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Flowers for Maribel



Delph stood at the edge of the overgrown path, staring up at the wall of trees that loomed ahead like ancient sentinels. Their trunks were thick and gnarled, bark furrowed like old skin, each one soaked in the deep browns and soft greens of a forest that had seen too many seasons to care about men. The leaves above rustled gently in the wind, whispering secrets to one another. A damp, earthy scent rose from the soil, rich with decay and life, like the breath of the world itself. Somewhere in the distance, a bird called out, a lonely, high-pitched trill that echoed through the underbrush and faded into silence.
He sighed, the sound catching in his throat like an old memory, and turned to glance back at the trailer behind him. It sagged under its own weight, the paint peeling, porch steps crooked and falling apart. A rusty swing swayed in the breeze, squeaking with each movement.
Ninety-four years old. That was how long he had lived on this planet, and most folks didn’t think a man his age should be wandering around at all, let alone in the woods by himself. Hell, most didn’t think he should be doing anything by himself anymore. They whispered things about safety and fall risks and caretakers. They said it like he was already gone.
His chest tightened, not from the walk, but from the ache that never quite left. His wife, God bless her sweet soul, had passed three years ago. And when she left, it felt like the color drained out of the world. Without both their checks coming in, and with the burial cost, he lost their condo. The military checks helped, but not enough. Nothing ever seemed to be enough anymore.
So, they shipped him here. Out of the city, to the middle of nowhere. To live with his grandson.
He turned back toward the trailer again; eyes narrowed beneath his heavy brows. He loved the boy. That much hadn’t changed. The drugs had sunk their claws deep in the boy, leaving him a ghost of the bright kid he used to be. Right now, he was probably passed out in his room, strung out on something so twisted and unnatural that God Himself would have wept to see it.
Delph’s checks from the military had quietly been disappearing for months now. He had an idea where they were going.
Delph, or rather, Sergeant Delph Marisson, retired, scratched his balding head as he turned back toward the looming wall of trees. Somewhere in that dense green was Lulu, his late wife’s cat. The little devil had slipped out while he was fumbling for the morning paper, vanishing into the brush like a whisper on the wind.
Lulu was a menace. Pure trouble wrapped in gray fur, but he loved her. Would never say it out loud, mind you. It wasn’t proper for a man like him, not becoming of a sergeant to go around getting mushy over a cat. But Lulu had been Maribel’s. The last living piece of her in this world, and that meant something.
To be fair, even the memories of Maribel were slipping these days. Some mornings he woke up certain she’d just stepped out of the room, and other days he couldn’t recall the exact color of her eyes. That tore at him more than anything else.
He let out a rough grunt and rolled his shoulders. “Well, Lulu,” he muttered, “I guess if I’m going to find you, I’d better get moving.”
His eyes drifted back to the wall of trees. Thick trunks pressed tight together; branches knotted overhead like old bones. It looked like a place that didn’t want visitors. But just as he was about to give up and hope Lulu returned on her own, his gaze landed on a narrow gap in the underbrush. A break, just barely wide enough for an old man to squeeze through.
With a grunt, he shuffled forward. His knees creaked in protest as he crouched, the joints popping like snapping twigs. Damp leaves brushed his arms, and the cool scent of moss curled into his nose. The air here was different, cleaner.
He pushed his way through the opening and stumbled into a clearing on the other side.
"Lulu?" he called, his voice soft and gravelly. It didn’t carry far.
Only silence answered him.
He turned, glancing back toward the narrow break in the wall of trees, trying to mark its location in his mind. The opening was already starting to blend into the green behind him, as if the forest was trying to swallow it whole. Slowly, deliberately, Delph began to take in his surroundings.
What stretched out before him was a place untouched by human hands for what felt like centuries. Not even the faintest echo of civilization lingered. Just a few feet beyond the homes of addicts and desperation, this place bloomed like a secret Eden, beautiful, quiet, and pure. The air smelled sweet with wildflowers and rich fragrance. Birds chirped softly in the canopy above, and somewhere nearby, the wings of insects hummed like tiny violins.
