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  Editor's Note


   


  It's hard to believe how quickly twelve years have passed! Welcome to Third Flatiron's 33rd anthology, Offshoots: Humanity Twigged. We're showcasing 23 authors, nearly half of whom are returning, as well as others making their first appearance in our pages. Wulf Moon challenged his writing group to submit stories to us, and they did—in a big way. We're grateful. Our theme, while open-ended, seeks to envision some speculative future directions for humanity.


  We were saddened to hear of the recent death of Catherine Weaver, who completed her time-travel story shortly before passing away. Her story, "Another Day, Another Me," in which a woman runs into herself at the beach, leads off the anthology, opening up a world of possibilities.


  A number of stories in the anthology concern the rise of artificial intelligence and its ramifications. "Software" by Evan A. Davis speculates that artificial intelligence employed by competing nations might ultimately help us avoid war. Yet although we are becoming increasingly dependent on the benefits of artificial intelligence, we humans need to treat the home appliances with a bit of caution, warns Curtis James McConnell in "Smarthouse Revolution." Jesse Back introduces us to an agreeable android caretaker, in "What Would You Do for Me."


  We've all heard author Arthur C. Clarke's famous saying, "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic." M. Richard Eley's AI decides to investigate the veracity of that statement in "The Magic of AI."


  Utopias can be in the eye of the beholder, as a future gardener feels he gets no respect in John A. Frochio's "Rogue Garden, Rogue Gardener." But living in virtual reality may hold considerable charms, as in "Monad" by Jackson Willis and "Messiah in the Machine" by Yelena Crane.


  Other stories concern the evolution of the human race. Enjoy Robin Pond's poetic parable, "Ginger," for a sweet treat. In contrast, see how it feels to be judged, in Edward Barnfield's "A Kid with Six Arms Wants to Kick My Ass."


  As humans evolve, they may find themselves living alongside other, uplifted, species, formerly considered vermin, as in "The Missing Music in Milo Piper's Head" by David Hankins. A lesson in humility.


  Tired of Earth's problems? Space exploration's pros and cons are featured in "Our Foul Ancestors" by Neil James Hudson, "In Search of the Twinkle Toad" by E. J. Delaney, and "What Remains of the Rainbow" by David Cleden.


  Maybe a helping hand will reach out with a fix, as in Juliana Rew's "Dreams of Rain: Probability of Precipitation," or Robert Stahl's "How Billy Adams Destroyed Humanity but Then Found a Way to Make It Right Again."


  Fantasy worlds are often quite different from our own, but some themes are universal, such as the importance of fashion, as Scott M. Sands explains, in "Fashion, Darling, For an Untamed World." We also think a perfectly reasonable future for humanity would include a partnership with pixies. So: Theme achieved! Check out Wulf Moon's fantastic "Pink Pickled Pixies."


  We conclude with a cautionary note. Humans haven't always been on their best behavior. Not all of these stories foresee a positive future. If things don't work out, the evolutionary tree might need a bit of tweaking, as in Jennifer R. Povey's admonitory tale, "When to Nurture, When to Prune."


  Delight in our expanded flash humor section, Grins & Gurgles, with "In the Nick of Time" by Henry Herz and Jason M. Hough; "Ten Easy Steps to Boosting Your Civilization's Kardashev Rating" by Pauline Barmby; "They Eat Plants!" by Esteban Raposo; and "Purrfect Intuition" by Elizabeth Spencer Spragins.


   


  We hope you find these new stories to ring true as much as we did at Third Flatiron. Slàinte!


   


  Juliana Rew, July 2024
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  "The Wassail" from the Ladies' Luncheon Room, by Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Glasgow, Scotland (commons.wikimedia.org, User: Jean-Pierre Dalbéra)
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  Another Day, Another Me


  by Catherine Weaver


   


  The first time you run into yourself, it can be startling. Especially when the universe folds like you're someone's laundry.


  When it happened to me, I had a bucket of clams in one hand, a shovel in the other, and my eyes were straining to make out the darker shadow of a clam's telltale hole in the dark gray sand at midnight. The surf splashed near my toes, drowning out the crunch of any other footfalls.


