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      Early in 2025, the need for the Rebels anthology tugged at me. I had friends planning their moves out of the country and family in fear. Most of the time, protests against authoritarianism and a biased system does not seem enough. So, I asked writers to take up their weapon, the pen.

      I’m hoping our viewpoint and some of these stories disturb you, while other tales entertain, but overall, I hope they stay with you as we weather these dark times. In the majority of prose, the protagonist wins, usually against an antagonist that we can typically view as malignant, cruel, selfish, or at least immoral. By that definition, those are attributes we decline to respect, or outright despise, even if the perpetrator and their followers believe they are for a meaningful purpose.

      I asked that these rebel protagonists go up against the hegemony, the empire, the tyrant, and all who seek to condemn the other.

      For those of you who this mindset upsets, please, ban this book.

      Kevin A Davis

      www.KevinArthurDavis.com

      www.InkdPub.com
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      A tall, slender black man walks out from the darkness backstage, stopping short of the large run of heavy green velvet curtains separating him and the audience. His afro was parted to the left side and golden brown in color, like the thick eyebrows and long eyelashes below it. His eyes were of two different colors, one dark brown, and one copper with metal flecks that refract, scattering out to glint when the light hits it just right. He runs back quickly as the drapes begin to move, grabs his black violin case and puts it on the wooden chair next to him. His tall shadow creeps up behind him from the floor as stage light breaks out from the bottom of the thick drapes. Squeaking pulley wheels and grinding gears that move the ropes echo throughout the silent theater as they draw themselves up, and sequentially, pleat by pleat.

       He steps forward, draws in a deep breath, and adjusts the mic stand. After clearing his throat, he raises the glass to his lips for a sip of water, pulls a golden violin from its case, its throned, knotted black bow in tow, and he wonders if he can go through with this before he starts. The first notes carry across the auditorium as he draws the bow across the strings. Weighty, they rush through the air, touching the back of the room and ingraining themselves into the green, gold-trim doors, rattling the antique ivory knobs before reverberating throughout the theater in his hometown:

      “A lot of you I've had the pleasure of attending the academy with, and others are honored guests from my hometown in Gray River. To both, I appreciate you joining me this evening. I'd like to thank you for making time for my historical presentation tonight,” he says.

      He sighs, closes his eyes and feels the violin speaking to him through his jawbone, and he replies with an open heart. Looking back at the captive audience, he continues to play and tell his tale.

      “For a long time, Gray River plantation has been in a legal limbo, contested by men looking for the answers to who owns it. We know that enslaved people worked blood and bone, right up to the edge of human exhaustion, and were pushed beyond that in the most sadistic, terroristic ways. Enveloped in constant chaos, covered in scars mental and physical. If they spoke up at all, a violent death was coming, and after death, their bodies were still property to be used, and honestly, it belongs to them. To my family.”

       He readjusted the bow on the strings to a shrill sting that ripped through the speakers as vibrations hit the hardwood floor and up his legs to his hands, hands that were nervous but steady, but he couldn't tell if it was for fear or excitement.

       ”You, your families, and this country made a lot of money and built a nation from those who prayed to deaf ears through one of the darkest eras of our history, crying out in silence for a past they barely knew and a future they hoped to see outside of captivity.” He says.

      With a chest full of emotions and eyes full of tears, his voice breaks in pain as he continues. The cup of water condensates next to him; plumes of steam waft from the surface of it as he plays.

      “Gray River Plantation has two hundred acres that they ran, and with an iron fist. Almost eight years of college and research, I was successful at creating the world’s first full genome, instant DNA test called GoLDeN. The first test was of my genome, of course. It took twenty minutes to process my DNA and show my maternal and paternal lineage compared to the multiple connected coded databases, and there it was in black and white, so to speak. Something I couldn't access the will to ignore, nor deny the genetic fact that...”

      He stops and takes a deep, hot breath before his next words.

      “My ancestors were enslaved at Gray River, but they also owned Gray River, the very plantation in my sights growing up down that miserable dirt road in that shotgun house, and the one I was determined to take after I graduated. Either I would own it, or burn it down with my own hands. Alas, that same GLDN genealogy tech granted me the privilege and funds to have it outright. I was going to have it, deed in hand or ashes under foot. Like I said before, time is money, so I contacted my lawyers, and it took them three months to get the keys in my hands without having to pay a dime for the property.”

      The audience's eyes widen, some furrow at the brow in displeasure, others stay locked in fear. He pauses for a moment, finishing the first movement with vigor in an attempt to fill the air with applause, only to get nothing in return but the last note echoing back to him. He thanks the audience as if they clapped for him anyway.

      “Fine,” he says under his breath and then starts the next tune.

        ”They tell us that the magic of who we are is within our genes, and I live daily in a weird equilibrium, wondering which of the two lines of lineage provided the magic to me — that's until I discovered this property manifest, bound in brown, human skin.”

      He reaches back and points at the projector screen.

      Images of the plantation cycling on the screen behind him stop to show the amber, flesh-bound manifest tucked away in a hole and covered in bits of wood curled, matted coils of black hair stuck in dry, shattered plaster.

      “We found it during renovation on the property that was once used for weddings.

      In the next slide, the manifest is opened.

       It reads:

      Negro man

      Aged 24 years

      Name: John

      Owner: Kane Shipp Favor

      Deaf-Mute

      carpenter and violinist.

       At Gray River. Heaven, Georgia.”

       He continues to play while talking, comfortable with himself and seemingly engulfed in his music.

      “The locals tell it like they were there, some having folks who had folks who were there, slave and colonizer alike. A tale of a demon down in Georgia, a fiddler claiming souls, and it was based on John. He, covered in blood, played his violin to the moon effortlessly outside of the main house where his former enslavers lie dead, giving his soul to the celestial body. He had reached the end of his life as he knew it when those letters were found between John and Sarah, Kane's daughter. Being able to read and write were enough, and he knew it, so when he walked in on them reading the letters in his room, he grabbed the case of his violin and beat them to death with it. Shards of the case were found mixed with flesh and skull scattered across the hard, blood-soaked pine flooring of his quarters.

