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Introduction

Here we have a limb, though one not as long as some of my
stories.

There are some pertinent facts which you should be aware of:

The story begins and ends at the bottom of the ocean.

It is narrated by one person who has the knowledge of many
others.

There is a childhood journal which is the trigger.

The ideas it holds blossom at the reawakening of a long lost
love.

It bursts forth from a character.

It acts as a plague and biological weapon.

It is networking consciousness.

It is bringing closer a father and son.

It is alienating a wife.

It is causing a good friend to become murderous.

It is an ultimate reconciliation with the past.
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Epilogue - Into the drink

I lost my imagination in the fall — when the time had come, when
our bodies had hardened, and the waves would carry us into the
chasm, over the shelf. In that week of swaying freedom, in that
swirling of the few that remained, our forming appendages, spiky,
forced above us by the drop, rhythmically waving a final farewell
to the world we had come to know so well, our eyes downcast, in
welcome to our long lost floor, the shifting surface we had oozed
about on when the gases didn't roll freely across the dry
landscape.

As we fall, I swivel the black orbs of my eyes, which are
perched upon stalks, through the bubbles and sensation of
compression, I peer into the returning sheen of those that fell
with me. They simply glance. There is no meaning behind that look.
And if there is, if they had failed to dispose of their intellect,
as I had, chosen to inmate themselves into a birthplace barren of
emotion, I disposed of my imagination.

As our sleek carapaces bounce through the muck, we begin the
intake of material, minerals and micro-organisms, from which we
will construct our homes, rather than relying upon the abandoned
domiciles of others. That being the moment I truly realize that my
capacity to create had washed out. While others surely bring into
their minds the elaborate architectures composed about the golden
ratio, I struggle about with myself.

Now I am forced to resonate this song, which, used for mating,
must seem obtuse to my fellows, from the protection of an object
called only by definition a shell. Surely, if there was a hand
above the shoreline and this slim grasp caught my work on some
foreign beach, lifted to an ear, no imitation of the oceans native
melody would reach that recessed membrane. But perhaps, instead,
the beat of my personal tune would produce itself forth, leaving
the being perplexed. Again, there is a listening, however, a
rounding chance, the wind coming strong to illuminate the pitch of
each note, and in this moment's time, the bearer of such slim
features finds the concise history of the world. But I should know
that such a bearer has gone to weed.

I fill in the gaps of my design with jealous glances at the
works of my fellows, but the basis for my crooked spiral has been
seen by eyes shriveled and long gone. I have to reach back through
the twisted roots of the past, caked together by cementation of
time. Here I find the French shore-line and my ability to locate
humor, through ironic means, running within the whole. A bold
Jacques bends to the water's edge to recover a silt-covered shell,
the spiritual ancestor of my home, of my operatic stage.

As he washes it clean, examining the textures and finally the
form, he lifts it to his ear, a dirty grin spreads across the man's
powdered face. He raises the piece into the air, into the dawn
light, and whistles the object's song back at it, the ocean's
native melody, but the tone comes from the man's brass heart. He is
not enjoying, he is studying, capturing, designing, laying plans to
construct this instrument of natural beauty in metal, to then set
it beside his flute player and defecating duck. In his constructed
Eden, Jacques reproduced nature by way of metallurgy. In this they
found breathtaking beauty, now I vibrate with the humor, the humor
of mechanisms.

In truth, if I possessed a sense of history, of respect, I would
be snuggled into a corner of Brunn, observing the handiwork of
Father Gregor. Driven by sheer curiosity and guided by his keen
intellect, he would bring forth, before my sunken eyes, the key to
the gates of eternity, exerting human control and tapping into a
subtle world of protocols. I should be there recounting the
movements of his hulkish body through a bean patch. However, my
mind leans toward another Father, of importance only to myself.

 

 

Chapter One - At an impossible angle

Jack was on his smoke break when he saw his Dad's sports car
round into the entrance of the plaza. He slipped behind a brick
pillar and waited for the car to park before peaking out to see his
Father walking towards the health food store.

 

Robert Crimson slipped from the sticky interior and headed
straight for the figure looming outside the Mountain Air. She
balanced to one side, using her hip as a spring, eyes cast down in
thought. He remembered that same pose from years previous, though
transposed over the classical landscape of a long, blistery
campus.

She was nursing a spiced rootbeer, chewing candied ginger and
simultaneously smoking a cigarette, the grey tendrils twisting into
the oppressive summer heat. Her eyes caught up to his, "Ha,
Bobby,"

"I didn't want to meet here, why here?"

"This," and she forced a chunk of the sugary root between his
lips. His face twisted up at the spiky flavor and they walked over
to his car, "and there's a micro-hotel a block over."

 

He waited for the machine to twist back out of the lot, before
exposing himself once more to the blast of the thirsty sun, and
then into the musty, yet air-conditioned building. He nodded at
Jessica, who was busy cleaning the espresso machine, and found his
stool tucked away in a dim corner.

He was technically employed as an actor, a facade to enhance the
atmosphere of the business. However, being an actual artist, he
used his time on the clock to flesh out the details of his next
project. He worked out lines for the characters over and over in
his mind, forging their souls. He was working on this piece from
the heart, having sworn off the pony-show of high art.

The oath originated a year earlier when he had been
experimenting with organic matter as a sculpting medium. As his
work progressed, he learned to observe how individuals created
unintentional works of beauty through their interactions with
everyday objects, chiefly food. With Nesha, he had filmed himself
biting into the pulpy canvas of an orange whilst resting beside the
river, thoughts of an old war floating from his mind into his
teeth.

Once home, they had posted the video and pictures of the mounted
fruit. From there, blogs picked up the scent and his sculptures
quickly funded a trip to Europe, where he explored historical
sites, recording his thoughts with zest. His work flourished in the
eyes of the critics, until traveling through Bavaria, he
encountered a German mime chewing arsenic from the cores of apples.
His presence offered the young man a chance, and he soon
successfully snatched the eye from Jack.

Now his revenge stretched the fibers of his journal, a
conceptual screenplay fabricating a historic production of the
passion play by old men and vagabonds during the war years. A
deserter would play Jesus. He opened to the first page and again
recorded a tentative title - They Required No Invitation,
scratching out the previous. He exhaled and glanced around, the
aisles empty.

 

"Carmen, I feel all at once cramped in these boxes."

She patted his head and smoothed the hair out again, "Think
concentrated. Think distilled. Think purified."

"Like this water?"

"No, it's full of trace chemicals."

"Chlorine? Cocaine? What?"

"Large amounts of estrogen that pass through birth control
users, actually."

"You're trying to cut my balls off with science, lady."

She laughed and unbuttoned her shirt, "Chances are, in your line
of work, you'll do that to yourself before I get a chance."

 

When Jack arrived at his apartment, he could see Nesha lounging
on the balcony. He stared quietly and walked her way, his approach
thwarted by an acute pain that cut into the sole of his foot. He
howled.

"Damned dog!"

Nesha started up half shaken, but quickly eased herself, "It was
like that when I got home. This time he burst the lithium-ion pack
and stained the carpet." The remnants of the third robotic vacuum
scattered about, motors ripped from the circular shell.

Bosley, their terrier, had found his true calling in life -
retiring robots. Ever since Christmas, when his Father had
presented them with the first robo-maid, an epic battle had ensued
with no hope of a treaty, no diplomatic language between the canine
and circuit.

Jack kicked the bits aside and joined Nesha, "How was work?"

"Charming, as always. I'm going to write a book on the
intersection of sex and art. We must import these fetish designs
from Japan. That's the only way."

"What was it today?"

"Brown merkins with Fozzy's face, the muppet, sewn on the front.
But the icing? We implanted a sound chip that resounds from the
loins - 'Merkka, Merkka.' Genius."

"Wouldn't you love to be that voice actor."

 

Robert stopped by the office to check up on operations, then
headed home to wash off before Linda got in. He let the smell run
off his body and swirl steamy down the drain. Outside, a flock of
geese had landed in his pool and cautiously avoided the roaming
suction device. They tolerated his presence for a while, cooling
themselves in the flow, before returning to formation in the
sky.

