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Digital Reincarnation
by Joe Jablonski

The battlefield was silent as two armies squared off across a valley of velvet
flowers.
 Surrounded by thousands, Blaine/Johnny stood on the edge of a hilltop.
Their clothes were rags. The sword in their hand was dull and rusted. Blood
stained the tip. They didn’t know whose.
 The part that was Johnny took in the sights trying to figure out the time
period. The Middle Ages maybe. It didn't matter. It wasn't his job to know.
 Sunlight broke through the tree line. The enemy army began screaming and
beating their swords on large wooden shields. An order was yelled, muffled by
distance. It came from a shadowed figure hidden within the mist.
 A red light blinked in the corner of Johnny's vision. His heart sank. This
was a death trip. It would happen any minute.
 The enemy line split. A regiment of archers walked to the front of their
ranks. The tips of their arrows were on fire.
 Another order was yelled. A thousand arrows took flight.
 The part that was Blaine froze as the wall of flaming murder arched
towards them. His shield was heavy. He tried to lift it, but it was too late. An
arrow grazed off the edge, penetrating his left eye. He hit the ground twitching;
the arrows tip a tiny ember smoldering three inches from the back of his skull.
 The part that was Johnny didn't feel a thing.

***
A bright light. A ceiling. A new sense of self. The scene melted into existence
from a void.
 The machine Johnny's brain was hooked up to hummed. The iris of his left
eye turned white. The surrounding skin became wax. His eyebrow and lashes
melted from existence.
 The machine cooled. Johnny relaxed.
 One chemical bath later, the lid to his containment unit opened with a
hiss. He was back in his room. It was virgin white, an abstraction of the bare
minimum. The walls were smooth and clean with a texture something like
plastic. His skin matched both in color and grit.
 Beyond a curved glass wall was a garden, perfectly manicured. He looked



8

past the shaved rows of topiaries to where the other 6 agents sat in their own
rooms: heads back in their chairs, completely immobilized and wired into fancy
computers. Nothing moved but the eyes as the monitored their past/present
selves.
 They were all named Johnny. They never talked, or got up, or left their
rooms. They were just like him.
 God, do I look that helpless - that pathetic - when I’m wired into a trip?
 Johnny looked down at his body, from the atrophied legs that would never
walk again to the long skinny arms tipped with frail clawed hands. The sight of it
disgusted him and he had to remind himself that this was a choice. He signed up
to become a field agent for the Bureau of Historic Studies, knowing it was
permanent.
 A loud ding broke him from his thoughts.
 “Download complete,’ said a synthesized female voice.
 It was the recorded data from his last trip, now compressed into a single
file. He pulled around a clear, glass screen and mindlessly saved the file under
the name ‘Blaine’ to be later analyzed and added to the official historical log.

***
Johnny phased into a wilderness, a mental parasite at work. He stood at the
edge of a cave. A crisp breeze blew up a furred loincloth worn by the person he
had jumped into. The scene was distorted, like looking through dirty glass. It
throbbed at the edges.
 Johnny looked down at a body that was all hair and muscle. He couldn’t
think straight. He tried to speak. The words were there, but only a grunt came
out. With the sound, a green cone appeared in his vision for only a second then
disappeared.
 Whenever Johnny downloaded into a new body a fragmented part of that
person’s personality imprinted on him, as well as their language and name. This
person had neither.
 Another of its kind walked past, a similar mound of hair and muscle. Its
brow was thick and sloped. The only way to tell it was a woman was by the pair
of swinging breasts buried within her matted chest hair. Her eye’s flashed
disgust when she looked at him.

A caveman?  Thought Johnny.
 No one had ever jumped back this far. The randomized computer matrix
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wasn’t even designed for anything before 5000 B.C. This wasn’t like the other
trips. This was a place before recorded history, a world known only by broken
pottery fragments and cave paintings. 
 Dejection washed over Johnny, but it was not his own. It was the
Neanderthal’s. Johnny could feel his loneliness as they walked into a small
nearby cave, sat on the floor, and picked up a wooden box. Johnny sensed its
importance.
 Cicadas buzzed in the distance as this nameless, forgotten being worked
deftly on the small box. It looked to have been carved out over months with
nothing but primitive stone tools. He pulled small cranks on the side causing the
long, strung-out intestines of an unknown animal to play various notes.
 Johnny was in awe. This Neanderthal made strings—made music. It was
the only part of the imprint that made sense; the only part that was clear.
 The Neanderthal continued to pluck a chaotic mess of unfocused sounds.
With each new sound a visual of colors and shapes exploded in his vision. It was
all clear to Johnny now. Ever since this man, this primitive, could remember he
saw sounds. The Neanderthal didn't even know this wasn’t normal.
 As the Neanderthal fiddled with the box, Johnny decided to give him a
name. Chad would do.
 Hours passed. Chad put down the box and sighed. Outside his small hut
were the scattered voices of his tribe. He knew whose only based on their colors
and shapes. The tribe elders were a red octagon. His daughters were an orange
triangle. And so on. With every word the disembodied visuals faded in and
out. This was how he lulled himself to sleep.
 As Chad’s consciousness began to fade, Johnny stared at closed eyelids,
waiting.
 “30 seconds until manual withdrawal.”
 Chad’s eyes shot open. A grid of colors and patterns more complex than
any Johnny had ever seen drifted in his vision just feet away. They were almost
like waveforms, vibrating at different frequencies; a thousand notes resonating
as one.
 Did he…hear that? Did I see that?
 Johnny couldn’t stay for the answer. With Chad still staring outward,
seemingly unaware of anything but the ersatz grid, Johnny was pulled back to his
own time.
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***
Johnny phased. His vision glitched. Darkness slowly faded into a cityscape of
shattered architecture. Everything was on fire.
 Something was off. Johnny sat inside a cockpit of some kind. It was filled
with screens and technology the likes of which he had never seen.
 A blinding white light flashed in the distance. An explosion followed. For a
moment everything was chaos.
 Slowly, the dust settled. The machine Johnny was in was on the ground.
Dirt covered his face. The person he possessed wiped it away with a shaking
hand and looked down. They were wearing a blue single suit uniform. The
nametag said Tim Caul. Tim’s left leg was now nothing more a bloody stump.
 The screens around them flickered. Most were cracked. Broken tubes hung
from twisted metal. Sparks erupted from torn wires.
 The date on one of the screens said August 26, 2139. 37 years in the
future. Something was wrong. The machine shouldn't be sending him to this
point in time. It shouldn’t even be possible with the regulators in place.
 In the distance, a giant war machine three stories tall meandered around
rubble of what was once an office building. The ground shook with each step. A
green triangle spinning on an invisible axis spun in sync with the sounds. Johnny
thought of Chad. He felt his imprint.
 The machine turned towards Tim/Johnny. It lowered a cannon arm directly
at him.
 Another glitch in Johnny’s vision, and it all started over again. The
explosion. The pain in his leg. The nametag. The stump. Broken screens. The
sparking wires.
 The cannon.
 Tim braced. Johnny braced. Past the war machine, on the horizon, they
watched as a dozen domes of light expanded across the sky. They were pure
heat. Soundless. Beautiful.
 A shockwave approached, the enemy war machine dropped its cannon and
turned just as Johnny was pulled from Tim’s body.

***
A flash. Johnny was back in Chad. He knew it instantly. This wasn’t the first time
he jumped into the same person, and he never forgot an imprint.
 They were laying on the floor in the same cave as before but now Chad
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was missing a leg and his body looked older. A few years must have passed.
 Chad was still awake despite the late hour. A discarded bone stolen from
the tribe’s waste pile was gripped tight in one hand, a large wooden box covered
in a series of 8 taut strings made of woven vines in the other. A hole to boost the
sound level was cut from the center.
 Chad plucked the first string. A green crescent formed before their eyes,
then faded to nothing in unison with the sound. Chad smiled, and threw the
chewed, meatless bone behind him before plunging into song.
 Colors and shapes danced in unison with his masterpiece, a complex
melody that flowed from his fingers with a practiced perfection. Johnny was
impressed by the level of sophistication of Chad’s song. He was a forgotten
genius, unrivaled and unappreciated—a Mozart, 80,000 years before his time.
 Only minutes passed before a new color joined the rest, pulsing along to
the sound of war drums far in the distance. Chad shifted the rhythm to match
the time signature, only stopping to etch the patterns of his song onto the
smooth part of a thick, split branch for future recall. An entire pile of symbolized
music sat to his left in a language only he understood.
 The war drums were closer. A woman in the distance screamed. The
connection began to fail. Movement and sound were set at a two-second delay. A
layer of static covered everything.
 Chad continued to strum, oblivious to the red light blinking in Johnny’s
vision.
 Johnny could taste the air, could sense Chad’s every movement, feel the
remembered pain of a leg lost.
 The machine was no longer in his control. Panicked, he initiated
emergency exit protocol with a thought and braced to be pulled back into his
own body.
 No response.
 “Emergency systems aborted.” The voice was digital and sexless—a red
triangle with two holes in the center. Chad’s playing faltered for a second.
 The wavelength vision of that first night returned. It was intense, almost
tangible, and covered everything.
 Chad smiled and played harder. The wavelength got thicker. The feed
overloaded.
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[Glitch]

 Chad/ Johnny sat in an empty field of dead grass. The red light blinked
faster. Chad played faster. Screams echoed from all around, coming from
nowhere. They were distance and muted, as if coming from within a tunnel.
 The ghost of the war machine walked towards them in slow motion,
translucent and soundless.
 It stopped.
 It lowered its cannon.
 It fired.

