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Exclusive to the Expanded Edition

  Voices from the Story

			Step into the characters’ shoes with Q&A following each story. 

Afterward: Sincerely, the Future

			Transforming dystopia’s dead ends into a hopeful vision begins on a podcast in the future called Empathy Today.
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Four stories in this collection received Honorable Mentions in the international Writers of the Future Contest, including one Silver Honorable Mention, proof there is a market and appetite for fiction that imagines possibilities, not dystopia. 










Stories & Characters

Sheets to the Sun 

			A boy seeking his place in a world before the flood. His choices will shape our future—and his civilization will become one of our greatest myths.
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Screen Blind 

			In a future society where a rare genetic disorder blocks people from using computers, a teenage girl discovers life beyond screens in a remote Andean village.
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An Unremembered Time 



			The original version of Screen Blind, retold through a sword-and-sorcery frame. Feel free to skip the parts that make you feel like you remember the unremembered time.
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The Whispering Cave 

			A vision of a positive future told through the eyes of a girl who finds a pen pal across time. Will they ever meet in real life?
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The Frog in the Sock 

			A whimsical tale of a Sydney professor and his team chasing fusion power—while hallucinating about Gandhi and Shiva disco dancing.
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Introduction

			The Rise of Dystopianism

			Since the early 2000s, dystopian fiction has skyrocketed in popularity, especially in YA markets. While dystopianism offers catharsis and caution, it can also normalize despair and make collapse feel inevitable. Positive Futurism counters this trend by offering hope as a technology and empathy as a form of problem-solving.

			
Goodreads (2012) 

			Reported dystopian fiction ‘more popular than it has been in more than 50 years.’

			
The New Yorker (2017) 

			Described the 2010s as the ‘Golden Age of Dystopian Fiction.’

			
Bowker/PW Coverage 

			Adults made up a major share of YA buyers during the dystopian boom.

			
Hunger Games Effect 

			The 2008–2010 series ignited a YA dystopia wave; new prequels continue to spike interest (2025).

			Positive Futurism 

			Positive Futurism is one of the newest branches of speculative fiction and one of the few that dares to imagine positive futures. Positive Futurism includes Solarpunk, Eco-futurism and Hopepunk among other genres which are, at their heart, hopeful, but not utopian.

			Most science fiction is dystopian and pulp fiction is driven by conflict. Writers are taught that’s what sells. But those tropes are so common, they have become cliché.

			Writers (and readers) have options. 

			Positive Futurism stands out because reflects possibility instead of despair. Stories are actively propelled by inspiration and connection, not passively “driven” by conflict, as if conflict were a story’s chauffeur. Positive Futurism blends mythic fantasy with science and technology, flavored with wonder and awe. 

			Common themes in this volume of internationally recognized stories include coming-of-age young love, eco-friendly urban landscapes, and responsible use of technology — solarpunk with less grit. I write this way because I want to read stories like this. 

			Speculative fiction that doesn’t stop at “The End.”

			These stories are designed not only to be read, but to be entered — with characters you can meet, question, and imagine in your own world. Every story closes with an invitation: step beyond the page and into a conversation with its characters. It’s a way to bring them — and their world — to life. Ask them questions, imagine their answers.

			Why? Because my one hope for this book is simple: that these stories help spread the word about an overlooked genre — Positive Futurism — and spark readers to imagine futures worth living.



	
	





			Sheets to the Sun
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			I
Fire Without Heat

			All sheets to the sun!” Captain Desovian bellowed with enough force to power the vessel. “Turn her into the wind! Telescope the masts!”

			“That wind’ll blow us off the edge of the world, Captain!”

			“Saints willing.”

			“You heard the order!” First Mate Kruge said. “Put your spines into it, you jellyfish!”

			A series of cranks tripled the height of the masts until the metal spars pierced the clouds. The crew deployed the wind catchers. The gold sun catchers ascended the masts, but remained furled. 

			The solar sailing ship Ave Mariner was crippled, cocooned without the sun in a stew of stagnant fog. A strong wind blew above the clouds, wind they desperately needed to catch.

			The moody horizon had just given birth to a black silhouette, a warship. Broad in the hull and razor-sharp at the keel, the only sail she raised was a plume of black smoke. With the wind catchers alone driving the Ave Mariner, the best she could do was match their speed.

			Desovian looked to the heavens. “Pray for sun, Kruge.”

			“Afraid I’m not on speaking terms with any saints, Captain.”

			“Then it’s a good time to make your peace.”

			The cabin boy peeked his head above deck. “Heard the commotion ... Oh, tally-ho. Are we going to attack them?”

			“No.”

			“Are they going to attack us?”

			“No! Get back below. This is no place for you!” Desovian’s glare was the final word and Corin scuffled down the latter.

			For hours, the Ave Mariner played cat-and-mouse with the black frigate, and duck and weave through the icebergs. More of both appeared every year. The sea formed ice as fast as the sky could melt it, and the result was an unremitting fog. The coastlines were changing shape. Older maps and seasoned sailors no longer knew the way to shore. Bomb cyclones and nor’easters walloped the coasts. After every storm, the invaders would come, raiding settlements as they tried to rebuild. The barbarians took plunder like it belonged to them and captives to own. Desovian rubbed his smooth head, trying to buff out the worry.

			This wasn’t looking good. The warship was closing. The colossal figurehead carved into the bow was the only part of her not midnight black. The effigy was polished gold, untarnished by the saltwater. It had the head of a bearded man with exaggerated locks of curly hair. His barrel-chested torso held the ship’s triple-pronged spar, projecting it from the prow like a trident.

			Desovian tried to keep calm. That was the way of the Linniae. 

			“I can’t let them take my ship, Kruge.”

			“Aye, sir. I say we ram ‘em into a ‘berg.”

			“No. What about all that equipment we’re delivering to the Army Corps of Engineers?”

			“You want to pick a fight with girders and rivets? Should I find some sticks and stones to throw?”

			“No. Fire. Fire!”

			“At this range?”

			“No, we make fire! Fire without heat.”

			Let the armchair philosophers stuff their emotions. A captain’s heart needed to burn. “All sheets to the sun!” Desovian repeated the order.

			“What sun?”

			“We’re going to make some.” 
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			They descended into the cargo hold with crowbars blazing. 

			“How long do we have, Kruge?”

			“The rate they’re gaining? An hour. Maybe less.”

			Desovian began stripping wooden crates of their lids.

			“Let’s get these cracked open! All of them!”

			“This ain’t our property, Captain.”

			“Then I claim the right of salvage. This all’s ending up at the bottom of the sea, like as not. We’re looking for propellers, mirrors and firebulbs. It’s all on the manifest. Start at that end.”

			Corin was behind them. “What can I do?”

			“I told you say out of the way!”

			“I’m right where you told me to be.”

			“Fine. Read through that manifest and figure out what crates have what.”

			“I ... I can’t read.”

			“Get over here then, hurry up! Look through those!”

			There were at least fifty crates. Corin pulled out a large spool of copper wire. “Need this for anything?” 

			Desovian snatched it from him. “Yes, yes! We do.”
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			Fire without Heat 

			(for emergency use only aboard a solar sailing ship)

			Directions:

			Mount propellers atop masts.

			(Propellers to be used as turbines)

			Connect turbines to copper wiring.

			Connect copper wiring to light-emitting firebulbs.

			(5,000 lumens or greater)

			Align concave mirrors to concentrate 

			lumens at solar sails.

