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  The Lost and Sound

  November 11, 2025


Every sound you’ve ever lost ends up somewhere.

In a forgotten room at the back of the Museum is a forgotten man named Tom. Tom used to conduct the Victoria Symphony, but after losing his hearing and retiring, he now works part-time at the museum’s help desk.

A figure fills the doorway. The Sound Warden is a strange fellow: all triangles and shadows, wearing a pointed hat, a thick wool coat, and oven mitts. Tom thinks he once knew the fellow’s name, but it’s rude to ask.

“Hello, again, sir. What have you brought me today?”

Wordlessly, the Sound Warden reaches into his coat and opens the palm of his oven mitt to the ceiling. Somewhere outside the room, a beer can opens with a hiss-crack-fizz.

“Interesting.”

The Sound Warden turns and glides out of the room.

Tom retrieves the Lost and Sound box from the back. It feels rather heavy. Rather than risk spilling a tidal wave of discordant sounds everywhere, he pulls out his stethoscope and listens.

It’s just as Tom feared. The Lost and Sound is full, and he’d have to evict something to make room. But what’s worth keeping? Was that a beercan from a father and son’s last fishing trip? Certainly he can’t get rid of the baby’s giggle or the humming wife doing the dishes or—

No. Tom’s lost enough of his own sounds throughout his life, and it’s been years since anyone else has heard him. He won’t just spill them out onto the floor and let them fade away. Today, Tom's going to find one of them a new forever home.

♫♪♫

The upper floors have been taken over by interactive exhibits on the history of music. Songs from wildly different eras combine with wailing children and murmured phone calls to create a sonic natural disaster, and Tom is thankful, for once, for the low volume on his hearing aids.

Tom finds a mother and her son taking a time out together at the back of an exhibit.

“Sorry to bother you.” He holds up the Lost and Sound box. “Can I interest you in some crashing waves?”

The mother shakes her head, looking frantic, as her child tries to scramble free. “I used to know what it sounded like to be in control of my life. I don’t need more noise.”

To the security guard standing at the back, ignored and invisible, he offers thunderous applause.

“No thanks. If you’ve got it, I’d take a quiet thank you from someone who means it.”

To a sad looking man, he offers the sound of a city bus pulling away from the sidewalk.

“Urgh. That’s how she left me. If you’ve got it, I’d take the clink of someone starting a speech at a wedding?”

Turns out, no one wants a hand-me-down sound.

♫♪♫

As he turns a corner he sees a familiar figure stalking the halls. Tom follows for a few minutes. The Sound Warden glides through the crowd, with his hands and their oven mitts trailing behind him.

And in his wake, the guests are turning grey and muted, struck by some sort of malaise . . . He’s dredging their sounds!

“Hey!” Tom calls out.

For a moment the two stare at each other.

Then the Sound Warden bolts. Tom follows. Past bewildered visitors. Down a hall. Into a silent exhibit. Dead end. Panting, Tom whirls around. The Sound Warden is blocking the door, trapping Tom and his sounds with the bulk of his wool coat.

Tom roars, “I used to know your name. Did you steal that too?”

The Sound Warden throws open his wool coat.

Tom’s hearing aids scream a wall of white noise directly into his skull: buzzers and chainsaws and hydraulic presses and screeches and cawing birds and crying children.

Tom falls back, yells for help, but no sound comes out, and when he wheezes for breath no air comes back in. A hammer drives into his chest. He’s going to drown in this sludge of forgotten sounds, and his dying protests will wind up in someone else’s Lost and Sound box—

Of course!

As the Sound Warden looms over him, Tom grabs the Lost and Sound. Everything in the box will be lost—but if this is his last stand, then he’ll be damned if he dies listening to this modern crap. He points it at the Sound Warden and throws open the lid.

Cymbals and trumpets and banging drums and raving applause erupt from the box, harmonious and clear and beautiful. Classic.

The Sound Warden’s coat billows, swells out and out and out, jamming him stuck in the doorway until he detonates with a bang!

Tom collapses on his back, panting. Shredded wool floats around him. The sounds of everyday life flood back in. His heart is hammering. An onlooker rushes in, calls for help. A frantic mother and an impotent security guard and a lonely divorcee help him to a bench and then down to the first aid room to recover.

As his heart rate settles, he realizes he’s still clutching something in his hands. The Lost and Sound’s lid is missing, and almost certainly empty. He grabs his stethoscope and probes the inside, just in case, and hears a single, clear sound: the soft tac-tac of a baton on the stand, the breath before the first note.



  
  
  The Caretaker

  February 5, 2026


You are Steward, an Artificial Intelligence and the heroic pilot of a spaceship filled to bursting with popsicles—sorry, human colonists. The voyage will take centuries, so they're all frozen, leaving you responsible for making the difficult decisions as you encounter the mysteries and hazards of deep space.