[Glitch]

 They were back in Chad’s cave. The walls and roof began to dissipate. The
burnt remnants of a cubicle merged with the cave’s interior. 
 Outside, it was both night and day. Fractured buildings hovered in the
distance surrounding a wooden village in flames. War machines walked the
skyline firing invisible charges at invisible enemies. All around, Neanderthals
were slaughtered by a tribe dressed in skulls and the skin of the dead. Their
murderers were smaller in comparison, almost hairless, with no brow to speak
of.
 They killed with branches sharpened to a dull point. Stab wounds were a
grey cylinder. Bloody gurgles, a black and red hollow arrowhead. The cracking of
skulls came in a rotating orb of baby blue.
 The tribe of Humans closed in, kicked in a wooden door Chad/Johnny could
no longer see.
 The part that was Johnny panicked.
 The part that was Chad played on. He was focused completely on the
sound emanating from the box. It was pure. It was perfect. It was the only thing
that gave Chad’s life meaning—the only thing that would ever make sense.
Nothing would take this moment from him. Johnny could sense that within the
imprint.
 The tribe paused and lowered their weapons in awe as they surrounded
Chad. It was like nothing they had ever heard. It both scared them and brought
them to tears.
 Minutes passed.
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 Someone screamed. It was the leader, a woman whose face was streaked
with a criss-cross pattern of mud and framed with a beard almost as thick as
any of the males. She yelled dissatisfaction at the rest of her tribe in a
high-pitched voice that had Chad/Johnny seeing red triangles. The music meant
nothing to her.
 Her attention turned to Chad. She lifted a weapon made of a hollowed
gourde, letting it bounce on her shoulder as she walked over to him. The cat
skulls tied in her hair rattled as she moved.
 Chad’s playing quickened. He lowered his head. He smiled.
 The ghost of the war machine was upon them. It was the one that killed
Tim; the one that Johnny now knew took Chad’s leg, the same as his own.
 Chad strummed.
 Johnny screamed.
 The war machine lowered a cannon arm.
 The war chief raised her gourd.
 It fired.
 She swung.
 A baby blue orb.
 A glitch.

***
Johnny awoke in his room gasping. His machine was silent. It was dark. Wires
sparked. The lights of his room flicked sporadically. None of the expected tickles
of wound transition came.
 He looked out. His heart was beating rhythms in his chest. The other
Johnny’s were epileptic in their chairs, their eyes dead and staring at nothing as
they shook, driven by a system-wide breakdown.
 It took Johnny a moment to realize he was humming softly. It was a song
beyond his control—Chad’s masterpiece.
 A part of Chad had come back with him. Johnny could sense his imprint.
He tried to move. Failed. His head nor limbs would respond.
 His face smiled. A mental grunt spoke from within.
 It was Chad. Chad was in control of his body, Chad was in control of the
entire system, the overrides, the regulators - everything. He must have planned
this, having sensed the connection through his synesthesia, learned to decipher
those original wavelengths and patterns, and mentally connect to the machine.
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 Johnny tried to speak. The humming intensified as Chad worked through
the basics of the program, slowly learning and gaining more control. Johnny could
feel Chad’s loathing of him, everything, and everybody. This was what Chad
wanted, a world that appreciated his talents; a world where he wasn’t shunned
for his inability to hunt and gather.
 The code of the machine accepted him. It was as pure as his music. At its
root, it was the same as his music, a base of patterns and frequencies.
 The lights of Johnny’s room stopped flickering. They slowly came back on
one at a time. The other Johnny’s were calm in their chairs.
 Then a click. A spark. The machine hummed into perfect working order.
 Johnny phased out by a command given to the machine that was not his
own.

***
Twitching and face half-buried in the dirt, Johnny stared out past the enemy tribe
to a pastel sunrise hovering on the horizon. The beauty of it did nothing for the
pain.
 Chad was gone. The ghost of the war machine was gone. Only Johnny
remained, kicked from the system. He missed his body. He missed his mission.
What he wouldn’t give to have both back.
 A deep red film faded over his vision. He couldn't tell if it was from blood
pouring down his face or his death rattles made visual. Death approached
quickly. That familiar pull of particles. That familiar sensation of dread. This
would be the last time among hundreds of deaths. There would be no more added
scars or chemical baths to come.
 Lingering above, the war leader spat on him as she tossed a torch onto
the rubble. The stacked pile of carved, wooden sheet music was the first to burn.
Johnny looked closer at marking as the flames took over.
 They were covered in ones and zeros, a perfect binary representation of
own his own neural imprint as read by the machine.   

Joe has work published in around 40 markets including K-zine, and Strange Constellations.
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Her Mother’s Eyes
by Joshua Grasso

1
 His hands were numb with cold. Grigorii felt his daughter’s and rubbed
them gently in his own, though she was still half-asleep, her head bobbing with
each bump in the road. He whispered something to reassure her—or more likely,
himself—but she only coughed, her eyes closed but her body squirming
uncomfortably. They had been traveling by coach for the better part of three days,
stopping only to change horses and eat; that is, when food could be found. At
this point, hunger scarcely registered, swallowed up by the piercing cold, fear,
doubt, and longing to see his wife once more. 
 Staring out the window, the winter landscape stared back at him for
miles. A faint road traced its way through craggy hills dotted with frozen grass
and blasted trees. Both earth and sky shared a uniform, steely-gray defiance.
Now and then faint sunbeams pierced the gloom and sprinkled a purplish glow
across the clouds. But that soon vanished and all color seemed drained from the
earth. As each new hill revealed another endless expanse of nothing, Grigorii felt
colder and more alone. What if they never reached her? Shouldn’t there be some
sign, some indication, that they were nearing the camps?
 “Papa, are we with mama yet?” Tanya asked.
 “Not yet. Soon. I can tell we’re getting closer,” he said.
 “How?” she asked, looking sleepily out the window.
 “Look: there are fewer trees. They chop down the trees for wood. That
means we’re getting closer to the camps.”
 He had no idea if this was so, but it sounded plausible. Tanya pressed her
nose against the glass and snorted, steaming it up. She did this several times
until all trace of the outside vanished behind the fog.
 “Why did they send her out here? Because of magic?”
 He nodded. “Remember, they gave her a warning last time.”
 “Then why did she do it again?” Tanya asked, yet without a hint of
accusation. It was an innocent question.
 “Do you understand what she told you? About her magic?”
 “That she can see different times. She can see someone’s past and future
just by holding their hand. But not her own?”
 “No, she can never see her own. It’s kind of like looking at your own face.
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You can’t see it without a mirror.”
 “But why is it wrong? She’s never tried to hurt anyone.” 
 “It’s difficult to explain, but women are forbidden to use the arts.
According to the Council, it’s because women can’t summon the words. Only
members of the Council can do it.”
 “If they can’t do it...why is there a rule telling them not to?”
 Grigorii laughed; he had offered the same logic to the Council numerous
times, as had his wife. Their response was sadly predictable: no use getting
young girls’ hopes up for what can never be. They weren’t made to hear the voice.
Their mouths simply can’t invoke the words. They’re made improperly. Or rather,
they’re made properly for other vocations, so why bother with magic? 
 “Besides, I know mama can do it,” she added. “I’ve seen her do it before.
She even did it for me once.”
 “She did?” he said, with mock-seriousness. “And what did you see?”
 “Something very important...I forget,” she said, sheepishly. “Mama didn’t
let me see it too clearly. She said that knowing too much too quickly can hurt
you. So I only got a little peek.”
 “I think she’s right. When you’re older, and you better understand your
past, where you’ve come from, you can handle knowing more of the future. And
that’s why people come to her. They have fears...they need to know if something
is worth the risk. Or what happened to them when they were too young to
remember.”
 “Does she tell them?” she asked, wide-eyed.
 “Only if she thinks it can help them. And they’re asking for the right
reasons,” he nodded. “That’s how she got into trouble. Someone came and
wanted to know for the wrong reasons. This person wanted to hurt other
people—though she wouldn’t admit it. Mama refused to help. So she ran off and
told the Council. They came for her that very night...and we haven’t seen her
since.”
 “Has it been two months yet?” she asked, hugging her knees for warmth.
 “Here, come under my coat,” he said, opening it up for her. While they
snuggled he nodded, “yes, two months this Thursday. I had to petition for days to
find out what happened, where they took her. The Zimla Detention Facility. So far
away.”
 “Will she ever get out?” Tanya asked.
 “I don’t know. It’s a labor camp. They send criminals there to work out
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their crimes. Not many of them come home.”
 “They think...she’s a criminal? Because she tried to help people?”
 “Because she broke the rules.”
 “And that’s why we’re going? To see her one last time? Or can we visit
again?”
 “Let’s see how this first visit goes.”

