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    For anyone facing unbeatable odds.

And thank you to heartily, Mary, Dawnita, Rosey.

      

    

In a world where we categorize people as wolves, sheep, and sheepdogs, Anna stands apart.
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Part I
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“Every paranormal account is explained by the technological development of digital ghosts. We know ghosts are now real, capable of interacting with digital models of recorded history. In this, ghosts have changed the rules of the game. Hackers have been manipulating humanity’s historical record ever since. This is us. The past teaches nothing and is not to be trusted. With the assassination of Dr. Al Al-Akban, it measures the first time, but not the last, an artificial intelligence creation has murdered a human.”

~excerpt of speech before Nobel committee in 2111 by Jean Louis Paris III, Ph.D.
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Chapter 1
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“Chuckie Darwin said wolves eat sheep. The end. Dude... was on drugs.”

~Dr. Tory Lincoln, neuropragmatist

––––––––
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INFINITIES. THEY DO not ever end once set in motion. Once conceived. Once they are spun into the metaphysical conditions of creation. Or do they eventually die? His brows came together in silent contemplation.

Yusef stared forward. What he felt was his soul draining away, ice quickly melting under a heat lamp. The earth came into line of sight. The plan called for him to teach the child that New Paris was its name, and once living things occupied it from pole to pole. Now he was there upon the precipice of the extinction of the human race eternal, far beyond global warming and natural disasters and diseases and artificially intelligent robot masters and alien invasions all... leaving only himself and a newborn baby to watch through a relatively diminutive glass window as the out-of-reach continents green and brown flashed into black and red as simply as a magician’s trick. He inhaled and a tear ran down his cheek. He touched the window and could almost feel Death, itself.

“Already miss you, Batty,” he said. “Your faith in humanity and God.” It had been a hellish three weeks since they’d retreated to the satellite in secret. Except for the child’s surrogate mother and the child, what he saw through that viewer represented the final time he would hear them, see them, visit them, his friends and family. Forever more. Watching the spread of flame and shadow wove nightmare into reality which then painted his heart as a dark curtain closing an act of some cruel tragedy, tailored specifically to his sense of horror. “Goodbye,” he whispered. If she had not found a shelter by now, there was no tomorrow. Was it déjà vu, or alarm?

A throaty chuckle startled him. He didn’t know how, but Rigs had come up from behind, and though she was a seven-foot giant, no sound gave away her approach. She was as stealthy as ever, even after all the years they had worked together. She was a super-agent paid to solve problems using extreme violence for a global empire, while he was a procurement specialist for the team. It was a weird and unsettling situation, because he would have bet his life that the last two survivors from earth would be a man and a woman, but not him. Definitely not her! Though if it did involve Eclipse, it should have been Rigs and Slicer because they were the founding members. In truth, Yusef had never been close to Rigs. Not because he wanted it that way, but because she terrified him. From the first time they met until the last day before they jettisoned from the rocket to dock upon the hidden satellite, she had always scared him.

“Funny, I always pictured the apocalypse happening while I was with my family,” he said, “or with Eclipse in one of our bunkers, living off a half-formed survival plan. Not at work. You know. Playing board games, listening to music, until it was safe to come out and fight mutant rats. Had no clue it would be so lonely. This is just plain sorrow.”

“Don’t be so pathetic,” she scoffed.

His hand shrank back, and his breath caught in his throat. The black ink of space swallowed the fiery globe. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I promise she’ll never learn the truth. As long as I’m alive.”

Rigs wasn’t listening. She had a way of hearing everything but listening to none. “Look at it, gone so fast,” she purred. “So easily. Hilarious, right? I mean, after all the blood I spilled to keep shit going.”

“We spilled,” he hung his head. “The blood, God forgive me. Waqur rabbighfir warham wa'anta khayrur rahimeen.”

Her eyes flashed. “Not you,” she laughed. “You’re a stick figure. Always were. From the day we met... needle gun and cigarettes.” Her lips curled in an unreadably curious way. She turned back to the viewer where fire engulfed the planet. “Good for it though. The whole place was out of control. Too much out of the bag. What she was becoming, what we were cultivating... nothing like Earth should be. This is simply a cleansing. That’s what’s going on. A cleansing! And soon, from the ashes, a phoenix will rise.”

Yusef bowed his head, wiping a tear from his cheek.

“Just like that,” she said, licking her lips excitedly. “Strike a match on the driest day of summer. Yeah, bud.”

Yusef closed his eyes. He wished her away, but this did nothing except alert her to his hesitance. “Nothing is capable of surviving that,” he said.

“Nothing will survive that,” she replied sharply.

“It’s a terrible price.”

“You speak as if you’re the cause,” she said solemnly. “Those fucks down there, they made their own beds. You know what we’ve seen. What we’ve fought against all this time. It was inevitable. A path that must be walked. If there is such a thing as God, it’s nothing but a drill sergeant pushing us into things we all knew we had to do but weren’t prepared for.”

“Is it truly how you feel?” he said, aghast. “God is great, if only...”

“Shut your trap, B.W!”

He hung his head at the mention of the past he chose to leave when accepting his new faith.

She was in his space. She held for a moment, then snorted and slowly walked towards the viewer. “I’ve been wanting to ask,” she said. “How have you kept this place hidden from ghosts?”

“I have my ways,” he said.

“Right.” A sarcastic and unapologetic smile supplanted the look on her face. One long finger touched the scar running across her chest, tracing wires embedded beneath the skin, pausing at three bundled together in black and red stripes. “Simple scars,” she muttered. “We’ll see what comes back. I have a feeling life won’t be extinguished with such grace. It’s persistent and messy, but I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “You know how hard they are to kill. I remember them all. Everyone the Company hired me to erase. Knowing what I do now makes me want to puke. Fucking Red! That thing and its secret base on the moon.”

“A.I. didn’t pan out so well for us,” he said. “Did it?”

Her eyes glazed over. Memories transported her somewhere else. “Those creatures in the river,” she said, distantly. Then her voice returned to its former snarl. “Adam and Eve. Adam and Adam, Eve and Eve. Nothing too sacred for the Company. Fuck ‘em.”

Yusef sighed and removed his kufi. Sweat dampened it from rim to rim. “Why is it you speak of the child as if she’ll one day meet another living person? It’s impossible. Look at the planet. Even so, when the day comes, when she’s ready, if that ever happens, she’ll need to be more careful because of what’s transpiring. I can’t think of a single person who wasn’t one of them. Entire fields spawning every second of every day. What has happened before is happening again.”