He wasn't immediately prepared to shed off the afternoon's
event, so he removed a pack of cigarettes he had purchased on his
way home and lit one with bravado. He fumbled with the lock on his
briefcase and removed a manila envelope. The sheets were folded and
sketched with competitor's designs, enfolded alongside his own. He
was digesting the future market, the promise of the people's
tomorrow, but these were gadgets for the boutique. He removed
another, heavier envelope along with a small metal cube, taking a
thick drag.

 

She had teased his about his work, about the grand duality of
Bobby Crimson's life. He operated one of the largest technology
research firms in the States. And though he had dedicated his life
to expanding the reach of technology, he did not trust the
beautiful inventions he helped create. He ushered in the future for
the world at work, and lived his life for himself at home. A
simultaneously sad and selfless endeavor, but she knew his heart
was in his work, as much, if not more so then her own, even when
she lived complete within the realm.

Carmen walked into the hot-room, a greenhouse on steroids, where
her works spring from the soil as Robert's sprung from the monitor,
just as quickly in this environment. But his were hardened,
possessing the true air of a tool, while hers stood fragile,
delicate, subtle in there natural appearance.

She shined a light exclusively onto one test subject and the
neighboring plant bent its fibrous stem over into the beam. She had
dipped her hand into the wiring box of life and, blindfolded, made
a connection. She called it folded communications, expanding the
rhythms to a intelligent signal. Plants had something within them
that she had exploited without exactly knowing what it was. It was
a leap in some far off direction. It was her part of the overall
project, in development, and by far the longest shot to be
taken.

The others copying and pasting, simply making sure that the
addition could properly function atop the new foundation organism.
But she was working to enhance a trait that could not be fully
measured, nor understood. Trial and error had crossed out other
processes, until she had located the piece of information she
needed. A hint in the right direction, or a direction. The segment
had then been enhanced, over-laid upon itself, until the true power
of their vibrations had manifested in a language, an inaudible
song.

Now with these fluent organisms, she had to fumble once again in
the dark to decipher their transmissions. In her mind, she heard
the beautiful melody, in unrecognized measures, in complex rhythms
and layers, playing out through the roots, from between the leaves,
a song of existence accompanied by others sharing in the joy.
Poetically, she saw their mention of survival as only a secondary
function in a much larger composition.

 

He thumbed through the pages, devices that turned casual parlor
tricks into reality and miracles into appliances. Using the cube as
a paperweight against the breeze, he breathed heavy years of
worthless work out and took in his gift to the world, his opus. So
much effort into an array of circuits that would resolve plagues,
both physical and temporal. He was going to clip the chains of fate
from man, so that all could, as a whole, rise above the shit that
they all now soaked in.

He heard Linda's car pull up and began rolling the spec-sheets
into tubes, inserting them into the small opening on the cube. He
had to learn to trust his work. After all, he was the usher.

Linda walked out just as he forced the pack of cigarettes in
after the pages, his hand within the box at an impossible angle,
"What's that?"

He flinched, but realized she hadn't seen the pack, "A
prototype. Compacted storage with no compression. Remember, I told
you about it and you laugh in my face."

"Well, get your hand out of there! Didn't you talk about the
field collapsing and matter loss?"

"We resolved the problem, actually. Now, if the power supply
fails or the expiration time passes, the space is evacuated. For it
to fail completely, it would have to be destroyed instantly."

"This coming from the man that thinks everything has the
potential to seize up and melt down the world?" She snuggled into
his side on the chair and picked up the cube, laughing to
herself.

"Besides, you can't really lose matter. It would just be ejected
in a notated format."

"The size of a kernel of corn, you said?"

"Well, yeah, about that."

"So you'd have a pebble for a hand?" She laughed again, "Do you
smell smoke?"

 

Nesha got up, "Bix called. Let's go over there."

"Sounds good."

Driving with the sun setting sometimes did odd things to Jack.
He would tune out the car, minimize Nesha, and focus on the
movement of people. Strangers sharing an open expanse, using it to
their own ends, while still respecting the intentions of others. He
let his hands navigate across town and dissolved into a dance of
anonymity.

"Hello, Bix. Where's Angela?"

Bixby Garrison teetered on the steps to his studio apartment, a
step designed like a shard of glass, "Inside, working on a new
cover."

Nesha scampered past them and Jack turned toward the street with
Bixby. The evening was settling out, energy relaxing from a tangled
mess to long vibrating wires, set to communicate, rather than act.
Jack loved hanging out with his married friends.

Bixby was an artist in form, but toned to subtle banality. He
produced short, in-depth documentaries on emerging cultures in the
city, which were then dressed up and slipped into local news
programs as the weekly feature. The average blue-collar worker was
treated to experimental shots and fragmented narrative. Though they
kept a conservative composure, if studied closely, French-cinema
inspired framing and dramatic lighting, a nod to German
Expressionism, could be noted.

His latest, though unaired, piece captured the first wave of
local light-writers -long exposures capturing the lines of colored
LEDs, and the teens leaping about behind the glow, gesturing
complex graffiti into the air. It was a good piece, Jack had
admitted. Perhaps he had finally tuned his banal mask, so that now,
the true art could continue behind it, uninhibited. The level of
artistic stimulation relying completely on the viewer.

Inside, Angela was flipping through a manuscript, canvases and
rags surrounding her. "What is it this time? A harrowing equestrian
romance?" seeing the half-sketched stallion resting on her larger
easel.

"Once again. I just can't find the passage where she describes
the damned thing."

"Aren't they usually over descriptive in those?"

Angela chuckled, "Word-count whores, really."

Nesha pointed back into a dark corner, "What's that one up
to?"

"That's one for myself, actually. It's supposed to be the
saddest painting in the world. In theory, of course."

"An old man sitting on a porch, watching his dog sleep?"

"It's all in the title."

"What?"

"Whispering the poor thing back to life."

"Wow," she giggled, "damn."

"Wonder what the boys are up to."

 

After a quiet dinner with Linda, Robert found himself once again
thinking of Carmen and her silent movements over him. He formed
some obligatory excuse with Linda, and slid into his car. He called
her, and she agreed to see him at her lab, but she would have to
run off her assistant. He had a little time to kill, but he drove
straight toward her, instead.

 

In his study, walls lined well with printed insulation, Bixby
pulled up the research from his latest project. He handed Jack a
bag of snack food.

"What's this?"

"Remembering me mentioning the bizarre soldier stories I
found?"

"On these?"

"Patriot Nuts, oddly enough. Seems like they would choose a more
positive name. Yeah, each bag has a chapter from a different
soldiers diary. Some of it is a bit racy to be put in print, but I
think they hope to play on that, maybe wishing for a public outcry
of indecency."

"And this guy?" pointing to the face on the wrapper.

"That is Captain Rick Deciduous. Served in Iraq during the Bush
presidency."

"And why are you so infatuated with Mr. Deciduous?"

"The first chapter of his that I came across, that one, reminded
me of a guy I knew before I met you. Real hot head. Was going to
join the army, but his girlfriend at the time refused to have sex
with a murderer - as she put it. We called her Lysistrata behind
her back."

"What happened to him?"

"The guy? Think he was working at a research facility, last I
heard of him. The girl was Angela."

They both laughed together, "Anyhow, the captain's first chapter
is about how his wife did the same thing, and how his infinite wit
overcame her."

"How romantic."

"Yeah, well, that caught my attention and I collected up as many
from his series as possible. The stories pertain less to fighting,
focusing more on the humor that tends to arise at the worst times.
So, I finally found the last chapter of him. It was about a prank
performed at his funeral, in his honor, of course. I was fairly
surprised that they would release this guy's stories without living
consent, didn't feel right. I did a search on his name, which I
thought might have been fake and the whole series fictional, but I
found record of his company. Guess what? No death record."

"Meaning?"

"I'm not sure. Want a drink?"

"Surely."

Bixby screwed the lid off a tall bottle of whiskey, and poured
two full glasses, "I continued down the hole, and came upon a
obscure forum, dedicated to the discussion of these guys, opinions
on their stories and such."

"That's a convenient coincidence."