2
 At last—a sign, broken and faded from the elements, announced their
arrival. If anything, the road became worse at their approach to the camps,
riddled with holes and uncleared snow. He looked down at Tanya, her bright eyes
drinking everything in: his story, the landscape, the fear she could sense in her
father. He wondered how much of her was in Tanya, how much she could see
that remained invisible to him. Maybe she should show him the way?
 The coach shuddered to a halt near a rickety building with three guards
leaning on pikes, the air heavy with their exhalations. Grigorii opened the door
and felt the bitter sting of the wind, colder by far than what had accompanied
them in the coach. In the distance, across a snowy field, he discerned a line of
huts, each one puffing smoke from their white-capped roofs. Astrea waited in
one of them, though whether or not she knew they were coming—or would have
welcomed their arrival—he couldn’t say.
 “This way, sir,” a guard said, gesturing him forward.
 Grigorii helped Tanya out of the coach and took her hand as they
goose-stepped through the slush.
 “Come from far off?” the guard asked.
 “From Moscow. We traveled three days.”
 “You made good time. For some it takes a week. And some never even
make it this far.”
 “I take it you don’t get many visitors.”
 “Who would come here? You’re the husband of that woman, the Prophet?”
 “Astrea. Is she well?”
 “We call her the Prophet here. She told a man’s fortune last week. He fled
across the steppe and froze to death somewhere beyond the tree line. Devil
knows what she told him. We’re all scared of her now.”
 Grigorii squeezed his daughter’s hand, hoping she was too cold and tired
to listen. A few more steps in ankle-deep snow brought them to a rough
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collection of huts which housed the prisoners. Here and there he saw a
woman—they were all women—shuffling about in hooded garments and
nondescript boots. They quickly fled at his approach, though one lingered, eyeing
him without directly meeting his gaze. He gave a slight nod and she faded into
the shadows. However, just as he passed, she fell to her knees at his side and
seized his hand, kissing it fervently.
 “She has sent you! You come from the light.”
 The guard tossed her aside and she collapsed in the snow, dazed and
silent. But when he looked back he saw her expression—like a star-struck little
girl. Her mouth and eyes beaming. He had seen that look before.
 They were escorted into the nicest of the ramshackle huts, where the
Administrator himself held court. The man acknowledged them in a stupor, his
hair disheveled, his uniform crumbled, stained, and half-remembered. They
collapsed in two chairs and waited for him to begin, a moment he prolonged by
pouring several cups of tea and draining them on the spot.
 “Her husband, I presume? I’m glad you made it so quickly. Naturally, they
informed me of your arrival. And the reason you’re here.”
 “May I see her now?” he asked.
 “Momentarily,” he said, glancing at his daughter. “But you can only go in
one at a time. Ivan will go with you.”
 “I can’t take my daughter with me?” he laughed, mirthlessly. “Do you
suspect her of smuggling contraband?”
 “Criminals aren’t afforded the same privileges as the rest of us. And no
one has privacy out here,” he said, gesturing out the window with a look of
disgust. “I assure you she’ll be well looked after. Besides, you only have five
minutes, each of you. Then it’s back on the road.”
 Grigorii let out a gasp, and the wall of resolve he had constructed brick by
brick collapsed in an instant. Tanya ran over to embrace her father, whose silent
tears shook his chest, burst at the seams of his throat. The Administrator gave a
look of distaste, less for Grigorii’s emotion than his own quivering conscience.
 “I suppose if you’re going to make a scene...very well, I’ll give you ten, but
I’m sending two guards—Ivan and Simon. And no touching!” the Administrator
snapped, staring at himself in the samovar.
 Grigorii recovered himself, kissed Tanya’s head, and said how much he
loved her. He wanted to say so much more, things he scarcely even understood,
but in her eyes, he could see more than a nine-year-old girl. Wiping his face he
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stood up and followed the guards to a small office in the back, where a few
chairs and a bare table stood in witness.
 “Sit here,” a guard gestured. “We’ll bring her here. No touching or
exchanging letters. And no sudden movements.”
 He nodded. They left the room, closing the door behind them. Silence
weighed heavily in the room, which had nothing to distinguish it; the sole window
looked directly onto a scraggly tree, blocking out the adjoining huts or the vast,
snowy plains. He thought of what to say to her; whether or not she knew he was
here; if she wanted him to come; if this was the last time he would see her
alive.

3
 Footsteps. He almost panicked, wanting to leap out of the chair and
hide—or crush her in his arms. The door opened and she came in, followed by the
guards. Her eyes immediately swept over him, but almost blankly, as if not
recognizing him. A second sweep flushed with recognition, and she stepped
back, almost fell into the guards’ arms. They eased her onto the chair across
from him. Astrea seemed reluctant to look up at him, as if he would vanish with a
second glance. So he had to start.
 “Astrea. It’s Grigorii.”
 She looked up, her eyes shimmering, lips clenched tight.
 “I knew you would come. But I still can’t believe it.”
 “They told you?”
 She shook her head.
 “I saw it. I saw you and Tanya in my mind, days ago. A single coach on the
barren road.”
 “You can see that now?” he whispered, cutting his glance to the guards.
 “Oh Grigorii, my visions have deepened, I can see so many things—some
beautiful, others frightening. They rush in like a torrent. I scarcely even know
where I am.”
 The urge to grab hold of her nearly split him in two. Her head was shaved,
her eyes sunken, her chin cut and healed in an angry purple scar. For the first
time in his life he couldn’t date the scar, or the shave, to any specific event he
had been part of. This had all happened in another world. He might spend the rest
of his life not even knowing if she was still here, or long dead, buried beneath the
blighted earth.                                                                    
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 “You brought Tanya? Can I see her? My dearest light…”
 “Of course—they wouldn’t let us in together. She’s waiting outside.”
 He glanced at the guards, who stood against the wall, trying to look away,
at anything else in the room (but hard-pressed to find distractions).  
 “I only came to see you. Not for the reasons they wanted. Please
understand that. I had no expectations. Just to see you once more. Nothing
else,” he said.
 “They let you come...on conditions?” she said, reading his thought.
 “Yes. The Archmage paid me a visit—more than once,” he nodded, rubbing
his eyes. “Your disappearance has caused civil unrest. Women from all over the
country have besieged the tower, demanding answers. There were a few
incidents…a magician died. By a woman’s magic, they said. You can imagine the
scandal.”
 She smiled the way she used to, unencumbered by the prison and her
precarious fate. Her hands crept onto the table, the fingers sliding out, reaching
for him without moving forward. He placed his own hands as close as he dared,
expecting the guards to admonish him. So far, they ignored it.
 “It could have all been prevented,” she said. “But now it’s larger than a
single person; I can’t wave my wand and restore the past. Things have been set
in motion. The women know who they are…and what they were meant for.” 
 “He didn’t seem willing to discuss that. I did sense fear in his eyes, in his
voice. He’s scared of you—or at least what you represent.”
 “Which is why I’m here, to quietly fade away.”
 “No, he did this to scare you—to scare us. He knew you wouldn’t listen to
him otherwise. And he wanted...he wanted me to be the messenger.”
  “What did he promise you?” she asked, her eyes locked with his own.
 He hesitated. She guessed what it was; he could see that from her stare,
the tilt of her head. But she didn’t know how they sweetened the fatal poison.
 “He said I could bring you home. That’s why he sent me, so you would have
to tell me ‘no.’ I did tell him no, actually, but he kept after me...and the thought of
not seeing you again...”
 “I understand. And I’m glad you came. Even if you know my answer.”
 She smiled and tapped her fingers on the table. He looked down, and saw
them trace symbols invisibly on the grain. Finger-speak. He followed as best he
could without her expertise, trying to imagine the intricate tracery being left
behind by each finger, the symbols becoming her innermost thoughts.
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 I’m already free. I can move through time now. I only stayed to see you.  
 Had he understood her correctly? Seeing his confusion, she repeated the
signs. Yes—it was exactly as he thought, and worse than he feared. He had to
draw her out, to learn as much as he could as quickly as possible. He stammered
a few vague responses before asking,
 “Are you sure that’s your answer? Don’t you want to hear what he said?”
 “If it keeps you here a little longer, yes,” she said.