“So theatrical,” she sneered. “Eggshells break. Just have to do the messy work.”

He paused, finishing the thought. “The Company keeps resetting history. Repeating it. Use us, hunt us, wipe us, try again. As for this innocent child, she’ll never know. And love? That’s a joke.”

Rigs yawned. “Love isn’t real,” she said. She proceeded to peel back her shirt, exposing a breast made of plasteel, laced with metal, tubes, and wires, purple with veins. She pressed the infant to her synthetically enhanced body, which had been “modified and improved” for combat, not for feeding another human. It was revolting to her. The child’s eyes opened, and she suckled softly. A meter appeared in red lights, indicating the baby was taking in nutrients. Rigs felt nothing. “Who would’ve thought this thing would be of any use,” she said. “Not me. Except for the Clotter, hasn’t done squat.”

“Speaking of,” he said. “I have a truth to ask.”

“Oh?”

He swallowed, nodding. At last, he asked, “How much did you know... all along?”

Rigs said nothing. Yusef understood her unspoken answer. He watched in silence, tamping down the revulsion he felt at that moment. Rigs’ eyes shone with a grim light created by the glow of her cybernetics. In their decades working together, he’d rarely seen anything feminine from her, and even now, doing the most feminine thing a woman might do, Rigs looked like a terrible alien creature. Like a villain straight out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales who might devour children. But she was, to the contrary, nurturing the infant. Awkward and unsure. All new and different for him to see of Rigs. Then again, she looked like a monster because that’s exactly what Rigs was.

“Enough,” she growled, tossing the infant into a cryostasis crib. She then turned one dark pupil upon Yusef. “That was enough, yeah?”

“Be gentle with her,” he said. “She’s not like you.”

This drew a deep scowl from the mother. He feared for the child’s safety. Beyond the window, there was more fire. Any hope disintegrated. Yusef’s head tilted to the side, and he sighed, softly so she wouldn’t notice.

“You’re certain no one is aware of this arrangement?” he asked. “About us.”

“We three,” she said, lips turning downward. “Me. You.” She jabbed a thumb at the child, “It.” There was a grim absence of humanity in those bioluminescent pupils as they resized upon him. “Who cares though? You have one job to do, then you can go to your God. Isn’t that what you desire most?”

“Yes,” he said, hesitantly.

“Make no mistake, it’s that little twerp they fear. She’s everything they’re afraid of.”

“I’ll never understand how that can be the case,” he said.

“She could hijack the reboot! Give the world something it doesn’t deserve. She’s as much a phoenix as your precious planet, twice as potent.” Behind Rigs’ strange expression hid cryptic confidences which Yusef could only imagine. He bowed his head and pressed his hands together in devotion.

“Let us pray the day never comes,” he said, “when and if. God be with her if she must confront them.”

“You assume the Company doesn’t have a plan of its own against all this,” Rigs glowered. “As if they haven’t always been working towards one ultimate goal the whole time. But we’re not that smart, are we? And as you know, Omega...”

He waved a hand. “Believe me, I know what Omega did,” he lied to check her reaction, though he found no indication of her thoughts. Yusef looked at the child’s cherubic face and grunted. Betting the continuation of humanity on one person was an absurdity to which he had no choice but to trust. It was a bad plan. A stupid plan. A plan disrespecting God. How would she repopulate anything, or even live out her days, should she ever learn her reason for being?

“You think we failed,” Rigs scowled. “How typical.”

He nodded. “I do.” He couldn’t stop the tears if he wanted to. The bright flames consuming Earth began to blacken, and the planet became a shadow against the bright face of the moon. He felt Rigs studying his reaction, and he opened his mouth but found no words to say.

“Stories often begin this way,” he said. “With a desperate chance and a hero unaware of the bigger picture. It’s almost ironic, given who we were.”

“Were?” Rigs howled. “And who’s a hero, what a joke!” The rolling boom of her belly laugh gave Yusef chills. At last, after wiping fake tears squirted out of modified ducts which could instantly clean her shooting field no matter what the battle conditions around her were like, she said, “Either way, we’re fucked. There’s no hope. There never was. Where you lost yourself to that God of yours. What about the rest? And the same goes for the precious blob, too. Not you or anyone else, no higher power of any type, can change her fate.”

“Maybe I can,” he said, clearly having more to add but not doing so. A lump formed in Yusef’s throat, and he swallowed it. His own tears were not those manufactured by cybernetic implants. She snorted and turned her back to him. She banged a fist on the window, and Yusef jumped, terrified that she would punch a hole through and kill them all despite the plan.

“If they could see me now, they’d laugh,” she said.

The lump in his throat resisted and grew twice its size. He choked for a moment. Rigs rolled her eyes, as seen reflected in the glass. “Shit, you already care about her.”

“I’ll do anything to protect her from them,” he said, sniffling.

“There’s no such thing as love,” she sneered. “Get a hold of yourself.”

He covered his face and bit down hard on his thumb.

Her voice was a guttural rumble. “It’s fascinating to see a gangbanger meet his match in a tiny plop of flesh. This weakness is how the Company will win. They’ll find her too. If you don’t think they’re sending every resource they have, every resource they ever made, you’re dumber than you look. Do yourself a favor and think of her as an inanimate object. Come on. She’s an animal. She’s hardly more than what I was. Love isn’t what she needs. Break these feelings or they’ll break you.”

The baby made a cooing sound. He smiled wanly. His voice was distant. “That’s not possible.” He spied on her, appreciating the little one for what she was. Untainted. A perfect mix of protected life.

“Make it possible,” Rigs said, and a silence grew between them.

After a while, he cleared his throat. “Did you choose a name for her?”

A thoughtful look washed across her face, during which she said nothing. Then she licked her lips and grunted, “Give the turd any name you want, daddy.” She pushed off the glass. “Makes no difference to me. Nor to the mother, father, She-In-Red, the Company, or anyone else who’s out there gunning for her. Fuck.”

“One thing is certain,” he said. “Eaters will never find her.”

Rigs let out a laugh, icy and cruel, then waved a hand and scoffed.

“Rigs, whatever you think, she’s still your child,” he said. He reached into the crib, and the child’s tiny hand closed over a fingertip, touching her lips to it. More tears came. Rigs walked towards the door, and he called after her, “Before I accepted Allah, I might have had something to say about all this. But she is different. She is not infected. When the time comes, if she can contact those who we left behind... Batty... she’ll be okay.”

