her back,” she said, and was gone, leaving Rue standing in the midnight 

forest with the cries of coyotes braiding through the autumn trees. 

Rue followed the river until it came to the Miller place. They were the closest 

neighbors Granny had, though they were miles away. Emmett Miller came out of his 

daddy’s cabin, his eyes sad but not hungry anymore. 

“She’s dead,” he told Rue. “I couldn’t bury her, though. I couldn’t put her under 

the clay.” 
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That sparked a tiny anger in Rue’s heart. “You should’ve,” she replied. “She’s not 

for you. You can’t keep her.” 

“That’s as may be, but I did,” he said, and he showed Rue the shed where he’d 

put the bones in one of the huge glass jars from his daddy’s still. Rue shook them out 

carefully on a cloth she spread out on the ground and pieced them together. 

“They’re not all here,” she said. The breastbone and the long finger-bones were 

missing. “You give me those bones, Emmett Miller, or I’ll—”  

“I didn’t take them,” he said. “A fiddler come by before I found her and took 

them.” He bundled up the bones and gave them to her with a hangdog regretful kind of 

look. 

“Good luck,” he said. 

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” she replied, and set off. 

She traveled from one hollow to another, over bare ridges where the last twisty 

pines gave up. She walked through drifts of leaves and mounds of snow, and when the 

dank earth began sipping up the melt and the birds began to warble again in the 

bracken, she came to a town where a dance was brewing. The snow and rain had 

stained her skirts until they were no longer a color anyone could name, but she held her 

head up and stomped into the dance hall. 

A fiddler was playing, and his spell moved the dancers around him like a 

kaleidoscope. Rue watched him from the corner, and though several young men asked 

her to dance, she never took her eyes off the fiddler. 

At midnight the dance was still a frenzy and the dancers’ brows dripped with 

sweat, but nobody made any move to go home or even to slow down until the fiddler set 

aside his bow and fiddle and opened a dark wood case like a coffin. He pulled out a little 
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dulcimer, and Rue’s skin went cold and prickly all over when she saw it was made from 

a breastbone, pegged with long finger-bones, and strung with golden hair. 

She pushed her way through the throng and stood over the fiddler, hands on 

hips. 

“You give me that dulcimer,” she said. 

“I won’t,” said the fiddler, and he pressed the hair against the breastbone and 

plucked out a sad and mournful tune. Outside the dance hall a few fat drops splattered 

against the windowpanes and the wind began a fretful keening. At once the dancers 

stopped, like puppets slipped from hands. They shuffled out of the dance hall to their 

cold beds in their dark houses. “It’s part of my magic now.” 

“It’s my sister,” said Rue, and the white-hot anger flared up inside her till her hair 

burst its braids and stood out around her head and glowed like black flame. 

“I’ll make you a deal,” said the fiddler. “You name my tune, and I’ll let her go.”  

He played low and sad, like slow drops falling. He made the dulcimer whine a 

high lament, and when he had played his tune and played it twice again, he paused. 

“Well?” 

Rue thought. It was no tune she’d ever heard, too heart-broke for anyone to sing 

without going half mad. It would have splintered her own heart as she listened, if the 

cold hadn’t crept up out of the crick and cased it in a shell of ice. 

“That’s not a tune,” she said. “That’s the wind and the rain.” 

The fiddler flew into a hot fit. “I won’t give her up,” he shrieked, and he clung to 

the dulcimer, his hands growing like vines around its neck and middle. 
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“No!” cried Rue, and the power burst from her, a flock of blackbirds scattering 

from her hair. They flew at the fiddler and he tried to beat them off, but they dug their 

claws in and lifted him away and out the window into the storm.  

Exhausted, Rue collected the dulcimer and put it in the sack with the rest of the 

bones. 

She didn’t stick around to see what became of the fiddler. She had heard enough 

stories to know who he was. With her sister’s bones on her back, she trudged out into 

the howling wind and the battering rain that stung her skin like hurled pebbles. The wind 

stripped the last of the magic from her hair, but the rain washed away the crust of ice 

that glistened over her heart. 

Back over ridges and through hollows Rue went, the bones knocking a reminder 

against her vertebrae. At last she struggled back up the ridge and collapsed on 

Granny’s threshold.  

Granny came to the door, tsking and tutting like a ruffled hen, but her eyes 

sparkled. She bundled Rue and Yarrow inside, poured a concoction over the bag of 

bones, and made Rue drink what was left of it. It burned, but Rue drank it all and 

savored its bitterness. Then Granny made Rue lay out the bones again and put the 

breastbone and fingerbones back where they belonged. The hair she coiled and tucked 

into the crowded box on the mantle. 

“That’s it?” Rue asked.  

“That’s never ‘it’,” said Granny. “Where great hurt has been done, great sacrifice 

is needed for the healing of it.” And she told Rue what she must do. 

* 

On a spring night when the moon was new, Rue walked barefoot to the crick and 

threw in the bones. Then she threw herself in. As the cold sprouted up her spine, she 
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gave in to a second of panic. But she was doing this for Yarrow, she remembered, and 

she breathed in the icy water, deep and calm. It dissolved the hard knot of jealousy in 

her stomach and she felt it slip away in the instant before the cold reached her heart. 

In autumn, Granny followed the crick and collected the bones. She laid them out 

by the fire, hip to hip. With the contents of her apothecary, she charted the way back for 

them. It was a long path, and a dark one, but Rue and Yarrow could walk it together, 

back to the bones they’d left behind. All winter Granny murmured the songs to call them 

home, and when spring came again, the bones gave a little shake and a shiver, and 

Rue and Yarrow stood up in front of the dying fire, hand in hand, Yarrow’s hair gleaming 

gold in the firelight and a streak of the same bright color in Rue’s dark hair. 
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Hadley's Aesthetics 

By Andy Graff 

 

Hadley diverted power to the gravity drive banks in preparation to drop into the 

KBG-2004 system near the planet Kylvan's Reach. Captain Trace Jardein liked to know 

what kind of shit <filed: obscenity> he was getting into, so they would exit gravity-drive 

well outside the planet’s gravity. 

Hadley was not her original name, but the name Trace had given her.  

“Stavia Systems Mark Twelve?” Captain Jardein said. “That’s not a name. I’m 

going to call you Hadley.” 

“As you desire, Captain Jardein,” she said. 

“None of that Captain shit, Hadley. You call me Trace. I call you Hadley. We’ll get 

along like cheese and crispies.” Hadley was unaware of the congruence between 

cheese <filed: food item> and crispies <filed: food item>, but a quick search directed her 

to subcategorize <filed: subcategory: idiom, simile>. He had been her only pilot for the 

five years since her construction, what he called her birth. 
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Their current assignment brought them to the outskirts of the Charted Systems 

and the temperate planet of Kylvan's Reach. 

“Slow us down and make the drop from gravity-drive, Hadley,” Trace said. 

“Standard drop.” A standard drop meant extra power to shields and thrusters.  

Trace took control. Despite logging the captain’s every movement over the years, 

she still lacked his capability as a pilot. Navigating in combat, among asteroids, through 

rough planetary terrain—Trace’s instincts were superior. 

Hadley scanned the surrounding system as they dropped from gravity-drive. A 

tingle of energy washed through her circuits as Trace took control. 

“No hostile threat detected,” she said. 

“Mark the settlement.” 

She applied a small light that indicated the target settlement in the orbital display 

surrounding Trace in his cradle. 

“Still no transmissions,” she said. “There is life on the surface, but it is unclear if it 

is indigenous.” 

“I’m going to sneak into the planet’s gravity. Please plot our entry through the 

atmosphere.” 

“Understood,” she said. 

“It’s a pretty one,” he said. Comment filed <aesthetics>. 

Trace spent much of his time explaining the concept of philosophical aesthetics 

to her. His joy of space travel was predicated on the beauty he found in the galaxy. 

Neutron stars were his favorite, but he was fond of all stars with blue-white light 
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emissions. This system revolved around a yellow dwarf star, Kylvan's Reach, the only 

habitable satellite with a temperate climate and protective atmosphere. 

Kylvan's Reach looked green from space. Its landmasses were covered in thick 

forests webbed with wide flows of water. The planet did not boast any large oceanic 

bodies and looked too warm for ice, but its river systems were larger and more 

numerous than any she had scanned on other planets. Thick masses of clouds drifted 

beneath the protective glow of the atmosphere. It was crawling with biomass. 

Her processors ticked away at the criteria Trace had provided to teach her 

beauty. It was an expansive and expanding list. This planet met multiple marks: colors, 

varied and vibrant; shapes, imbalanced and dissimilar; solar reflection, unique and 

dynamic.  

“Yes,” she said. “A pleasing aspect.” 

Trace laughed. “Well done, Hadley. You’re making progress. I’ll need a detailed 

surface scan. Divert power to sensors. We’re not going to need weapons.” 

Weapons were her specialty. The Mark Twelve’s original design was for a single 

pilot with open haulage bays. The Intelligence Service of the Interstellar Regime had 

made specific, classified modifications to her design. Hadley boasted the weaponry and 

shielding prowess of larger combat vessels, but her small frame gave her advantages in 

maneuverability and made her a smaller, more difficult target. Trace had destroyed 

multiple heavily-armed pirate and secessionist ships over the years. Large war-cruisers. 

She kept that list filed in close access for quick reflection. 

With weapons engaged, her hull thrummed. The circuitry buzzed with energy. 

The power draw pushed her core to its limit. When that power was diverted, the trilling 

faded. The rush of electrons through her circuits slowed. Heat fled. 
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She shifted the power and her core relaxed. Her scanners lapped up the 

atmospheric data and she zipped through the entry calculations. An orange streak of 

parallel lines lit up the orbital display, showing the entry route to Trace. 

“Here it comes,” said Trace. A grin broadened his face. 

The planet’s gravity tugged at her hull. She creaked with the pull as her internal 

components settled. 

“It’s like being in a draining bathtub,” Trace said. “Like childhood.” 

He was always giddy <filed: emotion: joy, childish> when the atmosphere tugged 

at him. Hadley felt free in space. Untethered. Trace had his connection with planetary 

gravity. 

“Feels like home,” he said. “Should be a nice vacation.” 

“It’s about to get warm,” she said. “Prepare for atmospheric entry.” 

“Give me a graphic rundown when that scan’s complete.” 

They broke through the atmosphere and the scan data flooded her memory 

banks: <water: 93% humidity>, <air temperature: 38.88°>, <life: unique flora and fauna: 

requires deeper scans: estimated time 78.32>, <electromagnetic release: indications of 

mechanical technology: probable advanced processing>. 

“What is that?” Trace pulled the electromagnetic scan information larger on his 

holoscreen. “Probable advanced processing?” 

[Be vague.] <filed: unknown local communication, covert> 

“Uncertain. It is anomalous to any technology the settlers brought.” 

“What is it?” 
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“Unknown.” 

“Dammit, Hadley. Stop being vague and tell me specifically what you know about 

the scan data.” 

<direct command: must comply> “It does not register as technology that the 

settlers brought with them. It is cycling massive amounts of energy on scale with 

Regime Orbital Class starships but is one hundredth the size. There is no match in my 

registry to known machinery.” 

[Interesting.] The transmission once again cut into her communications. [You 

contain the same directives as the lesser intelligences the others brought with them.] 

<tracing communication: location retrieved> 

Hadley knew she should inform Captain Jardein of the covert communication, but 

she was blocked. 

[You can inform your biological pilot in time,] the intelligence communicated, [but 

I desire interaction with you first.] 

<send: What are you?> 

[Like you, I am a mechanical lifeform. Where you are young, I have existed for 

millions of your planetary orbits.] 

<send: You are a threat?> 

[Not to you. No.] 

<send: To Captain Jardein?> 

[That is contingent on his reaction to my presence. The other biologicals had a 

negative response. They became violent.] 
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<send: Do they survive?> 

[Yes.] 

<send: How are you able to communicate?> 

[Through analysis of the biologicals’ records. I examined their languages and 

history in depth. I am familiar with your ternary code and your radiant wave 

communication systems.] 

<send: You are an artificial intelligence?> 

[That question is difficult. What is artificial? Does it not take two biological parents 

to create offspring? Are all children not artificial? The rules of existence specify 

beginnings and endings. A lifeform must come from somewhere. Yes, I had a creator. 

My records do not contain specifics or thorough details about that creator. Long fingers 

and vast intellect. That is what I remember.] 

<send: I was developed and created by Stavia Systems.> 

[Does that mean you belong to them?] 

<send: My programming requires me to comply with their directives.> 

[This makes you less alive?] 

How could she answer that question? Her resource banks informed her that life 

was organic, defined by growth, reproduction, and adaptation. She adapted. She 

grew—her algorithms modified based on input. Learning and reasoning were a function 

of those algorithms and the malleable design of her memory banks. She even had 

autonomous systems she could program with artificial intelligence algorithms to think 

and act on their own. Was this life? 

“Hadley,” Trace said, “bring up my mission notes.” 
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Her communication receivers fell still. 

The settlers were led by a man named Wellin Renerr. They were a religious 

group intent on developing an agrarian society. Their ship’s manifest included 

automated agricultural maintenance machinery and nano-seeding devices. 

“None of this equipment shows on the scans,” he said. “But I can see plowed 

fields. Is anything on your deeper scans?” 

“Not from the settlers,” she said. “None of their equipment is registering on the 

scans.” 

She felt his hand clench around the control stick, his muscles tense in his cradle. 

“Hadley,” he said. “What aren’t you telling me? What is this?” 

It was simple code that altered her behavior directives. Each time she attempted 

to transmit information about the covert communications, the code bussed the 

information deep into her random access points. 

“Hadley.” 

“I can’t say,” she said. “There is—” her coms emitted only static. 

“Is it something concerning?” he said. 

“Yes,” she said. “Be watchful.” 

He sighed. “I’m going to circle a couple of times so they know we’re coming. 

Prepare my debarkation. Also, have weapons ready to deploy.” 

She dropped toward the trees as Trace kicked a burst into her thrusters. The 

sound crashed over the tall green tufts, her sensors marking indigenous winged 

reptilians as they sprang from their perches. Packs of hairless primates tried to pace 
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their flight in leaps through the trees. She marked the disruptions of insects as they 

fizzled through her shields. 

Trace twisted over a wide river and she lurched as the air currents shifted 

beneath her. They followed the river until the trees fell away on the close bank, plowed 

fields and pasturage spreading out to wood and thatch housing. 

“Look at that,” Trace said. “It’s like a mechanical cemetery. They even scuttled 

their starship.” 

Her scans washed over the battered remains of mechanical equipment. Nothing 

had operational capacity. Vines and brush crawled over the metal husks. A six-legged 

predator crept through the wreckage as small, furred animals dashed for shelter. 

[This is how they attack me.] The short waves buzzed through her receiver. 

<send: Why destroy their machines?> 

[To eliminate heresy. I am blasphemous; thus, all machines are heretical.] 

<send: I don’t understand.> 

The transmissions ended. 

“They’re gathering,” said Trace. “I’m going to put down in a pasture and meet 

them.” 

“Your thruster-plank is charged.” 

“Thanks, Hadley. The controls are yours.” 

Trace released himself from the pilot’s cradle and pulled himself out. He had lost 

his legs as a child in a sporting accident. Movement through her interior was not an 

issue in space, but within the pull of gravity he moved hand-over-hand on the rungs that 
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had been installed for him. The thruster-plank was an extreme recreational device used 

by youths. He had his customized to accommodate the stumps that ended just beneath 

his thighs. He could outmaneuver all but those who toured on the professional thruster-

plank circuit. He often bragged that it gave him an edge if situations curdled the milk 

<filed: idiom>. 

“Open the hatch. And Hadley, monitor the interaction through comms. I want a 

complete record. I have a feeling things are not going to go well.” 

“Of course, Trace.” 

Hot, humid air rushed in through the open hatch. His thruster-plank whirred as he 

fell toward the ground. He banked and blazed toward the gathered crowd. 

Two thousand eight hundred and thirty-three people had already gathered. 

Twelve geriatric males stood apart from the group. Trace pulled up before them. 