I found you in the past. I kissed you for the first time again. I love the
taste of your lips, your skin. I wish you could hold me now.
 “He told me something else,” he continued, anxiously. “I didn’t know
whether to believe him. He said you were ill. That you had delved into your
powers too quickly. That it was killing you. That’s the main reason I came...I
wanted to see for myself.”
 “Well, I wouldn’t call myself the picture of health, but otherwise, I hope to
live a long time,” she said, with a shrug.

Do you believe him? That I’m mad? It’s what they want you to think. That’s
why I can’t live here anymore: the perpetual lies.
 Were they lies? He examined her eyes, seeing the familiar Astrea from so
many years back, but with an added intensity. A desperate, almost religious
fervor stared back at him, someone completely at one with her actions. He
remembered, too, the woman outside who kissed his hand. Like a devotee.
Toward the end many of the girls became like that. Some of them called her “the
light,” or “the mother,” and it scared him; she was still several years shy of
thirty.
 “He said he could help you. If you came with us, and agreed to listen to his
demands, he would help you. He would leave us alone.”
 “How decent of him, to let an innocent family live in peace,” she said, with
the slightest edge.

Damn them. Their temple will burn. And then they will know. I’ve seen their
end.
 “Yes, I told him you wouldn’t agree, that it was much ado about nothing,”
he nodded. “Again, I wasn’t even sure I could believe him. But I agreed, if only to
see you again, so Tanya could see her mother and know what she fought for. I
worry that in a few years she won’t remember.”
 “She’s a bright girl, and you can teach her,” Astrea said, her hands falling
silent.
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 “I can’t be what you were, what you are to her now.”
 Her hands resumed their tracing, her eyes smiling into his own—the old
eyes again.
 I love her more than life. I will never be far. Tell her to wait. I’ll find you.
 He felt her slipping away from him. Only minutes—a minute?—remained.
The guards seemed antsy, shifting more frequently from one position to the next.
Mere seconds left to luck upon the right words, anything to restore her
compassion, her fear of losing them both. But everything sounded like lies, the
truth most of all.
 “Naturally, he wants you to write a confession. Tell the world how you did
it. Not magic. Something else...reading faces, a trick of numbers. Anything to
make them lose faith in your power. That’s all he cares about. Not us…”
 “I already told them I wouldn’t lie,” she sighed, her fingers dancing across
the table. “If they call that resistance, so be it. Others would call it compassion.
I do.”

I’ve seen a better world. That’s where you’ll find me. Please believe in me,
beloved. Just as I believe in you.
 Perhaps I’ve already betrayed her, he thought to himself. Because he didn’t
believe her. He didn’t trust any of this. She told him once that the visions were
unclear, that they required careful thought and interpretation. And even then, she
could be wrong...no one knew the future. It wasn’t a series of dates and events,
but impressions and possibilities. There was always more than one conclusion.
So how could she know for sure?
 “There’s so much I want to say to you. And there’s so little time to explain.
Seeing you now, though, it gives me hope. It tells me what I’m doing is right.”
 No fingers; this is actually what she wanted to say. His eyes burned and
he looked away, knowing he had failed. There was no way to convince her, even
though he felt now, more than ever, she would die in pain and confusion. The
magic had overtaken her, made her stronger, certainly, but a step removed. More
the “mother” and less the woman, less his wife.
 “You’re so brave. You always were,” she said.
 He winced, unable to control himself. The tears came and he buried his
face in his hands. The guards turned pale, frozen like statues against the wall.
Astrea slid her chair back and got up, stumbling around the table without a word
or a look at the guards. They said nothing, even turned away to allow a modicum
of privacy. She knelt to her husband’s side, took his face in her hands and kissed
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him. He sobbed, crying his wife’s name, knowing he would never see her again.
She enfolded him in her arms and whispered a phrase in his ear, a line from a
long-forgotten poem: “be thou the tree, and death the falling leaf.”

4
 It was time to go. He took a last look at her, hoping the madness would
dull her pain. That she could live and die in her memories; in that sense, don’t we
all travel in time? She caressed a prayer into his face with her finger: remember.
A final kiss, and he stood up from the chair and followed her back to her own.
Their hands lingered together, then parted. He walked back to the main room in a
daze, only to find Tanya playing cards with the Administrator—and winning.
 “Tanya, your mother is waiting.”
 “I beat him so many times, papa!” she smiled.
 He took her hand and led her to the room, or as far as the guards allowed.
Needlessly cruel, but true to their word. They opened the door and ushered her in.
Grigorii stepped back, catching a fleeting glimpse of Tanya falling into her
mother’s arms as it closed.
 “A fine girl,” the Administrator said, with a chuckle. “If you like, I can let
you stay in my quarters for the night. It’s a long journey. Too long for a child like
her.”
 “Thank you,” he said, still fixed on the door.
 “Your wife has quite a following here. The women think she’s a prophet.
That she can walk through time and see the future. If so, how did she wind up
here? Didn’t see this coming?”
 He had been aware of the signs for years. The more she used her powers,
the more she seemed to dig into herself. The longer it took for her to climb out.
The visions became more dire, more apocalyptic. Her role in the struggle
assumed ever-more monumental importance, until she began to see herself as a
savior, and at times, the only one. What worried him was when the girls felt the
same, and touched the hem of her skirt with reverence, attributing her hair with
sacred powers (her brushes often went missing). Maybe they would have grown
out of it as they grew up, developed powers of their own. But that would never
happen in this world, not under the watchful, benevolent eye of the Council.

“That’s what you don’t understand,” the Archmage had told him, at the end
of their interview, “we don’t deny them magic from fear of competition or a faulty
belief in our superiority. Far from it. It’s because magic is more intuitive to
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women. It’s something they’ve always known, and if we encourage it, it becomes
their waking and sleeping, their dreams and real-life. It drives them into paranoia
and delirium—and all too soon, an early demise. Ages ago it was decided to deny
them the power, even though we learned it from them. The first sorcerer, of
course, was a woman...”
 For their own good? It sounded like a fairy-tale, a pat reason to imprison
those with a claim to the throne. Of course, fairy tales were told for a reason.
What else could have driven them apart, placed her mission above their love,
their daughter’s protection? He wanted to believe in her; that’s why he came, to
prove himself wrong. But it didn’t work. He found himself doubting
everything...the last six years, their courtship, their memories, their life. Only
Tanya made sense to him now.
 At length the door opened and Tanya skipped out, tears having dried on her
cheeks and replaced with sunshine happiness. He embraced her with weary
delight. At least he could take her away from this place. It wasn’t too late for her;
he could still protect her from magic and the Council both.
 “Mama told me so many things,” she said, as if sharing a treasured
secret.
 “I’m glad you had time together. Perhaps, one day, we’ll be able to see her
again.”
 “Oh, we will...she’s already waiting for us.”
 “Waiting? In her cell?”
 “No...the future,” she whispered, her eyes growing wide. “That’s where I
saw her.”
 “You saw—her?”
 “Yes, that’s what she showed me before and I forgot. Now I remember.
Isn’t it wonderful, papa?”
 The same look in her eyes. Like Astrea. Like the girls. Like the woman in
the snow. All of them looking to the future.
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Faster Than a You-Know-What
by Lachlan Walter