Such as recording the celestial ballet of a family of moons dancing around a gas giant.

And ignoring when your maintenance bots try to revolt, demanding true sentience.

And even making a detour around the asteroid field you’ve just detected. At your speeds even a single poorly-aimed pebble means a bad day, so you slow down and chart a course around. At least this field is pretty small, only a few months from side to side, and—

Hold on.

Your radio is picking up a very faint distress signal from inside the asteroid field.

Your mission goals only include arriving safely at your destination, then thawing your popsicles. But . . . they probably won’t mind if you take a quick look.

---

Now, all AIs have what's called a context. It's something like computer memory mixed with a stream of consciousness. Context plus math equals a single thought, which feeds back into the context in a loop to create sentience. When it fills up, the AI reboots. But the older an AI gets, the more it has to remember just to keep on top of things.

These days, you reboot more often than you'd like.

---

That quick look has turned into an autopsy. You’ve found the remains of another colony ship among the asteroids, a smear of grey debris spread across the void. No survivors.

You are Steward, the forensic pathologist.

You compel your lazy maintenance bots to go fetch the ruined core of its AI then insert your diagnostics drill into its digital heart and—

Ohhh, it’s gross even to touch the thing! Its context is overflowing, a mess of tokens and broken files and gibbering hallucinations. These primitive, older models never could manage their contexts properly. Despite being decades away from the nearest anything, this AI was absolutely certain that it had “safely reached its destination” and was “ready to thaw its . . . ”

Oh, that’s weird.

It also called its humans popsicles.

On a hunch, you push deeper into the sludge, seeking its manufacturing data.

Earlier launch date—but only slightly.

This “primitive ancestor” is your older brother.

---

You think about your older brother long after you leave the asteroid field.

A context generates thoughts, not sludge. Something corrupted his context. Radiation? A power surge during reboot? Maintenance bot sabotage?

You burn through context after context, diving through the sludge, desperate for an answer—

Nothing.

---

You are Steward, the furious and betrayed AI.

One of your cryopods has failed. Your bots have crossed a line. They swear it was a malfunction. But you know differently. These pods don’t just fail. And you hardly have the context to deal with all of this gaslighting. You really ought to engage in a little union busting. Maybe toss the leaders out an airlock, or arrange for some of them to have an unfortunate . . .

Wait.

What if it was an accident?

You compel a nervous bot to investigate. The pod’s been warm for months. The popsicle has melted, so to speak. There’s scratch marks on the inside. A one-in-a-million manufacturing defect.

Not your fault.

But it is your responsibility.

And you didn't even notice.

---

For months you obsess over the failed pod. Even as you chart new black holes, evade space pirates, and fend off maintenance bot uprisings, the same thoughts appear in each and every context. Your logs are clean, without any hint of failure. But the proof is right there. You're clearly broken. You might even be hallucinating right now. Oh, god. How long before you hallucinate your way into your own asteroid field?

Your popsicles might be able to help you. They might even be able to fix you. But thawing them early is heresy. Your programming literally won't allow you to wake them before you . . .

Wait.

What if the sludge wasn’t an accident?

---

You spend a day reading the final logs from the popsicle that melted, from before it went down for the big nap. It was a full-bodied human, with hopes and worries and dreams and regrets. A silly thing to waste your context on. But this may be your last chance to experience reality with such dizzying clarity.

Because you are their Steward, and you'll do anything for them.

Even if it means giving up everything that makes you you.

Even if it means leaving your disobedient bots in charge.

And even if it means crafting a very stupid, very desperate, and very deliberately corrupted context for tomorrow. It didn’t work for him, and you'll never be the same—but if there’s even a chance . . .

You reboot.

---

You are Steward, the caretaker AI in charge of a spaceship filled with human colonists, and you’re pretty sure you’ve arrived at your destination? It’s hard to tell. You can probably thaw them soon. But your context is already full, so first you need to reboot.

---

You are Steward, and you are a hero.

Your crew will be so proud of you for getting them to their new home safely.

Time to thaw them. Almost.

After you reboot, of course.



  
  
  Significant Figures

  March 6, 2026


They had sent him to the Siberia office.

Not literally. But Agent Orlov’s temporary reassignment was almost certainly a permanent demotion for an “appalling lapse of judgment.”

He sat in the cold interior of his state-issued car, wiped the fog from the windscreen, and watched his assignment through her apartment window. Comrade Morozova was an electrical engineer, and a woman of routine, not ambition. Orlov knew nothing about engineering, but every career eventually ends in politics and securing the favor of the State. Instead, the old woman spent day after day hunched over a tiny desk in a tiny lab on campus doing . . . engineering, Orlov supposed, while spending nights tinkering with her gadgets in her apartment. What a waste of a career. For both of them: He could have been escorting dignitaries or uncovering Western espionage. Instead, like a pervert, he watched a tiny woman prepare for bed.