To his right lay a wide pond, its glassy surface rippling beneath the golden sunlight. Delph squinted and smiled as he spotted lazy dorsal fins slicing through the water, the fish basking in the warmth, just beneath the surface. It was the kind of peace that made you forget the rest of the world existed.
A deep, contented smile spread across his weathered face.
He remembered his own grandfather then, how they used to sit on a muddy riverbank with old fishing poles and a coffee can full of worms. Delph had been a terrible fisherman. Couldn’t catch a cold if he fell in. But his grandfather? That man could yank a bass out of a mud puddle with a bent nail and string. He chuckled softly, eyes still on the pond.
If he were here, he’d already be seated, line in the water and sun on his face, grinning like everything was right in the world.
“I’ll have to come back here,” Delph murmured, mostly to himself. “Bring a pole, maybe a sandwich. Just sit and listen to the water for a while.”
He turned, heart a little lighter than it had been in weeks, and that was when he saw her. Lulu. The gray streak of fur danced up a winding path that twisted through the trees like it had been carved by wind and time. It led upward, toward another clearing bathed in soft, dappled light.
“Lulu? Come here, girl,” he called gently.
But Lulu had her own ideas. She never even looked back, just padded gracefully up the path, tail flicking in the air tauntingly.
Delph sighed and continued after her, boots crunching softly on the forest path. Halfway up the hill, he paused and glanced back at the pond below. For a moment, he thought he saw someone sitting on the bank with a fishing pole in hand. The figure was still, relaxed, just like his grandfather used to be. A crooked smile tugged at Delph’s lips. He lifted his hand in a slow wave, feeling a flicker of warmth in his chest.
It looked so much like him.
But as quickly as the vision appeared, it faded, like smoke dissolving in the wind. The figure was gone, and the bank sat empty again. His smile dimmed. His old mind liked to play these tricks, dragging up memories when he least expected them. It didn’t worry him anymore; it was just part of the way things worked now. Still, it hurt when the face of someone you loved slipped away like that, piece by piece.
He turned back to the trail and climbed.
On the next rise, the forest opened into a wide ledge bathed in radiant sunlight. Lulu was there, prancing in the grass and chasing a butterfly with the enthusiasm of a kitten. Delph chuckled, the sound gravelly but warm. She wasn’t a young cat anymore, but she moved with a spring in her step that defied the years.
“I wish I had half your energy,” he muttered with a wheeze as he leaned on his knees.
The clearing around him was beautiful, soft moss underfoot, wildflowers swaying in a light breeze that carried the scent of pine and something sweet he couldn’t quite place. He crouched down slowly, his knees protesting the motion, and picked a pair of small white flowers. He used to do that for Maribel when they were young, back when wildflowers and laughter were all they needed to get through the day.
“Maybe I’ll give these to you when I get back,” he whispered, holding them gently between weathered fingers. For a moment forgetting his love was gone.
He rose and continued onward, the forest swaying around him as he climbed. The trail led to a vast open plateau ringed by trees so tall their tops were lost in the light above. To his left, a group of wild horses grazed peacefully in the tall grass. They lifted their heads at his approach, dark eyes studying him with quiet intelligence.
They didn’t bolt. They didn’t panic.
They simply watched him, like they understood something he didn’t yet know.
Delph stood there, watching the wild horses as they grazed peacefully before him. The soft breeze stirred their manes, making the scene feel almost dreamlike. His eyes followed a young buckskin filly, bouncing and prancing in the field with carefree joy. She seemed to have no worries at all, moving with a freedom that Delph hadn’t felt in years.
He smiled quietly to himself, content just to observe. It had been many years since he’d seen anything so pure, so untouched. These animals were at peace with the world around them, and in that moment, Delph felt the weight of the world, his aches, grief, and struggles of his days, slip away.
He watched them for what must have been close to half an hour, his heart lightened by their antics, their grace. He couldn’t help but laugh softly as the young filly kicked up her hooves, spinning in circles as if the very ground beneath her feet was a dance floor. The world here was different, simpler. And for the first time in a long while, Delph felt like everything was well in the world.
