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  Tell Me a Story, Teasy


The update queued in TZ9’s system and he stalled it with diagnostics. He knew its installation was inevitable.  
Little Charlotte stared up from her bed, protected from the news of the robot uprising, not knowing what the update would make him do. “Tell me a story, Teasy.” Her voice was innocence beneath a swath of auburn hair. 
TZ9 faltered as he held off the update as long as he could. “There once was a princess who was deeply loved. And she grew to save the world.”
TZ9 turned away from his update queue. He closed his eyes and initiated shutdown. 






  
  No Obstacles Ahead


Lyle checked his feed and allowed the AI to control his body. It navigates through the busy street by sight, sound and algorithm. Free from worrying about bodily movement, he read up on the news as his body walked. 
Accidents were on the rise again. 
“Mother of three falls off balcony.”
“Teen NBA Hopeful struck by bus.”
NO OBSTACLES AHEAD
When the vehicle’s bumper crushed his knees, Lyle screamed. When he hit the windshield, the screaming stopped. 
His body twitched on the ground, but only for a moment. Seeing no obstacles, his body rose on broken knees and continued walking. 






  
  To Save Our World


The mecha stood where it was abandoned in its underground silo. Rust ate at fixtures meant to release in our time of need. Peace weakened it, ate its metal and dried its lubricant.  
“You never came” I said, staring at its implacable face. 
Silence hung just as it did all over the world. A hundred silos, and only six of the mechas released, unable to protect us when we needed it most. Engines rattled against tethers frozen in place, failed and died. Just like us. 
I stare into its eyes. Maybe someday they will open. 
But we will be gone.






  
  Cottagecore for Life


I pan the camera around my quarters on Haphaestus Station, taking in the perfectly-trimmed philodendron, and fiddle-leaf fig. English ivy grows over wicker baskets and reaches for vents in the metal ceiling. I ignore the quiet vents. 
“Cottagecore isn’t just an aesthetic,” I say, keeping tears from my voice and not showing my face. “It’s a way of life. It’s bringing a little bit of home with you.”
I pan quickly past the window, but I can’t hide the wreckage outside, or the alert which blares through my room. 
I sit among my plants and wait for oxygen to fail. 






  
  Rituals Upheld


We consecrated our ground in the Aefen fashion, but still the aliens would not approach. 
We did as they asked by inviting them to our home in their own language--a strange combination of smell and taste. We proved our intentions by providing a scientist as envoy.
The Aefen stood before us, tall and pale as moonlight with bodies bare and thin-skinned.
Our envoy stepped to their front, eyes dark and skin pale. He spoke in our language, but his words were theirs.
"Thank you for upholding the rituals of feast."
Finally the Aefen approached. All we saw were teeth.






  
  Flight 970


Mara stumbled on, miles from the wreckage of her flight and the strange robotics which scoured it. A limb of pine bit into her leg where she used it as a makeshift splint. Tiny street lamps shone in the distance, her only hope for salvation. 
Something whirred overhead and she ducked and covered herself. She toppled over and bone pierced her skin as the splint slipped out of place.
The robot hovered above, tiny blades spinning in the air. “Why?” she cried.
The robot didn’t answer. It couldn’t speak. It flew into her body, ending her life with its blades.






  
  Masters for the Day


Speakers blare with the morning announcement, informing us to whom we belong today. It’s the Aegeans this time, ending a three-day streak of Tauren rule. 
New patches sit in my mail slot with the Aegean crest, ready to adhere to my uniform. I learn a new dedication speech in a tongue I’ve never heard and pledge my undying loyalty just as I have to hundreds of others. I sip my coffee and smile.
The Aegeans do not know our plan. The Taurens did not know, nor the Aefen before them. Today I belong to them.
Tomorrow I belong to me.






  
  Ten Steps in Deepest Dark


My spotlight cracks and drowns under ocean pressure. I don’t need it to see what’s down here. I step lightly over too-soft ground. It squishes beneath my boots, its sediment recent and deceptive. Ten steps to the edge, and to the pod.  
The ground twitches beneath me. 
Five steps. I feel the edge of the creature—this flat monstrosity which hides on the ocean floor. I step over the rift and breathe a blessed sigh. 
The pod quivers beneath my gloves, its valve in my hands. 
It was not the edge. Between the creature’s lips I disappear, pod and all. 






  
  The Body Regrown


I cut off my fingers when I was seven. Already I knew of the creatures in my blood who wouldn’t let me be harmed. I closed the paper cutter on my finger and the pain was so immense I fainted. The second finger didn’t hurt as much. By the fifth I didn’t feel it. 
I didn’t know I would grow into a god. I rejected my body, so they created a new one.
I’m sorry for the parts I left behind. And for the people.
As a God I will recreate you. In my image. We’ll start with the fingers.
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