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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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Recent Awards 


	Ranked #20 “Fish List of Indie Lit Mags 2026”

	
Rated “Top Lit Mag Editor(s) 2025” by Chill Subs 

	
Rated “Most Popular Fiction Magazine 2024” by Chill Subs 

	
Rated “Top 10 LitMag of 2023, 2024” by Chill Subs


	
Rated #1 “The Very Best Literary Magazine” by Ranker


	
Rated Top 50 “Fiction” on Substack
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From the Editor
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IS FREEDOM OF SPEECH for all speech, or only the speech you agree with? If there is any impermissible speech, aren’t you saying all speech is conditional to your subjective opinion?

Likewise with the dignity of others. Do all people have an inalienable right to their life and to be treated with respect and dignity? If we say even one person doesn’t deserve those rights unconditionally, aren’t we saying being treated with dignity is subject to the subjective opinion of their human value? Am I only required to treat fairly those that don’t spit on me?

And yet, we can all think of at least one person the world would be (or would have been) better without. A person of vileness, viciousness, and horror. The irredeemable worst of the worst who, in their hollowness, wants to see the world burn.

The problem is, once we pick even one expendable person, we are overlaying our subjective value system. To the KKK, MLK was the worst of the worst. The only difference between me and the KKK is I know I’m right, and they’re wrong. But, of course, they would argue the opposite and be just as sure.

There is an African proverb, “Until the lion learns to write, every story will glorify the hunter.” Sometimes I wonder if our shared history that gives us our shared value systems is just the story of the victor. And yet, in my heart, I swear I know right from wrong. Like, I suppose, everyone else who disagrees with me. So, now what? I honestly have no idea.
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Lisa Fox

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: None
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MOMMY SAYS I LIVE IN a magic room. 

All it takes is a tap of my finger, and poof! Whatever I’m thinking about becomes real. If I want to build a raceway for my toy cars, TAP! It’s there. Stretch the lanes out to make it a great big highway? Easy peasy.

Mommy says it’s like dreaming, but better.

And boy, do I dream. About cars, mostly. Race cars and sports cars, sedans, even minivans! I have die-cast cars, plastic cars, Matchbox cars, and model cars on shelves that almost touch the ceiling. I thought it’d be cool to build a car elevator to reach the ones at the tippy top. So, I closed my eyes and touched the wall and, ta-da, there it was.

My room is cool like that.

Mommy says my mind is special; that I’m a special little boy. 

But she hasn’t been here in a while. She doesn’t answer when I call for her. 

I sure hope Mommy didn’t go on a business trip like Daddy. I’m still waiting for him to come back so we can play with the yellow Lamborghini I keep on my dresser. It’s his favorite.

I miss Mommy. 

I’m too big to be scared, but I can’t help it.

* * *
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MARJORIE WILLIAMS COULDN’T stop staring at Dr. Kepler’s ears. His image glitched in the videoconferencing system they were using to discuss a clause in her mother’s will—Kepler to elaborate on the technical aspects; her attorney, Allen Gleason, to ensure the details were legally sound. Those ears morphed from normal to potato-like to balls of fuzz resembling the earmuffs her daughter, Daisy, wore in winter. Balancing the five-year-old on her lap, Marjorie attempted to focus on the scientific mumbo-jargon the neuroscientist spewed from halfway around the world. 

“Mama, when is this gonna be over?” Daisy asked. 

Marjorie plopped the girl onto the worn living room rug, unchanged since her own childhood, when this house was once her home. It still had that same desperate, neglected feeling as it did the day she’d left—like a withering vine clinging to brick.

“Soon, baby.”

“Can I go play with Joey?”

Marjorie’s breath caught with a jolt.

“That little boy in Grandma’s special portal,” Daisy prattled on, “he said next time we’d play with his truck, and—”

“Absolutely not.” Marjorie pulled her lips into a thin line, attempting to staunch her rising furor. A year prior, her mother had guilted Marjorie into “meeting her only grandchild,” and against her better judgment, she’d allowed Daisy one visit—one!—with the understanding they’d only spend time together in the real world. 

Mother’s definition of “real” vastly differed from Marjorie’s.

“Play with your tablet while Mama does her conference call.” 

Dr. Kepler smiled, the convoluted video flickering across his mouth. Teeth, no teeth, pixelating lips. Technology at its finest. 

“Your mother’s contract with INC Technologies has been extended multiple times. We continued the experiment at her request, in exchange for data on your brother’s vitals.” Kepler paused. “The subject has resided in VirtuSpace longer than any other human.”