      “He then walks outside, pulls the violin from its case, and begins to play to the coming crowd of death. The moonlight spread everywhere, reflecting off the lacquer and gold decorative inlay that lined the edges of his violin the night of July 23rd, 1857. His lover was halfway across the world on her way to London, pregnant with his child.

       ”Diving further into this, I discovered that when the mob came for him, John stood a few feet away from a wide white staircase at the front of the main house and the reports state that his eyes were as red as the Devil, and he smelled of kerosene. His body was soaked in it. As they were preparing a tree to sprout strange fruit, John struck a chord unlike any other that sparked embers from his strings, engulfing himself in flames, and he continued to play while ablaze. His emotions poured from his burning body through the strings of his fiddle. One witness mentioned that the man with no voice screamed a series of notes that matched his final chords as his breath blew flames at those around him, although some claim that to be hyperbole.

      “It's also said that his violin sparked more as the fire kept roaring until the strings finally popped from the intense heat, pinging and twanging in the throes of death tones until the last string snaps. He collapsed to his knees and his body curled, violin stuck in playing position under his neck, his hands fused to the bridge by the gold inlay melting into the deep, black bits of carbonized flesh left on his bony hands. His skeletal arm twitched and moved in a playing motion until he crumbled. Nothing but bones and ash were left, to be collected as souvenirs of his death. Snapshots of his burning body stained postcards in the store window the next day.”

      The next slide shows a postcard in black-and-white across the monitor of a man unrecognizable, attached to a tree on fire with as many folks in the frame smiling as possible. The audience remains silent as he plays through the showing of the image, leaving it on the monitor for ten minutes.

       He continues John's story, pushing the emotional tone of the songs’ notes into their minds and hearts, regardless if they want it or not. His tears vaporize as the heat continues to build in the theater.

      “It was clear, if the story is as reported, my ancestor was a defiant flame. In the time I used to investigate my heritage, something beyond the genetic sequence asked for more than just time to study it. It asked to consume every bit of oxygen around me, and so I handed my science over for something inside me that I couldn't explain. My ancestor's song, and I gave myself to the process.”

       The violin roars as he rapidly draws the bow across the strings for his grand finale, and his body moves vigorously with it. The tempo speeds up with shrills of anger cast from his very core as sparks began to fly from the strings. The bridge faintly glows from the unnatural speed and friction. The F-holes spit blue flame following the subtle ghost notes attached to the sonnet, and as the temperature rises in the room more, the glass of water sitting on the table next to him starts to boil until it shatters. The heat in his chest builds like a pyre to the dead, and he breathes out black, incorporeal smoke that dances around his head like a living crown. Heatwaves become visible, waving around and distorting the room. Water evaporates from the surfaces of the stage, twisting and drying out the wood of the floor and burning off the years of lacquer. The man's body starts to leave the stage, floating upward as hyperthermic bolts of plasmic notes begin to flicker from his arms, arching across the ceiling, leaving burn marks on contact...

       ”So, I learned how to play this instrument, one that spoke a power unknown to me, and I'd like to share my discovery in honor of John's memory.

      “John, the man my mother named me after. John Favor, who beat the Devil.”

       The members of the audience began to sweat heavily, and each drop bubbled and evaporated before it could start its roll down their foreheads from the intense heat. The tape on their mouths melt and slide off, and screams replace the muffled mumbles of before. With each chord the man played, an audience member bursts into flames. His hair starts to render a golden orange as the sonata continued, its color emulating the fireballs leaping through the air from his vicinity directly toward the audience members.

      The reflection in their eyes waver as heat rips the atmosphere, consuming the oxygen from their lungs, crushing their chests while the flames consume their struggling bodies. The audience continues to twitch and convulse, chains rattling as they to claw at life, holding on to nothing.

       Amongst an audience of ashes, he ends on a high note.

      No one claps.

      

      Rob Gilmore (writing as Rob Grimoire) is a father, nurse, musician, a huge fan of comics and consumer of almost all things horror, science fiction and fantasy. He’s a multi-genre author who started writing November 2022 after a wonderful experience at Multiverse Con in Atlanta where he serves at an A.D. He’s woven tales published with Manawaker Flash Fiction Podcast “Regalia” in audio format, a novelette titled “The Pulse Remains,” the horror story “Cordyceps Angelus” featured in the anthology Dark Spores, the fourth installment of “Stories We Tell After Midnight” from Crone Girls Press, an Afrofuturist short story “Quicksilver” featured in MVmedia’s Funk anthology series “Spacefunk!” and a poem titled “Crash 0ut” in Mocha Memoirs Press’s anthology “A Crack In The Code: Cybertonic Stories Of Rebellion”. https://linktr.ee/RGrimoire
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      It was the fear that subdued us, that made us malleable. The unknown was a Rorschach test that we could fill-in with whatever we were most afraid of or, more importantly, most willing to be afraid of.

      What, or whom, we were most willing to blame.

      It started small, with a few cases of undetermined origin. Information seemed to leak that something had fallen to Earth from another world, but so quickly the conspiracy theorists snapped it up and made it their own and then people didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t. Eventually we stopped wondering. The government stepped right in, not to quell fears, but to utilize and exploit them.

      We were so busy reacting we were no longer acting. Soon, it wasn’t just the conspiracy groups talking about it; regular people began to criticize the lack of transparent information. Then, those regular people were placed into the containment centers with the hapless victims of the virus. Journalists and writers of all types who criticized the government’s misuse of information and of the people afflicted with the virus, artists who were painting murals depicting the Homeland Security round-ups or decorating the walls outside of the containment centers with slogans about freedom and human rights, teachers who talked about it in the classroom; they were all thrown inside, “pending investigation.”