			Strands of insulated copper climbed the rigging like vines. It was a jimmy-make-do job, but it was all the time they had. The smell of soot from the black warship was already heavy on the air.

			Corin watched Desovian give the jury-rigging a last-minute once-over. His catawampus contrivance was so haphazardly wired it would either blow to ship to smithereens, or do nothing at all. The least likely outcome was for it to work.

			“All hands, make ready!”

			Stray wires dangled to and fro. Corin snatched a stripped end from water pooling on the deck and quickly wrapped it around a crossbeam on the mizzen-mast. The ratio of voltage to saltwater seemed about even. Their odds were far less. Maybe sea captains and electricity shouldn’t mix.

			Desovian threw the switch.

			The firebulbs began to blaze. No one knew not to look. The mirrors focused the light on the sails and into sailors’ eyes, kindling the solar-voltaic fabric.

			The Ave Mariner churned up the waves. Sea foam splashed over the bulwarks. At full speed, she could do an end run around the black warship.

			“Opa! Opa! Huzzah!” rang out among the crew in a tailspin from despair to exaltation. The ululation continued; they had a fighting chance. Mother Nature heard them and offered a helping hand. 

			“Eye of the fog hard’a starboard!” the coxswain called. Beams of sun split the clouds at sharp angles. The Ice Sea was like that, islands of clear blue sky appearing and disappearing without warning.

			“Cut the waves!” Desovian ordered.

			They had a clear escape route. The Ave Mariner sprinted into sunlight, where the nautical and solar sails captured the full force of nature. 

			As soon as the sun caught the canvas, Corin cut the power to Desovian’s deathtrap.

			“Put the horizon between us!” the captain ordered. It was an ancient tactic that hadn’t fooled sailors in centuries, but the crews manning the black frigates were a different breed.

			The Mariner was lucky. She crossed over the horizon. The warship broke off pursuit, her billowing cloud of ash the last remnant to sink below the curvature of the Earth.

			The deception was convincing, especially inside a vortex of perfect visibility. From their perspective, the raiders saw their prey fall off the face of the Earth. Those monkey-minds thought the world was flat. Their brains were small, after all.

			They looked different, too — broad-shouldered, thick skulls, pale skin, hairy. But it was their behavior that really set them apart. Desovian’s people, the Linniae, spat curses at them and one particularly vile slur: Hu-men.

			“Back to the underworld with you!” Kruge slapped his captain on the back and raised his fist, leading the crew in a cheer.

			“You’ve earned your supper today, boys!” Desovian said. He squeegeed sweat and salt water from his slippery blue brow as fog consumed the Ave Mariner once more.

			“Let’s get this junk created back up,” he said. “Electricity is black magic.”

			“And be gentle with it, boys,” said Kruge. “It don’t belong to us.”

			II
Eyes of the Sky

			Tension was high as the crewmen took their meal.

			“It’s said they perform foot binding on their women.”

			“And genital mutilation on their boys. They call it circumcision.”

			“It’s said they use coal for fuel!”

			Desovian hadn’t heard that one, but it would explain the smoke billowing from their ships. Still, it was hearsay.

			“Hear me now!” Desovian said. “There’s no place for speciesism. A hundred years ago, our people claimed we were a superior species to the Kneeling Talls, said their hunched backs and hairy faces were the devil’s doing. Now it’s the same bigoted beliefs about these Novus Sapiens!”

			The Kneeling Talls had evolved from tree-dwelling ancestors. Fur like brown moss grew all over their bodies.

			Captain Desovian’s people evolved from the sea and looked like aquatic apes. The Linniae had translucent, sea-green skin. Ribbons of color, their lifelines, swirled beneath the surface. 

			Only a few decades back, a new species of hominids appeared from beyond the frozen ocean. No one who saw them up close lived to tell the tale.

			“This is different. These sapiens are aggressive,” the cook said, brandishing his butcher’s knife through the serving window. He nearly scalped the scullion. Corin cleared out as the cook sharpened his words on the knife. “I tell you they’re downright Hu-men!”

			The word hissed around the table.

			“Mind your manners!” the captain said. “We won’t be using that word on this ship.” He took a deep breath. “But you’re right, Chef. I’ve seen things through my long lens I couldn’t believe — a sailor taking fifty lashes from a whip with nine tails. But in your great granddaddy’s time, it would have been the same for you, challenging your captain!”

			The room laughed nervously, softer than the sound of the sea.

			“Lucky for you lot, we evolved. The Novus Sapiens will too. Mutual respect. We are wiser together.”

			“Together,” the first mate echoed, raising his mug.

			The dining hall spoke with one voice, “Together.”
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			The voyage to the capital city would take four more days. It chafed Desovian to think how many hours they lost today. He would arrive late for the conference.

			Kruge staggered on deck around middle night to relieve himself overboard. “Glad your new recruit is here to take the night watch, cap’n. I feel better already” — said in a breath of relief as he buttoned up — “knowing e’s here to protect us from falling stars. Why’d you bring a pipsqueak aboard, anyway?”

			Desovian folded his arms across his chest, watching the boy at the prow. “Don’t you remember your first time at sea, Kruge?”

			“I was younger’n him, and had no time for woolgathering like a halfwit.” He lifting a flask to his lips. “His father’s a halfwit, so they say.”

			“Show some respect!” No one spoke about the accident that had disabled his father’s body and mind. Desovian likewise didn’t inquire after the contents of the ruby-red trunks he delivered to them.

			“I respect that if I didn’t get my work done at his age, I’d get no supper,” Kruge said. “My mother spread her legs at sea, I was born at sea, and I’ll die at sea. I curse the saints for it.” 

			The lifelines beneath Kruge’s skin were ash gray, and he wore them like scars.

			“But what about in between? Don’t you ever look up and wonder?”

			“What’s there to wonder about?” Kruge cleared his throat, drawing his chest back like a slingshot, and expelled over the water. “I’ll suckle a titty of whisky while scientists pollute the world with promises.” 

			Kruge was lewd and a sponge for drink, but loyal as an ox, so Desovian dismissed the comment. “Goodnight, Kruge.”

			“Cap’n, speaking of science, if you don’ mind me saying, the engineer corps ain’t building no bridges with what all equipment’s down there.”

			“No, they’re not. But like you said, it’s not our property, so it’s not our problem. Goodnight, Kruge. That’s an order.”

			Kruge attempted a salute, and grumbled off. “Box of tricks you ask me. Let the stars fall. Saints curse us.”

			Desovian walked towards the prow. He needed to have a chit-chat talk with the cabin mouse. He knew more than he should.
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			The fog had dispersed by nightfall, and Corin stood still as a centurion. The flowing curtain of light in the sky was calming, and kept his stomach from rising and falling with the deck. His lunch and dinner were already in the sea.

			“The celestial aurora,” Desovian said.

			“I’m waiting for Io to rise.”

			“The aurora not good enough for you? Used to see it only a few times a year. Now it can lead a blind man to shore.” Desovian pulled out his pocket compass. “Useless as a whirligig.”

			“What changed?”

			“Scientists can’t explain it. Night sky’s changing, sea’s changing. Some say it’s their fault. Science didn’t exist a hundred years ago. That’s about when the changes started. Scientists used to be known as wize ones, remember that?”

			“You mean wizards,” Corin said, “because they study the ways of nature.” 

			“Studying is one thing,” Desovian said. “Using magic is another.”

			“Wizards say magic doesn’t exist. Besides, you wouldn’t have solar sails without science.”

			“Not all technology is black magic, just the kind that manipulate the laws of nature. Mark me, many more changes are coming.”