"Very, but I couldn't find anything to lead me to believe it was
linked to the makers of the food, so I lurked around for a few
days. Checked the archives for anything on our captain. No mention
of the false ending. So, I do a short post introducing myself and
presenting the information I had gathered. Names matching up and so
on, but not the death."

"Any response?"

"The next time I tried to log on, I had been banned from the
board. My IP had been blacklisted by their server. I thought about
using the wireless at the cafe, but then I wondered what the point
was, really. They're only snack food. Then, today, I get an email
from one of the board administrators."

"Wait."

"His handle is, no shit, Evergreen."

 

Carmen was playing at her favorite game, searching through the
possessions of others. Lifting up a small metallic cube, she
brought it over to him, as he bent over the specimen table.

"What is this, mister?"

"This, madame, is my personal therapy. And the future of the
company, too."

"Whoa, Whoa! Robert Crimson using a piece of sophisticated
technology! Impossible."

"And this is one cool little trick."

"What's it do?"

"Storage."

She grinned at him, "Wow, Robert, you finally got it to
work?"

He nodded, slowly.

"I'm proud, really."

"Test it out."

"Fair enough. I'll put a bit of my future in yours. How's
that?"

He moved his fingers along her shoulders, nipping at her neck,
as she dropped a stem into the little door, disappearing at an
impossible angle.

"I'm making an effort," he said. "I've also started wearing a
heart-monitor that notifies my family if my heart stops."

"What if it speeds up?" …

 

 

Chapter Two - Wrapped tightly around

A tragic sound, ushering forth from the geometry and shape of
all things. A question to the face of those around, those present,
those standing, sitting, napping upon the crust of things. Rearing
its head, lunging forward through the air, latching on to those
structures portrayed in synapses, finding the wire-frame ground
work. Harvesting and nesting, twisting into a vengeful spiral, deep
in the cortex.

 

A conversation, perfectly placed, upon the apex of development,
the ushering of freedom. Words from open mouths, opening gates,
throwing free the slithering concepts, uniting, into a world of the
physical from an incubation of perception. The damned thing
twisting and righting itself on the table, lashing out at the
keepers, breathing fire, biting sharp, deeply, tearing away. Then,
now, we truly do know ourselves, we walking easy targets to our own
feeble knowledge.

 

A venomous strike, from the simple table, into the heart of the
father, into the flesh, ripping forth those vital places. Onto the
easiest progression, those known, not objects in the physical, not
in the beginning, but teething on the acquaintances, for we are
walking about, though we are abstract concepts, humans. We hold
closer to personality than skin, and so this bastard thought rips
into that skin and tears it away, laughing.

 

A selective holocaust, a murdering rampage for the few, those
that crossed the minds of its father, its think shell that thought
it fertile pieces to feast upon. The entire class of Champagne High
'82, home of the Anglers, ripping old neighbors, kind friends,
bones cleaned. A congregation of devout dead men, the thing
slithering through space, into its own instant, its own attack
time, planned through the gestation, through hibernation. Set free
on the population of several towns, on those seen in passing, those
seen in print, in the media, rocketing straight down the
president's throat.

 

A system of annihilation, systems annihilated, once the tender
flesh-bodies were picked rather clean. The living dismembered, a
few animals pulverized, the beast turns about, flagellum-skies. The
largest resource, that information heavy flood, the death of
arbitrary devices. And the father's true crime, maul filled with
gore, fangs with serum, raises the head of a true crime. To spare
the lives of most, the world left merely decimated by the father's
sight, but now to suffer the rest with decay.

 

A network withers, dies, under the bite of the thing, falling to
the ground, hemorrhaging data and information that flows down
hillsides and into waterways. Pushing most of the District, ground
into the earth, its figureheads already defeated, already
piece-meal. The weights, not unbalanced, but obliterated,
decapitated, blind eyes shattering to the earth. And the holy
scrolls, back to the Compact, chewed through, moths of time coming
too slowly, ripped apart, lining for the pet gerbil that lays
twitching against the floor.

 

A world, not our world, but the world of the father, the world
this simple man, sitting, one afternoon, in the frame of a sleepy
window, knew as his. That which resided within his mind, marked-off
from the list of the collective existence. Us, minus them. Ours,
minus theirs. And then to lay about full, this thing, not caring to
learn more, to leave the unknown be, and nap for another
millennia.

 

 

Chapter Three - Sleep comes easy

The world took a good shaking, god-hands lifting the infant into
the air, out of the crib, giving it a baby-sitter shake. Setting it
down again, without wiping away the drool. The world looked around
starry-eyed, more than a little disoriented by the pain that it can
find no words to communicate.

 

Red drool dripped from the corner of Robert's mouth, and he
moans.

"Fuck, Rob!"

"I'm okay."

"I think you cut an artery."

"Yes. Maybe. Fuck."

"Apply pressure here, I'll get some gauze."

"Yeah," and he leaned his head over to rest on the floor.

"Oh, no, no. You're talking to me, keep calm, but you're not
going to be quiet now," she rummaged through a cabinet across the
room.

"What do you want? A story? How about when Jack almost broke his
neck?"

"How'd that happen?"

"Uh, he rolled down the hill behind the house the wrong way. The
old house. His body caught speed over his head and trampled
it."

"Here, let me wrap it around your back."

He grunted and leaned forward, "Had to wear a brace for …
"

"Jesus, you're cut back here too, the shard is still in
there."

"Made him look like a pissy little turtle."

"Robert, I can't stop this bleeding."

"Why are the lights out?"

"They went out before you fell. Remember, Robert? Stay
here."

He grimaced and slowly reclined, leaning away from the jutting
glass. Her cell couldn't pick up a signal, neither could his - an
even worse sign. She ran to the window, unable to see the lights of
any nearby buildings and only scant few within the full expanse of
the city. 'He's got minutes,' she warned herself, and made a
split-second decision.

She rushed from the room, hesitated toward the elevator, but cut
up the stairs, her hands working automatically on the handle, then
lock. She snatched up several containers, filled with thick liquid.
Even if the platelets stopped the bleeding, even if his body didn't
go into immediate shock from blood loss and the introduction of a
foreign substance, she would still have to carry his body down the
stairs. 'His body,' she started, almost fumbling the containers
mid-stride.

The liquid clung to his body and it shook, misleading her into
thinking he had been revived by a captured lightning, but his eyes
remained tightly shut. The bleeding slowed, but still ushered forth
in quantities. She checked the window again, headlights illuminated
the parking lot in a flood of artificial daylight. Had her
assistant disobeyed her orders at just the perfect time? "Thank
you," she spoke to an imagined deity that had lent her this
priceless boon. She checked Robert again and fled outside.

 

"What the hell is going on? Where's my Father?"

"Jack?" She knew him from pictures, seen during careless
rummages through Robert's wallet.

"The city is going to shit, cars on fire. Where is my
Father?"

"Jack, please, I need your help. Your Dad is badly hurt,
upstairs. You're going to have to help me get him to a
hospital."

"The hospital collapsed."

 

Upstairs, Robert's body rested in a pool of blood, thin shards
of glass jutting from his arms and legs. Jack splashed down into
the mess, rigid.

"Come on Jack, help me. I know it's bad but we can save
him."

Jack raised his eyes slowly upon his Father's face, reaching out
to touch his neck, the absence matching the silence from the device
in his pocket, "You're going to have to leave now, Carmen. He's
gone."

"No," more at the thought of his death than leaving, "No."

"Go."

 

Carmen didn't know where she was going, perhaps to find a source
of information on the apparent disaster. But something told her
this was larger than that. Some leaning hinted that the fires
lighting the roadway, the crumbling structures that had previously
been sound, had a more nefarious origin than an earthquake or
storm. She drove toward the city, not sure what she would find.

 

Jack found a cloth and wiped his Father's face of blood. He
pulled free the remaining blades of invisible knives and noticed
that when the dams were removed, not only did the blood run out
into the expanding ocean covering the floor, but it was accompanied
by a thicker, clear liquid that was smeared around his wounds. Jack
knew the cuts were too fresh to produce the liquid that emits from
healing wounds, and examined the fluid on his finger tips. The
shimmer did not sit well with him, but he brought his Father up
into the air, the arms dangling with one tight first around the
handle of his briefcase, and carried him down, and out the
entrance.

