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"…We created the machine, to do our will, but
we cannot make it do our will now. It has robbed us of the sense of
space and of the sense of touch, it has blurred every human
relation and narrowed down love to a carnal act, it has paralyzed
our bodies and our wills, and now it compels us to worship it. The
machine develops—but not on our lines. The machine proceeds—but not
to our goal. We only exist as the blood corpuscles that course
through its arteries, and if it could work without us, it would let
us die."

 


E. M. Forster, from 'The Machine
Stops'(1928)


 


[image: tmp_221ee5b265e93631c70175bbcfd4dd58__luBNu_html_5bc2882c.jpg]

 


Chapter One:
HOME

 


The world's a trigger seemingly without
end

You have to bury the gun to finally make sense of it

Was it worth it?



Converge, 'Trigger' from The Dusk in Us

 


Before she was able to drag herself up out of
sleep and awake, she dreamed.

She dreamed of a familiar table, of the
discomforting if useful stirrups, the intent ministrations of
helpful, impatient strangers. This was something she was used to by
now, the delivery of yet another child and the pain and the heaving
distortions of her body, the damp of a kindly nurse at her brow
with a towellette, the hands around a tiny crown emerging.

She didn't care. It was too many; it was a
push past the tipping point.

The child was placed into her arms and she
looked down on its tiny mewling face, and swore she saw it open
black eyes at once fixed on her own, and then closing again in
indifference. She'd seen this before—perhaps this was the billionth
child, and now it looked upon her but didn't see, or it was the
billionth child born who could not. It stuck to her like hot glue,
burrowing into her.

Everything was white, so white and
sterile.

She dreamed of love, and horror.

"Was the child's father alive at any point?"
the doctor was asking, as if he had any right. "Do you understand
the necessity of this baby?" He had a million questions, none of
which she could or would answer. The pieces didn't fit. It couldn't
be something so out in the open and obvious like that, it just
couldn't.

Something was taking her measure, gauging her
reactions.

Tick.

And then she was able to pull herself free
from her nightmare, and she woke by degrees to a world already in
chaos.

"Wake up, wake up!" her daughter Jasmine
cried, "Something's wrong with Snowball!"

This had to be the seventy-nine billion,
eight-hundred and forty-six million, one-hundred and ninety-eight
thousand, four-hundred and eleventh time she'd heard that, and she
stopped herself up short before she realized how odd that thought
itself had to be, and then again before all thought became again
nothing.

Jasmine was.....

Jasmine was somewhere downstairs, sobbing
about her little pet, to which something awful had apparently
happened. Despite however much she dreaded the thought, she had to
get out of bed and face the world.

It was a bad start to the day, an omen of ill
fortune; the stars were against her, or something. She would have
to get the kid ready for daycare and bury the animal by herself,
because the rest of the girls were either staying at friends for
the weekend or off at college. She’d had four, and she'd raised
them without any help from her husband, but she was able to get
them all into pretty good child-care programs because of his work,
so it wasn't as bad as she sometimes made it out to be. The state
covered the cost under the benefits package he got from his
full-time employment in County Hall, and she never saw him as a
result. He was already spoken for, by the State. The State owned
him. It owned her, too, by extension, she supposed.

But really, she was grateful for the care. It
meant she could pay closer attention to her other duties, and now
that the girls were mostly accounted for, she even had a little
spare time for her own, personal, interests. It was almost a dream
come true.

Almost.

She went downstairs, expecting to find her
youngest in tears somewhere in the middle of a room, hunkered over
a dead animal wrapped in a tiny blanket and needing the world set
right, but instead found every room she checked empty, the halls
reverberating with the heart-broken sobbing coming from someplace
unidentifiable, both everywhere and nowhere. The house was empty,
but for a shoe-box sitting next to a shovel leaning against the
sliding glass door. She knew what would be inside.

She would have to make breakfast, but first
she would have to bury another little pet, and prepare herself to
lie to her daughter about Snowball's 'farm'. Where the hell was
Carl now? It was always one business trip after another, seminars
and conventions and corporate retreats. She never saw him; he was
practically invisible.