			“Because the ice age is melting?” Corin asked. “Do you think black magic is causing that?”

			“Some say it is.”

			“Does that mean the world is going to end?”

			“That’s worse than believing in magic! It’s fear and superstition, all this talk about the end of days. Who filled your head with that hogswallop?”

			 “A scientist.”

			 “A scientist? In our little backwater? Are you daft like your old man?” Desovian took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“I’m used to it.”

			“Doesn’t make it right.”

			“No, but that’s the way it is.”

			“Then it’s our duty to change that,” the captain said. 

			Corin always noticed Desovian’s long gaze at his father when he delivered their shipments. His father hobbled around in tattered clothes, hunchbacked, and rarely spoke to anyone other than his son. Corin thought the captain pitied his father like everyone else. Maybe that wasn’t it.

			“Corin, I saw you take that wire out of the brine.”

			Corin shrunk.

			“You’re not in trouble. If I didn’t know what you were doing, you’d be getting a tongue lashing right now — if we weren’t all fried food on the mermaid buffet. But, Corin, how did you know we needed that spool of copper in the first place?”

			“The ball of wire? I didn’t know what it was called, I just found it.”

			Desovian gave him a sidelong glance but decided to let it go. Corin couldn’t have known. He couldn’t even read.

			“Look,” Desovian pointed. Twin halos brightened the horizon. “The sky’s about to open her eyes. Both moons at the same time. That’s unusual.”

			“Is there going to be an eclipse?”

			“Just our luck. Io’s a bad omen as it is. On Luna, the man in the moon always faces Earth. He keeps the tides constant. He keeps count of the days. Not Io. She brings chaos.”

			“But she’s beautiful.”

			As Io rose, the curtains of the aurora folded around her, painting their brightest colors in her quarter of the sky.

			“Beautiful? You think that upchuck from your gut was tasty, too? You can thank her for that. She wreaks havoc on the sea.”

			Io pirouetted across the sky, her face constantly changing, like a jester’s mask. Sometimes, Corin thought, she even seemed to wobble. No luck seeing his first eclipse, and only an astronomer could prophesy when the golden moon would return. The captain was right about one thing, though: As Io grew dim, the seas grew calm, and so did Corin’s stomach.
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			Sleep was a spiteful companion for Desovian, as she was most nights. Was it was pity that made him take the boy aboard? It was tragic when a father couldn’t pass down a trade to his son. How did Ptaloc get by, let alone raise Corin? 

			Desovian had a soft spot for the boy who he had seen growing up every time he passed through Sealtown. He wanted to help if he could. He also had selfish reasons for taking Corin under his wing. It was the recurring nightmares — the curse.

			His thoughts snapped to the battle he fought over and over in his mind. Not the one with the Mers, but what happened in the tavern afterward.

			The captain swashbuckled across tabletops with steel-toed boots that could have nailed down the floorboards, making sure to avoid the woman sitting alone in back. 

			“Our hull beat like a drum. Their tails slapped our keel. A dozen Mers leaped from the sea, skin clear as glass, leaving nothing of their twisted intestines to the imagination.”

			So what if he embellished to a roomful of eager ears?

			“My first mate was impaled with a serrated tail, and a hideous mer-woman slurped his entrails like an oyster.”

			“Stand up, Kruge!” the woman in back shouted. “Make a liar of this braggart.”

			A man staggered to his feet with the support of his table. “If my cap’n says that’s how it happened, that’s how it happened. I’m alive and kickin’, better or worse. But be at sea long enough, anyone’s bound to lose an entrail or two.”

			The tavern filled with laughter. Desovian saluted his first mate. “Mers were making their way to the bridge, but I couldn’t let that happen. She was my ship, and I was her captain!”

			The crowd cheered him on. “Huzzah, huzzah, huzzah!”

			“I hacked them down, cut through them one by one ‘till my lance was flung from my hand!” Desovian thrust, and his flagon sloshed.

			“Could never hold your drink neither!” 

			“Unarmed, I rushed headlong like a battering ram into a sailor’s dozen of them!”

			“Why’s this bravado go all soft in the bedroom, then?” 

			Mauritania stole the tavern’s attention. God take her! Their quarrel wasn’t about what happened in the bedroom, but what didn’t — children. 

			“How many men among us would bring a new life into the world?” Desovian asked one and all.

			Voices rumbled and heads shook the room like an earthquake. 

			“You’re all cowards!” Mauritania said. “You kowtow to superstition! Let the rapture come for all it matters!” She lowered her voice and started to tremble. “Devi, we still have our lives to live. A family is the mark of a brave man, not running off to chase sea serpents.”

			Desovian was out of rebukes. The fight was as worn as old leather.

			“I curse you!” his wife said for all to hear. “I curse you to live at the bottom of the sea!”

			That night, she left him for a new life. 

			Years too late, Desovian realized she might be right. Her curse had come to pass. Lying awake aboard the Ave Mariner, he waited for the night terrors to return, the ones that made him consent when Corin pleaded to come aboard.

			“How would your da get by without you?” Desovian argued at first.

			“It was his idea.”

			“But you’re just a boy.”

			“Would it be different if I were a girl?”

			“You have an answer for everything.”

			What drove Desovian mad wasn’t that the world would end but if it did, he would have no family, no children. He would die alone. Corin needed a trade, and maybe the boy could break his curse.

			Sleep strapped him into a weighted straightjacket and Desovian dropped like an anchor to the bottom of the sea. In the darkness, he paced back-and-forth along the murky depths all night long, each and every night.

			III
Syzygy

			Morning opened its eye, dabbing golden flecks on choppy waves. Glass towers grew out of the horizon, their needlepoint peaks crocheting the clouds. Solar-voltaic flags rose over terraced gardens on the upper stories.
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			Glassblowers instead of masons must have built Tarctica City, Corin thought. He and Captain Desovian disembarked the Ave Mariner at a port teeming with activity. They walked past fishmongers and merchants bedazzling buyers with silks and other treasures only the affluent could afford. A row of seaside bistros made Corin’s mouth water after four days of porridge and salted seal. The clientele luxuriated on chaise lounges under heat lamps, enjoying tapas and aperitifs.

			“They don’t have a care in the world,” Corin said.

			“Bon vivants,” Desovian spat the term of privilege like a curse. “Takes a lot of work to get so blasé.”

			Away from the harbor, Corin heard a commotion.

			“The city breaks out in riots and it’s devil-may-care to them. Let’s get going. I’m already late for the assembly and I have to drop you off first.”

			“I can take care of myself.”

			“Can you? Then your other option is to work with the crew. Mark me, they’ll be three sheets to the wind by noon.” Desovian picked up the pace. “Your choice.”

			Corin scuffled to catch up.
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			Around midday, they arrived on foot at the inn. The long building resembled a ship built on solid ground, transparent walls curved slightly outward. Four geodesic domes sat in a courtyard out front.
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			Humid air rushed them as they entered the inn, a strong contrast to the bite of early spring. Desovian introduced Corin to the gray-haired woman behind the counter. “This is Filina. Mind your manners while I’m gone, or it’s back to the floating gulag with you.”

			Filina’s opaque skin said she was not Linniae. She walked more upright than the average Kneeling Tall, and she shaved her face. Hair grew from the top of her head. “I’m about to make lunch. Are you hungry, Corin?”

			“I’m sure the food’s a good deal better, so stay out of trouble,” Desovian said.

			Lunch was a vegetarian dish prepared with exotic spice. 

			“What is this place?” Corin asked. “And why does it look like a big boat?” His tongue was still on fire.