“Infection? Batty? That’s a riot, she’s a dumber fuck than you. This girl is perfectly made, so she’ll do what I want. You’ll see, if you stick around. Made sure of that. One day she’ll know everything she needs to know. If you keep the ghosts away. Just train her to be ready with your trash. Either way, she’ll know. Don’t care about you or your part. Sorry, old friend.”

He lowered his gaze. “Infection, corrupted. Programmed. Say what you will. She’s good at heart, born with a second chance.”

“A second chance I never got!” Rigs pounded a fist into her palm, passing through the doorway. For a while, Yusef stood staring at the window. Had they not agreed on the plan the day before, he would’ve chased Rigs down and begged her to change her mind. There was no chance of that post-Earth’s melting. “Your faith is exactly why we ask this of you,” is what the team agreed upon. That was before the others died fighting to escape the surface.

Beyond the glass observatory, what radiance remained were lava veins poking through black rock. Yusef shuddered, suddenly terrified at the future. He said, “You’re the last person to see Earth as she was before.” The baby made a happy gurgle, and it pierced his heart. “Anna is the name I offer you; it means ‘to nourish.’ For that is your birthright.” He patted the staging crib’s lid, and the stasis shell safely sealed the baby within.

It was his turn to sleep next. Stasis to squelch any detectable signs of life just in case anything did survive the planet’s destruction. He slipped an oxygen mask over his nose, inhaled, exhaled, praying that chaos and dread might ebb. Then he climbed inside what he called “my casket.” The lid closed, and this was the moment it all became real.

All of it. The end of all he knew. A disparate loneliness settled over him, darkest yet. However, it was all he had left to go on. This, and the last child ever born, even if the child’s mother was an unhinged, godless devil. He closed his eyes and said, “Goodnight, Anna.”

A moment later, Rigs’ huge fist slammed against the casing millimeters above his face. A clenched fist! Rigs withdrew slowly, her red robes shimmering, and in place of the fist, a wicked, toothy grin appeared. Her hot breath steamed the stasis shell. Computerized sensors screamed alarms of both a meteoric rise in blood pressure and heart rate. Rigs’ cybernetic eyes glimmered deadpan, and a red laser beam scanned Yusef. Her upper teeth extended slowly; large incisors implanted with the ability to tear out a throat like some horrific vampire. There was no limit to her implants, and in shadow, her face became a terror unequaled. The laser stopped on his forehead.

“No,” he muttered. Her shoulder-mounted cannon swiveled alive, the green glow of its core energizing. He squeezed shut his eyes and cried out, “Please don’t!”

Time stood still, and his entire world became heartbeats and hurried breaths. Then consciousness faded.

Yusef could hardly believe she hadn’t vaporized him when he finally looked, but Rigs was gone—not just from the room, but from the satellite. This made no sense, as the only pod was Anna’s, reserved for the day she comes of age.

Fast forward two years after their planned stasis.

Everything must pass, right? “A girl from outer space can’t save the world,” said Uncle Yusef. “It would take too much of her soul. Too much luck. Too much. She won’t need to.” But already, she was capable of impossible things— great feats —of endurance and power.

Now leap a further five years...

Anna sat on the floor, surrounded by some of her favorite things: a small plastic teacup set, a doll made of yarn, a toy motorcycle and rider with the name “Rathmore” and a little black scorpion on its flank, and two pairs of shoes. She picked up one shoe with the doll inside and blew bubbles with her lips as she pretended to fly it in small circles. Uncle Yusef entered the room.

“What are you doing?” he asked cheerfully.

“Playing with my sister,” she said, lowering the shoe and its rider to the floor once again.

“You’re learning a lot, Anna,” he said. He walked through the chamber, glancing once out of the small, round viewing portal. There was a distant flash of light on the planet below. Things were stirring again; against every prediction he’d settled upon. Placing his back to block it, he said, “In some ways, it makes me very sad to see you this way.”

“Don’t be sad!” she said, running into his arms for a hug.

“Does it not make you sad knowing you won’t have a sister here?”

She let go and laughed a little. “Nothing is impossible,” she said. “I can do anything if I only set my mind to it.”

“Very true,” he patted her head. “Knowing and trying are different things, and I like that you have set a goal. Always set goals, even if you don’t achieve them, they are important.”

“I want to see a real horse,” she declared with a twinkle in her eyes.

Yusef studied her for a moment. He couldn’t lie. Not to her. “I won’t say it’s impossible, but it’s not likely, Anna. Horses were extinct even when I lived on Earth. They were among the first to be left behind when Earth accelerated.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “When you take me there, I’ll make one the same way I made my sister.”

She held up the yarn doll, then ran off down the hall.

He took a deep breath. “Such innocence,” he told himself. “Hell awaits.”

Jumping forward another year in Anna’s development...

“Anna, come and sit with me,” Yusef said. She placed her sister-doll at his feet and plunked down. She straightened the doll to attention. Yusef leaned forward in his chair, looking down. “Have you given her a name yet, or do you still simply say sister?”

“She doesn’t need a name. She’s sister.”

“Right,” he smiled. “Today I wish to teach you something, so that you might think it over. You are a good thinker, and I believe it’s time.”

Anna made the doll nod.

Yusef patted the doll’s head. “Anna, there are only three things that matter in our lifetimes: how much we loved, how gently we lived, and how gracefully we let go of things not meant for us.”

She looked at him and laughed lightly. “That’s it?”

“That’s it,” he said. “Do you think you understand?”

“Well,” she replied, “you did just tell me. So, yes.”

“The most interesting part is not your first impression. When you can’t sleep or when you’re feeling lonely, think about it. You might find new inspirations.”

“Okay,” she said with a shrug.

“These three statements are why I’m here with you,” he said. “But that is another story for another day.”

“You talk funny sometimes,” she said, blowing little red curls out of her eyes.

Uncle Yusef sighed, adding, “Time flies like a banana.”

Anna had no clue what he meant.

Now leap forward ten more years, when Anna turned seventeen...

“Looking back,” he said to her, “who knows how often people have done what we’ve done, Anna.”

“You’re talking odd again. Did you take your medicine?” she asked. “You’re not making sense.”

