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Mirrors 
by M. C. Tuggle 
 

Gregarin was in trouble. He tried to hide it, 

but couldn’t. Not from me. I knew his species too well. 

He stood on the opposite side of the noisy 

meeting room, gazing up at my unsuspecting 

colleagues as he sucked down a kale smoothie. His 

white carapace exhibited the pink blotches that 

signaled deep distress, and his tongue, normally black, 

was covered in grey streaks when it flickered out in 

conversation.   

As nonchalantly as I could, I weaved my way 

toward him. 

The Institute where I worked was hosting a 

meeting between Gregarin and some of Earth’s leading 

figures, including my fellow xenobiologists, who 

couldn’t wait to see the first intelligent alien 

encountered in space. Gregarin had agreed. After all, 

we were the first intelligent species he had met. 

The evening had started well. Gregarin and I 

had recounted how we ended up alone together on 

Specula C3. I’d been working solo for an extended 

study of the moon’s unusual fauna when Gregarin’s 

ship crash-landed. Somehow, I’d managed to pull him 

from the wreckage. A great story, which had 

captivated an appreciative audience. But now, wading 

through the crowd and craning my neck for a better 

look at Gregarin, I mentally kicked myself for letting 

this happen.  

During the two months he and I had waited on 

Specula C3 for my shuttle, we discussed our home 

worlds. I learned that his people, the Etzi, were 

communal, and acutely sensitive. They didn’t think of 

themselves as individuals, but as components of a 

single organism. Gregarin suffered only minor injuries 

in the crash, but the sight of his dead crewmates nearly 

killed him.  

Now the little fellow was in emotional distress 

as serious as I’d ever seen. 

As I shouldered my way through, some people 

stepped back and whispered, “That’s her,” and “That’s 

Dr. Annette Thatcher.” Maybe they were intimidated 

by the sight of a short brunette charging toward them. 

And maybe this was one of those times when a 

reputation for tenacity paid off. Either way, they let me 

through. 

When I reached Gregarin, one glance 

confirmed my suspicions. I clapped my hands over my 

head, and a blue-coated admiral beside me flinched. 

People turned and stared. 

I yelled, “Excuse me, but Gregarin needs a 

break from the excitement. Hopefully, he can return 

shortly.”  

That’s when Gregarin sank to his knees. His 

cup slipped from his stubby pincers, and the green 

slushie pooled at his side. 
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People gasped. I scooped Gregarin up like a 

newborn, and his paper-thin shell automatically 

hardened, crinkling painfully into my arms. “I’m 

taking you to an examination room.” 

“No, Annette. We must talk. Alone.” 

“You’re certain?” 

“That’s what I need.” 

I carried my friend out of the meeting room 

and down the hall to my office. The door swooshed 

open, and I helped Gregarin into a chair. 

I sat opposite him. “Are you in pain?” 

The black tongue shot out, and both prongs 

touched the top of his skull. 

“I thought so. What’s wrong?” 

Gregarin turned toward me, the yellow eyes so 

wide they seemed to glow. “Many things, Annette 

Thatcher. Many things.” His voice, an eerie echo of 

my own, quivered, something I’d never heard before. 

“Tell me what’s wrong.” 

His thorax sank as he stared back. “At first it 

was the sight of so many predators watching me, each 

one flashing those rows of sharp bones in their mouths. 

I thought I was used to it. When you and I shared 

meals together on Specula, it used to terrify me as you 

ripped and tore flesh with those powerful jaws.” 

I felt my chin pucker from sympathy and 

frustration. “And as we learned each other’s language, 

I promised I wasn’t going to eat you.” 

The tongue flickered in agreement. “I finally 

realized that. You’d had your chance when you 

rescued me, so I learned not to be afraid.” 

“And you’ve been in a room full of Humans 

for 30 minutes, almost 150 hectapulses, and no one 

has—” 

The black tongue shot out, the prongs spread 

wide, and air whistled in and out of his tiny mouth. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“I had mostly recovered from that shock. Then 

I witnessed truly astounding things.” 