			“We designed it that way,” Filina said. “It lets us harvest rainwater, recycle our wastewater, and grow all of our own food. My husband and I built it. It’s called a grounded ark.”

			“Do a lot of people stay here?”

			“This is the capital. We get lots of travelers, many different species. Enough questions now. Go have fun. The afternoon is all yours.”

			Corin took the hint. He wouldn’t want anyone interrogating him, either. The guilt of not being honest with Captain Desovian was eating at him.

			He wandered out of the grounded ark in a fog of several sleepless nights. His curiosity led him to the domes. The walls were made of triangular panes nested together — upside-down, right-side-up, side-by-side, row-by-row. It made him dizzy.

			A rainforest bloomed inside. No one back home could even imagine a conservatory on this scale. A persimmon tree proved too much of a temptation.

			“Hey!”

			Corin jumped. A girl about his age stood in the entrance. 

			“I, I —”

			“Is that your name?” 

			She cut across the labyrinth, picked a handful of persimmons, and gave him some. “We have to share.” 

			Corin couldn’t place her accent. Her skin was the hue of amber, and she stood a head shorter than him.

			“Is your father here for the conference?”

			“He’s not my pa.”

			“I take it that’s a yes. Good. So’s my mom. That means we have to put up with each other all week. Think we’ll get along?”

			She held out her hand but Corin didn’t know what to do with it. Her skin was textured with pores.

			The girl laughed. “Hold out your hand, goose!”

			He did, all three fingers, slick as an eel. 

			She shook it up and down. “Nice to meet you. I’m Corina.”

			“I’m Corin.”

			“Wow, that’s quite the syzygy.”

			They scrutinized each other like identical twins meeting for the first time. Crimson freckles decorated her cheekbones below the eyes. She wore short hair on top of her head, buzzed even shorter on the sides. 

			She giggled and looked away. “Okay, okay, you win.”

			Corin had a blank face.

			“The staring contest. You win. No? Not even a smile? Oh, I forgot about the whole emotional pride thing your people do.”

			“Sometimes our lifelines glow,” Corin said. “But it’s really embarrassing.”

			“I bet. I wouldn’t want anyone seeing right though me.”

			Corin would be glowing with modesty if he had any lifelines, but they hadn’t found their color yet. He was still naked as a guppy. He needed to change the subject. “What’s a scissor-gee, anyway?”

			“Siz-uh-gee. Complete and total alignment. It’s a word from the First Language. Ever seen an eclipse?”

			“I’ve heard about them.”

			“Every eclipse is a syzygy. A triple alignment. Earth-moon-sun. It’s the same when events in life overlap. Both of us. Same place, same time, same name. That’s no coincidence.”

			She sounded so confident, like a teacher in a classroom. “How do you know all that?”

			“Mom’s a scientist.”

			“Really? I mean—” Was it okay to tell her? He was far from home, so Corin blurted out, “My pa’s a scientist. No one is supposed to know.”

			“See? Syzygy,” Corina said. “They don’t surprise me anymore. So, what should we do today? I want to watch the protests. Want to come?”

			“What are they protesting?”

			“Science.”

			IV
Façade

			They walked through the city toward downtown. Linniae and Kneeling Talls sauntered side-by-side. Vibrant dyes made parkas a fashion statement. Corina fit right in. But no one back home in Sealtown would own anything so hoity. Corin wore a caribou skin.

			The last time he’d been in the capital city was a decade ago, when he was five. The scent of junipers was a pleasant memory. Evergreens lined every street. What Corin didn’t remember were all the buildings that rose to vertigo-inducing heights. Most were stained glass. 

			Tribes of cold-weather marmosets leaped between tree limbs, and a family of black-and-white birds waddled by.

			“Tuxedo birds,” Corin said.

			“Puffins.”

			“You have strange names for things. Where’s your accent from, anyway?”

			“Not Tarctica.”

			“So you’re Stralian.”

			“No.”

			He laughed. “Now who’s being a goose? There’s only two continents.” 

			“I’m afraid there’s a few more than that.”

			“How many?”

			“Don’t they teach you that in school?”

			“The rest of the world is ice.” Corin knew that for a fact.

			“Not at the equator.”

			“Where?”

			“Someone should really have a talk with your teacher. The equator is the middle of the Earth.”

			“The Earth is round. There is no middle.”

			“Relative to where the sun hits. Equal days and nights all year round.”

			Corin stared at her, considering her perspective. “Oh, where the silver string goes.”

			“Huh?”

			“Pa’s making a model. We use firebulbs for the planets. They hang from strings tied around the equ... equal—”

			“Equator. He’s making an orrery?”

			“Uh, sure, that.”

			“That’s neat!” She skipped on her heals in front of him. “Do you want to know what my favorite subject is? Archaeology! Want to know something peculiar?” 

			“How could I say no? I’d burst your bubble.” 

			“The Earth has been in an ice age for fifteen thousand years.”

			“I know that. Some people say it’s melting.”

			“Oh goose, everyone knows it’s melting. But did you know there was an advanced civilization before the ice age? That’s where the First Language comes from.”

			“Who says?”

			“We discovered frozen cities buried deep under the ice.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“We even found ancient DNA—human DNA. But there’s something even weirder.”

			“Now I know you’re making it up.”

			“Am not, cross my heart. Do know what a paradox is? If you say a-pair-of-ducks, I’ll whack you.”

			Shouting erupted nearby, demanding their attention. A mob had gathered at the base of a tower.

			“A pop-up protest,” Corina said. “The Real Life movement. This has been going on all week. It’s because of the conference. Let’s get closer, but we better keep our distance.”
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			“Not the Klein Tower!”

			The structure the protesters gathered around wasn’t a building as much as a modern art installation, although it held its own against the height of the city’s sky-risers.

			“I’ve been wanting to go, but it’s been closed for repairs since my mom and I got here. At least Real Life cares about people not getting hurt. They wouldn’t be here it was swarming with tourists.”

			The tower’s curved surfaces had a mirror finish. It stood on four stationary legs that arched above an esplanade at street level. That gave the mob plenty of room to swarm. 

			Above, the tower twisted into a double helix. The two helixes were in motion, spiraling around each other like waves, sometimes overlapping and seeming to pass through one other. 

			“It’s an optical illusion,” Corin said. “It looks like it’s fluid.”

			She laughed. “I know, right? But it’s not an illusion. The helixes have stairwells for tourists to see the proof with their own eyes. The way the walls pass through each other is nothing short of magic.”
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			Just watching the staircases gave Corin vertigo. “And you wanted to climb those? You’d plummet to your death.”

			“No, goose! The stairs use sonic levitation, and you can’t fall off because of centripetal force.”

			“So, it’s like a hundred-story Möbius strip?”

			“Exactly. Klein designed a fluid façade just to prove he could. It’s meant to be an homage to the wonders of technology. Real Life loves irony.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re about to find out.”

			A mob now completely surrounded the tower. An eight-foot Kneeling Tall walked up to the ad-hoc podium erected in the esplanade. “Tell me!”

			No one could hear him. So, he climbed the podium like a stepladder, standing at least twelve feet tall. He pumped his fists even higher, “Tell me!”

			The crowd went quiet. 

			“What is this world technology has forced on us? Tell me! What do we want?”

			“Real Life!”

			“How do we get it?”

			“Turn it off!”

			“The modern world is a façade!”

			The crowd screamed.

			“Technology will bring peace? Purpose? Joie de vivre? We say no to the witchcraft that controls us. We’re better off with tech turned off! To technology, we say—”

			“Turn it off!”

