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Light Never To be Extinguished
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The black beam, the circumference of a manhole lid, starkly darkened the stars in its path. In a blink, it focused on the pile of typed pages soaked in animal fat and feces. Shorter than a blink, the pile and beam disappeared. I could have jumped in its path and returned home. It’s how we arrived here, off and on, for a hundred or so years. But my job wasn’t over. We were still waiting for the decision.

I sat five feet away from the pick-up spot, my butt comfortable on the beach and my legs crossed. Again for meetings like this, I wore black pants and a black turtleneck. Fortunately, and I don’t know if it was part of the decision to send me down here, my short hair was black. Since it was so warm tonight, I left the black blazer that comfortably fits at home. I was so glad I did that since my breasts started to sweat under the bandage that held them down.

The waves crashed behind me, a few inches away from soaking my seat. If I lay back and let the ocean take me, would it accept me? Or would it reject me like the society of this world? The ocean, like the one on my planet, was abundant with life. It was natural. Like I was natural. But like the ocean, I was surrounded by malcontents. People. Humans. They surrounded the water and harmed it despite the beauty inside. Though humans treated me badly, my body was the primary malcontent, an enemy of my natural spirit. The only difference was that humans could see the beauty of the ocean and celebrate it despite their abuse toward it, but my body prevented them from seeing the beauty in my spirit and celebrating it. They were mismatched with no hope of reconciliation.

After a yawn and stretch, I decided not to sleep on the beach and allow the ocean to taste me for consideration. With my luck and how the world was, someone might find me out here this early in the dark morning and try to harm me. They might spot the female sex I hid behind my male identity, become confused, and then violent. Despite the protests for the civil rights of negros and gay people and the long roads that led to accomplishments in those rights, many humans couldn’t handle someone like me. Someone struggling in a society assigned gender and biology.

I stood, found my balance, and gathered the large jar I carried my soaked reports in to the beach. Still the only solitary figure out here, I walked to the sand dune and the Strand that led back to my domicile.

**
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“Good morning, Rodney,” Erin Cherney said.

The most beautiful human exited her apartment which was right across from mine. She was in her early twenties. I appeared that way too but due to the way my people aged in reverse, I could be her father. Er, mother. Whatever. Just another trait that we hide from the people of this planet.

Today she wore a short, dark green mini-skirt that revealed strong, long, tan legs, and a white button shirt with a matching tie. Her attire was a mix of female and male illusion. I loved it on her. She smiled and her face, lightly made-up, brightened so hard I felt myself blush. 

“Good morning, Erin,” I said, focusing on my keys and opening the door to my apartment. I cradled a paper bag filled with two plain bagels and a small coffee from the diner down the street in one arm and the empty jar in the other. Thankfully the lid was on the jar to hide the noxious stench left behind in it. “Another early shift?”

Erin worked at the phone company as an operator. When you press zero on your phone, you might find her on the other end to help with your call. She worked various shifts and none of them were standard 9-5.

“Yeah,” she said, dumping her keys into her bag and leaning against the wall. She seemed to appreciate the support. “I hate showing up this early. Especially, when they had me working until 1 this morning.”

I left the apartment shortly after 1 AM to deliver my reports. Did she see me leave? Was she curious about where I was going? 

Erin stepped closer, leaving the support of the wall. I would be glad to catch her if she fell. A wonderful apple scent wafted off her body. I stole a glance. Her skin appeared soft and delicate. How would it feel to my fingers? How would it taste on my lips?

“That’s terrible,” I said. “Have you thought about finding another job?”

She pouted and shifted all her weight to one foot.

“Yeah, but it pays a lot more than anything I had before,” she said. “Plus, they offer all these health and retirement benefits. I never had that before. The only one that came remotely close to the same kind of pay was being a waitress but I had to smile and flirt my butt off with the male customers to squeeze any money out of them.”

Yes, it was good she left that job. Her butt was too precious.