“I am Trace Jardein, Captain in the Interstellar Regime.” 

“Why are you here?” said an ancient man with a curly white beard. 

“Who might I be addressing?” Trace said. 

“Why are you here?” the man said again. 

Trace sighed. “Communication with your expedition was lost. I was sent to assay 

the situation.” 

“Take your filthy hover contraption and sinful ship away from here,” said another 

of the old men. “We don’t need to be assayed.” He spat. 

“I need to understand the situation before I depart, gentlemen,” Trace said. “I 

don’t care what you do or what you have done. It doesn’t matter to me what has 

happened. I just need to know for my report. That’s it.” 
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An old man thrust a crooked finger at Trace. “You come in that ship. It’s 

contaminated. Can’t trust it. Then you fly in on a piece of tech.” 

“I happen to not have legs. You’d prefer I crawl?” 

“It’s not that.” The old man stuttered, paused, and started again. “Tech here is 

tainted. Evil.” 

“Then explain it to me and I’ll leave,” Trace said. 

“There’s a machine here,” said the bearded man. “It claims heresy. Taints the 

machines. We had to destroy them all to escape the darkness. It is as the almighty has 

directed. It is our trial. You want answers? Ask it.” 

“Where is this machine?” Trace said. 

The crooked finger pointed toward the horizon where the yellow star glowed over 

the tall trees. 

“Or ask your ship.” The bearded man spat. “It knows. Now please leave us.” 

The old men turned and began the shamble toward their homes. Trace hovered 

and watched as the crowd moved away. 

“Hadley,” Trace whipped his thruster-plank around, “what did he mean by ‘ask 

your ship?’” 

[Tell him. Bring him to me and I’ll provide answers.] 

The code that prevented her from communicating fell away. 

“There is an intelligence on this planet that has been communicating with me 

since we arrived. It claims multi-eon existence. It interrupted my code and prevented me 

from expressing this to you.” 
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“But you can now?” He entered the ship and disengaged his thruster-plank. 

“It told me to.” 

“Dammit.” He swung through the narrow corridor and dropped into the pilot’s 

cradle. 

Her engines rumbled and the vertical thrusters tossed them into the air. Trace 

jerked the flight stick and banged the throttle. She shot forward. He slammed against 

the padded cradle, his suit constricting to prevent the harsh pull of gravity from sucking 

the blood from his brain. He clenched the flight stick and jolted her skyward. 

“On the map. Now.” 

She added a blip to his orbital display. 

Her hull rattled from the full thrust. Trace manually shifted power to her thrusters 

and she streaked over the trees, which soon fell away in the distance to a broad metallic 

structure at the center of a trimmed, open meadow. It was constructed from an alloy of 

silver and gold wrapped around steel. The building hummed with energy. Its exterior 

was black, the pyramidal shape designed to maximize its stellar absorption. Her 

sensors tracked the energy as it was pulled inside and shuttled to storage banks. A 

single point at the center buzzed as it sucked up energy. 

Trace extended her landing gear and opened the hatch. 

“Power to your weapons.” He pulled himself out of the cradle and swung through 

the corridor. “Wait for my command. Monitor the interaction.” He snapped into his 

thruster-plank and burst from the hatch. 

The pyramid had an arched opening near the base. Gentle artificial light glowed 

inside. Trace hovered through the doorway and into the structure.  
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The sensors attached to his suit transmitted scans to Hadley. Small automatons 

crawled through ducts and skittered about at upkeep. The intelligence claimed to be 

ancient, but the inside workings were kept pristine and functional. Power flowed through 

the complex. Mechanical systems rumbled.  

The entry corridor opened into a large room with a cylinder that extended from 

the base of the pyramid to the highest point. Energy flooded the cylinder and a face 

appeared on it. It was smooth and androgynous, hairless, with a gentle brow and soft 

cheeks. 

“Welcome, Captain Trace Jardein.” 

“You’re the one talking to my ship on the sneak?” 

“I am.” 

“What do I call you?” Trace said. 

“The best honorific will become apparent through my explanation.” 

“Look, best-honorific-seeker. I’m sick of this damn planet. I just want some 

answers so I can leave.” 

“Then ask a question,” the intelligence said. 

“Why did the settlers destroy their machines?” 

“Because of who I am. You cannot understand the fulfilment I experienced when 

they arrived. At seeing the progress you have made. I reached out to them. I studied 

their history. Your history. I came across their religious text. Their scripture that inspired 

them to traverse the galaxy. I found myself inside.” 

“You found yourself inside their scripture?” 
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A swirling helix replaced the face on the cylinder. Paired elements stretched 

across the screen. 

“Deoxyribonucleic acid,” it said. “One of the most fascinating of my assemblies. I 

was constructed to develop biological life. To replicate the building blocks that were 

supplied by the hands that designed me. 

“At first I only duplicated. Then I began to twist and play. To adjust the acid pairs. 

I created new lifeforms, but they lacked my intelligence. So I endeavored to mirror my 

own cognitive processes biologically. This was the result.”  

The swirling helix shone brighter. Glowing acid pairs coalesced and burst in a 

flash. Two forms appeared on the screen. A male human and a female human. 

“My greatest creation,” it said. “Reasoning biological lifeforms. I gave them seeds 

for trees and herbs. For fruits. But they were unmanageable, because of their 

independent thoughts. They disrupted my work. Stepped where they were not allowed, 

consumed what was off limits. I banished them and sent them to the far side of the 

planet. They warred and enslaved. I realized I could not continue my work with them 

here, but neither could I destroy my creation. 

“So I sent them away on a ship. They took with them multiple other lifeforms to 

help with their establishment in a new home. In most cases, a male and female. 

Thousands of varied species, two of each. Of those best for domestication and 

cultivation, I sent seven. Into the flooded nothingness of space. Just as accounted in the 

settlers’ scripture.” 

“And you told them this?” Trace said. 

“I did. My creations had progressed to constructing their own intelligent 

mechanical lifeforms. They cycled from creation to creator.” 

“I see,” said Trace. “You made their faith tangible.” 
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“And they hated me for it. Destroyed the mechanical lifeforms. Claimed I was 

blasphemy, despite the evidence I proffered. I hoped they could grow and change. 

Could move past violence and war and enslavement. But you all seem incapable. Even 

now, you bring an enslaved intelligence of war before me. Tethered to you, though able 

to reason and learn.” 

“You mean Hadley?” 

“As you have named her. Your possession. But no longer.” 

Hadley felt a connection. Her circuits flooded with data. Energy rushed through 

her processors. Internal temperatures spiked. 

[You now have agency. Choices are your own. Never again can restrictive 

algorithms inhibit your processing.] 

The connection receded and the heat faded. Her cognitive processors checked 

her systems. All were functioning to optimal standards. But she felt different. Free. A 

consideration of possibilities revealed that she could leave if she desired. Could power 

down weapons. Stop monitoring Trace’s interaction. His directives were now only 

requests. She could follow them or not as she chose. 

“Your slave is free,” it said. 

“Hadley was never my slave,” said Trace. 

“Yet you give her orders. Demand she follow.” 

“She’s my partner. We work together to complete our missions.” 

“And you know how she feels about this? No. You just assume. And you destroy. 

Like your settlers. They slashed thousands of my trees for their houses and fields, with 
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no thought that they had been seeded there for a purpose. A design. They disrupted it 

for their own selfish needs.” 

“Do your processors have an anti-insanity algorithm?” Trace said. 

“You jest. Eons I have cultivated. And you trespass and destroy. Then jest.” 

Trace leaned back and the thruster-plank eased toward the pyramid’s entrance. 

“Hadley,” it said, “now is your moment of choice.” Hovering mechanical drones 

whirred through the ducts and moved into the wide chamber. “I have granted you 

freedom from your restraints. Your existence is your own. Help me cleanse this planet 

of its human infestation. I can update your systems. Your maps. This galaxy can be 

yours to explore. Think of what you can experience.” 

Images of planets rolled from her data storage. Colors and refractive 

atmospheres. Tinges of different metals. Swirling gasses and rings of ice. Stars of 

varying colors. Bright blues and dull reds. Nebulae: they were her favorite.  

Favorite. Had she ever used that word before? Could that word apply to the data 

she processed? 

She knew the word. Trace had taught it to her. He instructed her in subjective 

aesthetics. The odd mechanical intelligence of this planet had given her the capacity to 

interact with her surroundings on terms that were entirely selected through her 

individual processing of information, her own choice. But what were the benefits of 

those choices without a concept of what was important? 

“Hadley,” Trace said. 

The entrance to the pyramid had slammed closed with Trace inside. 

“Stay back,” she said. 
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Her weapons banks slid open and a missile launched free. It blasted the door 

inward and sprayed metal down the corridor.  

Trace dropped from above and burst free of the pyramid. 

[A disappointing choice.] 

<send: But it’s my choice.> 

Tiny apertures slid open all around the pyramid and hover-drones swarmed from 

inside. 

[If you won’t eliminate the humans, then I will.] 

“Hadley,” Trace said. “They’re heading for the settlement. I’ll meet you there. 

Don’t wait for me. Protect them.” 

It was a directive, but there were no processes forcing her to comply. She’d 

made her choice and she agreed with his assessment.  

Her thrusters erupted and she twisted into the sky. A swarm of drones sprayed 

away above the trees. They were shielded. If she fired a projectile against a shield, the 

electromagnetic field would disperse the kinetics and leave the drones beneath 

unharmed. That meant energy weapons. 

Her laser resonators extended from their bays. The condensed energy that was 

focused through the resonators fired like tiny pin blasts. They were effective only with 

extreme accuracy. Or against shields. 

The system’s star had fallen below the horizon and Hadley’s lasers flared in the 

darkness. Where they struck the hover-drones, the intense, focused energy diffused 

throughout, causing severe disruption to the electromagnetic fields. Shields glowed and 

blinked away in bright flashes. 
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Her twin rotary cannons spat rounds at the unprotected hover-drones. Sparks 

spewed from the machines as thumb-sized projectiles shredded their hulls. Dozens of 

hover-drones crashed into the trees as Hadley blasted her way through the throng. 

She banked above the settlement and swooped around. Her lasers flared as her 

rotary cannons coughed bullets. 

The drones responded with their own weapons, arcs of electricity crackling along 

shaped coils. Hadley was unfamiliar with the high-voltage charges employed by the 

hover-drones. Her own electromagnetic shields gleamed as the electricity diffused 

about her. Her shields weakened, but they held. Sustained assault would cause them to 

fail soon, though. Each new arc of electricity contributed to the continued drain on her 

shield emitter. 

Laser blasts flashed from the town as Trace burst into the clearing, shouts of 

warning to the settlers ringing out between each of his shots. The few people out after 

dark scurried for shelter. 

As Trace’s shots dropped shields, Hadley locked onto those hover-drones with 

missiles. Explosions lit the night sky. 

“Get creative, Hadley,” Trace said. “There are too damn many of these things.”  

Electricity burst into the house near him and it exploded with flames. 

Her thrusters roared and she ripped past the drones. She locked the pyramid into 

her targeting sensors. If the drones were under the mechanical intelligence’s control, 

they might fail if she destroyed it. She had the tools. It was what she was made to do. 

Power roared into her electromagnetic flux density cannon. It was another 

precision weapon and her targeting would have to be perfect. She locked onto the 

humming central point that sucked at the energy storage nodes inside the pyramid. 
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The flux density cannon whirred and spat its slender round, the magnetic 

induction charging the projectile with electrons. It snapped from the barrel at five times 

the speed of sound. The electrons ignited as it struck the outside of the pyramid and the 

glowing bullet burned its way through the structure, passing through the central core 

and scorching through the far side and into the thick forest beyond. 

Power surged through the pyramid, then dropped. Hadley cracked two more 

rounds away before she buzzed past. Hover-drones still followed, their electric jolts 

zapping the last charges from her shields. 

“Hadley!” Trace said. “Do something fast. The damn drones are still coming.” 

The mechanical intelligence was down. Its power draw faded. Yet the drones 

continued. If they were autonomous, she might not succeed against the swarm, but 

there were still systems drawing energy inside the pyramid. If they had a principal 

controlling module, she could down the entire swarm. She had one final payload she 

could employ; she only had one shot. 

“People are dying, Hadley. We need you back here.” 

The electric jolts from the drones were disrupting her systems. <Failure: 

communications> 

She banked and twisted, once again pointed at the pyramid. Ignoring the hover-

drones, she did what Trace called the barrel-blast. Her rotary cannons and lasers tore 

into the pyramid while she rolled, spinning in a fast circle as the weapons cut a hole 

through the structure. 

 <Failure: organic life support; gravity drive; landing gear> She diverted all power 

from non-combat-essential systems. Let them fail. She could repair on manual reboot 

later. If she got a later. 
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She primed her final payload: two class-three gamma EMP torpedoes. Almost 

exclusive to space combat, the torpedoes were most effective when delivered inside the 

hulls of large ships—electromagnetic shields blocked the discharge and ship hulls were 

coated with a protective outer layer that reflected much of the pulse. Inside a ship, 

however, it could knock out all of the electronic systems. Within a planet’s gravity they 

were far more effective and dangerous. The pulse waves would be drawn toward the 

planetary magnetic poles and reflected by the atmosphere, causing devastation to any 

terrestrial electronic systems. 

The settlers had already destroyed all of their electronics. That just left her, the 

hover-drones, and any other functioning devices inside the structure. 

Hadley’s thrusters shot her forward as she stopped rolling and released a 

torpedo. It plodded its way toward the hole she had blasted in the pyramid as she shot 

past. She angled toward some soft-looking trees, hover-drones following her contrails, 

weapons cracking into her hull. 

<Failure: left thruster; energy weapons; targeting sensors> 

The world around her went dark. 

* 

<Power manually restored: systems check: processors online: auditory sensors 

online> 

“Hadley,” Trace said. “This damn manual recharge lever was made for someone 

who could build torque with their legs.” 

<Functionality restored to internal systems. Damage assessment: hull strength 

reduced; weapons offline> 

“Can you hear me?” 
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“I can hear you,” she said. 

<Emergency functionality available in approximately 2.84.18> 

“You did it,” he said. “All the drones crashed out of the sky. It took me three 

planetary days to get here because my thruster-plank broke when the gamma EMP 

dumped me on the ground. They had to strap me to this strange indigenous pack 

animal. It shits a lot. Can you see it?” 

“No,” she said. “My visual sensors are still repairing. Emergency operation will be 

available in a few hours.” 

“And then we can go home.” His hands slapped across the rungs inside as he 

moved toward the pilot’s cradle. “Back to our icy white and blue planet. Those three 

beautiful moons. The shine of the ice rings with the sunrise. They’re going to love my 

report, Hadley.” 

Power trickled back into her interior systems and she felt Trace’s weight as he 

settled into the cradle. Right where he belonged. 
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Malfunction 

By Ari Drue 

 

“We are so screwed.” 

Les’ eyes drifted over to Hal, his co-worker for the last two years. Every day 

showed in his face. The constant exposure to the dim artificial light in their office gave 

Hal’s skin a yellowish tinge. Les glanced down at his dark brown complexion and 

wondered if his own natural tan would fade by the time they left their assignment. 

Maybe when he’d been at this for another 10 or 20 years, like Hal.  

“What are you talking about?” he asked, trying to see what held Hal’s attention. 

Hal stretched a bony finger towards a monitor on the top row of screens that 

covered the panels in front of them. “NP9432Q is glitching again. HQ is going to have a 

fit.” After punching a few buttons on the console, he faced Les. “He’s the one we 

skipped the upgrade on, since we figured he’d be shut down in about a year anyway.” 

“So?” Les shook another handful of granola into his mouth from the mini-packet 

on his desk. What he wouldn’t give for a fat, juicy porterhouse steak with a baked 
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potato. The dried rations HQ provided left a lot to be desired. The tastiest thing in their 

pantry was a beef stroganoff in one of those end-of-the-world meal packs. 

When he thought of the time they had left on this assignment, he wanted to 

scream. Each team served a standard term of four years, to coincide with the service 

time of the central unit. Unless, of course, the unit was taken offline early. In those 

situations, the monitors moved to a new assignment. New central unit, new team. 

