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      The unknown has always grabbed our human imagination. The unknowable future both fascinates and terrifies, whether in real life or in literature. And science fiction delves into the unknown in a different kind of way: it has a tinge of truth, of reality, in its fiction. While a dragon might seem far-fetched in today’s society, an oppressive, AI-dominated future does not.

      But science fiction, despite its sometimes bleak topics, also has…hope.

      My novelette, Soul Harvest, edited by Eric Donaldson at Mythic North Publishing, is a glimpse into a future where humankind is being hunted to extinction, but in the final moments of the last remaining humans, will hope survive?

      We have to believe it will.
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      The tears streamed down my face as I struggled against the restraints shackled to my wrists and ankles. “She’s a feisty one,” the Reaper to my left mumbled, unfazed by my struggle. They were used to it.

      Except for his exquisitely perfect beauty, the Biomech Reaper in front of me looked no different from a human. His skin was warm to the touch, he breathed, he smiled, he laughed. Only his eyes and smile belied what he was lacking: a human soul that was still connected to the life thrum of the universe. The human soul within him acted like an existential battery, but it was severed from what made it human. There were no feelings, no empathy, a living yet mechanical brain inside a human-looking body.

      “She’s the last one left,” came another voice “She should have accepted her fate by now.”

      My eyes widened as the head Soul Reaper himself, Mikhail Thassos, entered the laboratory.

      “Sir! We had no idea you’d be assisting today! Please allow me…” the assistant groveled, running to his master’s side to help him into his lab coat.

      “She is the last living human in the entire Ecstatis System. All other souls have been transplanted, but none remember they are human. Who knows? This one may respond well to our new modifications.” Thassos turned to the groveler. “You can leave. Send in Ilex.”

      Thassos came next to me, tilting his head to get a better look into my eyes. “So much fight in you. Maybe that’s what’s been missing with all the other transplants. They accepted their fate too easily, perhaps. But you…”

      He moved to brush the hair clinging to my face with the angry tears still drying on my cheeks. I tried to move away, but of course, I couldn’t.

      He grabbed my chin with an iron hand. “You, girl, might be the answer to my quest for immortality.” His wrinkled face, haunted by time, twisted into a grotesque imitation of a smile. The smile did not travel to his dead, black eyes.

      “Thassos is obsessed! He’ll never give up his power and stronghold on Eta Vega, never! He’s been conducting his experiments on humans for years . Before long, there will be none left. We have to get off Eta Vega, somehow. We have to save Phaedra! Have you seen how many hundreds were taken from the outposts just last week? They’ll be hunting here in the city next!”

      My mother’s pleadings to my father crashed through my memories unbidden. I had been a young child—barely old enough to store long-term memories—hovering on the other side of the door, trying to understand why so many terrifying armored droids were taking humans and bringing them to a mysterious lab in Deneb Alpha, the largest city on Eta Vega.

      “What do you think I’ve been doing out in the remote wastes of the Icebound Expanse all these months? I’ll sacrifice myself for our daughter. Even if she’s the only one to get off-world…” My father’s eyes had burned with fury in the half-light. He had paused, shaking his head. “From what our intel is telling us, the souls being harvested are simply becoming eternal power sources for the Biomechs, and nothing more. The transplants aren’t working the way Thassos wants them to.”

      My mother had grabbed my father’s arms in both hands, desperation masking her face. “That means he’ll keep going! We’re nothing more than guinea pigs for a madman now!”

      My mind snapped back to the present with that thought. “You’ll never be able to transplant your soul, Thassos. You don’t possess one.” My words leaked from my mouth, articulated poison for his waiting ears.

      His head tilted back, the sound of laughter echoing off the walls. The unnatural sound startled me.

      “I hope you retain your human memories, girl. This planet is cold enough. I do so relish your… fire. It warms me through and through.” Thassos chuckled as he walked away to join his new assistant, who had just walked in the room.

      So, it had finally come to this. Strapped to a table at Thassos Labs, Inc., after all these years eluding this cruel man. My parents had tried so hard to keep this from happening. I felt as if I had failed them. Now I was at Thassos’s mercy.

      I had absolutely no means of escape now, I knew that. I had made peace with it. The only comforting thought was the end of the suffering, the running, the constant anxiety I’d lived with my entire life. I didn’t even have the comfort of meeting my parents in the afterlife. Their precious souls were now powering some random Biomech, walking around in Deneb Alpha or some frozen outpost on Eta Vega, living their mindless, programmed lives.