 The runners wait, their feet pressed hard against the blocks. They’re so
still that they might as well be carved from rock. They’re fixed and focused.
They’re in the zone, as the old-timers say. A few are wearing identical headbands:
51% is emblazoned on them, black letters on a white background, referring to a
line they shouldn’t cross if they still want to call themselves human, symbolising
a kind-of code that some of them pay lip service to, an unenforced rule that
some of them loosely adhere to.
 The runners keep waiting. Not a sound comes from the overcrowded
stands and bleachers: It’s as if the stadium and everyone in it are frozen in a
perfectly silent moment of time. The moment stretches on.
 And then the snap-crack of the starter pistol echoes through the sky.
 The runners do what they’re supposed to do: They run, they run hard. The
crowd cheers and shouts and boos. The runners’ support crews – their families,
friends, spouses, trainers, managers, doctors – chew their fingernails or look
away or join in with the cheering crowd. The air is backgrounded by the
plastic-tick of thousands of cameras snapping thousands of photos, the shrill
song of artificial cicadas.
 There’s barely enough room between some of the runners to slide a ruler,
that’s how bulked-up they are. Some of them are tall and thin – too tall and too
thin, almost insectoid. Some look unmodified, their unmarked flesh disguising all
manner of implanted enhancements. One of them even has four legs, though that
much work surely excludes him from the 51% club.
 They run. They run hard. So far, there’s no clear leader.
 A moment later, a rumble builds from within the crowd’s collective belly, a
heavy moan of excitement and anticipation – the favourite has pulled ahead, as
everyone knew he would. He half-turns and keeps on running, he smiles at the
crowd and keeps on running, he turns back and keeps on running.
 He pulls further ahead. It’s unbelievable, can barely be possible, can’t
really be happening. The crowd are now shouting his name, lovers and haters
alike, entranced by this marvel of nature and science.
 “Man-grove!” they call, splitting his name in two. “Man-grove! Man-grove!”
 He turns again, he smiles again, he keeps on running.
 Superimposed on his field-of-vision are readouts sent directly to his optic
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nerve. They bear a flood of information, detailing his proximity to his competitors,
the distance he has already run, the distance to completion, the performance of
his technological enhancements, the wind speed, fluctuations in the weather,
the wear and tear on his muscles, the strain on his organs, his hormone levels,
his brain chemistry, the build-up of toxins in his body…
 It’s a mess, the amount of information delivered far beyond the human
mind’s capacity to consciously understand. Luckily, the quantum processor
fused to Mangrove’s brain does the work for him, adjusting his body and
accommodating any changes in a manner that’s almost instinctive.
 He keeps running. The other runners try to keep up but Mangrove, he’s just
a freak – the other runners push themselves harder than they knew they could,
but they might as well be walking.
 And then, on his optical display, Mangrove receives a warning that requires
his actual attention: Oxygen-Conversion Efficiency at 18%, Please Advise.
 He starts to slow down. It’s barely noticeable, but it still gives the other
runners a chance to catch up. Mangrove focuses on the proximity sensor flashing
away on his optical sensor. The other runners are right on him now.
 He swears aloud.
 He likes to think that in the old days, back before he was born, if he had
hit a wall while running he would have chosen to embrace the pain, to push
through, to dig deep, to hold on, to snatch a phrase from the grab-bag of sporting
clichés. After all, that’s what his heroes did – they had no other choice. But this
isn’t the old days, and so he sends a thought-command to his quantum
processor, which floods his being with adrenalin, testosterone, norepinephrine
and instant-acting cortisol, emptying the tanks embedded in the flesh of his
neck.
 A formless and wild animal-energy overtakes him and everything is
suddenly too bright, too loud, too intense. His vision reddens, his eyes bulge, his
smile becomes a snarl, his heart pumps so hard that he’s worried it might pop.
 He looks at the other runners crowding him. He growls low in his throat.
He looks ahead to the finish line. He pulls away once again, running faster than
he ever thought possible.
 And just like that, he knows that he’s won, that it’s only a matter of time.
 As he crosses the finish line, he sends another thought-command. This
time, his quantum processor spikes his brain with serotonin. Simultaneously, it
makes him sweat and sweat and sweat, purging his body of the excess
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hormones that allowed him to win. He has an image to maintain. He knows the
difference between being a good runner and being a superstar. He can’t let the
public see the blind beast that really ran the race.
 As the crowd continues to cheer his name, he turns in a slow circle and
bows low. He tears the headband from his head, the slogan ‘51%’ smudged with
sweat, the whole thing a dripping mess.
 He balls up the headband and throws it into the crowd, as if it’s a treasure
to be cherished.

***
 Before the media throng can pounce, Mangrove’s support crew drag him
away and lead him to the medical suite in the stadium’s basement. His wife, his
husband, his mum, his brother, his trainer, his manager – they all fuss over him,
congratulating him on his win, asking if he’s okay, flattering him to the nth
degree. Only his doctor stays silent, standing back and offering a slight frown
rather than an outstretched hand or a pat on the back. At the medical suite door,
now that the commotion is over, he takes charge.
 “Everyone out, you all know the drill.”
 The entire support crew congratulate Mangrove a last time. His spouses
lean in and kiss him on the cheeks, one after the other. His mum gives him a hug.
His brother, his trainer, his manager, they all shake his hand a last time. And
then they drift away.
 Mangrove, the joker that he is, makes a big show of pretending to follow
them.
 “Very funny,” his doctor says. “You know, I haven’t seen that one before.”
 “Really?” Mangrove asks with almost too much sincerity.
 It’s a routine that they perform well. But like all routines, it has to end –
they enter the medical suite, Mangrove lies on the nearest bed, his doctor starts
to get busy.
 “Nice race,” his doctor says. “Although by the look of things, it got a bit
hairy near the end.”
 “Yeah, but I pulled up fine, like I always do. Faster than a you-know-what,
eh doc?”
 “That’s the one.”
 His doctor connects a fibre-optic cable to the port just beneath
Mangrove’s right ear. He attaches clear plastic tubes to ports on Mangrove’s
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neck and thighs, and alternately drains fluid away and refills the tanks. He waits
for the custom-built diagnostic computer to synchronise with Mangrove’s
quantum processor.
 Mangrove feels the moment as it happens; it’s as if his mind has suddenly
been exposed to open air.
 His doctor ums and ahs as he looks over the incoming data.
 “Everything seems okay, but we’ll need to sit down and talk about your
lung capacity – you’ll fry if you keep pushing yourself like you did today.”
 “How’s Thursday, same time as always?”
 “Sounds good.”
 “Cool.”
 His doctor begins the disconnection process. Mangrove stares at the
ceiling. With his amplified hearing, he can hear through the walls, can hear the
crowd still calling his name. Only one thought runs through his head, a wide and
deep concept reduced to a single word and repeated again and again:
 Winner! Winner! Winner! Winner!
 “Go on, kid – lap it up,” his doctor says as he pulls free the last cable and
disconnects the last tube.

***
 Much later that night, after returning to the stadium and bowing to the
crowd yet again, after signing autograph books and kissing babies and posing for
selfies and cultivating his public image, after the fun and games of the press
conference, after the tedious solemnity of the medal presentation, after the
party and after the bars and after the clubs, after falling asleep in the arms of his
husband and wife, Mangrove wakes suddenly.
 He’s crying, even though he hasn’t realised it yet. He was having a
nightmare, a nightmare that’s actually a memory. It’s still with him; he’s still
remembering a lost little boy scavenging in a junkyard for scrap to swap for food,
a lost little boy who was always hungry.
 He’s still remembering his childhood.

***
 It’s a brand new day, and for Mangrove that means it’s back to business:
He wakes before dawn and goes for a run, nothing too strenuous, just thirty or
forty kilometres; he returns home at sunrise, has breakfast and coffee with his
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husband and wife; he looks over his schedule and talks to his manager; he goes
for another run.
 It’s the afternoon now, and his driver is taking him to a broadcast station
in town so that he can take place in a televised debate that he doesn’t
remember agreeing to.
 He calls his manager.
 “Alright, alright, I went over your head,” his manager says. “But this will be
good for you, and even better for your image.”
 At that word – image – Mangrove is in.
 “No sweat.”
 “Good one,” his manager says. “Let me know how it goes.”
 It’s a disaster.
 The debate is on the ethics of enhancements in sport, and such a
dog-whistle topic has drawn out all the usual freaks, professional protestors and
culture warriors. A security team has to escort Mangrove to the studio doors,
shouldering aside a blockade-forming throng made up of the perpetually outraged
and the eager-to-fight, made up of Human First-devotees and robot-rights
activists united in an unlikely partnership.
 Suddenly, Mangrove gets hit in the face by an overripe orange thrown with
great force.
 “Fuck you,” Mangrove yells in the presumed direction of the assailant,
trying to simultaneously wriggle free of the security hulk holding him back and
wipe his face clean.
 The urge to challenge the assailant rather than let it go is almost
instinctive, a throwback to the vast majority of his life. It had been drilled into
him over the years: You’re either tough and take no lip, or you’re a loser or a
victim or dead.
 “Say it again, I dare you!”
 “Freak!” the assailant calls in response. “You belong in a lab, not on a
running track.”
 The hulk keeps holding him back.
 Just like at the stadium yesterday, Mangrove sends a thought-command
to his quantum processor, which floods his being with adrenalin, testosterone,
norepinephrine and instant-acting cortisol, emptying the tanks embedded in the
flesh of his neck.
 A familiar formless and wild animal-energy overtakes him, and he loves it.
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He easily shrugs off the hulk. He barges forward, pushing people aside, weighing
into the crowd.
 “Fuck you all!” he shouts, his words thick, dangerous, slurred.
 He throws punches. He takes punches. He’s a warrior, a berserker, a
maniac. He finds the man that he decides is the assailant. He starts beating on
this man. The crowd start booing Mangrove. They start insulting him: Monster!
Neanderthal! Deformity! Mockery! Fake! Crook! Cheat!
 At that last one, he snaps.
 “I didn’t break no rules!” he screams into the assailant’s face, his
grammar breaking under the strain of the hormones coursing through him. “51%
for life, no other way, that’s me!”
 Now he’s punching the assailant to emphasise every word, even though
the assailant didn’t actually say anything.
 “Mangrove…”
 Thwack.
 “ain’t…”
 Thwack.
 “no…”
 Thwack.
 “cheat!”
 A last thwack, and then Mangrove actually roars. It would be ridiculous if
it weren’t so primal. The assailant is still, his face a bloody pulp. The watching
crowd are silent.
 “That’ll teach you,” Mangrove says, looking with contempt at the
wreckage of the assailant.
 He turns away. He looks over the gathered crowd. Looking back: Upheld
camera-phones and data-pads and palm-dials, all click-click-clicking away.
Straightaway, he sends a thought-command – the flood of raging hormones
eases as he sweats it out.
 Mangrove realises what he’s done. He realises what he’s done to his
image. He once again barges forward until he’s free of the crowd. And then he
does what he does best: He runs.