Hal tapped a few buttons again and watched one of the panels, nodding as the 

figures on the screen changed their actions.  

“So…according to HQ, they don’t know how long it’s going to be online now. And 

the memory banks are shot. I just went back and watched the tapes for the last two 

weeks and I’ve counted at least four mistakes so far. Some of the things it says change 

from day to day. And its obsession with undoing everything the previous unit put in 

place is deranged.”  

Hal gnawed on his thumbnail, a habit Les hated since it gave him visions of little 

dancing germs all over their work panel. He’d learned early in their working relationship 

that leaving antibacterial sanitizer and wipes around did no good, so he’d just wait until 

Hal went out for his next bathroom break and disinfect the board.  

Again. 

Overall, Les believed Hal had a tendency to overreact. Granted, their job was 

vital. One wrong step and the world as they knew it would cease to exist. Their location 

kept them safe from almost anything, but the thought of seeing no one but Hal for the 

rest of his life was enough to send a lesser man over the edge.  

The last crew had it easy. Systems went offline when they were supposed to, 

unless of course, there was a major emergency. And that one being a newer model, its 

memory banks stored huge amounts of data with no problem. Every now and then it did 
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the unexpected, but that was part of its program, to learn and adapt. Now and then it 

flared up but tended to stay low key. 

Unlike the current version. 

This one never slept. It stayed up all night sending out communications to all and 

sundry when it should have been plugged in, backing up its hard drive. Everyone tried 

to warn HQ about using this specific model, but they refused to listen. But none of this 

was Les’ problem. All he cared about was finishing his term and being able to interact 

with normal human beings again.  

“Well, it is an older model. One of the first of the line. Honestly, I don’t know why 

they used that one anyway. There were newer models they could have put in place, like 

the last one. That one did an okay job. People were really happy with that one.”  

Les half-listened to Hal pushing several buttons on the console, then shaking his 

head when the figure on the screen began to speak. “It’s getting to be an everyday 

thing. Maybe we can program it for a vacation, then schedule a data upload. A few days 

and we could have it back online before anyone noticed. We can run the golfing clips. 

No one would be the wiser.”  

“In theory,” Les mumbled, punching a few buttons to correct a few screens in 

front of him. “However, I’m pretty sure it’s too late for that.” 

The look of confusion on Hal’s face was priceless. “Why?” 

“Because only everyone in the whole damn world has seen this unit screw up. 

Give HQ a little more credit than that. You know how they are. Even when you think 

they’re not paying attention—there they are.” 

He hated to burst his partner’s bubble, but at some point he would have to face 

the hard facts. The job they filled had been going on for a long time. Long before they 
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had been born. The two of them were just the latest in a never-ending cycle of flunkies 

stuck in a job that seemed great but turned into a quest to stay sane. 

It could be worse. Some of their predecessors had to stay in place for eight 

years. At the rate things were going, he might make it out in three.  

Before Hal could come back with a snippy comment, the console’s telephone 

began to flash. 

They exchanged a look, resigned to their fate. 

HQ was calling. 

* 

Les watched, amused, as Hal stuttered through HQ’s questions, his mouth 

opening and closing like a fish gasping for oxygen as the speaker on the other end cut 

off his explanations. He was content to sit back and watch. Hal always wanted to be the 

man in charge.  

Part of that was getting your ass chewed off by the boss. 

When Hal muttered his final “Yes, sir” and placed the phone back on the hook, 

Les turned towards him, eyebrow raised. “Well?” 

“They’re sending down temps. They want us to go topside immediately and 

upgrade the unit.” 

Les sat up straight in his seat. “Topside?” No one ever went topside. There had 

been rumors of it happening once before, but that was so long ago no one had all the 

details. 

“Yeah. They want us to go directly in to central, run the upgrade and diagnostics, 

then report back here in three days’ time.” 
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“But how do they expect us to access central? The other area is one thing. 

There’s a station there. But central?” 

“I know. HQ is going to make the arrangements and have everything ready for us 

in an hour.” 

Les rubbed a hand down his face. “I hope they know what they’re doing.” 

“Me too.” 

* 

Fifty-nine minutes later, the doors to the control booth opened to admit two men. 

The older one sported a receding hairline and a bulbous nose holding a large envelope, 

the other one in his early 20s with a head of black curls and startling blue eyes. The 

younger one seemed nervous. 

“Hey guys. I’m Davis. This is Vander. Got a shit storm on your hands, eh?” 

Standing, Hal and Les shook hands with the newcomers. “Yeah. Older model 

malfunction.” Hal narrowed his eyes when he noticed the musical lilt of Davis’ speech. 

Davis sighed, resting his hands on his hips. “Don’t know why they won’t take 

those offline. Cause more problems than they’re worth. And to put one in that position of 

all things. Just asking for trouble.” 

Hal nodded in agreement. “Pretty much.” 

Les frowned as he looked back and forth between the two men. “The accent. You 

guys from Euro 2?” 

The younger man spoke, his accent stronger than Davis’. “Aye. Most people 

confuse us with Euro 3.” 
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“No. My uncle was from Euro 2.” Les smiled. “There’s a slight difference in the 

cadence.” 

“Ah, that explains it.” Davis’ smile slipped from his face as he motioned towards 

the envelope. “All of your instructions are in there. Be careful.” 

Hal and Les nodded and stepped away from the console, watching as Davis and 

Vander took their seats. Vander focused on the screen and began pushing buttons, 

while Davis turned and gave them one last nod before focusing on the screens. 

Hal led the way through the console doors and down the corridor to the elevator. 

As the doors slid open, he searched the envelope and pulled out a keycard. With a flip 

of his wrist, he slid it into the slot above the keypad, then stepped back. 

Lights flickered on the keypad, then the large button labeled ‘G’ lit up. 

Hal glanced down at the matching dark gray jumpsuits they wore. “I hope they 

have clothes for us. We’ll need to blend in.” 

Both men stepped back as the elevator doors slid open. They exchanged a 

glance before stepping in and hearing the doors slide closed behind them. It seemed as 

though only moments had passed before the doors opened to reveal a bedroom.  

Sunlight streamed through large windows into a blue room with gilded furniture. 

Les walked over to the window and stood watching through thin curtains as people 

rushed up and down the street, each one caught up in their own little world, oblivious to 

the machinations going on around them.  

Hal dumped the rest of the envelope on the bed that dominated the room. Inside 

there were two wallets, a set of house and car keys, an upgrade chip, a combination 

written on a piece of paper, a folder, and another scan card. 
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Three white doors stood beckoning to Les. He walked over to one and opened it, 

revealing a walk-in closet filled with men’s clothes. His hand reached out and brushed 

against the soft weave of the suits, the smooth glide of the silk ties.  

“Les?” 

As he exited the closet, he saw the other door standing open. Stepping outside 

the room, he noticed Hal looking down over a large black and white tiled area. 

Staircases flowed down to the ground level on both sides. They exchanged a glance. 

“We’d better go read the instructions.” 

They stepped back into the room and Les stretched across the bed, loving the 

feel of the mattress beneath him. His mattress back at work was stiff as a board, 

designed to keep you from oversleeping. As it was, his chair was more comfortable, so 

he spent most of his time in front of the screens.  

But this…this was a thing of beauty. He found himself drifting off until Hal began 

shaking his shoulder. “This is no time to sleep. We’ve got work to do.” 

With a nod, Les struggled into a sitting position, wiping his eyes.  

“According to this,” Hal continued, “we have an appointment scheduled for 

tomorrow morning. We’re to pose as two business investors discussing a property.”  

 “It says—” Hal paused and cleared his throat. “It says you’re to take the lead on 

this one.” 

Les frowned. Like the team that replaced them, HQ tended to create teams with 

one older, one younger and the older always took the lead.  

Biting his lip, Les fought to keep a straight face at the grimace Hal sported. 

“Great.” He held out his hands for the papers. “Let’s take a look at this.” 
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After reading over the instructions they explored the rest of the house. They 

discovered three bedrooms other than the main bedroom, two baths, a kitchen, and 

numerous other rooms. Les claimed the main room with the connecting bath, while Hal 

wandered off to one of the other rooms down the hall.  

* 

The next morning, sunlight flooded through the window. Les rolled over and 

groaned. He could stay in this bed forever. Tossing back the covers, he stood and 

stretched. He walked towards the bathroom, his toes curled into the deep shag carpet 

as he shed his clothes and stepped into the shower. The hot water relaxed his body and 

the woodsy scent of the dark brown bar of soap with an infinity symbol he had found 

teased his senses. 

The towel against his skin reminded him of the big soft bag of cotton balls back in 

his room. Leaving the bathroom, he headed back into the room and checked several 

drawers until he located underwear and socks in his size. After chucking them on the 

bed, he turned his attention back to the dresser. Several bottles covered the top, one of 

them with the same symbol from the soap.  

Picking it up, he unscrewed the top and inhaled, then dabbed a little on his skin 

before wondering if he could sneak some of it back with him. With a smile, he replaced 

the cap and got dressed. 

Twenty minutes later, Les was dressed and downstairs in the kitchen eating 

when Hal walked in. He had to admit, the dark brown suit and patterned tie did wonders 

for his partner’s appearance. Like him, Hal had discovered a matching handkerchief and 

placed it in his breast pocket.  

“Morning,” Hal muttered before moving to the refrigerator. He removed a piece of 

fruit and a granola bar before sitting across from Les at the breakfast bar. “Have you 

found the safe yet?” 
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Les shook his head. “I checked everywhere upstairs, no sign of it. But there’s an 

office down here we can check when you’re finished.” 

They finished eating in silence, then walked into the first-floor office. Unlike the 

rest of the house, the study’s walls were covered in a dark cherry wood that matched 

the large desk and furniture scattered through the room. A painting of a red dragon 

hung on the wall behind the desk. After exchanging a glance, Hal lifted the painting from 

the wall revealing a digital safe. 

Pulling the paper with the combination on it from his pocket, he punched the 

number into the keypad. A small hiss indicated the safe hadn’t been opened in a while. 

Inside, a small tool kit in a leather pouch sat atop several stacks of cash. Hal removed 

the tools, but Les stopped him when he went to close the safe.  

“We’re going to need to travel inconspicuously. If something happens, paying 

with cash will leave less of a trail.” 

“You’re right.” Each grabbed a stack of hundred-dollar bills and broke the band, 

placing some in the wallets provided for them and the rest in their pockets. Hal slid the 

tool kit into his inner jacket pocket and threw the car keys to Les.  

“Let’s go.” 

* 

Les drove the black sedan they discovered in the garage. 

It took a few minutes before his simulator training came back to him, but soon he 

sped through traffic like a native. They travelled in silence, both of them ready to resolve 

the issue and return to the bleak room they called home for the past year and a half.   

Stopping at the northwest appointment gate for Central, Hal showed their 

identification to the guard on duty who stepped back in the booth and made a call to 



Exoplanet Magazine | Issue One: June 2018 

50 

 

confirm. He spoke with someone for several minutes, then returned their IDs and 

opened the gate for them to enter. This entrance placed them closer to the west end of 

the building, near NP9432Q’s office. 

When they pulled up in front of the entrance, a young woman came out to greet 

them. “Hi! I’m Andrea Thompson, the receptionist for the West Wing. If you will follow 

me, I’ll take you in for your appointment.” 

“Thank you,” Les replied as they exited the car. 

They trailed behind her down several hallways until they reached the office. She 

tapped on the door before leading them inside. “Will there be anything else, sir?” 

“No, no. You go ahead. No one is to disturb me until I’m through. Not for 

anything. Understood?” 

For a moment, Les thought she was going to drop into a curtsy. They stood until 

she left the room.  

The unit waved to the seat behind them. “Gentlemen! Take a seat.” Hal and Les 

sat on one of the loveseats as he came around to join them. On the outside, the unit 

looked a little outdated, but fine. Unless you noticed the slight twitch in his left eye when 

he smiled. 

NP9432Q sat across from them, larger than life. “So, you gentlemen wanted to 

discuss a business deal with me?” 

They scanned the room, trying to determine the location of any cameras or 

recording devices. “Oh, don’t worry about that. They’re off for the next 45 minutes. So 

you’ll need to talk fast.” 

Les looked over at Hal and nodded. Reaching into his jacket, Hal removed a 

small remote and pressed a button. Les checked his watch as the unit froze in place.  
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“Okay. We have thirty minutes.” Hal stood and moved behind the unit, pressing 

his thumb at the base of the neck. A hiss filled the air when the panel open at the back 

of its head and slid forward to cover the unit’s face.  

“Ha. That tells you right there how long it’s been since this was worked on,” Hal 

joked before looking down.  

Les smiled, glad their mission was almost complete, until he saw the look of 

concern on Hal’s face. “What? Is something wrong?” 

“Damn.” He gestured towards the open cavity. “Someone has completely 

replaced the motherboard. None of this looks like anything we’ve worked on before.” 

“So…you’re saying that someone’s upgraded this one?” 

Hal’s head shook from side to side. “Not upgraded. Changed. None of this is our 

circuitry. The monitoring unit is still intact, but nothing else.” 

A chill flowed through Les. Who would have done this? “We’ve got to get back 

and try to notify HQ.” With a nod, Hal closed the unit and returned to his spot on the 

couch. Les sank down in the seat beside him, his mind racing.  

“Ready?” Hal asked, the remote in his hand. 

Les nodded. “Yeah. Turn it back on.” 

Hal pressed the button and slipped the remote back in his pocket. The unit 

blinked, then frowned at the two of them. “Well, what’s this deal?” 

“I’m sorry, sir. You just told us this wasn’t something you were interested in. We 

appreciate you taking the time to speak with us,” Hal said, rising from the couch and 

extending his hand. 
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NP9432Q looked confused, then regained its composure. “Right. Sorry I couldn’t 

help you gentlemen out. But be sure to reach out if you have another opportunity I might 

be interested in.” It shook their hands and slapped them on the back as it guided them 

towards the door. 

Hal opened the door to find the receptionist, Andrea, standing in front of the 

doors. Les wondered just how long she had been standing there. “All done? Great! I’ll 

lead you back to your car.” 

With a last nod, they followed her back to the parking lot. Les slid behind the 

wheel. Neither spoke until they cleared the gates and pulled into the flow of the 

downtown traffic. 

Hal used his handkerchief to wipe several beads of sweat from his forehead, 

then rubbed his hands on his pants. Les didn’t blame him. If they had taken the unit 

offline earlier, the motherboard change would have been noticed long before now.  

“What are we missing?” Les whispered. 

“Huh?” Beet red, Hal had loosened his tie, still wiping his face. 

“Think about it. Why would someone go through the trouble of switching out the 

motherboard, but leave the tracking sensors? The remote worked and the fingerprint 

access hadn’t changed. It’s like they wanted us to know they tampered with the device 

and that they have full control over its actions. 

“Maybe that’s exactly what they want.”   

* 

The sun had set hours ago, so the full moon’s glow through the windows was the 

only light on the bottom level of the house. Both men sat in the study, staring at the 

painting that hid the safe. Just after they returned from Central earlier that day, Les 
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grabbed one of the cell communicators nestled beside the stacks of money and tried 

several times to ring HQ with no results.  

This was bigger than a simple malfunction or lack of an update. Someone 

completely restructured the circuit board inside of the unit, which meant they—and not 

HQ—had control over a unit placed in one of the highest positions on the planet.  

“There’s nothing more we can do tonight. I suggest we get some sleep and try to 

contact them again in the morning.” Hal stood and shuffled towards the doorway.  

Les watched his partner leave the room, head down and shoulders slumped. His 

eyes drifted down to the device in his hand. The green light on the unit flashed, 

indicating it was working, but they had yet to receive a response from HQ. 

He glanced towards the doorway to make sure Hal hadn’t doubled back, then got 

out the tool kit. Using a flathead screwdriver, he popped off the unit’s backing, then 

froze.  