She thought these painful things to herself
as she picked over which shoes to wear outside: slippers? No. The
pumps? No. Nothing with heels. Nothing too nice, because she would
be getting them dirty. She found her running shoes next to the
door, right where she always kept them, of course. There was
something of significance to choosing the proper attire for the job
at hand; there was the need to balance dignity with utility.

She hadn’t felt like a real person for such a
long time that she’d all but forgotten what it meant.

Tick.

Running shoes and her bathrobe. She thought
Snowball would be able to forgive her, in whatever afterlife
critters enjoyed. She hoped it was well-stocked with wide, open
fields full of tall grasses.

The ground was hard and full of rocks. She
had to check first, relying on memory and small details of
geography, where she'd buried previous animals so that she wouldn't
unearth the remains of anyone she'd once known. They were in the
ground now, and that was where they should stay. The shovel turned
over another load of dirt, and the hole was now big enough. No hole
could ever be large or deep enough to carry all the love and
affection that her little girl had shared because of the tiny pet,
and she broke with the finality of it all as she shoveled the last
of the dirt back over the top of the shallow grave and started to
cry. So many, many deaths. How could anyone bear the pain of
it?

She'd tracked in gritty runners of earth
tucked between the cleats of her shoes, and she had to stop herself
and go back out onto the porch to knock them all out of her soles
before going back in. She took a paper towel off the rack and
gathered the lumps of dirt, swiping the carpet clean with powerful
cleansers before the stains had any time to set. Her mornings were
never her own. This was fairly typical.

Twelve eggs, twelve strips of bacon, six
pieces of toast, ten waffles and a gallon of orange juice.
Breakfast was ready. There was a fleeting moment of shame attached
to the waste of preparing such a large breakfast—an undesirable
misallocation of resources—but it went quickly. Her husband was
well-off by anyone's standards, most of it trickled down from his
parents but a respectable contribution made of his own, and they
would never want for anything so long as the world kept working as
it should. He was colder these days than he was when they first
met, but that was to be expected, wasn't it? That people would get
used to each other over time, the mysteries would fade or be
explained away and everything settled into comfortable grooves. She
still loved her husband, there was no doubt about that, and she
could see no reason why he shouldn't have those same feelings for
her in return. It was the way of all life, to find something
comfortable and dig in. It was, really, the only opportunity one
could reasonably hope for.

She set the breakfast table by herself, the
TV next to the stove kept on for company and the reassuring sound
of another human voice besides her own, as she cooked eggs and
waffles and wondered where her family was. The crying had stopped a
while ago, and still she hadn't seen her daughter. She supposed the
kid must have gotten herself dressed, and looking around she
noticed that the sack lunch she'd made for her was gone, too.

"Jasmine? Jasmine, honey, come get some
breakfast before you go to daycare. Come on, we need to have a
talk."

There was no reply, but she heard the front
door banging shut, and though she got up so quickly from the table
that she nearly knocked her plate to the ground and rushed to the
door as fast as she could, she was still too late. The back of the
daycare staff's van pulled away down the street, and she was
definitely alone in the house. She'd been abandoned by everyone she
loved.

Tick.

Some patch of skin in the small of her back
itched; she scratched at it, distracted, taking up the dust of
flaked skin under her fingernail.

That was the thing about grief, you see—that
it was sometimes necessary, at least in small doses, to remind one
of what one has lost, and how. There would be another Snowball, and
probably another after that, but never again the Snowball.
Jasmine was still too young to be exposed to the harsh realities of
the world and nature—let her be young yet, she cried to herself.
This was her time to grieve, for the loss of her daughter's
innocence. Though it was unavoidable, couldn't it be forestalled?
Just for a little while longer? The solo burial she'd performed in
her nightgown was nothing to endure for the sake of her daughter,
for another couple years of blissful ignorance—they had to grow up
so fast! It didn't seem fair.

Jasmine would come back from daycare toward
the end of the afternoon, and by that time she'd have been able to
get down to the pet-store and replace Snowball with another tiny
beast indistinguishable from the last. Snowball had been number
eight; each pet built their small empires and rose and then fell
like all those who had come before.

Why were so many of the little guys
dying? How was this happening? Why did it have to
happen?