      My son was a data analyst for a mega-billionaire's newest project, and he quit. Morally he was alarmed at the data he was assembling. But by then he had too much information, and he came to the containment center, along with so many others. Tech companies that didn’t suppress political commentary about the human rights violations had to go. As a writer and an artist, my daughter and I soon followed my son into a containment center for women, adjacent to that for the men.

      We didn’t see him again until he dropped that toothbrush at my feet on the dusty yard.

      The compound is surrounded by an electrified fence as a basic prison feature. Electrical pulses, controlled by a grid on the roof, are also sent through the building to contain the transformation of those afflicted. The pulses contain them in their more human form, with a soft body. The pulses suppress the double sets of teeth, the stretching of large and hard muscles contained in a protein cuticle exoskeleton. The electrical grid surrounding and capping the compound causes headaches for those of us not affected with the virus. We can identify each other by our pained expressions and bloodshot eyes. We hunch a bit and are losing muscle tone. The afflicted, in contrast, are larger and stronger. But we’re joined in a camaraderie of shared frustration, living imprisoned side-by-side, a little uneasy, a little on edge. But safe too. Ultimately I know my daughter and I are safe because we’re not aligned with the abusive prison staff.

      No one I meet in the baggy black-and-white striped prisoner garb is tempted to befriend the guards. No one has turned informant. People who take those guard jobs only seem interested in power over others. Or maybe they just liked the snappy blue uniform and important shiny badges. Did they enjoy the taser and side arm issued on day one with little training? The need was great to staff these compounds sprouting up all over the country, so the hiring was giddy. Finally, the for-profit prisons are full to capacity.

      Usually the men and women of this containment center don’t cross paths. We eat the same gray prison food off flimsy cardboard trays, trudge in circles in the same empty “exercise yard,” but this mirroring only happens at carefully orchestrated intervals. Yesterday, a day with the same blazing white-hot disk of a sun and choking chalky day after day dust of our shuffling feet, there was a disruption. Two of the afflicted men got into a fight.

      Fights are vanishingly rare. We unafflicted are the writers, the artists, the pundits. We podcast. Our physicality used to express itself at SoulCycle and Bikram Yoga. The afflicted are a tight-knit, loyal and peaceful group. I’ve never seen a fight here at Compound Sigma, but there they were: two men, strenuously grappling. By the time the disorganized guards shouted into radios and tased the combatants, we women were already on our inevitable way to the yard. There isn’t a system for this happenstance, for the butterfly wing of this unlikely event.

      Women are moving through the hall, my daughter and I always sticking close together. She’s nineteen but seems younger here. I seem older. The men are inexplicably left to move in the opposite direction, and we cram the space. I see my eldest son for the first time in almost a year. He stands a head taller than most, although the afflicted are also visible as the taller and stronger looking of the crowd. His cheeks are gaunt, but his dark brown eyes are alive and crackling. I gain energy from the overwhelming love and relief I feel at the sight of him. He maneuvers his way cross-stream toward me; the afflicted seem to be pushing a pathway open for him. The afflicted woman who shares my cell gives me a slight shove, and I stumble right into my son.

      “No touching,” a screechy-voiced guard calls from the edge of the streaming bodies, but she can’t get close enough to enforce her direction.

      My son squeezes my hand and slides an object up my slightly too-long sleeve. As he’s pulled away by the flow of bodies, I catch the edge of my cuff and hold tight. The butterfly wings are on a downbeat. We move on in our trajectories. I look up at my cellmate. Her blonde head is crowned with crisscrossing braids. It’s a curiously old-fashioned hairstyle. She looks like a Dutch milkmaid with the shoulders of a swimmer, and she glances at me for a long second before moving off to join a group of afflicted, standing in the yard. They don’t ever seem to speak, but are certainly communicating nonetheless.

      “That was Joel.” My daughter, Anna, has come up on my other side. Her voice catches in her throat, and I can’t respond.

      Back in our cells for the interminable afternoon, I sit on my bunk and let the object slide from my sleeve. It’s a toothbrush. The bristle end has been wrapped in rubber that looks like it came from the sole of the prison-issue slides. It’s been melted with the nylon bristles to seal it into a fat handle. The other end has been carefully notched to hold a metal wire wound over and over, ending in a slender and flat point. There’s a long slice of paper wrapping the middle. I unfurl it and read.

      “After mid-sleep check, unlock door. Go generator room. Access panel, short it. Love.”

      There’s a tiny map in amazing detail. My heart pounds, and I look up to see my roommate, Lynne, studying me.

      “We should check on your daughter too.” Her voice is deep and seems to be moving through her throat like water caught on complicated pebbles in a shallow stream.

      I tuck the tool into my sleeve and move to the paint-chipped bars of the front of the cell. I smell cold metal as I call softly, “Anna.”

      “Mom.”

      She’s right next door, also paired with one of the afflicted, Holly. Holly is tall and strong, with the high ponytail of a softball player. I don’t know where she got her pink scrunchie, but the guards seem too afraid of her to take it away. All the average humans are roomed with afflicted people. Did they think we couldn’t form alliances with those so different from us?

      “What if my daughter came into this cell tonight? What if you went next door?” I whisper to Lynne, turning to look into her wide, clear eyes.

      “What if she’s our insurance that you’ll succeed?” Lynne’s voice burbles gentle and low.

      Why should any of the afflicted trust average humans? We don’t have a great track record.

      “What if I do two doors and then go?”

      “There won’t be time.” Lynne hisses her answer and moves to lie on her bunk. “Holly will help your daughter, if we’re successful. She’ll be Anna’s ally if we are not.” Holly, Anna’s cellmate, used to play college softball. Holly was outspoken about women’s sports and the need for higher pay and more respect. That was back when there were women’s sports. Before the “investigation” into trans women playing began, and simply never ended. All women’s seasons were frozen “pending investigations.” The investigations never ended, and most people simply forgot about them. Women who questioned the status of the investigations disappeared. Some people were upset for a moment, but there was so much social churn, people were always moving on to the next thing to be upset about. Until they got used to being upset. Around that time, being upset stopped feeling like anything. Lynne turns her back to me, and we wait for dinner. Lynne had been a high school teacher and coach, before being removed from her classroom. Something to do with the teachers’ union.