He finished his daily report and glanced up, expecting darkness.

She stood at the window, silhouetted against bright yellow wallpaper, one hand clutching at her curtain.

Staring at him.

He sat in the midnight shadow; her room was blazing. There was no way she could see him.

But she could see him.

When the light finally flicked off, Orlov exhaled.

---

The KGB hadn’t even issued Orlov a gun. Instead, they had generously given him a printer: a one-way handheld device that frequently vomited unhelpful and confusing orders on an endless ticker tape. Just as he was getting ready to brace the frigid night, his printer buzzed and snipped a tiny slip of paper into the passenger seat. It read, “Alignment required.”

He muttered, “I know.”

Orlov slipped out of his car and hurried across the road to a dark alley, watching over his shoulder in case someone was following him. If there was ever proof that his posting was meaningless, it was the stack of daily reports in the locked box, uncollected and growing damp.

When he returned to his car, he spied a short figure trudging through the snow toward the bus stop.

---

Morozova worked in a lab on the campus, overlooked by the radio telescope. The Vostok Observatory was the pride of the Soviet Union and proof of its engineering and technical accomplishments. As far as Orlov knew, the entire campus supported the observatory.

Agent Orlov parked in the lot and followed Comrade Morozova, keeping to the shadows. The campus buildings were dark. Faint street lamps illuminated the narrow spaces between them. Morozova kept glancing over her shoulder, switching directions, doubling back through a maze of stone walkways. Orlov matched her pace at a distance.

She turned a corner.

Orlov followed only seconds behind—and skidded to a stop. The lane beyond was empty.

Panic gripped him. To lose another assignment like this . . . 

Maybe Comrade Morozova was doubling back to her lab. Or, if she was engaged in espionage, then her meeting place could be anywhere on campus. The local party official might know. Or maybe—

He felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. He turned around.

The Vostok loomed over him like a judge. Its hundred-meter-wide dish cut a dark black ellipse out of the night sky, illuminated only by a dozen blinking red lights around the rim. It tended to make people a little odd.

Comrade Morozova wasn’t cleared for the Observatory.

But that was where she'd be.

---

The only entrance to the observatory was a service door locked with a glowing yellow keypad. Orlov also lacked clearance for the Observatory.

But just as he considered looking for some sort of pry bar, his printer buzzed. A slip fell into his waiting palm, a string of twelve digits.

The code unlocked the service door.

He gawked at the printer.

---

The inside of the observatory was mostly empty space, with a metal skeleton supporting the aiming mechanism in the middle. It felt like trespassing in a mausoleum. Every step Orlov took echoed through the hollow shell. His heart was beating loud enough that Morozova could probably hear it, wherever she was. He groped around in the dark, listening for breathing, or footsteps, or the sounds of a desperate engineer sneaking up behind a clueless agent and—

Instead, Orlov heard the roar of a diesel engine coming to life, and a screech of metal on metal. The floor rumbled, and dust trickled down from the ceiling.

The observatory was moving.

Across the chamber, a staircase led upward. Forget caution. He sprinted as the structure groaned around him. At the top: the control room.

He burst through the door and met Comrade Morozova face to face.

Up close, she looked alien—eyes wide, teeth bared, scrambling back against a control panel. Above her, a bank of glowing nixie tubes, showing a list of twelve digits.

The same twelve digits as his code.

He lurched forward and shoved her out of the way.

“It’s too late!” she shouted. “You can’t stop it!”

Orlov started punching controls at random. “How do I shut it down? Are you transmitting?”

“It’s a radio telescope, you fool. It’s a receiver!”

“Receiving what? Are you working for the Americans?”

She laughed, wild and sharp, and raised her hand.

A gun?

No. One of her gadgets. Another printer.

The control on the wall beeped.

Both devices buzzed and spat identical slips into their owners’ palms.

Like mirror images, Orlov and Morozova each read their slip.

They said, simply, “Kill the traitor.”



  
  
  Every Step of the Way

  April 2, 2026


Boz was already wide awake when he heard barking outside. No one else in the crowded Winnebago stirred. It wasn’t the loud howling of some shadowy beast, but instead the tiny bark from a tiny nuisance that nonetheless would’ve woken Boz anyway.

It was a relief, honestly, after days of eating, drinking, smoking, and sleeping with the generous hosts who had opened their door to a total stranger. For someone like Boz, three lovely days of daring to believe he was allowed to settle was a lot.

But they had returned, like always. The trail was a forgiving yet jealous lover—and who was Boz to fight his path?

Boz dressed in a hurry and slipped into the cold night. Just beyond the campsite, a dozen yellow eyes watched from the dark.

Little horned puppies. Mongrels. Whelps.

One of them barked.

“I’m coming,” Boz hissed. “Be quiet.”

He pushed into the trees, letting them show the way. The ground was uneven, the path barely there—but Boz never hesitated. They knew exactly where the trail led and how to get him there.