The night met him with a quiet kiss and far off rumblings that
unnerved and soothed him simultaneously. He kept his face close to
his Father's, hoping for some faint murmur of life, some sign that
he could stop his journey through border thickets, behind tall
buildings.

Finally, surrounded by young timber, Jack's knees buckled and he
knelt, jerking, personally taking the fall to ease the body down.
Both dull eyes met and he ran his hand across the face to replace
the lids over tired pupils. The secrets there, that Jack had never
desired to share, swirled and filled the air until the son began to
breath his heavy farewell, covering the body in branches and brush,
after placing it within a low trench.

His words of rest murmured, Jack turned to find himself
surrounded by the landscape of a large park, with a reaching
water-body. He stumbled back through the maze of growth, back
toward the research lab.

 

 

Chapter Four - Stoked in confusion

Incoming Call from …

<Mom's Cell>

"Hello … "

"Jack, Jack, what's happening?"

"Mom? Where are you?"

"Standing in the yard. Where's Robert, Jack? His monitor
messaged me, then it stopped. Jack?"

"Mom, I'm coming over. Go back inside. I'll be right over."

"Okay, Jack … "

End Call.

He threw the phone into the passenger seat and noticed the worn
journal resting there for the first time.

 

Bixby didn't have a terribly long trip to make, or perhaps he
did, though the relentless passage of time had now made every task
simple and, at the same time, terribly tedious. He quickly shut the
door behind him, Angela's maddening pleas penetrating, even through
the brick walls of the flat. But she couldn't really understand. He
was abandoning her, yes, but for the only bit of hope he possessed
in the decimated world. How could he deny the pursuit of such a
thing when the majority of survivors had none at all?

But Angela's tears had released a creeping paranoia into his
thoughts. A pattern that at once had made it easier to abandon the
woman, and an impossible task to to leave his home. Angela had
started shouting when she woke him from his drunken stupor,
bleating about her masterpiece, the night the world came down. The
oil and tracings, the conceptual notes of the inspiration, the
frozen moment itself, had left her completely. He had not known
that something could eat away hope.

His nervous feet, along the asphalt, he feared that others had
lost their most dear and honest hope. They would, in this state,
read his face immediately, finding some longing still present, and
attempt to rip it from his coil. He would have to make his way
across town, to the Captain, discreet.

 

Jack calmed Linda down, explained away the soil covering his
clothes and failed to mention his Father. He hoped his Mother's
keen distress sense was dulled, otherwise see would eventually see
right through him. Her distressed faced bubbled up some kind of
rage, some anger to cover the sorrow that had been there. Knowing
he wouldn't be able to parry her prying questions forever, he
soothed her and excused himself back into the night, that was aglow
with an ambient light.

He drove through a chaos for a long time, the running bodies
mirroring the waves of his thoughts, the disconnecting roads
blocking the logical steps of thought. His eyes glazed over, and
once again he lapsed into the anonymity of the drive. At some point
a police car stopped him. He moved slowly to the sides of the
street and waited. The cop left the lights spinning as he
approached, spinning to some otherworldly rhythm, some hum not
found in a manual.

The poor man's face was strained and red, he held a flashlight
in Jack's window that failed to shine, revealing his trembling
hand.

"Sir, did you do this?"

"Eh, what?"

"Did you cause this," he motioned into the street and beyond, to
the disoriented citizens.

"No, officer."

"Do you know who did," snapping at Jack.

"Of course not. Do you?"

The cop lowered his arm, defeated, and slowly walked back to his
patrol car. As he pulled forward, Jack sat paralyzed for a long
while, his mind swimming through thick soup. His eyes finally
focused, returning to his location, and he found himself parked
beside the cafe.

He pulled into the parking lot and peaked through the broken
building, until he finally came upon the quiet body of Jessica,
sleeping soundly, a Proust novel draped from one hand. He let her
sleep, once he had decided she was breathing properly, and walked
back out to his vehicle. He noticed the tattered journal, once
again, the name Carmen leading across the cover in a dancing
hand.

The entries were from a lost time, full of youth. His Father's
name appeared most of the time, alongside expansive poems on nature
and a type of childish transcendentalism. However, the sketches
within drew his attention immediately. The drawings, though crude,
conveyed a brutally honest message that he could not shake. There,
his Father's face, depicted young, was the brave hero with his free
Carmen, embracing nature and emitting only love.

One illustration in particular, chilled him to the base. A
massive fortress, formed chiefly from entangled vines and sparkling
blooms, entrapped and protected the to youths, as they sat, content
and holding hands quietly. But from his Father's head coiled the
long body of a serpent, peeking from a small hole, sharp eyes
focused only on a beautiful flower, which seemed to originate from
the palm of little Carmen's hand. He drifted into a twisting sleep,
waiting to wake Jessica in the morning.

The next day, on his way to rescue Nesha from the pitfalls of
his lapse in memory, running from the coffee shop and Jessica, Jack
was surrounded by a blurred image of Bixby, his clothes, as Jack's,
unchanged since he had left him drunk in his apartment. Those
moments seemed to have passed years ago, and now Bixby stood before
him, twitching slightly, ranting. Jack became conscious of the
words after they had already started flowing, "… and I got the
email just after you left, just before the Internet and power went
out. He exists, it was a lie!"

"Bix, who?"

"A response from Rick Deciduous."

"You don't know if it was him."

"That's just it. He sent an address. That's where I'm going, to
film a documentary on this war hero, from the snack food wrapper. I
just have to remember that street address."

"Do you have a camera?"

Bix hung his head like a defeated child, "No, no," stomping his
foot to add to the overall image, "it disappeared when you left
that night, when the power and Internet went out. Did you take it,
Jack? I just need it for a little while."

"What are you talking about, it's gone?"

"Yes, yes."

Bixby's wild eyes focused and peered deep into Jack. His head
swam, feeling the crazed distress. He felt words usher from his
mouth, "Because the father once saw your camera before the serpent
left the nest, to feast on his experiences," the words tasted like
copper.

Bixby ignored the foreign comment and continued, rampantly, "But
what if, Jack. What if I filmed with my eyes."

"Experienced the event?"

He giggled to himself, "Like living it," and floated off, the
cloud that had swarmed Jack.

Nesha was a mess. He had half expected her to have left for her
Mother's, but there she was, quiet, wall-eyed on the couch, "The
phones are dead."

"I know, Jack."

"Everything's out, Jack."

"Everything?"

"TV, computer, radio. Everything. Where have you been?"

"Nesha, please, please, not right now."

"There is no excuse. My stomach tied up so tight. I vomited
twice."

"Nesha … " he tried to place an arm around her, but she
leapt across the room with surprising agility.

"No, Jack."

"My Father is dead."

"What?"

"I buried him."

"When?"

"I'm not sure. I think I lost it, think I have."

She moved closer to him and pointed to his hand, "What is
that?"

Half expecting to see blood, "Oh, a notebook, a journal by the
woman that killed my Dad."

"You're not making any sense."

"It doesn't really. But it does. The snake tearing everything
apart. The children playing forever in nature. Like Peter Pan."

"Jack, really. I'm leaving."

"I know."

"You do?"

"You should have been gone already. I'm surprised you waited.
When I realized, I figured it was already too late, figured you
were already out of town."

"If you had been a few hours later, I would have been."

"You need to go. I know."

"Jack, I'm sorry."

"I understand. I love you, Nesha."

"I love you, Jack."

He didn't move for a long time. He sat and let the little images
burn, simmer in his mind. He became convinced that a jealousy had
brewed, somehow, between his father and Carmen. He would have to
choose the right time, employ a watch, and remember the best path
by foot to the lab. Through the pine grove.

 

 

Chapter Five - Ceremonies for the dead

The lab loomed before Jack, glistening in the cool night, the
leaves reflecting the moon. It stood as one of the most
intimidating structures he had ever seen, if you could indeed call
it so. It was, in reality, one giant organism, a respirating
membrane that housed the soul of a new movement - a cradle of
fertile thought realized.

