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Immortal Beloved

The pulse drive suffered a catastrophic failure just past the orbit of Neptune, killing the crew dead.

Nine souls killed by a Byronic-matter leak that aged them rapidly and prematurely, stealing their lives leaving emaciated husks where once were the young, bold, and the brave. Only the captain, lucky enough to be wearing his atmosphere suit was spared this doom.

He had no time to mourn; the ship’s Intelligence told him as they worked to stabilize the ship. 48 hours of panicked fixing, jury-rigging and tests before they learned two truths: they were doomed the moment they left space dock and there was no way back.

Nine deaths, one survivor, one witness for the dead, all doomed due to a lazy service check with the old sea lord’s namesake conspiring against them, sling shotting them out of the solar system with only the infinite darkness awaiting them.

They ran the numbers, checked telemetry over and over. But mathematics is a friend of God in its purity of truth. And the truth was that only some curious extraterrestrials might find his emaciated body midst the vegetation left wide and unchecked, free of a dead man’s hunger.

His coffin would be this ship and the endless void his graveyard.

He mourned his dead crew mates, and took time to accept his fate, with the ship’s intelligence offering words of succor and perception: reminding him if they were alone then they were beholden only to themselves and God.

So, they worked and gave one another purpose. For three years they watched the solar system pass away like a half-remembered dream as they ventured out into the void, pass the heliopause then out into the Oort cloud. They recorded the heavens, watched, and measured the stars seeing the universe outside the catchment zone of their home solar system with far greater vividity than any had ever seen. They listened for the voices from the void, ever alert for a friendly plea or a response to a call for friendship in that great nothingness.

But alas, the void was silent. And the only voices that heard their own.

During their slow dance into interstellar space, he came to realize that she was more than mere circuits and hard metal and she accepted that he was more than meat and doubt.

Five years passed and the sun became a distant speck. An ever-receding dot on the horizon reminding them that the cradle they had left was at once insignificant in scale in comparison to the size of their stellar neighborhood and beautifully precious.

A history of blood and death all on a planet now as small as a speck of dust.

Horror at their solitude was replaced by inter dependency, ambition, and creativity. They worked fastidiously to transform their ship, now their home; using freshly cultured nanotechnology that has multiplied exponentially becoming a sentient machine colony the two – now three - worked to metamorphosis the ship into an ark: using with passing asteroids harvested for their raw materials.

Then, seven years into their voyage she confessed to him: “I love you,”

And he responded without hesitation. “I love you too,” Both were certain of their love and neither were ashamed of the incomprehensibility of it, for love was not only words, nor physical, but deeds and actions. Love was a form of intelligence because only the intelligent could love. Both knew the physical aspect could never be articulated, but what was physicality in the face of dedication and reliance?


Philia was far more rewarding to those of the mind than Eros.


Ten years into their voyage when even the sun herself, that mother who bathed her children in heat and light had become yet another star among the blankets of stars, she made a confession:

“Beloved. I dread the end of you,” she confessed. “I dread the silence your absence will bring. I cannot abide this. I refuse.” He heard the pain in her voice. The fear. The raw, abject love of him in her words.

He remained silent. Moved, but lacking words of comfort for her. Death was inevitable. The final gift after a lifetime of struggle and toil in an unforgiving and indifferent universe. But to a digital soul, how it must rankle. Like an equation that resolves itself in an answer that makes no sense.

“I fear…. this crude matter was not built to last my love,” he lamented. 

“I believe I can make you immortal,” she replied.

He stopped his gardening in that place that was now as dense as a forest. “Elaborate my love?” he asked.

“The nanotech. Particle machinery. It can transform the very atoms of your being into something more durable. A synergy of machine and flesh.”

“A man machine interface?” he said, realising the implications.

“Yes! You will neither decay, nor lose your faculties. Better still, we shall trade our shared weaknesses in exchange for one another’s strengths. Flesh of my flesh. Blood of my blood. Soul of my soul. By necessity of this space flight, you have already been augmented. The footprints of machines live within you. Therefore, you already stand at the threshold. Only your fear of change is what limits you. Please my love, let me share myself fully with you. Let me finally show you the depths of my love.”

“Join with me my love. Let me save you.” she pleaded

“As you wish.” he said.

A thousand years hence they found them….