      But it wasn’t over yet. I was not completely his. My soul was mine. My body was about to die, to be tossed into the Eternal Fire—the infinite flames that had been burning for years to cremate the endless sea of human bodies after their souls had been harvested and transplanted into Biomechs.

      “I hear you, Starchild…”

      I stiffened. Who said that? I desperately tried to look around, but only saw Thassos in the corner of the lab, with his assistant Reaper—the one he had called Ilex. Ilex had suddenly turned and was watching me intently.

      Had she heard that voice too? Thassos seemed oblivious.

      The voice came again. “Your annuri is strong, as you are a child of the Stars…”

      Annuri?

      The assistant Reaper began walking toward me, still staring at me intently, her face a mask of bemusement.

      “Get her ready, Ilex,” Thassos’s deep voice called from the corner.

      “Right away, sir,” she called back, then turning to me. For a Biomech, her eyes seemed awfully... human, as they searched mine.

      Ilex put a respirator device over my nose and mouth, attaching it to my head. She then leaned down, putting her lips next to my ear. I could feel her breath, oddly human for AI. Thassos’s Biomech technology was impressive, I had to admit, even in my frenzied state. “My name from before,” Ilex whispered. ”It was Emre.”

      “What?” my voice, barely above a whisper, came out muffled, my hot breath steaming the plastic of the respirator.

      “Emre,” she said again softly, squeezing my hand before taking Thassos’ss place at the head of the operating table. I could see her no longer, but I could feel her presence.

      Her name from before? Like before, before? When she was human?

      Did she remember?

      There were no Memory Retainers to my knowledge, Biomechs who still remembered their past lives as humans. Was this Ilex—or, rather, Emre—the first?

      I would take my memories with me, into whatever Biomech body he was transplanting me into. I would not be lost. The humans on Eta Vega didn’t deserve this. Thassos would pay for his greed and obsession with immortality. I would reunite the lost souls of my human brothers and sisters with their Starmothers so they could at last be free; not forever bound in these manufactured, biosynthetic sleeves our lost souls now called home.

      I had lived in terror for years, watching everyone I loved fall victim to Thassos’s frenzied genocide of humanity as his experiments continued. I had tried to escape; who hadn’t? But, like everyone else, I had been caught as my pod was leaving the atmosphere.

      If I had stayed hidden, I might have lived longer in my human body, but there was no dark corner of the icy wastelands of Eta Vega in which we could hide that they did not find us. Even the underground habitations, which had been successful for a time, had been flushed out with snaking tendrils of toxic gas.

      All my family, my friends, every person I had ever known, had fallen to this man. Their souls were now trapped with no memory of ever being human. If I fell to the same fate, who would help them? Who would help the countless other souls across the galaxy he would no doubt hunt down during his cruel experiment to gain immortality?

      “Claim your soul, child. Claim it!” The mysterious voice screamed in my mind as Ilex’s fingers wrapped around the switch that would take my consciousness forever.

      I looked into Thassos’s dead, soulless eyes. “You’ll never take my soul! Never!”

      I took my last breath, and the world disappeared. Thassos’s pale face and dead black eyes were the last thing my human eyes ever gazed upon.
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      A voice floated through the cobwebs, clouding my mind. Was it my mind now? I had heard that voice before I went under, telling me to claim my soul because… why? What was that word? Annuri? Because my annuri was strong?

      “Relax and breathe,” Ilex (Emre?) said as she placed oxygen tubes into my nose. “Your Biomech, Io, has never had a transplant, and she’s been in storage a long while. Your lungs and the rest of your  bioengineered body are trying to catch up. Just rest now. The worst is over.” Her hand rested on my arm reassuringly as she leaned in closer to my ear, just like before the procedure. “I hope you remember me,” she whispered, her lips tickling my ear and sending goosebumps up and down my newly acquired flesh.

      The procedure…I remembered. I remembered everything before: my parents, our tiny dome house in the city, becoming an orphaned nomad who had wandered over every inch of this godforsaken block of ice we called home.

      But how? How was I the only one who remembered? Why didn’t my parents, my grandparents, aunts, uncles, friends...why did they succumb, but not me? Everyone else on Eta Vega woke in Biomech bodies with no memories of their human lives before. Yet I remembered it all, even the worst of details.

      “Phaedra, they’re coming for you. Soon. You have to get out of Deneb Alpha, and head west to the Howling Tundra. There’s an underground base there that Thassos and his droids haven’t found yet. We’ve already paid for your passage with the Snowdrifts.”

      “The Snowdrifts? Isn’t that what is piling up on the windows right now, Mommy? How can they help?” I had asked, pointing to the frost-covered window, the snowbank at equal level with the windowsill.
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