He stood for a moment, in the shadows, and watched the wind
dance the branches, as if to wink at him, and then casting his eyes
toward the crumbling tenement building, he saw his watch-light,
promising safety. He hesitated and then rushed through the
sprouting field, feet trampling buds like deflected guardsmen on
diligent watch. His eyes scanned for the entrance, across the front
side, but found no designated place, no path.

'Well enough,' he thought, 'I'll open my own maul.' He crept the
last few feet to the barrier, glanced around, once at the
phosphorus moon, and plunged himself forward, arms probing. He
brushed the vines like tentacles, away from his body and found
footing over the impacted soil that lined the ground. The sensation
of penetrating the wall momentarily brought to mind a long lost
memory of crawling beneath a weeping willow, the split-second panic
in fear of being lost forever within the thing, then the gulp of
air, of relief, when one discovers they have not been drowned
within another creature.

The barrier above hung as so many chandeliers, as looping wires,
vines connecting all. A low glow hummed from the blooms that lined
the walls, radiating his face and arms. Though the place had been
utterly transfigured, somewhere within the cellulose chambers ran
the blueprints of that building he had evacuated, with his Father's
dripping body.

It all held the aura of an elaborate shrine; he the savior,
despite what evil held so firmly to the walls. He knelt to catch
his breath and removed his thinning sneakers. This was the
cathedral that would hold witness to his vengeful act.

This high priest arose in a crouch and made his approach,
crunching the few pieces of dried particulate matter that mixed
over the earth. Through his red-eyes of memory, he attempted to
navigate the walkway, but rooms had sprouted up, redirecting his
hunt down twisted paths that ensnared his arms.

During one particularly odd angle, the priest peered up through
the mess, spotting some dwindled source of light through thick and
twisted flooring. Spying his chance, he spun his fingers into the
wall and heaved himself upward. Hand over hand, swaying legs
kicking for a footing, he stuck an arm through and grappled to the
overhead limbs.

He searched for an opening wide enough for his body, but found
none, and experienced a second moment of pathetic panic as he
realized the height of his possible decent. But the cathedral
lashed out, grasping his free arm, and seemingly led his palm to
freedom. He resisted, in sheer fear, then utilized the assistance,
propelling his dangling body through the portal.

'The temple wishes itself purified.'

Upon some sort of flooring that split his exposed toes, Jack
righted himself. The illumination intense, he feared being
revealed, but ducked behind an apparent table, formed of the same
dense vines as the floor. A low rustling sound, then a gentle
clipping came to him from across the chamber. Shadows danced past
him. leaving a heavy glow to his surrounding and he waited for the
moment to surprise the wretched woman, to collapse her throat,
filled with gentle muscles that his Father had pecked softly.

When his senses jumped, when the gentle scratching could be
imagined as a pencil marking down deep thoughts, he stood,
balancing on a sturdy mesh. The sound, he now spied, was the
dancing of so many saplings, mid-festival to the heavy glow that
served them.

A bare foot struck Jack hard to the mid-section, hurdling his
body into a woven barrier, "I know why you're here Jack. She told
me, you cunt. She told me how you buried

my only test subject. Fucking disposed of him." The young
researcher, leaping forward, landed atop Jack, agile in the
familiar tangle.

"My fucking Father … "

The man grabbed his throat, crushing out the rich air, "No, no,
no talking. You can sleep, Jack," and he thrust a pointed fist into
Jack's gasping maul, depositing a clump of moist matter that
clogged his windpipe. The researcher stood above him.

He rolled away and curled into a tight ball, grasping his
throat. He was suffocating, he knew it, but felt little. Jack
reached out a hand to his aggressor. As his vision faded, a grinned
danced, singing, "Say hello to Dad for me."

The man rinsed his hands off in the sink and grabbed Jack's
arms, jerking him across the tile floor.

 

 

Chapter Six - Filling the office of dealer

"Fuck!"

"Carmen, I can explain."

"No, no, this is insane!"

"He broke in. He was coming after you!"

"He has all the right in the world."

 

A strong buzz builds up and up. It fills the space in and
around. Jack is carried through a chasm of frequencies, finding one
another and oscillating together, creating larger and larger
drones.

A skinny wrist, suspending a skinny hand that wraps tightly
around Jack's shoulder, rejected the cacophony and liberated his
body from the void. Once up, out of the mess, Jack tried to open
his eyes, but found a sparking darkness the only thing to see, a
vicious storm of static carrying on below him.

 

Carmen had broken down her assistant, stripping away his
personality and slapping him, leaving clear stains on his skin from
her gloves. The anger had been constructive, he would make a fine
tool. When he was ready, she retraced Jack's old path, into and
through the nearby park, as she had seen him travel from the
window, the night everything came down.

She led the broken spirit over rusty pine carpet, to the
blooming vines that had begun their steady march through the
underbrush. She ventured to explain his new facility to him, but
settled for introducing him to the plant that would advise him. He
took well, and she left him there to do the bidding, wearing his
new, droopy face.

When she returned to the lab, she checked her instruments, crude
devices poised on the window, still littered with micro-shards and
stains. She didn't need an instrument to tell her the air was heavy
with moisture, it clung to everything, multiplying the production
of her sweat. The event had altered the swirls and arcs that guided
the climates; shifting, instead, to the ideal living conditions for
a hardy growth. According to her measurements, the change was on a
steady increase, rising to boil.

For a long moment, Carmen felt the heat through memory, of
summer days gone, to her haven of imagination, suffocating the
dwellers of the land with beauty and a fluid that perched upon
itself within the lungs. She was suddenly startled, perhaps by the
slack face of her returning assistant, but she turned only to see
the bare, twitching feet of Jack's body.

 

 

Chapter Seven - Despair and the kingdom

Bixby was greeted through a slat, displayed the proper
identification and was admitted into the grand lair of Rick
Deciduous. The recessed ceilings composed a vastness around his
that was filled with older men, in suits. He hadn't envisioned what
it would be like to meet the Captain, but this was far from
anything he would have.

He was handed a drink, which he politely placed on a near-by
table, not having the taste for liquor, and searched the crowd for
the man he had come to meet. Rick moved out toward him, trailing
cigar smoke, his chest hair freely nestling the silver cross that
hung from his neck.

"Mr. Garrison, yes?"

"Sir, it's a real pleasure," and he apologized for the sweaty
shake.

"Let me introduce you around," and Rick walked gallantly up to a
group, nearby.

"This is Mr. Harrison Twit, the man in charge of our
surveillance. He scopes out the roots, so we know where to strike
and make it count."

"Bixby Garrison," shaking the man's hand.

"Nice to meet you."

"Harrison ran a chain of free brothels, before the collapse,
catering to business men and politicians. They signed a waiver, the
act was filmed, and Twit became the master-mind behind every sex
scandal that ever made the news.""

"Sex for power."

"Control, Exactly."

"Damien Charles, priest and explosives expert."

"The Damien Charles?"

"Yes, that one, famed for putting the bang back in Christ, and
accidentally burning down three houses of worship in the
process."

"Two and a half, and it was the switchboard operator's fault,
mostly."

"My mistake."

Bixby seemed to be the VIP of the evening. Mustaches ruffled in
whisper and some men leered.

"But you must meet Dr. Ontario, leading consultant for the
congressional council for the banning of plant-human
hybridization."

"Glad to meet you."

"And the same, Sir."

"The doctor is our fact-checker and research man, the reason
you're here, in fact!"

"But I contacted you. What is this?"

The Captain threw an arm around Bixby and led him to the bar,
"Dear boy. Here. You make documentary shorts, correct?"

"Yes … " responding tentatively.

"And sometimes your artist friends lend a helping hand in
production?"

Bixby nodded, "More often than not."

"One of these friends happened to be the son of a very important
technologies CEO, a man we thought to be a true ally. But the
doctor has made surprising connections between this man and the
events that you have no doubt witnessed throughout the city."

"That chaos?"

"Indeed. Further, upon delving into the files of Mr. Twit, we
discovered that he had been using the micro-hotel run by Twit, in
town. However, and what caught our attention, not with one of
Twit's girls. The female he enacted with was none other than the
head bio-researcher at the local labs, one of our prime enemies. We
suspect they collaborated, somehow, to cause the happening."

"Wait, you're talking about Jack's dad."