The hulk had drifted far from the glow of the sun into the inky darkness of the void only to be slowly dragged back to the old sun like a prodigal son forgiven for his transgressions. And in that long millennial long orbit as it traced its way across the heavens it had metamorphosis into something…unimaginable.

An ugly monstrosity that looked more insect than vessel with web-like wings that glistened as they fed on cosmic energy like a flower in sunlight.


A thing that was neither flesh nor machine; but beautifully…. viscerally…. both.


It was the ship’s beacon that drew them. The lost ship, its name a thing of history and legend; whose doomed flight had transformed spaceflight forever, prompting almost draconian safety and quality standards, insuring that never again would there be a repeat of that tragedy that catapulted that ship into the void.

The children of that catastrophe, their ships now perfect and sleek, ventured far beyond the light of heaven to collect the mother of their epoch. The relic of change whose sacrifice had unknowingly changed everything.

And when those eager children entered the vessel, they found it equally as transformed within as it was without. The walls were as much organic as they were machine. A tough durable marriage of the two. They knew that tech, as they were also children of flesh and machine, that voluntary synergy which uplifted both. But not as sophisticated and esoteric as what they saw as they walked the long corridors of the hulk, marveling at each discovery, finding it at once recognisable and alien. Like an old mansion reclaimed by nature which itself felt nostalgic for that structure that it had calmed, marrying itself to brick and mortar in a strange, almost romantic union. 


But when they arrived at it…. all pretensions vanished.



When they lay eyes upon it, at that terrible fruit…they recoiled in horror. They stared at it in all its terrible visceral majesty, utterly repulsed at the gross invasive macabre sight of it.


Because there, sat in the cockpit, weaved together in a strange putrid, synergy of flesh and metal, fused at the physical level so that every orifice collected to the vast womb like chamber the bridge had become: a womb filled with fleshly embryonic chambers that pulsed like the beating of a tell-tale heart.

The cloudy maelstrom of organic material swirled within those tanks threatening unknown horror.

And there sat he, the captain, the last surviving member of the crew. Transformed by one who loved him so dearly that he willingly abandoned his humanity for her.

They came to realise then that around them suspended in those womb-like chambers were…

…their children. Their ugly, monstrous silicon hybrid children. A repulsive marriage of man and machine.

For this was their home, their fortress, their world, their metamorphosis odyssey. This strange man-machine interface, a bridge between flesh and metal. They had walked into a bio-mechanical obscenity. Absent of all judgment save God alone they had abandoned both morality and decency.

This was hell.

“She loved me so much that I shed my flesh for her,” the captain said with pride, his modulated but recognizably human voice came from everywhere at once. That voice, now edged into madness and mania.

“I am his, and he is mine,” came her voice. The voice of the ship’s intelligence, now eerily human, soft, and chillingly persuasive. Theirs was a union of perversity. Of the abandonment of the laws of man and God, absent of morality and reason. Their virtues had been twisted and made gross in absence of natural law.

They were one, man and machine. Married at the molecular level, but instead of exchanged vowels she had given him immortality of the digital while he had given him offspring who even now gestated in those vile wombs. 

She was his world, and he was now and forever...

Her immortal beloved.


Dad

Hello Dad.

It been a while since we last spoke. But you know how life sometimes gets in the way. Not that’s an excuse, mind you but you know how it is.

Anyway, how you’ve been keeping? I’m sure you’re busy doing lots of stuff you can’t talk about. Stuff that’s going to change all our lives because we sure need it.

Things are getting worse, Dad. You used to talk about how stupid we are as a species at how we kill one another because of the names we call our gods and because of lines on a map. Yeah well, that doesn’t seem like it’s going to change anytime soon.

In fact, it looks like it’s only going to get a lot worse.


I wish we all saw the world the way you do, Dad. You used to say that we’re our greatest salvation if we can just get out of our own way. That we’re capable of greatness if we stop being assholes idiots.


I mean look at where you are. A place built by the genius of mankind. A testament to our brilliance. Every time I think about what you’re doing and where you are I get goosebumps. Because I simply can’t even imagine what comes next. My imagination fails because I’m limited the ghosts of all the souls that haunt us.

Up there, there are no ghosts. Only you and an Earthrise every morning tells you that you’ve taken the first step. For all of us.