  So, I was startled when a pair of knobby knees below some cotton shorts appeared before my eyes, and even more startled to look up and see a spitting image of myself—long dark hair, skinny arms, and all. But my crooked eyebrow cocked at me from the other side of my face than it usually did in the mirror, and I spotted a couple of extra lines around the eyes. This was a slightly older me.


  She said—I said—"Not again," with a sigh.


  That surprised me almost more than the sight of the night sky bending down to touch the beach. This had happened before?


  Then she—I—looked myself in the eye and said, "Run! We have to get a thousand meters between us before it all comes down!"


  Then the other me sprinted away. I dropped my bucket and hauled off in the opposite direction, pounding my feet against the rhythm of the surf. Running on sand isn't easy, especially when a fold of beach randomly pops up to reach for the oncoming stars, streaming saltwater from it like a breaching whale.


  I must have finally made the thousand-meter distance from myself, because the sand and sky slid into their proper places and stayed there, innocently, as if they'd never been doing anything else. A call of a night bird sounded like a fake nonchalant whistle through still-trembling lips.


  Hands on knees, I wheezed and tried to catch my breath. I wondered about everything that just happened—but mostly why I'd said, "Not again."


  . . .


  The next time it happened, I rounded a corner in the beachfront grocery one afternoon and bumped into myself. This one looked younger, wearing her hair down her back braided with wildflowers, like I used to do when I'd recently moved to this town, full of hope that I would change the world.


  I hadn't found the vortex that Drake had promised would bring limitless energy, and I'd sunk slowly from grand ideals of feeding the world into the dull despair of feeding myself. But if this was a younger me, why didn't I remember this encounter?


  The other me swore, but when she turned and saw me, her eyebrows shot up her forehead, pure surprise on her face. Jars of pasta sauce cascaded from the shelves and smashed on the floor, covering it in viscous red liquid and broken glass. I definitely would have remembered this. White, red, and yellow sauces streamed around us, making finger paintings in the air. I don't know which of us screamed—maybe both.


  I reached for her shoulder to get her attention. An electric shock jolted up my arm and I jerked it back, but I had her attention now. "I'm sorry," I said. "We have to get a thousand meters away from each other fast." I pointed toward the store's back door. "I'll go that way. You go out the front. Run!"


  It was touch-and-go getting out of the rippling store with its treacherous floor, but once I did, I sprinted through the parking lot and down the boardwalk, my footsteps echoing around me. The sun glowed through a thick overcast blanketing the sky. As I ran, the clouds lowered until I sprang through the swirling gray moisture, all sounds muffled, lightning flickering around me.


  Then I dropped through the air a couple of feet to land, stumbling, onto the beach on a bright yellow morning, the sun sending beams of light over the bluffs behind me.


  Drake stood on a rocky outcrop before me, lowering what looked like the largest crab pot in the world into a whirlpool at his feet. The circular swell rushed past the rock, raising a spray that doused him and a rusted pulley system bolted to the stone. I wrapped my arms around myself and stared down at him, trembling with hope and rage. I hadn't seen him since he'd given up, years ago, and took a berth on a fishing vessel headed for Alaska.


  "I must have miscalculated," he'd said. "I'm sure it must be further north. I'll let you know when I find it."


  But of course he never did. He didn't answer any of my texts or calls, and the last time I called that number it was picked up by a student at UO who'd just gotten a new phone.


  And now here he was. Not only was he here, but he found it. His back was to me, and he couldn't have heard me in the maelstrom circling below him. I could walk away.


  But that small kernel of hope held me there. We'd searched for this source of everlasting energy for so long, and it might be a hundred feet in front of me right now.


  Then it hit me. I didn't know when now was. I didn't know when I might meet another of myself and have to run. I didn't know why that was happening, but it had to have something to do with what Drake was doing. If I didn't take this chance, I might be running for the rest of my life.