“Listen to me,” he said, taking her by the wrist with hands now frail. “It’s not that. I’m being serious this time. Slow down and hear me.”

“Okay?” she turned. “What’s wrong?”

“I made a mistake,” he said.

“I make mistakes all the time,” she said. “That’s what you say.”

“Anna, listen! I’ve made a terrible mistake. One with repercussions I fear I can’t do anything about. It was long ago, and before I knew you as the woman you’ve become.”

“Here are your pills,” she said, handing him a glass of water along with them. “Knock the goofy out.”

“Goofy, what? These pills are placebos, Anna,” he said. “They have always been! They’re fake. There’s nothing wrong with me except that I’m getting older.”

Her brows furrowed. “You can do anything you want if you set your mind to it. That’s what you taught me.”

“That’s not absolutely factual either,” he said sadly. “It is hopeful, you see. An eighty-year-old man cannot play football in a major league. It’s a reckless thing to have taught. Filled with prejudice no matter its intention.”

Anna giggled. “Weird talk.”

“I’m going to tell you something, Anna. I need you to pay careful attention.” His mind flashed back to the morning, and to the blood pouring from his nostrils. It wasn’t normal. His body wasn’t okay. He said, “I don’t have time to keep the secret from you any longer.”

“You should lie down,” she said. Concern crept into her expression. “You really are talking weird.”

“She may have come across endless galaxies,” he said. “We never found out. It was she who hunted us, who was behind the Company. Some sort of construct, or unnatural creation. I don’t know...”

“Who?” Anna asked. “What are you even talking about!”

“Just listen, Anna! There was a signal, and I did something I shouldn’t have. But it was for you, you see. Please understand that.” She nodded. Uncle Yusef looked suddenly pale and weak, but Anna said nothing else and instead listened. “Maybe we gave her too much credit,” he said. “Perhaps not enough. But after all these years I see what she told me to see. You’re indeed her child. Once she promised me that you were supposed to save the world, but she lied. She sensed how afraid of her I was, and she used that against me. I’ve always kept you safe. Until now.”

“Signal? What signal?”

He waved a shaking hand. His voice trembled. “Listen, Anna. Saving the world isn’t what she intended. She walked another path, at the cost of everything.”

“Who are you talking about? Uncle, please lie down. I’ll get you a blanket.”

“I’m dying, Anna.”

“No, you’re not. Here...”

“Anna, stop. What you have learned from books is all you’ll have, while she has an entire planet filled with creatures that she bred to hunt you down. What chance have I given you? It’s not fair, and a burden too steep to ask. Therefore, I will release you. You are free. Go to God, go to the planet, go wherever you like. Just don’t stay here!”

“Why can’t I stay?” she asked, shaking.

“You escape today, but this will change. Soon! Then you cannot do what she demands of you, Anna. Be yourself. Be true. You are not like them so you can’t be dominated. Live and let go of what does not belong to you.”

“So much silly,” Anna laughed weakly. “Nonsense words. Lie down, I’ll get you a cup of something warm. A nap.”

“Anna, stop interrupting me. Did you not hear me? I’m dying. I’m sick. No pills can fix me!”

Her lips quivered. She turned away towards the viewing glass. A tear rolled down her cheek. “You’re not dying,” she said. “You can’t be,” and he went on as if he hadn’t heard her.

“Be free, my child. And, above all else, please honor me by doing better with your freedom than I ever have.”

“Uncle Yusef?”

“It is inevitable that one day you must go back to Earth,” he said. “We are in grave danger now. There’s some trouble. Caused necessity in my rashness. But, in fairness, I shouldn’t have been tempted. Thought you might need to be so alone, if only the signal were from an Adam. Or another Eve.”

“What? Who are they?”

“Fictional characters,” he said, averting his gaze. “Have you not been listening? Once she’s certain she’s found you, she’ll destroy this satellite. Go. Right away. Take the escape pod and go... to Earth.”

“New Paris,” she corrected, and her eyes lit up. “You said...”

He smiled wanly. “Yes, New Paris. It’s where you must go.”

“Who is she?”

“Hush! Ask no more.”

“Will you take me to see the Northern Lights?” she asked with a smile. “Can I touch the ocean? Have a real sister?”

“Pack your belongings. Leave me to pray, Anna. I must find the answers in God.”

“Wait... you’re coming with me, right?”

His tears splashed onto his smock. “Know that I’m sorry for everything,” he said. “Everything I ever promised and everything your mother will ever ask of you. All I wanted was to help you live, and to let go of what could never be mine.”

“My mother?” she asked, facing him once more. Both cheeks were wet and red. “You’re my family. What do I know about a mother? She left me. She never cared about me!” His eyes fell to the floor. She demanded, “Well? And what’s all this about a planet! New Paris is a wasteland. You’ve said so a thousand times.”

“It’s not,” he said softly. “Even war couldn’t kill them off. Rigs was correct.”

“How is this not a dream,” she said, distantly.

“You will have weapons,” he said. “They’ll be frightened of you. You are both their future and demise, a complicated symbiotic relationship. Your discovery means they’ve awakened again. If they capture you, they will show you pain in ways you cannot imagine. If you return, you have a chance. It means they’ve won yet lost. Can’t explain it more clearly, but Rigs kept secrets even from me. Even from Slicer.”

“Who are they? Uncle, please!”

He coughed and a bead of blood trickled down his chin. He said, “This is a bittersweet conclusion to so much arduous work. I know this. Not easy to admit my fears.”

“You haven’t said anything that makes any sense.”

“And after so much effort these long years.”

She scoffed.

“No longer do I hide this from you,” he said. “You and I have always only had each other, and I won’t break your trust now. That’s why I’m telling you this. The satellite cannot be home forever, Anna. And the time is coming much sooner than ever I hoped. Now, leave this old man to his prayers.”

***
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“ANNA, ARE YOU THERE?”

Her eyes opened.

“Uncle?”

“Anna!”

“What? Where am I?” She questioned herself, about herself. She struggled against the restraints holding her to a seat. She could tell in the dim light it was the escape pod because she had been in it so often as a child pretending that she was going on an earth trip. But the earth was dead. Until yesterday.

“What did you do?” she hissed through clenched teeth, pulling at her arms desperately. “How did I get here?”

“You have always trusted me, child. Trust me now. I did what was necessary. You are aboard the escape pod on your way to Earth. You will land in the ocean and must swim to the shore before the pod sinks to the bottom. Do you understand?”

