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“Heaven lasts long, and Earth abides.

What is the secret of their durability?

Is it not because they do not live for themselves

That they can live so long?

Therefore, the Sage wants to remain behind,

But finds himself at the head of others;

Reckons himself out,

But finds himself safe and secure.

Is it not because he is selfless

That his Self is realized?”

-Tao Teh Ching, 7.
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DREAMS

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


I remember looking back at Earth through the small window of the spaceship as we rocketed through the dark, desperately trying to soak it all in and burn every detail into my memory. I never wanted to forget her, in all her glory. I never wanted to leave in the first place.

Yet there I was, strapped in so tightly I could hardly move, surrendering to being taken away; saved aboard a ship carrying me to a space station. I should have been grateful, but instead I prayed for Earth with a heart full of remorse. I prayed she would forgive us for abusing her, for abandoning her in the wake of disaster. It felt like leaving my frail grandmother behind in a storm she could never survive.

I watched her murky waters and reddened skies disappear beneath us as the g-forces ripped me farther away. I drank in every small patch of green, silently thanking them for the love they poured onto us, undeserving idiots. I gathered the hills and mountains into my heart and pulled the blankets of sea over them, tucking everything safely into my memory forever. Tears streamed into my open mouth, and I swallowed what felt like the last traces of Earth’s waters and salts left inside me as we broke through the atmosphere.

Pain burned in my chest knowing I would never smell her again: street food, rain on dirt, fresh citrus flowers, heavy manure in the fields, campfire smoke, freshly chopped cilantro from the garden, the salty ocean breeze. I sealed it all away in the tombs of my mind and heart, knowing she would always live inside me, deep in my bones.

She shrank away into the distance. How fragile her outer shell seemed now, how fickle the ozone layer truly was. The farther we flew into the eternal darkness, the more Earth looked like a petri dish, one I wished I could crawl back into. I’m just a microbe. What would I do without my environment?

The departure replayed over and over in my head as I stewed in my room aboard the spaceport. The neutral surfaces, the lack of stimulation, and the absence of daylight left me with nothing but my thoughts. Remembering. That was all I had now. Everything else was gone. My home. My family and friends. My job at the newspaper. My entire life.

I sat alone on this couch with a digital wall in front of me that could display any scenery I wanted. I chose to leave it blank. There was no art on the cold metal walls. I only had the clothes I’d been wearing when I was stolen from Earth.

I had every amenity I could possibly want: an extensive international menu for room service, a full bar, and the most incredible soaps I’d ever seen. But these metal walls held me like a prison, leaving me alone with my thoughts in the unchanging half-dark. Recalling the shifting shadows across my days on Earth. Recalling landmarks, places to sit where the sun would shine softly. The plants that used to grow around my childhood home. Remembering how it all used to be, and how it all began, with a series of dreams that came to my parents’ generation.
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The newsroom door blew open, wind scattering papers from a nearby desk and sending them skidding across the floor. Rain swept in behind me as I whipped around and grabbed the doorknob, slamming the door shut. I stumbled to my desk and dropped my binders full of meeting notes with a loud thud.

The receptionist glared at me from the lobby. No one else in the newsroom looked up.

“How was the meeting, Ember? Do I want to ask?” my editor, James, growled from his corner.

“The Planning and Zoning Board meeting? Planning to make me lose my mind. I zoned out halfway through.” I laughed.

James did not. He looked up at me with irritation.

I straightened. “The Department of Transportation wants to expand the highway to divert traffic away from downtown, but it would mean forcing several families off their historic farms without any promise that the project will even get funded. I’ll lead with that.”

“Sounds good. I need it by lunch, thank you.”

James’ tone never changed. He was short, gruff, and always slightly irritated, like a cat. I would have loved an office pet, but James would suffice.

“Sure thing, boss!” I cheered.

I wasn’t going to let him get me down. This job had been my whole reason for going to college, and now here I was at a relatively small media outlet in the fading days of the Internet. I had studied journalism with an emphasis in preservation. I loved my job, even if I wasn’t the greatest at it.

The notes from my meeting were a mess. My phone recordings were muffled, and I typed as fast as I could, trying to gather the best quotes. There was probably a better way, but being the newbie, I had learned to keep my technical problems to myself. My desk neighbor was sighing a lot. Any other time I had asked for help when my laptop wouldn’t connect to my desktop, or my phone files were corrupted, I got sighs. No one actually helped. 

But the thrill was there regardless, when I got to take the elevator to the top floor of the bank buildings and sip cocktails with the executives who looked down through massive floor-to-ceiling glass windows at the people on the streets below. And the thrill was likewise there when the districtfolks got heated in the commissioner’s board meetings, filling the dockets with complaints about municipal malfunctions until the form page crashed. They were all ordinary people to me, whether they were on the street or in the sky.

