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​ Achilles Thornbottom's first Adventure

Achilles Thornbottom was ten years old. He
was a very ordinary boy.

He sat in his computer chair
all day, and slept in it all night. It rubbed his legs, so he only
really had to get up to go to the bathroom. His
best friend's chair made it so you didn't even have to get up to do
that.

But they cost a lot.
Besides, Mom said it wasn't good for your body to never get up at
all.

When Achilles got hungry, he
told the computer what he wanted to eat. It opened a little door
next to him and out popped food. It was pretty good food, but he
didn't notice it too much. He only cared about games.

Achilles liked to play games
more than anything.

Everything was a game. All
his friends were on the games. School was a bunch of games: math
games, reading games, coding games. Mom and Dad worked making
games. When Achilles was a baby, two or so, Mom and Dad bought him
his first computer chair.

Achilles listened to special
memory tapes he was asleep. Once he woke up and heard them. They
sounded like rain.

In the games, there were
animals and birds and the sun and the rain. He had never seen any
of those in the real.

He wanted to.

One day, Achilles woke up
early. The chair moved as he stretched. It turned to let him get up
to walk to the bathroom.

Mom said their house was the
usual size. They had a living room, where Mom and Dad and his
sister Helen still lay asleep in their chairs. There was the
bathroom and the shower. The place where you put your dirty clothes
in and new ones came out. The little cleanbot that cleaned.

Their walls were gray. He
never really noticed them before.

Past everything, off in its
own area, there stood the Door.

Achilles had never seen the
Door open. Dad said once, when Achilles was really little, they all
went out of the Door when it was time for Helen to be born. A
hospital truck came right up to the Door, Dad said, so they
wouldn't have to go Outside. Then the three of them came right
back.

Achilles didn't remember
that too well, just how the funny carebot hummed. He did remember
the little bed Helen slept in until she was big enough for her
chair.

The Door had a normal Door
latch, just like in the games.

The sign read: "Warning:
this Door goes Outside. You enter at your own risk."

All games were like
that.

He opened it.

There was a very bright
light, warm on his face. After a moment he saw colors, green and
yellow and blue, and the air smelled good.

Achilles closed the Door
behind him. Bots moved around, doing whatever they did. Down the
gray metal ramp, the ground was soft and green and brown.

He raised his hands and took
a big breath. He was Outside!

He jumped up and down, ran
around on the grass, lay down on it. Looked up into the sky.

A bird! A real bird!

He chased it, and it flew
away, just like in the games.

It was even better than he
imagined. He wanted to stay Outside forever.

Achilles was hungry, though,
so he went back in and closed the Door.

After he ate, Achilles sat
looking at his computer.

He didn't feel like playing
a game. Inside wasn't as fun anymore.
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​ A close call

Its eyes glowed red as they fell upon the
child.

She continued on happily,
unaware of her danger.

His wings folded tightly as
he dived, razor sharp claws extended. Farther and farther he
fell.

Closer the red eyes came to
its prey.

The child heard the
creatures growl. She turned in horror, shrieked, and ran.

Swooping down, he snatched
her from the ground as the predator leaped, its eyes matching its
bloody teeth as they snapped on empty air.

"Olygaar," the child said,
relieved. "Thank you for saving me."

His claws curled around her
soft skin. "My princess, I am ever here to protect you."
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​ A dry farewell

Dora Kafeet leaned on the cracked wall with a
sigh. She'd been searching through this heap of rubble around her
father's grave for hours. Her feet ached almost as much as her back
did.

She scanned the map that had
come with the letter. Then she peered at the hills and landmarks
around her. The wind came down from the mountain, blowing her hair
into her face as she turned towards the city.

The right place. But where
was the box?

Or was this a joke?

She moved out of the wind
behind a broken wall, staring at his grave. Why had Dad bought the
entire mountain? Why had he insisted on being buried in the center
of a ruin?

Would she ever understand
him?

Although it was too windy
for her tastes, this place did have a nice view. You could see the
whole city from here — the star-port and everything.

Dora faced the mountain,
brushing hair from her eyes. Maybe she was wasting her time
here.

Tucking the map under her
arm, she opened the letter again. It had been sent to her six years
earlier by her father's lawyer, ten years to the day after her
father's death.

My dear little Dora,

All the years you were with me,
you never understood. You went out into the wide world, looking on
me and your mother as weak and despicable, pitying her care of me
through my long illness. I forgive you that. But I wanted to give
you something that might help you at last understand.

The box lies at the location on
the map, at the time indicated. Farewell.

It was an interesting take
on the truth.

Mom hated Dad. She'd
despised him, feared him. Dora never learned what hold they had on
each other, but watching them taught her what she didn't want from
her life.

