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“If only one could have two lives… one in which to make one’s mistakes… the second in which to profit by them.”

 

 

D.H. Lawrence
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Note on AI

 

 

We live in an age of AI.  Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

 

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

 

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

 

Everything you’ve read by me in this novel, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human, and always will be.

 

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

 

Long live humanity.

 

Also, if you’re an author – or even a budding one – I’d love to personally extend an invite to you to join me in two unique groups on Facebook: the “Authors & Writers ONLY” group of which I am the admin, and my own personal group, the “Author Aaron Ryan Group.”  The first group is one where you can connect with thousands of other authors across the globe, ask questions, learn and grow as a writer, and network.  Grapes grow best in bunches, after all.

 

And the second is my own personal group.  I find much higher engagement in my group than with my Facebook page.  I also welcome other authors to enter there for free giveaways, news, and also to learn why I self-publish, what benefits there are in being a writer-entrepreneur, and more. As a fellow author, I’m always there to help you in any way I can.  

 

God bless you as you use the gift of creation to write your stories.  May they, and you, be utterly successful.

 

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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PART ONE:
Out of the Frying Pan
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1: The Origin

 



 

In the vast blackness of space, one knows only peace.

I lie here in The Origin, this overlarge and sleek G-class science vessel: a star-freighter, really, but not big enough to call a floating city.  It has more than enough space to allow me to wander, but not enough for me to get really lost.

For a 14-year-old boy like me, however, getting lost is always part of the fun. Anther is the same way.

As I dimly come to consciousness, I’m cognizant once more of the quiet beeps of life-sustaining devices all around me, and the sensors attached to my skin monitoring heart rate and rhythm, blood pressure, pulse oximetry, body temperature, respiratory rate, glucose levels, movement, brain activity, and the like.

The IV in my arm dispenses that wonderful serum, and it’s always a relatively rude awakening coming out of cryo-sleep from it. Sleep-cycles are necessary to keep us alive out here: we cherish them and guard them ferociously.  When they’re over for the night, it’s an inescapable disappointment.  Not because we don’t get to sleep anymore, though. That’s not the reason. It’s because we don’t get to dream the dreams we want.

Without the specific dreams, all you have left is the fading memories.

I feel my eyes dilate as they acclimate to the harsh light.  The forced REM cycles brought on by the serum are always welcome, because the calm is soooo good, but it’s equally soooo hard being ripped out of it.  Always seems to happen right before the really good parts too, dang it.

I blink stupidly in the light, looking around slowly, dimly taking in my surroundings once more: sterile white and antiseptic as I float here in this translucent jelly.  It stinks every single time I get out of here and wash off: a mashup of something that smells like a crude mixture of ketchup and detergent.  I’m familiar with detergent because we wash our uniforms with it.  But I barely remember the taste of ketchup, although I do remember the horrid smell.  There was a younger orphan on The Origin once who, before he came to us, ate nothing but ketchup.  He would order a hot dog, smother it in ketchup, and literally lick all the ketchup off and leave the dog.  I throw up in my mouth a little just thinking about it. He was ultimately successful, and got to go back. I can’t wait to wash off the scent and get back to business as usual.

And I can’t wait to go back, too.

The Phoenix Experiments. You would think for a teenager they would be an irritating and eye-rolling obligation, but I’m better than that.  I enjoy them. I should: after all, it’s an opportunity for them to get better acquainted with Jax Hutson, the star of the show.

Me.

There are all kinds of posts you can sign up for when you’re conscripted at age 8.  All kinds of choices exist to tickle your fancy.  Some are more demanding than others.  Most align with your personality profile and life experiences at that age.  For me, The Origin was a no-brainer.

I didn’t sign up for this post because I wanted to; I signed up because I had to.

Because, if there’s even the slightest chance that they can come back, I owe it to them, no matter the length of time it takes.

I miss them.

