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      Darklings,

      All books are works of love, exhaustion, frustration, hard work, joy, and creativity. Words are easy to come by, but hard to form into something worth enjoying, something polished, something good, let alone great.

      Then, there is art. Like writing, it takes love and grit, creativity and exhaustion, sweat and tears, sometimes blood.

      Story Rich Art has trapped all of it within a few hundred pages. Etchings that took countless hours, stories that had us up late into the night.

      With so much magic in one book, there is something for everyone. I have no doubt you’ll find something in it that speaks to you. I ask that you seek out the creatives that move you. See what more they have to offer. Each comes with their own story, their own point of view, and much more work for you to enjoy.

      

      
        
        —Elizabeth Mitchell
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      Meantime

      By Angelique O’Rourke

      

      Bruce

      

      She’s in front of me in line at the coffee shop, and I feel a little enchanted. Her hair is mostly silver and white, but a little pepper still clings in there with the salt. It is long, down past her shoulders. She has that sort of delicate, birdlike aura that women in their elder years sometimes develop, and she smells like wildflowers pressed to dry between the pages of a beloved book. Her skin is like vellum, and her eyes are bright. We both reach for the cream at the same time.

      “Sorry,” I say with a little laugh, letting her pick it up.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” she lightly replies, with that tiny, shaking vocal instability that can sometimes come with around 70 years on this planet. Or, I suddenly remember, that used to come with it. That will never happen to me, or nearly anyone else on earth, now.

      “I—” I begin, deciding in that moment, what the hell—she might shoot me down, but I’ll just come out with it. “I know this is quite forward, but I find you very beautiful. Would you like to exchange contact information and maybe meet up sometime?”

      Her eyebrows quickly raise, but it’s in surprise, not irritation. She pauses for a moment to look at me. “Since we’re being forward, do you mind my asking your True Age?” I’m a little taken aback by the question but realize I shouldn’t be; she probably finds it easier to connect with people closer to her own age.

      I gesture up and down my body. “Ah yes, this isn’t particularly accurate. The technology became available when I was 30. I’m 45 now.”

      She smiles, warmly, but hesitantly in response. She’s looking into my eyes, thinking.

      Her sweater is a cowl neck in a soft heathered gray, not unlike her hair, which is gently framing her face. Black jeans, black loafers, a small leather handbag.

      That was one thing I had noticed about her; she wasn’t participating in the social pressure to look like a stereotypical ‘old woman’. Sartorially, she was going her own way, a kind of timelessness reminiscent of old Hollywood stars like Audrey Hepburn in her later years.

      “Well, as is probably self-evident, I’m a little older than that.” Her chuckle was a round, welcoming sound. “But, what the hell,” she continued, echoing my earlier unspoken sentiment. “Give me your number… and I’ll message you.” Reaching into her purse with her free hand, she retrieves her phone and looks at me expectantly. “And what’s your name?” she asks after I recite my number.

      Our eyes meet for a second. “Bruce.”

      One corner of her mouth turns up a little. “Bruce, it was nice to meet you. I’m Cecilia.”

      Over the next few days, we chat in flirtatious little ways, always I feel with a tinge of confused underpinning on her part. I get it. From her perspective, it’s not entirely clear what my angle is. And honestly, the reverse is also true. Is this simply a gerontophile thing for me, and if so, does she mind, or is she into that? The answer reveals itself to be irrelevant, all on counts. We just like each other.

      “Do you mind if I ask you…” I trail off, uncertain.

      She rests her head on her hand, lying on her side facing me in bed. “Why I didn’t have it done?” she supplies, sensing the question.

      “Yes,” I reply, “It seems you would’ve been around 55?”

      She sighs. “I suppose. The technology came later than I would’ve necessarily wanted it to by then, and I just felt… curiosity. We’re all going out anyway. Did I want to freeze myself in midlife and still feel the effects of ageism anyway and all of the additional separateness that would come with everyone who was younger when Ageless came out? Or did I want to go this kind of odd route and become one of the last true earthly crones?” She laughs at her own dramatic description, giving a silly edge to the phrase because she knows clearly that even at 70, she’s more vintage fitness icon Jane Fonda than folktale witch Strega Nona. She traces her finger gently down my bare chest. “Besides, how else would I entice all of these younger suitors in for a novelty fuck?”

      She’s obviously joking, being brazen just for the fun of it. But behind that question lingers the real one: what are we doing? Is this actually a breezy ‘novelty fuck’ between two amiable people with a large age gap? A romp with one of the last true crones, one for the history books, as it were?

      “All of your suitors, huh?” My brow arches playfully. “Am I going to have to compete for a spot on your dance card?” I pick up her hand that was lying between us, interlace our fingers. Her nails are manicured, a pale, ballet pink.