So I struggled alone with my tech and my binders of papers against the weather that blew me in. Although it pummeled me, I felt a great satisfaction from the storms that came back-to-back in the monsoons of the Southeast US. It had been dark for days, and the wet clung to me like the kids of the District that roam in gangs, swirling at your feet, pickpocketing and joking around. The quiet of the newsroom compared to the storm raging outside, flooding the streets, filled me with joy. I loved the damp smell of the old carpet, the stacks of printed copies piled on top of filing cabinets, the squat metal desks under the low ceiling. James is in his corner purring away on the phone. I had a small window behind my desk, and on the windowsill, I had placed a crystal praying mantis I found in the desk drawer when I first arrived, left behind by a former journalist. 

A press release hit my inbox with a ding from a name and address I didn’t recognize: Captain Narsh, GSS Lucia. Curious, I opened it.

NOTICE OF END DAYS COUNTDOWN

My heart started pounding. Too soon. This was way too soon.

Half A Year Remaining Until Last Ship Leaves —Reserve A Seat on the GSS Farewell —Departing March 2040. We are contacting you to inform you that the nearest sun is set to expire and detonate within the year. All humans in your nearby vicinity are hereby required to depart for the nearest ship. A representative of the Multi-Galactic Force will be holding a press conference near you with further details.

Blood rushed to my head, and my mouth went dry. Who sent this again, and who do I call? I frantically scanned the message for any other information, but there was no way to reach this Captain Narsh. This was no ordinary press release.

I glanced around the newsroom to see if any of my colleagues had received the same email. No one seemed bothered. Was this another rookie mistake? I checked the submissions of the other journalists, but none had submitted anything into the system about this end times notice. It would surely stand out.

My head was spinning. I needed to breathe and think. This was up to me now.

How does one write this article, to let people know their final days are near? How do I deliver news of the last ship to my readers who are already struggling, and how do I stay composed enough to do so?

Hey guys, the aliens said our time is up. Get out before it’s too late!

I grabbed my coffee and stomped over to the microwave across the newsroom to reheat it, trying to distract myself, trying to calm down. The grief set in fast because I honestly didn’t think this day would come.

As much as I tried to hold it together, I ended up picturing the sun exploding: white light, brighter than anything we’ve ever seen. All of us on the planet are seeing it together, sharing our final experience as one before the cosmic explosion deletes us.

The microwave beeping pulled me out of the intrusive vision, and I took my hot cup back to my desk, my hand shaking.

I glanced around, wondering what the point was in continuing anything if it’s going to be wiped away for eternity. Suddenly, the board meeting, the highway, and the historic farms all felt infinitely small. The room spun as I tried to convince myself that life had to continue as normal and that I had to keep breathing, while a scream pressed up inside me, wanting to climb out and tear through the room. I choked on the pulling and tugging inside me. I wanted to curl into a ball and cry under my desk.

My phone buzzed. The room snapped back into focus. I felt my feet on the floor again. I took a few deep breaths and shook off the darkness. Straightened my shoulders and started typing my article.

Articles written from press releases don’t have much meat, and I felt no satisfaction writing them. I’m just swallowing this press release and throwing it back up on the screen.

‘...Extraterrestrial representatives will hold a press conference detailing our departure from Earth...’ 

It made my stomach twist, but I kept going. Because that’s what you do as a reporter. You keep going with the delivery of details, even when it hurts.

‘...All humans across the Eastern seaboard are required to report to the GSS Farewell, which will dock in the center of Nebraska....’

How can they ask this of us?

‘...This is a developing story...”

After my shift at the newsroom, back home in my apartment, I sat by my window, nervously looking out over the District. Fires burned, and destruction spiked across the neighborhoods as my article went out like a bomb. Workers were leaving their shifts, and I could feel the tension rising in the air. Perhaps it was the usual amount, but tonight I felt I had contributed to the general upset that had been rising lately. I was too well acquainted with the issues: high rent, high food and gas prices, low wages that hadn’t been adjusted in decades. The constant drone of the data centers. People from around the District called me all day long, wanting to know when a journalist was going to cover their $3000 power bill for their one-bedroom apartment, or why no one is stopping monopolies. The wealthy elites in their high-rises, up above the flooding streets, the rats and the pickpocketing, had these aliens as their backup plan. But the people who generate that wealth for them would never be able to get on the ship in time. I’d be able to make it; I have nothing holding me here, truly, just as I could move to another District for a different job if I needed to.

There was shouting on the street below. Tires squealed, and sirens blared down the road. Somewhere in the building, a baby was crying. Although no one could see me from the street, I sat tense. Unmoving. I didn’t want them to spot me and start asking questions. Sometimes readers brought their comments offline, straight to me in person. They found me at the office and needed to be escorted out. They sometimes followed me on my way home from work. I didn’t want to have to answer questions about something I had no clue about. It made me feel like a child.

