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Preserving Phylais

 

Daniel Roman

 

Illustration by Ariel Guzman

 

 

From the moment the door hissed open, Elona knew there was a problem. No one would interrupt her while she was cloistered otherwise. Especially not at this hour.

“Acolyte, I’m sorry to disturb you…but we have a situation.”

Her eyes slid open. The ethereal flicker of the glowlamps shimmered against the vines blanketing the shrine’s altar. Leaves draped the squat metal table; their tendrils, a web of foliage which covered the rear wall. A hand-sized piece of gray steel sat nestled amongst the creepers. A reminder of where they came from…and where they were headed.

Uncrossing her legs, Elona rose and faced Security Chief Weylan. The glowlamp reflected off the hard contours of the woman’s white exosuit, deepened the frown lines on her austere face.

“There’s a Preserver at the gate,” she said without preamble.

Elona swallowed past the lump in her throat and gave a small nod. It could have been little else. “Let us not keep them waiting.”

Weylan led her through the steel hallways of the biocube and out onto the grounds of the compound. The triple moons were at zenith, bathing the square buildings within Menon Center in a pale light which gleamed off their reflective surfaces. This late, the only colonists about were the odd person checking on a generator or walking home from the bar cube. The night was damp, pregnant with moisture from that afternoon’s rain. Elona breathed it in deeply, savoring the privilege of breathable air as Chief Weylan keyed in the code for the compound’s two-story gate. Unlike the doors in the biocubes, there was no hiss of compressed air as the gate swung open, only a soft mechanical whir.

Beyond, the Preserver awaited.

Vines thick around as a person’s leg covered the dirt pathway, their broad, serrated leaves so numerous that the well-maintained road appeared completely overgrown. The leaves fluttered at the gate’s movement. Directly in front of the entrance, a huge vine reared up before them. At its end was a single leaf, three times the width of a human’s skull and twice as tall. It was serrated like the others, but unlike those smaller appendages, the leaf of the primary stem had two slashes of red, fibrous growth cutting diagonally across its face in a symmetrical pattern.

The large leaf rippled its edges. Elona stepped forward and dipped her head.

“Hello, Green One. Why have you come to us tonight?” She said the words; projected the thoughts.

The tip of the Preserver’s leaf dipped forward until its point was directly in front of her face. Its edges flared and rolled inward, cupping the air.

Elona nodded, and took another step closer.

The Preserver’s primary stem stretched out to meet her. She closed her eyes as the leaf pressed against her face, folding around the back of her head. Tiny hairs tickled her skin, eliciting calm to counteract the thrum of blood rushing through her veins. The membranous red parts of the leaf were hot against her eyelids.

A tingling sensation spread through her head as she inhaled the spores. The darkness behind her eyes brightened, becoming colors which gradually coalesced into shapes her mind could interpret. 

…A large biocube spanning a crack in the ground. Its thick glass, shimmering in the dry season sun. Vents protrude along its height, from its roof…

…The majesty of the sky, bright blue and filled with clouds. Slowly, the blue changes to ominous red. The clouds evaporate. The sky wheels, turning, until she looks down on the compound from above. Except it is…larger. Much larger. The plants around it are black and withered…

…The biocube explodes. As the flickers of its flames die out, the sky returns to blue and the plants grow hale…

Elona gasped, her eyes snapping open as the Preserver’s leaf unfolded, releasing her. Her chest rose and fell in ragged breaths. The leaf fluttered before her, waiting.

“Is there no other way?”

The leaf jerked once, sharply.

She was a long moment in answering. “I understand. This is a large sacrifice you ask of us…but if it is what’s best for Phylais, we will see it done.”

The Preserver’s primary stem rolled toward her, undulating like a wave against the sand, and withdrew. The vines which covered the road slithered away from the compound, back toward the jungle where their roots dwelt.

“What did it say?” Chief Weylan asked.

Elona watched the receding tangle of the Preserver, debating if there was any way to soften the blow. 

“We must shut down the geothermal reactor build.”

Weylan sucked in a breath. “That’s going to be a problem.”

“I know.”

“There has to be some compromise. Some way we can appease them, or repurpose whatever parts of it they find threatening. We’ve had people working on that project for a decade. Miko Pas…God, he’s going to take it badly.”

Elona shook her head. “They were quite clear. The reactor must be shut down, or they will destroy it. Left unchecked, it will eventually cause permanent damage to the planet’s atmosphere. The Preservers will not risk that. Should our engineers come up with a way to retrofit it differently, perhaps I can present that idea to them. But in the meantime, construction must be halted.”

She gave the security chief a rueful smile. “Foreman Pas will simply have to accept the Preservers’ will…as we all do.”

* * *

“Fucking plant-ass sons of bitches! Who do they think they are, to tell us how to live?”

Miko threw back his shot of tequila, grimacing as the liquor burned its way down his throat. The bar biocube buzzed with conversation, everyone at every table discussing the bad news the security chief had relayed that afternoon.

“I can’t believe they’re shutting down the reactor,” Jantor agreed, once he’d downed his own drink. “The colony has been working on that project for so long.”

Miko’s eye twitched. “I wrote that blueprint fourteen years ago. The job should have taken a couple years, tops. But nooo. Because of all the limitations the plants keep putting on us, it’s taken five times longer than projected. I’ve had to redesign more times than I can count…and for what? So the fucking plants can pull the plug at their whim? That shit is my life’s work!” He pounded a fist against the table, sending stone mugs rattling.

“Could you imagine something like this happening on Old Earth?” Kafe asked as she settled back into her seat, distributing another round of drinks. “We would never have reached the stars.”

“Damn right!” Jantor crowed.

“I have nightmares about the plants sometimes, you know. The creepy way they slither around. It’s just not right.” She shivered. “The thing I don’t understand though, is why they chose now to shut the reactor down. Why let us waste all the time and resources?”

A frustrated sigh burst from Miko’s lips. He threw back his head, shaking it slowly from side to side. “They’re fucking with us,” he said to the ceiling. “Want to make sure we know our place on this planet—always under them, right in range of getting teabagged by their leafy nads.”

Jantor frowned. “Do plants…have nads?”

“Do I look like a plant-fucking acolyte to you?” Miko snapped. “It’s an expression, and the point of it is that so long as the plants call the shots, we’ll always be second class citizens on Phylais. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think my parents traveled eleven hundred years in stasis so that we could have our lives dictated to us in the new world by goddamn shrubs.”

When the Artania crashed on Phylais—the only planet it had ever encountered with an actual livable atmosphere—the surviving colonists must have thought they’d discovered a new Garden of Eden. A place for humanity to start over. If they could see us now, Miko thought.

The next shot of tequila burned less, and the one he snatched out of Jantor’s hand, even less than that. Miko rose on wobbly legs, fueled by alcohol and rage.

“They want to keep us in the fucking Stone Age,” he bellowed. “They’re afraid we might grow stronger than them and make Phylais ours…the way it’s supposed to be!”