She felt like she'd been through this
nightmare a dozen times over the weeks, a billion times squared
over millennia. She'd run through countless iterations, calculating
mortality down to the infinitesimal. The equations never
balanced.

Tick.

But there were responsibilities demanding her
attention. She had to balance the doctors' appointments with her
estate sales, the kids she no longer had to directly oversee but
who still commanded a deal of her worry, and anticipation of her
husband's return. He should be back any day now, she thought...

It had been so long since she'd seen him, and
those few times so brief, that she could hardly remember his face.
What color were his eyes, again?

She would need to remember to pack the alarm
clock. Wait, what? Where did that thought come from? But then it
was gone.

She wrapped the breakfast leftovers in
plastic and put them into the empty fridge. There would be no one
else to eat them, but they shouldn't go to waste just the same.
Even with all the extra food packed in there, it only seemed to
somehow emphasize the emptiness. In the midst of plenty, there was
still a gaping absence.

The phone rang just then; something that
would come to sound very much like the phone began to ring just
then.

Staring into the emptiness of her
fully-stocked fridge, she became aware of a distant gonging slowly
getting louder and louder; she had been lost in fugue, overwhelmed
by everything put upon her, so that she gazed about the objects in
her environment but remained focused on her own internal landscape,
unaware of the details of her surroundings. Upon hearing the
tolling, she found herself drawn back to her body and the moment.
Like her own consciousness, the noise resolved into something to
which she could relate.

The bell hammered again in the bakelite
casing of the antique land-line telephone hanging on the wall with
its long, dangling tangle of spiral cord. The note, repeated again
and again and again at such a short interval as to become an
indistinguishable slur, beat insistently against her with pure
urgency. It rang again, and she returned to her senses. Someone
needed to answer the phone; that someone had to be her.

The handset weighed especially heavy to her
as she picked it up off the cradle; she knew that someone of import
was on the other line.

"Hello?" she asked.

"Hello, is this Claudia Leererkopf?"

"Yes it is. Can I help you?"

"Of 4321 Eschaton Lane?"

"Yes it is. Who is this?"

"Did you contact PlasTech Industries on July
seventh, 2017 to request tickets for 'The Game of Your Life'
TV-show?"

"I don't remember... Who is this?"

"You'll have to pardon me, ma'am, I just need
one further confirmation, please Mrs. Leererkopf, before I make my
final announcement, I'm sure you'll understand. Please, Claudia,
are you a good mother?"

Tick.

"Excuse me?"

"Are you the owner of a Goode's Family child
transport Angel model car-seat?"

"Oh, yes, yes I am. What does this have to do
with anything?"

"Well, you'll remember at the time of
purchase you filled out a survey in which you were asked if you
wanted to be a contestant on our game-show and you ticked yes."

"Oh, yeah, now that you mention it, I guess I
do remember it."

"Funny how that works. But I digress...
You've been selected to be one of our esteemed guests, as a
contestant on 'The Game of Your Life', and will receive our Grand
Package, an all-expense paid round trip vacation to sunny Las
Madres, where you'll stay in our glorious Monarch Hotel for five
luxurious days and nights. Plus, we'll credit five-thousand dollars
in chips to your casino-card! Now, how's that sound to you?"

"It sounds alright to me! But what about my
husband, or my children? Can I be comped for them, too?"

"I think you'll find you won't need to worry
yourself over them, Claudia. They'll be alright. Now, how about
it—can I count you in?"

"Uhh, I need time to think about this. I feel
like there's something important that I'm forgetting. Can I call
you back? How much time do I have to decide?"

"Take all the time you need, Claudia, but
don't forget about us! You can call me back at any time, day or
night. I'll be waiting for you to ring."

"Okay, then. Err, thank you. I love your
show!"

"Yes, we know. Of course you do! And we're
really looking forward to having you! Now, here's what I want you
to do: I want you to get a pen and paper...," and she did, and
dutifully wrote down the number he gave her.

"Right, got it. Well, okay then. I'll be
calling you back soon, I think."

"Wonderful! Excellent!"

"Okay, goodbye then..."

"Goodbye Mrs. Leererkopf, and don't forget to
call!"

"Okay, bye!"

"Goodbye."

She hung up the phone and frowned—the nerve
of that man! And yet, not only was his
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