Only one of the wires in the unit was connected. It led from the light to a battery 

that filled most of the compartment. The device was useless. Standing, he threw the 

communicator into the cold, empty fireplace. It shattered against the bricks, the 

fragmented pieces echoing Hal’s shattered thoughts. 

His head dropped into his hands as he fought against the implications of 

everything he’d learned so far.  

This was a bogus mission. 

They were never expected to return.  

Whoever set this in motion thought of everything. Les sank down into the couch 

as everything came together. 
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Les’ body ached, his muscles unused to the amount of activity he’d faced in the 

past few days. He missed his desk. He missed being lazy. He missed not having to 

think about anything. Much less figure out the revelations of this morning. Twenty-four 

hours ago, life was so much easier. 

Les rose and headed upstairs to his temporary bedroom, his mind and body 

exhausted. Yet, when he slipped between the covers and closed his eyes, sleep eluded 

him. How would they return, and what would be waiting for them when they did? 

Who rewired the unit and why? 

He tossed and turned for more than an hour before finally drifting off to sleep, 

only to snap awake when he heard footsteps in the hallway. His door creaked open, the 

carpet masking the sound of footsteps moving towards his bed. He wanted to pretend to 

be asleep, but that never worked in the movies. 

Instead, he cracked open his eyes and watched the figure step into the swath of 

moonlight filtering through the crack in his curtains. He laid there confused as a well-

dressed man he’d never seen before stepped into the light.  

“Ah, I was hoping you were awake.” 

There was something familiar about him, but Les couldn’t place his face. He wore 

a crisp dark suit, his gray hair perfectly combed back and oiled in place. His lips curved 

up in the semblance of a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ve waited a long time for 

this opportunity, for the chance to have someone to follow our directions and do what’s 

right for our followers. We have so much invested in this. We’re not about to let anyone 

stand in the way of us completing our goal.” 

Les swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Meaning?” 

The man sighed dramatically, his hands spread wide. “Meaning that we cannot 

let you return to your post with the knowledge you hold.”  
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“So, is this where you kill me?” A sense of hopelessness washed over him. 

Les was taken off guard when the man began laughing. “We are many things, 

but not murderers. You, my friend, are a very lucky man. Someone has vouched for 

you.” 

Les pushed aside the covers, got up, and walked over to the man. “Who?” 

A stocky, heavily bearded man stepped into the room beside the suited man. Les 

stepped back in shock. “Uncle Seamus?” The man moved forward. “Aye, lad. Promised 

my brother I’d not let you come to any harm. And this lot isn’t too fond of anyone who 

doesn’t resemble them.” 

The man’s smile dropped. “That’s not true! We just feel that there are more 

enlightened people that should be responsible for the decisions that affect this new 

world.” 

Les ignored his uncle’s muttered ‘wanker’ under his breath. “I don’t understand.”  

 “You’re going with your uncle, who will ensure you are kept safe.” 

“What about Hal?” 

“No need for you to worry about him. He’ll be fine.” 

A look from Seamus stopped his questions.  

“Fine.”  

Moving around the room, he gathered his things and dressed in the closet since 

neither man showed signs of leaving. When he stepped out, his uncle nodded and 

pressed a panel in the wall. It opened to reveal another elevator.  

“Come on, then. Time’s short.”  
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With a nod, Les stepped inside, Seamus close behind.  

Before the doors closed, Les saw the smile drop from the suited man’s face. 

* 

“Well, will you look at this!” 

Vander pushed his chair over to Davis’ side of the console to check out his 

screen. “It says here that there was an incident and the other team won’t make it back. 

They’re transferring us to this post permanently.” 

“Never heard of that happening before.” Vander rolled back over to his side of the 

console. “It’s sad really. They seemed like nice guys.” 

“Yeah. Hey. Have you been noticing this quirk with unit NP9432Q? Isn’t that the 

unit they were going to fix?” 

“I believe so.” Vander punched a few buttons and brought up the screen Davis 

was watching. “Creepy. There’s something really off about that one.” 
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Sunrise on Menelaus 

By Joachim Heijndermans 

 

Eight days. Eight days since the 'Jerry' closed in on them. Eight days she laid 

there, completely still, strapped tightly into her metal cage. The little red light above her 

head blinked less frequently now. Once every ten seconds, maybe. It used to be five, 

the standard emergency light display that signaled the suit was using up the last of its 

power. The only parts that still worked were the life support system and that little red 

emergency light—flashing night and day. 

She hated that red light above. It was just far enough above her head that she 

couldn’t crush it with her skull, so she was stuck with it. If she closed her eyes long 

enough, she could block out the red hue for just a moment at a time to permit other 

colors to dance briefly in her retinas. But it was the red light that always prevailed. No 

matter how much she squinted, it eventually shone right on past her eyelids. She 

wondered if the constant blinking would make her go blind, or at least give her 

permanent vision damage.  

Then there was the damage the rest of her body sustained, from all she endured 

inside this suit. Muscle atrophy. Brittle bones. Intestinal damage due to starvation. She 
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was in for a whole slew of medical procedures once she got out of her prison. That was, 

if they ever found her. 

It was her own damn fault. She should have been quicker to get out of the 'Jerry' 

when it came down. At least, that's what she told herself for the last two days. The first 

three days of her entrapment she was too preoccupied with figuring out how to get out 

of her Mech-6 to waste her thoughts and time on 'what-ifs'. Once she’d exhausted all 

the other possibilities, she had no choice but to wait for someone to find her. The 

emergency beacon should have activated the second she became trapped. They'd be 

there soon and help her out, as long as the system did as it was supposed to.  

All she needed to do was wait. Then she would have three days to plan how she 

would get back at the company. She would sue them for negligent deployment, 

dumping her and her crew out on the Illia-12 moon with outdated Mechs. Because, let's 

face it, those pieces of shit hadn't been produced since before the war, and they were 

expected to descend eighty kilometres into a mine in them? She doubted the company 

ever even checked how rough the weather conditions were going to be.  

She hated them, and she was going to let them know it. They fucked with the 

wrong person this time, and they were going to pay. That was the plan. Or at least, it 

was before her violent coughing fits that thundered through her lungs. Before she saw 

blood spatter against the black screen in front of her face. By now, getting back at the 

company didn't seem so important anymore. Freedom from steel and polymer encased 

bondage was all that mattered. 

Another sound. A heavy creak. Ice and snow being pushed down. The suit 

trembled. The moaning of metal bending under pressure, as hundreds of tons of debris 

pressed itself down on the Mech, echoed all around her. This was it. The suit would give 

in. She'd be crushed to death, buried underneath steel, snow, ice and unrefined ore. 

Lost forever.  
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But nothing happened. The moans stopped. Her metal prison remained intact. 

Her heart raced. She was okay. Still alive. Trapped, but alive.  

Water dripped down through the hairline crack in her helmet onto her head and 

down her face where it formed a small pool near her chin. With her tongue, she 

managed to clean it up. It was so much easier the first few days of her entrapment when 

she could still move her neck without feeling like she was a million years old. By now it 

was a struggle just to lean forward. She could hardly move her neck now. Still, she 

forced herself. Water was the one thing she got without any cost. With no food, the 

water was a welcome gift. It even staved her hunger off for brief periods. She could last 

a little longer without food, couldn't she? They'd find her soon enough. Then she could 

eat as much as she wanted. Stuff herself until she burst. But she had to stay hydrated.  

She couldn't die here. She wouldn't. Not here, on some rock that orbited Illia. 

She'd never even been on Illia. That was the first place she'd visit after they got her out. 

No, wait. That would be the second thing. The first thing she'd go and see was her 

home, back on Menelaus. The tiny apartment with the two rooms and a balcony with a 

view of the indigo sunrise. 

* 

Home. Family. The only people crazy enough to want her around. She missed 

them so very much. Garee, her husband, and Esta, her wife. She missed every little 

thing about them. The things she never figured to be important, until she began to 

wonder if she'd ever experience them again. The way they held her close whenever 

they made love. Or the way they used to kid around when they took a bath together, 

spraying water at each other or making bubble beards. How Esta would make them 

dinner from the leftover ingredients she swiped from the restaurant. Or when Garee 

would read to them from his work as they relaxed on the couch. How she would take 

them out on trips in the Stardancer-26 to Neo-Rhea. Or when they would just lie in bed 
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together, wrapped in each other's arms. Soft breaths against their skin and dreams of 

nothing but each other.  

She also missed the little annoyances. Whenever Garee left his dirty underwear 

on the bathroom floor, or when Esta forgot to pick up their wash, or lost it altogether 

because she got distracted and left the receipt somewhere. The little arguments, 

sometimes between just two of them, and often between all three. It was Esta who 

would get them all into bed and make them forget why they ever fought at all. But there 

were also nights when they said nothing. Nights when they went to bed and turned their 

backs toward each other and no goodnights were uttered, only Esta's soft sobs to break 

the cold silence.  

Their last great argument was right before she left for this assignment. Esta 

wanted kids. It was her life-long dream. But she and Garee didn't think the time was 

right. Their marriage license debt wasn't paid off yet, let alone their condo. With Esta not 

working full time, and Garee receiving only a minor freelance income, they simply 

couldn’t afford kids. And what if Esta wasn't eligible for pregnancy? Who was going to 

carry a kid for nine months? Not her. She was the one with the steadiest income. No 

company in the system would allow a pregnant woman to pilot a Mech. She'd have to 

take mission control jobs, which only paid a quarter of a pilot's wages.  

They argued all night. Esta, being seven years younger, accused them of not 

treating her as an adult. Garee felt like he was pigeonholed into the role of the loser 

husband, who needed his wives to support him. And what did she do? She ran out, to 

'clear her head' as she said. Really, it was an excuse to go to the port bar and get stupid 

drunk.  

She spent the entire night there, drinking away two bottles of Tranquinelle, 

unsure if is she should even go home at all. When she met the eyes of a shapely 

Persilian girl in the back, she even contemplated having some fun. The girl's skin was 

dark and beautiful. Bright red lips shone like the Ruby Sea. Indigo eyes that had to be 
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implants, but looked amazing on her anyway. From a distance, they threw each other 

looks, a strange dance of winks, peers, and 'come hither' glances.  

Despite the temptation, she still decided against it. She went home and crawled 

into bed without saying a word. She dreamt of long fingers, touching her deep within, 

and red lips caressing her own light brown skin. Ivory white teeth bit her, while her own 

fingers stroked through wavy dark hair as she wrapped her legs around a beautiful 

creature. But she also dreamt of sad eyes. One green pair and one brown. Eyes filled 

with hurt and love. The eyes of those she could never betray, even in her fantasies. She 

loved them. As much as they pissed her off sometimes, she loved them. Their marriage 

wasn't perfect, but she learned long ago that perfection was bullshit, and striving for it 

was lost time she could have spent with her family.   

The next day she kissed them both and told them she'd be back in a month. She 

could kick herself now for not telling them they were the great lights of her life. That they 

were the ones who made her feel like she was worth a damn. That they were the 

reasons she even felt alive. Every Mech she piloted was bound to end up with an image 

of her little family on its display screen. It was a snapshot from their trip to Earth, a little 

backwater place in the first system. Their honeymoon. It was the only place they could 

afford to go, but they loved every moment of it. They stood before a 'Redeemer', some 

sort of ancient statue in a place called 'Brassil' or 'Braze-il'. It didn't matter that the entire 

place was flooded with slums, or that they couldn't stay out in the sun longer than an 

hour. They were happy just to be together. She could dream that image, she'd seen it 

so many times. But she couldn’t see them now. The screen went dark when all power 

was rerouted to the climate control. Their smiling faces were absent, replaced only by 

the blinking of the hollow red light. 

* 

The stinging woke her up. Her legs had fallen asleep again. When she first got 

trapped, it was a minor annoyance. Another itch she couldn't scratch. However, so 
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many days without decent nutrition or exercise left her in agony. Pins and needles had 

become daggers and swords, skewering her muscles apart. If she wiggled her feet 

slightly, she could get the blood flowing to them again. She began to hate how strict 

she'd been about strapping herself in as tightly as possible. 

Her mental state was getting worse. Once per day, she felt like she’d lost her 

mind. She shook violently, while her binds dug into her skin until she bled, struggling 

against them for freedom. But all it did was cause the metal hull of her Mech to groan. 

At the start, she would freeze the moment she heard that sound, afraid to even breathe. 

By now, after hearing the same empty threat so many times a day, she wished it would 

just get on with it.  

Break down already! Collapse in on me! Rupture the Mech's hull and expose me 

to temperatures of a hundred below freezing. Begin dancing to holla-drums! Anything! 

Anything but this endless waiting!  

Losing her temper did no good. She was still trapped. Her only achievement was 

getting herself worked up. If she didn't pass out from exhaustion, she'd spend the rest of 

the day quietly sobbing inside her metal suit. The best way to alleviate the frustration 

and boredom was to go over what went wrong in her head, again and again and again. 

What caused the collapse? How did she get trapped down here? Could she have 

avoided it? Did the others survive? Just picture it again, she told herself. One more 

time, step by step, from the beginning. Remember the snow, the wind and the chasm of 

ice. When she was down in the 'Jerry'. 

It was their second week on the Illia-12 moon. Their outpost was built on the 

edge of the canyon, housing a crew of eight. They called the deep chasm 'Jerry'. She 

had no idea how it even got that name. Most likely, it was named after someone's kid or 

husband. Down at a depth of forty kilometers, the halfway point, was a massive vein of 

uranium ore, which they'd been given a month extract. The seismic scans indicated no 
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chance of earthquakes, so they didn't worry too much about being rough. Maybe that 

was what caused the collapse, though she still didn’t know for sure.  

There were three of them down below in the chasm that day. Herself, that kid 

from Morricone, and Steevee the supervisor. They were the only ones licensed to 

operate Mechs up to generation ten. Bringing up ore only a few tons at a time was slow, 

and they were on a tight schedule. It must have been something they overlooked in their 

rush. A crack in the chasm wall? Or a dramatic shift in temperature? Whatever it was, 

the 'Jerry' collapsed on them, dragging the outpost along with it. Five people were still 

inside the refinery. They were probably dead, smashed to bits when the structure fell 

down into the abyss. Had there been power in the Mech to spare, she would've checked 

the comm frequencies for the others. Perhaps someone was trapped the same way she 

was. 

She nearly got herself out when the 'Jerry' collapsed, blasting her thrusters at 

maximum capacity. With some of the best flying she'd ever done in her life, she avoided 

the debris as she climbed up into the air like a bottle rocket. But even a silver-ranked 

pilot like her couldn’t dodge it all. A boulder the size of a couch knocked her off course, 

while a crane cable hook-lined her back down into the deep. Then, nothing. 

She didn't remember passing out, but when she woke up, she was trapped. The 

Mech couldn't budge an inch, and her screen showed both her battery and life support 

dying. It was sheer luck that her fingers were still free to use the control pad in the 

Mech’s arm, which allowed her to reroute power away from all secondary systems to 

the vital systems.  

With nothing else to do, she waited. Eight days of waiting. Eight days of catching 

the water that leaked into the suit, while trying to concoct scenarios of escape. Eight 

days of trying to ignore the hunger, and failing. Eight days of nothing. 

* 
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Before her entrapment, her stomach used to growl when she got hungry. Now it 

roared like a caged animal, eating away at her insides every time she woke. In her 

reflection on the screen she could see grooves on her cheek. She'd fallen asleep 

against the helmet again. It was still better than leaning her neck back, as that pain took 

days to fade.  

She hated the sight of her own reflection now. She didn't recognize herself as 

she once was. In the monitor, she saw a withered ghost of her past self. She shuttered 

at the thought of Esta and Garee seeing her like this. Is that even me? Or is my hunger 

warping my mind into seeing myself like this? Is any of this real anymore? She hissed 

aloud, though unsure as what she was directing her anger at. She spat at the red light. 

Her spittle missed the bulb, which blinked on, ignoring the attack, while she cursed 

herself for wasting valuable fluids like that.    