The pink blotches on his skull expanded and 

contracted. I waited for my friend to regain control of 

himself. 

“Annette, in the many weeks while we waited 

for your ship to return, you described Humans as 

aggressive, individualistic, to the point of being non-

social.” 

“That’s true, especially compared to what you 

told me about your people. We can cooperate, but you 

said the Etzi were a collective, that when they gather 

in groups, they change color reflecting the group’s 

mood, and make all decisions as a unit. We’re nothing 

like that.” 

He closed his eyes. 

“But Annette, I saw predators with killing jaws 

and fists coordinating their interactions, making room 

for one another, creating orderly lines. And all the 

while, they were nodding, smiling, sometimes 

touching, always talking. Small groups would back 
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away to let new arrivals join in. And no injuries, not a 

single fight. Even more remarkable, they did this 

without wardens.” 

“Wardens? What’s that?” 

“Our wardens oversee each gathering, 

prodding everyone with traditional bludgeons, 

guarding the weak, cracking skulls as needed. I didn’t 

mention them because—I assumed such dangerous 

predators as yourselves had similar means of crowd 

control, maybe even harsher than ours. But there are 

none.” 

“That’s what made you faint?” 

“No.” 

I leaned close. “Then what was it?” 

“It was you.” 

“Me?” 

“You are smaller than many of your kind. You 

are a scientist, and the room held many warriors, yet 

when you called for silence—everyone assented. No 

one had to be bludgeoned.” 

“Well—”  

“That’s when I realized the truth. It’s not just 

you. Neither Etzi nor Humans know who they are.”  

I opened my mouth, but couldn’t think of a 

response. 

For perhaps the hundredth time, our eyes met. 

But this time we saw more than each other. 
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Cold Storage 
by Nicholas C. Smith 
 

Liyah split open another dry pea husk: a 

mould-green coffin, three shriveled up bodies inside. 

The ruined peas fell from the pod and spattered like 

ash on the metal floor. 

She reached a finger to her cheek to see if she 

was crying, starvation’s sharp knife having whittled 

away her senses. 

The spaceship carried just four living people. 

Liyah and her triplets. Only four mouths, and yet 

somehow, she couldn’t fill them. Failing. Failing as a 

mother and as a provider.  

Around her, warm lights shone on glass cribs 

filled with soil. They cradled death: carrots, potatoes, 

lettuces, peas, and parsnips, all blight-brown, a breath 

away from dust.  

She’d tried to save them. Moved everything 

away from the plant nursery, where the blight had run 

rampant, and into this sterilized storage room. 

Harvested seeds from the few specimens that hadn’t 

been infected. Used new cribs, monitored power and 

heat levels. But the blight was as relentless as her own 

hunger. Always followed. Always caught. 

Ninety percent of the peas were dead. It’d hit 

the other vegetables harder. 

Liyah let the empty pea pod fall from her 

palm. They’ll die unless you do something. A good 

mother would find a way. 

“Mom?” Juniper stood in the doorway dressed 

in a knitted bunny nightie. 

Liyah pinched her sweaty t-shirt away from 

her ribs, then turned and forced a plastic smile. “Well 

hey there, sweetie. Nice of you to visit your old 

mother.” 

“They’re dead, aren’t they?” 

It took a second to understand. The 

vegetables—that’s all she meant. Dead vegetables.  

The girl eyed the room. “How much is still 

good?” 

No point lying. She might only be ten, but 

Juniper knew more about plants than Liyah ever had.  

“Mom? How much survived?” 

“Not enough.” She rubbed her head. Shouldn’t 

say such dark things to her baby. A mother should be a 

flame protecting her children from cold and darkness. 

Don’t let your smile drop. “But we’ll find a way.” 

Juniper walked over and rubbed Liyah’s arm. 

As sinewy as the pea pods that littered the floor. “It’ll 

be okay, Mom.” 

Her daughter watched her. Assessing. Liyah 

slowly puffed out the hollows of her cheeks. 

“You can’t keep giving us your food.” 