It wasn’t until he heard his own voice echo back at him that he realized how quiet the room had gotten. The music was still playing, throbbing beats of bass and electronic arpeggios…but it was only a drone in the background. No other conversations. Jantor looked like he’d swallowed a fish. Kafe was studiously examining the table.

“Or the Preservers are simply doing their best to keep this world healthy and habitable.”

Miko turned around. A woman stood behind him, short enough that she barely came up to his chest. Her dark skin and eyes were accentuated by the voluminous purple folds of the robe that covered her from neck to ankles. The hood was back, letting her mane of brown curls tumble down around her shoulders. The look in her eyes was hard…but also tinged by a glint of pity that made Miko’s hands bunch into fists at his sides.

“Acolyte Elona. Wouldn’t exshpect to see you in a place like thish.” God, was he slurring? Those shots were hitting him like a ton of bricks.

“Foreman Pas,” the acolyte said in her cool, unemotional voice. “I suggest you take a walk and get some air. It might help you see things more clearly.”

Maybe it was the tequila making him bold, but in that moment he didn’t give a fuck what kind of trouble he’d get himself into by picking a fight with the acolyte. He’d just found out he wasted a decade of his life. What else could she do to him?

“And I suggest you shtop bending over and doing whatever the plants tell you. How can we live like this?”

Her face hardened. There was a scrape of chairs moving—Chief Weylan was standing behind Elona now. When had she come into the cube?

“I think you’ve had enough, Miko.” The security chief’s tone made it clear it wasn’t a suggestion.

Anger boiled in his chest. Why even bother? Everyone had already made up their minds to do whatever the plants wanted. They were content to be slaves to creatures that would have been lucky to be in their gardens back on Old Earth. Yet he was the one in the wrong. 

Fine. Fuck ’em. If no one was going to do anything about it…he would do it himself.

Miko snorted, plucked one last shot off the table, and downed it in their faces. Then he shoved past Weylan and made for the door.

* * *

After how tense things had been at the colony the past week, Elona was grateful for an excuse to spend a day in the jungle. Demeter was the farthest-flung outpost on Phylais, deep in the wilderness to the west of Menon Center. It was dedicated primarily to wildlife research. So many species of animals, insects, and creatures that were some previously unimaginable melding of genes called the planet home that being stationed there was a biologist’s dream. Many chose to spend long stretches at the outpost, watching the six-legged Zats forage through the undergrowth with their tuberous noses or documenting Scrambler migrations in the trees above.

Elona liked to think that, had she not taken the path of the acolyte, she might have been one of those biologists, losing herself in the bottomless well of ecological research that Phylais offered. But such was not her fate. She’d been identified by the aptitude tests at a young age for mental resilience—the most important trait one needed to interpret the messages of the Preservers accurately. Few individuals were strong enough to undergo the intensive training and meditations needed to be an acolyte. Currently, she was one of six on the planet, and the only one stationed at the central colony.

Normally, one of the others would have gone to Demeter to interpret for the researchers there, but given the stress she’d been under since the reactor announcement, Elona figured she could allow herself this small respite. After all, she was still working.

The platform where she stood beside Chief Weylan provided a clear view of the new observation tower that was being erected beside Demeter’s walls. The construction crew buzzed about the metal frame, securing rivets and checking wiring. Three workers operated large suits with grasping claws, doing the majority of the heavy lifting. The tower was as tall as the understory, topped by a lookout equipped with windows that retracted into the walls for open-air observation. Its steepled roof was designed to defend against Phylais’ persistent precipitation.

Yet the true marvel of the tower-raising wasn’t the human construction effort, but the three Preservers which aided it. Vines wrapped around the four legs of the tower, steadying them as the Preservers pressed their might against the underside of the building. It leaned precariously to one side, and the vines wrapped tighter, preventing it from tipping over.

One of the mechs moved to help, grasping claws at the ready. Abruptly, the closest Preserver turned, its primary stem shooting toward the mech. The large leaf at its end fluttered, the red slashes catching sunlight as they rippled back and forth.

“Tell that mech to wait,” Elona said. Security Chief Weylan tapped a button on her hand console and relayed the orders. The mech halted.

The Preserver’s leaf withdrew, wrapping back around the support. It strained alongside its companions, pushing, pushing…

A resounding thud vibrated deep in Elona’s stomach as the building’s supports settled into the pilot holes which had been drilled in the planet’s crust.

As the mechs moved to screw the supports into their housings, the Preservers set about reinforcing the structure. Vines tightened around the legs of the tower. At the base, yet more vines swept outward and anchored themselves amidst the thickest parts of the undergrowth. Anything secured to the tower would be detached from the primary stem, eventually becoming part of a new Preserver bound to the human outpost, learning from them as they learned from it.

A cheer went up from the construction crew as the mechs finished the last of their work and the red-slashed faces of the Preservers withdrew from the tower. It stood stable, a pillar of steel encased in lush greenery that shone in the afternoon sunlight.

This is what this world could look like if we live in harmony with the Preservers, Elona thought. Who knows what marvels would be created with both species working together?

After how hard things had been of late, it was nice to get a reminder of why it was all worth it. She nodded to Weylan, saw her optimism mirrored in the other woman’s rare smile.

No sooner had they shared the moment than footsteps crunched on the soil behind them.

“Chief Weylan, comm message from Menon Center.”

They turned as one. Demeter Outpost’s communications officer stood below their platform, alarm written clearly on his face.

“What is it, Sam?” asked Weylan.

“One of the dropships took off without permission, ma’am. All attempts to hail it have gone unanswered.” He swallowed nervously. "It’s heading toward the Vats.”

Elona’s breath caught in her throat. 

“What?” Weylan growled. “Who’s flying it?”

“We don’t know, ma’am. I’ve still got Veyni on the comm if you want to talk to her directly.”

“Yes, I’ll speak to her immediately.” Weylan marched off the platform, heading for the biocube at the center of the outpost with a satellite dish on its roof.

Elona remained, frozen by indecision. Why would a dropship be headed toward the Vats? She could only guess…and none of her guesses were anything good. But if she alerted the Preservers, she might be putting other humans in danger. The guardians of Phylais were fiercely territorial when provoked.

She glanced back to where Preserver and human circled the newly-constructed tower. A symbol of their joint efforts to build something better than Old Earth. Something built on mutual trust. 

“Green Ones,” she shouted, “I need to speak with you.”

* * *

The engines roared as the dropship shot over the jungle. The craft was designed for carrying small teams of scientists on short-range missions. It had no weapons, no real armor. Its sleek frame contained fuel for a four hundred kilometer round trip and barely enough room for eight people to cram inside.

Today, it carried only three…and a pair of half-kiloton fission mining charges.

Miko grimaced at the endless expanse of green below. For days he’d been dealing with a perpetual hangover—though not from booze. He’d been sober since he’d had that run-in with Acolyte Elona. No, this hangover was from dread and fury and the inescapable feeling that he was committing his life to one last gesture of fiery resistance. Because he sure as fuck wasn’t going to get the freedom he longed for anyway.

Whatever happened after, well…he’d worry about it if he was still alive.