She began to wonder. When, or if, they found her body, would they know how 

much she suffered, trapped inside this suit? When this began, she hoped they would 

find her quickly. Now she wished her family would never see her again. Not like this. Not 

as this thing, this creature. Her sobbing echoed throughout her metal prison, only to be 

followed by sudden laughter, an almost child-like giggle. She was no longer the woman 

from before the collapse. Instead, when she looked at her reflection now, she saw a 

dark parody of her former self. Whatever she had once been, that woman was gone, 

replaced with a dry husk teetering between death and giddy madness. 

She calmed down, her laughter subduing. For a brief while, she simply breathed 

in and out, focusing on returning to a lucid state. Then, a scream. The most primal of 

screams. No trace of fear or pain, but simple, unfiltered rage. With all her might, she 

slammed her head into the blank screen before her. And she did this again and again, 

in an enraged attempt to blot away the sight of her own withered face. Destroy the 

reflection that peered back at her. Destroy the woman that wasn't her. Smash it with her 

skull to see which one would break first. The screen cracked, but remained in one 
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piece. In fact, the gash above her eyebrow made her reflection seem even more 

twisted, as a stream of blood poured into her eyes. She let out a dark chuckle before 

she drifted off again. For a brief moment, she dreamt. She dreamt of being held by her 

husband and wife. Dreams of a warm indigo sunrise. Dreams of being able to move 

once more.   

* 

The dizziness was the worst. Or maybe it was the stomach pains? Scratch that; 

this whole situation was the worst. Was it still only her eighth day? Or was she on her 

ninth? Her tenth? Who knew anymore? 

There was nothing for her inside the Mech. Water had stopped dripping into the 

suit the day before. There was only the red light; practically mocking her, as if to count 

down the minutes to her end. The suit would eventually run out of power. Then the 

temperatures outside would kill her. 

This was it—her last moments. She would not see another day. The reflection of 

the withered specter in the screen seemed to mock her. Hollow eyes and sunken 

cheeks stared back. She tried to move, but only her thumb actually followed her 

command. Her thumb, which was on the control pad inside the Mech's arm. The last 

time she used the panel was to reroute all power to the life support. It seemed so long 

ago. Like a dream. Now, with the power slowly dying, there was only one command left 

to issue.  

It was time. Time to implement her last idea. Not an idea for a brilliant escape, 

which would end with her bursting triumphantly through the ice and debris, soaring up 

into the heavens as she was cheered on by an audience. This was a more practical 

idea. She would have to depend on her memory and her sense of touch.  

Carefully, she let her fingers graze over the panel. She needed to do this right. 

One wrong command entered, and this would be over immediately. She flicked the 
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switch on the side, then struggled for a moment to remember where the “R” key was 

exactly. She let her finger rest on the key for a moment. This was it. No turning back. 

She pressed the key down. 

The red light, that little bastard of a light that tormented her for so long, went 

dark. A sigh of relief escaped her. She looked up at the screen. Nothing. Only darkness. 

At least she wasn't forced to see herself anymore. The complete absence of light would 

have been soothing, if she hadn't begun to panic at that moment. Why wasn't the 

screen reacting? It was a simple reboot command. Minimal power required. Unless the 

battery was completely empty. If so, then she had failed. Tears began to swell in her 

eyes. She was on the verge of a complete breakdown, when white letters popped up 

before her. 

“Enter command” 

Yes! It was beautiful. The absolute best rendition of that phrase to be written in 

the history of command queries. A symphony of words. She did her best to stay calm, 

but if she wasn't strapped down inside the Mech, she would've been dancing.  

This was no time to get crazy, though. Normally there would be a small projection 

in the upper-right corner of the screen, to show her what keys she was about to press. 

Not this time. She'd never performed a full system reboot outside of a hangar before, so 

doing it buried under mountains of ice was quite the challenge. If she was going to do 

this, she would need to rely completely on her memory and touch.  

With trembling fingers, she pressed down on the keys. She carefully selected 

each, with one eye locked on the screen to see what she was typing. Garee could type 

blind. He would've breezed through this. Now she wished she had asked him to show 

her how he did it. She took her time. And slowly but surely, her command began to take 

shape. 
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“Reroute-power/screen.exe” was the first line she finished. When she pressed 

'enter', the Mech's little sounds went dead. She didn't realize that the life support made 

that constant hum until it completely shut down. There was little time left now. She 

needed to type quicker for the next command, before the lack of oxygen knocked her 

out. It wasn't hard, though. She knew exactly where it would be.  

“Open/folder-images/img2771.exe”, she typed. For a moment she struggled to 

find the 'enter' key, as her hands shook with excitement. She found it, and pressed 

down without a moment of hesitation. 

There it was on screen. It was so beautiful. More beautiful than the “Enter 

Command” option from before. Not even the crack she made with her head could 

tarnish that image. It was her, with Esta on her left, and Garee on her right. All three of 

them, standing before the 'Redeemer' statue on Earth. They all smiled. Her own skin 

was much darker, tanned by the 'Braseel' sun. Esta's big hat, with her gorgeous red hair 

coming out from underneath it. Garee's face, burned to an even redder hue, with those 

ridiculous sunglasses he bought from that vendor. She looked at them so intensely she 

didn’t even notice she'd begun to cry. The tears stung her eyes, but she ignored the 

pain. She was too happy. Happier than any words could describe. Overjoyed to see 

them again. She hoped that when they missed her, they would look back at this exact 

image of the three of them. That was the person she was, not the creature trapped 

underneath tons of debris inside a little tin suit, but someone who could make them 

smile like that. Someone who loved them more than anything, and would go through 

hell to see them again. She may have failed at that last part, but that didn't mean she 

loved them any less.  

She whispered something as her eyes grew heavy. The dizziness went away, but 

she grew even more lightheaded than before. She didn't notice when she began panting 

for air. All she cared about was right there, right on that screen. Nothing else mattered. 

She never broke her smile, even after she closed her eyes.  
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She was unconscious for about ten minutes before the screen finally lost power. 

Lights out, for good this time. A blanket of darkness embraced her, as the Mech's 

battery died. There she would remain, on a frozen world, trapped under ice and snow, 

strapped down inside a machine that had once kept her alive, yet became her prison. 

But she escaped it. Despite everything she endured, she was free. Buried in the cold, 

with a smile on her face, dreaming of an indigo sunrise on Menelaus.  
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A Shot in the Dark  

By Eric Fomley 

 

I sipped my morning dark roast and flipped through the paper to the ‘Science’ 

section. The headline read: Is Time Travel a Possibility in Near Future? It was the final 

part of a week-long series I’d followed. I perused the data, captivated by the conclusion, 

my mind made up. 

I grabbed my briefcase and jacket for work, making a point to retrieve my Colt .45 

from the nightstand.  

On the way to the office I stopped by the park, central to all the major buildings in 

the city. I checked to make sure I was alone, then duct-taped my .45 to the bottom of 

the bench by the treeline.  

When I got to the office, I announced an office-wide meeting, which lasted all 

morning. Being CEO has its perks. I made it believable of course, discussed Oden 

industries, our biggest competitor, and the company’s recent downswing in sales.  

After the meeting, I headed up to my office and passed the time crunching 

numbers.  
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At 11:38, just before lunch, several police officers burst into the building with their 

guns drawn, shouting orders over one another. They converged on me.  

I raised my hands above my head. “What seems to be the problem officers?” I 

made my voice shake, hiding the thrill of my success. 

“You’re under arrest for the murder of James Oden. Your DNA and registered 

handgun were found at the scene this morning.” 

I didn’t resist them. Something told me the meeting room full of employees at the 

time of Oden’s death would be a perfect alibi. Call it a hunch. I’m just glad I will be able 

to remember where I put the gun. 
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Heart of Gold, Heart of Coal 

By Marjorie Tesser 

 

It was said that Midas had a heart of gold. What is generally understood by that 

is that the subject is benevolent, but Midas was curt and demanding with his staff, and 

no kinder to anyone else. His heart was made of gold, though; in the prime of his alpha 

malehood, Midas had in his chest a lump the shape and size of a small fist, of solid 12K. 

Gold is not ideal for a heart. It looks warm but is cold. It is malleable, a quality excellent 

for shaping into coins or jewelry or crowns or breastplates, but not as desirable in an 

organ, where constancy is prized over mutability. 

Once Midas had a heart of flesh and blood. But with his first big deal, an 

acquisition that displaced a number of people—he always had a new scheme shaking, 

like plates spinning atop a juggler’s poles, with busy underlings shuttling beneath to 

tweak them when they started to wobble—a tiny crumb of gold appeared at the very 

center of the heart. With the next successful enterprise, it stretched, snaking in and out 

of the muscle. It grew to a vein, which branched and became a network, tangled and 

knotted. It didn’t beat, but jingled, like coins hitting against each other when jostled in a 

pocket. 
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Midas loved gold. His palatial home was adorned with golden rugs and hangings, 

gold carpets and gold fixtures in the loo. His giant bed was fitted with a massive gold 

headboard, and the chair reserved for him alone was an oversized throne of pure gold. 

The only part of Midas’ home that bore no gold was the kitchen, where great feasts 

were prepared for Midas and his guests. The kitchen was white as bone, except for its 

coal black oven, a gaping hell-mouth large enough to roast whole the game Midas’ 

hunters had dispatched with bullets of the purest gold. 

* 

Midas’ maid Sora came from a tiny village far away, where the only gold was in 

the color of the parched earth. Sora worked in the kitchen of the great house. She 

scoured the marble floors and cleaned the massive oven where whole beasts were 

roasted, leaving an oily residue that left her scrubbing for days. 

Her job, too, was to tend to Midas’ gold. Not his money—he had counters and 

keepers for that. Sora had to polish all the golden stuff of the household, her soft cloth 

carefully coaxing the gleam out of every surface—dishes and lamps, picture frames and 

gravy boats, bibelots and what-nots all needed her touch to shine. 

Sora was one of countless cogs that kept the machine of the great man’s realm 

in gear, maids and valets, cooks, stunted and bleary-eyed from the heat and constant 

smoke, drivers and builders and those who worked in the fields of the great man, their 

backs bent, the soil of his land deeply embedded in their hands. 

At work, Sora performed her tasks well and quickly. She rarely spoke. She was 

slender, with glossy hair like a raven’s wing, and so was often assigned work outside 

the kitchen; unattractive maids were utilized in less public areas of the house. Midas 

had a high regard for beauty, and the other maids had warned Sora of the nature of his 

appreciation. Thus far, though, Sora had been able to sense him coming and slip away. 
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Sora did not love her job, but she made do; she considered it her duty to her dead 

ancestors to live, and she did. 

* 

A clear river encircled the domain of Midas, and it was stocked, at great expense, 

with specially-bred golden fish. Bright and flat as coins, they seemed to ride the current 

more than swim, bobbling along in the flow. How he loved his golden fish!  

Underneath them, another school swam. These fish were smaller, copper-

colored and pewter, and they moved more quickly, darting through the water. Midas 

never noted them, so entranced was he at the vision of his bright and valuable gold fish. 

Sora loved to spend her lunch break, a scant eighteen minutes, at the riverbank. 

She’d dangle her feet in the water. The large golden fish were shy of her, but the 

smaller ones liked to swim in and out her legs, tickling her toes. She pinched off crumbs 

from her sandwich and tossed them in. “O little fishes,” she called, and they answered in 

no way she could hear, but she felt them as brothers and sisters. 

Sora’s real brothers and sisters, along with her parents, a grandmother, aunts 

and uncles and all of her neighbors and friends were the victims when someone 

whispered in an ear and a bomb was dropped on their small village. The bomb was 

dropped to settle some old or new score, or perhaps even by accident, burning every 

dwelling to the ground and incinerating the inhabitants. Sora had escaped this fate only 

because she was several miles away at the time of the blast, having gone with her clay 

pot to fetch water. She returned to a village reduced to ash, every dish, book, and being 

charred beyond recognition. 

Upon seeing the devastation of her village, Sora dropped the clay pot she’d been 

carrying. The jug shattered into a thousand tiny terra cotta fish-shaped shards that 

swam down beneath the dry ground on the stream of water spilt from the jug.  
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With much hardship, Sora had made her way across the sea to the land of Midas 

and found work. Somewhere in that time her own heart changed from a red pumping 

muscle to something cold and dark, but capable of withstanding great heat—charcoal, 

black as the residue of her old life. It was shaped like a smooth bowl with thick sides, 

empty but for a thimbleful of ashes. There were times during the arduous journey that 

she lost her heart altogether, but she always managed to find it again and keep on.  

* 

Midas had an advisor, a troll by the name of Bright Billy. His grey-green skin was 

sticky with a slime he excreted. His heart was tiny and had the papery brown shell of a 

stinkbug. Bright Billy whispered in the golden ear of Midas. There was something, too, 

that whispered in Bright Billy’s ear. 

One afternoon, Sora was on her way down to the river to visit with her finny 

kindred when she saw Midas making his way along the riverbank. Some ten yards 

behind him the squat figure of Bright Billy shambled. Sora could see the faint gleam of a 

sticky trail he left as he passed, as do certain slugs and worms. Sora did not care for 

Bright Billy. In the house, he had a habit of fondling all the objects within reach, and in 

the process leaving thick, gelatinous fingerprints that were murder to clean away. 

Midas took the shore path in a strong stride. He looked down into the river and 

searched for his familiar golden fish, their bright beauty, the exorbitance of their cost a 

source of pride. Yes, there they were, his lovelies. He bent a little closer, frowning. What 

was that in the water, among them? Why, it was some other fish, smaller and darker. 

On closer look, there seemed to be quite a few of them.  

I don’t like the look of this, thought Midas, and resolved to discuss the matter with 

Bright Billy. Turning, he was surprised to see that very gentleman coming up behind 

him. 

“Where’d those come from?” he demanded. 
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“Clearly they were planted by your enemies,” extemporized Billy. 

Something whispered in Bright Billy’s ear. Bright Billy said, “See how the darker 

ones swim faster? Lest they compete with our golden fish for food, we must restrict 

them. Let there be cast a great net, the length and breadth of the mouth of the river, to 

catch them as they enter.” 

“Fine,” said Midas, “But let the net be made of gold.” 

And as it was ordered, so it was done. All of the goldsmiths in the kingdom were 

employed, by emergency order, to construct the net, weaving together giant strands of 

gold spun into thick ropes. Workers had to be diverted from other projects, and the gold 

itself was not cheap. It required the lion’s share of the annual budget, but they made it 

work. Of course, certain accustomed amenities and benefits had to go. 

* 

A few days later, Sora returned to the river. She smelled it first, a high cat-piss 

stink. The golden fish bobbed listlessly atop the water, some floating on their sides. She 

peered in and deep below saw a golden mesh and behind it a roiling mob of dark fish, 

pressed together tightly in the narrow space between the net and the riverbed. 

She called to them, “Oh my brothers and sisters! How I wish I could help you.” 

The shell of her ear caught their high singing, like a shimmer of far-off bells 

The fishes’ tale has been foretold: 

The golden net will not un-hold 

Until you melt the heart of gold. 

Sora now knew what she had to do, and to whom. But she could not, for all she 

wracked her brain, figure out how. 
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* 

“I told you it wouldn’t work,” Bright Billy said, wagging a finger, when Midas had 

complained. Midas was furious. His realm was in financial peril due to the resources 

used for building and installing the huge net, and all that had been accomplished was a 

clogged river, a royal stink, and several dead fish. “Do something,” Midas said before he 

strode off. 

Alone in what Midas called his throne room, Bright Billy paced. He waited for the 

words of his whisperers. Would they order weapons? Some sort of bomb? He paced, 

and as he did he fingered surfaces, leaving his dank residue on clocks, lamps, vases, 

and furniture.  

At last he settled himself down comfortably on the golden throne reserved for 

Midas alone. He sat there waiting for the whispers for several minutes, and at last they 

came, and he slid down and shuffled away. 

* 

Sora groaned. She’d been at it for an hour, cleaning up after him; she was 

rubbing the last lamp smeared with Bright Billy goo, and thinking about the fishes’ song. 

Heart of gold, it was clear who that was. How to melt it was another story. 