"Robert Crimson, or the late, as his plan brought himself down
also."

"What?"

"Yes, and his son, Jack, that scripted one of your films, who
attempted to avenge his father's death, a noble venture, but was
struck down by Carmen's assistant."

"Jack's dead?"

That Captain sat quietly for a moment beside him, sipping
sternly at his drink, before continuing, "And, so, my boy, we've
recruited you for our new campaign against the atrocities that have
been brought upon the human race, as it is easily noticeable where
our interests intersect."

"But, I contacted you."

The Captain chuckled and placed a firm hand upon Bixby's back.
Bixby shivered.

 

Jessica danced across the dilapidated flooring, like crossing a
questionable patch of glass over a frozen lake. She picked up her
radio and gave it several violent cranks, replaced the device, and
set it to scan. It swept the miles of fuzz between anything audible
and settled on the first it located, which was more than she
expected from her ritual. The search usually bore little to no
fruit.

However, the voice came forth relatively clean. A local
transmission, she thought - the larger stations having been
dependent on the grid, which had fallen so swiftly, leaving the
towers to be merely towers. No, this was some homemade
audio-cast.

The voice anxious, holding back, "Hello, friends. In these dark
days, many still grapple at a life resembling that which we all
lost so suddenly. Now, more than ever, the family unit is in
danger. But, many still carry on, almost unhindered."

A weird feeling passed through her body, some sort of quiet
alarm. The voice did not proceed as all the other voices she had
heard did. It did not contain the notes of desperately concealed
panic that played classical music in the place of an iconic Nero,
to a dying world. This voice had control wired into it, and the
procession, the structure of his sentences, they reminded her of
newsmen prior.

"But I present you now, dear friends, with a very sad tale of
local danger. I'm here with a Mother whose teenage son was reduced
to a comatose statue when he encountered the new trend sweeping our
area."

"It seems that he once frequented the park near the research
district, the only area in the city still running at full
capacity," there, something about that last part. "He, along with
several friends, bought flower petals to chew on while they
reclined in the evening's shade. A beautiful idea, especially when
conceived in our current state," again, some subtle reference.

"An old man sold them several handfuls, but as they ingested the
lot, they became tired and fell into a slumber from which they have
not yet awoken, no matter what form of stimulation is applied."
Jessica tried to listen closely to the Mother's words, but her sobs
masked any viable form of communication, save grief."

 

She looked around her perched shack, situated so neatly into a
crumbling building. It was falling apart, though it was larger than
her room that had fallen into dust during the event - that wrecking
ball that had brought the civilized world to a sitting halt. No,
humanity was nowhere near gone. They were just waiting for someone
to take up the touch and reach past the setting sun.

Jessica had been driving home from packing shots of grounds when
the Earth did its terrible shake, like a dog ridding his fur of
fleas. Her car had swerved and jumped onto a high concrete divider,
something within the engine grinding, breaking the chain of
systems. Many people were standing around the rubble when she
finally made the walk home, many were her neighbors, but all stood
dumbfounded. The entire complex had been thrown down upon itself,
all she possessed.

The only thing she knew to do was return to the shop, which had
suffered minor damages. She drank the mixed teas from the fridge
and fell asleep to the tink of wind chimes and pages of Proust.
Jack had shaken her awake the next morning, his eyes red and
crusted, dirt covering his clothes. His expressions seemed dead,
white and lost. She fed him day old pastries and dusted him
off.

At some point she taught to bring him his worn journal and his
eyes seemed to soften, "I think my Father was murdered last
night."

"What? Who?"

"His mistress."

"Your Father has a mistress?" she had met both his parents on
occasion and the idea seemed to blindside her, but then she
reconsidered her reaction, looking out the window into the
debris-ridden parking lot. Anything seemed possible.

He helped her organize the store into a make-shift home, lifted
some canned-goods from the health food store and taped plastic of
the broken windows. But, as the evening grew long, she had asked
him how Nesha was doing and he drew tight and fled through the back
door, leaving her to fend for herself for several days. Except for
sleeping however, the experience wasn't bad. She read during the
day and stored as much water as she could find and contain, knowing
there was some limit to the stock in her area.

When he had returned, she mentioned the idea of finding a truly
inhabitable place to live. He smiled off to himself, and suggested
a place near the park, overlooking the area. She was hesitant upon
inspection, but warmed to it once he pointed out the logistical
benefits. All he had eventually asked in return was her observation
of the entrance roads to the research district on the night before
he had disappeared. Since then she had been on her own.

But now, she looked out the window, down into the park, with
hardened eyes. The care-free scavenger lifestyle had seemingly
drained her of meaning, of direction. For a moment, she considered
the massive fortress looming over the park, the tall walls
rippling, an ocean of foliage, but blinked and the blur faded. The
stone building's stone reflected sunlight across her vision

She listened again to the incoherent, weeping Mother as the host
comforted her. Jessica rose and headed out for the park, to look
for an old man, as the sobs from her radio twisted into fading
static.

 

"I hear this average guy started it."

"What?"

"Yeah, he accidentally started a word virus one night."

"Word virus, man?"

"You know, like Burroughs."

"And that took down half the world?"

"That's what I heard."

Jessica moved passed two men resting in beds of tall grass, and
walked toward the wooded area. The floor below the trees had gone
wild and taken back to some time before pruning. She figured that
if some exotic blend of botanical matter and run-off existed in the
park, it would be here.

She wondered along the border, getting caught only once in the
gnarled thorn bushes. Then, toward the back fence of the park,
close enough to the pond, she saw a rusting wheelbarrow, laden high
with paper sacks of plant matter. As she approached a figure
emerged from the nearby wood, pulling up ill-fitting slacks. He had
a scruffy face, but his features were youthful, bordering her age
bracket.

"I heard about you on the news."

"News? There ain't any news."

"Why do you say that?"

"That shits gone to hell. What do you know?"

"I want some flowers to chew on."

"I have kinds. What do you want?"

"I want to go to sleep, for a long time."

He gave a heavy sigh, like he was carrying out some tired and
badly received directive, "Are you sure?"

"Yes."

"Let me ask first."

"Who?"

"Shush! Or I won't."

"Okay, okay."

He hobbled to the closest tree and knelt at its side, cupping
his hands over his mouth. His whispers were too short and faint to
reach her ears. In the moment she would have left, he righted
himself and plucked a wrinkled bag from the pile.

"How much?"

He waved his hand.

"Oh, come on, it's fine."

Another wave and he shoved the sack into her hand.

"Well, at least have half of my sandwich," and she tore him a
bit from the wrapped food, his eyes wide and happy.

"Thank you, darling. It's nice to have something that isn't
green," he hesitated, "but green is nice."

She thanked him again and found a nice spot looking over the
algae-infested pond. Opening the bag, she extracted a few pedals
and began to chew slowly on them, squeezing their moisture down her
throat. Her blinks became more frequent and drawn out. A low hum
entered her mind and she grinned to herself, letting go.

 

 

Chapter Eight - Curtains drawn, back from the flame

The darkness of death soon faded, a mist burned away by ripples.
Somehow she had sight. Though the power felt internal, she
struggled with deciphering what her brain was taking in. The coded
message, she studied, was not from any particular perspective, but
of a complete image, absorbed into her. It spun in three
dimensions, and though there was sound, they seemed to be heard
through a depth of water, containing the rippled distortion
also.

And then words, phrases, clear, came to her, as her inner
monologue might have, "Calm down, please. Don't try to focus too
hard, Jessica. You're still meshing with the network, your view
will be limited in reception to your personal node until you're
fully tapped in."

She tried to thrash, move away from the voice within, clear
herself of the nightmare before death. But she was locked in, she
was there. The rotating image grew wider and more detailed, she
felt it fill her head. She now used her voice, to project her own
personal thought, to whatever was also sleeping inside her,
obviously more knowledgeable of the situation, "What am I," she
wrestled with the word, "seeing?"

A rumble, "You're not seeing. You're feeling. The pulse, the
vibration of everything. Waves transferring infinitely between
everything that can communicate. You may think of it was sight, as
the only reason you can decipher certain vibrations as words is
because you once heard a similar vibration in the drum of your ear.
Now your entire body can hear, and soon you'll also be able to hear
through your immediate surroundings, bodies vibrating and picking
up their own vibrations. Don't think it out too very much, you'll
disconnect those nodes if you do. If you let it go long enough,
you'll feel my vibrations, and the vibrations I receive from the
lab that surrounds my body."