Kafe was behind the controls of the dropship, one hand on the orb of the steering holo and the other punching glowing buttons along the panel above her head. Jantor was checking over the mining charges, making sure they were rigged for maximum dramatic effect.

Miko hadn’t been sure that either of them would come with him, had explained what it would mean. “Fuck it,” Kafe had said. “We’re just as fed up as you, boss. We put years into that reactor project, too. What’s the point of anything we’re doing here, if it can just be wiped away at the whim of the plants?”

He could have kissed her. Instead, he’d nodded and they’d started making their plan.

When a vastly connected network of plants ruled a planet, there weren’t many things you could do to actually hurt them. As much as Miko hated to admit it, the acolytes did have one thing right: Phylais couldn’t exist without the shrubs. They’d dug themselves into the planet’s ecosystem too deeply, made the entire damn thing dependent on the oxygen they created. Miko wasn’t fooling himself; he knew there was nothing he could do to actually get rid of them. But he could sure as shit make a statement.

The dropship zipped around the side of a mountain, revealing a broad stretch of land split by a river. The Vats. One of a handful of places on Phylais with the perfect habitat for young Preservers to grow, due to the river, the mountains regulating the rain, and the malleable soil. One of the few places where they could do some real damage and the plants would get the fucking message.

“Jantor, how are those charges looking?”

 “All good, boss! I tweaked the detonators to be extra sensitive.” The muscled worker grinned. “The fall should more than do the trick.”

“Good…good.” Miko took a few breaths, his eyes going out of focus as he gazed down at the field of small plants that spread to either side of the wetlands. He blinked hard to snap himself out of it. “Take us in, Kafe.”

Her hand hesitated over the steering globe. She turned toward him. “Last chance to back out, boss. You sure about this?”

“Last chance to back out was two hours ago,” he sneered.

Kafe hesitated a moment longer. Then she nodded, turned back around, and ran a hand over the steering holo.

The dropship cut hard to the left, forcing Miko to grab one of the overhead bars to keep from stumbling. Jantor howled with excitement, slapping the open doorway of the transport. As the ship tilted, the ground loomed up beyond the doorway. Delicate plants lined the river bank, green creepers with leaves that rippled in the wind.

Miko let go of the bar. “Now!”

Jantor was at his side, each of them with a shoulder to the mining charge. It was like pushing a boulder, the large circular metal casing hard and immovable. Miko gritted his teeth, straining…

The charge ground forward. Over the edge and out of sight.

“It’s away,” he screamed as he grabbed the bar again, Jantor following suit on the other side of the doorway. Kafe rolled her hand upward over the holo. The dropship climbed back toward the sky.

There was a flash and, a second later, a boom so deep that it rattled the entire ship, burrowing into Miko’s guts like a jackhammer. The ship jolted.

“Hang on!” Kafe’s voice was hardly audible over the roar. Miko clamped his teeth shut, closed his eyes.

Gradually, the roar receded. 

He cautiously opened his eyes and looked out the door. A large swath of the river and vegetation below had become a smoking crater, fire spreading along the shore.

“Take that, you fucking plants!” he shouted, laughing. Jantor joined in, pumping his fist in the air. They still had one mining charge left, but the fact that they had gotten the one out without dying felt like an accomplishment. Like the first step, one that proved that just maybe, they actually could be the masters of this world and leave it a better place for their children. Miko sidled over to slap Kafe on the shoulder and congratulate her on her excellent flying. She was already dipping the ship into its next descent, a huge grin plastered on her face.

“We did it, Miko,” she said. “We—”

An enormous vine rose in front of the ship, cutting across the viewport. Kafe screamed as it slapped against the glass. It was joined by a second, then a third. The ship went into a nosedive, pitching forward and to the side. Alarms flared to life along the consoles as more vines reached up from the jungle and snared them.

Get us stable, Miko tried to shout. But the ship was careening out of control and that meant he was, too. He caught hold of one of the seats only to have it torn from his grasp. Kafe scrambled about the cockpit, hands flying over controls as she tried to get them free. Jantor strained to hold on to the overhead bar with one hand and the mining charge with the other, to keep it from slamming into a different part of the ship and setting off its rigged trigger. His eyes turned, meeting Miko’s, and the fear in them was undeniable. Jantor never looked afraid; he was a goddamn adrenaline junky.

Then the sight was ripped away as the ship jerked and Miko slid out the doorway.

He screamed as air whipped around him, sent his body spinning as he fell. The trees were much closer than he’d have thought; the plants had nearly dragged the dropship to the jungle. He scrabbled at the chestplate of his exosuit, trying to fire his emergency booster. 

A burst of sulfur flooded his nostrils, heat at his back. His descent slowed, but not anywhere near enough.

When he hit the ground, all he heard was the crack of something breaking inside him. Miko choked on his scream as he flipped head over heels through the dirt, leaves slapping at his face.

At some point, he stopped rolling. Water lapped at his legs. He coughed, raising himself painfully on one shaky arm…just in time to see the dropship crash through the canopy. No, not crash—get pulled through it. The ship was covered in vines, a piece of metal and technology being reclaimed by a jungle that had never owned it in the first place. There was a loud crunch and the tiny, distant sound of screams as the ship vanished beneath the tree line.

And then a BOOM.

A wave of heat and debris exploded upward, vines and trees flying through the air on a plume of fire. The screeching of birds and shriek of animals. The force of the second mining charge swept the tiny plantlings around Miko to the ground, shoved against his battered face so hard that he flipped backward. The last thing he smelled was burning flesh and hair.

Then the river swallowed him, and there was only cool darkness.

* * *

Though Elona often found the darkness of the shrine comforting, tonight it was suffocating. Sweat beaded the small of her back as she sat before the altar. The shard of the Artania’s hull gleamed upon its bed of carefully tended vines. Her burden. All of it, her burden.

Security Chief Weylan’s words echoed in her head as she sought desperately for stillness.

We found him. Fifteen broken bones, severe burns on his face…but he’s alive. 

What are we going to do with him?

Elona sat until her knees ached, until her watch beeped to announce the triple moons were at zenith…and still, she was no closer to an answer. The Preservers had destroyed the dropship, had killed two people and critically injured a third. But what those people had done to the Vats…how many thousands of Preserver seedlings were killed? How many fully grown ones, when the dropship exploded?

Elona couldn’t deny her own part in what had happened. The deaths of the Preservers lay at the feet of Miko and his companions, but the death of those crew members, the maiming of the foreman…those lay at hers. She’d alerted the Preservers to the threat. If she hadn’t, the dropship might well have escaped. But what else was she supposed to do? It was her duty to be the bridge between human and Preserver. How could she have known the toll it would take? That she would trade the lives of one species for another?

Except she hadn’t done that, had she? Both had died. The only survivor was Miko…and there was little doubt that his actions were going to bring the wrath of the Preservers down on the humans of Phylais. If she had only shown more compassion that night in the bar instead of shaming him, perhaps this all could have been avoided. 

Elona squeezed her eyes shut. Goddess…please help me find a way to keep the peace between these two peoples. Help me keep our colony safe.