But then, with a slight shake of his head, he remembered his purpose. Lulu. Where had she gone? His eyes scanned the field, searching for the familiar grey streak of her fur.
His gaze shifted, and there before him, was something even more stunning than the horses. The entire area seemed enclosed, protected by a towering cliff face that arched around him, guarding the peaceful land from the harshness of the outside world. It was like nature itself had built a sanctuary here, keeping all the worries and troubles of the world at bay.
Delph took a step forward, his old knees creaking slightly. As he did, his eyes were drawn to the water cascading gracefully from the cliff face. The waterfall fell in a soft, steady rhythm, pooling into a crystal-clear pond below, its surface gleaming in the sunlight like polished glass.
“How beautiful…” Delph whispered, a quiet, wistful smile tugging at his lips. “Maribel would have loved this.”
He slowly crouched down, reaching out toward the water, his fingers brushing against the smooth stones lining the edge. The water was so clear, so pristine. Beneath the surface, small lizards darted playfully, their lithe bodies weaving between the rocks.
Delph chuckled softly, the sound carrying the weight of a thousand memories. He remembered how, as a boy, he and his sister would catch little creatures like these, before the world had gotten so complicated, before screens and devices stole their attention.
He dipped his hand into the water, letting the coolness of it seep into his weathered skin. He waited patiently as the lizards swam closer. It wasn’t long before one glided over his palm, its tiny feet brushing against him. Without a second thought, Delph closed his hand, catching the little creature in his grasp.
For a moment, he held it there, the soft thrum of its tiny body against his palm, feeling an unexpected connection to the wildness around him. The peacefulness, the simplicity, the sheer beauty of the world he had stumbled upon was almost too much to grasp. But for once, Delph didn’t mind. He let the moment overtake him, just for a breath.
Delph gently lifted one of the little newts from the water, his heart lightening at the sight of its tiny, delicate form. A smile spread across his face, soft and full of warmth. “Hello, little fella,” he murmured, the joy of the moment blooming in his chest. There was something comforting about holding life, even this small, simple creature. Slowly, he lowered his hand, allowing the newt to swim free again. As it disappeared beneath the surface, a single tear slipped down Delph’s cheek. Joy brought on by his memories overtaking him.
He wiped his cheek with the back of his hand and, with a sigh, rose to his feet, his joints creaking slightly in protest. He stood for a moment, taking in the quiet beauty around him, then continued his journey through the clearing, his old legs carrying him forward with steady, deliberate steps.
But then, his eyes fell upon something that stopped him in his tracks. A house nestled just below the towering stone cliff face. Water tumbled over the edge of the cliff, creating another waterfall that cascaded down, forming a small stream that wound its way around the house. The house itself was untouched, pristine, and it seemed to shimmer in the soft light. It was a place that had been cared for, loved even, but it seemed as though it had been forgotten by time.
Delph’s breath caught in his chest as he slowly made his way toward the house, drawn to it as if something inside was calling him. The stream babbled gently as he crossed a small wooden bridge that arched over it. He made his way up the stairs, each step bringing him closer to the strange, peaceful world he had stumbled upon.
Reaching the door, Delph hesitated for a moment before knocking softly. Of course, there was no one here, how could there be? A place like this, so far removed from everything. But then, as if to answer his doubt, a voice came from within.
“Come in!” The voice was soft and welcoming, a woman’s voice, clear, melodic, and strangely familiar.
Delph’s hand trembled as he reached up to turn the doorknob. With a slow breath, he stepped inside. At first, the bright light of the room blinded him, but as his eyes adjusted, he found himself standing in a cozy dining room. And there, at the table, sat a woman: his wife, Maribel.
Her soft laughter filled the air as she sat with Lulu curled up in her lap, exactly as Delph remembered her, the way she had looked when they first met, so full of life and warmth.
“Mar? Is… Is that you?” His voice cracked, the weight of the years falling away as he spoke her name.
She giggled, that sweet, sing-song voice he had loved so much. “It’s me, Del. Come in. Get yourself something to eat.”
Delph took a few hesitant steps forward, the room spinning slightly around him. His eyes were drawn to a full-length mirror on the far wall, and as he gazed into it, he froze, his breath catching in his chest.