I miss them with all my heart.
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The shower feels wonderfully refreshing as always.  This is the best part of my day, feeling those warm rivulets coursing over me and sending tingles down my body.  I feel most alive during these brief, private times.  Moreover, I feel clean: the disgusting ketchup goo is washed off of me and then collected in the reservoir beneath my feet for analysis by The Origin.  I take a deep breath and close my eyes, enjoying it while I can, before the 0900 chow call.

I finish up and towel off in the Hygiene Block, which we call the HB for short. There are a few others in here with me.

There’s Garris: he’s a big 15-year-old oaf who adds two and two together and somehow gets chicken. I don’t understand how his Neanderthal mind works, nor how he got on this ship.  Also, I think he still pees in his sleep.

Then there’s Ranshay: a diminutive and quiet 12-year-old kid who I know is a brainiac because Anther and I stole a look at his test scores, but you’d never know it because he doesn’t speak a lick of English.  Which begs the question: how does he even understood what he’s being taught in order to score so highly?  I shake my head in disbelief as I glance at him.

Next, there’s Martos: a spunky 16-year-old who likes to be the life of the party but who tires quickly: an extrovert who abruptly runs out of steam before his ship ever reaches the dock.

And finally, I spot Venthix.  He’s alright.  I’ve had a few conversations with him; he seems like a good guy.  He’s 15.

Not everyone is here.  Anther Secto is my best friend, but he’s nowhere to be found this morning.

All of us are on this ship for one simple reason, and we all know what it is.

Sadly, there are no girls on The Origin.  I hate that. They’re not allowed here, in order to, as they say, ‘keep us focused.’  Whatever.  We know why we’re here, and that’s plenty focus enough. A double-Y chromosome environment is so static and boring; way too many farts and not enough perfume to combat them.  To my knowledge there haven’t ever been females on The Origin… they’re all over on The Zephyr on the other side of Earth’s orbit.

There are also so very few of us onboard The Origin.  Just four adults, a synthetic, a rumored engineer whom no one ever sees, and the eight of us boys.  For a ship this size, you would think there would be more staff, engineers, technicians, or the like, to assume maintenance duties, but it’s highly unnecessary.  The Origin is, for all intents and purposes, self-sustaining.  Rumors persist that the engineer is an elderly female, as odd as that sounds.  I have never seen her, so I can’t say.

The Origin – and The Zephyr, for that matter – is a sentient ship that literally feels like a living presence in every single corridor, quarters or compartment this ship presents.  Violin and flute concerto music plays everywhere, incessantly.  Sitars sometimes join in.  Whoever wrote the schematics for this place was intent on a tranquil environment with soothing vibes permeating the whole of the ship, always.  I’ve been here for five years and there are areas that are still new and interesting. AI is prevalent throughout, as creepy as that is.  But Phiria sounds human, and she knows what’s going on with The Origin at all times.  She’s also surprisingly conversational, and she remembers.

AI is unavoidable anymore.  I mean, it’s 2471, for goodness’ sake.  By now, AI is everywhere anyway, and all the naysayers have finally been won over.  At least, I think they have.

Historical records assert that there was a prolonged flirtation with – and profound resistance to – AI, in the early years of the 21st century.  Especially by creators who felt they were being replaced by automation. Can’t say I blame them. I wouldn’t want to be replaced, either.  But that’s the world we live in anymore, right? Upgrades, synthetics, and replacements.  The Origin teems with all kinds of life, real and fake, which makes sense, given its name.

The only thing you can’t really replace is a human soul.  At least, not yet.

And that’s precisely why I’m here.
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I don’t know when I first started hearing them.  It was a few years ago, but whether they started coming in my subconscious, in my sleep, or in my waking life, I still have no idea.  It’s a dim, chanting voice: breathy and calm, alluring and mysterious, at times brimming with pathos, and always with a note of urgency and clarity.  I have given up questioning why I hear the voice, and why it speaks to me in poetry and prose, because I find it utterly captivating.

These mental permeations come fairly often; a voice whispering to me from beyond.  I don’t know if it’s a byproduct of The Phoenix Experiment or not, or if I’m the only one who hears the calm chanting.  I’m content not to find out, however, as it isn’t exactly irritating.  It’s just a constant reminder of where we are, and it comes at unawares and odd times.