      Act normal, act normal. My mantra reverberates as I move through the food line next to Anna. The tool is now tucked into the waistband of my underwear, secured with a torn bit of hem. I won’t make it past any kind of pat down, but cell searches are more common, so I take my chances. As long as I act normal, why would anyone search me? Act normal, act normal. Anna moves along next to me. We keep our heads down.

      A blue, menacing presence materializes behind me.

      “Step out of the line, please.”

      I freeze. Sweat drips under my breasts and arms, gathering in the waistband of my coarse cotton pants. One of the stripes begins to darken. Anna pulls my shirt, and we advance while the prisoner behind me is shoved out of line by a stocky guard. The guard’s expression is sullen, deep lines of discontent frame her mouth where lipstick has bled into the wrinkles above her lips. Another guard with thinly plucked, mean little eyebrows grabs the little tray of food from the hapless woman behind me and tosses it onto a nearby table. Together, the guards shove the woman against the wall. It’s Ellen, a former librarian. Ellen’s forehead smacks the shiny beige wall as the guards jerkily pat her down and yank a piece of the dry, sliced wheat bread they gave us at breakfast from her pocket.

      “What’s this for?” Eyebrows guard asks suspiciously, crumbling the toast in her palm. There’s dirt under her unvarnished nails. I try hard not to look further as Anna pulls me to a table and we sit silently. My hands are shaking, so I hide them in my lap.

      “Eat, or they’ll notice.” Anna looks at me briefly, and I take a bite of a soggy green bean.

      “I get hungry at night, so I save my breakfast.” Ellen’s voice is breathy as the guards push her against the wall and continue their pat down.

      “That’s dumb. You’ll get rats. But maybe the monsters eat rats.” Lipstick guard laughs and shoves Ellen to the end of the meal line where she stands very still, head down. A slight tremor moves through her body, but she doesn’t cry. No one moves toward the abandoned tray on the empty table. The guards swagger away, laughing.

      Dinner lasts forever.

      Finally, we lie on our bunks. My sweat has dried and goes from cold to itchy. The bare bulb outside our cell attracts a lone moth, banging and banging against the object of its desire with a little zinging click. The rhythmic hopelessness is the only sound in the waiting dark. Tonight, it doesn’t even sound like anyone is breathing.

      I hear the night watch guard advance on her rounds of our block. The sound is faintly distant until the creak of her boots and light tap of her baton rises and passes us like a wave. She retreats, and I exhale. When the silence builds to a nothingness, I sit up. Lynne slides soundlessly from her bunk to the floor and stands by the sliding cell door. She grips the bars. We both know the loud clang of an opening door as it seats itself against the wall, so she’s ready to gentle its landing. I take the toothbrush tool from my waistband. The rubber handle is perfectly sized for my small hand. I wipe the sweat from my palms and steady my grip. Reaching carefully through the narrow gap in the bars, I try to angle my wrist back to insert the wired end into the locking mechanism. I assume I’m just trying to short it, not become some kind of lock pick. I’m not a detective on TV; my son knows me and can’t possibly expect me to pick a lock.

      As I’m fussing inside my head, as a distraction from my terror, I make a sudden, vibrating connection. The door releases, bruising my wrist as I try to pull back. I’m ready for a shock that doesn’t come. The improvised tool works perfectly. My son’s serial hyperfixations, from childhood on, with so many hobbies have come together in this moment of ingenuity.

      I dart to the lock next door, before Lynne can stop me. Anna and Holly move quickly to dampen the clang of their own cage as it opens. I turn to defiantly defend myself, but Lynne has already begun rushing with long strides in the opposite direction. We all hurry to keep pace in the silent hallway.

      My breathing sounds loud in my ears as we cautiously round the corner. At the sight of the door with a red and white “Electrical Room, Authorized Personnel ONLY” sign, I have to hold back a hiccuping sob of relief. I hadn’t realized how frightened I was at the idea of not finding it. The red lightning hieroglyphs meant to convey danger feel like a greeting to me. Perhaps I should be afraid of the high-voltage symbols, but our constant state of alarm has rendered all other dangers small and frivolous. The greatest of all dangers was getting lost, taking a wrong turn. Losing the smallest part of the battle ahead before it even began. We have only a few minutes.

      The door swings open to an enormous room, the middle of which is filled with dusty junk, but the walls are lined with shiny, new panels. Lynne examines the tiny pencil map and shows it to Anna. I stand with sweaty hands holding the tool like prayer beads. Holly watches the hallway from the door. Her ponytail swings gently, and I watch it, mesmerized.

      “Here, Mom.”

      Lynne and Anna wrestle the cover off a panel and lay it gently on the cracked cement of the floor. Lynne looks carefully at my son’s detailed drawing and points a long finger at what’s identified as a board-to-board high current connector. One at a time, I dry my slippery palms on the sides of my striped pants. Lyne and Anna step back. I suck in a deep breath and then blow out a smooth steady exhale. With both hands, I force the tool between the hard metal parts. Time slows, and then my heart stops at the jolt of a lifetime. There’s a pause. I’m dead. I’m thrown back, skittering across the floor with grit and pebbles as my heart hesitantly lurches back into service, like an old merry-go-round starting its grinding turn while wild-eyed garish wooden horses lurch up and down.

      The overhead lights go out. There’s a deep silence that reminds me that the stifling hum of the pulsing electronic net of frequency, designed to repress the change of the afflicted, was an oppressive omnipresent force. A force most noticeable now in its absence. The silence is broken by the echoing clang of hundreds of barred cell doors simultaneously landing in an open position. Everything changes.