Marjorie glowered; her mother would come back from the dead to haunt anyone who referred to her brother as a subject.

Gleason cleared his throat and leaned toward the camera. “Marjorie, as executor of your mother’s estate, you have legal authority over her dependents and assets. Definitions established in the contract with INC Technologies classify your brother—known as Experiment 0978—as an asset. You have full power to determine his future.”

The future. The past. The present. What did it matter to a being who was considered nothing more than a number; whose existence straddled the boundaries of reality? Was he a person? Did his soul still live somewhere in that virtual cocoon, or was it an illusion augmented by the artificial intelligence pumping life into his mind? It built while it extracted—breathing adaptable code in, exhaling data out. 

Marjorie had spent most of her childhood grieving the brother she’d lost; her teen years pining for the father who’d abandoned them and the mother so obsessed with the “experiment” that she’d seemingly forgotten Marjorie’s existence in the living, tangible world. She’d learned to navigate those pain chasms in her life, some days tiptoeing around them, other days leaping across. Yet, now the familiar floorboards of her childhood home creaked beneath her, and she was left to play God. 

Against her own free will.

* * *
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VROOM! VROOM! MY MCLAREN F1 die-cast is the coolest. The motor sounds like a lion roaring all around my room. I think I’ll make a race. McLaren F1 against all the Formula Ones in my closet. Boy, will that be a fun matchup! Gotta get to work if I want the track to be ready for them to go, go, go!

I hope that little girl will come back and play with me. Her name is Daisy, like the flower. She liked my monster truck and Mommy promised to take us to the VirtuPark so we could ride in it. 

Mommy hasn’t taken me to the VirtuPark in a long time. 

Another little girl used to play with me, too, but Mommy said she moved away. Her avatar had blond hair just like Daisy. She liked my McLaren F1 the best. 

Maybe Mommy went to pick up Daddy from his business trip. I would like that very much. 

* * *
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“MAMA, VIDEO’S DONE!” Daisy climbed onto Marjorie and waved into the laptop’s camera, making funny faces. 

“Hello, Daisy,” Dr. Kepler said. “You look just like your uncle when I first met him.”

“Dr. Kepler...” Marjorie warned.

Daisy raised her eyebrows. “I don’t have any uncle, mister.” She wriggled in her mother’s lap. “Who are these people, Mama?”

“It’s grown-up stuff, Daisy.” Marjorie tapped at the tablet again. “Go, play some games.”

Daisy shrugged. Tablet in hand, she scampered across the room and plopped cross-legged against a worn denim couch. 

“Parenthood is the world’s most challenging job. Which is why I decided to get a PhD in artificial intelligence and oversee hybrids instead. So much easier.” Kepler laughed at his own joke.

Marjorie shook her head. Gleason furrowed his eyebrows.

“I’ve reviewed the terms of the current contract,” Gleason said. “My client wishes to better understand the implications of her decision on the—”

Kepler spoke over him. “The impact on the subject is quite simple. Should you decide to extend the experiment—as your mother had—nothing changes. Joseph’s mind will continue residing within his room, and the algorithm will support his need for mental stimulation. You will have unlimited access to the portal, which will remain open in perpetuity—or until the software is no longer supported. Of course, there is the matter of relocating his body should you choose to sell your mother’s house.”

Marjorie nodded. Selling Mother’s house was a top priority—it was nothing more than a casket of empty memories.

“Now, of course, there is the issue of companionship.” Kepler retrieved a handkerchief and blew his nose loudly, without muting himself. “Your mother spent ninety percent of her waking hours in the portal with your brother from the time we connected him to the network after his accident...”

Shuddering, Marjorie closed her eyes to blot that image she’d obscured for so long. Her eight-year-old brother broken on the pavement. Blood—so much blood. The soapbox racer he and Dad built together flattened under the wheel of a sedan. Her mother shrieking in her bathrobe, barefoot, on the street. That breathless, this-isn’t-real heat—searing, crushing like a vise. 

“...would be fascinating to see the impact of solitude on his cerebral growth. He’s aged one and a half mental years since initiation, but that was with intense nurturing.” Kepler wiped his nose again, an oddly wistful grin emerging beneath his handkerchief. “Would but the daisy wilt with adequate water, but without sunlight?”

Gleason smirked. “Rather poetic for a man of science.”

Marjorie observed Daisy, intent on the tablet, and wondered what it would be like if her daughter were trapped in some contraption—playing alone without anyone to talk to, save for someone checking in once a day, once every other day, no better than the world’s most irresponsible pet sitter. 
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