      She presses her palm against mine. “No,” she says quietly. “You won’t have to compete.” We look at each other wordlessly for a bit. Her eyes are a similar slate blue-gray to my linen bedding beneath her.

      It is usually still easier to connect to people who have lived longer, even as I appear outwardly to be permanently around 30. This is a little different though, because she is older than me considerably, even by True Age, and I’m finding there’s something about it that I’m very drawn to.

      I made the choice that I did, to go Ageless, and ultimately, I think it was the right one for me. But there’s this human part of me that sees her as indicative of what my future would have been, that wants to be close to that alternate universe. We’re forever reaching for all different possibilities. Plus, she chose to be part of something that is now increasingly unique.

      Think pieces and social media have started calling them The Last Generation, which I think is more ominous than it needs to be, but it gets the point across. The last generation that will experience the aging process the way that every other generation of human beings has before them, from the dawn of time, as our species experienced time, anyway. It isn’t the end of an era, it’s the end of every other era. A little corny to describe your fledgling relationship as a piece of living history, but here we are. But even though we are in early days, I have an inkling that something more than casual is building between us; this is going to be an important piece of my personal history, too. Happily, I am proved right—in due time, our relationship becomes the most significant of my life.

      

      Shortly after we marry, Cecilia and I take a walk in a nearby park during a spring rain. It’s one of those well-manicured city parks that blur the line between park and botanical garden, with shiny wet pavement walking paths that weave between seasonally blooming roses and tall trees with mossy trunks providing a little cover overhead. We hold hands.

      A visibly older gentleman approaches—clearly a Last Generation. Walking from the opposite direction, he looks like a living vestige of the past, beneath a sleek black umbrella and wearing a houndstooth peacoat. Upon seeing us together, he smiles. “Let me guess, you’re the same age?” he asks with a jovial chuckle.

      “Not exactly,” I reply. “But she’s more honest about it.”

      Cecilia makes eye contact with me and smiles, saying, “Maybe, but I think he has more fun.” We all laugh a little in a friendly way.

      As he continues past, he calls over his shoulder, “We’re all going to die someday either way, might as well be together in the meantime.”

      I glance down at our hands as the man speaks, see our fingers intertwined in such a way that our new wedding bands are touching. The image brings me a wave of peace, and the sense that come what may, the future that will carry me to that inevitable ‘someday’ is one I will be content with.

      

      Cecilia

      

      “Well, all is lost, so let’s have a ball,” I say sardonically with a shrug.

      “So you’re throwing an end of the world party?” Nathan asks.

      “An Apocalypse Ball,” I correct him. “I’m going out anyway. Now I’m just going out in style.”

      Nathan looks a little exasperated, but he humors me. “How are we doing this, again? I’m going to spring you out of here, and we’re going to cajole everyone we know into partying on the cusp of a hurricane?”

      I laugh. “It’s a hospice, so you don’t have to ‘spring’ me like we’re doing a heist. I’m here of my own volition, and I can go die somewhere else of my volition. And no, I’m going back to my house alone. The last thing I want is anyone dying prematurely on my account, especially when the future is looking rough enough for you guys who are sticking around.” I look at him with a mischievous glint in my eye. “And we’re having it at your house.”

      My nephew (well ‘nephew’, he’s my best friend Teresa’s son) has a large enough house with a little surrounding quarter acre that will be more than adequate to host the around 100 people I wish to send myself off among. When I arrive, the back deck and yard have been strewn with lights; music is playing, and everyone is dressed to the nines as I requested.

      Everyone at the party—almost everyone in general—has had the Ageless procedure done, so the room is almost entirely comprised of the outwardly young and beautiful. Many are close friends whom I grew up with who were also in midlife when the technology came out, so the party sort of gives the misleading appearance of being filled with a bunch of graduate students and their parents. Having let my shimmering white hair grow in long, lustrous waves down my back, donning a flower crown over it all, and to be frank, on quite a few palliative care pain meds—I feel mystical. Imbued with majesty, like an old god presiding over her own feast day extravagance. The goddess of glory in decrepitude.

      It’s a wedding of sorts, between me and the Great Beyond. Trying my best to proffer blessings to all who will remain after me, for the impending hardship.

      During my lifetime, the planet continued the downward spiral that started before I was old enough to do much to try and stop it. Official sources now claim the largest culprits pivoted to green energy in time for us to “avoid the worst of it”, a concept that has little meaning when the worst of it is extinction and an uninhabitable planet for all life. It’s good news in a way, but also fuck off. Plenty of people, by far and away the poor, are dying. Many more will in the years ahead, as the people I’m leaving behind scramble to mitigate the damage that has already been done. Tonight’s forecasted devastating hurricane hitting the left coast of the US is just the latest in a seemingly constant stream of bizarre and unpredictable, disastrous weather events.