Since childhood, Mom had
punished Dora — well out of Dad's view — for treating her father
with any sort of respect or love or care. And for all his money,
her father had kept Dora by his side by fear, not love.

It took decades for Dora to
see it, but when she did, she left. And for that, he'd disowned
her. She'd had to file a lawsuit even to run her business, because
he'd used his money and power to block it at every turn.

But when she finally won,
Dora didn't gloat.

Dad was right: she pitied
him.

A man who treated others the
way he did was weak, pathetic, despicable — even though in life
he'd owned the land that stretched as far as anyone might see.

Administrative Court was the
last time she'd seen him. She didn't bother going to the
funeral.

Dora frowned, as she had
each time she read the letter. What in the world could "at the time
indicated" mean?

Dad was a cold, ruthless
man, in spite of his illness — or she liked to think, because of it
— but he was no criminal.

Or was he?

She shrugged, though no one
was there to see it. Perhaps on his deathbed, he didn't care about
breaking temporal law.

But would he dare do it?

Surely not.

The most likely answer — now
that she'd made sure the thing hadn't been simply left here — was
that someone had been paid to meet her.

Which meant that they were
late. There was only one road to this place, and it was as empty as
it'd been when she arrived.

Her friends had warned her
not to go alone. There wasn't any signal up on that mountain. What
if someone waited there to harm her?

She thought that unlikely.
Dad had the power and sixteen years since his death to do her harm,
if he'd really wanted to. And who would loiter in this cold,
forsaken place?

The real question, the one
which had most bothered her over the past six years was: why had
she even considered coming here? This box most likely contained
some journal full of justifications for his actions.

She'd gone back and forth
about it hundreds of times. Whole therapy sessions had been about
this one question.

Did she owe her father
anything at all? Would anything inside be worth it? Or should she
just leave the box to rot in this ruin with the rest of him?

But curiosity drew her. And
need.

Business was difficult since
the war, now that men had to farm. There wasn't enough grain, never
enough flour. And that made it a challenge to produce her
bread.

It'd been a mistake to give
the bots so much power.

An orange glow, off to her
left.

Her aches vanished. Heart
pounding, she clambered over the crumbling stone bench and squatted
next to the box.

It seemed a simple box,
about the size one might use for jewelry. It didn't radiate any
heat — just a fierce glow, as though it was on fire.

Her stomach turned. Dad had
violated temporal law!

Her heart felt like it was
racing, and her hands shook. What should she do?

The box's glow began
fading.

Dora didn't know how long
the thing would sit there. If no one opened it, would it disappear?
She'd never know what lay inside.

It was from her father.
Could it possibly be anything good?

But what if it was? What if
he'd felt ashamed of how he'd treated her, wanted to make amends?
She might be passing up on her last chance to get some kind of
closure. To get what she deserved. If not an apology, maybe at
least something valuable enough to sell.

The box stopped glowing. It
was just a brown wooden box.

Somehow, that made her feel
better.

She opened it.

Pain seared through her body
as she fell back, horrified and afraid. She gasped, knife-like
agony tearing through her chest with each breath. Black smoke
billowed from the open box, taken down the mountain by a gust of
wind.

A single sheet fluttered
out, landed beside her.

With a trembling hand, Dora
picked it up, even that simple movement horribly painful.

Dora,

I knew you would never be able to
stay away.

Now you understand.

May your life and the rest of
humanity's be as long as mine.

I die content. Happy, in the
knowledge that this painful plague will follow the winds to our
largest city, and from there to the galaxy. Not killing, only
giving this hateful uncaring universe a mere taste of the torment
I've suffered.

Welcome to hell.

Dora's eyes blurred, her
breath rasping, and she struggled to rise. The enormity of her
father's hatred for life itself made her weep. Had he really
condemned the world to share in his suffering? Or was this some
sick joke he only played on her?

In either case, she had the
truth.

All she wanted was to go
home. To forget she'd ever been here.

Sobbing in pain and grief,
she stumbled down the rocky ruined slope to her truck. On the side,
it read: Pandora's Bread, a surprise in every box.

Despite her misery, she gave
a brief, bitter smile at the irony, then coughing racked her
body.

She climbed into her truck,
every effort torture, collapsing into the seat as the door
slammed.

It was a beautiful view: the
city sprawled below.

Dora could hear the screams
from here. Smoke rose at several places in the landscape.

Home, or what was left of
it.

Some things, she thought, it
was better not to understand.
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​ A ghostly lover

I suppose my Mr. Bennett thinks I dote on my
father too much.

I visit my father's grave
daily, and lay fresh flowers when the former ones wither. But I do
not go to visit my father so much as Mr. Avery, my dear husband's
late friend.
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