And here it comes yet again.

 

In the vast expanse of time

Suffering and discontent combine

Until the quell,

no voice shall tell

Serene, sweet resolution’s clime

 

So thus, they wander, aimless, hoping

Trying, dreaming, striving, hoping

Keeping on

whilst sleeping long

Phoenix rising, talons groping

 

My mind snaps back from the reverie.

I know exactly where I am.  It’s the same every day, but you get used to it. The walls are white, the floors are white, the ceiling is white, and the air I breathe is practically white as well, sanitized and antiseptic, optimized and perfected for life in space.  It ‘tastes’ lighter than the air I would breathe down on Earth, especially in the big cities where the air is so thick you can chew it.  But I don’t really remember the air down there anyway.  Eventually, you get used to it up here, and this air is all you know.

Chow time is another matter.  It’s something I have never really gotten used to, and I’m not looking forward to it today, either.  They feed us BioPrime: a revolting and boring goo composed of amino acids, proteins and everything a growing body needs, sure, but it looks like the same stuff we float in, and I swear it smells like it, too.

What is it with ketchupy stuff everywhere, anyway? I think to myself as I head that way.  It’s been perfected, and I’m sure it has everything a body needs, but it’s monotonous, dull, and same ol’ same ol.’  The lack of variety is irritating.  At least it comes in more than a few fruit flavors, so I suppose I should be grateful.  But I’m not.

I suppose I should also be grateful since many are starving down there on Earth.  But, just once, I’d love to sink my teeth into that little thing called ‘steak’ that I’ve heard so much about.  Never had one.  I don’t suppose I ever will.  The Origin isn’t about quick results… or even guaranteed ones.  We’re all here ‘til we age out at 18.  Anyway, I’m also told steak isn’t even a breakfast food, not that that matters.

I look forward to hanging with Anther at breakfast.  He’s my best friend, and he’s my age.  I didn’t request that; it just worked out that way and drew us together.  No complaints from me.  He’s about my height, but I’m a blonde and he’s a brunette, I’m skinny and he’s bulky, I’m spry and he’s a klutz.  It has also been observed that I’m articulate and a chutzpah-laden spitfire; Anther, however, has been playfully labeled a ‘lovable meathead.’

He seems oblivious to the fact that I’m the one who came up with that label.  I decide never to tell him.

I received the highest score on the AG.  The Aptitude Gauntlet isn’t what people make it out to be.  I think back to it now, and can’t remember any of the specific questions, other than a general memory that they dealt with computation and syntax, reasoning and vocabulary.  I also completed it before any of my peers did.  The fact that they make all of us go through it at the tender age of 6 seems barbaric; cruel and unusual punishment for those still amassing knowledge and life training.  But que sera, sera: they need to know that our aptitude is greater than a box of hair before they bring us onboard The Origin.  Can’t have all those kids blowing a gasket in The Phoenix Experiments.  Which, again, stupefies me that someone like Garris is here.

Anther’s an orphan as well, like all of us are, so we share that trauma, not that we asked for it.  We’d much prefer to have our parents back.  But fate, it seems, is what decided to bring us together in trauma, and trauma makes for a good binding agent for hurting souls like ours.

There he is.  Anther’s already gotten his ‘breakfast,’ and is sitting down at a table close to the chow hall entrance.  He lifts his hand and hails me.  “Sup,” he says with a warm smile and a slouch.  I greet him back with similar jocularity, and play slug him in the shoulder.  “Ow,” he grunts, but he’s beefy enough to absorb the hit.  I didn’t use my full force anyway.  If I had, Anther would surely be dead.

I motion over to the chow line and he nods, assured that I’ll be back in a minute for a hearty mutual partaking of our revolting health slop.  BioPrime.  Ick.

In a few more moments I receive a full dosage serving from the dispenser.  This time I opt for strawberry flavor.  I wish it was real strawberries and not some crude caricature of strawberries.