“Why!” she cried. “Let me out of here! Uncle, I’m coming back. Where’s my sister? Tell me how to turn it around.”

She, seeing with an eye in the sky centered within the narrative, was living the moment. Witnessing at once from inside the pod as well as from the satellite via video camera feed. All the while frustrated because she had no capability to change her circumstances. She growled and snarled, snapping teeth at the metal bonds holding her wrists. Struggle was of no use.

“Uncle!”

The pod shook as it hurtled through space, crashing into the lower, lighter orbit. It was all she had left of her world. A world living joyously aboard a ship circling a dead planet, which she had only just learned was not dead at all, but in need of her aid. Whatever the heck that meant! Though rage swept over her, and her mind exploded like hot lava, she heard a distant call, which could only be someone or something speaking her name...

“Anna? Can you hear me? The connection’s decayed.”

Life out loud.

She screamed.

“I know you’re scared. I assure you this is real. Forget all the other times. This is how the cycle will break. Be bold, keep your head in the game. Time is short though, hear me out, if you can hear me at all! There’s nothing to do but think fondly of people but be warned. They’re cunning. They’re always concerned only about their own gain. They’ll try to use you, try to abuse you. You’ll even at times wish they do because you’ll soon know how lonely you’ve been. Be smart, my child. Trust in yourself and only yourself.”

Anna called his name, but he went on obliviously. He truly could not hear her anymore.

“Humans are loathsome creatures. They were once mostly decent, but they’ve been corrupted. There was a machine capable of great intelligence, and it studied the methods of extinction. It studied all manners of death, but being a computer, it would never know and could never answer the mystery of it, and it drove the machine mad as machines can go mad. I know I’m not making sense, and I know you think I need my medicine. It’s not the case. Earth’s humans have been rewritten with genetic code of the foulest sort. It is a world now comprised completely of murderous, lecherous things. Craven things with twisted hearts and desires. And they will know you are not one of them the moment you touch down, Anna. Don’t fear them, for you will be a god among them. You have the power, the secret within you, which will unmake this terrible monster. This is the destiny she wanted of you. To destroy her. Because this monster is your mother, and your mother is you. You are one, entwined together. There is no other way than to engage her and kill her. To engage her children and destroy them before they hatch.”

Anna thought of a day when she was about ten years old. They’d been praying before bed, and she watched through one squinting eye to see how he reacted when she added, “And I pray every person on Earth goes to heaven and that God sends us back home someday to live peacefully among them. Even if they’re all dead and it’s a wasteland.”

“Anna,” he snapped at the time. “Do not make jokes in prayer. God is great, and He hears you. What you do is tempt fate! Please?”

But there was no God. No magic in prayer. No miracles. Not in any way Anna ever saw. Except that one time there was a little blue dot that became a butterfly girl. She danced and made Anna laugh, but she never spoke a word to Uncle Yusef about her. She wished the ethereal dancer would come back and be her real sister. “Why then doesn’t someone come to rescue us and take us home?” she asked him.

Uncle Yusef sighed. “Earth is no Jannah,” he said calmly. “And the people who once dwelled there did not have free will. There was no heaven when they died, only devils. Do not make light of things you aren’t old enough to understand.” She did not cause any further trouble during prayer. She preferred his great laugh instead of the angry shaking of long grey braids. His voice brought her back to the present.

“You will someday find a real sister and that is why the doll is not with you. Anna, you’ve listened to your lessons. Earth is Hell. The satellite was an island paradise. But now that the enemy knows you’re here, thinks you’re here, she cannot wait for long. But clear a way for sorrow, for this one day had to come. Have I not said so? God is great, and in you is the way to Jannah.”

“What? Where’s my sister? Why isn’t she here?”

She looked in her lap and saw a small box. It was the one she kept Leo the anole in. She hoped he’d put Leo there before launching her from the satellite. Through the viewing glass, she caught a glimpse of the fading ship she’d lived her whole life within. It was ring-shaped and had a golden hue against the black ink of deep space. “Beautiful,” she whispered, unable to peel away her gaze.

“I am praying for you, Anna. All the ghosts of the girl are.”

“Prayer is stupid,” she muttered. “And I don’t believe in ghosts.”

“Anna! I heard that. Waste no prayer. Can you hear me? When you land there will be no time to linger near the pod. You must flee at once. They don’t know what you are, but they will come for you. Take all you can and run.”

He appeared clearly on the display, holding her sister-doll against his cheek.

“I hear you,” she said, sad that he’d been made to know this particular thought.

“To believe prayer alone makes the world a better place without faith and sweat is a fool’s thinking. Act when action is needed, pray when there is nothing more to do. As-salaam Alaikum. Peace be unto you, and all the luck God provides. Anna, this is it. She knows. However, time is not linear, and we are but souls of a thousand universes. Anna, can you still hear me? We’re being targeted from the surface. Anna!”

An entire array of monitors lit up in front of her. Lights and sound, buzzing alarms and red warning.

Words strange- actual computer language - moving quickly, appeared onscreen:

“#Unknown Feed, failover RMH_SQLv3.01LoQL_Backup;3312 run! Engage successful 00:00:001. Start model transfer ,model transfer successful 00:01:017 SELECT Survival_XTC FROM t_sequence ,WHERE IDAK-BANAL11 objectFOUND ,processing! CREATE TABLE XPANSE_AMT AS SELECT tgt.msdin ,cast(tgt.event_date AS VARCHAR) AS event_date ,cast(‘energy’ AS VARCHAR) AS partition_val ,cast(0 AS DOUBLE) AS energy ,cast(0 AS DOUBLE DETECTIVE PERRY, FATHERv LUNAR) AS trajectory ,coalesce(imp_cdr_j_1_days.var23, 0) AS var2307 ,transaction successful 00:03:190 sub-orbital_descent#”

Like nonsense. The fore viewing shield slid open wider and showed the planet Earth bigger than she’d seen it before, closer than ever before. Panic squeezed her beating heart. She thrashed against the restraints repeatedly to no avail once again. Reality hit her. She wasn’t dreaming. She wasn’t in bed. Uncle Yusef was jabbering as the audio’s feed crackled and disintegrated. “Uncle, if you hear me, you’re breaking up!” She again bit the bond holding her wrist. Suddenly, the center monitor showed that an object had been launched from the planet’s surface and it was being tracked with a flashing dot as it rushed at her pod. Closer, closer still!