“Terrible,” I said, opening my door and pocketing the keys into my pants, still managing to hold the breakfast bag and jar. “I could never work a job like that.”

“Your so lucky being a writer,” she said, suddenly smiling. “You make your own hours?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Bet you make a lot of money, too.”

I shrugged. I made some money but I deposited it to the Fund our group set up at the bank. At the end of every month, it’s divided equally among the writers. Some days I received a lot of money to pay my small bills and some days I struggled and sacrificed daily pleasures.

“I do all right.”

“Heard you typing a lot the last few days,” she said. “Writing another novel?”

“Yes.”

“Another science fiction story?”

“Yes.”

She smiled and shook her head.

“I wish you would tell me the name you write under,” she said. “I would love to read them. I like science fiction. Do you write anything like Philip Dick or Ursula Le Guin?”

I shifted my weight from foot to foot. If only the floor would crack open wide enough for me to escape this pleasant and, at the same time, anxiety-filled conversation. 

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“I love Le Guin the most. Sometimes she’s complex. I feel like her words are not sinking into my brain but then I reread her and things become clear. I love how she blurs gender with these alien species. Not everything is black and white in the world, you know?”

Was she trying to tell me something? Did she know how I hid my biological sex under my preferred gender? Am I slipping at hiding it?

“You okay?” she asked, touching my arm. A thin layer of black cotton between her finger and my arm. My hearts could explode in my chest. “You suddenly seem nervous. Well, more nervous than usual.”

I swallowed, trying to moisten my dry throat.

“I’m fine,” I croaked. “Um, I have a lot of work to do after breakfast.”

“I should get going, too.” She walked around me and headed down the hall to the stairs. “Have a nice day, Rodney.”

I rushed into my apartment before she turned the corner. Leaning on the closed door, I panted and closed my eyes. No, I was being paranoid. She had no idea who or what I was under my appearance. 

But, I wish she did.

**
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“At 1:20 PM yesterday, a bomb exploded in the City Hall of San Antonio, California,” the newscaster reported. “The explosive device was located in the basement of the building and decimated the entire first floor and part of the second floor of the building. At this time, officials reported 8 casualties and 23 wounded. Investigators speculate that the San Hawks are responsible for the bomb. The domestic terrorist group also claimed the bombings in San Francisco, San Diego, and San Bruno where each city’s Hall was destroyed by a bomb that resulted in many deaths and wounded people. In local news...”

I tapped the top of the small radio, setting off a small spark, and found a rock station on the AM band. Not my favorite type of music but I needed the distraction. As a Doors song dragged its appropriate funeral mood into my room, I stretched in the wooden chair. My fingers wiggled the air over my head and my bare feet pushed at the wall. Today, I decided to take a break from writing a report and instead worked on the new novel. Another science fiction that my editor at Daw sounded excited about. 

At the time, I had written twenty paperback novels stuffed in the wire racks of markets and gas stations. Even in airports, strangers had told me when they ask me to sign their books. At times, I felt flattered. At others, I felt like a liar. The novels were a mix of fiction and nonfiction. Waring alien species trying to dominate the other. One savior to bring them together or to defeat the evil empire. Even though I had met many species back home and heard many stories of others growing up, war was never involved with them. Our kind always got along with others. Not like here on Earth.

The nonfiction aspect of my fiction involved my home world and the others I experienced. Readers responded with awe when I described those locations of my past life. They claimed that they never read such description from other sci-fi writers. I suppose I should be flattered. 

Now that I think about it, maybe my stories of conflicts were nonfiction. Instead of taking from my world, I used the conflicts of Earth I experienced or reported about. Would my readers like to hear about that?

Humans desired to kill or control each other. They needed to make others do their wishes. No human could leave another human alone. And the strange part was how humans performed heinous acts to gain control in the name of freedom and love. They used long ago written documents for the justification of their violence. I never understood it. But it was not my job to understand. My job was to observe and objectively report. The elders back home reviewed the reports and decided if this planet would be good for our new home.