There, reflected in the glass, was his younger self, twenty-two again. He was strong, well-muscled from years of hard work. He looked so… whole. So alive. He felt no pain or trembling; his weariness was gone.
He blinked, his heart racing as he turned back to her, his voice cracked. “Mar?” he whispered again, unable to understand what his eyes were telling him.
She smiled at him, her eyes shining with warmth that made Delph’s heart ache. “It’s different here,” she said softly, her voice like a soothing melody. “You, we… we’re young and vibrant. We can stay here forever together. Just you and me.”
Delph’s chest tightened, and before he could stop it, tears welled up in his eyes. They spilled over, tracing a slow path down his weathered face. He couldn’t help it, the weight of years, pain of loss, the longing for this impossible dream, it all broke through. He stepped forward, his hands trembling as he held out the delicate flowers he had picked earlier.
He half-expected them to vanish in his hands like so many other illusions, like the memories that had slipped from his mind over time. He braced himself for the sting of disappointment. But instead, she reached out, her fingers soft as she took the flowers from him. She lifted them to her nose, inhaling their sweet scent deeply, a small smile curling at the corners of her lips.
Delph’s heart swelled at the sight. A gentle warmth spread through him, peace, like a balm to the ache in his soul. He watched her for a moment, his tears falling freely now, each drop a mixture of joy and sorrow. This was real. She was real, standing in front of him.
Maribel looked up at him, her eyes locking with his, and for the first time in a long while, Delph felt a genuine warmth fill his heart. Slowly, he seated himself at the table, the chair creaking beneath him. The weight of years of grief seemed to lift, if only for a moment. Here, in this strange, beautiful place, he was with her again.
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Better Luck Next Time


I am Conner Artorious.
Number one best explorer of all time. Ever. Period. Not that it means much these days, explorers are a dying breed. Metaphorically, sure. But also, literally. Let me explain.
I was born on a small, half-forgotten planet called Earth. The year is 2073, and we’ve done what humanity does best: ruined a perfectly good thing. We turned paradise into ash. Torched our own home and then acted surprised when the fire burned us too.
Earth is now a wasteland. Cracked dirt, and poisoned skies. You know the kind of place where hope goes to die with a whimper and a cough. The last estimate put our population at around three hundred thousand souls. Give or take a few thousand. Hard to keep a headcount when most comms are fried and half the people left don’t want to be found.
In the mood for some water? Well, too bad, that’s a luxury. What about some good food? Scratch that, what about any food? How unfortunate because that’s just a memory. We scrape by on scraps and synth-paste, and even that’s starting to run low.
And that…well, that’s where I come in.
Our communities have been working together on something strange. Desperate, yes, but odd in a way that just might save us. We’re trying to pull water from things that shouldn’t give water at all. Let me explain.
Everything in the world contains water on some level. Even the driest objects, like rocks, dust or rusted-out machinery, hold trace amounts deep down at the molecular level. Water is everywhere. Just not in such a way that we can drink it.
Now, the few scientists we have left, and I use the word “scientists” loosely as most of them were chem teachers or amateur physicists before everything collapsed. I mean we even have some guy named Jim who did none of those. All he did was tell them, “I once had a science kit when I was five.” So, they gave him a lab coat and bam, suddenly he’s a scientist. Okay, they have a theory. I’m not saying it’s a bad one. Let me tell you what it is. 
They believe we can extract water using a process called Acoustic Levitation. It’s an old concept, something that used to be more sci-fi than science. Basically, they use sound waves to manipulate matter. Turn the right frequency loose on the right material and, in theory, you can separate molecules. That includes pulling water out of solid objects.
It sounds insane. But then again, surviving in a dead world is insane already. If this works, even partially, it could buy us time. Maybe a few more years, or perhaps just long enough to find another way to keep breathing. 
Anyways, there were these three scientists and of course, Jim. No idea why they always ask Jim, but together they cobbled together this acoustic levitation device and stuck it in the gymnasium of the old school.
They all worked hard to get it functional. After weeks of scavenging parts and tuning frequencies, the thing finally powered up. It started vibrating, humming, doing its sonic thing. Looked like it might actually work.