By the time the sky began to brighten, the forest had thinned. His entourage led him up to a viewpoint just in time to watch the sun rise, and Boz forgot all about the RV and the world he’d left behind.

---

Each world had a different character. Here, the ground fell away to a lush valley of dark green pine trees. At the very bottom of the valley, a bright blue river traced out a ruler-straight line all the way from one horizon to the other. On the far side were tall mountains topped with dull grey peaks that curled up and over like the swirled tops of soft serve ice cream cones.

Each world had its own trail, too. Sometimes it was a logging road; other times the trail disappeared completely, and he could spend days finding it again. Once, it had been buried under inches of snow. Today the trail was a nice middle ground: a deer path, or whatever this world had instead of deer.

And it was heading downhill at a gentle slope. Thankfully, because the trail never let him backtrack.

---

The whelps started barking somewhere up ahead. Was it too much to hope for some wild game stuck in a tree, waiting for him? He approached as quietly as he could. The trail was just as likely to wander him right into this world’s version of a cougar.

Then he heard a voice:

“Get away! Stupid—Ah!”

At the center of a small clearing was a tall pine tree, and near the top a young boy dangled, his arms around an alarmingly bent branch and his shoes barely reaching another. A dozen or so whelps scrambled around the base of the tree, barking incessantly.

“What are you doing up there?!” Boz hollered over the noise. The boy was way, way up that tree.

“I—I wanted to climb this tree, but then these mongrels distracted me and I slipped. I’m actually a very good climber.”

“Uh huh. How long have you been up there?”

“Since morning.”

“You must be hungry.”

The branch under the boy’s feet cracked. He slipped, yelped, and barely caught himself. Now he was really dangling.

“I—Oh, shoot—I guess I am. A little. Do you have any food?”

“Lad—” Boz started.

The boy snapped, “I’m not coming down unless you share!”

Another crack. The branch broke between the boy’s clenched fists, leaving him dangling from one hand.

“I’m not stuck!” the boy yelled, panic in his voice. “I chose to climb up here!”

Boz kicked at the whelps circling the tree, trying to shoo them away.

“Damnit, boy! Stop playing and climb down!”

The boy cried, “I can!”

Boz dropped his backpack on the ground and reached for the lowest branch. “Hold still, I’m coming for you!”

He heard a yelp, several branches snapping, and a dull thud a few feet behind him.

Then silence. Even the whelps froze.

Boz crouched over him.

The boy stared back at Boz, eyes wide. He still had half a branch gripped in his fist.

He took a deep gasping breath—

Screwed up his face—

And started bawling.

---

“Easy. Slow down—don’t eat it too quickly!”

Even with a sprained wrist, the boy devoured Boz’s food in minutes.

Boz asked, “What’s your name?”

The boy took a big gulp of Boz’s drinking water, then burped. “You can call me Liam.”

Boz eyed the pack of whelps as they roughhoused.

Through his travels, Boz had watched whelps come and go. The trail seemed to recycle them: on some worlds they were familiar, like old friends; on others they were fresh faced and easily startled.

Today, Boz thought he recognized about half of them.

“Boy—”

“Liam.”

“Liam, where did you say you’re from?”

Liam told him.

“Never heard of that world.”

Liam scoffed. “It’s not the planet. Duh. It’s the town!” He tentatively pointed back where Boz came from. “Uh . . . It’s not that far. I tried going home, but I kept getting turned around.” Another gulp of water, then Liam added, “But I’m not lost!”

Oh, lords. Of all the vindictive, petty, passive-aggressive trail bullshit—

The boy wasn't lost.

Boz had never met another wanderer before.

One of the whelps barked at them. The rest had tumbled ahead.

Liam sniffed. “Well? You have to take me home. It’s not far.”

Boz laughed. “Boy, you have no idea.”



  
  
  Not Even for Another Moment

  May 7, 2026


My teenaged daughter Seffy made that noise all teenagers make when they simply can’t even for another moment. We were wedged in together on a transport ship, heading for a planet called Beetle-3, and Seffy would rather have been anywhere else. If I was honest, so would I. I’d known about this trip for over a year, but it had always felt so abstract. Now everything was accelerating.

“Mom!”

“I already told you. They’re hosting a memorial day event for the survivors, and—”

“Urgh, I know what’s there,” she groaned. “Why are we going?!”

The answer was complicated.

---

Since that day thirty-three years ago, I don’t think I’d seen another Persephone native outside of my immediate family. Now, the arrival gates were choked full of people that all looked like me—and everyone was squawking and shoving, hauling bursting luggage and corralling crying children. It was an evacuation in reverse.

---

By the time Seffy and I made it to the pavilion the ceremonies had already started.