I wandered my one-bedroom apartment and peeped out the windows that looked out to the Strand. A slight fog hazed the air but I could still see the subtle waves crash against the shore on the other side of the asphalt strip. It was around lunchtime and many people took advantage of the warm, humid weather to walk down the street, eat fast food, and enjoy the sunshine. A lot more roller skaters today. People in bathing suits, too. 

Walking back to my desk to sneak in another few thousand words on the novel, a knock at the door stopped me in my path. I was not expecting anyone. Sometimes Erin knocked on the door to borrow a spice for a recipe. I owned a full rack of them in the kitchen. I liked to experiment and sprinkle them on my food. Cumin tasted good on a bagel with cream cheese and a healthy shake of paprika spiced up my spaghetti with butter sauce. She assumed I was a great chef. I never corrected her. Maybe, in a way, I was a great chef but for myself.

Since I saw Erin go to work six hours ago, I peeked into the hole of the door and found them standing out there instead. I wished they called but I didn’t own a phone. If I needed one, I used the payphone in front of the surf shop down the street. I took a breath, prepared myself, and opened it. 

Josephine stood a few inches taller than me and had long straight brown hair held back with a band. She appeared like a human eighteen-year-old and wore a light brown and green dress that stopped at her knees. Worn sandals covered her small, narrow feet. She reminded me of those hippie girls I saw on the news when they reported about the huge concert called Woodstock last month. The girls danced with lazy limbs and ecstatic smiles. Men and women slept in the mud and stripped off their clothes. Josephine would never do any of that but, for the sake of our mission, she would if she had to keep our disguises solid.

Andrew was the shortest of us. He was the oldest but appeared like a human in their mid-twenties. He vied away from the hippie costume and stuck with colorful button shirts and pants. His black curly hair was long but not past his neck. He recently grew a thick mustache. Stubble covered his usually smooth cheeks. Could he be growing a beard, too?

“Hello,” I said and stepped out of the way. “Come on in.”

My fellow reporters entered my apartment and headed for the couch. I closed the door and, as I walked to them, made sure my white button shirt was tucked into my black pants. 

“Can I get you a drink?” I asked.

“No, thank you,” they said.

I avoided the kitchen sharing the other side of the living room and sat in the padded chair across from the couch. Like Josephine, I crossed my legs. Unlike her, I didn’t show any leg. I hadn’t shaved my legs in years so they probably wouldn’t appear as feminine as hers.

For the next few minutes, we sat, listened to the radio, and avoided human social skills. Andrew tapped his fingers and feet but they were not in with the beat of the Jefferson Airplane song. Josephine wrung her fingers, spun the rings around the digits, and hummed, also not in time with the music. We did this often. To humans, this would seem uncomfortable, awkward, but for us, to be able to be our true selves, it was priceless. 

Like me, they were reporters and spent all day typing. They were also fiction writers with many published books and short stories to their pen names. Josephine wrote light mysteries and Andrew wrote pornography. To me, pornography was similar to science fiction. What humans did to their bodies was straight out from another planet. Not our planet and certainly not from any other planets I knew about.

“I will now have an RC cola,” Andrew said, about to stand. 

Andrew loved RC. I always kept some in my refrigerator. I motioned for him to sit back down.

“I’ll get it for you,” I said.

Without leaving the seat, using my brain, I opened the refrigerator door from across the room and took out a can of cola. It floated through the air towards Andrew. He caught it, opened it, and drank.

“Thank you,” he said.

I nodded and glanced at Josephine rocking back against the couch.

“Are you sure you don’t want something, Josephine?” I asked.

“No thank you, Rodney,” she mumbled. “Have you heard anything new from home?”

I was the assigned communicator of our group. At night while I slept, I received messages. Coincidentally, I received one two nights ago.

“Yes,” I said. “Life is still difficult, progressing in a negative direction.”

Andrew sighed in disappointment.