She didn’t know if anyone heard her…but the act of praying helped. When she’d been training as a young acolyte, Elona had studied the religions of Old Earth. Of all of them, Wicca spoke the most to her, made the most sense given her task of connecting humans and the plant lifeforms of Phylais. Its creed, the Rede—if it harm none, do as ye will—was a perfect fit for the kind of dynamic that needed to be fostered between Preserver and human. She’d come to understand over the years that it was also how the Preservers operated. They fostered other life on Phylais, welcomed it to strengthen their planet’s biodiversity, and only imposed restrictions if it became a danger to others.

After today’s events, how could they not view humans as a danger? Wouldn’t she, if she were them?

But not all humans were a threat. There had to be a way to convince them of that. To convey that these were the actions of a few misguided individuals and not indicative of an entire species. She had studied enough records to know how such a crime would have been handled on Old Earth—the guilty punished, the wronged given recourse. At least in theory.

Yet on Phylais, with the Preservers…would they accept such justice? And could she truly find it in herself to condemn yet another life? When she’d warned the Preservers, she hadn’t known what would happen…but if she gave them Miko Pas, it would be for only one reason. She would be breaking the Rede again, this time knowingly. 

Would it be enough to keep the peace? And even if it did, would she be able to live with herself afterward?

Elona sat with those questions for a long time, until finally, she sighed and rose. She wouldn’t find the answers in this room…but she had a feeling where she would.

* * *

Miko woke to the sound of a door hissing open. He was lying in the medbay, his wrists strapped to the bed and an IV of some clear liquid hooked to his arm. The monitors beeped next to him, lines drifting across to show he was still alive. If it weren’t for them, he might not have believed it.

Acolyte Elona drifted through the doorway in her deep purple robes. She turned to the guard standing beside it.

“Give us a few minutes of privacy, please,” she said. The guard hesitated. “He is strapped to the bed and in critical condition. There is no danger.”

With a grudging nod, the man shouldered his pulse rifle and left. The doctor—Ramirez—set down his datapad and followed. “I’ll be right outside if you need me,” he said on the way out.

Then Miko was alone with the acolyte. Her piercing brown stare bored into him as she walked over to his bedside and sat on the stool there to bring them closer to eye level.

“How are you feeling, Mister Pas?”

Miko’s eye twitched. “Like absolute shit.”

The ghost of a smile crossed the acolyte’s lips. “I can imagine. You’re lucky to be alive.”

Lucky. He sure didn’t feel that way. “Jantor and Kafe aren’t.”

“No. No they are not.” The smiled faded, replaced by a look hard as carbon steel. “What were you thinking, going out there and bombing the Vats? You put the entire colony at risk.”

There was that familiar flare of anger at being talked down to…but it hardly had a chance to be kindled before it was sputtering out. Miko was too damn exhausted. Haunted, by Jantor’s booming laugh and Kafe’s wry smile.

“I’m…sorry. I never meant…” His voice trailed off lamely. What could he even say?

“Never meant to destroy thousands of young Preservers? Never meant to put yourself and your friends in harm’s way and try to start a war?” The acolyte shook her head. “It’s too late for that.”

Miko’s sigh devolved into a wet cough. It felt like having his lungs raked by claws. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“I don’t know, Mister Pas. I have no idea what lies in store for any of us when the Preservers come—and they will come. Menon Center could be gone by this time tomorrow.”

He swallowed. “They…can’t hold the whole colony accountable. I was the one who did it, me and Jantor and Kafe.” Mentioning them caused his throat to close up, but he forced the words out anyway. “There must be some other way.”

The acolyte stared at him for a long moment. “I’ve thought long and hard about that…and there might be.”

Something in her voice made a chill run down Miko’s spine, but it was forgotten as another coughing fit overtook him. “Whatever it is, please do it,” he gasped. “Promise me, acolyte. I never meant to endanger everyone, I was just…so damn angry. My parents went to space aboard the Artania because they wanted to start a new life somewhere. To give their children a chance to live on a planet that wasn’t doomed by the choices of their grandparents’ grandparents. Instead, we ended up here, and the plants dictate everything we can or can’t do. I just wanted to live the life they wanted for me. Free.”

Elona leaned close. “Did it ever occur to you that perhaps this is the life they wanted for you? That the dream you speak of is exactly what we have on Phylais—a planet where the fauna controls the world’s well-being? Imagine how differently Old Earth might have turned out if the plants had been able to tell us what they needed in order to keep the ecosystem stable. What if the path to that new, unbridled life is simply learning to listen for a change, instead of doing whatever we wish simply because we can?”

They were silent for a long moment, the foreman and the acolyte, staring at one another.

“I…hadn’t thought about it that way.”

Slowly, Elona stood. “I know, Mister Pas.” She hesitated…before laying a soothing hand on his shoulder. “I promise you. I will do everything I can to protect the colony.”

“Thank you, acolyte,” he murmured, the salt taste of tears on his lips. “Thank you.”

* * *

The Preservers came at dawn.

Thousands of vines crawled out of the jungle, slithering across the road and surrounding the compound. It was impossible to tell how many primary stems there were among the mass of foliage which cut Menon Center off from the rest of Phylais…but Elona counted at least a hundred. It was the first time in the history of the colony that more than ten Preservers had come to them at once.

The message was clear. There was a problem. One way or another, it would be solved.

Four humans went out to parley with the rulers of Phylais: Security Chief Weylan, Elona, Miko Pas, and Doctor Ramirez. No one asked what the plan was or presumed to speak first. This was Elona’s responsibility and everyone knew it. 

The humans stopped just outside the gate, in the small patch of unclaimed land before the vines. Elona turned to the others. Miko was being half-carried by the security chief, one leg dragging uselessly behind him.

“On his knees.”

Weylan dropped Miko as if she couldn’t wait to be rid of him. The foreman groaned piteously as he collapsed to the dirt.

Doctor Ramirez’s jaw tightened. “He shouldn’t even be out of bed in his state. There’s no need to be cruel.”

Elona rounded on him, surprised by the fury in her own voice. “What he did was cruel. This is necessary.”

A vein stood out along the doctor’s cheek, but he said nothing else. The Preservers were watching. Bickering would only weaken their position. Thankfully the man had the good sense to realize it.

Elona took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and walked ahead of the group. Five massive leaves fluttered up from the primary stems, like five cobras rearing upright and flaring their hoods. Each bore the telltale red slashes of a Preserver’s communication appendage. They rippled, the edges of the leaves twitching and their pointed tips jutting forward. Even without inhaling the spores that would allow for a direct message to pass into her brain, the anger and accusation were apparent.

She made no attempt to hide the emotion from her voice—it was necessary to help the Preservers understand her better. “Green Ones…I am glad you have given us the chance to speak. First, I must apologize on behalf of my people for the horrible tragedy that occurred yesterday. The attack on the Vats…it was wrong, something that we deeply condemn.” 

The leaf of the largest Preserver flicked its tip away from her, then shot forward, stopping so close to her face they nearly touched. She did not flinch.