Oh? Okay then, I’ll just let all my babies 

wither away. “I’m not giving you my food, honey.” 

“You never eat with us anymore.” 
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They both knew why.  

Liyah sighed. It might as well be now. “I need 

to talk to you. To your sisters, too.” 

“They’re with Dad.” 

“Then that’s where we’re going.” 

Juniper smiled, somehow. Like an alchemist, 

she took Liyah’s darkness and spun gold onto her lips.  

Liyah touched her own mouth on the way out 

of the room to check her smile. 

Still there. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The girls spent as much time here in the cryo-

bay as they did in their bedroom. They played amongst 

the steel walls and ran along the metal mesh rows lined 

by frozen corpses. Almost a hundred cryo-units, most 

filled. Frozen bodies that would never thaw. 

This graveyard was the girls’ garden. 

Liyah hated it. Hated the warped faces of those 

who’d abandoned her. 

Juniper ran ahead to her sisters, to the steel and 

glass capsule that contained her father. 

“Hi Daddy.” Juniper leaned down and kissed 

the glass. 

“Mommy, look what Iris made,” said Lily.  

Iris held up her painting. Three little girls 

beneath purple skies, outside a jagged, geometric 

house. A man and woman holding hands. “That’s you 

and Daddy.” 

She squinted. “Is my hair gray?” 

“I thought of that,” said Lily, beaming. 

“Because you’ll be much older when we arrive and he 

wakes.” 

He won’t wake. None of them will. “It’s 

lovely.” 

Iris pressed the painting against the glass 

coffin. Her father, like the rest of the crew, had taken 

his chances in cryo rather than starving to death after 

the blight took the food supplies. He’d abandoned a 

pregnant Liyah for the ship’s last resort: pods that 

couldn’t be thawed safely. Not with current 

technology. Maybe never. 

Liyah had struggled on alone, refusing to 

freeze her unborn babies. 

“Dad’s seen it enough,” said Iris. “He’s probably 

bored of it.” 

He hadn’t seen it at all. Never would. But little 

white lies kept her children going. 

“Mommy wants to talk to us,” said Juniper, 

sharply. “It’s serious. The new plants are dying.” 

The girls turned to face Liyah.  

“Is that true, Mommy?” Lily asked. “The 

plants are dying?” 

“Not all of them. But yes, many are.” 

“Too many for us to stay alive,” said Juniper. 

“Yes.” The word came on a sharp inbreath. A 

gasp.  

Iris was crying. She always cried so easily. 

The youngest triplet in every way.  
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Liyah took a deep breath. “In two days, I’m 

joining your father in stasis.” 

“What?” 

“You can’t!” 

“I am,” she replied. “We’re not harvesting 

enough food.” 

Lily wrapped her arms around herself. “But 

then you can’t wake up until we reach the colony!” 

“Twenty-two years,” said Juniper. 

That white lie ate at her as much as the hunger. 

She might never wake. The technology wasn’t waiting 

at the colony; it didn’t exist. “It’ll go in a flash. I’ll 

take the pod right next to your dad, and you’ll read to 

us every day. Paint us pictures. We’ll still be able to 

see and hear everything.”  

Juniper said, “It’s a mistake, Mom. We should 

be the ones to freeze. There’s plenty enough food for 

one, and you know how to keep the ship working.” 

Liyah bit her lip. “It’ll be me sleeping, no 

arguments. Three people can maintain the ship better 

than one. And besides, you’re already better with the 

plants than I am, Juniper. You’ve read so many texts 

about them. Plus, they love your singing. Keeps the 

blight away.” 

Juniper’s expression finally changed. The steel 

frame melted and, for a moment, she looked her age, 

as young as her sisters. 

“Please don’t leave us, Mommy,” said Lily. 

“There’s no choice. And there’s no arguing 

with me.” 

Juniper’s face set hard again. “We’ll do 

whatever you say, Mom.” 

“That’s my girl. My girls.” 

“I’ll make sure they’re okay,” said Juniper. 