Just then, rain started roaring down from the sky, hard enough to tear holes in people’s clothes. People in the street below rushed to take cover. It hit my window with such force that I could no longer see out. I turned away and turned up my music to drown it out. The rain and the loud music pounding against my temples reminded me of my college roommate, Kary.

I let myself drift to the memory of crawling after Kary under the laurels growing alongside the mountain, practically on hands and knees, on what was supposed to be a hike.  I felt like a rabbit, certain we were being stalked by something moving with us through the laurels.

Panther Holler was a remote forest of pines, bogs, granite-faced mountainsides, and sandy bottoms. Streams glittered with mica and mountain trout. Laurels and hemlocks shaded creek beds that were wide and shallow enough to wade through. The sunlight felt different here, almost tangible, like dust in the air.

We hiked to waterfalls with swimmable pools, past granite-sand beaches and sunbathing invasive snakes the width of dirt bike tires. The waterfalls decorated the boulders like hotel lobby fountains, spilling over stone and tangled roots. Among the boulders grew the largest trees I had ever seen. I was speechless at a trunk I could have lived inside, at the gnarled roots anchoring this beast of a forest to surrounding rocks that looked like they might crack under the weight.

“The loggers can’t come here. Their machinery can’t cross this kind of terrain,” Kary explained when she saw my expression.

“Come get a hug,” Kary said, already bouncing toward the tree.

“What?” I asked, following her.

We climbed over the boulders to the top and wrapped our arms around the tree’s trunk. I laughed and leaned into it, taking a deep breath. As I exhaled, everything quieted inside me and around me. To my surprise, I could hear music. A faint beat drummed from within, a resonant gong-like sound that moved through me like a bass note. I looked at Kary to see if she felt or heard it too, but she seemed to be having her own experience, muttering softly to the tree with both palms pressed firmly against the trunk.

“Seems a little weird, but okay,” I mumbled to myself, smiling at Kary, the tree, and the music I had felt.

That summer, Kary had prepared mushroom tea for the two of us. Over an early dinner, we watched the sun set over rolling hills. We laughed so hard that tears streamed down our faces, and our sides ached. We laughed simply because we were laughing.

Life had gained meaning that summer. The societal veil pressed onto everyone during formative years fell away for me, giving way to hallucinations of clarity. For once, I felt like I was seeing and experiencing real life. The trees were alive. Each one was a being that breathed and danced and held a myriad of feelings. The mushrooms were speaking to each other, and insects became the great pollen warriors of our planet. I was indebted to the rains, in sync with the tides, and a disciple of the moon.

Now I sat in a concrete box in the District, where the buildings all touch each other, seem stacked like old boxes, stained grey from years of polluted rains running down the sides. They say North Carolina used to be green, but I can hardly remember the green places I had been. In my recent memory are only the red skies and grey buildings. The rains come down harder each year, and places like Panther Holler are fading into the green mist.
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The Harrington Journals

Entry #1

March 28, 2030

I’ve received this journal for my birthday and will attempt to describe our world to leave behind for future generations. Perhaps those who follow in my footsteps can carry on this tradition. If there are still people and we can still read, we will record our stories to share. Writing isn’t taught to many people these days. It is not taught in public schools anymore. Typing is all we do now. I’ve been practicing since my mother taught me. She taught all of us. We are the last of the hand writers.

My name is Dwayne Harrington. I’m 17 and about to leave for college.

I’m not sure if I want to go to college or not. There are still a few credible ones, but I have to know what job I’m going to get with a degree. Is it worth it? My parents want me to just do whatever makes me happy, but I don’t think it’s that simple. I would eventually like to have my own family one day.
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Entry #2

April 1, 2030

I hardly said anything about myself in my last entry. I like reading, drawing, designing, and making food. I am a decent chef, and I cook for my parents and sister often. Their latest favorite is homemade pasta.

Things are... not good, though. The regime is corrupt, and the elites hoard wealth within their ranks, leaving little for ordinary people. Massive corporations have merged together to form legal monopolies, pricing us out of everyday things like groceries and gas. Jobs are getting harder to find.

But here we are. I have to find a way to make the best of it somehow, but honestly, at times, I do not have much hope for my life outside this house or how I am supposed to become someone out in the world when it is on fire.

It is literally on fire. There have been several nearby counties burning for the past two weeks here across North Carolina. Firefighters are working to put it out, but it has spread into nearby neighborhoods. They have called in fire departments from neighboring counties, but many of them lack funding, and even with the extra trucks, it is not making much of a dent. The fire is being fueled by the nearby National Forest. At one time, things were well funded, but the government has become so corrupt lately, taking money away from public services instead of maintaining what people have built for society.