“This atrocity was committed by a small group of unstable humans,” she continued, speaking directly to the leaf. “A group…sick-in-the-stem, as you say. They acted on their own, against the wishes of the colony. We ask your forgiveness for their actions and your mercy for those who had no part in it.”

All around them, the vines rustled, inching forward. Yet the large leaf before her stayed perfectly, eerily still. Though she knew the red patches were not eyes, in that moment, it was hard not to feel like they were watching her. Weighing whether her answer was satisfactory.

Or perhaps waiting for what she had to say next; what she dreaded to say. Perhaps the Preserver could sense her conflict. Once the words left her mouth, she wouldn’t be able to take them back.

“On our home world, we believed in holding the people accountable who committed the crime. Sixty-three years ago, when our ship crashed here, you welcomed us onto Phylais. Encouraged us to become a part of this world, to share it with you and strengthen both our peoples. We have done everything you asked of us. Now I’m asking you—do not blame our entire colony for the actions of the few, not when we have worked so hard to find a place of mutual benefit with each other.”

She took the breath. Made the choice.

“We ask that you hold to our method of resolution now. If retribution must be taken, then we ask that it only be meted out to the one responsible for the crime.” She swept a hand toward Miko, kneeling in the dirt, his dark eyes glittering in his burnt face. “This man is the only one of those who attacked you that survived. The one who caused the carnage.”

Elona stared into the leaf, cold spreading through her chest.

“We offer him to you.”

* * *

Miko knew he should have been outraged. The acolyte was giving him to the plants like a dog to be put down. He should have been snapping and biting and resisting. Cursing and screaming. It was what he would have done only a few days ago.

But maybe…it was better this way. What he deserved. Everything the acolyte said to the Preserver was true—he had caused all this pain, had gotten his friends killed. When he’d seen the jungle come alive and surround the compound that morning, he’d been filled with horror. Not for himself, but for everyone else that his actions had damned.

If the acolyte thought this would keep the colony from being destroyed, all the people who lived there from being killed, well…to Miko’s mind that was a trade he’d make any day. 

He pushed himself up higher on his knees, gritting his teeth at the throbbing in his hip and leg. And arm. And every other inch of his battered body. The skin on his face felt tight when he winced, hot from all the burns. He was a ruin anyway. Might as well be a ruin with a purpose.

The huge leaf in front of the acolyte turned toward him. There was a gasp somewhere behind, from the doctor maybe, but Miko felt oddly calm as the leg-thick stem slithered over to him so that the leaf was hanging just above his face. Looking down on him.

“Yeah, it was me,” he said. “So if we’re gonna do this, let’s get on with it.”

The leaf swayed in the breeze…then shot forward and slapped into his face, covering his mouth and nose. He gasped as it wrapped around the back of his head. There was something warm against his skin, tiny hairs tickling as it compressed his skull. An odd tingling sensation exploded through his sinuses, his throat.

He shivered violently…he…

…sways in the wind of the life-sphere, delighting as its cool tendrils trace his leaves and stems. He is one of the first growths, and the gentle nature of that wind is a prize hard won…

…Webbed feet, rising out of the water to touch dry soil. A head with beady eyes follows, covered in a slick coating of slime to keep it moist beyond the waves. For the first time, there are others…

…A jungle, filled with life. The six-stemmed-ones root through the undergrowth, their trunks plucking out morsels. The flitterers help the growth expand, strengthening the network. And in turn, they are sustained and strengthened as well…

…A fiery ball, streaking across the sky. A loud crash as it strikes hard ground. Many die, growth and mover alike. Yet others emerge from the hard gray shell of the fallen star-that-is-not-a-star. They wear strange white shells and make a vast array of complex sounds. They begin changing the jungle to their needs, building. Sometimes in ways that hinder the growth. Dangerous. Unless a connection can be made…

…A tower rises in the jungle, pushed by human and growth alike. Strengthened by the efforts of both…

…A blast of heat and flame. The pain of a thousand seedlings lances through the network of root and consciousness. Growth does not emit sound, but the not-sound is a scream that shakes every corner of the life-sphere…

…Another burst of fire. This time, there is a human among it, a human with a burned face and malice in its shroud. More dwellings, cutting down the growth. The growth floods over them in turn, swallowing them, returning life to the way it was before the humans. Repairing the damage will be the work of generations…

The shiver finished at the base of Miko’s spine as the Preserver released its hold on his face. He collapsed onto his hands and vomited in the dirt, his mind torn in a thousand different directions. He took a deep breath and was surprised when it was only air and he could actually taste it. Doctor Ramirez was at his side, but Miko couldn’t hear his words.

When he was able to look up again, the leaf was withdrawing. Another was detaching from the acolyte’s face. She swayed slightly, eyes closed. “I understand,” she murmured.

Slowly, the vines receded back into the jungle. The large communication leaves fluttered, their red streaks making them look like enormous butterflies as they blended back into the dense foliage.

Miko was still grappling for understanding when Elona came and stood over him.

“They let me live,” he gasped.

“They did. And they…showed you things?”

He nodded. “Humans arriving on Phylais, I think? I…felt what the Preservers did when the mining charges detonated on the Vats.” He shivered. “And I think they showed me what they would do if it happened again.”

The acolyte’s smile was grim. “They showed that to me as well, among other things.” She paused. “We will never conquer this world the way we conquered Earth. If we are to remain on this planet, the only choice is to learn to live in a place where we will never be the dominant species. And perhaps that’s not such a bad thing. Just look at what happened to Old Earth, because humans dictated everything.”

The gentle voice of the jungle filled the silence between them. The call of its creatures, the quiet rustle of its plants, was her answer.

“So that’s it then?” Miko asked. “They just…leave, and we go back to normal?”

“The colony is safe for now, as are you Mister Pas,” said the acolyte. “Fortunately, the Preservers view life in a different way than we do. There is no justice, only survival. They will cull a sick being from their network…but only if there is no chance for it to heal. Which means they must have sensed something in you, that you could grow past this.” She leaned close, her voice going strangely flat. “But make no mistake, I am the Preserver of this colony. If you put it in danger again…”

For a long moment they held each other’s eyes. Finally, Miko shook his head and chuckled, then winced at the pain it caused. “I…understand. I don’t think I could explain everything I just saw…but I know a second chance when I see one.” He thought of Jantor and Kafe, his friends who would never get such a chance. “I won’t waste it.”

Elona smiled, obvious relief melting her stern expression. She straightened and sighed, her gaze drifting out to the jungle. 

“I’m glad to hear it, Mister Pas. There’s much work ahead if we’re going to make a home for our people on Phylais. We’ll need everyone working together to make it happen.” She offered her hand. “That includes you.”
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Articells, Year 40

My first time cheating on Leona was, like all nights, just another night.

I took a deep breath and shifted uselessly in my chair as the meeting hit the three-hour mark. For Jaladhi it might as well have been three minutes. She paced spryly at the head of the table, twirling a stylus around her thumb as she tore into my client's financials. She was young. Half my age, maybe less. Of course, these days you could never be sure. Her associate, a man of about bio-fifty, sat across from me wearing his best stern-lawyer face, his head clearly checked out. I looked around the room—he wasn’t alone. At this rate Jaladhi would single-handedly win the takeover through force of will.