			“To sonic levitation—”

			“Better off!”

			“High voltage—”

			“Turn it off!”

			“Crystal fusion—”

			“Better off!”

			“Yet we are not against science! We are only against scientism that ignores the law of cause-and-effect! We won’t let tech bring the world to an end!”

			The crowd was riled up. Rocks began to fly at the mirrored sides of the tower.

			“Turn it off! Better off!

			Turn it off! Better off!”

			“Heathens!” Corina shouted at the top of her lungs. 

			Corin jumped. “Are you alright?” Didn’t she have any self-respect? Emotional outbursts were for seedy places like brothels and beer houses. Then again, the mob wasn’t exactly showing self-restraint, either.

			“I’m fine. They just really peeve-heeve me!”

			“Then why did you want to come?”

			“I just had to see it with my own eyes. They’re hypocrites! Their so-called messiah was a scientist who preached against technology. But she practiced medicine! Then they turned on her for being a witch doctor!”

			“She was an alchemist, actually.”

			“Great. Nothing worse than an alchemist. Wait, how do you know?”

			Finally, something Corin knew that she didn’t. Of course he couldn’t tell her how he knew. Too many secrets. Scientists against technology were rare, but his father was one of them.

			The thunder of sonic compressions saved Corin from having to lie. The authorities had arrived, forcing the mob back with directed sonic bursts that created a tsunami of air waves. Some of the brawny Kneeling Talls stood fast, continuing to heave stones and medicine balls at the glass tower. Their arms were slingshots. 

			Someone in the mob threw the first stone that broke through the glass façade, and soon a whole volley of meteors pockmarked the sides, like craters on the moon.

			Broken glass showered the street like a thunderstorm. Something looked unusual about how the fracture lines encircled the curved surface, like an army of marching ants.

			Corina called it a fluid façade. “Corina, are you telling me the whole installation is made from a single pane of glass? No metal supports?”

			“A Klein tower bends the laws of physics. It can’t be built with solid materials, not even normal glass. It’s called empty glass. Its molecules actually pass through each other, and that’s just as stable as it sounds.”

			“Which means...?”

			“Which means it’s frequently closed for structural renovations.”

			The impact craters were forming a ring above the arched legs, right at the base of the spire. Screams of terror layered over shouts of victory and chanting.

			“We have to go! Run!” Corina shouted. 

			The narrow building-lined streets were a snare. She took Corin’s hand. “Up there!”

			They bounded up a staircase built into the side of a hill, taking the steps two by two. At the top, a squeaky swing set suddenly went silent.

			They turned just in time to see the Klein Tower fall out of the clouds, shattering over rooftops, shards of glass the size of houses javelining in every direction. The four-legged foundation stood alone, amputated above the arches.

			“Cro-Magnons!” she cursed. Corina thrust her chest forward and pounded her fists. 

			Her face was beet-red. Her temper scared him. “Corina, it’s going to be okay. We’re fine.”

			She raised her hand to keep him from coming any closer, taking long, deep breaths. “What about when they attack a solar power station? Or the waterworks? This tech-topia of ours is fragile! Don’t they know that? And who builds a tower out of silver glass? Sticks and stones will blow everything down.”

			“I think you just proved their point.”

			V
Real Life

			A rush of memories flooded Desovian at the first sight of her. He felt affection in the gentle arch of her back, tenderness from the amber stripes curlicueing her body. Females envied skin as translucent as hers to show off their inner stripes. But why was she working security at the conference?

			“Devi,” Mauritania said, smiling as he approached the checkpoint. She looked peaceful, serene. The Mauritania he knew was usually floundering like a fish washed ashore. 

			“You almost look happy,” he said.

			“I’m making my peace.”

			That was the latest in-vogue cliché. “Well then, peace be with you.”

			“You look sharp, Devi. But you’re late.”

			The captain wore full dress attire, orange ceremonial silk robes, lance at his hip, and high hopes for the day’s proceedings.

			“Unavoidable. We had an encounter at sea.”

			“More Mers?”

			Desovian rubbed the top of his head.

			“If you keep polishing your pate, you’ll blanch it. I was teasing. Same old thin skin?”

			Males, on the other hand, were admired for thick skin, nearly opaque. “We encountered a black warship.”

			“The Hu-men,” Mauritania said. “Well, you missed all the fireworks this morning. The opening session was cancelled. Threats from the Real Life Community.”

			“It’s a peace conference,” he said. “What are they protesting?”

			“Oh, Devi, don’t be so rosy. That kind of talk could get you branded a humanitarian. The conference isn’t about peace, it’s a declaration of war against the Hu-men.”

			“Have they gone mad? Have the diplomats returned?”

			“They were never sent.”

			If that was true, it would explain the cargo in those crates. All that tech wasn’t for any civilian projects. It was materiel. Black magic for black warfare.

			Mauritania lowered her voice and leaned in, “Listen. The Real Life Community has radically altered the political landscape. They’re gaining major support. There’s solid evidence for their claims about technology.”

			Real Lifers had turned their campaign into a cult, demanding the immediate ban of all technology, and the return to an energy-neutral society — no artificial energy production of any kind — what they called real life. The members Desovian had met walked around in a trance and had the conviction of religious zealots. 

			“What evidence exactly?”

			“Want to whole laundry list?”

			“Just an example.”

			“Thermal induction directly correlates with the summer ice melt.”

			“That’s not a new theory. What else?”

			“Crystal fusion is collapsing Earth’s magnetic field.”

			“That got my attention. Where’s the proof?”

			“You can see it with your own eyes. The aurora.”

			Desovian’s smile vanished. “Maybe so.”

			“Either way, the powers that be need to re-direct people’s attention. The world’s coming to an end,” Mauritania said. “It has to be someone’s fault. Looks like the Hu-men are taking the fall.”

			“The world is not coming to an end!” Desovian had to get in there and talk sense to anyone who would listen.

			“Devi, since it’s officially a peace conference, you’ll have to surrender your weapon. I’m sorry.”

			“Not your fault.”

			“Devi,” she called after him as he walked down the corridor. “I wanted to tell you that you were right. Children are a bad idea. You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to, well, lift the hex I put on you.”

			“Where’s this coming from?”

			“Just making my peace.”

			Her gaze was intense, but it felt like she was looking right through him, at something off in the distance. Making my peace. Before the world comes to an end? So, that’s where the expression came from. Mauritania had converted to Real Life.
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			The conference commenced under a crystal dome preening its architectural splendor over their heads. An amphitheater of delegates listened to reports from two continents about raiding parties in coal-fired warships. Desovian heard conjecture, speculation and hate speech interbreeding with a few facts. The species in question was referred to as sub-hominids and half-breeds. He felt ashamed of his own prejudice, stereotypes like barrel-chested and monkey-minds.

			“We must join forces against the Hu-man horde!” Eight- and nine-foot Kneeling Talls kicked off a standing ovation. Thousands applauded and rattled the rotunda. The gavel fell on day one.

			Desovian walked back to the inn through the dingy South Bottoms, the underbelly of the city. He needed to remind himself where he came from, to keep his perspective. Chimneys towered over squat red-brick buildings, blocking out the sun. The average death toll in the plasma furnaces was a dozen men like his father every week. 

			The laborers who survived another day were home for the night, but Desovian wasn’t alone on the cobblestone streets. In the shadows, furtive movements caught the corner of his eye. His hand instinctively went to the hilt of his lance. He had street smarts long before sea legs.
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			A streetlight buzzed to life like a swarm of bees, unnerving a nest of rats who scampered out of the garbage. Desovian toppled the steel trash can and ran.