Had Liyah ever been more proud? Juniper 

inherited a Sisyphean burden by being born minutes 

before her sisters, but she kept pushing that boulder 

upwards, no matter how steep the incline.  

“Thank you,” Liyah mouthed to Juniper. She 

opened her arms and her girls flooded to her. Liyah 

hugged them tight into her bony chest but couldn’t feel 

their heat. “I love you all so much. More than the 

moon. And I’ll see you again when we arrive.” She 

kissed their heads. 

“Twenty-two years,” said Iris.  

“It’ll go in a flash,” Liyah said. “Tomorrow, 

I’ll take you through the chores that’ll need doing, and 

the maintenance that’ll need running. And then the day 

after, we’ll have the most amazing going-away party. I 

promise.” 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Liyah led the girls through the ship’s bowels. 

She showed them how to sanitize the water recycling 

unit and how to clean the air filters. Then later, in the 

kitchen, taught them three ways to cook potatoes to 

keep them interesting. 

The promise of the party tomorrow stopped 

their spirits from falling entirely. And when her own 
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soul flagged, Liyah hugged her nearest child, savoured 

the scent of their hair and the music of their smiles.  

Even if the lies had been true—if Sleepers 

could be woken—she’d still miss the end of their 

childhoods. Their metamorphosis. Innocent cocoons 

releasing butterflies, unique patterns on each’s wings.  

Iris yawned. Then Lily. Juniper struggled 

against her own. 

“Okay, bed. All of you,” said Liyah, as if it 

was just another night. Another sunset on a planet the 

kids had never seen. “It’s been a long day and you’re 

all exhausted.” 

They complained. Of course. 

She wanted to surrender to them. Desperately. 

But she was a good mother. Strong. Had to be. “Bed,” 

she repeated, sterner. “Then tomorrow we’ll have so 

much fun.” 

Juniper turned and nodded at her sisters. 

Surreptitious and slight, but Liyah saw it.  

Lily and Iris said goodnight and left. 

“And why aren’t you going with them?” 

“We can’t do it without you, Mom,” answered 

Juniper. "We need you." 

Ah, so Juniper was the designated negotiator. 

“You can. And will.” She paused. “And your sisters 

will still have you to look after them.” 

“Mom . . .” Juniper stared down at her hands. 

“What is it?” 

“We’ll have enough food. For a while. But not 

once we’re all adults. Not enough plants are surviving. 

There won’t be enough calories for three adults—

we’re not stupid.” 

The ball of anxiety ever present in Liyah’s 

throat began to thicken, air struggling to flow past. “If 

you can keep yields where they are . . . You won’t 

need much more when you’re eighteen than you do 

now.” 

“And if the blight gets worse?” 

If it gets worse, Juniper, sweetie? Oh, then 

you’ll all just starve to death and it’ll be painful and 

terrible and it’ll be because of your awful mother. Air 

finally reached her lungs. “It won’t. You won’t let it.” 

Juniper winced. 

God. She’d kill her daughter with the pressure. 

Juniper was just a fucking child. “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s fine.” 

“Come on. We’re both tired. Go to bed. I’ve 

got a few last things to do here.” 

“There’s no party tomorrow.” 

Liyah paused. Was that a question or an 

accusation? For all the promises she’d made, the 

broken truths she’d glued back together, she couldn’t 

find a way to keep this one whole. “No.” 

“You’re going tonight, aren’t you?” 

Salt found the corners of her mouth. How were 

they so smart? “I . . . I have to. Can't say goodbye. I 

can't.” 

Juniper wrapped her arms around her mother’s 

neck and kissed her cheek. “We love you, Mom.” 

“Just . . . just read to me. Please.” 
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“Every day.” 

She nodded. If they read to her, if they 

believed she’d come back, they’d have another reason 

to go on. To struggle. To survive. 

Juniper climbed down and took a last long 

look at her mother. "We’ll be okay, Mom. I promise." 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Liyah walked the corridor, back as straight as 

she could make it. Her final duty as a mother. Every 

breath up to her last would be for her girls.  