Four hours. Finally, battle-weary suits started making their exits, and soon it was down to the two of us: Jaladhi, leaning against the wall in her close-fitting skirt that revealed shapely hips, and me, hoping for something I shouldn’t.

“We'll pick this up tomorrow,” I said when the hypercaf started wearing off. I swiped the screenTat printed on my wrist; documents vanished from the table.

Jaladhi, who needed no hypercaf, flicked her stylus across her palm, clearing the remaining detritus. “If you like,” she said, with more than a hint of cheek.

I opened the door, smiling a gracious smile that bordered on farce. “We’ll be in touch.”

She didn't say anything, but didn’t leave either. Just flashed me the look—the same impish smile underlying predatory eyes that she’d been flashing me throughout the meeting. I didn’t look away; I’d already resigned myself to the rest.

As we went down on the table, Jaladhi had to kick the door shut, since I didn’t bother closing it.

* * *

It was during our fifth hook-up, the diffuse afternoon light lending the bedroom a sense of mismatched time and place, that I had to ask.

“Why me?”

She slid out of my arms and turned to look at me inquisitively.

“If you’re trying to play me,” I said, “I’m happy to keep playing. But that’s all you’ll get.”

Her eyes and mouth opened wide and she touched her chest theatrically. “Oh, so I’m not good enough to win on merit? My only hope is to sleep with opposing counsel?”

I kept my face impassive. “Seriously. Why me? I’m sure you’ve got plenty of good-looking hot shots your own age to screw around with.”

“How do you know how old I am? I could be your age.”

“When you get to be my age, you’ll know how I know. Besides, I’ve had Articells for a long time. I’m older than you probably realize.”

“Maybe I’m older than you realize. Maybe I’m a rich old lady who offed herself for a hot young body.”

“Maybe RenewaLife should be more selective about their customers.”

“What a pity that would be for you.”

I gave her the stop-being-a-brat look.

“You want to know why you?” She nuzzled up to me and kissed me for a good half-minute. “Because unlike all those good-looking, age-appropriate hot shots, you don’t get attached.”

Before I could say anything, she flung the covers over our heads and we went for another round.

* * *

For the most part I ran automatically. It was easier, and usually got me to where I would have ended up anyway. The night it all came crashing down was no exception. It started in a ritzy lounge near my office that reeked corporate, the same lounge I’d been wandering into after work for the better part of a decade. The same drink I always ordered sat neglected as Jaladhi and I stared at our screenTats and exchanged intermittent words, buried in the case. At one point my hand slipped under the table and began stroking her knee, mounting the pressure and contact as it migrated under her thigh. I peeked up from my screenTat—the corners of her lips curled into a smile, then snapped back down as she started talking about asset purchase agreements. Jaladhi was not automatic. She was still young, still caught up in the game. Maybe one day she would say to hell with it and flip the table, but today we were two big important lawyers duking it out over a big important acquisition, and that was it.

So it must have been something in my face, some reflexive flash of horror, that gave it away. No sooner had I spotted Leona waving at me from the bar, her eyes and smile both wide with surprise, than the smile vanished and the eyes became wider. She left her friends and bolted for the door.

I told Jaladhi we’d made a mistake, waved my wrist over the paypad, and ran after my wife.

 

Articells, Day 1

We were on the patio, sitting in the early-morning sun. Leona was vaping and playing fetch with the dog; I was drinking coffee and doing nothing in particular.

Matt appeared at the screen door, looking graver than usual. He leaned against the threshold and stared at his feet.

“How’s it going, kiddo?” I said. “Ready for school?”

“I was talking to Alexa,” he said. “She said that the five-year survival rate for acute myeloid leukemia for thirty-eight-year-olds is seventy-seven percent which means that when Mom is forty-three there’s a twenty-three percent chance that—” He ran out of breath as the tears welled up.

Leona and I exchanged exasperated glances. He must have been eavesdropping last night. Or maybe we’d been too loud. In any case, the jig was up.

Leona slid her vape pen into the charging dock and went to him. She opened the screen and knelt down, stroked his cheek. “Matthew, look at me.”

He didn’t look. The dog padded over; Matt started petting him methodically.

“Sweetie, you can’t believe everything you hear on the Internet,” Leona said.

“Your mother’s right,” I said, kneeling next to her. “I promise you that your mom’s chances are much better than seventy-seven percent.”

“How do you know?” Matt asked, carefully tracing figure-eights on the dog’s back. “Doctors and scientists said so, and you’re not a doctor or a scientist. You’re just a lawyer.”

Ouch. But the tone was pleading, not accusatory. He wanted to believe me, he just needed to know he could.

“Because when those scientists came up with that number, they didn’t consider your mom. And your mom is very stubborn. More stubborn than anybody I’ve ever met. And in my line of work that’s saying something.” She grinned sideways at me.

“I’m not done yet,” she said. “Not even close. Especially as long as I have you and your father to look after.”

Matt didn’t look convinced. As always, my kid needed numbers.

“You’re not the only one who’s friends with Alexa,” I said. “I know where that percentage comes from. It’s from a study they did over ten years ago, and in the world of doctors and scientists, ten years is a very long time. Things have gotten a lot better.”

Matt’s face hinted at a smile.

“In fact, we have an appointment with Dr. Le this morning, and I hear he has something cool to show us that could really help your mom. Something the people who did that study could only have dreamed of.”

“Really?” The smile was full-fledged now. “Can I join?”

The appointment was during school, but I’d already dangled the carrot. “How’s that homework coming along?”

“I’ll finish it now.” He turned to go back inside, revivified. But he stopped short of the threshold. He turned back around and, for the first time, looked at his mother. “Is it because you vape? Because vaping causes cancer and leukemia is a kind of cancer.”

Leona and I looked at each other again. Nothing like getting cross-examined by your six-year-old to wake you up in the morning. I’ll take this one, her expression said.

“No, it’s not because I vape,” she said. “It was just bad luck. But you’re absolutely right—these pods don’t help.” She pulled the mouthpiece from her vape pen and dropped it on the table. “Which is why I just had my last one. Starting right now, your mom is vape-free.”

I’d been trying to get her to quit for years, and my kid manages it in a sentence. Fine by me. I clasped my wife’s hand and locked eyes with her. I smiled solemnly. Thank you. She would beat this shit and come out of it even stronger.

I turned to Matt. “Go finish your homework. We’re video-calling Dr. Le at nine-thirty sharp.”

 

Articells, Year 40

I caught up with her a block away, waiting in the chilly darkness for the red hand to change into the walking man.

“Leona, wait.”

She ignored me, keeping her eyes on the traffic light opposite the crosswalk. As soon as it turned yellow and the cars started slowing down, she stepped out into the street.

“Please.”

I came around into her path, forcing her to stop. I was about to grasp her shoulders but somehow the thought made me nervous. She looked at me, her expression blank.

“She’s a colleague,” I said. “That’s all.”