			He kept a brisk pace, but shouldn’t have been so quick to presume he outwitted the shadow. It vanished for awhile, but he caught another whiff just before reaching the grounded ark. It belonged to a woman. Slender, tall, graceful, and a scent of perfume. She held back, never attacked, but now she knew where he was staying. She vanished like a breath of wind.

			VI
Music of the Spheres

			Corin floated on cloud nine, rocking on the front porch swing. Seeing the protest paled in comparison to spending the whole day with Corina. He knew his feelings were unhealthy — especially ones for a hothead like her. 

			Corin stopped swinging when Desovian walked up the gravel path. The look of trepidation the captain wore like a uniform snapped Corin’s attention back to his duty. This trip to the capital was his chance to prove himself to his pa. 

			Son of a cripple. Worthless half-wit. “Does your father grunt and drool for his gruel, boy?” Corin endured the insults with stoic grit. He was sworn to keep Pa’s secrets.

			“Do you remember when I told you about the alchemist?” his pa had asked just before sending him off.

			Vividly. That’s how he was crippled.

			Ptaloc was the foreman at a sonic quarry. Vibrations far below the normal range of hearing could levitate boulders over a hundred tons by changing their mass.

			When the field was active, it deadened almost all sound in the pit. Crews excavated crystal used for an experimental new technology that promised unlimited energy. 

			Even then, Ptaloc worried about the unforeseen consequences. With unlimited energy, nothing would keep technology in check. It would grow exponentially, and come to dominate every aspect of life.

			The morning was gray, but the clouds weren’t threatening. The sonic field spanned the width of the quarry from rim to rim. Some called it the Trampoline because it gave the boulders buoyancy. Laborers were still needed to push them. Standing behind the boulder on the steep quarry road, three large Linniae rolled it uphill. 

			“I want hazard pay for this boondoggle bullsh—”

			“Shut it! They’ll dock us all if you can’t keep up!”

			“Go easy on him, ya? My first week was hell, too. Takes a light touch. Light as a feather, that’s what they say. Now push, you sissy fish, push!” 

			The first flashes of lightning were far off on the horizon, but Ptaloc couldn’t see them. The first rumble of thunder was in the distant hills, but Ptaloc couldn’t hear it. The foreman oversaw the work from below, watching the crystal inch toward the rim. Only a few more seconds and it would be on level ground.

			Water drizzled down. That Ptaloc saw. Wind blew. That Ptaloc felt.

			Quarryman feared one force of nature above all: lightning. Only precise frequencies of infrasound created weightlessness, and arcs of electric current from the sky caused spikes in amplitude.

			“Get it over the rim! Get it off the Trampoline!” Ptaloc’s voice was barely audible beneath the sound-dampening field.

			He looked up the narrow, steep road, the only way out of the pit. A dozen men walked along the switchbacks.

			A baritone of thunder shot veins of light through the sky.

			The invisible field shimmered long enough to be seen, then gave an ear-piercing peal, and gravity reclaimed the boulder.

			Sound howled back into the pit, the wailing of three men suddenly snuffed out by the crushing weight of the stone. It bounded over some switchbacks, pinned men on others. Ptaloc only had one chance, and a split second to decide. He threw himself off the quarry road into the lowest rung of the pit. The boulder slammed to a standstill, shaking the earth, and the men left alive stood frozen in silence as the storm raged.

			“I was paralyzed from the neck down,” Ptaloc, an old man now, told his son. “They sent for an alchemist of anatomy who was renown for her healing abilities. She knelt at my side. I only saw her from the corner of my eye. Scars carved her face down to the bone. I begged her not to save me. Even if I wasn’t paralyzed, I was sure I’d be crippled.

			‘You must live,’ she said. ‘Healing you is only the beginning.’

			“I’ll never forget her voice, like shoveling gravel. She called it neural surgery, performed by her mind. No one could explain how she did it.”

			His father sat up in his bearskin chair and reached for water. “Can you imagine being trapped inside your body? The ultimate life sentence. That’s what the alchemist saved me from.”

			“So life in Sealtown isn’t so bad?” Corin asked.

			Ptaloc gave a gruff harrumph. “You got that deadpan from your ma, boy. It ain’t even good for fryin’ fish. Sealtown was her idea of irony.

			“The accident in the quarry was years before I met your mother. The alchemist claimed reviving me was a miracle, and it gave her a reputation as a faith healer. People flocked to her Revivals in droves. She saved lives that medical technology couldn’t, and she drew crowds in the thousands. But that wasn’t good enough for her.” Ptaloc laughed. “She wanted people to worship her.”

			“She’s a cult leader?” Corin asked.

			“She’s an evangelist. But her movement took on a life of its own. Some say her followers murdered her. Others think she’s hiding on the glacial frontier. There’s a witch hunt for her to this day. But I’ll tell you a secret. Do you want to know where her power comes from?”

			“Where?”

			“Got your attention now, eh? There’s nothing miraculous about it. Her power comes from deep underground, in the hills beyond Tarctica. That’s where you’ll find her.”

			“Me?”

			“I need you to go back to the capital city.”

			“Not me!”

			“The merchant ship is coming through Sealtown this week. When it leaves, it leaves with you aboard.”
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			Corin was going to make his father proud. It would mean another sleepless night, but he could do it. Meeting Corina made him feel like he didn’t need any sleep at all, maybe ever again. 

			At dinner, Corin secreted food away in his pockets, then packed a satchel with water and blankets. He left a note on the front desk and snuck out before midnight. 

			As he pushed open the glass door, he welcomed the cold air after being inside the muggy ark. A hand tightened on his forearm. He froze without making a sound.

			Corina smiled. “Where are you going?” She was wearing a backpack, same as him.

			“Why do you keep sneaking up on me? What about you?”

			In the distance, a nocturnal call. “I’m hunting owls,” she said.

			Corin stared at her.

			“Agghh! Don’t you Linniae ever laugh? Never mind. Follow me. I know the way.”

			“Where?”

			“The same place you’re going. To see the messiah. Come on!”
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			The landscape in the countryside was breathtaking. Cold, snow-covered, but beautiful and alive with the sound of night birds on the icy plains. In the distance, silhouettes of hills rose under the curtains of the aurora.

			Both moons were out. Io was just an fingernail, but she sprawled across a quarter of the southern sky. The aurora cradled her from above and below.

			“She looks bigger all the time,” Corin said. “People back home say it’s my imagination.”

			“You must come from a pretty isolated place.” 

			“Isolated? We have more seals than people.”

			“It’s not your imagination.”

			Io climbed, displaying all of her phases in a matter of hours before beginning to fade. She didn’t set like the blue moon. She deflated like a balloon, shrinking to a pinprick of light the size of a star.

			“Earth throws her like a boomerang,” Corina said. “Gravity catches her, then flings her back out again. She gets closer to Earth every time she flies by. She’s falling out of the sky.”

			“That doesn’t sound good.”

			“Meteorologists say it’s nothing to worry about. She can’t touch down because of atmospheric buoyancy, the same force that keeps clouds from falling.”

			“But clouds do fall, as rain.”

			“I know, right? Good thing meteorologists only forecast meteor showers and not the weather. Maybe we should believe the astronomers who think the aurora will catch her like a net. That’s why it’s been so bright, she keeps bouncing off of it. Other people think she’ll crash-land. That would be bad. People like that are called lunatics.”

			“What do you think?”