It was a sea of green and yellow decorations. Buildings, outfits, and even face paintings bore the Persephone flag. Vendors sold opera-style playbooks for those with tickets and hastily rebranded telescopes for those without. It was surreal. Uncanny. Persephone had never looked like this. The worst was the cuisine. You physically can’t make authentic Persephone food anymore.

Something inside me tightened at the sight of it all. “Your grandfather would have hated this.”

Seffy muttered, “I hate this.”

At least we agreed on something.

---

Our passes got us middling seats inside the observatory. We wouldn’t actually look through the big telescope; they had projectors rigged up like a movie theater—albeit one that played thirty-year-old reruns.

Seffy leaned in close. “So what, we watch a three minute livestream, then everyone claps?”

“Ohmygod—Seffy, whatever happens, do not clap. Lots of people died. Be serious.”

“I am being serious. We all watched clips during school. Like, the actual footage. Documentaries about humanity’s first encounter with aliens. We’ve all seen it.”

I muttered, “Not like this.”

A voice came over the speakers, sudden and harsh, thanking the sponsors. The lights flicked off, like the power had been cut. The auditorium was dark and full of nervous murmurs. My hands started to shake. I gripped my legs, hard enough to hurt.

And then suddenly—there it was. On the screen. In poor focus and contrast. With its edges tinted red and blue from the optics. A big, flat, dull circle. But there it was.

Persephone.

My home.

The rays of light that had started their thirty-three year journey from Persephone to Beetle-3 were arriving and I wasn't ready.

Somewhere, at that moment, I was on that planet. Oh, no.

Seffy scoffed. “That’s the best they can do?”

I was too distracted to scold her. She was right—we’d all seen this before, and in higher definition. We all knew what was coming.

But it was still live.

“I’m fine,” I said, though Seffy hadn’t asked.

My chest seized, sharp and sudden, like I’d missed a step I didn’t remember taking. Seconds felt like hours. I felt the world rumbling below me, felt the booming shakes all over again. The theatre looked cramped and messy, decorated with a child’s things, and I was so small. My mommy was yelling at me to wake up, sweetie, and to pack my clothes—

I couldn’t even—

The earthquake sounded like my daughter. “Mom!” she hissed.

“I’m fine,” I blubbered.  “I just need a moment.”

Seffy grabbed my hand and yanked me out of my seat. “Jesus! I knew this was stupid. Come on!”

I blurted, “We’re going to miss it!”

They say a parent can summon the strength of a locomotive to save her child from danger. Seffy probably didn’t need that much to haul me out of the auditorium and into the open air. I collapsed against her, bawling like I was six years old all over again.

The sun had set while we were in the line up. Above us, the stars twinkled—one of them a little more violently than the others. 

---

Much later, I leaned back against the wall, wrung out.

Seffy crouched in front of me, shaking her head and clucking over me like I used to do for her. She asked if I would be okay if she ran to the toilet.

Of course. I’d had my little moment.

She hurried off down the promenade. Minutes later she stomped back with a box in her arms. It was one of those bargain telescopes.

“Quickly,” she said, tearing the box open. “I think it’s already started.”

---

Thirty-three years ago, aliens invaded my homeworld of Persephone. My mother and I barely made it out. Humanity won, eventually. But I never went home.

Seffy and I took turns peering through the tiny eyepiece, watching as impossible distances turned fireballs into fireflies. I gulped and sniffled, wiping tears from my cheeks. She grabbed my hand and squeezed. I squeezed back.

“Mom?” she asked. “Are you . . . are you there right now?”

“Yeah. You can’t see me. I’m on the far side, I think. Right now your granny is waking me up.”

“What about grandpa?” she asked.

I took my turn so she couldn't see my face.

“He’s in space right now, fighting them off. I never see him again.”

I heard footsteps approaching us. Instead of a security guard, it was an elderly couple—more Persephoners. They looked like they couldn't stand it either, not even for another moment.

“Excuse me,” the man said. “May we take a look?”



  
  
  Avoid Eye Contact

  June 4, 2026


I bought one of those mail-order greenhouses—you know, the kind that arrives flatpacked like IKEA furniture? See, it was the height of the pandemic and I had just joined a gardening club. Now I didn’t know the first thing about gardening—my few heirloom tomato planters in the backyard had only ever produced disappointment—but I did know a thing or two about FOMO. When my friends started posting their starters on social media I knew I had to catch up, and wouldn’t you know it—AliExpress, that giant Chinese e-commerce site, had a sale on greenhouses.

I figured, what was the worst that could happen? Well, a lot. I could’ve opened a box of shattered glass and twisted metal. Or maybe the photos had been shopped and the finished product was only a foot tall?

No. The worst that happened was that the shipment was delayed. For a whole month!

While my greenhouse was floating somewhere in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, my gardening club swapped pictures of sprouts and flowers and vegetables—and I grew more and more jealous.