She stared at me, her face unwavering, as if in a trance. I stared back at my wife of forty-nine years, hot blood pounding through me, waiting for an answer.

“OK,” she said.

“I’m serious.”

“I believe you.”

I worked up the nerve to touch her arm. “Let’s go back inside. I’m sure they’re wondering what’s going on.”

“Actually, it’s getting late. I’m gonna head home.” She pulled her tablet from her bag—she never was one for screenTats—and scribbled something out, presumably to her friends. “But you can do what you like.” She brushed past me into the street as the countdown timer hit zero.

I jogged up alongside her. The light turned green; cars honked at us. “I’ll take you.”

Once across, I ordered a ride and took us home.

* * *

The next morning, I found her leaning against the kitchen counter with her coat on, studying her tablet and powering through a piece of toast. I told the kitchen to make coffee and started scrolling through the financial news in the table, too tense for any of the headlines to register.

“Where are you off to, honey?” I asked.

“Work.” She folded up her tablet and disappeared down the hall. It was Saturday, but running a legal aid clinic often meant weekends in the underbelly.

“Bye, Leo,” I called. “You’re a trooper.”

I heard the door open and close.

I didn’t see her again that day, only felt the rustling of the covers as she climbed into bed long after I’d turned in.

Sunday was a repeat of Saturday, but with fewer words exchanged.

When I woke up on Monday, her clothes and toothbrush were gone.

 

Articells, Year 11

“Stop here.”

The car registered Leona’s instruction and pulled into the station. I took over the wheel and parked on the farthest charging pad.

“You want anything?” she said.

I shook my head. She got out and headed into the convenience store as the car started charging.

My watch chimed. Christ. Another update. One of these days I’d have to do like Leona and let them install automatically. Her Articells had been policing her blood for over a decade without a hitch. The cancer they’d destroyed hadn’t shown its face since. And according to Dr. Le it was thanks to the endless updates that in eleven years she’d barely aged four. She certainly looked just as good.

But still. These things were swimming inside me. The least I should do is skim the damned update notes…

v17.0.9:

--Fixes a minor bug from v17.0.8 affecting pluripotent stem cell induction in fibroblasts

--Introduces a new enzymatic process for enhanced lysosomal function in arterial macrophages

--Introduces two new enzymatic processes…

It went on like that for a dozen more bullets. And that was just the summary. You’d think the people who had wiped out blood cancer and were making good headway on aging itself could write comprehensible English. Not that I was complaining. After climbing for years, my blood pressure had leveled off in week one, and recently had started to drop. My incipient bald spot was staying incipient. No doubt I would soon be reading about my new spider powers and x-ray vision.

I hit Accept as Leona ducked into the car.

She leaned back in her seat, exhaling at length. She was empty-handed.

“You didn’t buy anything?”

“I did. But I threw them out.”

I said nothing. It had been a stressful day for both of us. When the car finished charging, I told it to hit the road again.

We’d crossed into Pennsylvania before I broke the silence.

“I was thinking we could move back into the city,” I said. “Find a nice condo downtown. Might beat staying holed up in the ’burbs in a big empty house, you know?”

I glanced over. She was staring out the windshield, with no indication that she’d heard me.

“Just something to think about.”

She sighed. “Honey, I just drove eleven hours across five states to abandon my only child in the middle of New York City, where he’ll spend the next four years partying and boozing and getting up to God-knows-what eight hundred miles away from me with people I’ve never met. Right now, the last thing I need is something to think about.”

“You really think Matt’s the partying type?”

“Like I said, I don’t think anything right now.” She slid her window down. “Just enjoy the trees, honey.”

We drove on in silence. I slid my window down, letting the wind billow against my face, and enjoyed the trees.

* * *

I woke up to Leona prodding my ribs. “Honey.”

It took a few seconds for the sleep to fade away. “How far along are we?” It was getting dark and the trees had thickened.

“Quick—look.” I caught the sign she was pointing at just before it flicked by. West Branch State Park - Exit 5 miles. “I’ve heard it’s beautiful. Let’s camp there tonight.”

“What?”

“Camping. Here. Tonight.”

I rubbed my eyes. When had we last gone camping? Matt must have been in elementary school. “We’ve just spent two days on the road—don’t you want to get home? Besides, we don’t have any gear.”

“We’ll figure it out.” She nestled up against me. “You have somewhere you need to be?”

Something flat and boxy pressed against my leg. I glanced down; a pack of disposable vapes sat below the lip of her pocket.

I shrugged and closed my eyes again, then wrapped my arm around her as she started singing orders to the car and into the wind.

 

Articells, Year 40

The call came at the office. 

“Just so you know, Leona’s staying with me.”

Selene lived in our building. She was there that night.

“She says she needs some time,” she continued, when I didn’t say anything. “To think.”

“Selene, please, put her on.”

“It’s Monday, dude. She’s at work.”

My head was swimming. “Right.”

Silence on the other end. Then: “Look, I get it. I do. When my ex-husband and I decided to end it, we were still OK, for the most part. But we knew it was just…there was no way. We couldn’t keep it up forever.”

I stayed quiet, waiting for her to say more.

She sighed. “I’m not saying that’s what you guys should do. Maybe you’ll get through this. But whatever you decide, you can’t stick your head in the sand and pretend the world hasn’t changed. I have a couple of friends in an open marriage; I can introduce—”

I ended the call. On the wall screen a message from Jaladhi was waiting in my personal inbox; I deleted it unopened, took a gulp of hypercaf, pulled up a case file, and dove in.

* * *

I dive deep. The water is clear and bright and I can see for miles. Or a few yards. There are no fish or reefs or forms of any kind to lend perspective. Just blue.

Some unknowable distance above, the surface shimmers. It stretches in every direction, but never far, always swallowed by the water it tries to contain. I swim toward it. The shimmering intensifies; specks of light flicker like sparks. A shape appears on the other side, round and sharp against the blur. A face. I get closer and the face gets bigger, but I can’t make out who it belongs to. Closer, until the face is all there is, and I’m inside of it. Back inside the blue.

The shimmering is gone.

* * *

It was evening when I came to. I didn’t know whether I’d attended those afternoon meetings or dreamt them, and didn’t care. I dragged myself to the breakroom and ingested a sandwich from the printer before plodding to the elevators.

In the car home I lay sprawled on the seat, feeling drained and vaguely sick. Leona wasn’t answering. Probably blocked me. I tried Selene; she gave in the third time.

“Put her on,” I said.

“Seriously, you have to leave this alone for a while.”

“Selene, for Christ’s sake, put her on.”

“No.”

“Fine. I’m coming over.”

“Do not come o—”

I swiped off my screenTat.

I was crossing the plaza that fronted my building, racing through scenarios in my head, when the lobby doors opened and Leona came out. She walked briskly in my direction, hands buried in her coat, breath visible in the frigid air.

She didn’t stop.

“Leo,” I said, catching her by the crook of the elbow.

She wrenched herself free and walked on.

When I turned, she was almost at the sidewalk. “Leona!”

She disappeared around a corner.