I plop down next to Anther.  He smells like ketchup and detergent, so I assume he hasn’t showered.  So that’s where he was this morning, I think to myself.  Not showering.  I detect a faint whiff of body odor as well, but shake it off. This is not the first time.

“How was your sleep?” I ask, nonchalantly, before downing a spoonful.  I practically hold my nose as I do so.

“Fine,” he shrugs, but I see that he’s actually downplaying it. He stifles a chortle.

“Yeah, right,” I tease.

Anther can’t suppress his enthusiasm.  It was there when he greeted me entering the cafeteria.  It’s obvious to me that she made another appearance, and now he tries to get me to pry it out of him.  Anther explodes with joy and turns to me.  “Haha!  You can tell, can’t you?  It was awesome, dude.”

“Okay, okay, out with it, man.  Did she tell you her name yet or not?”

A huge grin spreads across his face.  “You know me too well, bro.  No!  I mean, yes, she was there, but no, she didn’t tell me her name yet.  Man, I wish she was here on The Origin with us.  That girl is hot.  No joke.  I mean, like otherworldly hot. Too bad she’s just a dream.”  He chuckles, and I echo it.  Desperate fool.  I’m not sure which I’m laughing at more: his obsession or his desperation.

But… I actually do wish I could meet her.

I haven’t met anyone that tantalizing yet in my own sleep cycles or in The Phoenix Experiments.  Anther could be lying, of course, but that would be atypical for him.  All of us boys want a hot girl in our dreams.  Maybe he’s just the first to get lucky.

“Otherworldly hot, huh?  I bet she has an otherworldly cool name then, as well.  Like Stellanova, or, or…,” -here I try my hand at a creative name after a star system- “Aurelia Centauri or something like that.”

Anther chuckles again.  “Yeah!  I bet.  I’ll find out, eventually, I’m sure.”

“What was she wearing this time?” I prod.

“Nothing,” he jests almost immediately, and I seize the opportunity to elbow him jealously.

“Shut up!”

Anther is just brimming with giggles this morning.  “Kidding.  I wish.”

“Yeah, you wish, indeed.”

Anther looks at me comically.

“Okay, okay, I wish too,” I laugh sheepishly.

Part of me wonders if that part of Anther’s story is actually true, and he’s just being coy.  But whatever.  I move on, a little wrecked inside that I haven’t had my own serum-induced hot girl dream yet.  The serum they give us is potent, but, as with anything, results may vary.  Maybe he’s just hornier than I am.  I privately resolve to work on that, but deep inside I suspect The Origin staff is holding out on me.

For the time being, however, I still want my parents back more than I want a girl.

It’s true. And I secretly hope that Anther understands that as much as I need him to.  But who am I kidding?  I know he does.  Pop his parents or his siblings into that dream in place of that girl?  He’d be a blubbering wreck, just like we all would.
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Chow time is done, so I brush my teeth and then get ready to report to Stygius Cryptus.  The science officer is no one to be trifled with, and I do not want to be late.  He does his job with mathematical precision and all the warmth of a kitchen knife.  His breath reeks of sardines and foods that I frequently find myself overly curious about, wondering a) how he got ahold of them, and b) why, to date, we’re still limited to protein goo for the meals that we get.  Maybe they’re not real sardines, I think to myself.

Leaving those thoughts aside, I make my way to Quadrant C, Subfloor 3A, Room 319.  It’s close to our dorms.  The Phoenix Experiments call, but a yearning stirs within me to run and explore the bowels of The Origin once more. I know it’s forbidden, however, and would be counterproductive.

The last time Anther and I did so, Helmsman Fulsar Oculus scolded us for a pretty half-hour, then confined us to quarters with no rec allowance for three days.  Recreation passes the time here so well, and is never to be missed.  That chastisement, though brief, thoroughly sucked.  Nonetheless, it didn’t stop Anther.  He’s been in and out of the vent shafts more times than I can count, and it’s like he knows this ship like the back of his hand now.