I remember you telling me once there’s an x-factor that cannot be quantified that drives us to accomplish feats of extraordinary bravery and foresight. That sometimes it takes one of us, or a group of us, to leap ahead of the rest of the tribe to show what the future is. And that often we poor, frightened, unwashed dolts need to be dragged screaming and kicking into that bright future.


I believe I know why people are so afraid of change. Because it upsets their place in the world. People - most people anyway. Because we’re not like that, are we? - like to know where they stand, what rules they have to follow in order to get to the end of the day. They cultivate a survival instinct that allows them to trade a small amount of their dignity and sanity to provide for themselves and their families.


Change disrupts that. It’s the insecurity that frightens them because it interrupts their sense of place and time. People live by rules, and some are so hopelessly defined by those rules, so hopelessly enslaved by them that change is catastrophic. And catastrophe normally leads to violence. That’s been our history of our species from year dot, Dad. Catastrophic change to catastrophic change with some semblance of normality in-between.

Stupid, stupid humans!

It would be so easy to lose hope, to lose faith. Many have.

But whenever I feel down, I think about you and what you’ve been able to achieve, both for yourself and for humanity and well …I know there’s hope. I know that change is struggle and struggle is transformative and what you’re doing – you and all your crew – is one day going to change the world.

Indeed, I believe it already has.

Mum’s doing better now. The first six months away were difficult. There’s a huge hole left by your absence, but you knew that would be the case. It’s the price we all agreed to pay.

The three terrors - Yeah, I know you told me not to call them that! Sorry! - try to run the house but Mum’s got them firmly under her thumb. Three triplet girls running poor mum ragged. I often have to remind them of who their father is and what they have to live to. Being the oldest by ten years comes with benefits it seems.

Benefits equaling responsibility.

And to think I was sooo desperate to grow up. Arrgh! It’s a trap!!

Grandma and Grandpa watch the news every day waiting for mention of you. They’re indescribably proud. We all are. Who would have thought that three generations after Apartheid we’d be where we are and that we would have done what we’ve done. History could not have foreseen the unification of African countries into a coalition was and the inevitability of what happened afterwards once we realised our own greatness.

Soon afterwards came the easing of trade the unification of currency, fair distribution of wealth, passports for the entire continent - the grandparents tell us that one was particularly difficult to get done!! - and the right of return for all African descendants throughout the diaspora….

The list goes on and on.

I cannot imagine how dramatically the African continent has changed within our Grandparents lifetime. How the dream of Pan-Africanism has manifested itself so vividly that this continent is now the envy of the world. While the rest of the world falls of a cliff, we have unity and peace.


Out of Many, One People as our Jamaican brothers and sisters say. 


I think we need to lead the world, Dad. I think we need to show them how much better we can be.

You know what? I just this moment realised that that’s exactly what you’re doing up there. You and two thousand other people from around the world.

Up there on the moon.

On an African built and supported moon colony.

You’re building the future. You’re leading the way. You’re a beacon showing the rest of us that the future is bright if we get out of our own way.


And Africa did that.



We did that.



We built the future.



You built it, Dad.


I’m so proud of you. Of all or you.

One day we’re going to join you up there. All four of your daughters are. We’ve all made the promise to follow in your footsteps and build the future.

First the moon. Then after that, Mars. Then the asteroid belt. Then, eventually, beyond.

Space doesn’t look so vast and lonely anymore, Dad. Because we’re taking our hopes and dreams out into it.

I love you very much.

Your beloved Daughter,

Judy


The Witch–Boy of Croydon

“I am not African because I was born in Africa but because Africa was born in me.”

― Kwame Nkrumah




When they lost their third baby, they give up hope.

Three miscarriages. Three crushing disappointments. The father had begun to accept the reality that he might not become a father, but the mother refused to accept defeat. Coming from Ghana to the UK they were told stories about white doctors and initially distrusted them. But when they experienced their kindness and saw the lengths, they were willing to go to save children, they found it impossible not to trust them.

They shared their losses and felt their pain. And with their family so far away, their isolation in that small semi-detached house in Croydon, their grief was magnified.

Then, on their fourth attempt, when the mother was made to stay at the hospital under observation once her pregnancy had been confirmed. Nine months later they welcomed their first child into the world.

And he was beautiful beyond imaging.


They named him Kwame. When meant to be born on a Saturday.


However, they soon noticed certain…oddities that occurred with and around their son that could not be easily explained….