“No decision has been made based on the reports?” he asked.

For the last few hundred human years, reports were sent to our planet. Even though our planet was deteriorating, living here was not always perfect. Sometimes humans recognized us as a threat, diagnosed us with a human condition called schizophrenia, and locked us into places called institutions. Those reporters died there. Very few escaped. 

Also, we had to live away from our tribes and clans. After arriving here, my father passed away. The guilt of not being there for my mother rots in my center. My siblings were still up there to care for and comfort her but I was the youngest and, to my mother, the pride of her extreme joy.

“No,” I said. “A decision has not been made.”

“They should avoid this planet,” Josephine said. “It is heinous.”

Andrew and I grunted our agreement.

“Why are they so loud?” she asked.

“It’s not their voices that bother me so much,” Andrew said, “but the noises their machines make during the day. The horns on the vehicles! The sirens! It seems like every hour there’s an emergency where a police or fire trucks or ambulances screams past my apartment.”

“There have been many ambulances,” Josephine shivered.

“Did you buy those earplugs?” I asked.

“Darn it,” he said, pounding the arm of the couch. “I knew I forgot to pick something up at the market.”

“They’re not in the market,” I said. “You have to go to a pharmacy. It’s for medical usage. It’s in the same aisle as the baby supplies. The nipples and syringes and such.”

“They help block out the noises?” Josephine asked.

“Not all of them,” I said. “It cuts down their frequency and pitch. At the very least, you won’t cry from the stabbing pain in your head. I don’t.”

“You know what I saw the other day?” Andrew said, leaning forward and flapping his hands. “Some hippie was wearing stereo headphones on his head while walking down the street.”

“That’s weird,” I said. “Was he one of those abandoned people? A homeless?”

“Terrible how they treat their own kind,” Josephine said, staring at her bare toes bouncing in front of her. “No compassion at all.”

“I’m not sure if he was homeless,” Andrew said. “He was dirty with long hair and scrappy clothes. He could have been a hippie. He could also have been mentally disturbed. He was wearing those thick, cushioned headsets over his ears and the coiled wire to plug it into the stereo dangled behind him. He was far away, on the other side of the street, but I saw his lips moving like he was singing along to the music. He was alone. I was sure he was singing to music.”

“Music is probably the only thing worthy here,” Josephine said. “Sometime I can’t believe humans create something so soothing to our brains.”

“Films, too,” I said. “I love going to the cinema.”

“When I saw the headset on his ears,” Andrew said, “it started me thinking.”

Josephine and I glanced at Andrew rocking back and forth and placing his RC on the old, wood coffee table.

“What if they had such headphones for portable music?” he asked.

“That would be great,” I said. “They have a little earbud for transistor radios. A lot of old people use them at the beach while they sit on the benches.”

“I’ve seen some kids using it, too,” Andrew said. “But can you imagine being able to cover both ears from the daily noises. Even playing the music that soothes us?”

“That would look silly,” Josephine said, giggling. “You walking down the street or going into stores with a record player on your back.”

“Or a radio,” I said. “A radio could be possible since they’re small now. He would only have to change the outlet.”

“Radio is so unpredictable,” Josephine said. “I would like it better if I could play what I want. Like a record player. I could play my collection anywhere and not bother anyone.”

“Yes,” he said, leaning back on the couch, face twisting into thought. “That would look silly. I would create something smaller. Maybe take those tape machines and shrink them somehow. Make it so one can carry it in their pocket.”

Josephine and I grunted. He could do it, too. Andrew was clever with machines. He helped me lower the electrical buzz in the apartment that drove me crazy on my first night. The landlord was useless. He only stared at me as if I were an abandoned person on the street. Andrew had the same problem in his place and showed me how to insulate around the electricity where it was buzzing from. I never had a sleep issue since.

“That would be great,” Josephine said. “You should make that.”

“Even better, if the headset created a white noise.”

Andrew snapped his fingers.
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