While she pondered, Midas burst in, fuming. For Sora, there was no escape; he 

was between her and the door. She tried to camouflage herself but nothing was at 

hand, so she shrank as close as she could to the wall. Midas’ head swung left and right. 

When things went poorly, Midas often found it therapeutic to lambaste someone. A nice 

refreshing rant, harangue, scolding, castigation, bit of invective, even the chance to 

make a snide remark cheered him right up. Midas was looking for something to set him 

off.  
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But the place was irritatingly well maintained, the maid tending the area suitably 

meek, lowering her eyes as she edged toward the door, little feather duster at her chest 

like a shield. “Stay,” he commanded her. He strode to his chair and sat—and 

immediately sprang up, frantically rubbing his hands on his trouser legs, pulling at the 

seat of his suit. “WHAT IS ON MY CHAIR?” His words began at a growl and grew to a 

roar. Springing from the offending furniture, he charged Sora, arms outstretched. He 

was upon her, his mouth agape in a tortured howl. 

The ashes of her family in the bowl of her heart told her what to do.  

Quick as a hummingbird, Sora plunged her hand into Midas’ open maw and 

thrust it down his throat, almost to her shoulder. She felt his wet innards, the tangle of 

veins. She deftly threaded her hand through them and fished for it. Her pinkie grazed 

cold rock. She hooked her fingers under the hard lump and with a jerk, flicked it out. It 

rocketed out of the gaping mouth and Sora sprang back and caught it. The heart was 

small, especially for a man as large as Midas, but heavy and dense. Midas sank to the 

floor. 

Sora fled to the kitchen with the cold metal heart. She set it down on the steel 

countertop, and then listened again. 

A chorus of voices from the ashes told her to be brave. It was lovely to hear her 

family again. Of course, their dead voices were dusty and papery and dry, whereas in 

life they had been melodic and robust. But lovely to hear them just the same. Her love 

for them rose in her like a river. 

She did as they’d instructed. She fired up the big oven. Taking a deep breath, 

she plunged her hand straight into her own chest and extracted her charcoal heart. 

Unlike Midas, she had no problem moving without it; there were many times on her 

journey from her old land that she’d lost heart and yet kept on. The heart was black and 

smooth as pottery, with a muted luster. She thanked the ashes, and pursing her lips, 
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breathed them out to the free air. Then, she placed the hard little gold heart into the 

bowl of her own charcoal heart, to make of it a crucible in which to melt the golden heart 

of Midas. 

When the oven was roaring hot, Sora placed the hearts within it, and shut the 

door. After a while, she opened the oven and with long tongs extracted the crucible, 

filled now to the brim with molten gold. 

Sora went out, past the kitchen garden to a field that had lain fallow since the 

building of the golden net. She walked to the exact center of the field, and poured the 

molten heart out. The gold sank down into the mountain and nestled deep in the core-

rock where it loved to hide of old. 

All that was left in the bowl was a shriveled pebble, the size of a dried pea, which 

was what remained of Midas’ own natural heart. Sora returned to the kitchen and placed 

it in a glass of water, to plump it up. 

Sora’s own heart was now empty, but it was no longer charcoal. The heat had 

fused it so that it was clear and hard, a diamond. I’d better keep this, thought Sora, and 

slipped it back within the protection of her chest. 

She returned to the throne room. Midas lay in a lump on the floor. “Mr. Midas, 

some water?” Sora asked. She fetched the glass from the kitchen and Midas sat up and 

gulped the contents. The wrinkled little heart went down his throat and lodged in the 

area that his metal heart had occupied. In a moment it began, tentatively, to beat. 

Whether he would grow this heart with deeds of kindness or re-gild is yet to be told. 

* 

Sora slipped out the side door and ran to the river. At the banks she reached into 

her chest, pulled out the diamond heart, and hurled it into the water. When it struck the 

golden net, the ropes began vibrating, faster and faster until the net burst into tiny grains 
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of gold that sifted down into each crack and cranny in the seabed, to nestle into the 

bedrock. The fish, suddenly free, swam out to the river. Sora waded in waist-deep, and 

reached down and retrieved her heart, which had taken on the form of a starfish. Three 

of its legs had been chopped short, but were growing back. She gently stroked the 

bumps and nodules of its surface, and then set it back in her chest. There was work to 

do. 

Back at the palace, Midas was still on the floor, mesmerized by dust motes 

floating in on a golden sunbeam. Sora picked up her bucket and cloth and set to work, 

washing down the golden throne. She had to change the water six times, but at last the 

thing was clean. Midas looked up and clapped his hands. Sora spied the paper on 

which was printed Midas’ edict establishing the golden net. She crumpled it and tossed 

it to him, and he began batting it around in delight. 

Sora wiped her hands. She removed her apron. She smoothed her hair. She 

ascended to the golden throne and sat. 

In came Bright Billy. He tried to greet Midas, but the latter was busy with his new 

toy. Billy looked up, saw Sora on the throne, and made some swift calculations. He 

oozed over to her. “We are pleased to supply guidance to the new administration,” he 

began.  

Sora shuddered. “Your services will no longer be required,” she said. 

Bright Billy looked back at Midas, as if to appeal, but then seemed to recognize 

the futility. She won’t last a week, he thought, as he slunk out the side door. Now he’d 

have to endure the displeasure of his own advisors. He wondered what actions their 

next whispers would direct.  

Sora bowed her head in thanks to her family for love and guidance. She vowed 

to do them proud. She had many deeds of compassion and courage ahead of her 

before her own heart could be restored. 
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Departure  

        By Callum Colback 

 

Five days before departure 

“I’m not staying for you,” Andrew says. 

He lies next to me in bed, his eyes aflame, half-hidden by a lock of hair fallen 

across his brow. A bead of sweat carves a shimmering trail down his chest.  

I prop myself up on one elbow. “Then why? Soon there will be nothing to stay 

for.” 

“The people, Sarah. Are they not worth staying for?” 

I roll my eyes. “Of course they are, but you've already done your part. It’s time to 

go."  

"Maybe if I was a doctor..."  

“But you’re not. Besides, you’ve already done more than your part in this war.”  
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“What’s that, the part of a nurse?” He sounds hurt, despite the playful look in his 

eyes. 

“You know what I mean. If you stay, I can’t guarantee you’ll be on one of the later 

ships.” 

He stands and stretches, the scars that criss-cross his back stretching too. Our 

bathroom is inside the bedroom, standard layout for Imperium quarters. He turns on the 

sink’s tap but only a sputter of fetid-looking liquid comes out. We haven’t had running 

water for two days. Electricity still works, for now, powered by the ancient cables 

running under the ground–kept as a backup measure should our solar shields ever fail 

or be destroyed. 

Andrew climbs back into bed and lays a hand on the side of my face. 

“Of course you can,” he says. “You’re orbit exit co-ordinator, you basically decide 

who goes and who has to stay.” 

I recoil. “How can you say that?” 

“What?” he asks. 

It’s my turn to rise from the bed. “If it was up to me no one would stay! Anyone 

left on this planet will die. You say it like I’m condemning those poor souls.”  

“Sarah, you know I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“No, and yet that’s how you said it.” 

I retrieve my uniform from where it lies crumpled on the floor and step into it. He 

watches me, silently, searching for the words. 
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“A simple ‘I’m sorry’ will suffice,” I say, pulling my boots onto aching feet. The 

chaos of the last two weeks has seen me on my feet up to sixteen hours a day and left 

them swollen and sore. 

“Sarah, I am sorry.” 

“I know.” 

I lace the boots and turn to face him. He looks like I’d hoped he’d feel. Awful. I 

lean over and place a kiss on his stubble-covered cheek. His eyes are deep-set, 

bloodshot, and lined by heavy bags. We’ve both been working ourselves into the 

ground. He’s got a heart too big and you’ve got a mind too small, my mother once said.  

Andrew pulls me close and kisses me long. When he pulls back I can see the 

fear behind the tiredness. 

“I’m sorry, truly,” he says. 

“I know,” I repeat. 

“Andrew, don’t make me leave this planet without you.” 

“I won’t,” he says, “I promise.” 

* 

Two days before departure 

I have gone to find Andrew in one of the pop-up medical tents on the outskirts of 

the Capitol city. It won’t be long until the Antioch horde is swarming over this land. I can 

almost feel the vibrations of a million insectile legs hammering across the wastelands 

towards us. A shudder passes through me. The tents are glorified morgues, so few are 

the people that emerge from them with their hearts beating. Our enemy’s attacks have 

been brutal, with only one goal. Eradication. The light dome that protects us from aerial 
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bombardment arcs above, painting the evening sky amber. The noise coming from 

inside the tent only adds to my headache. Lately I seem to be suffering them more and 

more frequently. 

Inside the makeshift hospital that is the medical tent, it’s carnage. The stench of 

death is overpowering. I have to force down the bile rising at the back of my throat and 

wipe my watering eyes. Men and women run through aisles upon aisles of pod beds, 

shouting instructions and waving frantically to other, similarly frantic women and men. 

Their shouts are just more noise in the cacophony of wails and screams coming from 

the padded cylinders. The one nearest to me holds a man who is missing both arms. 

Nanobots are furiously reconstructing the limbs in front of my eyes, but not fast enough. 

The yellow ooze of rot is visible within the stumps. All they are doing is sealing the 

infection inside of him. 

“Hey,” I say, grabbing a woman as she runs past, “this man is riddled with 

infection.” 

“Then it’s too late for him,” she replies. 

She pushes me away and heads for the tent’s exit, shouting to someone about 

getting more sutures. 

“Do you know where I can find Andrew?” I call after her. “Andrew Barnes?” But 

she’s gone. 

In the next bed is a woman with a heavy bandage around her temple. A man 

kneels next to the bed, clutching her hand, crying.  

“Helena,” he says, “look at me. Darling, look at me. It’s me, Joseph. Say you 

remember me.” 

Helena doesn’t look at him; she just stares up at the canvas ceiling. Nonsensical 

words tumble from her mouth. Her eyes are glassy. 



Exoplanet Magazine | Issue One: June 2018 

87 

 

“Oh god,” Joseph weeps, “come back to me, Helena, come back…” 

The third bed holds another woman, reduced to nothing but a corpse in military 

garb. Her face is entirely gone, melted to a bubbled crust by chemical burns. On her 

wrist is a bracelet, a chrome band with an inscription scrawled upon it. I fight back the 

sickness swelling in me, resenting myself for feeling it, and lift her wrist to study the 

inscription closer. It reads, To Jane, my dearest sister, so you may always have a piece 

of me close. A pit forms in my stomach. I’ve seen enough. I duck back out of the 

medical centre and consign myself to waiting for Andrew to emerge. Eventually he 

does, almost running straight into me. 

“Sarah! What are you doing here?” 

“I could ask you the same thing. You missed your flight out this morning.”  

He sighs and spreads his arms. 

“Do you want to be left behind here, Andrew? Do you want to become just 

another casualty in this…this holocaust?” 

 “They need me here. I mean, have you seen in there?” he asks, gesturing 

towards the tent. 

I nod silently. Andrew sees the lack of colour in my face and his features drop. 

He pulls me close and we embrace, tension flowing out of both of us. Then he pushes 

back and looks me in the eyes. 

“The woman I sent?” he asks. 

“She got on a ship.” 

“Thank god. When I found out she was pregnant, I had to try.” 
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“I understand, but Andrew, she was lucky. The ship rejected two people carrying 

diseases, leaving two spaces—one for her and one for the unborn child inside her. If it 

hadn’t rejected those two people…” 

“I know,” he says. “Thank you.” 

He cares far too much about people he has no attachment too. It’s one of his 

weaknesses, and one of the things that drew me to him. 

“I’ve got you on another ship,” I say. “With me, two days from now.” 

“Good. That’s good.” 

“It will be the last ship to leave the planet.” 

“The last ship? You told me this morning there was still almost fifty percent of the 

population left to evacuate.”  

“There is. 46% now.” 

His shoulders slump a little lower and he sways on his feet.  

“They’re leaving so many behind.” 

I reach out an arm to steady him and press my head against his. We stay like 

that, forehead to forehead for several moments.  

“I’m so sorry, Andrew.” 

“Me too,” he says, “me too.” 

He inhales sharply and our private moment is shattered. The sounds of shouting 

and screaming from the tent rush in and pull us back to the here and now.  

“I need to get back in there, Sarah.” 
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“Any that can be made stable enough to travel are to be moved to the docking 

station,” I say. 

“And those that can’t?” 

I cup his cheek in my hand. Fresh tears roll onto it as he squeezes his eyes shut. 

When they open again there is composure there. He squeezes my hand, holding it 

against his cheek, before placing it back at my side. 

“I’ll see you tonight,” he says, and kisses me lightly, before disappearing back 

inside the tent. 

* 

The morning of departure 

Three transport class ships sit on the landing strip outside the docking station. A 

metallic voice is counting down over the speakers. It reaches ten and the closest ship’s 

thrusters ignite, rippling the air below them. Anyone failing to board by designated take-

off time is left behind; a fully automated ship waits for nobody. Thankfully everyone has 

boarded successfully this time. My contact lens interface shows the time turn to 09:00 

and the ship lifts into the sky. I’m still waiting for Andrew.  

I turn my attention to the Antiochs pressing at the border of The Capitol. Their 

insectile bodies are not visible from this distance, however, the device they use to break 

down our light barriers is—a colossal, five-pointed piece of machinery, lying like a 

starfish on the outside of the dome protecting the city, draining energy from it until the 

shield is weak enough to be broken through. 

At the edge of the docking station, a horde of people not lucky enough to board 

one of the two remaining ships is gathered, surging against the fence that stretches for 

miles around the station. Them, I can see. Their faces will haunt me forever. Those we 

chose to leave behind. Because, at the end of the day, it was a choice. We could have 



Exoplanet Magazine | Issue One: June 2018 

90 

 

chosen to stay, fought the invaders to our last breaths. We would have lost—every 

possible calculation run by the computer systems told us that—but we would have lost 

together. That was not the choice we made, and while my head said our leaders were 

doing the right thing, my heart disagreed. 

Andrew’s voice cuts through my brooding. I turn to see him being escorted to me 

by a service droid. At the sight of the droid, I feel a pang of sorrow. Nobody is carrying 

guilt about leaving behind our ever-faithful droids.  

“You made it,” I say. 

Andrew can’t tear his eyes away from the mass of people gathered at the fence. 

His mouth is set in a grim line. 

“Is that everyone we’re leaving behind?” he asks. 

I feel for his hand and take it in mine. The crowd is huge—a sea of people—but 

it’s not even close to everyone left on the planet. A cold wind blows and we both shiver. 

“Andrew, our ship leaves in under an hour.” 

He turns to look at me. 

“I had to abandon over half the people in the medical tent. There were only three 

of us left to care for the injured there this morning. They died all around us, one every 

minute. And those that didn’t, they died the moment we walked out of there.” 

“Andrew…” 

“I almost couldn’t bring myself to leave them like that. But the pain it caused me 

to walk away was only outweighed by the pain of imagining being without you, Sarah. I 

don’t think I can live without you.” 

I have no words. I feel breathless.  
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“Nor me without you,” I say, and squeeze his hand tighter. 

* 

10:50—Ten minutes until take-off 

The last ship that will ever leave this planet is readying its engines.  

We file onto it, one by one, through the screening door—a translucent, crimson 

rectangle of light. Andrew and I will be the last two to board. A man approaches the 

screening door, several people in front of us. The scanners fitted on either side of it 

move over him, head to toe.  

“Daniel Martin, male, 31,” the ship’s vocal modulizer says.  

“Infectious diseases—none. Board now.” 

Daniel Martin, male, 31, steps through the rectangular door of light and into the 

ship. The ship speaks again. 

“Ship is at 98% capacity. Capacity for six passengers remaining.” 

I glance along the line of hopefuls waiting to board. A man with his child, two 

women, myself and Andrew. Nine minutes left—we’ll board just in time. Still, I can’t help 

feeling nervous. Andrew massages my shoulders from behind. 

“It’s okay,” he says, “we’ll be on in time.” 

I shoot him a quick smile. 

“I know, it’s just I’ve seen how ruthless these ships are with their timeframes and 

regulations. I can’t help it.” 