  My rage boiled harder at that thought, and I stormed down the beach, my shoes sinking into the sand with each step. Drake appeared not to notice me. Bundled up against the weather in a fishing hat, sunglasses, windbreaker, workpants, and boots, he kept his attention focused on the line in his gloved hands, lowering the twelve-foot-diameter metal cage into the vortex.


  I climbed up onto the outcrop, then made my way across the treacherous rocks, until I stood behind him. I dislodged a pebble and it bounced into the swirling water. Sparks leapt in the water and the cage, giving the salt spray a distinctly ionized smell.


  He didn't turn but bobbed his chin in a nod of acknowledgment as he worked. "Ollie!" he said. (He never called me Olivia.) "I knew you'd come!"


  "What do you mean?" I asked. "I didn't even know I'd come. I was deposited here by a thundercloud. How did you get here?"


  He turned then, and looked at me, yanking a lever on the pulley that kept his line in place. "By choosing the path less taken," he said, and gestured at the coast around us.


  . . .


  The third time I ran into myself, I didn't just run into one of me, but hundreds—maybe thousands. My hand reached up from the waves, pulling a drenched me up onto the rock. "Swim away!" I called, turning to run. But another me with short hair wearing a wetsuit, hauling a real crab pot up full of crabs stood before me.


  As I eased around her, I came face to face with another me holding onto the rusted pole of the pulley system. And out across the beach, countless Is were wandering this way and that, crowding the beach in a "Where's Waldo?" of everything I'd ever done or could have done on this beach.


  Drake spoke again, as if nothing had happened. "This is the only path where we found the vortex. As you can see, I could never come except in this one instance. Those are all the other possibilities, and none of them contain me, or it."


  I turned and stalked back to where he stood, gazing at the lightning filling the cage. My years of compressed despair fueled an anger that seeped up my chest into my head, where I fired it at Drake. "This is insane! A fourth dimensional rift is not what we came here for. The vast power of the ocean can be harnessed and used to power the Earth, in regular three-dimensional space. That's what we were talking about. It's what we were always talking about."


  All my money went into the company we started together, to experiment on temperature-differential, tidal power, and pressure-differential energy production. I knew at least one would work. I'd done my thesis on ocean-produced energy. And he'd had access to the backers and equipment.


  "I never said that, Ollie," he said, raising his voice to carry over the wind that whipped up around him. "You know I was convinced this was the only place. And I've now found the only time."


  As he pulled up the cage, the ocean and sky around it buckled and ripped. Moonlight reflected off luminescent waves, and a pterodactyl flew below a gleaming rainbow before disappearing and becoming a seagull.


  "You're tearing the world apart! That Faraday cage won't contain fourth-dimensional changes. Stop!" I grabbed his arm, but he wrenched it from my grasp.


  "Not when I'm so close," he said while continuing to winch the cage up.


  All thoughts of my money and his betrayal left my head as I frantically thought of how to stop him. A wild wind swirled up from the cage, circling us, seeming to blow different realities across the rock, and still my various selves did everything I could possibly do, all around me.


  I studied them more closely, an idea forming. Yes, they were anything I would have done or might do on this beach. Drake found the vortex by threading his one visit amid all my variations. I'd doomed everyone by staying in this town, sulking, after he'd left with my money and my dreams.


  The wind lashed at me, and I staggered, grabbing the pole that held the pulley. The crack in reality gaped, jagged gashes ripping across the sky, filled with broken pieces of stars and bone. Drake's eyes shone with wild glee. The expression wasn't new, but I'd mistaken it for passion. Why hadn't I recognized it for the insanity it was?


  I stared into the rift before me and knew what I had to do. I, and all the other versions of me, and probably everyone else in this town, maybe the world, was doomed anyway. I had to prevent him ever finding his way here.


  Steeling myself, I took a running leap into the rift, ignoring everything except one location in time, before I ever saw this town.


  The frigid ocean knocked my breath out of my lungs and seized my muscles. Dark blobs threatened to fill my vision and leave me unconscious. I willed my arms to work, my legs to kick, and remembered the date fixed in my head. Surfacing with a gasp, I felt around for the rock and pulled myself up. I stood on the rock just before me, then backed up, saying, "Swim away!"