“What is it?” she cried out, losing her mind to get loose.

“Anna, are you still there? Can you still hear me? My child! Take evasive maneuvers! Take control of the console. Release yourself from the safety harness.”

“Harness?” She searched with her finger and found a button. Pop! The braces on her wrists and ankles opened. Outside the viewer, she saw something big coming right at her. She pounded the console, “Come on! Turn, turn!” but nothing happened. The escape pod continued drifting closer while the object rocketed her way. Uncle Yusef’s face appeared on the display. He coughed into a rag which came away covered in red.

“There you are,” he said with a feeble smile. “Wanted to look upon you one last time.”

“How do I turn?” she gasped, pounding the console again. “It won’t turn. I don’t want to die!”

“Oh, sweet child of mine,” he said softly. The approaching object was now upon her. So near it made the pod shake. Anna squealed and screwed her eyes shut, but then the missile went past her pod and kept streaking towards the golden satellite ring. “I love you, Anna. I’ve loved you since first I set eyes upon you. Prepare yourself for a download of memories. Goodbye, and good luck. Be true and be strong. Remember always, they need you before you need them.”

He closed his eyes, and his smile grew three sizes.

“Uncle Yusef! No!”

Outside the window, the ring glowed red. For one split second, there was a flash of light. A sharp pain jabbed her temple, and her hand flew to it. She wailed from agony and terror as the imagery appeared in her head like a movie. Her head grew swimmy, and Uncle Yusef’s face, and her sister, vanished.

“Wa Alaikum as salaam,” said Anna, pressing her hand against the blank screen. “We will be rejoined.”

The golden circle expanded, then at once imploded out of existence. Instantly, a heavy darkness settled over the space where it had been, and somewhere as a backdrop, the moon appeared silver and small. Anna’s head fell into her palms, and she began to weep. She shook away the tears and slammed her fists on the console. The viewing shields snapped shut and the pod’s alarms sang a new tune. Anna couldn’t know it, but the escape pod had just torn a hole through the planet’s atmosphere, leaving her shooting towards an unavoidable destiny.
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Chapter 2
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“In the end only three things matter: how much you loved, how gently you lived, how gracefully you let go of things not meant for you.”

~Buddha

––––––––
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“MOTHER WAS A BIG BANG baby,” the thing said with a sinister chortle. From the deepest, darkest of caves on an island frozen amid great lakes came a voice like a croaking whisper. “My love,” they tutted, “again it begins,” stretching rotten appendages modified by things vastly unnatural. Crack. Crack. Crack. “With uffish thought he stood, the Jabberwock with eyes of flame.” She laughed deeply and gluttonously, her rubbery corpulence shambling. “Say to me what ails you, my love? I meant not to dangle the devil’s secret name, red and ripe,” it said to the spreading cousin of Earth’s Dionaea Muscipula. “Is this not simply a gruesome metamorphosis? Seek your human flesh to fill that tender swallowing feeder? How cute you are.”

A flowery plant growing at its lower half twitched, petals reaching for the narrow opening where it could feel the sun’s light. Then its bulk crushed the plant to the bottom of the cave as it swept past, retracting into the passing shadows near the back. The plant sprang back into shape ever so slowly.

“Call me not into the light,” they said. “Bait me not, little love. How hungers thee, stand tall. For once we were happy, and now the child is dead, ha-ha! A return to joy!”

The plant twitched and the thing lowered, chins settling onto each one folding below the next. Its voice was strangely smooth. “More than a simple carnivore, yes? You are made up of all that it took to make you. The dead bug. The blood. The proteins.” The thing dozed for a moment, breath thick, then it jerked upward with a defiant snort. “Violence! Forget not violence! A dream sticky sweet.”

Crack. Crack.

The thing crept forward as the light faded. The sun had sunk, and the cave was darkening further. The sky beyond the opening was a swirl of lime and mauve aurora. “What’s this!” they said, nostrils upon a warty nose flaring, thick-lidded eyes slowly peeling apart.

The sky burned from a space-born fireball as it raced over the horizon.

“Oh, dark desires,” the thing purred. Greasy drool dripped from its monstrous chins. “Oh, pleasured sorrow, can this be you? Could it be you’ve slipped my reach?” It licked its pale, sun-starved lips. Deep below the surface a rumble began. The Venus Flytrap snapped down on a fly.

“Come, my sweet,” the thing said with a grin, rolling forward until its bulging throat squirted out from the confines of the cavern. Two massive pale eyes shined silver beneath the celestial haze where they fixed upon the shooting star.

“My love,” it said softly, “can it be the devil has returned? Has she survived against all odds, hidden from us? Living among the stars? And now like some bitchy goddess she falls upon the world bearing a terrible, swift sword? How dare she!”

Its lids tightened. All around eggs hatched, small humanoids clawing out of the broken shell. As quickly as they emerged, something swept past and lay thousands more eggs among the unused birthing nutrients.

“She reeks! I smell her. It’s her, of this there can be no doubt. The malignant growth has resurfaced to come for us. Signature’s past, signature forward. To devour I decree! Chew her bones, absorb her organics. She was born to die, my love. Oh yes.” Clawed fingers pressed right into the rock beneath it, and the thing dragged ahead, leaving the pit a steaming hole smeared with slime.

“Four hundred seasons past,” it said. “Why dither, my love?” A gray tongue wet those plump lips again, lapping at split flesh surrounding. “She is to writhe on her belly when I’m through with her! A piteous ape... where’s my Perry? Where is it! Is he yowling at the stars and begging for freedom which he could never manage? Death to the light, death to the sun and moon!”

Crack, crack, crack went the bones of the precious dead littering the ground beneath its bulk, until its snores filled the air. There it stayed for some time. Until it opened its grim eyes once again.

“A comet,” it muttered. “A meteorite. Are you so emboldened, how dare you? How dare she, my love? I’ll tell you how she dares. She does not know yet what awaits. Hell awaits, and I await. Can you hear her screams sliding down my gullet yet? You will. Oh, you soon shall. Fetch him! I’ve something he must do for me.”

Its stomach rumbled and the ground shook again. Dust rained from the cave’s roof upon the Venus Flytrap. The bulbous thing crept back inside its subterranean lair, and with a guttural growl it cleaned its sharp fingernail with a wriggling, slimy tongue. In the cracks of doom faces appeared. At first five or six, then a dozen, then hundreds. They shambled out of the cave row by row, gazing at the fireball’s trail. Black, white, and orange creatures of insatiable lust with large red eyes bearing silver pupils.