			“Diehard lunatic, through and through.”

			“That’s not reassuring.”

			“Ok, Corin, not all Linniae are that stoic.”

			“Why get worked up if there’s nothing we can do about it? Is there?”

			“Only the messiah can see the future. Why are you going to see her?”

			“I don’t know. Pa told me she would know.”

			Corin opened up about his father, how he was healed by the messiah only to be exiled to Sealtown several years later.

			“My dad can’t even read, but he’s a brilliant astronomer. He builds all of his own instruments.”

			“He teaches you himself, doesn’t he?” Corina asked. “You don’t go to formal school. That’s why you’re so smart, but you don’t know a lot of things. And that, my friend, is a paradox.”

			“It’s a real humdinger, if that’s what you mean. I just wish I could read.”

			“I’m sorry I teased you about it.”

			“No. Don’t be. I can build a solar turbine, but I can’t even remember the name of the shiny metal wire. I can’t blame my dad for that.”

			“Copper?”

			“Copper, right. See, too much time playing with Dad’s inventions and not paying attention.”

			“What happened after his accident?”

			“It fired him up. He spoke out against technological proliferation. The Science Council got sick of him and gave him the steel toe. That’s how we ended up living with the seals, which was a real snub in the eye. Out in the boonies, science is a sin. We have to keep up appearances by hook or by crook, and Pa takes some pretty extreme measures so he can continue his work. When needs must, I guess.”

			“Never thought I’d learn so many new words from a boy who can’t read. What about your mom?”

			“She’s on the Council. She voted against him! She brought the charges! Sorry, there’s no reason for me to get riled up like that. It’s not nice.”
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			Corina took his hand. “I’m sorry.”

			Her touch was warm and comforting, and Corin felt safe with her. Right now, he didn’t care if emotions like that were impure.

			The aurora brightened, reflecting how he felt, as if she were watching them and smiling.

			They held hands the rest of the night.
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			Had the riots come to Sealtown? It was too early in the morning for such commotion.

			Hunched over his desk, Ptaloc was exhausted when the sun threw its first rays into his small cottage. After five years building his machine, he had put the final gears in place overnight. 

			He looked up and admired the elliptical tongue-and-groove tracks in the ceiling and the gears that ran inside them. The contraption would finally prove whether his calculations were correct. He knew they were, but hoped against hope they weren’t. 

			Ptaloc never told Corin his findings. He didn’t want to frighten his son. The Science Council had charged him with heresy.

			“These aren’t just numbers!” he pleaded at his trial. “I can prove it! I can model it.”

			Ptaloc had already drawn up a full set of blueprints for his contraption. That terrified the Council more than anything, and pushed them over the edge.

			“Must you incessantly question everything?” his wife asked him behind closed doors.

			“That’s what a scientist does.”

			“No. Certain things are off-limits — things that would overturn worldviews or cause a collapse of the social order.”

			“That’s happening without any help from me! These findings could save us all!”

			“Shush! Getting emo won’t help anyone. How? By causing panic in the streets? How much do you want?”

			“How much what?”

			“The Council would buy your silence. It’ll raise too many questions to simply poison you with hemlock and be done with you, although it’s been suggested. You should be grateful I talked the Council out of it. No. Instead, your findings will be ruled pseudo-science and we’ll ship you off somewhere remote, perhaps Sealtown.”

			“Sealtown! Is that mercy or are you being passive-aggressive?”

			“It fits the crime. There’s not much of the modern world there, so you’ll have nothing to complain about. I think a merchant ship comes through occasionally. I’ll send my love.”

			Ptaloc agreed to the Council’s so-called porcupine provision — with one stipulation: Corin’s freedom of choice. His wife agreed; she knew no one would willingly choose such a harsh, punishing way of life where winter nights could be 30 degrees colder than frozen water.

			Ptaloc and his son left on the next ship. That was the first time they had met Captain Desovian.

			 The brutal glaciated expanse wasn’t as bad as it was cracked up to be. Ptaloc had one luxury he valued more than warm, running water or an indoor latrine: dark skies. He made more accurate measurements of the night sky than anyone had ever done before.

			When he first did the math years back, Ptaloc only had stylus and papyrus. The tools needed to collect precise data didn’t exist. So he invented new ones. The parallactic ruler to record the altitude of the planets and moons; the astronomical clock to track their orbits; the astrolabe to measure their speed. And of course his pride and joy: a moving model of the solar system, and it was finally finished.

			The circumference of the model filled the area of the room. It ran on 37 gears that moved along the concentric circles in the ceiling. 

			The planets were represented with firebulbs suspended by the invisible threads of silkworms. Colloidal sliver made the weave stiff and strong, and he twisted it taut as a violin string around the equator of every planet.

			The miniature solar system in his cottage was a finely tuned instrument. A pressurized pneumatic pump under the desk made the whole thing spin.

			Ptaloc’s equipment and data could have revolutionized astronomy, even saved the world. Instead, a mob was coming for him, and it was too late to run.

			Ptaloc pumped the pedal for the first time. The gears ground like a gristmill. He pumped faster, giggling like a schoolboy. Electric current excited the silver silk threads and his planetarium lit up with all the colors of the sky from the sun out to the red planet. The gas giants simply wouldn’t fit indoors. 

			He marveled as the glass spheres levitated at eye level, pirouetting around him. His head was the sun.

			“Around and around she goes!”

			Concentric parabolas! Elliptical orbits! Equatorial planes! Accurate within 1/60 of one degree!
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			A gear jammed. The foot pump locked up. Ptaloc fought with the pedal, kicked it, willed it to work again.

			The contraption started back up, but with a crash and spray of shattering glass. Two spheres collided. Blue and gold shards went everywhere. Some got stuck in his gelatinous skin.

			Three clubs at the door cracked the wood and burst the lock as five big men barged into his home. The leader leveled a crossbow at Ptaloc’s head. The others pointed harpoons and ice picks at him.

			Ptaloc shot out of his chair.

			“You’re no cripple! You’re the goddominable messiah. You’ve been in Sealtown this whole time!”

			These were men from town, not Real Lifers. Everyone was a fanatic these days. Society was splintered.

			“You’re not thinking clearly,” Ptaloc said. “Real Life came to Sealtown last night?”

			“What of it?” The leader’s black lifelines spilled across his chest like ink from a squid. 

			“They filled your heads with ideas about technology causing the end of the world. That’s something we can all agree on. The only difference is the Science Council refused to go public. They said it would cause a panic. They were right, it has. You’re here. But I’m nobody’s messiah. Nobody listened to me.”

			The man saw the mechanical bronze instruments littered all around the cottage. “Just answer me straight! Are you a scientist?”

			“I can’t deny that.”

			“Then we’ll kill you anyway.”

			“Well, which is it?” Ptaloc lost patience. “Kill me because I’m the messiah, or kill me because I’m a scientist?”

			“Only a scientist talks in riddles!” His finger went to the trigger. “We’ll kill you first and ask questions later.” 

			“You’re behaving like Hu-men! Pull the trigger then! Put me out of my misery living in this forsaken iceland! I was exiled for going public, forced to disguise myself as a cripple to hide from men like you who burn scientists at the stake.” 

			It was almost no disguise at all; it took five years to recover his mobility after the accident. 

			“Don’t take your vendetta against technology out on me! I’m with you. Technology is dangerous, but men like you are just as dangerous. You’re irrational! And there’s no worse crime for a Linniae! You back there, take your pickaxe to my skull! Do it!”