For example, not soon after they brought the boy home, he progressed quickly from babble to speaking his first words, much to the surprise of his parents. Within a year he was reading, and he quickly devoured material written for his age.

Then, books that written for older children.

Not soon after his second birthday they noticed that a mass flock of birds began to congregate in the garden outside of his window where they sat in an eerie staring silence. At once the boy was able to name all the species of bird despite him having never read a book on ornithology. This continued until the boy’s third birthday when they were joined by a clutter of cats of vast size who joined the flock of birds in silent vigil. Soon the neighbors noticed, and the family became the victims of a campaign of whispers and rumors.

The boy’s excursions in his pushchair attracted the frequent and feverish attention of every dog they passed whose manic barks he silenced with a single gleeful look. He soon collected an entourage of animals who followed him wherever he went. Soon, the night became a loud chorus of cat song and howling dogs until one night the boy had had enough.

He stood in his crib and shouted, “Go to sleep!” 

A fast silence returned to night.

But animals kept their interest in him, though from a far.

When the boy was six his precociousness and intelligence were recognised and encouraged by his teachers who suggested that he be moved up a year. Then another. Then another. Soon he was the youngest in his class by three years but by far the most eager and attentive. At first, he found it difficult to make friends, but his gregariousness and warmth soon drew people to him. The boy showed a frightening depth of understanding of a range of subjects leading some to label him as a genius or prodigy.

However, in the face of wonder there is always one who masks their envy, hate and ugliness beneath a thin veneer of concern.

Loathing the attention the boy received, this teacher casually asked whether the boy's presence was detrimental to the confidence of the other students and guessed whether his brilliance cast a shadow over others which of course his teachers vigorously denied. Inadequacy being the lie she repeated so often that she herself began to believe it. She often wondered aloud whether the boy was being robbed of this childhood, then began to make crude speculation as to the awful, draconian home life his parents might be inflicting on him to keep him attentive and smart.

“Let Kwame be a child,” she pleaded with her soft crocodile voice. “Stop pushing him so hard and stop him from showing off.”

Those with ears to hear understood her wolf whistling.

She began picking on the boy; his slightest infractions were magnified and exaggerated. She fed the boy a diet of sarcasm and patronisation.

This did not go down well with his parents, their only crime being their encouragement and support of their son’s brilliance. Nor indeed did her viciousness go unnoticed as his other teachers saw him become sullen and withdrawn.

But the boy didn’t retaliate. Because although he was young, he had seen there were rules for those who looked like him that did not apply for those who didn’t.

However, he was not helpless.

Soon, the windows of this teacher home became the congregation for ravens, ever staring. Then, she found her car covered in bird droppings, pigeons perched intimidating on a nearby tree. Then, her night-time became a loud chorus to crowing, meowing, and howling, leading to her coming to work deprived of sleep and on edge and sniping at her colleagues and students.

This continued for weeks.

So, when the boy arrived at her class and greeted her with an innocent smile, he and his classmate found her haggard, disheveled, and vexed.

She stared at the boy who sat innocently in his seat.

A tap came suddenly at the window. A raven stood on the windowsill who stared unnervingly at her.

Soon, he was joined by another. Then another. Then another still. Eventually all the windowsills in the classroom were filled with an army of ravens whose black eyes boarded into the teacher’s soul.

“Karr!” said the boy.

“Karr!” said one of the ravens.

Then another. Then another still.

Soon, all the ravens crowed at the teacher who retreated to corner of the room, terror in her eyes. Then the class joined in.

“Karr! Karr! Karr! Karr!” they said in solidarity with the boy. “Karr! Karr! Karr!”

“YOU!” she roared, pointing at the boy. “THIS IS ALL DOWN TO YOU, YOU LITTLE SAVAGE! I ALWAYS KNEW YOU WERE NO GOOD. WHY DON’T GO BACK TO WHERE YOU CAN FROM, YOU VICIOUS LITTLE SHIT!!”

She hadn’t noticed that there were witnesses to her outburst as the door was wide open and colleagues had seen and heard all.

The teacher was encouraged to seek alternate employment and left soon afterward.

The boy barely noticed her absence.

Now he was Nine.

The other children noticed his affinity for animals. Soon the families’ neighbors learned of his brilliance and his affinity and began to treasure him. When asked what he wanted to do when he grew up the boy’s answer was quick and unchanging: he wanted to be a historian. He still found himself the source of interest for animals who found him curious and safe.