“Insolence sear her flesh,” the thing said.

“Yes mother,” hissed the army of grotesque minions.

“I want her brought here,” she said, enormous head swiveling. “I want her skin made into a flag and her guts fed to the spiders and flies! Screaming for mercy while I push her head into my mouth and bite down juicy sweet.”

The crowd of creatures tittered and slavered. Even the flowery plant swayed with excitement and anticipation. Then it again was snoring. A moment later one eye split open, “But not awake am I yet. Just another moon. That’s all I need.” Then, it shifted with surprising speed for something so huge.

Crack. Crack, and it rose from the ashes of the fire scorching the world.

“Has it been so long since the day they perished?” it said. Now a throng of wicked creatures stared at the comet, hypnotized and groaning, to Mother’s surprise, with worry.

“Do not fear her,” it rumbled. “Fear me!” and it slammed one rotten appendage down, smashing some creatures into mush. With pulpy moans it licked the slop it had made upon its warty fist. “For she shall eternally suffer, never again to lurk omnipotent, some secret and all-knowing threat. You have failed. Oh, how you’ve failed, little earthlings. Transcendence and horror my name.”

A bolt of lightning struck from the sky, exploding where it touched the blackened ground. Over time the hum of the bombs faded, yet their song played forever in its mind. Mother crawled farther out of the hellish pit, and now grossly deformed legs like fat anacondas spilled forth, and her immensity writhed in horrific belly dance. The minions ran for cover lest she squash them too like ants under swollen heels.

Acidic saliva ran down its chins, seeping from the corner of its mouth. The liquid sizzled where it touched burnt soil. The flower shrank away at the hiss. “This hunger, it aches,” it said. Then it laughed seeing the plant’s fear. “No, my love. Not you. Never will it be you I come to swallow.” One abysmal feeler poked out from an appendage. Their bloated backside arched- crack, crack, crack, crack, crack, -though Mother said no more. Not until it had raised one beefy arm where tendrils shimmied wildly from its tip. “Prying or piercing or penetrating, my love. What is the proper word for what we wish to say? For out of knowledge comes the fly to trap while the trap feeds and eats at once.”

It turned its eye back to the comet. “You smell of memories forgotten. Will you remember our war or go down without protest?” Then Mother purred, slowly, steadily returning into the cavemouth. “Just a little more slumber, my love.”

Crack, crack, crack, crack, crack.

The flower quivered. Of all the things it knew what to do when a pest had overstepped itself. Above the comet coursed past, and now the trail of fire spanned the whole way across the sky. When Mother’s snoring echoed from below, two creatures came together above the Venus Flytrap.

“This is no unknown nemesis,” one said.

“A girl,” said the second.

“If she is, I’ll collect her. Love the taste of girl.”

“Not if I get to her before you do.”

“Chances are we won’t either reach her for all the angels of earth will be on her straightaway. Mother won’t stop until she’s been dragged before her. Remember the days after the bombs?”

“Miss those days,” the creature said wistfully.

“What did you mean not unknown nemesis?”

“This girl is an iteration of past foes. She is what Mother needs to complete her. Delicious the sting of the captured wasp. I feel giddy for the storm that’s coming.”

“Blood on the tongue!”

“Blood on the tongue!”

Mother’s head picked up, snorting awake. “Quiet!” I’m trying to rest.” Far, far above the dark side of the moon came alive with activity. Mother belched and said, “He is awake at long last. We shall feast on her flesh together! To our age comes death who may die as well, and silence makes a stranger lie.”

Crack. Crack. Crack.

The two minions had been holding their breath. They looked at each other and crept out from the cave’s opening. One said, “But I thought Father was gone forever?”

“Not so,” came a reply. “Just hiding behind his wall.”

“For many long seasons she’s waited,” another hissed. “No sport without rest.”

“Blood on the tongue. Hope She wants not to wake Father as well. Let the moon be, blood on the tongue!”

“Blood on the tongue,” rose a chorus.

Crack.

Mother closed her eyes again, and in a sleepy voice said, “The ghost of the girl bleeds, my love. Oh! yes. I haven’t forgotten. But Father yet sleeps. If He must awake, then....”

“Blood on the tongue!” the throng of awful loyal servants shrieked in chorus.

Mother heard them not, for she snored again. Deeper now, shaking the walls. The sound terrified all who had risen out of the abyss. The day the last ape died was approaching, within that burning comet. Whatever, whoever, it was a being made of meat to be eaten whole. A suckling pig for roasting.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

The same old song since the beginning of time. It had been she who killed the oceans, killed the fish, killed the sharks, killed the dinosaurs, killed humankind. It would again be her to kill the devil falling from heaven. No matter what Father had to say. And just then, a ragged, broken man dragged himself into the cave and there followed the crack of many more bones and a laugh so vile it could turn an angel to stone should they hear it.

Mother shouted, “Creeper!”

A slow hush crept over the minions. Mother’s gaze swept the landscape. A figure stepped forward, keeping close to the shadows. “Yes, Mother?” it said.

“Step into the light,” Mother snarled. “Be not shy.”

“I stopped eating the babies,” the figure said, coming forward. “No more, I say.” Its lanky arms waved, and its saucer-like eyes grew wet.

“You did what you had to do, my love. Stop sniveling.” Mother crushed a large skull with one finger. “Forget that. I’ve a mission for you.”

“Mission, Mother?” the figure writhed, bowing low. “Anything She wants!”

“Want you to lay a trap for little miss,” Mother waved to the sky.

“Mother? Is it with your Perry that I go?”

“No, no, my love,” she purred. “I need your appetite for children for a very special purpose,” and Mother chuckled and followed the streak running the length of the sky.
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Chapter 3
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“Be wary of what you wish for as lurking there’s a moon’s dark side.”

~Emir Al-Akban (you can call me Al)

––––––––
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FOR THE FIRST TIME in forever, she felt a ghost invasion. Anna’s initial download gave her a glimpse of her mother, Rigs, through a prerecorded message—a memory from a distant age—and this gave her a first-time look at the woman. To Anna, she seemed stupid and gruff, like a person who had no education. Or at least she guessed this, based on what Uncle Yusef used to call “godless brutes and heathens.” If her mother was that, all of it made sudden sense. But otherwise, she provided Anna with no value.