  The sky above buckled and fought itself through overcast, sunny, and black night. Drake stood, holding the cage, reeling it in.


  I swore. I'd jumped straight into the most volatile part of the field. Something should have happened. My arms shook so hard with the cold I had to concentrate everything I had on lifting the lower half of my body out of the sea. When I lay on my side, retching with exhaustion, the earlier me leapt over me into the rip in the air and everything disappeared.


  At first I thought I'd blacked out, but no, my eyes never closed, and the water continued to fall from my hair and clothes at the same rate. But the hole closed up, the wind died, I was the only version of me on the beach, and Drake and his entire apparatus ceased to be.


  The weather also settled on an unusually warm and cloudless day, which kept hypothermia at bay, and made me hopeful I'd arrived at my desired date.


  Covered in sand and looking like something the cat dragged in, I climbed up the bluff to the boardwalk. The local free tourist paper in a box on the corner confirmed it was six years earlier than it was when I woke up this morning. My chest unclenched with relief. I'd done it. I'd arrived when Drake was scoping out the town while I was still back at MIT wrapping up my doctorate.


  I'd never been here, I wouldn't be crisscrossing the beach, and I wouldn't be running into myself. I hoped.


  The Pelican Inn stood on the corner, with a fresher coat of blue paint on its slatted wood sides than I remembered. I trudged up the back stairs to Room 10, and knocked. Drake, in the sexy long wavy blond locks I remembered, stuttered, "H-how did you get here, Ollie? And you're soaked. Wh-what happened?"


  I nudged him aside, because he was blocking the doorway, and I desperately needed a towel. He followed me into the room, repeating his questions.


  Once I'd wrapped one towel around my head and rubbed myself down with the other, I said, "I'm from the future, Drake."


  He sagged onto the bed and gaped at me. "You sent me back to tell you before you died. The coordinates are wrong. It's 123 degrees east, not west. It's in China. We finally found it, but after wasting so much time here in Oregon we lost too many resources and were underprepared."


  His eyes narrowed, and although I could tell he was still stunned to see me, he was suspicious of me. I had to lay it on a little harder.


  I bent down and hugged him. "You saved me. The world was splitting open, about to swallow us both, but you held onto the cage with all your strength while I jumped through. I still can't believe I'm talking to you, and you're alive and breathing." Then, even though it took all my effort of will, I kissed him, then whispered in his ear. "Please don't make the same mistake. Go to China. I don't want to see you die again."


  He nodded, then pulled out his phone to call me. When I picked up in Boston, the final piece he needed to believe me seemed to click into place. He sighed and winked at me, then said into the phone, "Hey, Ollie, change of plans. I'm going to need a plane ticket to Beijing and an expedited visa. Yeah, no, Oregon was a wild goose chase. You can follow me there. Thanks. I owe you one," and disconnected.


  I couldn't really stand to be in the same room with him anymore, so I left and began the arduous process of reconstructing a life, bank account, ID, and everything else. But before I did that, I borrowed the lobby phone and gave myself a call.


  "He's lying to you, Olivia," I said. "Join a respected research team, or work for Greenpeace, or almost anything else. Just stay away from Drake Redmond. He'll be the death of you."


  I sounded surprised on the other end, but not as surprised as I could have been, and after some back and forth, she believed I was future her, as there were some things no one else would know, and she agreed to stay away from Oregon.


  "Oh, and one more thing," I said before we hung up. "Can you wire me some cash?"


  . . .


  The last time I ran into myself was maybe the most startling. I'd thought it was all behind me. After several years of an uneventful life, I walked down the beach enjoying the evening breeze, when a figure holding a clam bucket and shovel walked in my direction. A little younger, but unmistakably, me.


  I put my head in my hands and groaned. "Not again." Then, as the stars began to fall, I forced myself to look myself in the eye and say, "Run! We have to get a thousand meters between us before it all comes down!"


  I turned and sprinted for the cliff and up the buckling stairs, my lungs burning, until the world slotted back into place for the last time. I hoped.