"Jack?" she vibrated.

 

As she rested, feeling the limbs sway and the water ripple, her
vision expanded, reaching finally to an actual person, and then a
group. Though she couldn't see light, the monochrome waves
floating, she sensed by their posture and tone of voice that they
were young and it was nighttime. Several moved with their hands in
the air, tracing figures with small devices. One body stood alone,
hunched over what seemed like a camera on a tripod.

Jack laughed with her voice, "I guess that's right. Well, it
means the father of the serpent might have been from our area?"

"What?"

"Bixby's documentary never got to air. So, the father would not
have know about light-writing culture. Thus, the young art was one
of the few to survive, sadly in a premature state, and within a
harsh environment to grow in."

"Jack, what are you talking about?"

"Just listen to the hum," and her mind began to throb as the
artists of the park faded away and she was treated to another
image. It seemed fragmented, as if half forgotten, a memory rather
than a current event.

"On a cool night, friends sit to have a relaxing drink, a chat.
But, something, triggered by the correct movements, words, uncoiled
from one man's mind - the father. And from his thoughts came an
energy - the serpent, that destroyed all the things from the world
that this carrier had experienced in his life. That's how it
seemed."

 

Bixby couldn't quite enjoy the rush he got from hacking through
things that had lost their humanity. He knew they still lived, deep
down, but the steady voice of the Captain encouraged the swings to
come faster, deadlier. But those children with cameras and LEDs in
the park did something to him.

Bixby flew into a rage, anger at his friend's murder, anger at
the world, anger with himself. He pulled the backpack containing
the explosives close to his body, feeling some imaginary burning
there, the aura of flames, and concussive blasts. His steps broke
out into a clearing, the ground bulging with the subterranean
network of roots.

His eyes met the sight of the laboratory. The external coverings
resembled a more realistic version of the vision that had burned so
vividly in Jack's eyes the night of his final visit. But when Bixby
passed through the doorway, which swung freely open, the internal
structure stood virtually intact, save for a odd moss that covered
large portions of the walls.

He searched the first room, until he found a sign informing him
that the labs were on the second floor. That was the plan, destroy
the heart of the beast. Strike it at its very origin. But Bixby
felt confusion take over his hot skin. This building was long
abandoned, as most formal establishments had been. No, this was not
the thriving exportation center for the Captain's nefarious
bio-plague.

He crept up the solid stair case and turned down a long hallway.
Moving slowly, he scanned the rooms, most easily accessible.
Something caught his eye, a movement? Wild animals could easily
make this their home, he thought, but it shook again,
twitching.

He held his blade up high as he entered the room. Long, thick
roots seemed to converge in the room, lines running out the broken
windows, down the hall. He stepped and hesitated. The floor was
soft, covered thick with the moss. And it shook, the leaves
rattling freely around him. He twitched and moved in, toward the
central mass.

Bixby dropped his blade, still wet with blood and plant matter,
and clattered to the floor with it. For a long while, he wept into
his palms, soaking his clothes with sweat. When he, once again,
raised his head, the trunk still bore the albino face of Jack's,
little roots twisted in like tubes and veins. He took his pack
off.

There was a noise behind him, and he immediately leapt to his
feet, reacquiring the blade in the motion. It was Father Damien, he
was sure. Confirming that he had set the device up as instructed.
But the doorway was only half filled by a hunched figure.

His lab coat was torn, and his feet black, "That one of your
friends? The tree outside says it's one of your friends. Told me to
bring you a present."

 

 

Chapter Nine - Tears to cleanse dead eyes

Before everyone became so damned dire, before We emerged and
propagated, before that thing ripped through life and tore
everything to shreds, even perhaps, before Robert began seeing the
scientist (yes, he sings, even before that decision was made),
Linda began to run. I recall waking in the early morning to a house
filled only with new light and the low tones of my Father's
vibrating windpipes. At some points, specifically when Nesha left
to visit her family, I would site for long hours with my parents in
their house, which was far too large for the both of them or their
limited interested in domestication. We would hardly speak, afraid,
yes afraid, of the echoes produced in the void of the high
ceilings.

In these days, before the affair, my Mother, as well as my
Father, had taken to a state of emotions that denoted a strong
withdrawal from life and its people - at least, before Robert found
his true love. They could only share brief moments of tender speech
before something would remind them of their new nature.

On one such morning, after a quiet night, she was missing. I
wondered if she was visiting the store, to replace some item in her
pantry, or some ingredient for the saturated breakfasts she
prepared during my stay, informed by the recipes of her Mother.
However, in an hour's time, as I sipped the coffee I had brewed,
which had failed to rouse Robert as I had expected, she quietly
slipped through the large front door, greeting me with a slight
smile and the odor of sweat. Her jogging suit dripping, she
solemnly moved up the stair to shower.

As with some bizarre spell broken, Dad fumbled down the stairs
as the hush of the pipes subsided. It went on like this for a
while.

 

Linda could feel it, I'm sure. She was always good at sensing
those subtle shifts in the ordering of the world. The deep passion
that had highlighted the first half of our years together, with
Jack, had diminished in my mind. Without the waters of passion
flowing, I had shriveled away from her, even before my
correspondence and relationship with Carmen, as if my heart had
anticipated her entrance into my life once again, as the bird's
flight.

She could have suspected the worst, and in this quiet treachery
she had to create her time apart, as an independent. Perhaps she
had anticipated the worst and had decided to train her mind in the
forgotten art of being lonely.

The act would have also brought tone to her aging body, an
indispensable feature for a possibly divorced woman. At the time,
we weren't touching, and as her muscles hardened, she took to
wearing less around the house. I don't know if this was a general
boost in self-confidence, an attempt to tease me back into her
arms, or, and as I suspect most possibly, she was taking silent
swings at my ego.

I never made a proper advance during this time, so I can never
be sure, but it was a successful torture in some respect. I would
dream of seeing her jogging from my car, body agile and strong. I
would become aroused and drive by again and again as she made her
way down a main street at dawn. Then, I would become slowly aware
that with each pass I made by her striding body, the vehicle I was
piloting would change, and soon the interiors also. This swell
would reach its peak when the turns would become too rapid, a blur,
and being slung about, I would see glimpses of my face in the
mirror, shifting and changing with every new direction. The faces
of men and women I had never seen before all becoming terribly
aroused as they spied my wife.

 

Now, Linda was the one to wake alone, deep within the
ramshackled chamber. Her eyes snapped open and began to blink
automatically, filled with piercing light and a thick coat of
sweat.

Though the house was almost uninhabitable, it had been built
well and stood as one of the last intact structures in the area.
She donned her running suit, musty from its long hibernation, and
made her way down the splintering stairs, the fabric hanging loose
over her thin frame.

 

We'll shed a tear for the world Linda walked out into, this is
ceremonious and not for the actual environment which sustains our
life and reign, and the thick air that allows us to reach out to
her, feeling her movements when we cannot know her mind. It is for
her existence within the domain of her enemy, within the realm
conceived by another through a childhood romance that she could
never hope to rival, even with the long miles traversed, pounded
down by her sneakers.

But the long vines that covered the lawn, that twisted along the
road and tangled through trees like power-lines, weren't adolescent
scribbles, but secret sensitive eyes, longing for recognition. The
harder we tried to seek the dear woman, the deeper she was
submerged into the dream realized.

 

We'll shed a tear for the impenetrable wall, so perfectly
separating Linda from the souls she passed, turning down the
sidewalk, chasing the sun across the ocean. Some individuals had
opted not to donate their entire lives to the network, to the
patchwork connections, but could easily communicate with our
meditating kin through the standard vibration pattern. Linda's ears
were, of course, def to this language.

The faces, also, rippling up with sprouts, spreading, creating
unrecognizable beings. A price was to be paid for traditional
mobility. They turned heads filled with dead eyes, watching her
pass, in her final run. She made hesitant peripheral glances, and a
second, to spy the orbs of light that danced within the homes, all
of growth. Through openings, the containers, with their pulsating
jellies, emitting the entertainment for the absorbing of the
walkers. The multicolored light strikes Linda's face, and she jerks
away.