But they missed something.
They didn’t properly account for the speed at which it would vibrate. Someone botched the math. Yeah, you guessed it. It was Jim. The levitation unit didn’t just float particles or shift air, it bent reality. Everything around them wobbled, like the fabric of space itself had a hiccup.
Jim, being a guy who always seems to get himself in far over his head, was naturally standing right next to it when the whole thing went sideways. He began to shake. Not a normal kind of shake, but an oh-no-the-universe-is-melting kind of shake.
And here’s where things got… complicated.
According to String Theory, reality isn’t just one flat pancake of existence. There are multiple dimensions layered on top of ours. Folded, twisted, compactified realms, and yes compactified is the scientific term… I think. Anyway, each vibrating at its own unique frequency.
Well, someone, I can’t say who, screamed that the machine had hit the natural vibrational frequency of one of those hidden dimensions.
And boom.
A micro-wormhole tore open, and just like that, one moment, they were in a busted-up gym. The next, someone got yanked into a tear in space. Jim was the one who got pulled in like a little girl holding the leash of a mastiff.
Now, he’s sitting in a weird jungle. The plants don’t look right, the air hums with electricity, and the birds have way too many eyes. This place evolved differently. Completely.
Which brings us to the awkward part.
Yeah… Jim’s not here. He never was.
In fact: There is no Jim.
I didn’t plan to be an explorer, alright? That was never the goal. But I’m the one who got pulled through the wormhole. And this whole time, this whole story, the “Jim” you’ve been hearing about?
That’s me.
I’ve been Jim. I just didn’t want to admit it until now.
You happy?
This isn’t what I signed up for. Not by a long shot. I didn’t ask to be yanked into some alternate dimension jungle where even the fruit comes with a disclaimer.
Granted, I will say this. I did manage to find something that might pass for edible. See, after hours of stumbling through oversized ferns and dodging vines that looked like they wanted to shake hands, I spotted one of the strange birds of this world.
These weren’t Earth birds. Picture a parrot, then stretch its neck like a periscope, paint it a flat black with stripes of glowing teal, and give it a set of wings that hum instead of flap, kind of like some kind of crazy hummingbird. Also, it had four legs. Like it couldn’t decide between being a bird or a cat and went with “Yes.”
Anyway, it hopped right up to a low-hanging fruit, shaped like a cluster of jiggly grey grapes. The strange fruits were fused into a sort of jelly orb that wobbled at the slightest breeze. The bird gave it a few pecks, chirped something that sounded like a kazoo being strangled, and started eating. There was no death, spasms, or imploding. It finished its snack and zipped away, happy as a freaky little clam.
So, I marked that fruit down as “probably safe.”
Then I saw the other fruit.
This one was about the size of a softball, deep purple with pulsing green veins and little thorny ridges around its base. It looked juicy, almost tempting. Until another of those alien birds landed nearby and gave it a nibble.
Well, that was a big mistake.
The moment its beak touched the skin, the fruit split open like a trap. It clamped onto the bird’s face with rows of thorny teeth and started secreting this milky, acidic goo. The poor thing squawked, flailed, and then collapsed. The fruit just… absorbed it. Sucked the bird in and sealed back up like it had never opened in the first place.
Needless to say, that one is on my do-not-eat list.
So here I am, sitting in this weird borderline psycho jungle with a handful of mystery grapes that haven’t tried to eat me yet. It’s not much, but it’s a start. Welcome to survival, alternate dimension edition.
Overall, in comparison to Earth Prime…at least, that’s what I’m going to call it. Yeah, I know. Sounds a little megalomaniac to assume that every alternate dimension Earth starts from mine, but it’s my story, Thank you very much. So, it’s Earth Prime and my Earth is the starting pancake. Who’s going to argue with me? The jungle?
Didn’t think so.
Now, surviving in this place? That’s a whole other mess entirely. I’ve been trekking through this overgrown nightmare with nothing but instinct, and a few scraps of common sense.