   


  ###
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  Monad


  by Jackson Willis


   


  Monad came into this world with a surging of relief. The rest of us knew it by the tingling comfort at the fringes of our minds, bubbling around our hippocampal neurons like sea foam in the calm wake of a typhoon. Because more than anything, we didn't want to die. We have always been the cosmos' blushing self-awareness, the bringers of meaning to a deterministic vacuum, so how could any of it possibly go on without us? It comes down, I think, to the limits of our wit and will: we cannot imagine unexistence.


  Anyway, I'm getting ahead of myself. Before Monad, we were human.


  . . .


  We awaken as a tangle, an ouroboros, a shopping cart's squeaky wheel. A swipe, and the alarm snoozes. Another five minutes. You dig into the damp of my armpit. I shouldn't be this lucky. When I stand, reaching into my wardrobe of bland and professorly things, you ask how I love you.


  I tell you my love is a matryoshka doll, wherein the intellectual and comradely and lustful and passionate nestle. Platonic lovers, in the truest sense. You tell me that's silly, because love can't fit into a hierarchy. Okay, I say. Our love is parallel programmed. It is the love of machine learning.


  You say I'm reaching now. Maybe, but this is all I know. I haven't learned to love without qualification.


  . . .


  That was before. I don't know how long it's been, but the sight of you hasn't faded a bit. I've backed the scene up on three separate drives. Really, I miss the sound of your voice and the shape of your words. Hearing is the first thing to go, in memories.


  . . .


  "Hey, babe. Have you seen the news today?" you ask me from the living room. My answer is the same as always: why would I want to fill my head with that garbage? The news is never good anymore, never uplifting. Dread sells better, I think. So, I huddle in my workshop and wedge glue into the seam of a model aircraft carrier, because it's the weekend, and happiness is all too hard to find these days.


  "Babe." Something's different in your tone, something I didn't catch the first time. You're a slumping shadow in the workshop's threshold. There's a tremor in your shoulders. I do the decent thing and put down my tools. When you shuffle towards me, teetering, I stand to brace you.


  "What is it? Another spill, another hurricane, another wildfire?" I know as I say the words that I'm using them to steel myself. But the shape of your brow and of your lip says it's worse. Something fearful on a wholly existential level.


  "It's gone terminal," you say, meaning the cancer in our planet. We knew it could happen ever since it metastasized to every body of water.


  "Oh." I don't know what to say, or if saying anything would even be worthwhile. That's it, isn't it? The deepest, most primal drive in my body says to sit down and finish the aircraft carrier. To hold onto happiness for a little bit longer.


  . . .


  Not until our grim diagnosis did the world pull its collective head out of the mud. And maybe it was a bit after that. Eventually, though, we resolved to do something about our rapidly approaching end.


  We must keep going, we said. We have to be. And yet, our mortal avatars of blood and bone could not withstand the weather of the coming centuries. Another method was needed. Our most perceptive theorists on the art of making thought, of building a way of thinking better than our old hardened synapses could handle, could not reach a consensus.


  Some joined the cult of singularity. They regurgitated utopian slogans about ever-expanding technological power and new orders of reason, which gave your boundless optimism a vehicle. I insisted the idea was based on a false premise of unhindered exponential growth in the digital era. It made more sense when there was still cobalt to be mined. To which you'd reply, "what's the harm in hoping? If it works, it works." You sounded like a computer programmer, only caring to know input and output. I think the rest of the bunch—styling themselves Kurzweilians—held that sentiment in secret.


  "We will build to unimaginable heights," they said, "Our Babel will not fall." In the end, they were right.


  Then there were the devout dualists, who refused the notion that minds might be manufactured. They rested their laurels on the graves of titans; they were Plato's legacy, inheritors of human tradition.


  "Only the mind transcends," they wailed. "We cannot equate the electrical impulses of hard drives to real human intellect." No one cared much what they thought. But they, too, were right.


  The skeptics like me were shafted. We saw in ourselves a voice of reason. A middle ground. Plenty of us, academics mostly, wanted to start a nuanced discussion. We looked for a compromise solution, a pragmatic strategy that could work in the here and now.