Underfunded forests have too much debris on the ground, and fire tears right through it. There are not enough park rangers and volunteers to carry out controlled burns. I have volunteered twice so far, now that I am old enough. It is hard work, but it is worth it. But when equipment breaks, there is no way to repair it. Getting replacement parts is costly and requires a lot of internet use, which I try to avoid these days. Between bots, spam, and a million verifications, not to mention hidden fees, it is not worth it sometimes. AI has made it so we cannot tell what a real offer is versus a scam.

And do not get me started on the flooding. When it rains, water rushes into houses and cars. I do not understand why the drainage systems cannot handle it. Why did they make them so small? Older folks say it did not use to rain like this when they were younger, and that each year the rain comes down harder and faster. Now, when it rains, we all head for high ground and watch cars parked too low get swept away. Luckily, we live up on a hill, but I suspect it will wash away soon, too.

How am I supposed to think about college with all this going on?
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Entry #3

Jan. 8, 2062

I never did write any more in this journal. I’m now a grown man with my own family. I’ll be giving this to my oldest son, Edward Jonas Harrington, in the hopes that he will chronicle the events as they have passed, and what is yet to come. I cannot recall now. My memory has faded too much, and I’m not so good with words. But I can say much has changed. So much has changed.

Entry #4

January 9, 2062

I am Edward Jonas Harrington. I am 26, and I will handwrite in this journal, as I promised my grandmother I would when she asked my dad to pass it on to me. She taught him how to write by hand, and he taught me.

I have been having strange dreams, similar to what my father experienced, at least from what he told me, but perhaps more intense. It always starts the same. A bright space, empty except for a large upright mirror and a tall, insect-like alien in a long blue gown, trying to help me step through the mirror.

When I look in the mirror, I see fragments of my past, and each time they are different. Once, I saw myself as a small child playing with my sister in the backyard. Another time, I was a little older, still a kid, helping my mother with a task. Just pieces like this that do not seem connected.

I am keeping notes when I wake up, hoping to find a pattern. This is not a typical dream where you feed a hot dog to a rhinoceros or swim in a pool with all your clothes on while somehow staying dry.

When I wake up, I am exhausted, like I have been somewhere far away and just returned. These dreams happen a few times each month.
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Entry #5

January 18, 2062

The dreams are more frequent now. The alien talks to me. He says his name is Dao, and he or she, I am not sure, helps me through this mirror. It is actually a type of portal, like a doorway to another place. I have been to a few different places through it now, and each time it is both foreign and familiar.

Once, we went to a world exactly like ours, but I was my child, and my child was my father. It was very confusing for my human self, but some other part of me understood it as if it were normal. There seems to be another part of me that comes alive when I go through the mirror portal, but my understanding of it all fades when I wake up. It is getting intense. I recall very little about the places I have visited.

Dao comes with me through the mirror. Dao says they are neither she nor he, and their people do not have that kind of division between sexes. They vibrate at a higher frequency, and passing through the mirror is easy for them. It is not as easy for me. It is becoming more vivid and feels like it is pulling at layers of me. I come unraveled in a way that worries me, and I cannot stop crying sometimes, even after I wake up.

A pattern is forming in what comes back to me when I pass through the mirror, and it is not good. It is things like me being an asshole. One time, I was helping my mother in the garden and hid her trowel, then watched her search for it. Another time, I told my dad I lost the money he gave me for lunch, so I could get double. That weird kid, I tripped on purpose. Now I feel like shit all the time, wondering how many times I was a jerk without even seeing it. I thought it was funny back then, and now I just feel stupid.

I also thought Dao would see all of that and think I was a jerk, too, but apparently, they do not care about it the way we do. I am trying to understand why. Is it pure non-judgment, or can they see something I cannot?

They are training me for something. Dao keeps showing me other worlds, sometimes other planets, sometimes alternate realities. These are not dreams. These are real places, and I do not know how I can prove it. I have to find a way to prove it.
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Entry #6

February 3, 2062

I went to see Dad. He was doing well. He hasn’t fallen in a while, and he’s taken up painting ceramics. We had cake in Mom’s Garden on Saturday.

He can be difficult to talk to now because he’s on so many medications. When he was younger, they diagnosed him with Bipolar I disorder after intense psychotic episodes. They thought he might be dangerous to us, so they had him agree to very strong medications that were new on the market. They left him with brain damage. My parents live on the money they received from the lawsuit.

We were out in the garden when Mom went back inside for something. Dad was painting a flower vase. Then he looked at me, but not normally. It was unsettling. I will never forget how his face shifted from his usual mellow, spacey expression to something sharply alert and fully present
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