There was nothing left to do. I drifted toward the building, fantasizing about my bed and my escape into sleep. But I never made it to the entrance. Instead, I found myself running back across the plaza.

At the sidewalk, I scanned the area. Leona was heading down a pedestrian road toward the financial district. I waited until she was far enough away, then began to follow.

 

Articells, Year 26

I looked down into the water. It was clear and softly rolling, but calm enough to reveal the pastel patchwork spread across the seabed, safe from the brutal Red Sea sun. Nasim, our diving instructor, said that these were the best reefs in the world and that they were much more impressive once you got under. No doubt they were, but it didn’t matter; they had already done their job. For the first time in years—for the first time since Matt’s accident—there was light in Leona’s eyes.

Anniversary thirty-five is coral. I couldn’t remember exactly when we stopped doing the traditional gifts. Like too many facets of our marriage, it just sort of petered out. But petering out was no longer an option. The only option was to revive the narrative.

And this was a damned good start.

I tested my mouthpiece again and tramped across the deck in my fins to where Nasim was fiddling with my wife’s regulator. He was a gregarious kid from Cairo with a swimmer’s body, which Leona had found plenty of excuses to touch and brush up against since we set out. Not that I minded. This trip was for her, and there was no harm in a bit of innocent flirting. They chatted away as he worked, Leona looking as good in her bikini as she did on our honeymoon. In this moment I could almost believe Dr. Le’s extrapolations, could almost see us dune boarding in the Namib or scaling an Andean peak a hundred years from now, having yet to hit biological fifty.

Discreetly, since I promised her I wouldn’t, I peeked at the tablet stretched around my forearm and swiped open my work inbox. There wasn’t much; just a few FYIs regarding my firm’s recent signing of RenewaLife, a promising spin-off from a university biotech lab. Articells were one thing, but if these upstarts could one day manage with humans what they did with rhesus monkeys…

I closed my inbox as Matt’s face flashed in my head.

“Ready?”

I looked up, startled. She’d been patiently waiting for me to finish. There was a time when she would have grabbed my arm by the tablet and ordered me to leave the damned thing alone or she would wrap it around my neck and strangle me, and I would have countered with a cheeky “yes, dear” and made an over-the-top show of shutting it off, all the way off. Now I just smiled awkwardly, tested my mouthpiece for the dozenth time, and said, “As I’ll ever be.”

“Let’s do it!” Nasim said.

We went to the gunwale, sat down with our backs to the water. Mouthpieces in.

“I’ll count down from five, OK?”

I noticed Leona discreetly touch Nasim’s arm and gesture to me as he started counting: “Five, four—”

A hand reached over and shoved my chest. The boat and sky inverted, and I was under.

And sinking. On my back, facing the surface. I fumbled for the inflation valve on my unit, found it, held the button. The bladder bulged out and my descent slowed, then stopped. But I didn’t ascend either. I’d found some buoyancy sweet spot.

I tried kicking but only moved laterally. I couldn’t right myself.

I hung there, inert.

* * *

A face appeared above the shimmering undulations.

* * *

I was being pulled, driven along. The shimmering got closer and then I crashed through it, into the air and light.

“Oh my God, honey! Are you OK? I was just playing around, I—I shouldn’t have done that.” Leona was hanging over the gunwale, mask off, looking terrified, as Nasim grabbed onto the boat, his other arm hooked under mine. 

I took out my mouthpiece and swallowed a gulp of salt-soaked air. “I’m OK. Really. Just lost my bearings for a second.” Echoes of pain lingered in my ears.

“Are you sure?” Nasim said. “If you like, we can—”

“I’m fine. I was just startled, that’s all.” I smiled up at Leona. “My wife can be a troublemaker when she’s excited.”

Leona smiled hesitantly back. “Well, if you’re sure.”

Her concern was accompanied by something else, something that tinted the air between us and got thicker every year. A politeness.

She joined us in the water.

Nasim was right: Below the surface the coral glowed like neon.
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Tucked in a booth with a strong Iranian gin, I watched Leona from across the packed lounge where she led me. Three nights ago she ran from this place; now she sat at the bar in the heart of it, drinking alone. It was filled with high-finance types, all in their bio-twenties and -thirties. No doubt some were decades older. Maybe more than some. Who the hell knew anymore? Every few minutes a new lady-killer would strut up to the bar, insert himself beside Leona and try to work his game; without looking Leona would flash her ring in his face, and Don Juan would usually stick around to order a face-saving drink before slinking back to his friends. I was tempted to try my own luck, but I knew better. She was out of my league.

A couple more gins were enough to change my mind. I abandoned my hideout and wound through the crowd to the bar. “May I?”

She looked up with mild consternation, then back at her drink. I sat down.

“Why’d you do it?” she said.

The question caught me off guard. I hadn’t thought about it once. Because one of us would have done it eventually, so let me be the asshole. Because she’s young and full of life and I’m old and spent. Because I’m a piece of shit. What difference does it make?

She must have sensed my head spinning. “Relax. I’m just messing with you.”

Something seized my gut and I took her hands. “Leona, listen to me—”

“Just”—she pried her hands free—“don’t. Don’t embarrass yourself.”

She was right. Just another pick-up artist running through his pathetic routine. “I do love you, you know,” was all I could spew out.

Finally, she faced me, dead-eyed. “When I caught you with that woman you could barely be bothered to put on a half-assed show of lying about it. So I put on a half-assed show of believing you. Hell, we’re putting on a show right now. What else can we do, after fifty fucking years?” She snorted a laugh and took a swig of her drink. “You wanna know the best part? After fifty fucking years, it’s as if we never met! Matt’s dead, you’re chasing office tail, and I’m in a bar on a Monday night getting hit on by a bunch of horny finance bros. But that’s OK—life’s about the journey, right?” She grabbed her drink and swung it up high, spilling some on my lap. “Here’s to the next fifty!” She downed it in one go, slammed the glass on the bar and hailed another. 

I sat there, speechless, my insides sinking. “A show,” I eventually said, trying to sound angry or passionate or anything. “Then why am I here, right now? Why did I follow you halfway across town?” I meant the question as rhetorical, but I didn’t know the answer. I wanted to know the answer.

Leona picked an ice cube out of her glass and started turning it around in her fingers. “Same reason I’m here. You have nowhere else to go.”

The crowd was thickening as the lounge gradually turned into a nightclub. I lingered at the bar, listening to the thumping bassline spill in from the dance floor, watching weird holographic flower-things bloom in on themselves as they drifted through the tables and people and spirit-tinged air. She was right. I had nowhere to go. Even if I stepped outside into the street and an oncoming bus did to me what my own body no longer could, our RenewaLife policy would take care of it. It was too late for Matt, but his parents would be just fine.

“What happens now?” I said, because I had nothing to say.

When no reply came, I glanced in her direction. The side of her face was buried in her hand, which she’d angled squarely across my view. Muffled sobs turned the pounding house music into a distant hum. I got up and held her, pressed her against me. For a second she acquiesced; then she threw me off, screaming. The recoil sent her off her stool; she stumbled back, fell to the floor. I tried helping but she kicked me away.
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