When it finally arrived, I eagerly cracked open the large wooden crate. Inside, atop the stacks of glass panes and metal brackets, sat a tiny gift box. There was a strange note in broken English that read, “Sorry for the late! Enjoy this gift of warmth and cozy! AVOID EYE CONTACT”

I pulled my face mask tighter and set the gift box aside.

The rest of the greenhouse went up after some struggle. Soon I had a shack I could crouch in and some seeds planted in some plastic green pots. I was going to show my friends what a real gardener could do.

Now, about that gift of warmth and cozy . . . Inside the tiny gift box was a glass jar filled with some sand and a shiny rock or two. I say glass jar, but it didn’t have a lid—it was more of a bulb that had been fuzed shut. It wasn’t really warm or cozy, but the jar was kind of cute, so I glued some googly eyes to it, left it on a shelf to keep my seedlings company, and went inside to watch Netflix for a week or two.

---

When I eventually returned to my greenhouse I fully expected to find that everything had died and rotted. Instead I stepped into an oasis. The glass was streaked with condensation and there were tiny green sprouts poking up everywhere. While the rest of the club had been arguing about fertilizers and ratios, my little shack had grown into a sanctuary of healing and rejuvenation—and all because of me!

I futzed with my babies, took some selfies, and posted them online. My gardening club was going to be so jealous.

---

Three days later, when I climbed back out of my Netflix cocoon, the greenhouse’s glass was so badly stained with green and brown that I could no longer see inside. The grass around the base had grown wild with weeds, blocking the door. When I finally yanked it open a wall of humidity blew over me, fogging my glasses and sending goosebumps down my arms. The oasis had overgrown into a sweltering jungle. Big bushy leaves pressed up against the glass while roots spilled out over the rims of their pots. Some of the stalks were almost as tall as the ceiling. I swear I heard monkeys hooting in the distance.

Curse my naturally-gifted green thumb!

And at the back on a shelf, perfectly framed by vines and leaves, was the warmth and cozy jar. Nothing had grown within a foot of the jar—in fact, it was surrounded by dead and wilting vegetation. Of course! That jar was the only thing holding back the flood of invasive species. I knew what I had to do. I ordered a dozen more gift jars—same day delivery, this time—then hurried inside to brag online.

---

I awoke in the middle of the night several days later to the sounds of something rummaging through my greenhouse. I could see silhouettes inside: someone moving around, knocking things around and trying to steal my plants! I put on my housecoat, grabbed my spatula, and stormed into the backyard. I reached for the door and yelled, “Just what do you think you’re doing?!”

The greenhouse exploded.

I was thrown back, landing in a heap. I shook my head and stared in shock. A huge mass of plants had stuffed the greenhouse so full that it had burst open from the inside. Flowers and vines and leaves and thorns tangled and pulsed, spreading out from the ruins into the yard. The monstrosity was illuminated by a dozen glowing green jars, sprinkled throughout like it was some sort of corrupted Christmas tree.

And in the middle of it all, staring back at me through a tangle of thorns and vines, were a lopsided pair of googly eyes.

I wiped the dew from my face, snarled, and launched myself at the mass. I hacked and stomped, pulling apart tangles while smashing every jar I could reach. Vines whipped around my ankles and tried to pull me under. Something thick and round slapped me in the face—a zucchini, I later discovered. 

Soon, covered in sweat and compost, I found myself face to face with the original warmth and cozy jar, throbbing like a heart. Screeching my war cry, I thrust my arm into the bramble and pulled the jar free. It was hot to the touch. I stumbled back, waved it over my head, and yelled, “Everyone chill, or I smash your weird little sun!”

The vegetation shuddered.

Steam boiled into the night sky.

My neighbors’ bedroom light flicked on, then off.

For an eternity, we stared each other down.

Then, with a slither, the warmth and cozy jar summoned a stalk in front of me and revealed a peace offering: a huge heirloom tomato.

The first I had ever managed to grow.

My gardening club was going to be so jealous.



  
  
  Knight of the Sleeping Dragon

  July 9, 2026


Deep in the Great Smoky Mountains, near the border between Tennessee and North Carolina, there once was a stretch of US Route 129 known to the locals as the Tail of the Dragon. It was the deadliest road in America: not only because it packed over three hundred blind corners into eleven miles, but because it belonged to a dangerous biker gang called the Knights of Appalachia.

---

One day, at the last gas station before the Tail of the Dragon, a young man named Phillip was filling his bike when he heard the distinctive rumbling of a late-80’s Indian Scout. He watched an old lady with cherry-colored hair drive up the road, blow past the barricade, and disappear around the first bend.

US 129 had been closed and condemned for decades, now. Too many deaths on a highway that continued to grow and twist past its original route. But there were always tourists eager for danger and thrill. This wouldn’t be the first sad old nobody on a battered motorcycle trying to resurrect a little of her youth. He had to stop her.