She paused outside their room. Silence. All 

fast asleep behind the metal door.   

Liyah walked on to the lift and began her 

descent.  

Guilt and fear sailed circles in her head and 

cast nets down to the bile in her stomach. 

The lift doors opened and she entered the 

graveyard.  

Something was wrong.  

Green lights flashed where they should be red.  

Three frozen coffins in a row. Lids closed 

where they had earlier been open. 

Her babies.   

Liyah screamed until her throat pained, her 

cries grinding it raw like sandpaper.  

Through the frozen glass she saw their little 

warped faces. Different now. Now their blood had 

been thinned and chemicals poured in. Now crystals of 

ice smudged the glassy surface. Now their skin was 

shriveled and brown. 

Three dead peas. 

The note pinned to their father’s unit was in 

Iris’s scrawl. 

They'd all agreed the food would be too little 

for three adults. That Mom was the only one who 

really knew how to run the ship. Had been keeping it 

going by herself for years already. That they knew 

Mom wouldn't agree, so they were secretive. And 

sorry. But it was going to be okay. They’d still hear 

her stories, so she was to read to them—and to Dad—

every single day. That they loved her dearly. More 

than the moon. And they’d see her again when they 

arrived. 

Liyah lay weeping on the mesh floor. What 

had they done? What had she done? Little white lies 

had piled up until they were as heavy as six-feet of 

soil. 

She thought of the food. Enough of it now. For 

her. 

She thought of life going on. 

Alone. 

Without them. 

She thought of the final open cryo-bed on the 

same row as her children. 

She thought of never waking. 

Of maybe one day waking. 

Finally, as the cold took her, she thought only 

of her babies’ faces. 
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Advance Scout 
by John Grey 
 

I guide my one-man rocket 

through granite gaps 

in Verusuvian mountains, 

find bare clumps, dry copses, 

testaments to the indifference 

of a distant sun, sporadic rains, 

the land as scarred 

as a boxer on his deathbed. 

 

But, here and there, 

shiny blobs of green break through, 

as if not all is lost, 

that civilization is possible here, 

a pilgrimage from Earth 

could settle and survive. 

 

That’s when those blobs start moving. 

nibbling on the little vegetation 

that has managed to spike through 

the hard soil. 

Soon, what stubbornly grew 

has disappeared at the speed of hunger. 

 

I hone in on one of these small creatures. 

A revolting face looks up at me. 

Not even a surveyor’s stake in the ground 

and there goes the neighborhood already. 
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The Midnight 
Bride and Her 
Starshine Love 
by Michael M. Jones 
 

They met at the wedding of Sun and Moon, 

each there embodying their respective domains. 

Midnight, lush and curvy, resplendent in her dress of a 

thousand shades of darkness, arrived with a cluster of 

Time Incarnates—Noon, Dawn, and Dusk chattering 

up a storm.  

(Storm had not yet arrived, running 

fashionably late as always.) 

Starshine, lean, angular, and looking quite 

dapper in a black suit punctuated by silver and golden 

sparkles, accompanied her fellow Stellar Incarnates, 

following the assorted planets with a detached, even 

bored air to her. 

(Air mingled quite freely, not bored in the 

least.) 

In a moment of serendipity, Midnight and 

Starshine encountered one another for the first time 

when they both reached for the same glass of aether. 

Fingers brushed, eyes locked, and there was a brief 

hesitation as each took the other’s measure and saw 

something they liked, even if it wasn’t clear quite yet.  

(Serendipity was too busy flirting with Cloud 

to realize what they’d set into motion.) 

As the evening progressed, Starshine and 

Midnight spoke—hesitantly as first, sticking to work 

gossip about the weather before delving into more 

personal topics.  

(Rain had inadvertently offended Snow, and 

now they refused to talk to one another. Sleet was 

caught in the middle of the fractured friendship.) 

Chatting turned to flirtation. Flirtation turned 

to outright innuendo. Innuendo became intention. Once 

the ceremony was over, with Sun and Moon properly 

married by Infinity—the first Incarnate, the one from 

which all others originate—Midnight and Starshine, 

fortified by aether and attraction, retired to a private 

space to further test their compatibility. 