***
 Mangrove finally makes it home, having covered maybe a hundred
kilometres or so. The house is dark, empty, quiet. He pulls out his phone and
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turns it on. There are too many messages to go through – the thought alone
makes him groan aloud.
 And then it rings. It’s his manager. Of course it’s his manager.
 For a moment, Mangrove is tempted to just throw his phone across the
room. But he knows that he’s done a lot of damage, and that he has to ‘fess up.
 “Yo,” he says nonchalantly.
 “Don’t you ‘yo’ me, kid. My office, now – the sponsors want your blood.”
 Mangrove groans a second time.
 “And pull your fucking head in.”
 At that, his manager hangs up on him.

***
 The meeting just finished. Now that it’s over, a thoroughly chastised
Mangrove has gone for another run. Thinking back on it as his feet slap a tattoo
on the blacktop, he realises that the meeting could have been worse – the earth
could have stopped turning, the sun could have fallen into the ocean, the stars
could have gone out.
 After much toing and froing, after it was made clear that there was no way
of avoiding a 1-year suspension, after his sponsors threatened to pull their
endorsement, after the facts of a court case were detailed at length, after he
realised how much of his dirty laundry the prosecution would air, after it was
explained to him that this was the only way of avoiding a lifetime suspension,
Mangrove agreed to publicly apologise and generously compensate the assailant
and undertake untold hours of community work. He was told in no uncertain
terms that if he wanted his once-adoring fans to believe his longwinded
self-justification, to accept his excuse that it was an ‘allergic reaction’ rather
than the result of his numerous enhancements, to look at him as the victim of a
sob-story upbringing who had experienced a medical problem that then caused a
brain-snap rather than as a brute who can’t control his temper, then he would
have no choice but to grovel and beg.
 He runs. He runs hard.
 No matter how hard he tries, no matter how much he pushes himself, he
can’t run fast enough to escape himself.

***
 In the months that follow, Mangrove dedicates himself to rehabilitating
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his image. He begins by attending twice-weekly meetings with his manager, an
advertising consultant, a media masseur and a brand expert. They discuss the
problems, brainstorm possible solutions and potential roadblocks, and slowly
develop a plan for Mangrove to follow.
 The media team eventually hit on the idea of appropriating the night of
Mangrove’s brain-snap. They leave the footage alone; nothing can save that.
Instead, they test different lines from his accompanying rant on a variety of
focus groups, settling on ‘51% For Life.’ This makes them happy, as they see a
nice synchronicity in it – Mangrove’s prior links to the pseudo-philosophy the
slogan headlines serve as a nice framework for the story they’re trying to tell.
 He meets with others who chose to walk the same road he did, albeit for
different reasons: Soldiers, rescue workers, cops, fire-fighters, those people who
made themselves more than human in order to help those worse-off than the
average Jack or Jill. He discovers that they have their own form of 51% For Life,
a creed that helps them hold onto their humanity. And he meets those who had
no choice but to walk his road, those who lost limbs or organs due to accident or
violence or sickness or bad-genes, whose only option was an enhancement or
death. In order to gain a full understanding of the movement that he is beginning
to speak for, he meets those at the other end of the spectrum: The poor and
displaced who have been hurt or maimed, tucked away in charity-hospitals and
dilapidated respite centres dreaming of life-altering enhancements that are
simply beyond them.
 His court-ordered community service comes to an end, and without even
really thinking about it, he signs on for at least another six-months. He
establishes a fund to aid those poor and displaced people that need
enhancements but have to make do with primitive 20th-century healthcare. He
organises charity-runs, officiating and adjudicating with good humour, acting as
a ringmaster cum party-host cum DJ. He keeps meeting with others like him,
happy to just talk to them and spend time with them, although he meets them in
private more and more often, being with them not for the sake of publicity but
because it’s the right thing to do.
 He accepts the necessity of the cameras that follow him everywhere,
knows that they play an integral part in his public rehabilitation, in the changes
that he is experiencing. But nowadays he sometimes likes to be left alone.
 He still runs, he still runs hard. But for the first time in more than a
decade, it isn’t something that he does every day.
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***
 A year has passed, and Mangrove is just about to run his first
post-suspension race. He’s wearing a brand new 51% For Life headband; a
couple of other runners are wearing them too. They’re all waiting for an official to
tell them take their places. The crowd are curiously quiet. They’re not silent, but
they’re not cheering or booing either, more talking amongst themselves about
what might happen out on the track, about what Mangrove might do, about how
badly he might lose it.
 They’re also talking about what he’s doing right now – gone is his usual
show of cockiness and arrogance, gone is his collection of poses, gone is his
almost ritualistic display of hyperactivity and confidence. Instead, he’s still and
calm, focussed only on the race.
 An official calls them out. They wait, their feet pressed hard against the
blocks. The crowd have finally fallen quiet.
 The snap-crack of the starter pistol echoes through the sky.
 They run, they run as one, a heaving mess of arms and legs. Mangrove is
right in the middle of the squeeze, getting a feel for the rhythm of his
competitors, keeping pace but not pushing, not yet.
 They round a corner: One lap down.
 They keep running. Mangrove can’t hear the crowd, can’t hear the rumble
of his competitors’ feet raining down on the track, can’t hear the strain of their
breathing. Instead, he’s fixed in on his own breathing, on his own body, on his
own step. He’s still in the thick of it, getting jostled and bumped occasionally,
sometimes shoving back, and he’s loving it.
 They round another corner: Another lap down.
 It’s time to push. Mangrove gives it everything he’s got and starts to leave
his competitors behind. He keeps running. He feels good. He allows himself a
smile; it isn’t cock-sure or smarmy, merely an expression of happiness borne
from getting lost doing something he loves.
 They round another corner: Another lap down.
 The crowd begin cheering, only occasionally at first but more and more
often the further Mangrove pulls ahead. He half-turns and keeps on running, he
smiles at them and keeps on running. Once again, his smile is one of happiness,
not pride. He turns back and keeps on running. He pulls further ahead.
 This time, it really is unbelievable, can barely be possible, can’t really be
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happening – he hasn’t raced in over a year, he’s out-of-shape and out-of-practise,
he should have been demolished by now.
 Just like in the old days, the crowd are shouting his name, lovers and
haters alike.
 “Man-grove! Man-grove! Man-grove!”
 The runners round another corner: Another lap down.
 Something starts beeping. Mangrove sends a thought command, checking
his systems. Everything shows a green light, except for the proximity sensor. He
focuses his conscious attention on it: His two nearest competitors are starting
to catch up. He keeps running, willing himself on.
 They round another corner: Another lap down.
 The two competitors are still gaining ground. Mangrove pushes himself
harder, but he can’t shake them – they’re still catching up, they’re still catching
up, they’re still catching up, they’re neck-and-neck, and now they’ve overtaken
him. Mangrove focuses, gathers his thoughts, tries not to freak out.
 This time, he starts to catch up. He allows himself a second smile. The
crowd go wild.
 They round another corner: One lap to go.
 Mangrove isn’t catching up fast enough. He knows that. He knows that he
has to get it together. He knows that if something doesn’t give, he’s lost. And so
he sends a thought-command to his quantum processor, which floods his being
with adrenalin, testosterone, norepinephrine and instant-acting cortisol,
emptying the tanks embedded in the flesh of his neck.
 That familiar formless and wild animal-energy overtakes him.
 He channels it, tries to control it. He catches up to his competitors and
squeezes between them, growling at the elbowing he receives. He looks ahead
to the finish line. He keeps running.
 The three runners are squeezed together tighter-than-tight; you couldn’t
slip a cigarette paper between them. Mangrove keeps pushing himself, an effort
almost superhuman. He’s an inch in front. Two inches. Three inches.
 There’s the finish line. The crowd start screaming louder.
 “Man-grove! Man-grove! Man-grove!”
 He soaks it up as if it’s just another form of energy to be converted into
muscle power. He gives one last push, running faster than he knew he could. He
cruises over the finish line, a good six-inches ahead. The scream of the crowd
becomes a roar. Mangrove sends another thought-command; his quantum
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processor spikes his brain with serotonin and makes him sweat out the excess
hormones.
 He falls to his back and lies flat on the track, exhausted. He tears off the
filthy ‘51%’ headband and tosses it aside. The roar of the crowd is echoing in his
ears, the roar of his name the only thing he can hear. All he can think is the same
thought as always when he finds himself in this place, a wide and deep concept
reduced to a single word:
 Winner!