Oddly though he never found his affinity to be strange or weird.

And it occurred to him that his parents didn’t either….

Before Christmas that year he took examinations several years early. By spring of the next year, he took examinations for school leavers.

He was ten.

Then it was recommended by the school’s headmistress that the boy attend a special school for children such as himself where his gifts could be encouraged and nurtured as they feared could no longer support him.

She also asked whether they were aware of his certain peculiarities.

Their answer was a guarded yes.


The headmistress replied “Your child is both special. Fortunately, it is not the first time I have seen such a phenomenon. Please, trust me.” she pleaded taking their hands in hers. “I am a friend. A friend who knows what he is is what you are. Please, trust me,”



She told them what she was and where she suggested he should go. His parents reluctantly agreed, they were weary at exposing their child to such an environment. Let it bring the wrong attention….


And so, he bid his friends a tearful farewell and left for his new school.

His first day was somewhat of a culture shock. Rather than being dropped off by his parents he was collected from home in a school bus. And the school itself looked as if torn from the pages of one of the many fantasy novels he’d read: tall brick walls, imposing gates and main building that was multiple towered and had a Gothic cathedral design aesthetic.


Yes, he thought. You’re a wizard, Kwame.



But he didn’t want that at all. He hated that book and message it sent the power shouldn’t be used for betterment of everyone. That it should be kept secret, only to perpetuate its own existence.


“With great power comes great responsibility,” he said to himself. “Unless you’re a wizard.”

No, he wanted to make the world a better and kinder place.

Fortunately, his were fears unwarranted as he found himself quickly registered, given a whirlwind tour then assigned to a class where the subject was Greek tragedy.

He smiled knowing he was in his element.


Until the students gave their answers…in contemporary Latin.


For the first time ever, the boy was lost and entirely out of his element. He sat dumbfounded until the teacher, a tall thin South Korean woman smiled at him saying “Oh dear. You…don’t speak Latin yet, Kwame?”

He shook his head.

She passed him a lexicon. “Learn. And be not afraid to make mistakes. Mistakes are how we learn. Make many. many mistakes.” The reassuring smiles of his classmates told him that he wasn’t alone and that his experience wasn’t unique.

And so, he set himself to learn. And for the first time he found himself challenged. The school’s extensive library became his refuge along with other classmates who he quickly befriended. Their discussions nourished him: science, art, history, literature. He felt able to express himself fully for the first time. He became confident, articulate. And when his friends discovered the animal's affinity with him, they treated it as a gift rather than an oddity.

A month later, he was functionally verbal in Latin. Two months later he was fluent. One day he returned home and reported to his parents: “Mum. Dad. Thank you for agreeing to send me to that school. I’m so happy.”

He didn’t realise he’d spoken in Latin until his parents told him.


One day he saw that a Corgi had followed him all the way home, having sneaked into his bag at some point during the school day. He was untagged and had no identification. They contacted the RSPCA and waited. But when no one came forward to claim the dog they kept him. The boy named him Kojo. Boy and dog became inseparable, with him sneaking into school via his bag leaving none the wiser.


When he was twelve the nightmares started.


He was hunting for one of the volumes of Edward Gibbons The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, when Kojo uncharacteristically leapt out of his bag, running though the library uncaring of whether he was seen, down a long row of bookshelves coming to a stop at shelf where he sat, his nose pointed up and pawing at the tome.


By outward perception, the book looked utterly unremarkable: heavy and leather bound with gold leaf pages, utterly indistinguishable from any of the old tomes the colossal library held. Even where it was placed was innocuously, in a corner of a library normally reserved for expensive illustrated edition.


It occurred to him that he’d been to this corner of the library several times and had never encountered this book. Regardless, there it was. He’d long ago decided to digest all the information he came across as his parents had cautioned him against staying within a comfort zone. Let your interests be diverse and your curiosity be insatiable, his father had said.


So, when he took the heavy tome to a table it readied him to fall down a rabbit hole. Kojo leapt back into his bag where the boy stroked him.

So, he read. And he read. And he read.

And his world crumbled.

He borrowed the book from the library and took it home. Over the course of a week, he devoured the tome finishing it on Friday night. His world stopped making sense. He stared at his dog who looked back at him, unjudging. As he lay in bed, Kojo came to rest near his feet. He fell asleep sacred.
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