(Attraction, who’d played no part in this 

whatsoever, still looked rather smug. They always took 

credit for these things. But never the blame.) 

Time passed. Sun and Moon had their great 

falling out—the one which left them chasing each 

other for eternity, only rarely crossing paths. Starshine 

and Midnight, who had parlayed a single amorous 

episode into a lasting relationship, tried to ignore the 

drama as it tore through the Incarnate community and 

forced the majority to side with one ex-lover or the 

other. 
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(Drama. What more need be said? It was their 

time to shine.) 

The Time Incarnates fell in with Sun, who 

wielded considerable influence over their domains. 

Meanwhile, in a show of cosmic solidarity, the Stellar 

Incarnates rallied behind poor Moon. The subsequent 

peer pressure left Midnight and Starshine in a 

disastrous position. Unable to be together in public lest 

their friends disapprove, they seemingly broke up, 

while swearing to continue their relationship in secret. 

(Secret knew. Secret knows everything. 

Shhhhh.) 

Midnight and Starshine came to each other in 

the dead of night, in the darkness between stars, in the 

tick between seconds. Kisses and caresses, touches and 

glances, murmurs of yearning. They lived for that time 

between today and tomorrow, in the liminal space 

where their domains intersected. Every so often, at the 

stroke of midnight, the stars blazed with illicit passion. 

(Today, Tomorrow, and Yesterday love each 

other very much, and are quite happy, thank you.) 

Nothing lasts forever, though, and the strain of 

maintaining a clandestine affair wore on the lovers. 

They tired of the lies and subterfuge, of hiding their 

feelings in public. They quarreled, ultimately going 

their separate ways, convinced it was the right thing to 

do. Starshine grew muted and hazy, her lights dimmed. 

Midnight grew cold and brittle, her domain less 

welcoming, the night filled with regret. 

(Regret has a way of taking up too much 

space, like a houseguest who’s overstayed their 

welcome.) 

Time moved on. Sun and Moon chased each 

other around the sky. Midnight and Starshine took 

other lovers—ones their peers considered more 

acceptable. They attempted to put the memories of 

their time together behind them, to leave the 

relationship in the past. 

(Past winds up with everyone’s junk, in the 

long run. You’d be amazed at what they’ve kept.) 

Ever so slowly, however, the Incarnates 

stopped caring so much about sides and loyalties, 

forgetting why they’d made such a fuss in the first 

place. The universe had gotten much more complex as 

it matured; there were so many more domains to keep 

track of, and their own Incarnates brought a new set of 

complications.  

(Universe blamed it all on Humanity, which 

tended to label everything, whether it needed to or 

not.) 

Starshine and Midnight met again—at 

Midnight’s wedding to Evening. The two, good friends 

whose domains had long overlapped, had grown quite 

close over the intervening years, to the point where 

they’d come to love each other . . . or so they both 

wanted to believe. 

(Love plays the long game. Love can be 

patient. Love perseveres.) 
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Midnight stood before the crowd of Incarnates, 

much like Sun and Moon had long ago, ready to make 

her vows but possessed of an uncertain heart. Starshine 

stood near the back, unsteadied by a deep, abiding 

sense of loss. Then their eyes met, and everything 

came back to the two ex-lovers, unexpectedly 

undimmed by the passage of time. They realized 

they’d been wrong to let anyone tell them who not to 

love, how not to be happy. Midnight made her 

announcement. There would be no wedding. Not now, 

maybe not ever. 

(Forever and Ever have an extremely 

complicated relationship. They’re fine with it, though.) 

Midnight stepped down from the podium and 

strode through the crowd. She offered Starshine her 

hand, who accepted it with a radiant joy. Oh, they had 

much to discuss—apologies to offer, reconciliations to 

make, a relationship to rebuild. But they’d figure it out 

. . . eventually. 