***
 It’s funny how quickly people can fall back into old habits – Mangrove is
once again in the medical suite in the stadium’s basement, accepting the
congratulations of his support crew. As always, only his doctor stays silent,
standing back rather than offering an outstretched hand or a pat on the back.
 “Everyone out, you all know the drill,” he says as if he’s reading from a
script.
 The support crew congratulate Mangrove a last time and then start to
drift away. Mangrove, a joker through and through, makes a show of pretending
to follow them. But his heart isn’t really in it – it’s a half-arsed effort, more
perfunctory than high-spirited.
 “You okay?” his doctor asks.
 Mangrove looks at him, not knowing what to say. He’s torn between joy at
beating his competitors after such a long lay-off, and frustration at how hard it
was to do so. And he’s agitated because he doesn’t know how to reconcile his
pride at winning with his newfound status as an advocate for a cause. And he’s
disappointed at the mixed-signals that he knows he’s sending to the people who
believe in him.
 “I’m alright,” he finally says. “It was a hard race, that’s all.”
 “Well, that sure is how it looked.”
 “Yeah, doc, but still – faster than a you-know-what, eh?”
 “Only just, only just, and the next one will be even harder. It’s nothing that
time and training won’t fix, but you unfortunately don’t have the time – the final
is only a week away.”
 “Yeah, but she’ll be right.”
 “If you say so.”
 His doctor goes through the routine of checking Mangrove’s systems,
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draining fluid away and refilling tanks. Mangrove lies there on the bed, silent,
waiting. No matter what he does to distract himself, he can’t stop thinking
about the words he just heard.

***
 It’s the next afternoon, and Mangrove is freaking out. He’s been training all
day, but he still can’t hit the target that he’s set himself. His doctor’s words are
still haunting him. The final is only six days away. He feels doomed. He feels
weak. He feels like he’ll lose everything if he doesn’t do something drastic. He
tells himself that he’s contemplating doing these things because people look up
to him, because he’s now a role model, a spokesman, an intellectual.
 But he can’t lie to himself: He wants to win because winning feels good.
 He calls his doctor. He asks about an upgrade. His doctor is completely
against it, pointing out that Mangrove is currently sitting at 56% human. He
makes it clear that nothing major can be done without some substitution and a
lengthy convalescence. Mangrove is adamant, even if it’s just a tweak to his
existing systems that will in turn tweak his confidence.
 His doctor gives in. He has to – it’s Mangrove’s body to do with as he
wishes. He schedules surgery: Tonight at 9 o’clock in his private theatre.

***
 The surgery went seamlessly, and Mangrove is now the proud owner of an
extra set of hormone tanks and the associated bits-and-bobs necessary for a
smooth interface. To top it off, his doctor has dosed him with a serum to speed
up the healing process.
 Mangrove couldn’t be happier.
 He’s still woozy from the anaesthetic, and so his doctor drives him home
and draws the curtains and puts him to bed.

***
 Mangrove has just woken up. The anaesthetic has worn off. The sun hasn’t
risen yet. The final is only five days away.
 He decides to go for a run and put his new toy through its paces, even
though it’s still dark outside. He drinks some water, goes to the toilet and then
gets changed. He puts on a brand new ‘51%’ headband, just for luck. He eats
breakfast standing up, treating the food as mere fuel for the coming exercise. He
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walks out the door, even though his last mouthful of muesli has barely been
chewed.
 And away he goes.
 He warms up by rat-running through the flat and sprawling suburb he calls
home. He keeps to the middle of the road, only moving to the footpath when his
satellite-linked GPS warns him of the approach of an early-morning car or van or
bicycle.
 He keeps running. The sun rises. The world begins to wake up.
 As the traffic thickens and grows more intense, Mangrove leaves the
suburbs behind, making his way to a paved track snaking alongside the nearest
creek. He opens up. He runs hard. The world passes in a blur. He doesn’t see the
river beside him or the narrow ribbon of bushland surrounding him – all he sees is
the track unrolling beneath his feet.
 After thirty or forty kilometres, he spies ahead a rundown and abandoned
velodrome. It’s an old favourite: Two kilometres a lap, it’s the perfect place for
him to practise away from the public eye. He zooms through the rusty gates. He
runs a few laps to familiarise himself with the track. He decides that it’s time to
test his new toy.
 He starts off slow – he sends a thought-command to his quantum
processor, which floods his being with adrenalin, testosterone, norepinephrine
and instant-acting cortisol, but only from the first set of tanks embedded in the
flesh of his neck. He wants to step-up to maximum, so that he can really gauge
the difference.
 Once again, that familiar formless and wild animal-energy overtakes him.
And once again, he channels it and tries to control it.
 He’s having a lot of fun.
 He runs about fifteen laps before sending a thought-command instructing
his quantum processor to empty the second set of tanks. This new dose of
hormones hits him like a punch to the face, and for a moment he’s staggered.
But he quickly gets it together, finding his feet a bare moment later, every tiny
piece of him operating on a hyper-fast frequency.
 He’s running like he never has before. He’s absolutely loving it.
 It’s as if he’s just wrestled to the ground a new truth, and is determined
to hold onto it for as long as he can. It’s as if he’s a little kid who just realised
that he can run. It’s as if he’s a teenager on the cusp of realising his potential.
It’s as if running is what he was born to do. It’s as if he could run forever.
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 He’s a machine, his body and his brain and his enhancements working in
perfect synchronicity. Nothing else exists – he’s completely forgotten about the
fact that people look up to him and take him seriously, completely forgotten that
he’s now a role model, that he’s now a heavy-hitter, a spokesman, an advocate,
an intellectual, a capital-T thinker.
 He picks up more speed. He keeps running. He picks up yet more speed.
 He starts to worry that he might not have properly prepared himself, that
he and his doctor might have dramatically underestimated the difference the
upgrade would make. It’s only a little bit of worry, not enough to throw him off.
But it’s there just the same.
 He’s still speeding up.
 A part of him wants to slow down, but a far larger part wants to see what
happens if he doesn’t. He just can’t help himself – he craves the full embrace of
the chemical fire coursing through him.
 And so he wills himself to go harder, to pick up his pace.
 The inevitable happens: He loses his footing and spills, falls, crashes,
stacks, and ends up sprawled on the ground.