      Low red lights come flickering on, casting a dreamlike glow over this small room. My afflicted companions are no longer oppressed, and they’re changing. Long muscles expand and accentuate with sinewy strength as they become taller. Lynne and Holly stretch with elaborate joy, as if waking up from a long sleep. As they roll their shoulders, they silently open both sets of jaws, a Venus flytrap within a deep sea anglerfish. Their joyous freedom is contagious, and Anna and I stare until snapped back to the present by the emergency system kicking into gear.

      “A quarantine breach has been detected. Warning. A quarantine breach has been detected. Warning.” A disconcertingly gentle, computerized woman’s voice comes over the loudspeakers.

      Lynne and Holly’s necks are like the trunks of young trees as they pull upward, mouths wide. Their vocalization is so low and vibration-based, I almost can’t hear it. I feel it. I feel and hear the response from the rest of the freed afflicted. I feel and hear the pounding of feet as the cells empty and the imprisoned head our way. The concrete and steel of this confinement vibrate.

      “Run.” The gravel of Lynne’s voice sounds wet.

      Holly pulls the door wide open, and we tear through the hallways, up and out. A huge, cold moon lights the yard. Close behind us, the sounds of the newly free shouting directions and the pounding of so many feet echo. The warning recording is drowned out and ignored. The most unwise of the guards run into the fray and can be heard barking orders to stop. Their screams disturb, but also thrill, me. Who have I become? Anna and I join hands.

      As we stream out into the yard, the moon has thrown the landscape into stark relief. Everything is gray with black, sharp shadows. I see that the men’s side of the prison has emptied and is following the women. The afflicted stand taller than the rest of us, and are the first to spot the blue-uniformed guards who’ve gathered in a confused cluster. There’s deep, vibratory communication, and the afflicted begin to move with purpose. I can hear a far-off whining engine and the tut tut tut of approaching helicopters.

      While some of the afflicted people move toward the guards, Lynne moves to the large boulders marking the main path into the prison. The boulders are painted white on one side and sunk deep into the earth. She pulls out several and stands with feet wide. Her knees are gently bent. She waits.

      Holly ushers me toward the chain-link fence. Once electrified, now quiet. Anne and I meet her at a galvanized steel fence post. Holly pulls the twelve-foot post out, as if it were a knife through butter, and steps on the fence to lay it flat. She holds the post, bouncing it gently in her right hand. Up and down the line, more afflicted men and women are flattening the fence and holding the posts.

      I can now see the source of the whining engine; it’s a Yolo County Fire Department plane. With its stout body and four tiny propellers, I’m reminded of the improbability of bumblebee flight. This cartoon plane with its silly zinging noises heads for the main building. The fat belly slowly opens, and I scream as I see napalm emerge in a flaming wave, instead of the usual pink fire retardant this plane was designed for. I turn from the fence line and look behind me at the melee in the yard.

      Lynne has seen the bulky threat of the plane too. She’s holding a boulder, cocked and ready at the juncture of her neck and shoulder. She spins once, kicking one leg back and simultaneously pushing the boulder out. She spins to a resting position and scoops up another huge rock. It’s beautiful. I tear my eyes away from Lynne back to the airplane.

      As if in slow motion, the boulder tears a hole in the fragile exoskeleton of the plane and through its belly. The rain of napalm ceases as the fire instead fills the plane, which veers with a sputter into the first of a half dozen dun-colored helicopters. The two flying dinosaurs burst into flame together and sink to earth on the far side of the prison. Flames light up the sky and allow us to see the glint of the goggles worn by the figures manning the machine guns, at the open sides of the helicopters. Bits of earth begin to spray upward as bullets make their landings.

      The afflicted are serious and busy. Their thick skin seems unbothered by pinging bullets. Lynne holds another boulder at her neck, her other arm outstretched. She starts a windup spin. Holly holds a pole balanced like a javelin as she jogs toward an oncoming helicopter’s path. The jettisoned spear knocks off two of the rotors, and the thwup of the vehicle is eerily silenced as it falls like a weight onto the road just outside the yard. I find myself laughing hysterically behind two hands clamped over my mouth. I’d expected her to use the pole like a softball bat and the cognitive dissonance of the desire for watching batting practice, with this player who was known for her .300 batting average, has sent me into a very weird emotional space. Anne shakes my arm, and I pull myself together enough to take in the surroundings.

      Steel and rock take down the helicopters, but the mayhem of injury and panic remains. Many of the average human prisoners and guards have been hit by gunfire. The machine gun fire has torn some human bodies into confetti gore. Guards who’ve survived the bullets are being systematically killed by the afflicted. One gibbering guard from the woman’s side is trying to wrest a striped prisoner pajama off of an injured woman on the ground whose legs have been strafed through the thighs. She’s a woman from my block; we used to talk during exercise walks. She was a doctor in her previous life. It was her audacity in saving the life of a young woman who was hemorrhaging during a miscarriage that landed her in this place.

      Dr. Winchell looks up at me while the guard yanks at her arm trying to get the striped shirt off. I don’t want the guard to succeed in getting the disguise, and I drop to the ground to hold on. Holly walks over and uses the fence pole like a golf club to fatally whack the guard away, like flicking a pest away. I try to pick the doctor up, but she pushes my hands away.

      “I’m bleeding out. I won’t make it five feet. Don’t worry about me. Hey, tell my sister…I forgive her for turning me in.”

      I’m nodding, trying to think of something soothing to say, when the doctor belly laughs.

      “Forget the forgiveness. Tell her, ‘I hope I see you on the other side.’”

      Dr. Winchell is smiling as Anna pulls me away.

      “How am I going to see her sister?” I ask confusedly into the now smoky air filled with screams of the dying and the loud, deep, vibrating rumble of the afflicted.

      “You never know.” Anna looks around at the destruction.