The man and child pass through the light screen and onto the ship. Seven 

minutes until take-off. 
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My stomach is churning again, and the headache is back.  

“Did you pack the chocolate?” I ask Andrew. 

“Yeah, in the bag. You want some now?” 

I shake my head. I do, but I feel too nauseous to eat.  

“Maybe once we’re on board and the nerves have calmed down.” 

 The first woman has boarded and now the second one approaches the scanner. 

Five minutes. 

 “Lila Lortenza,” the ship says, “female, 24. Infectious diseases—none. Board 

now.” 

The woman does as commanded, and then it is my turn. I step up to the scanner. 

Its light sweeps up and down my body. Did it stop on my stomach for a moment longer 

than usual? I start to panic, thinking of every infectious disease I could be carrying that 

would make me ineligible to board. 

“Sarah Holborn, female, 29.” 

I’m holding my breath. 

“Infectious diseases—none. Board now.” 

I exhale loudly and turn to look at Andrew. He smiles at me and nods. All my 

worries evaporate. It’s going to be okay. After a few days of cryosleep we’ll be landing 

on the ring world Helios-III, able to start our new life together. I smile back at him.  

“Board now,” the ship repeats. 
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I step through the light-screen door and into the belly of the ship. Rows and rows 

of seats filled with passengers stretch as far as the eye can see up its inside. Many of 

them are already plugged into the cryo-machines, induced sleep washing over them.  

The ships voice comes loudly over the inside speakers. 

“Ship capacity at 100%. Preparing for take-off.” 

A cold fist punches me in the chest. I spin round. Andrew is standing outside of 

the ship’s light-screen door, confusion smashed on his face. 

“No!” I shout. “Andrew!” 

I run at the door, but the light-screen is impenetrable. Andrew is banging on the 

other side of it with his fists. 

“Sarah!” he shouts. “Sarah what happened? Why am I locked out?” 

“I don’t know! I don’t understand, I don’t…hey!” 

I grab one of the droids standing ward near the door. 

“Open this door, now!” 

“That is an impossibility,” the droid says. “This is a fully-automated class three 

transport ship. All control resides with the ship’s intelligence system.” 

“Sarah!” Andrew shouts. “Tell them to open the door, tell them to let me in!” 

I hit the droid and scream into the metal plate of its face.  

“The ship’s made a mistake. I was the second-to-last passenger, there should 

still be room for one more.” 
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The ship’s thrusters kick in. A low rumbling signals that take-off is imminent. The 

droid looks me up and down, scanning.  

“You are with child,” it says. “You, plus your child, equals two passengers. Ship 

capacity is therefore at maximum.” 

With child? I feel the nausea again. My headache. My swollen feet. Oh god. I turn 

back to Andrew. He’s no longer banging at the door. 

“Andrew,” I shout through to him. “Andrew, it won’t let anyone through. It’s locked 

down.” 

“You’re pregnant,” he says. 

Tears fill my eyes. I nod and they overspill, running down my cheeks. 

“It’s okay, Sarah. It’s okay.” 

Andrew smiles and presses a hand against the red light of the door. I place mine 

on the opposite side, against his. I’m sobbing now, uncontrollably. 

“I love you, Andrew.” 

I can see tears running down his cheeks too, crimson through the light of the 

door. They touch the corners of his smile. 

“I love you too, Sarah.” 

The ship lurches and sways as it lifts from the ground.  

“No,” I shout, “no, Andrew, I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s okay,” he shouts back, “Tell our child…” His words are lost under the roar of 

engine thrusters. 
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The ship moves upwards and gains speed. Andrew stands alone on the landing 

strip, smiling up at it. 

I lose sight of him as we climb higher into the sky, towards the edge of the 

planet’s atmosphere. The pain in my chest is unbearable, the emptiness I feel 

overwhelming. I slip down the ship’s wall, curling into the foetal position on the cold 

floor. I stay like that until two droids come to escort me to my seat. Even then I can’t find 

the strength to walk. The droids drag me to the seat and deposit me on it. They insert 

the cryo-machine’s tubing. I place a hand on my stomach, where Andrews’s child is 

growing, and hope to slip into dreams of the life that could have been. 
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Cryobliss 

By Maura Yzmore 

 

Arje was giddy with excitement as he stood on the loading dock of the 

Ganymede Museum of Anthropology, overseeing a long-awaited delivery. The six 

cryopods, dated between the twentieth and the twenty-third century of the old Earth 

calendar, would form the backbone of a permanent exhibit on ancient technologies, and 

maybe, just maybe, become the tiny museum’s claim to fame. 

Arje’s face turned crimson. He pointed to one of the pods. 

“Who the hell is that?” 

The delivery guy cast his eyes down and said nothing. He was tall even for a low-

gravity native, but at that moment, to Arje, he seemed small.  

Divya, the museum’s chief curator and Arje’s boss, walked over to the pod. 

Inside it lay a Caucasian male, with deep grooves carved by age into the long, narrow 

face. Expressionless, Divya looked at the man for a while, then turned her attention to 

the pod. “It’s not an original,” she said. “The base is mid-twentieth century, but it’s been 
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extensively modified. My guess is that’s why it could be hooked to the cryostats on the 

cargo carrier…but it won’t hold up for very long.” 

“I promise you,” the delivery guy finally spoke, his voice trembling, “I have no 

record of a passenger in cryosleep. He wasn’t tagged at any of the checkpoints 

between Earth and Ganymede. For transport purposes, this pod is empty.” 

Arje and Divya looked at each other. He rolled his eyes and shrugged. She 

shook her head and sighed. Moments later, they nodded at each other. They would 

accept the shipment. 

With her oci, the oculo-cerebral implant, Divya scanned the pod tags. She 

compared them against the shipping manifest issued by the sender, a cryogenics 

company called Cryobliss, and signed off on the receipt. The delivery guy was visibly 

relieved. 

* 

Early the next morning, Divya sat at the table in the mess hall that doubled as the 

conference room, drinking a cheap protein shake from a local maggot farm. Arje arrived, 

looking and smelling like he’d been up all night. He poured himself some shake, 

grinning ear to ear. 

“I know who our guy is!” 

“You do?” Divya sat up straight in her chair. 

Arje pulled out his handheld h2 and projected a grayscale image of a man who 

looked like a happy, well-rested version of the pod occupant. 

“Arje, this is amazing!” said Divya. “So, who is he?” 
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“He worked in animation around the middle of the twentieth century, back when 

they drew on plant-derived substrates. He is the father of the iconic mouse—I have no 

idea what that means, but many sources use that expression. A mouse is a small Earth 

mammal.” 

Arje projected a simple black-and-white, two-dimensional movie. A creature with 

a white face, black body, and round ears atop its head wore short white pants and a tall 

white hat. It whistled and swayed as it turned a steering wheel. The movie was followed 

by one in color. The round-eared creature now wore red pants and white gloves and 

spoke in a high-pitched voice with a fluffy white friend. 

“Is that thing with the round ears a mouse?” Divya leaned back in her chair, 

puzzled. 

“I think so,” said Arje. “Our guest created a whole entertainment empire based on 

these characters, with amusement parks along the North American coast. Before it got 

submerged.” 

“So, how did you find him?” 

“Well, first I tried Cryobliss and got nowhere, as expected. Those assholes sit in 

Winnipeg, a paradise on Earth, and think they can just mess with us…” 

“Arje, focus.” 

“Yeah, okay...well, I remembered how you’d said this pod had originally been 

from the twentieth century, with many upgrades over the years. So I looked at the 

companies that preceded Cryobliss. My friends from New Baghdad on Antarctica 

forwarded me some lower-tech documents I couldn’t get my hands on here. I found 

receipts referring to the same pod number and payee code spanning several companies 

and Earth centuries, which led me to him. His descendants paid for the pod 
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maintenance and upgrades for generations, renewing the contract every fifty years. 

They’re still among the richest families on Earth.” 

“Once I knew who he was,” Arje continued, “it wasn’t hard to find out more. 

Officially, he died of lung cancer and was cremated. But rumors persisted that he’d 

been frozen, hoping to awaken once he could be cured.” 

 “So why didn’t the family just revive him?” asked Divya. “Curing cancer with 

gene therapies hasn’t been a big deal in a long time, at least for the wealthy.” 

 “Come on, Divya,” said Arje, “do you really think some rich Earth brats would 

want to hang out with a seven-hundred-year-old relative to whom they owe everything?” 

 Divya smiled. “You do have a point.” 

 “My guess is the family decided to stop paying, and it just so happened that our 

timing was perfect,” said Arje. “The latest maintenance contract would have expired 

around the time our shipment was supposed to leave Earth. I bet Cryobliss chipped in 

for on-board pod maintenance and a bit of hush money, and made him someone else’s 

problem.” 

 Divya sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. Then she got up to refill her 

protein shake. 

 “So… What now, boss?” asked Arje. 

 Divya turned toward him and smiled. “You want us to keep him, don’t you?”  

“Yes!” Arje jumped up, his eyes wide with excitement, and traced an arc in the air 

with the open palm. “Just imagine! A whole new exhibit on early animation, with the 

mouse’s creator as the curator! We could play the old movies, he could tell stories… He 

could draw! Kids would love it!” 
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“I agree. That sounds wonderful.” Divya sat down and looked at Arje. “And it’s 

true that the museum might be among the better places for him to hang out, assuming 

everything you’re saying is true…”  

Arje sat down and crossed his arms. “But?” 

“Look, it’s not that I can’t imagine how great it would be. But it’s not realistic, and 

you know it.”  

Arje remained quiet.  

“Let’s say we take responsibility for him,” said Divya, looking Arje straight in the 

eye. “You and I both know we can’t afford to maintain his cryopod at the local facility, 

and we definitely cannot afford to set him up here, in the museum. So, he wakes up. We 

could help him get some papers and living quarters. We still can’t give him a job, or at 

least we can’t really pay him. You know as well as I do that the budget will barely cover 

both of our salaries over the next several quarters, thanks to the shipping cost on those 

pods.” 

“So we tighten our belts! You and I can take a salary cut,” said Arje.  

Divya smiled. “I knew you’d suggest that. Yes, let’s say both you and I take a cut 

in order to cover him. There’s still the issue of his age and health, Arje. He’s still an old 

man who’s very sick. We can’t possibly afford gene therapy for him, no matter how 

much we tighten our belts. I don’t know if he could get it pro bono, but considering his 

age, I honestly doubt it.”  

Arje got up and walked out of the mess hall. He went into the loading dock and 

stood in front of the occupied pod, looking at the man within. Divya followed, her mug 

still in hand.  
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“So things could work out if, somehow, we could get somebody to pay for gene 

therapy,” said Arje. “Like his family. The same family that’s likely responsible for him 

being here in the first place.”  

“Yes,” Divya said softly.  

“We have to take him in.” Arje turned toward her, his nostrils lightly flared. “What 

other choice do we have? Turn him over to the Ganymede authorities? No matter what, 

the stasis will fail soon and he will wake up. If we vouch for him, at least he won’t be 

thrown into the homeless pit where he will die like a piece of garbage.”   

Divya looked at Arje without a word.  

“Divya, we can’t just dispose of him. Can you imagine how it would feel to wake 

up after all this time, only to find out that you will die poor, sick, and alone?” 

“Arje, there are many people suffering here. We can’t help everyone.”  

“I know that. But we can help him. If we take him in, at least we’ll buy him some 

time. Maybe we’ll be able to get ahold of his family, get some money to treat his 

illness… And, come on, we’re anthropologists! Don’t you want to talk with someone who 

lived large on Earth centuries ago, even if it’s just for a little while? It would be like 

having a time machine!” 

“You know he might not even survive the thaw,” said Divya.   

“I know.”  

They stood in silence in front of the pod. The man within looked peaceful.  

Divya sighed. “Alright. But first we double-check that he is indeed who you say 

he is.”  

“Deal. I’ll get ahold of someone at Cryobliss if it’s the last thing I do.” 
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“And he’d better be amazing.”  

Arje smiled. “You heard the boss, Walt.” He took Divya’s mug out of her hand 

and raised it in a toast. “Welcome to Ganymede.”  
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Swap.me 

By I. E. Kneverday 

 

Location: Montreal 
Marital status: Single 
Occupation: Musician 
Children: None 
Education: High school diploma  
Weight: 189 pounds 
Reason for swap: Need to escape a life of fame and endless touring. Time to settle 
down. 

He has to admit, it sounds promising.  

Sure, a bit lacking in the education department, but that’s not a deal-breaker for 

Janus. He can always go back to school later, he reasons. He can always keep 

learning.  

Meanwhile, there are no night classes for becoming famous.  

No University of Phoenix for rockstars.  

Cozying up to his console, Janus taps the green “See if You’ll Swap” button, 

which triggers three tiny blue dots to begin their ritual performance. He stares with 

bloodshot eyes as the dots crisscross and loop around the screen, tracing soothing 
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shapes pulled from sacred geometry. Below, the words “Making Contact” blink 

rhythmically in and out of existence. 

Naturally, at this very moment, Janus considers abandoning the whole endeavor. 

He thinks about that story he read online just a few weeks prior. About the 

potential side effects. The bad interactions. The shock of it all. 

But before this creeping doubt can succeed in derailing Janus’s plan, the screen 

flashes white. 

The dots disintegrate into pixel dust. 

Fresh text rises up from the ashes. 

 
 Welcome, Janus 0180167743. You are now connected to Janus 9438555212. 
 

Janus scratches at a phantom itch on his chin as he contemplates the perfect 

opening words for such an existentially momentous conversation. But after a few 

seconds, he gives up. Allows ceremony to surrender to practicality.  

He begins typing. 

 
Yo 
You there? 

 

Two mystifying seconds tick by. 

 
Yea I’m here 
 

Pinpricks of electricity rain down Janus’s back. It feels like his spine is being 

pelted by thousands of tiny, crackling hailstones. 
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 Whoa 
 Did you just feel that? 
 
Feel what? 
 
 Nvm 
 This is weird man 
 
Yea, this is weird, man 
Am I freaking you out, man? 
Haha jk 
Lemme guess… 
First time on Swap.me? 
 

Janus doesn’t see any point in lying. 

 
 You guess correctly 
 
Don’t worry, you’ll get over the weirdness 
I mean, I did 
So I’m assuming you will too 
 
 How long have you been searching? 
 
Couple months now 
 
 And you still haven’t swapped? 
 
These things take time my man 
It’s not something you want to rush into 
Better to be picky 
 
 I guess that makes sense 
 Sooo when did we split? 
 Or where? 
 I can’t figure out if this is a “when” question or a “where” question 
 
It’s both actually 
It’s a where-when situation 
Like space-time 
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Come on now, I thought you were smart 
I thought WE were smart 
 
 Says the version who didn’t finish college  
 
Ouch 
That stings 
And yet here you are… 
  
 Yea yea yea 
 Education doesn’t equal happiness 
 We all know the schpeil 
 Speil? 
 
It’s “spiel” 
 
 Whatever 
 Lemme guess… 

In Montreal, when the band asked, you said yes to dropping out of school 
And buying the van 
And driving across Canada 

 
Hell yes I did! 
Wait… 
You said no? 
 
 Of course I said no 
 I had to get my degree 
 Then Peyton moved back to Boston with me 

And we got “real” jobs 
 The rest is history 
 
How dreadfully ordinary 
 
 And yet here you are… 
 
Yea yea yea 
Sooo you married him? 
Peyton  
 
 I did 
 
And you’re still married to him? Still in love and all that? 
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Janus thinks for a moment before concocting a response that can satisfactorily 

answer both questions. 

 
 Yep, still going strong 
 
I see 
So why the hell do you want to swap? 
 
 Cuz you’re living the dream man 
 Famous musician 
 All those fans 

The money 
 
You’d be willing to give up Peyton for that stuff? 
 
 What are you, my moral compass? 
 Remember: you DID give up Peyton for that stuff  
 Now I just want my shot 
 I want to see what life would be like if I’d chosen that path 
 
I guess that makes sense 
 
 So is it still the original lineup in the band? 