Oculus is a fat and aging man, balding.  There’s nothing attractive about him.  His Australian accent is thick and roguish, as if he’s got a perpetual repository of gravel midway down his throat.  He constantly reeks of something that might be equated to alcohol, but no one can blame him.  He's been the steward of this ship longer than The Phoenix Experiment has even been in operation.

First Officer Argin Mirabay is his mirror opposite: composed, stoic, rigid, quiet, and half Oculus’ age.  He’s also intimidating, but not in the same way as our synthetic.

Room 319.  I’ve arrived.  I round the corner.  There’s Cryptus, sitting calm and collected, with a stare that reflects nothing.  I glance silently past him into the lab, with the chairs, the chambers, the electrodes, the connections, and more gadgetry than I can pretend to understand.  Cryptus knows what it all does, however.  All I know is that I get to go back to sleep in there, and when I do, this time I get to dream dreams that are mine.  There’s no serum; there’s no manipulation other than a psychological profiling beforehand that allows me to reconnect with sweet memories of my parents.  And then the white noise kicks in and the deep throbbing that puts us in a subconscious state as we’re thrust into the center of the ring.  It’s irresistible.  You don’t fight it.  It’s pointless to.  Besides, we all want to get back in there.

Cryptus likes to meditate.  Like, a lot.  I can’t figure out what he’s meditating on, specifically, nor do I understand why he cherishes the activity so much.  I already have peace, as much as can be expected.  But, with a name like Stygius Cryptus, maybe one could expect to be slightly more troubled than your average synthetic.  Or, maybe it’s a power-saving thing and he needs to conserve battery or something.

I silently wait at the entrance to the android’s office, unwilling to disturb him.  His office is impeccable, and he guards it like a gentle Cerberus.  Everything is in its place, and he would know swiftly if you rotated a pen by a single degree.  When we were younger, Anther and I used to play-act like I was Cryptus and he was Oculus.  He would fiddle with something in our boys’ quarters, and I would accusingly tell him what it was, remonstrating him with a constrained, android wrath.

I watch him, silently standing there and trying to match his breathing with my own.  I close my eyes and try to purge the noise as I demonstrate my own prowess at meditation.  His breathy voice stabs through my head with an alarming suddenness that makes me jump.

“Welcome, Jax,” he greets me, eventually, and I lurch from the quiet, surprise salutation punctuating my own attempt at meditation.  It is almost as if he was just waiting for me to drift into serenity so that he could call my name and jolt me back to awareness. Something in me tells me that was exactly his plan.

“I didn’t move your pen!” I blurt out, jarred with eyes wide.  I correct myself and shuffle.  “Uh, I mean, he-hello, Cryptus,” I stammer uneasily, looking up and finding him coldly surveying me.

“Fascinating,” he mutters, his eyes narrowing.  “I am, in fact, missing a pen.  I shall assume, for now, that you have stolen it.  Should you discover the ability to magically produce one, Jax,” he pauses for effect, emphasizing my name, “I shall be grateful.  I prefer blue ink, as you may recall.”  His eyes narrow.

That thick British brogue is so intriguing, and yet so dully patronizing. I’m well aware that Cryptus’ programming equips him to take on any accent at any time, and he could have just lectured me as an elderly Caribbean woman if that was his wish.  But he chooses British, ostensibly because he can condescend to all of us underlings.  It also matches his expressionless and intimidating visage perfectly.

“Thanks, I, uh, do recall that,” I say, uneasily.

Blue ink.  The accusation isn’t lost on me.  Anther and I had once spied on him in here while he conducted a Phoenix experiment on Ranshay, and, unbeknownst to both of us, Anther’s pen leaked right out of his pocket and right through the vent we were spying through.  Cryptus has good eyes and good ears, and he could hear that blue ink spilling right through the grate.  He whirled to face us.  We shrieked and took off.  He caught us at the vent aperture and confronted us.  I still tremble thinking back to that.

“Shall we begin?” he asks me, and his expression instantly morphs into a put-on smile.  Cryptus bounds up without waiting for my answer. “This way,” he directs, though I know the way and have been in the chamber countless times already.