      Teresa approaches the dance floor in a long golden silk slip dress; still my True Age mate, but looking forever 55.

      “You look beautiful,” I tell her, swirling my arms above my head so all of my silver bangles clink against each other.

      “So do you, Nana.” She teases me.

      We dance with abandon, luminous like fireflies. She got Ageless shortly after it came out, when we were both in midlife. In a way, I suppose, she always will be. As time went on, she playfully started calling me ‘Nana’ on occasion, and it stuck.

      Since Bruce passed five years ago, and I never had children, I’m surrounded by my chosen family now. There’s something comforting about the familiarity and silliness of the nickname. I have a small tattoo of the word on the inside of my right wrist.

      As the air adopts a crispness and the darkness deepens, my ball winds down, and with many emotional goodbyes, our numbers dwindle. For the last song, Teresa and I slow dance to a golden oldie, Shania Twain’s ‘You’re Still The One’.

      “What are you crying about?” I joke as I hold her in my arms, swaying in circles.

      “Oh, it’s a tale as old as time,” she says. Then suddenly her voice cracks and cuts out a bit, “I don’t want my best friend to die.”

      We cry softly together for a few moments. Eventually, I let her go and leave.

      It is mercifully silent as the empty car travels several hundred miles to my house; an older split level in one of the Pacific Northwest’s small coastal towns. I moved here several years ago after Bruce died and have spent many long stretches in peaceful, if occasionally melancholy, solitude, punctuated by the love and company of everyone who had just been to send me off.

      Technology, ironically, couldn’t save me from becoming a widow, but we had ten beautiful, happy, crystalline years. I have exactly zero regrets. It’s more good luck than many people have in a lifetime.

      I arrive at the little cedar shake cottage in the small hours of the morning, and the autopilot of the hovering car awaits its departure instructions. I take a slow, deep breath. Once I send the car away, that’s pretty much it; the surrounding area has been evacuated.

      I leave my devices and wearables in the vehicle, since there’s no turning back anyway. The storm is set to come later this afternoon. I will enjoy my own company and sweet little home in the meantime. I have a deep sense of having been very fortunate in my life.

      I stand at the edge of the rocky out cropping, just beyond the house. I considered staying inside and cozy until I’m, well, not anymore. But ultimately, it feels more authentic to stare into the abyss on its approach. Plus, the coast is familiar. The swirling gray skies, driving sideways rain and eerie light that always felt a bit apocalyptic anyway might be frightening to some, but I grew up here, and, inhospitable or no, it all feels like home. When I was a solitary, eldritch child on a family vacation once, I left the hotel room during a coastal storm, much smaller than this one, of course, and sat on the grassy hill outside the balcony. Thunder, rain, the roiling sea—it struck me as something I shouldn’t miss, something to be experienced, to be written about. My little composition notebook held on for dear life as I scrawled earnest, jejune poetry on its spattered pages. I fancied myself interesting in that moment; a real person in the world.

      In the present, the wind beats the rain on my face, whips through my ears. I’m bundled up, which strikes me as funny given the circumstances, but it allows me to observe the coming end in relative comfort instead of being immediately overwhelmed by unpleasant sensations. The light is not quite like anything I’ve seen before; the horizon develops a fantastical quality, as if I am embodied within a renaissance painting of a shipwreck in progress. The noise is incredible. The beach is disappearing into the water, great hunks of surrounding cliffs periodically break off from the pressure, flying down with the speed of missiles and generating enormous splashes on impact. For the first time, it occurs to me I may die out here another way than drowning. With roaring crashes, other houses visible down the coastline are abruptly consumed. Without missing the irony, I find myself praying they are unoccupied. The scale of the ocean’s movement before me is terrifying and exhilarating. It's so strange, but I think this might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

      

      Looking out over the encroaching Pacific, I reach out in my mind to that storm-chasing old version of myself. We were, I internally whisper across time, we were a real person in the world.

      

      Then, all at once⁠—

      

      The waves come.
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      Birthday

      By Simone Cooper

      

      Oak-stained pond water pools around my bare feet, warmer than the air in the deep shade and full of life. My boots I left on the bank by the pile of willow brush I'd cleared from the creek upstream. The Preserve pays me to keep the water flowing and buy the pond a few more years.

      I check my watch: 09:07. Almost time, if I remember right. I stand still. The fine silt settles. Minnows and dragonfly larvae investigate my toes. Last, the shy black tadpoles wriggle out from their hiding places. The birds stay silent, though. Maybe they sense what is about to happen.