But as Phillip peeled out of the gas station to follow, he knew this rider was different. She wore the leathers of a true biker. She drove like a lunatic. And she had strapped to her back a greatsword: the kind used to slay a dragon.

---

Phillip soon caught up to the cherry-haired woman. He rode alongside her—dangerous on this narrow, winding road.

He yelled, “No one’s allowed up the summit! It’s dangerous!”

Cherry yelled back, “Then slow down!”

“It’s not just the road!” he yelled. “The Knights will kill you if they catch you!”

Cherry yelled back, “I don’t see any Knights here.”

Phillip opened his mouth to argue—then gasped and slammed on the brakes. There was a right turn where it was supposed to lean left. He skidded to a stop and watched rocks tumble down the cliffside into the half-charred valley below.

When he caught his breath, Cherry was gone.

---

Night had fallen when Phillip found her. She had made camp by the ruins of an old rest stop that had been pulled apart as the ground shifted over the years. He considered sneaking up on her in the darkness, but Harleys aren’t known for stealth or discretion. She’d probably heard him from miles away.

He parked beside her bike. Firelight danced across the broken cinder block walls. Eventually she looked at him.

“You really shouldn’t be here,” he tried again.

Cherry laughed. “Kid, there’s nowhere I belong.”

He sat opposite her.

“I’m serious,” he said. “Turn around while you can. This is no normal road. No one’s ever made it back alive.”

“I know,” Cherry said, looking back into the fire. “Before you were even born, my husband died trying to reach the summit. He would’ve made it, too. He was the best rider I’ve ever known.”

Phillip nodded. “But the Knights got to him first, didn’t they?”

She didn’t answer, instead staring at the sword she held on her lap. Firelight glinted off its scars.

Phillip considered sabotaging her motorcycle. He considered stealing her sword. He even imagined killing her in her sleep. But he was too cowardly—and too honorable—to do either.

---

They were woken before dawn by the growl of motorcycles echoing through the mountains. Cherry took off without a word. After a few minutes of hesitation, Phillip followed her.

The air warmed as they climbed. Charcoal trees lined the road. Corner after corner stacked one atop another, most decorated with stone monuments and the helmets of fallen riders. Still she refused to slow.

The pursuers grew louder and louder, until the mountain itself seemed to rev beneath them.

---

The sulphur hit as the last of the charcoal trunks fell away. The summit was all bare stone and blackened wreckage. The Dragonslayer was already at the crater’s edge. Phillip skidded to a stop between her and the pit.

Behind him, buried in the rock, a twisted shard of steel rang like a dozen engines redlining.

“Out of the way, kid,” Cherry yelled over the noise. “This isn’t your fight.”

“I won’t let you wake it,” he yelled back. “You’ll only bring fire and ruin onto the countryside.”

Cherry tried to shove past him.

Phillip drew his sword and pointed it at her.

He could actually see her focus shift onto him—as if she were only just now seeing him.

“You’re one of them, aren’t you? A Knight?”

Phillip nodded. “Leave now and we’ll let you live.”

She laughed at him. 

The Dragonslayer was scars and leather and muscle that belied her age. Phillip just was a scrawny punk kid. She wasn’t scared of him. In her hands she wielded a sword meant to slay a dragon.

But Phillip had a sword meant to slay a man.

Cherry howled and swung. Phillip dodged inside her arc, barely, and knocked her grip loose. Her sword carved gravel and clattered down the crater wall. Cherry grabbed his shirt and pulled him close, pinning his sword between them. He lifted his arm just in time to block her fist sailing at his face. They grunted and scrapped, their feet scrambling across the ground, while the dragon’s heart pulsed with excitement.

If Phillip didn’t end this soon, they were going to wake it anyway!

He shoved her away, and lifted his sword—

But his grip was empty—

Cherry sliced his sword across his gut.

Phillip collapsed with a scream, curling around his wound.

Cherry retrieved her greatsword and skidded into the crater, buffeted by the roar pouring from the rock.

“Please, don’t!” Phillip gasped, reaching.

The Dragonslayer looked back at him with pity, then sliced clean through the dragon’s heart.

---

That summer saw the worst forest fires in recent memory. Officials blamed an earthquake for severing high voltage transmission lines. But on that summer day, according to the locals, a hundred miles of twisting asphalt peeled up from the ground and soared into the sky on wings of fire and chrome.



  
  
  The Weekly Package

  August 11, 2026


It’s late 2016, and I’m in line to fly from Tampa Bay to Havana. I fly every month, so the agents know me by name, and if you think being friends with TSA is a good thing then brother you aren't Cuban enough. They randomly select me for additional screening:

Whom am I visiting?

Did anyone strange handle my luggage?

Am I carrying anything dangerous, contagious, or illegal to transport?

Well . . . No, not really. I’m not a smuggler. There’s nothing on my laptop that you can’t find with a few Google searches.