      The afflicted and the average are gathering up weapons from blue-uniformed figures on the ground. One wrenches a machine gun off its mount from a relatively undamaged helicopter body. Some average people are already streaming across the flattened chain links. Anna spots her brother heading toward the fence line and waves frantically. He runs to us, and we hang on for dear life. The afflicted are organized into groups. Some protect the exodus of the freed; some head out in teams onto the roadway and into the adjacent woods. Their vocalizations sound wild and wonderful. Supernatural. Free.

      We head out with the others. We don’t have weapons, but we have our words. We’ll find the rooms where we can talk, write, film, broadcast. We’ll gather, we’ll mobilize. We’ll educate. There are so many ways to fight.

      

      Jane E. Garrison is a writer and painter living in the San Francisco Bay Area. She has a bachelor’s in Art History from the University of California at Berkeley and an MFA in Painting from the San Francisco Art Institute. She commenced a lifelong adventure as a painter, showing her work across the US and writing intermittently. In 1997, she embarked on the creative project of raising three children. Continuing to paint and write in Alameda, CA, she lives with her husband, occasional children, and a demanding Australian Cattle Dog.
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      I shivered in the cold, my vision smears of colors: orange, black, and blinking blobs of reds, greens, and yellows. A vibration, a shaking, a burning shooting up the back of my legs. My thoughts clogged as a crashing noise repeated far away. Muffled shouting, words not discernible, but I strained to make sense of the voice.

      Everything fell to darkness again, but the noise kept on. So did the shaking. Zero G. I could feel a vacsuit around me. I shivered. Why was I so cold?

      Tok! Tok! Tok!

      The noise came closer. So loud now.

      “Wake up! Wake up!”

      Everything went bright, lancing through my eyes with intense white. My hand reflexively came up to block the penetrating rays.

      “There you are!”

      The light dimmed, my retinas now rendered worthless by Hallbera’s maxed helmet lights.

      God, I felt so weak, so fatigued. And thirsty. I went for the in-helmet water tube, and it tasted vile, but I couldn’t help but consume the necessary wet.

      “Gynr’s dead, asshole.”

      I managed to focus. There was Hallbera’s face, shadowed in her helmet, her eyes hard. Beyond her I could see Mars at quarter phase. Part of this blurring was not going away: goop on my faceplate. I tried to wipe it with a glove and realized it was on the inside. Shit.

      “You hear me?”

      I heard, but I couldn’t respond verbally. Breathing was difficult enough. Memories percolated, orienting me to the present. We had made it, that much was clear, all the way to Mars from the Kuiper, stuck to the hull of a longboat with remora electromagnets. Our custom-designed suits were a fusion of emergency hibernation pods and gasbag vacsuits. The torso retained the hard cylinder of the pod, and from that poked our limbs in the pressurized layers of flexible, antique materials like Kevlar and Mylar.

      We were here to crash a banquet, so to speak, the Fifty-third Annual Planetary Mineral Corporations’ Board and Shareholders Christmas Banquet (PMCBSCB, or as we liked to call it, PimpScab). A week-long shindig for the bigwigs, this year held in Bandar Abbas, the Mars version of that gambling mecca in Persia. An opulent pleasure palace for all tastes, but not open to all classes. The blood that flowed green to the pockets of these pigs was drawn from the lives of fellow workers and techs in the Kuiper.

      It was up to us, the ones in the Far Outer, the only workers without the positioning implants (yet), to stealthily make our way to the Inner to raise a little hell.

      Text scrolled and flashed across my info-visor with blinking warnings and failures and a healthsheet telling me I was barely alive. My heart ambled along at forty-five beats per minute, rising slowly. Earlier, I’m sure it was three beats per hour.

      Why were my legs burning?

      “Can you hear me?” Halberra shouted.

      I nodded, then realized she might not be able to see. “Yes,” I croaked.

      She hit my helmet with a wrench. Tok! “This is your fault, Falcur!”

      “Give me…a minute.”

      “You’re half dead yourself! Look at your vitals. Your face! You’re a skull with some skin.”
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        * * *

      

      Mars’ phase had waxed visibly before I had wits enough to reckon the full assessment. Gynr had died months ago. There was no one, no attending bot, no one awake, to acknowledge the alarms as malfunctions cascaded in his suit. We had slept attached to the hull of the St. Piran, a longboat freighter, as it made its fourteen-month spiral to the Inner. Even though these suits had water-circulation rad protection, it was minimal, and we’d need a med check post-mission. If we survived.

      My sleeper-suit condition was better than Gnyr’s, thankfully: nutrition and muscle stimulation monitor errors, a couple of tube seals had cracked and sprung leaks. Tiny leaks, but enough to wreak some havoc over the months. I was intubated for a lung flush thrice a day during hibernation, so there was no drowning danger. A real sleeper pod would have patched the leaks and drained the excess liquid. This rigged suit wasn’t that good. Not only was I light on nutrients, but liquid had accumulated about my legs. According to the post-revival report, maceration ravaged my skin. That was the burning—raw and ulcerating patches on my legs.

      As for Hallbera, she had popped awake in good health to find her lover dead.

      Her lover, my brother. She wasn’t far off in her accusations, either. I would have to deal with that later. For the moment, I needed to force myself to compartmentalize emotions and get us off the side of this longboat. The immediate goal was Deimos, orbiting above our current aerostationary position.

      I consumed one of the nutrition packs stored for awakening. Soft food bits, designed for someone who had not chewed or swallowed in an extended time. My esophagus painfully rebelled at the work orders after only being artificially and intermittently stimulated for so long. The chocolate-raspberry flavor tasted delightful, though.

      I was still stuck to the St. Piran via the remora magnet on the back of my thrustpack, in a nook behind the thick shield of the prow. I disengaged the remora to hover over Gynr. He was somewhat mummified, his lips retracted from his teeth. His eyes were half-open, with only whites visible. Despite steeling myself, emotion closed my throat and burrowed in my belly like a mole. “I’m sorry, little bro. Fuck.”