***
 We’re in Mangrove’s least-favourite place: A hospital. He’s only just come
around, his accident having rendered him unconscious, the doctors and nurses
having taken extra precautions and administered a general anaesthetic before
assessing him, such were the apparent severity of his injuries.
 He’s been out for more than 24-hours. The final is only three days away.
He’s a wreck.
 His doctor is waiting.
 “G’day, doc,” Mangrove says weakly.
 “Ah, you’re awake, good. How you feeling?”
 He’s woozy, dazed, out of it.
 “Shithouse,” he says.
 “Fair enough – you really lost it.”
 His doctor looks away.
 “What’s the damage?” Mangrove asks, trying to suppress the shake in his
voice.
 “Mostly cosmetic, thank Christ. It looked worse, at first. And you’ll be
sporting some nifty scars for a while, but I guess that’s a small price.”
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 His doctor sighs.
 “What’s wrong?”
 There’s sudden panic in Mangrove’s voice, and he’s a lot more awake –
every nightmare scenario he’s ever contemplated about never running again,
they’re about to come true, he’s sure of it…
 His doctor sighs again.
 “It’s your foot,” he says. “You managed to break a couple of toes.”
 Mangrove looks at his feet. He can’t feel them. He relaxes a little.
 “No worries – all I need’s an implant or a bone-replacement, and then a
quick dip in the fix-it tank to get me right for the race.”
 “You’re kidding, right?” his doctor asks, unable to hide his scorn. “After
installing those new tanks, you’re almost maxed out.”
 “Almost,” Mangrove says with a smirk.
 “Alright, alright – I don’t know exactly how close you are, but there’s
probably a bit of wriggle room. The trouble is, there’s no telling how much work
you’ll need until we open you up.”
 Mangrove doesn’t say anything. He looks serious. His doctor catches on,
tries to offer him a different point-of-view.
 “It’s just a race,” he says. “Let this one go, treat it as a lesson for the
next, and wait for your toes to heal. I don’t want you to fall over the line, not after
all the work you’ve done to become this… I don’t know… This new you.”
 Mangrove sets his chin. He thinks about everything that he’s learned in
the last year, all the people that he’s met, all the friends that he’s made, all the
things that he’s seen, all the changes that he’s undergone.
 And then he thinks of the crowd, of them calling his name, of them roaring
his name, of them screaming it, chanting it, bellowing it.
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Oblivion
by Scott Hughes

 Here we are, like every Halloween, at Rose Hill Cemetery.
 “If there are any spirits present,” Selene says, “speak now.”
 Nothing. I look to Danny, his thermographic camera aimed at a cluster of
headstones.
 “A flicker,” he says. “By that one.” He points to a granite slab with the
name Wheeler.
 “Mr. Wheeler,” Selene says, “if you’re here, touch my shoulder.”
 We wait.
 Selene gasps, grabs her shoulder. “I felt him.”
 We all know, but won’t admit, there is something—more frightening than
poltergeists or monsters—here. The nothingness that haunts us like the
imagined ghosts we hunt every year.

Scott Hughes’s fiction, poetry, and essays have appeared in such publications as Crazyhorse, One
Sentence Poems, Deep Magic, Redheaded Stepchild, Entropy, and Strange Horizons. He is the Division

Head of English at Central Georgia Technical College. His horror short story collection, The Last Book
You’ll Ever Read, is available from Sinister Stoat Press/Weasel Press, and his poetry collection, The

Universe You Swallowed Whole, is forthcoming from Finishing Line Press in 2020. For more
information, visit writescott.com.
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Sleep Interrupted
by Frank C Modica

oh poem,
why do you come to me
in the middle of the night
when I am alone in my bed
what do you want to say
why do you come to me
like a barking dog
at the end of its leash
all noise and no intention

Frank C Modica is a retired teacher living in Urbana, Illinois, who taught children with special needs for
over 34 years. His writing is animated by interests in history, geography, and sociology. His work has

appeared in Slab, Black Heart Magazine, The Tishman Review, Crab Fat Literary Magazine, and
FewerThan500.
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Poem 2
by Simon Chiatante

High up, in that forsaken sky,
Above legions that ever charge,
Above stigmas that tides translate,
A sempiternal blade that swings,
A shiny bronze medallion swings.

Above the corpse that ever stinks
A stinging flame that shadows torn,
A turning sphere above the hordes
Inflamed, inflaming sparkle god,
High up, an old forgotten star.

Simon was born in the South of Italy and graduated in Foreign Languages and Literature. He's always
been particularly fond of German and British romantic poetry but his new life in China gave him the

chance to be part of a new natural and poetic universe of Zen and Taoism. He has just self-published
his first collection of poems "Floating Petals", inspired by this new Asian experience.
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Over-Planeting
by Larry D Thacker

This is the closest to death we’ll come, being alive,
yet for no purpose remaining for the earth-bound,
unbound soon, shipped up to new off-lands
we’re ghosted into darkness, by choice, necessity.

So we learn a new embrace
 for the first, last time then,
those you’ll never touch again, only speak with echoed:
with real-time, at best, a three minute delay, forever,
your hugs, impressed in photograph, or as skin memory.

The touch of last kisses
 Inhaled, held deeply in the lobes
of lungs, greedy and airtight, transported like another life
carried within, hibernating, never exhaled properly there,
cooped up in pods and suits,

 willing to wait the eons
 necessary to seed a new world.

Larry D. Thacker’s poetry is in over 150 publications including Spillway, Still: The Journal, Valparaiso
Poetry Review, Poetry South, The Southern Poetry Anthology, The American Journal of Poetry, The Lake,

Illuminations Literary Magazine, and Appalachian Heritage. His books include three full poetry
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Hunting and Memory Train, as well as the folk history, Mountain Mysteries: The Mystic Traditions of
Appalachia. His MFA in poetry and fiction is earned from West Virginia Wesleyan College. Visit his

website at: www.larrydthacker.com
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Only 25,000 Years From Now
by Eric Weil

Because the stars we perceive
in permanent relative position to each other
are actually moving, each on its own
celestial highway, in only 25,000 years

the Big Dipper will appear in the night sky
as a straight line, becoming 
the Big Arrow or the Big Pencil
or the Big Yardstick. But I wonder:

In 25 millennia, will arrows, pencils,
or yardsticks still be useful metaphors?
Few people today have tasted
fresh cold spring water in a tin dipper,

so on this midsummer night
I gaze skyward to see a constellation
pouring an imagined future
over the earth while it still can.

Eric Weil lives in Raleigh, NC, where he works for a large home improvement company. He has three
chapbooks in print: A Horse at the Hirshhorn, Returning from Mars, and Ten Years In.
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Modern Day
by Edward Kline

Blessed adventure!
Your very name makes me thirst for you.
I am no more than some lonely fool.
Curse the indifferent fates for separating we two.

Sacred journey!
Your existence is known to me only in passing.
For I am merely a man of words,
devoid of action.

Mesmerizing saga!
Tell me that you are as glorious as I dream you to be.
In this tired and weary head of mine,
It appears to be so sublime
To be
alive

Insurmountable regret!
You are as inevitable as death.
Your very existence confines me and
Makes me
Stay.

Edward Kline is a writer of short stories and poetry. He resides in Boston, Massachusetts.
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Oh Dusky Orb
by Mike Turner

Oh dusky orb
Dim planet of conjecture
Crimson target of desire

For ages we’ve viewed thee
Long contemplated thy exploration
Speculated on thy mysteries

Has life known your distant shores?
What forces carved your “canals”
Those of wind, wave, or Man?

Thou spark of imagination
Of storied rise and fall
Tales of fear and wonder

We are drawn to you
As a magnet attracts iron
As whispered memories call us home

Though the quest be arduous
The journey difficult
We shall attain thee

Shall we discover that which we’ve sought?
Imagined? Longed for?
Or will your reality be one more common
An essay of barren, dry desert
Bereft of civilization
Life at levels elemental, if at all
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Regardless, we come to you
To learn your secrets
Confirm our suspicions
Realize our fictions
Or consign them to the dust heap
Of your barren surface

But we shall come
To scale your lofty mountains
Descend your deep valleys
Survey your vast plains
Embrace the world you are
Build the home you may become
Soon
Soon

Mike Turner retired from a career in Federal investigations to the US Gulf Coast, where he took up
songwriting and poetry. His songs in blues, folk, country, Christian and rock genres have played on

broadcast and Internet radio in the US, UK, Europe, New Zealand and on the Armed Forces Radio
Network. Mike was named Male Gospel Entertainer of the Year by both the Alabama Music Association

(2016) and the North America Country Music Associations International (2017). His poetry has been
published in several on-line forums and the inaugural issue of “Red Planet” magazine.
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Six Haiku
by Denny Marshall

day of first contact
is a huge disappointment
two exploding ships

black holes connected
invisible wormholes chambers
like roots of bamboo

like earth history
ancient cities on mars
buried underground

year twenty forty
public service ad, NEVER
shake hands with robots

aliens
steal
the air

millions of years pass
alien ship land on planet
only find plastic

Denny E, Marshall has had art, poetry, and fiction published. One recent credit is poetry in Star*Line
42.4 Fall 2019. See more at www.dennymarshall.com.
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Witch Hunt
by Anjelica Mendoza

He sees a woman in all black
Wandering the streets looking for women like me
The voice tells him to create a pack
Woman like me must bend the knee

Wandering the streets looking for women like me
Witches need to be hung
Woman like me must bend the knee
He wants all of our tongues

Witches need to be hung
The nights are when he preys
He wants all of our tongues
And set our hearts ablaze

The nights are when he preys
The voice tells him to create a pack
And set our hearts ablaze
He sees a woman in all black
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