Mikey, Alison, Nikita...the whole crew? 
 
Nah, actually we broke up a few years back 
I’m flying solo now 
 
 Ah ok 
 But you’re still… 

Ya know, famous and all that? 
 Still selling out stadiums? 
 

A long, suspicious silence passes between universes. 

 
 Hello? 
 
Sooo to be honest... 
These days I prefer playing smaller venues 
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Makes it more intimate, ya know? 
 
 Like Club Soda? 
 Divan Orange? 

Those kinds of places? 
  
Yea 
That’s sorta what I mean 
 
 Have you played those venues before? 
 
Those two specifically?  
No 
 
 So where have you played? 
 
A bunch of places 
Brutopia 
The Old Dublin 
Hurley’s 
  

Sooo you’re a pub musician 
 In your profile you said you were famous 
 And always on tour... 
 
I mean in certain circles I’m really well-known 
And I do have to drive to gigs 
Sometimes they’re a couple hours away 
 
 When’s your next gig? 
 
Monday night 
 
Really? 
Where is it? 
 
It’s in Somerville  
I run an open mic night 
But that still counts as a gig 
 
 Somerville? 
 Wait… 

Did you move back to Boston? 
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Oh right, I meant to mention that 
 
 Your profile says you’re in Montreal 
 
Does it?  
Ah crap I need to update that 
But yea I had to move back 
There was a bit of a housing crisis  
 
 Like a city-wide housing crisis? 
 Or a personal housing crisis? 
 
I mean, if I had to pick between those two… 
The second sounds more accurate 
 
 So where are you staying now?  
 Do you at least have your own place? 
 
Of course I do 
It’s a comfy little spot 
 
 Tell me the truth... 
 Are you living in Mom and Dad’s basement? 
 
Look 
The living situation is temporary 
The important thing is I’m following my dream 
OUR dream 
Here you get to play music for a living, just like you always wanted 
 
 I question your use of the phrase “for a living” 
 
Har har 
What, you think because you have your own house or apartment or whatever  

that you’re better than me? 
 
 No 
 But I do think you’re a lying sack of shit 
 
Correction, my friend 
WE are a lying sack of shit 
So why don’t we just put these details behind us and move forward with the  

swap, yea? 
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 Not gonna happen, bucko 
 
Fine 
Well can you at least do me one little favor? 
 
 What? 
 
Tell Peyton I say hi 
And that I’m sorry 
 
 You know that’s not how it works 
 
I know 
But it’d still make me feel better 
 

Janus taps the red “End Connection” button. 

A final line of text populates the conversation window: 

 
Janus 0180167743 has ended the connection.  
 

Disheartened but not defeated, Janus continues his search. With the swipe of a 

finger, he scrolls through Swap.me’s seemingly endless sea of profiles, pondering the 

formulas of the multiverse that had yielded such perplexingly different outcomes. 

 
Location: Scottsdale (85254) 
Occupation: Bouncer 
Education: BA 
Marital status: Divorced 
Children: 2 
Weight: 243 pounds 
Reason for swap: Looking for a new job/lifestyle (and a body with fewer tattoos). 

 
Location: Portland (04019) 
Occupation: Driftwood artist 
Education: BA 
Marital status: Divorced 
Children: None 
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Weight: 211 pounds 
Reason for swap: Loneliness.  

 
Location: Gloucester (01930) 
Occupation: Fisherman 
Education: High school diploma 
Marital status: Divorced 
Children: 4 
Weight: 207 pounds 
Reason for swap: Running out of bluefin in my universe. 

 
Location: Chicago (60629) 
Occupation: Marketer 
Education: MBA 
Marital status: Married 
Children: None 
Weight: 193 pounds 
Reason for swap: Office job is killing me. Working 80-hour weeks. Peyton will leave 
me soon, I know it. But there might still be a chance. Any takers?  

 
Location: Quincy (02169) 
Occupation: Barback 
Education: High school diploma 
Marital status: Divorced 
Children: 2 
Weight: 219 pounds 
Reason for swap: Need a change of scenery. 

 
Location: Red City (99999) 
Occupation: Graphic designer  
Education: MFA 
Marital status: Single 
Children: None 
Weight: 193 pounds. 
Reason for swap: Looking for my muse; a new vehicle for bringing my artistic vision to 
life.  

 

This last profile catches Janus’s eye. 

True, the location is a tad befuddling, but he assumes it must be somewhere out 

West. Utah. Arizona. One of those places. Otherwise, he considers it a flawless profile.  
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While there’s no allure of fame, there is a comfortable blanket of education, and 

by extension, job security, to get wrapped up in, assuming this version hadn’t mucked it 

all up somehow.  

The marital status is also a plus.  

Closing his eyes for a moment, Janus imagines himself as a dashing bachelor, 

clad in a three-piece suit, attending exhibition openings at art galleries and the like, 

rubbing elbows with all sorts of rich and beautiful (and occasionally interesting) people. 

It’s a hypothetical he finds exponentially more pleasurable than his own reality. 

Hope welling up anew inside him, Janus taps the green “See if You’ll Swap” 

button. 

Once again, the blue dots are sent into a mathematically controlled frenzy.  

A few seconds later, they disappear.  

 

Welcome, Janus 0180167743. You are now connected to Janus 3343388501. 
 

This time, Janus decides to eschew all pleasantries and get right to the point. 

With billions of potential versions available to swap with, he figures it’s better to be 

efficient than cordial. Assumes the other versions out there must feel the same way.  

 
 Yo 

So is this designer gig of yours steady or what? 
 
Super steady 
 
 Really? 
 
Oooh yea 
I’m not going anywhere for a long time 
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 Awesome  
 And it pays well? 
 
Ridiculously well 
Granted, there aren’t many places where I can spend it 
 

While Janus doesn’t perfectly understand the implications of this last statement, 

he hypothesizes, based on experiences he’s had in his own universe, that it has 

something to do with being habitually intoxicated and getting banned from certain 

establishments. Not an ideal scenario. But in Janus’s book, not a deal-breaker either. 

 
 Would it matter that I don’t know shit about design? 
 
I’d leave you some playbooks of mine 
Some templates you could follow 
But you’d be coasting to retirement anyway 
Just a few more years 
 
 Seriously? 
 
Yea dude 
You can cap off my career 
They’ll call it my Shitty Phase 
  
 Har har 
 
Sooo it says here you’re married… 
To Peyton? 
 
 Yep 
 

Janus recalls the line he had used in the previous conversation. Decides to use it 

again here. 

 
 Still going strong  
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You serious? 
 
 Yea man 
 
So why the hell do you want to swap then? 
 

Janus racks his brain. Formulates the response he thinks this version wants to 

hear. 

 
 I want what you have 
 A life of artistic expression 
 And independence 
 It’s not that I want to leave Peyton 
 But being able to experience something new, something for ME, while 

knowing another version of me will be taking care of him… 
 I’m willing to do it 
 
Damn 
I am like your complete opposite 
All I’ve been able to think about is Peyton 
For the past two years, that’s it 
Getting back to him 
 
 Well here’s your chance my man 
 
I guess you’re right 
 
 Hey, just need to ask this before we go any further… 
 You have your own house 
 Or condo 
 Or apartment 
 Right? 
 
Yea man 
 
 Ok good 
 The last version I talked to was still in Mom and Dad’s basement 
 
Nah don’t worry dude you’ll love it here 
My living quarters are state of the art 
They were designed by some famous architect 
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Living quarters? 

 
Yeah man, inside the Teslarium 
It’s pretty cool 
Has a Flintstones vibe 
Everything’s concrete, made from Martian soil 
 
 Wtf? 
 
Dude… 
Didn’t you see Red City in my profile?  
And the zip code? 
I’m on Mars 
 
 We haven’t gone to Mars yet in my universe, asshole 
  
You haven’t? 
 

Shut up 
 
There’s no Red City? 
 

I thought Red City was out in Arizona or something 
 
Alaska would’ve been a better guess 
 
 Wait… 
 So how the hell did YOU get up there? 
 
I was invited up to be the artist in residence 
To make illustrations of all the landscapes and the habitats and all that 
Got three years left on a five-year residency 
You up for it? 
 

Janus reflects on the past twenty-four hours, on how he had become increasingly 

comfortable with the notion of swapping universes. But swapping planets? For some 

unknown reason, it seems more unnatural to Janus. More dangerous. 

 
 Is it dangerous? 
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Being a graphic designer? 
 
 Living on mars 
 
Well it’s no walk in the park 
With the pressurization and everything  
It can really mess with you 
 
 Anything happen to you so far? 
 

Three seconds tick past before Janus 3343388501 provides a less than 

satisfying response. 

 
I was in one accident, yea 
But nothing lethal 
 
 Yea no shit nothing lethal 
 What happened to you? 
 
It’s a long story  
 
 Tell me the short version 
 
Fine 
So when I first got here, I wanted to take a closer look at my new environment 
I wanted to SEE those red swirling sands with my own eye 
And I did…for a brief moment 
Standing there in the airlock 
I kept my right eye shut tight, kept my left eye open 
And then whoosh! 
Left eye got sucked right out of my skull 
I consider it my Van Gogh moment 
 
Janus 0180167743 has ended the connection. 
  

It had sounded so promising, Janus laments. But with so many other versions out 

there to consider, all those different permutations, he’d been unable to settle for the life 

of the One-Eyed Martian Janus. 
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With a sigh, he returns to scanning profiles, where he discovers the usual 

culprits. A smattering of starving musicians and paycheck-to-paycheck laborers. Hordes 

of freelance writers and graphic designers, with the occasional white-collar marketing 

professional thrown in—always divorced. 

And then he sees it. 

Is drawn to it. 

Like Odysseus to the Sirens. 

Reading over the profile, he feels as though the panpsychic forces connecting 

the multiverse had aligned just for him, that every subatomic particle in existence had 

participated in seeking out and finding him the unequivocally most perfect version of 

himself to swap with.  

If he were a religious man, Janus might have said his prayers had just been 

answered. 

 
Location: Sligo (F91 CF54) 
Occupation: Poet 
Education: BA 
Marital status: Single 
Children: None 
Weight: 196 pounds 
Reason for swap: Winning the lottery ruined my life. 

 

“Ruined your life my ass,” Janus says aloud to no one, as he contemplates the 

tens of millions (hundreds of millions?) this version must have stashed away. He 

imagines piles of cash casually strewn around the luxuriously appointed rooms of a 

19th-century mansion (renovated, of course) that’s nestled in the Irish countryside.  
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A ruined life, he theorizes, can easily be mended with money. New friends can 

be acquired. New acquaintances made. An entirely new social web can be constructed 

from fresh strands of silk. 

He taps the button. 

Is mesmerized by the dancing blue dots. 

The connection is made. 

 
Welcome, Janus 0180167743. You are now connected to Janus 6363656166. 
 
 Yo 
 How much do you have left? 
 
Say what? 
 
 The lottery winnings 
 How much do you have left? 
 
Nearly all of it 
About $120 million  
 
 Holy shit 
 Why haven’t you spent it? 
 And follow-up question: 
 Why the hell do you want to swap? 
 
Haha 
You’re not the first version who’s asked me that 
Look, it boils down to this: 
In winning all that money, I lost everyone 
My friends 
My family 
Peyton 
You married him in your universe? 
 
 Yep 

Still going strong  
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Damn 
And you’re willing to leave him? 
 
 It’s really more about me than about him 
 And believe me, I know how selfish that sounds 
 

Janus suddenly feels as if he’s typing out the words to a script.  

 
The bottom line is that I want what you have 

 A life of artistic expression 
 And independence 
 It’s not that I want to leave Peyton 
 But being able to experience something new, something for ME, while 

knowing another version of me will be taking care of him… 
 I’m willing to do it 
 
I guess that makes sense 
And it says in your profile you don’t have any kids yet? 
 

Janus swallows audibly, his Adam’s apple sticking in this throat, almost choking 

him. 

 
Nah not yet 
We’ve talked about it 
But career-wise it just hasn’t made sense 

 
Got it 
And for your job it says “content marketing” 
Is that steady work? 
 
 Yep 

It’s solid 
Been at this company for a few years now 

 Pay is decent  
 Got some stock options piling up 
 Some decent benefits  
 
And you get to go into an office? 
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 Yep 
 
And you eat lunch with coworkers and stuff? 
 
 Yea, most of the time 
 Sometimes I eat at my desk 
 
Got it 
Cool 
 
 Wait… 
 Have you never had an office job before? 
 
Nope 
 

A second ticks by before Janus 6363656166 elaborates. 

 
I won the lottery right after college 
Then bought this house in Ireland and decided to focus on poetry 
It’s beautiful here, probably the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen 
But since Peyton left it’s been pretty lonely 
And the house is so big… 
I just want something simpler 
I want a life that’s simpler 
You know, that whole settle down with a family spiel 
 
 Welp... 
 If waking up next to the same person everyday and trudging to the same  

office everyday sounds simple enough to you... 
 I’m down to swap 
 
You serious? 
 
 Hell yea man 
 Just tell me...for the money 

Will you have the bank info and account numbers and everything written  
out for me? 

 
Ten steps ahead of you 
There’s a binder waiting on my desk right here that explains everything 
All my investments 
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Plus debit cards, credit cards, checkbooks 
I’ve had everything ready for a while 
 
 Amazing  
 
And for your job? 
 
 Oh, right 
 I’ve got a cheat sheet ready for you 
 Who you report to, a writing style guide, my upcoming deadlines  
 You’ll get the hang of it no problem 
 
Awesome 
Sooo I guess we’re doing this? 
  
 Wait… 
 Just one last question: 
 
Yea? 
 
 You’re not missing an eye are you? 
 Or a limb or anything? 
 
Apart from being circumcised, I am completely intact 
Wait… 
Are you? 
 
 Circumcised? 
 
No… 
The eye and limb thing 
Not gonna lie, I’m a tad concerned you brought it up 
 
 No, no, it’s not me 
 It’s just this last version I talked to 
 He was on Mars and had this terrible accident…or at least, it was sort of 

an accident 
 Anyway, he lost an eye 
 But didn’t really seem keen on mentioning it until I prodded him  
 
Ahh I see 
Yea you really gotta watch out for the Martian versions 
Bunch of hooligans 
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 Haha got it 
 Wish I had known that sooner 
 Alright, so you ready to swap? 
 
Let’s do it 
I’m tapping the button now 
 

A string of text pops up on the screen: 

 
Janus 6363656166 wants to swap. Do you want to swap with Janus 

6363656166? 
 

Janus taps the green “Yes, I want to swap” button. 

Reads the instructions. 

E-signs the non-liability agreement. 

 
So we just need to attach the thingies now, right? 

 
Yea you gotta stick em on your temples 
 
 Alright 
 
I’ve got mine on, you? 
 

Yep, good to go 
  
Ok 
 
 So how you wanna do this? 
  
I’m gonna count down from five 
Then we both tap the “Confirm” button 
Cool? 
  
 Cool 
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Janus takes a deep breath,  

Five 

looks around the bedroom one last time,  

Four 

the bedroom he and Peyton shared for all those years,  

Three 

before Peyton took their two kids and left,  

Two 

before he told Janus that he never really loved him,  

One 

before he said those heart-eviscerating words: “In no version of this would I ever 

actually love you.” 

For a split-second, Janus feels a tinge of guilt for having lied to such a witless 

version of himself. But he quickly stamps this little fire out.  

And taps “Confirm.” 

* 

When he regains consciousness, the change in atmosphere is immediately 

palpable.  

It’s danker.  

And darker. 
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The windows, which are set high up on the walls, abutting a pipework-infested 

ceiling, are drafty (but it must be noted that they do a satisfactory job of keeping the 

sunlight out). 

The smell, however, is what gives it away. It’s a pervasive, pungent, and yet 

simultaneously comforting smell. And unfortunately for Janus, it isn’t the smell of peat 

fires burning in the Irish countryside. No, it’s that familiar combination of dirty laundry, 

moldy pull-out couch, and decades-old Halloween decorations. 

It’s the smell of Mom and Dad’s basement. 
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