      I scavenged his main battery, his tool pack, and our solar panels still fastened to the hull above us. Hallbera helped me disengage his remora, remove the thrustpack, piggy it to hers, and reattach Gynr to the hull. This was the safest place to hide him. I wanted to program Gynr’s thrustpack for a dive into Mars for an atmospheric cremation, but this was a busy system and we couldn’t risk his body being discovered. Not now.

      “We stick with the plan?” asked Hallbera, about three meters back, her thrustpack maintaining her position.

      “We can do this with two people.”

      “Are we two people? You look half dead.”

      “I’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      When Deimos slid into view, Hallbera shot it with a continuous tightbeam of our arrival codes in rarely used freqs. In ten minutes came a response. It was Shirin, her discreet name code identifying her. There were six possible people who might have responded, and I was glad it was Shirin. We had met years back during her Kuiper stint on Occulus. She was solid. Our timing was fortuitous: She gave us the signal to launch up at will.

      The first good news since awakening. If she had sent a no-go, we’d be waiting another twenty-eight hours for the next opportunity.

      I turned for a last look at Gynr. “I’ll come back for you.” I grasped his gloved, dead hand. “Promise.”

      Hallbera and I ignited our thrustpacks with a sixty-seven second burn, setting a course for hitting Deimos in two plus hours.

      As we cruised, I plugged into the news feed. A lot can change over a year plus, and I hoped the changes were good. Ah, misplaced hope. No modifications in labor laws for the techs and grunts who work outside. Same ratio of medical personnel per 1,000 employees, same frequency of rotation out for family leave and time off, same lopsided hours of inside/outside work, same paltry bonuses for the same hazardous work.

      Worker deaths were up this year. That had changed.

      As we neared the six-kilometer rock named for the god of dread, the old outposts, workstations, and scientific posts became apparent, along with the deep trench scars of automated mining operations, now shuttered, the equipment long ago shuttled off to the Belt. It took the Martians years to successfully petition for the halt of ore removal. It got done before they were short one moon. Some things you can’t pin a price on. Your sky is one.

      Without incident, we touched down by the derelict maintenance hut, where Shirin had settled to remotely code for a corp and secretly write red propaganda. We tethered our equipment with the cables outside and did the hand-over-hand thing with the taut walking cord that led to the ‘lock. We cycled through and I was so grateful to remove my helmet. Hallbera’s nose wrinkled, and she coughed.

      The inner hatch opened, and Shirin cried, “Alhamdulillah! So glad—” She stopped and her face crumpled to a mask of disgust. “Oh…” She retreated.

      Hallbera said, hand over her face, “Yeah. It’s you, and it’s that bad.”

      Shirin returned, a towel pressed over her nose and mouth, and handed a crate of cleansing supplies to Hallbera. She turned to flee again, but hesitated. “I’m sorry,” she said, voice muffled. “You need help.”

      Hallbera nodded. “Thank you.”

      She left and returned wearing a facemask and handed one to Hallbera. As Shirin closed the inner door with a metallic clank, Hallbera said, “All right. Let’s get him and whatever’s sloshing around in that suit out.”
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        * * *

      

      Clean again. Absorbent antiseptic bandages were wrapped below my knees—the highest-tech healing science in Shirin’s stock for the ulcers. Like a starving stray, I consumed two meal packs.

      I was tethered to the wall in a sleep bag, just like hanging out in the Kuiper with the G close to zero. Tools and scrap and old bot parts were everywhere—on shelves, Velcroed to walls, in unneat stacks netted to the floor. Shirin and Hallbera sat belted to a couch sipping bubbles of green tea. ‘Bera got clean, too, her shiny blonde hair haloed about her head. Shirin’s hair lay coiled neatly beneath her black headscarf.

      “You’re too weak to go down,” said Hallbera.

      “I am now—”

      “Look at you!” Hallbera cut in. “You won’t be able to stand-in Mars G! Not tomorrow, not next week. You look like some poor refugee.”

      “I know I look pretty bad—”

      “A skeleton!”

      She was on the edge of a tirade; best to let it go.

      Shirin pointed to the contraption of belts and silver rods in the corner. “You know the drill. If you can’t handle the machine, there’s no going down for you.”

      “I’ll see where I’m at tomorrow and work from there. We have sixteen days until the banquet.”

      “How are you two holding up mentally?” asked Shirin, shifting subjects.

      “Fine,” replied Hallbera tonelessly.

      “Gynr died,” Shirin reminded her in a whisper.

      Hallbera sighed, her face hard. “When the mission’s over, I’ll mourn.”

      Shirin placed a gentle hand on Hallbera’s shoulder. “Maybe you should say your proper goodbyes before the mission. A memorial. Here. His ungrieved death is a distraction.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “Maybe not. But I know people. We love. And when we lose someone, it hurts. It may affect you at the wrong time.”

      “Gynr is stuck on the hull of a goddamn longboat,” Hallbera replied. “There’s no way, at the moment, to do the proper rites.”

      “I was just suggesting…”

      “I’m exhausted. I’m turning in.” Hallbera untethered, pushed off and cruised in a straight line to the circular door at the far end, to the crew compartments and kitchen. “Goodnight.”

      Shirin looked at me, likely sizing up my ability for the mission and not liking what she saw. “We’ve got problems.”

      “That’s not news.”

      “You came a long way and paid a very heavy price. The mission might be lost.”

      “No.” I paused, chewing my dried and scabby lower lip. “Do we have another Redliner down here without the IPU embed?”

      Shirin shook her head.

      Of course not, but why not grasp at a straw? The rules hadn’t made their way out to the Kuiper yet, where you could still get away without having the Internal Positioning Unit implanted in your C3 vertebrae. The IPU was for your own safety, so they’d said. Sure, they could find you if your thrustpack went dead, and you were floating in the void. Certainly, they could monitor your vitals in a medical emergency. But the Belt Strike six years ago also proved they could render you unconscious, have scabs collect your helpless carcasses, and blacklist the lot of you for breach of contract.

      Once blacklisted, no corp would touch you. You were destined for some foul job with some shady company, or you’d hook up with an illegal outfit, where your exploitation was even more dire.