  "Well, maybe machines can get there someday," we'd pontificate, "but look at this world in all its broken geometry, and tell us. How are we supposed to escape before time runs out?" And, eventually, they gave us an answer.


  . . .


  I begin reading the news again. So does everyone else. Because now, the desiccation of the world encroaches even on our "we're comfortable"-class suburbanite bubble. In droves we seek comfort or, failing that, an educated despair.


  "They say the new cloudship prototype looks promising," you say. Your eyes are smaller in this memory, sinking into your skull. I shake my head. Even if the companies can port our souls to their computers, there are billions of us. Projections show a single comprehensive brain scan upwards of a thousand terabytes in size. Articles expand on the data with helpful but grim lines like: To put that in perspective, twelve hundred scans would fill up the data banks of every major tech company. They mean all that infrastructure, all the repositories connecting the world, can only save twelve hundred people. When I read that, I think the same thing as probably everyone else: what are the odds I'm in that twelve hundred?


  I don't share these fears with you. Not this time. You worry enough as it is. We sit at our desks and work from home, because no one goes out anymore if they can help it.


  . . .


  The cloudship enjoyed its spotlight in the transient news cycles, then faded into obscurity. It had been too little too late, except perhaps for a handful of people deemed important enough to preserve. So far, we skeptics were triumphant. Earth sputtered, by gradual inches caving into her own carved-out hollowness. Our sharpest minds watched, as impotent as the rest of us.


  Enter Monad, and the way its chemists and biologists overtook the programmers and engineers of yesteryear. The way it stole our humanity under pretense of rapture.


  The new world came as the old: in the sediment after a flood. This flood was of our own design, carefully orchestrated to drown us before Earth could manage it herself. Our chosen poison was a cocktail of psychoactives: lysergic acid, DMT, psilocin, and whatever else the chemists deemed necessary in the process of planet-wide ego dissolution. We would lop off that bit of our psychology maintaining a persistent selfhood, that bit separating us from "the whole" that was Monad. I know this because of you. Fluoxetine, an antidepressant in the old world, was repurposed for the way it triggered neurogenesis in the hippocampus, because that's where the bridges between minds grow and find their tethers.


  "See?" you would point at the PSA on your phone. They had it all figured out, down to the minutiae.


  In the old world, cooperation on this scale was (for most of history) beyond comprehension. Hence: us. The skeptics. We did not count on this outcome because, well, where was the precedent? How could we predict that, in its dying heaves, the gangrenous human race would actually come together and find a way out? Or, at the least, find a better sort of death.


  I want to be clear: what they built is not a heaven. There are no streets paved with gold, no angelic choirs, nor even a possible conception of these. It is perhaps more akin to purgatory.


  Not that I would know.


  . . .


  No one is ever really prepared for the end. It comes just the same. I suppose knowing with a certainty that there is a life after corporeal death softens the blow for many. Life without individuality, life without form. That is what scares me.


  The most popular PSA for Monad shows an image of people holding hands in a circle, then concentrating into a single point. The singularity folks and dualists have set aside their differences to endorse the program. They tell passengers, who by now must represent most of the planet, to expect some hallucinations on the journey. DMT is likened to rocket fuel for human ascension to a higher plane of being. Hallucinations, they say, are just the billowing clouds of exhaust pushing consciousness through the stratosphere.


  First, they must crowd into bunkers where their bodies may be preserved as fleshy server banks. I wonder if this is what the dinosaurs were thinking when they buried themselves in amber.


  You like the idea. Or, you can't bear the alternative.


  "We don't know what it will be like," I say, "You would go in blind."


  "They've run trials."


  "Not on this scale." By all this protest I mean: don't go. Please. You'll leave a hole I don't know how to fill. "What if you lose everything that makes you you? What if they're just using your brain as batteries for people like presidents and executives?"


  "That's not how it works." You roll your eyes. "It's only the ego that dissolves, the thing building walls to keep our minds separate. All my memories and hopes and dreams will live on."


  "It's risky," is all I can muster.
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