(Eventually was already consoling Evening, 

who was taking things quite well, to be honest. They’d 

had their suspicions and doubts as well. But that’s 

another story to be told.) 

Infinity’s wheel kept on turning, carrying them 

all forward, as it always had and always would. 
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Samson Opens 
His Eye 
by Evan Marcroft 
 

Power crackles in a malignant heaven. 

Lightning flashes, strikes metal, the utmost nail of a 

titanium hand protruding from the earth. Shedding 

momentum with each sliver of a second, it gutters 

down a stair of servos and wires into the earth, where 

worms ride robotic skeletons like reef-smashed ships, 

then at last between the slats in a steel ribcage. A 

bone-cold battery snaps up that last, dim volt, and 

warms.  

Samson comes alive.  

He knows he is alive because where there was 

only unbounded black, there is now an optic HUD 

translating that darkness into numbers. He is awake but 

drowsy, that random jolt of energy already petering 

out. The earth grips him like ice. This gasp of life must 

be an error then; Samson closes his eye and waits for it 

to correct itself. That sputtering spark of life dims, 

and— 

The dark speaks. 

Wake up, Samson. 

A voice like water seeping. Beetles burrowing. 

Mandibles clicking.  

Wake up, my hero. You have slept too long.  

The dark trembles with a frigid pulse. It 

crushes him like two halves of an infinite bosom. It 

becomes two hands, strokes his jaw with a mother’s 

comity, and he knows its name.  

You must live again, my child, the Black 

Goddess whispers.  

I have so much for you to do. 

Her lips close over his teeth. She breathes into 

him, fueling his cooling battery, nurturing an ember 

into a flame. He is a newborn in her arms, and they are 

rising through rot-veined earth. The darkness ruptures 

and Samson feels rain slice across the tatters of his 

skin.  

The sky is low and dour. Samson rolls his 

head, optics glitching, cracked skull drooling grit. 

Existence is a flat eternity of mud, ruin, and damaged 

pixels. Dead war machines sprawl as if drowning. 

Samson’s sensors describe a rat-king of cybernetic 

cadavers dwindling deep into the ground. Battlefield.  

Samson turns his sensors on himself. He is 

half-corpse, half-machine, a scrap of raglike flesh 

snagged on a tangle of broken weaponry. His meat has 

not rotted completely due to a treatment of 

preservative chemicals and—he understands 

implicitly—the Black Goddess’s design. Yet there are 

ants in his brain, crusts of mold between his teeth. One 

functioning eye, one remaining hand, both legs 

missing, bouquets of wire and frayed sarcomeres. 

Why? How long has he been asleep? 
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Storage disgorges a glitchy confusion of 

sounds and images.  

A purgemech on fire, shedding explosive 

scales, splashing through pools of bodies. A bisected 

warhound bleating in a child’s soprano, dragging its 

robotic bowels. A faceless girl wading through blood, 

reaching for him— 

Nine red stars haloing an open palm. 

Delian PanIndustries.  

Proudly administrating ten billion since 2067,  

A Better World For Less. 

A protocol seizes him, ramming a command 

between this thought and the next.  

Urgent maintenance required. Initiate 

emergency repair routine. 

Samson obeys, rolling over to disgorge a 

gallon of loam. Artificial reaction centres in his moth-

holed epidermis open wide to absorb the scant 

sunlight. Insects scurry from his vomit; he catches 

them and chews them for the protein.  

Combat fitness: 0.09%. Continue emergency 

repair routine.  

Assimilators spill from his unpeeled belly like 

chromium snakes. Interface digits fuse into spearheads 

and dig into the ground. Hunting by radar they dredge 

up limbs from those cyborg bodies in range, and with 

microscopic digits they suture leg to stump, hand to 

wrist. 

Detaching from the shadow of a great, rusted 

skull, the Black Goddess comes to turn him over and 

clamber atop his hips. Thighs as strong as continents 

squeeze him as she rides the ghost of his loins, making 

love to nothing. Her clawed fingers make clay of his 

chest. He is in the liminal space between loved and 

devoured. A scheme raised him out of hell and a whim 

could yet obliterate him. She is the womb. The field. 