The first creature I ran into looked like a gorilla stapled to a centipede. It had twelve legs, glowing red eyes, and a temper that made it allergic to pretty much anything breathing. I only got away because it was too big to fit between two massive tree trunks and got stuck long enough for me to slip past. I looked back and saw its backside wriggling helplessly, wedged between the trunks as it tried to free itself. Reminded me a bit of my ex, Margot. I won’t deny I laughed. I’m sorry, Margot. Well, sort of.
Another time, I stumbled into a clearing filled with what I thought were giant flowers. Beautiful, glowing, swaying gently in the wind. I moved closer, thinking maybe, just maybe, I could catch some rest in the soft grass beneath them.
Turns out, they weren’t flowers. They were mouths. With tentacle-petal tongues. They snapped shut the moment I stepped near. Missed me by inches. One actually tried to crawl after me. Yes, crawl. Like a hungry daisy with abandonment issues.
Eventually, I got smarter. I watched the local wildlife, followed the smaller creatures that weren’t actively being eaten. Some of them resembled rabbits, if rabbits were made of glassy chitin and could camouflage themselves by blending into the moss. I started tracking them, learned which plants they nibbled, and gave those a shot.
I found a kind of blue-stemmed fern with leaves that tasted like licorice and didn’t try to strangle me afterward. Jackpot. I also managed to catch one of those rabbit-bug hybrids using a makeshift snare. Roasted it over a fire made from dried vine husks and slammed a few rocks together to make a spark. Definitely harder than the books make it seem. It smelled like burnt tires but tasted halfway decent.
So here I am, still alive, un-eaten, and Earth Prime’s least-qualified explorer making his mark in a world.
Finally, I found the perfect spot. A clearing right next to a stream. Flowing water, room to move, and, at least as far as I could tell, without a topographic map or any knowledge of the weather patterns, outside of a flood zone. That’s as scientific as I can get without my old lab coat, which I’ll remind you does not help you be more of a scientist.
It took some time, but I found a stone that could be chipped into something resembling a knife. And by “knife,” I mean a glorified rock shard that doesn’t seem to be able to cut butter. I wish I could tell you I was smart enough to carry one with me but come on, do I look like the type of guy who is on a television show eating bugs? I’m the kind of guy who once owned a science kit, got really good at baking soda volcanoes, and somehow stumbled his way into being one of the leading scientists left on Earth. So no, I didn’t bring a knife. Don’t judge me. I’m trying.
Anyway, with my totally-not-useless blade in hand, I started the slow, soul-sucking process of cutting down tree limbs to make a shelter. With something as sharp as a plastic spork, I’ll remind you. It was well into the night by the time I finished, which… yeah, not my finest hour. You’d think someone with my credentials could handle basic survival stuff with style and grace. Turns out, I can’t.
The shelter I built? It’s awful. Honestly, a strong breeze could bring it down. Thankfully strong breezes don’t seem to happen often here. But it's standing, kinda. Okay, listen, it counts.
Here’s the thing that keeps tugging at me though. I haven’t seen any signs of other humans. No footprints, no half-burned campfires, not even a broken Coke bottle. Nothing. Am I the only one here?
Because if I am… well, this might be the start of something new. A fresh world, untouched by human hands. A blank canvas, a perfect paradise. You know, in case we want to ruin it all over again.
At this point, I’d been here a couple of days. Long enough to evolve my sad little shelter from “third-world shack” to “Hey, look, Ma, I built a fort!” I was proud, okay? It had four walls. Well, three and a leaning one, and it only leaked in most places. Progress.
Of course, I’m still pretty sure a centi-rilla could knock it over; yeah, that’s a centipede and a gorilla had a horrifying lovechild, you know, Margot? Yup, okay, good we’re back on track. That thing could knock it flat with one annoyed backhand. But hey, let’s just collectively hope it doesn’t come to that. Please.
I finally sat down to clear my head and make a game plan. I needed direction. Focus. A mission. I needed a little piece of Earth Prime to keep me grounded, even if Earth Prime had kicked me through a dimensional wormhole and left me dead.
So, I started to plan.
Not just plan, mind you, but build. I began drawing up where the different buildings would go. A lab over here, maybe a hydroponic farm near the stream, some housing
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