      And then you, child-self, summon me like I did when I was you twenty years ago, and I step back to then. You being me, I feel your hot flush, your ill-fitting school uniform, your blocked throat burning from holding back words. I remember how much I needed this dream of me to be real, a person to show me I would make it to this now—any now. It was my birthday, and I was lost, and I didn’t yet know I could celebrate scars. I remember that my dream of me brought muddy footprints. Now I feel my feet making them, carpet stiff beneath my soles. I remember how these arms felt so large around my small body and so cooling, how scared I was of the pale, jagged marks vining up these grown-up wrists, but also how wondrous this future me must be with her cropped hair and pond-soaked jeans, the only calm and still and patient thing in all the world.

      I know what we need, so I hold you now like I was held, softly like I’d hold a bird tangled in fishing line, and I ease away the strands. If I’m careful, we can save your toes, your hands, your arms like wings. This happens forever in this moment, looping.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The skeletons of reeds poke white through mats of algae at the edge of the nascent bog. Heat raises the ripe green smell of it and a cloud of mosquitoes that don’t dare land on my poisoned skin. This is the life cycle of ponds, shrinking under summer sun and shallower every year as willows clog the feeder creeks. Still, something large humps through the muck at the center, dragging streamers of pond weed with the heavy lumps of its scaled back: a snapping turtle. At last, it finds water deep enough and disappears.

      And then you summon me again, like I did twenty years back when I needed this me, and I step back to then. You being me, I know your ribs ache from heaving, from the punches, from crying too much in secret. I remember that my dream of me brought boot prints and the lingering stink of bog water. It was my birthday, and I needed these strong hands on my shoulders to hold me at arms’ length. I needed to be seen and still be pulled in tight against the muscled body I could grow to have, a me who could hold off anything or anyone. I was afraid of how strong I’d have to be. I needed to know, in the time of movie screen Aliens and Terminators, the heroine could be me, and scars would only come to show I’m still here.

      I hold you now like I was held then, firm, a promise that withstands screams and fists and hugs, because those things all pass, succeeded by the reeds and the willows, ink weed and the flower tipped spires of mullein. This happens forever in this moment, looping.
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        * * *

      

      The bedroom window panes frame snapshots: a small lawn far below; a breeze block wall; another apartment building, mirror to this one. Out there, heat bakes steam off the bricks and the tarpaper roofs and the pavement. The willow trees drop yellowing leaves, casting reverse shadows. I pull down the blinds. As if commenting, the air conditioner coughs, spinning up. The air it moves smells of sweat and ashtrays and the morning’s toast. Bare on the painted wood floor, my feet are puffy and a bit sticky. Nothing gets completely dry this time of year.

      And then you summon me, like I did twenty years back when I needed this me, though until this second, I’d forgotten. But I step back, and now, you being me, my hands remember that rictus grip upon the steering wheel. I know the itch of blood, sticky on your numb face, your neck and chest flushing electric. I remember shame and disbelief, that I could come so far and still end here, spun out in this ditch at midnight after a moment’s inattention. My dream of me wore a nightshirt and a tired expression, and the dream’s swollen feet looked too tender for the roadside sand. It was my birthday, and even though I needed, please, please, not go through this alone, I hesitated. We were scared of each other. I am old in this now. In your ditch, as in my face, we saw storm clouds gathering, the sky gone green, tornados spinning up on the horizon.

      Suddenly, neither of us could be immortal.

      The engine ticks and spits while we wonder when we’d forgotten this ritual. I am here to give you the map you need to reach me, written in scars and wrinkles and worry lines, clear to read. But by the time our hands clasp across the threshold, ditch to car, we have both changed. You stand, shaky, and say you are fine. I can’t remember why.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere beyond safety glass and obscuring grime there must be forests of smokestacks and burned tree trunks and cigarettes. There used to be streams where a girl might lie on her belly and watch caddisflies build cocoon houses from quartz sand. Long ago, a woman stood tall beside the river, and called back warning to save her family at the first sight of a predator’s wake in the grass.

      I summon you like I used to do, and now it’s you who are older, serene, powerful. You are me on a bench in a college bar; on a blanket at the park above a pond; in the seat of an airplane. I am encircled, safe in your lap, shoes kicked off but not missed. I rest my head against your chest to hear your voice rumbling.

      You murmur grown-up things. The end is in the beginning. We are the stories written by our ancestors, infinite monkeys with infinite typewriters, each one a tale of nonsense as intricately crafted as a poem.

      I am just a creature who will be made of scars, and still you wrap me up in your cool arms.

      It is my birthday.
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