“Yes,” I mumble.  I find myself intimidated around Cryptus, though I know I shouldn’t still be so daunted by him.  I’m never intimidated around anyone else except Oculus.  But Cryptus has this unnerving quality to him, being a synthetic: so pompous, supercilious and condescending.  I don’t ever feel like I’m 14; I always feel like I’m 4… and in trouble.

He holds the door open for me, and I walk nervously past him.  “Any containment issues last night?” he inquires in a disinterested monotone.

I shake my head.  “None.”

As protocol, we’re supposed to report any containment anomalies to Cryptus immediately upon awakening, filing a report in the stasis log next to our pod.  I tell him that I haven’t had any.

This, of course, is a lie, but I don’t tell Cryptus that.  The truth of the matter is that my parents have been in practically every single dream I’ve ever had since they died that hot August day five years ago, and this is the force within me that keeps me going, I know that.  To surrender that?  To pretend like they’re not there?  It would be like allowing them to die all over again, and that’s a concession I’m not prepared to make.  Cryptus doesn’t have to know.  What he doesn’t know won’t short out his circuits.

The android surveys me uncomfortably and lengthily, staring into my eyes as if equipped with a visual polygraph.  I feel like I’m about to squirm.  But thankfully, I’ve perfected my blank slate expression to a fault, and we reach an impasse.

The synthetic relents with a mild hmmm, and allows me to pass.  I continue on into the chamber and mount up in the left seat, the first of three in there.  I know the reason there are three.  So does Cryptus.  So does every single orphan onboard The Origin.  The third chair is different from the other two, and it is encased in a chamber with a lot of gadgets and wiring.

Cryptus says nothing to me as he mechanically goes about his duty, strapping me in and wiring me up for The Phoenix Experiment.  This is, after all, what he was made for; it’s his driving purpose here, and it is, after all, the whole reason I’m here.

The Phoenix Experiments were made as a way to connect with what was lost; to restore purpose and affirmation, contentment and closure for those bereaved.  The ‘phoenix’ label was meant as a symbol of rebirth for those entering the experiments, so that they could receive their closure, breathe the free air again, and start over, brand new.  A novel concept, to be sure.

I don’t remember offhand who conceived of it, but I’m glad they did.  Somebody named Joseph or Giuseppe or Jonas or something, back in 2234.  Back then, I think it was called ‘Cairon,’ in honor of the Greek mythological ferryman whose job it was to guide souls across the river Styx.  The intent, both then and now, is to try to connect the bereaved with the passed in a serene setting, allowing us to enter a state of dreamlike calm and visit ‘the other side.’  To, essentially, ferry us over to our loved ones, and then return us back to the real world.  We’re in a state of suspended animation while we sojourn there.  It’s amazing, every single time, but would be even more so if I could actually find my parents.

Call it, ‘counseling in catatonia,’ if you will.  The body is supposedly more able to make peace with a situation in a dreamlike state.  Situations become idealized and resolutions are more dramatic and memorable, ultimately translating into waking life.  For a planet still recovering from unimaginable loss and misfortune, The Phoenix Experiments promote health in tangible ways, creating young citizens who will be stronger for their eventual return to Earth.

I know full well the reason why they need us to be stronger. Earth needs more Speakers.  The monsters are still out there, and they’ve taken too many of us.  Trauma and bereavement can limit us; they leave us aching.  Being freed of that trauma harnesses our focus. Banshees feed on yearning, and those who are bereaved… well, yearn.  It’s that simple. Take away the yearning, and banshees can’t zero us.

So, naturally, if we find a way to perfect speaking to the dead, we’ll be invaluable assets back on Earth.  Speakers are always in high demand. Mature, non-conflicted Speakers can pacify the dead and the banshees. My purpose here doesn’t dampen my desire to reconnect with my parents in the here and now; for the moment, I care far more about that.