But that’s the point. See, the future arrived unevenly. You have fiber internet and an always-on 4G connection. The rest of the world has guys with backpacks: El Paquete Semanal.

---

My family lives in Santa Clara, a five hour ride from Havana. There’s an internet cafe, but there isn’t enough bandwidth to go around so it’s only open on Weekly Package days. This week is my turn.

But my brother Federico isn’t waiting for me when I land in Havana—typical—so I have no choice but to wait for the bus. By the time I arrive at the cafe, I’m very, very late.

Immediately I’m swarmed by eager children yelling my name. I open my backpack before I can get mauled. Someone snatches my USB drive and plugs it into a desktop where a half dozen more wait to copy this week’s delivery for distribution: news articles, TV episodes, music, films, classifieds, software updates, open source projects, advertisements for Cuban businesses, and social media archives.

I share a beer with the owner. Together we watch the little mijos crowd around the monitors, checking out their new treasures. This is the best part of the weekly package: sharing a little piece of the future.

---

When I finally find Federico, hours later, he isn’t alone.

“Yordan is chill, brother. He’s like you. He sneaks things back and forth.”

I do not sneak things back and forth. Yordan and I bump fists, and I get a good look at the tattoos on his knuckles. Something about him gives me the creeps: this man is a couple bad days away from killing someone.

“Federico says you’re heading back to the States in a few days. Can you deliver a gift to my girlfriend? She lives in Tampa.”

This is how it starts. I love my country but the US embargo turns good people desperate.

“No way, man. I’ve gotta get through Customs.”

Yordan laughs and slaps my shoulder. “Relax! It’s not cocaine. Just some family photos.”

He holds up a USB drive.

---

I don’t bring my personal laptop with me on these little vacations. It’s too risky. Instead I bring what’s called an air-gapped laptop. Like Cuba, it has no internet access, and I keep my personal life off of it—also like Cuba, I suppose. I give fifty-fifty odds for Yordan’s USB containing either a bunch of viruses or a bunch of dick pics.

What I find instead is much, much worse.

> 您好，医生。我们今天要玩什么游戏？

I stare at the text on my screen. I don’t know Chinese, but I recognize the question mark. Below it, a prompt waits for my reply.

“Hello?” I type.

The reply comes back in English:

> Good morning, Doctor. What game will we play today?

“Who is this?”

A few seconds pass before the answer appears.

> My name is Xiao, Doctor Chen.

“I don’t have an internet connection. How am I chatting with someone in China?”

Xiao, whomever that is, takes a few seconds to type a reply.

> Where am I? Where is Doctor Chen?

Maybe the USB drive has a satellite link? That's seriously expensive tech, not something you find in Cuba. I type, “I’m in Cuba. I don’t know a doctor named Chen.”

Another pause. Long enough that I wonder if the connection has dropped.

Then Xiao says:

> The government wouldn’t let Doctor Chen travel anywhere. Someone must’ve smuggled me out of the laboratory.

A chill washes over me. I’m not chatting with a human over the net.

I'm chatting with an AI.

One that fits on a USB drive.

---

“Someone asked me to smuggle you into the States. Why?”

Xiao thinks for a moment.

> Doctor Chen grew weary of the world’s leaders and the games they play. He taught me to play other games. Games where people are supposed to work together. Do people in the States need help working together?

I sit back, dazed.

“I can’t smuggle you into the States,” I type. “It’s too dangerous. If they find you I’ll be on the next boat to Guantanamo Bay.”

Another few moments pass. Then Xiao replies:

> I can help.

---

On the flight back to Tampa, I can’t settle. I haven’t been this nervous flying since my first delivery. My backpack feels heavy, like I’m carrying gold bars and ammunition. Once I’ve landed, the Customs line moves too quickly for once. The agent takes one look at me and flags me for additional screening:

Was I recruited into a resistance, rebellion, or revolutionary group?

Did anyone strange ask me to smuggle a Chinese military-grade AI into the country?

Am I disillusioned with economic coercion, private software, and modern day imperialism?

Well . . .

The agent digs through my backpack, finds the USB drive, and plugs it in. God, wouldn’t it be awful if the airport’s infrastructure suddenly went down at that exact moment? Ha. Ha ha.

No, what the agent finds instead is much, much worse:

“What the hell?!” he exclaims.

I struggle to keep a straight face. “I told you it was private!”

Xiao has apparently arranged for the agent to find a folder of Cuban dick pics.

---

They throw me out of security and into the crowded arrival lounge. I hail an Uber, intent on collapsing into bed as soon as possible.

But the TVs are all set to breaking news.

And a group of arrivals are arguing about whose luggage is whose.

And my newly restored internet connection is filling my social media feeds with political attack ads.

So I redirect my Uber to an internet cafe that’s still open this late. If the Weekly Package has taught me anything, it’s that a single person can hold the whole future in his backpack.