			The leader lowered his crossbow. “No,” he spat on the floor. “I curse you. Messiah or not, cripple or not, you’re a scientist, and science has brought nothing but plagues and drought and misery. I curse you to live. Everyone in Sealtown will know who you really are, a wizard. You have dark magic. That’s worse than being Hu-man.”

			The last man out slammed the door off its hinges.

			Ptaloc was alone again with his shattered spheres. He picked glass out of his chest, glass that proved his calculations were correct all along. Two bulbs might be broken, but the machine was in perfect working order. The music of the spheres was going to unleash a big bang.

			VII
World Without End

			His heart raced.

			Corina lay beside him. The crimson freckles under her eyes reminded him of the night sky. 

			They had rested only a few hours after reaching the caves. The sun was up, but he didn’t want to wake her. She looked so peaceful. He wanted to tell her how he felt. His body surged when she took his hand under the stars last night. 

			Emotions belong below the stripes, his father said, but he didn’t practice what he preached. Did anyone? Captain Desovian wore his emotions on his sleeve. Maybe his mother. His mother was stoic as a stone. Her face was completely devoid of emotion when she betrayed them. Is that what emotional pride does to a person?

			I’m going to tell her. I’m going to tell her how I feel.

			Corina made the most gentle sound when she woke up. She wiped the sleep from her eyes and smiled when she rolled over. Their faces came close. 

			“Ever slept next to a girl before?”

			He looked away.

			“Your stripes are glowing.”

			Corin sat up straight. His shirt was riding up, and his side pulsed with streaks of cerulean.

			Stripes! He had stripes! He quickly covered them.

			She giggled. “Sorry, sorry.”

			Corin tried to keep a straight face, but the edges of his lips curled up.

			“Goose, look!”

			Io was high in the sky.

			“That’s not right,” Corin said. “She just faded a few hours ago. Two orbits in the same day?”

			“I know. We’re out of time.”

			The mouth of the cave near their campsite was bathed in sunlight. It was the entrance to the alchemist’s subterranean temple. As soon as they entered, odorless fumes burned their lungs.

			“I hear she can perform miracles,” Corina said. “Do you think she can help us?”

			“They’re not miracles,” Corin told her. “The cave sits on a fault line. Hydro, hydro ... there’s gas in the rocks.”

			“Hydrocarbon gas in the limestone?”

			Corin nodded. “It gives her certain — gifts. That’s why Pa told me to come at dawn.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s the difference between night and day.”

			“The change in temperature? It must expand the fissures and release the gas. But a lifetime of exposure would take its toll on her.”

			“Haven’t you heard her called the masked messiah?” Corin asked. “No one ever sees her face.”

			The narrow passage expanded into a large, circular cavern that resembled the inside of a chiminea. Round walls supported an arched ceiling, and the floor was scooped out like a bowl. A fire burned in its belly. Smoke vented out through a round opening in the ceiling.

			“I’ve never seen fire,” Corina whispered. “Back home, it’s outlawed, like coal.

			“Don’t touch it!”

			“Why?”

			“It can burn down the world if it gets out of control.”

			Echoes brought the cave to life. Echoes first, then words, like the voice was offset in time. “Oh, but it will.”

			A figure crouched against the wall behind them. She etched the wall with a stone tool. The scraping of rock meet the crackling fire in a hypnotic rhythm.

			“Are you the messiah?” Corina asked.

			“People who put too much faith in me say so. I didn’t ask for the job.” The vocal chords sounded frayed, as threadbare as the tattered cloak hanging so loosely it gave no hint of a body.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Recording the future. Human beings shall inherit the Earth.”

			“Humans?” Corin said. “Everyone says not to call them that.”

			“Two languages, yours and theirs. Their hubris will suppress the feminine until the Age of Pisces. Only humility can weave a new web. You see? Humility, humanity. Hubris, human.”

			“Riddles!” Corin shouted louder than he meant to. He needed something meaningful to bring back to his father. The echo of his voice caused a rumbling of rocks.

			The alchemist raised her head and looked to the ceiling, debris drizzling down. Corin saw the sliver of a chin, gaunt cheekbones, the thrust of a jaw.

			“What is the future but a riddle no one can solve?

			“Many have come to me, many have tried. 

			A general, a scientist, a king. 

			None of them could change a thing, 

			The cycle of time always begins again.” 

			She cackled. 

			“Son of Ptaloc and daughter of Lynn.

			Never in the ages has it fallen to them. 

			Seems fate makes good decisions, now and again.”

			Her cadence and words were mesmerizing despite the sound of her voice. It was easy to see how so many fell under her spell. She raised a skeletal hand of all bone and no flesh, pointing a finger curved like a scythe. “Walk clockwise around the cavern to see the future, then turn back to play with fate.”

			The fire gusted out, and the walls glowed a phosphorescent blue petroglyphs.

			The first image depicted a tidal wave crashing over a city. “The Age of Water begins,” the alchemist said. “That can’t be changed.”

			“There must be a way!” Corina said. 

			“Io is trapped in a magnetic field that has destabilized her orbit.”

			“Nothing on Earth can do that!” Corin knew. He had at least learned something from his father.

			“Dear boy, tsk, tsk!” went her finger, “someone’s been keeping secrets from you. It’s what nearly cost your father his life in the quarry. The crystals they mine are used to create a magnetic field stronger than gravity. That is the catalyst for crystal fusion — unlimited energy. But the truth your father discovered was so unacceptable he was banished from the civilized world. Io’s core consists of the very same magnetic crystal. Io’s downfall will come the evening she rises before the sun. Then the Linniae and Kneeling Talls will both go extinct. Who does that leave to inherit the Earth?”

			The evening she rises before the sun? “How can the sun rise in the evening?” Corin asked.

			“Walk forward. The walls will show you your fate.”

			The next petroglyph showed three pyramids and a stone monument with the body of a lion. “The Age of Water ends in the desert thousands of years from now. Patriarchy emerges. Keep walking.”

			The next icons depicted more megaliths constructed by man: a coliseum on a peninsula; stone heads rising from an island; four faces chiseled in a mountain.

			“They are master builders, but mostly as testament to their own glory. Keep walking.”

			They had come halfway around the cavern. The next section of drawings glowed in deep crimson. The first was simple enough: flames.

			“The Age of Fire. Fifteen thousand years from now, human beings create an artificial utopia that burns the blood of Mother Earth. This is the civilization your archaeologists discovered under the ice.”

			“Corin, that’s the paradox I started to tell you about. The deeper we drilled, the more advanced technology we found.”

			“Walk forward.”

			They came to the final glyph, a serpent coiled around the Earth, clamping down with its fangs.

			“Do you know what the venom of the serpent can do?” The alchemist put her carving stone down and stood. “If not, you will never avert your fate.”

			Corina saw the glyph the woman had finished chiseling and stepped back. “Is that us?” Two people held hands under the stars.

			“Of course,” she said. “It’s your turn to play. You could re-write the future today.”

			Corin began to walk forward; the petroglyphs seduced him to see more.

			“Stop! If you keep walking, you’ll see more of the same — technology trying to solve the crisis it created. The cycle will begin all over again, and we all end up” — the alchemist stomped the ground — “Right.” Stomped again. “Back.” And again. “Here.”

			“How do we change it? Tell us!” Corina demanded. Her emotions simmered. Her voice sent a shudder through the cavern, small stones falling all around. How could humans let it get that far?

			“Turn around.”

			As they did, a forest sprouted from the cave walls, evergreens growing until their tips reached through the opening in the ceiling. The cavern projected a hologram of paradise.
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