Cryptus is the perfect moderator for these experiments: he’s cold and unfeeling, and assigns neither angst nor jubilation to any of his subjects’ reactions.  He monitors us plainly, ambivalently, medically, noting sweat secretion and heartbeat arrhythmia indicating excitement due to emotional reconnection, and then calmly observing a return to normal heart rate and body temperature, which indicates the work is done. Rumor has it he can actually enter with us if he wanted to, in some sort of dream link, but I’ve never seen it done.

Then he pulls us out, back into the real world, where our parents cannot come and no longer exist once more, except in memory.  The more progress we make separating from the yearning, the stronger we’ll be in the end.

The only sad part about all of this is, to date, I’ve never once found my parents in any of my experiments.  In the Phoenix Experiments, you’re still awake, focused, and present.  Things can happen within your control.

In the Phoenix Experiments, you can actually bring them back.

I just can’t seem to find them, though not for a lack of looking. Nearly everyone else has found theirs, except for Garris.  He’s just too much of an oaf to focus properly.

No, my parents exist now only in my nightly reveries.  In my ‘containment anomalies,’ as Cryptus refers to them.  I hate that very term because it sounds so clinical and antiseptic.  There’s nothing wrong with dreaming about my parents.  I welcome it.

What I wouldn’t give to trade places and dream subjects with Anther: the object of his affections appear only in his dreams, but not in The Phoenix Experiment.  I’d choose to have mine appear in The Phoenix Experiments rather than only in my dreams; in my waking life rather than in my sleep.

I glance over at the chairs next to me, briefly, and longing surges through me as I imagine my own parents here with me, today, now.  I think of my mother’s long, flowing hair, and my father’s bristly brown beard.  I imagine their smiles that were stolen from me, gone far too soon.

Thinking these thoughts, I close my eyes and attempt to conceal the fluid welling up in there, as Cryptus walks back to his control panel in a shielded room, preparing to monitor me.

He doesn’t know my parents live on in my dreams.  He, and I, want them to live in the tangible pseudo-reality that is the Phoenix Experiment.  But, to date, I’ve been denied that, for whatever reason.

My only consolation is that the longer I go without contact, the closer I feel I’m drawing near to an inevitable first contact with them from the other side; beyond our world.  I breathe, in and out, slowly, projecting my thoughts into a wistful, melancholy dreamscape, searching, searching, searching for them.

In the dark blackness of this room, I only know longing.
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2: The Zephyr

 



 

No one sees it coming.

Suddenly, life changes, and The Zephyr is dead in space, floating helplessly across the diameter of the planet from The Origin.

The ship is listing, and oxygen is depleting rapidly from her exploded reserves.  They show us pictures of the damage on the central news in our terminals.  The Zephyr is identical in shape and mass to The Origin, but it’s stationed across Earth’s equator.  The two ships orbit as silent sentinels over our planet, spinning slowly around it as silent sentinels, never meeting.

A shuttle from The Zephyr is being prepared even now, and the death toll sits currently at 22 souls, including their Helmsman and Science Officer.  The only adults left are two monitors, Chiefs Ashira Sarristo and Maridie Onyx, and their synthetic, Baryonnis Talicus.  They are accompanying the 7 remaining girls, and are expected to arrive within two hours on the shuttle.  I always find it comical when I hear synthetics have last names.  They don’t need them.

7 girls.  There are 8 boys here.  I wonder who will lose out, I think to myself.  Probably Dravin.

Briefly I wonder why they had 32 people on board, whereas we have such a smaller number.  We only have 15.  Perhaps the girls required more experimentation because they’re naturally more predisposed to emotion?  Could that be why?  Or were more males killed fighting the banshees, so there are less of us?  I don’t know.  My thoughts are cut short as a new report comes in.

There is no hope for the Zephyr.  It is on a buildup to detonation, and will explode within 30 minutes.  Repair crews from Earth were en route to it but were turned back in orbit.  Repair is futile.

I sit and listen to the news through the overhead coms.  Helmsman Oculus is not happy, and he swears up and down through the broadcast, cussing so frequently the ceiling intercom turns blue.  A group of us sits and listens to his angry tirade, laden with directives to maintain decorum and manners at all times.  Like we didn’t know to do that already.
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