      So, it was far past time for another method of resistance to the pigs at the top feeding off our labor and lives.

      “There’s no one else here that can do it,” I wheezed. That took a lot of effort, and I knew it was evident.

      Shirin frowned.

      A full and melodious voice began to sing the Adhan, the call to prayer. Shirin pulled the rolled prayer rug from its Velcroed position on the adjacent wall, invisible amid the sea of tools. She unfurled it with grace and affixed it to the floor. The knees of her cargo pants were adhering circles designed to grip the patterned fibers. She knelt. “Excuse me,” she said before she began the Salat al-'isha, the evening prayer.

      I nodded weakly and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      If it weren’t for my exhaustion and frail health, sleep may have been impossible.

      Gynr was dead.

      My brother.

      My little brother.

      Grief and guilt cut like acid from the pit of my stomach to the top of my head. It weighed me down, making me heavy in the G close to zero. I didn’t want to move.

      But I had to.

      By afternoon I squatted in the machine, belts over my shoulders, the resistance set to 0.2 G.

      “Go,” said Hallbera.

      I rose, knees quaking, teeth gritted, and I straightened out before collapsing immediately. Today, I could stand unencumbered on Luna for less than a second. I would be useless as a turtle flipped on its back.

      “We don’t have a Plan B for one person,” said Hallbera.

      “We have time,” I replied, out of breath, curled up in the belts pressing down.

      “Do we? It’s not a light stroll in Mars G. You need to help me bust into a banquet, round up the hostages, run them to the hangar and herd them into the ferry and launch at four G.”

      “We have time,” I repeated through my teeth.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, I could walk on the treadmill in 0.2G for ten minutes. The next day I did five in 0.3, but worked it for another ten in 0.25G. I ate. I exercised. My maceration ulcers were healing, the infections defeated.

      Five days passed, and Hallbera kept to herself most of the time. When she would share a meal with us, she was either quiet and brooding or loud and angry. In the middle of dinner, a vid popped up of the first execs arriving at Bandar Abbas. One, Harper Einersson, with long, natural gray hair and a smile full of artificial teeth shining polar white, remarked on how much the company stock price had risen this year. “What a wonderful Yule!” she beamed.

      “Never worked a day in their goddamned privileged lives,” Hallbera seethed.

      I nodded at her oft-repeated rant, squeezing more mashed potatoes into my mouth. The hut was filled with scents of the re-heated beef roast and various vegetables. Mealtime occluded the sharp odor of vacuum grease.

      Hallbera stopped mid-chew and glared at the screen on the far wall, a tube of pureed carrots gripped too tightly and oozing. “They never cleaned out a comrade’s remains from a crusher.”

      I knew who she spoke of. I was there, down below on Occulus. Ghazini had cut his safety line earlier in the day when his carabiner got bent and locked, caught between a loader bot and an auto continuous miner. His cable trailed him as he maneuvered around the rock crusher, which snagged the cable, dragging him in. His brief, strangled cry over the comms still haunted me.

      “And what did his family get?” Hallbera wasn’t stopping. “Three years’ pay? A free funeral? And only because that’s the law. The fucking minimum.”

      “The Belt and Outer economies are remarkably strong.” Einersson’s smile still beamed.

      “Maybe for you rich fucks!” shouted Hallbera as she threw her pureed carrots. The bubble slapped the screen and spewed its contents, sticking there like an orange Rorschach test.

      “‘Bera…” I started as she retreated from the main room, slamming the hatch behind her.

      “You should go to her,” said Shirin.

      I sighed. “Not now. In a few minutes. Let her air out some.”

      She shook her head and pulled a rag from a tool drawer.

      “I can get the mess,” I said.

      “No. You go to Hallbera.” Shirin pushed off toward the screen.

      “Do you have anything real to drink in the kitchen?” I asked.

      From her perch, wiping the carrots from the screen, she looked back at me, annoyed.

      “Some people drink, you know. It’s not a stupid question. You knew we were coming, you might have had something for us.”

      Turning back to the task, she said, “I don’t encourage that.”

      “Well, it may have saved a little sanity in here.”

      “I don’t think so. It might make things worse. Maybe you should pray or meditate.”

      I grunted in surprise. “Really? We don’t pray, Shirin. We just don’t.”

      She paused, carrot-stained rag in hand, eyes boring into me. “You need to do something. Hallbera is taking it out on everything and everyone, and you’re acting like nothing’s wrong.” She pointed at the hatch to the cabins. “Talk to her!”

      Muttering an invective under my breath, I headed through the hatch and there stood Hallbera in the kitchen, water pooled beneath her eyes. She hastily dabbed her face in the crook of her elbow.

      “’Bera, we both loved Gynr. Right? We didn’t get to say goodbye. Maybe—”

      “He’s gone, Falcur.” Her voice was a trembling whisper.

      “It’s hard. I miss him, too.”

      “Remember the last thing he said?”

      I nodded.

      “He said, ‘Good night, ‘Bera. Love you. See you at Mars.”

      I nodded again. I was afraid to speak. Even though we’ve known one another for years, I didn’t want my voice to crack in front of her.

      Tears pooled, and she wiped them away. “I’m going to bed.”

      Her cabin door clicked shut.

      I was out of breath. The stress and emotion had depleted me.

      But I knew I’d be fine in time for the mission. We had over a week to go.
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        * * *

      

      A loud banging pounded my skull like thunder straight overhead. Was she taking a hammer to my helmet? I raised a hand to ward off the blows.

      And I felt…my face—no helmet, no visor.

      In the dim light, I focused on the scratched and scoured brown paint of my tiny sleep cabin.

      “Wake up, Falcur!” yelled Shirin through the door. “She’s gone and not answering calls.”

      That news ran through me like a shot of caffeine. Three days had passed since Hallbera had thrown the carrots. She’d grown even more withdrawn and sullen…but to just leave?
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