 

We'll shed a tear for Linda's hunger. She immediately realized
her starving state, but still refused, as some impossibly chaste
Eve, to eat of the fruits that hung from most branches. Something
about their coloration, and their undeniable source - the rooted
domiciles, vast villas of woven organism, made her stomach turn,
and she ran on.

As Linda proceeded down the long crumbling highway, she kept her
distance from the voracious branches that reached out to her.

 

We'll shed a tear for the sun and the insects, one descending
and the others nocturnal song having long been discarded for a
pathetic drone, begging for sustenance from the sympathetic homes.
Nature had not only found a beautiful freedom, but had discovered
it in such abundance that the original gentleness had all but left
it. The majestic fight for survival replaced by an intelligent
dialog with all the grace of waiting in line.

 

When Linda finally did reach the shore, the day's glow waning
thin, she was met by an army of thirsty sunbathers. The group
turned in unison, without seeing or hearing, they seemed to be
feeling her body from a distance. In a strategic exertion, Linda
quickened her pace, dodging tangled bodies and leaping over
creeping, naked corpses. Finally, she stepped into the sloppy quick
of the shoreline.

The waves received her body with a cool envelope, freed from the
musty garments that had become saturated with perspiration. She
thrust her slim arms forward, embracing the tide.

 

We'll shed a tear for the bodies that stood above and around
her, craning from islands of super-buoyant algaes. Their tendrils
draped into the liquids, bringing up the cooling waves. They stared
at Linda from miles away, little animate avatars with nothing to
say and no mouth to say it with. The puppets rocked on the
surf.

 

However, once they realized her swim was more than a leisurely
dip, those on the beach rush to the water's edge. As Linda churned
away the company of land, her person was besieged by grasping vines
and weeds, attempting to lasso her appendages.

The controlled creatures cast out lines from their bodies,
sliding below the swells at her. But Linda had her lean energy,
thrashing away the attacks, escaping the grasps.

 

And that final tear, for dear Linda and her resting moments as
she bobbed slowly, life leaving her, lungs filling. Linda dropped
down and found the peace to a loneliness none of us can possibly
know, nor understand. Linda took herself with her.

 

 

Chapter Ten - A kingdom to dance away

They had birthed a romance and mythos as youths. Upon meeting
once again by fate's chance, they found those sweet bits of
themselves still alive. Their hearts still moving fluid into
cradles of passion. And that seed, whose sapling they had spent
secret summer days nourishing, was found growing strong among the
weeds and ways. But that wild fortress had grown beyond them, had
shut out the light of everyday sun, and in that wild strength,
germinate a force discontented by imaginary harvest.

First, it had cleansed the landscape of rocks and foreign
objects, Robert's twisting fire, that burnt up just enough, just
the impurities. It was not selfish destruction. The world had
withheld, and a balance was finally found, in the most plausible
form, originating in his knowledge of industry, a knowledge Robert
was never comfortable possessing.

Then, the bed readied, it had sprung into a viable existence
from Carmen's labor, consuming and preserving resources. Her
science had surpassed her. She surrendered herself to the existence
of a tool, a passageway for a lost dream to breath.

Thus, the world of their fantasy had slain their mature lives,
the work of a modern lifetime.

 

From her perched position, Carmen surveyed the green expanse,
tangling the miles out. Out and out stretched the most beautiful
scene to ever meet her eyes. It had taken far less time than she
had suspected, that back to root movement. Over the course of
several years, meditating upon her mountainous retreat, above the
reach of so many vines, so many eyes, she had seen the last
monuments of human civilization disappear, the structures and
finally the separate bodies blinking out, like so many candles,
snuffed.

 

Jessica was listening to Robert read of the fall of the Roman
empire. He, unlike herself, had been very interested in the subject
in his youth. She sat with him in the afternoon breeze, the teenage
Robert chewing through the tome. His memory was exceptionally clear
on this moment.

Then static, voices, familiar voices, as the whining of flies,
interrupted the moment. "Do not disturb the Source," rang Nesha and
Angela in unison, Source being their shared term of admiration for
Robert. They had both joined late, vulnerable and lonely, and had
taken to any force they deemed safe as an eternal savior.

"Stop pestering me," and they flinched back, instinctively
frightened of her rogue nature. "The Source and Jack are disputing.
It could decide our future."

Jessica brushed them away and found the current conversation
strand between the girl's saviors, testing the connection
tentatively.

 

"I have to. She is my Mother."

"And you can do what? Jump into the ocean, separate yourself
from us like she did? This network needs you. Hell, son, you
directly link me to most of the outside feeler nodes."

"Dad, this game we're playing, this thing we're building, it's
going to destroy what fragments of ourselves we still have
left."

"It's about transcending that sort of thinking, Jack."

"No, no. I won't buy in to your singularity master scheme. I'm
going to revert to an individual form and go to live with the ghost
of Linda. You can stay here and rot, talking to yourself, spreading
across the land like some disease, but you'll never find
Carmen."

"Jack … "

"She understood things prior to us, Dad. If she wanted to be
found, we would have located her by now. We covered the entire city
long ago, we're leaking into other districts. We've raised a lot of
decomposing matter. She isn't going to be uncovered."

"I don't believe she would hide herself intentionally, I refuse
that."

"As you may, but I'm taking the rest of the network to the
shoreline. We'll revert upon the next dawn. You are welcome to
join, but don't try to stop us."

"You've forgotten the harsh nature of individuality, Jack."

"And you hold yourself too above, too apart, to ever be simply a
node in a network. You are the death of that vision. Now, please,
let's go back to what we are meant for."

 

Carmen crawled from her cave early that morning, before the sun
had peaked past the horizon, waking to distant moans, a sorrowful
drone filling the air and vibrating gravel. She found her
telescope, a relic long abandoned for the disturbing sights it
found in all directions, and fixed it on a stretch of shore. Carmen
gasped at the beautiful display she saw there.

 

Bixby, still militant in his mindset had helped everyone
traverse the distance to the ocean's edge, various entities that
represented the pulsing minds within, their host organisms. Jack
had given him the order to do so, as he spent the remaining hours
trying to perfect the process that would take them safely into the
waters. His best work concerned crustaceans, crablike things that,
through intense meditation and immense effort of the group, would
serve as appropriate vessels to travel the waves.

 

Robert's vines had received all of this, had mingled with the
cool, salty waters, dipping his fingers, his eyes, into the future.
He knew they were making the right decision, and an appropriate
sacrifice to Linda, but he was still stubborn, still yearning for
the absent Carmen, and he knew she would never have plunged into
hopelessness as Linda had. He released the tone of mourning into
the air, disturbing the transformational meditations of the things
resting in the white sand. He tried hard to care, to fear the
coming solitude, but only felt a passive anger.

 

 

Conclusion - Drunk off the sink

The sun that morning must have been thoroughly surprised by what
it illuminated. Rather than so many splendid plants, representing
so many intelligent entities, it saw small, feeble, carapaces forms
piddling about in the sand.

The meditation had worked, the vines birthing forth crawling
bodies that looked about with curiosity, seeing with eyes, rather
than through vibrations. Now they swayed with the waves, fixed on
the motion, as Jack had instructed. A dance to eradicate any
vestige of memory, any fragment of the collective story they had
created from so many points of view. This was necessary for true
individual existence he informed, this would save us, let us stand
alone in the waves.

But Jack didn't dance. He raised a tiny appendage to the sky, a
sky breathed in deep for so long, to the land, which he had rested
upon with such pleasure, and to his Father, the eternal root that
would now spread across the Earth, searching for any hint of his
childhood love, lost forever in that memory of perfect beauty. Jack
shed a salty tear for it all, let it dry by the last gust of wind
he would ever feel, and led the dumb-stumbling lot of civilization
into a primordial reset. His mind felt back through the only record
of that life still in existence, outside of his Father's leaves,
and found a crusty Frenchman, starring at a shell on the beach.

Down through the deep, Jack giggled to himself.
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