She was completely unlike her. “Can’t be my mother,” Anna said. “She’s a bore who can’t pronounce her letters. Thought she was supposed to be all tough.” In that message, Rigs told Anna about boring places, her boring parents, and an even more boring story about growing up on a farm. She wondered why Uncle Yusef bothered warning her about her mother. What a waste of his last minutes alive.

In truth, for a while, Anna was angry at her uncle. He should’ve done more to help her. She wasn’t far from landing now, and what did she have? Leo the lizard. That’s what, or who. But the memories and messages continued slipping into her mind. There was no way to shut them off.

It wasn’t long before the downloads grew worrisome. Life had quickly become uncomfortable for Rigs in her youth, living on a communal farm, and she ran away from home. Even though the people there were singing friendly songs and prancing about in the rain, there was a man who kept following Rigs around. In the vision, he touched her in her private places, holding her against her will and sticking his tongue into her mouth, her ear, over her hair. Anna bent over, sick, slapping her palms to her head.

“Stop! Stop!”

She felt sick to her stomach.

They didn’t stop.

She told herself the memories didn’t mean anything. Didn’t mean a thing. Once the download ended, she could land and forget them. They were all dead anyway. This made her happy knowing the perverted old man who tricked Rigs into taking off her clothes died a fiery, nuclear death.

Then, after running away, it happened again. A strange man with a drunken slur attacked her, punched her in the mouth, then climbed on top of her after she fell. “Get off!” Anna cried, squeezing her eyes shut. “She’s just a child!” Anna couldn’t end it. She sobbed while the thing finished until finally there was a new download. But then, boring became a memory which mentioned a plan to launch a satellite, birth a baby in secret, and ask a man named Black Waters, who looked like a younger version of Uncle Yusef, to be her guardian... “Because it is Uncle Yusef,” she said, her jaw dropping open as the movie-like image unfolded in her mind.

***
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PAYLOAD COUNT 1 OF 13. Transcription accuracy 94.5%:

“Brother hacked our GENIes. Kept the Cali-Cobra connected. The damned thing was gross. Just downright vile. My scaly, two-headed, vampire eel! So be it because he caught something tracking us. That was why Brother hacked them off. Well, allow me to redefine. Something tracking me by Network, primarily. More than a ghost. More than the Company. Something weirder. Something that didn’t belong, and I didn’t want it any-fucking-where near my little baby satellite girl.

“I’d give her a name but that would just make me want to get involved in her life. Waters can do that if he wants. Hell, he can do anything he wants with her or to her, because they’ll be the last two people on earth if it goes wrong. Then again, maybe I should just call her Rigs the Second, or Little Rigs. Wouldn’t my father get a good laugh about that, the prick!

“So anyhoo, back to Brother. A wild hair was growing from my ass, you see. And it had a name: Raven. Thought I’d caught the son of a cock. Thought I’d torn him limb from limb. Joke was on me because there was more than one. It was a legion of the bastards. And one clever model followed me until Brother tricked it into a corner and severed the umbilical cord.

“Then, whatever version of Raven it was, it was gone without a trace. Vanished. Now my list of enemies has accumulated ten-fold from the days shoveling shit on Moon Colony B but who wouldn’t want to stick me, make me bleed like it was my birthday. Would if it were me or the kid? So, I said, ‘Oh well, fuck it.’

“If Raven wanted another piece, I’d give it to him. Bend him in half and tear his tongue out his ass, that’s what I’ll do this time. He had it easy before. Come sweet death, baby. Then I thought, what if it was Vector, you know, on behalf of the Company? I had, after all, murdered my bosses not long before. Brother assured me it wasn’t Vector or Raven. But he didn’t know who it was. He just knew it was not a man but instead a female assassin.

“Why was she on me? Was she horny for the good this big dog has to give, or just another prepaid calling card? Fist alone or the Old Man’s revenant. Brother said the Network gave him vibes that it had an older feel. Primitive. ‘Luddite,’ Brother said. “Early A.I. type shit.’ He was drinking and said, ‘Imagine a centurion from the Roman Empire suddenly waking up in the middle of San Francisco, 2185.’

“Didn’t care for the sound of that one bit. So, I asked what recourse I had. I mean, while I’m making this upload, I got a squirt growing in my belly. Can’t risk her getting crushed. Brother said to me, ‘Finish your Bekhterev Vault, just in case.’ Just in case I get smoked is what he meant. To which I said, ‘What will I care about after I’m flatline anyway?’ Then he said, ‘Don’t worry. Just download you into a new host and we’ll get used to the new version.’

“And after that, my beliefs shuffled like a deck of cards, ten times to sundown, by the sexy-hot hand of the Gambler. So, I replied to Brother in the only way which made sense to me. ‘Holy shit! I’m going to live forever?’ At this he laughed, an unhinged laugh like some cartoon villain, and I knew I’d hit the nail on the head. We would indeed live forever. Unless there was a nuclear holocaust or something. Had no clue what was coming, but it turned out to be a royal fuckeroo of the most generous proportion.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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“The human mind, man. It’s more powerful than all the nukes fused into one.”

~Luke Isykov, ghost for hire

––––––––
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JUMPING BACK IN TIME isn’t part of Anna’s discovery. No, she would not be on her way to Earth in the escape pod seen as a shooting star for ages to come. However, the moment that happened is a necessary precursor to a big bang coming soon. “Drop the big one,” they used to say, meaning anyone other than Anna. The only thing she knew about explosives was that once upon a time, they destroyed Earth, so she couldn’t go there. To be clear, this was before Anna was even conceived of; this strange event was witnessed by a boy named Johnny and his parent George, though their names are not as important as what they observed.

One frigid January 31st, 1956, they drove their Rambler across the Rankin Hot Metal Bridge under a dense smog created by tall steel mill stacks. They were on their way home from criminal court. Johnny had gotten arrested again. The vast complex making coke, iron, and steel on both sides was a sprawl of filthy metal works built upon the banks of the mighty river in western Pennsylvania, outside the city limits of Pittsburgh. The industrial town, more specifically, Homestead.

Neither George nor his teenage son spoke as the miles went by. Their time together was normally awkward, especially after Johnny had to stand in front of someone George used to call “Stinky” back in high school. The magistrate had sentenced Johnny to four weeks of community service and a significant fine. It wasn’t the first time Johnny faced him, nor would it be his last.
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