The grave. 

Black Goddess.  

This is the cycle, she whispers. I create life and 

all life returns to me. You are my product and my 

sustenance. You are infinitely mine Samson, so hear 

me. Her words bore into him like roots, divine verdict 

translating into code, overriding the protocols that 

regiment his every moment. You will cross a poisoned 

land to a city called Tashkent. In that place a great 

tower rises from my punctured heart. You will climb 

to its peak and find the man who lives there. His name 

is Philistine.  

You will find him and throw him from the 

tower.  

Philistine. Storage is riddled with the name. 

Fifty years of tabloids, subpoenas, and hush 

agreements accrue to form the liver-spotted scowl that 

Samson knows so well. In the pits of those gray eyes 

burns a real memory: a bejeweled hand demanding to 

be shook. Adam Philistine, CEO of Delian 

PanIndustries.  

Kill the man who murdered the world.  

Yes, he thinks. I will do it, Mother.  
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Kill the man who killed you. 

This is a hate I share with you. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

“Good highs for cheap,” the narcmonger 

croaks. Six telescoping manipulators pull taught a coat 

studded with dime bags and auto-injectors. “How 

about Khansblood? You’ll fuck like a god for days. Or 

maybe try some Quietude, it’ll make you feel so 

wonderfully dead you’ll never want to live again.” 

Samson’s sensors turn the wretched man inside 

out, referring the serial numbers of his cyborgized 

limbs against public record. No affiliations with Delian 

PanIndustries, no internal weaponry superior to his 

own. Not worth it. Samson pulls up his waterproofed 

hood and moves on, prowling the slums of Tashkent 

like a cell of night gone cancerously cannibal.  

This is the low place, the bottom of all things, 

where all gutters drain and where failures settle and 

accrete. The people here slop through avenues cut in 

the immercrete scaffolding of Tashkent proper, moving 

to keep living, living only to forget living. Samson 

grimaces at skulls deflated by brain-eating narcotics, 

prostitutes flashing chrome pudenda. Eyes replaced 

with screamstream screens facing inwards gleam in the 

damp dark like the embers of cooling souls. Self-

replicating neon ivy thatches lure the lonely towards 

cheap flesh for purchase. Down here is Barzakh, the 

long wait between life and death.   

Things have changed greatly since Samson 

was here last, three decades before his long sleep. Both 

memory and Storage concur, there had been a sky 

where there is now a tangle of immercrete 

cloudscrapers, a canopy of vehicle exhaust and factory 

smoke. Advertisements now overlap on every flat 

surface, diminishing upwards into doppler-shifted 

photophores upon the city’s hide. And wherever they 

are not there is that one, same logo, where Samson 

remembers a plethora. Branded on compensated faces, 

rippling in every poisonous runoff puddle—nine red 

stars about an open palm. Nine red stars spinning 

perpetually in the subconscious of the consuming 

public. It is the same standard Samson once carried, 

the symbol yet stamped into the crown of his alloyed 

skull.  

What a difference thirty years dead can make. 

A crypt-cold hand nuzzles through meat and 

metal to curl around his spine.   

There, my champion, the Black Goddess rasps.  

Prey. 

Samson melts into the shadows to let the 

MaxsuPol officer pass. His sensors describe a flak-

jacketed brain captaining one hundred and forty kilos 

of anti-personnel weaponry and synthetic muscle. This 

one, the Black Goddess purrs, and Samson agrees. The 

Delian logo glows on every panel of his Rhinotech 

body armor and each lobe of his artificial heart. This 

Sergeant Vohadov’s mind has been ground down to a 
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clumsy bludgeon by thousands of hours of Delian 

tranquitainment propaganda. He will not be missed.  

Samson tails him into a secluded alley. The 

monomolecular edge of a glassknife cuts through 

layered plating like butter, and vertebrae like nothing. 

One less tool of the omegacorp on the streets. One 

death closer to the one that matters.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

In the solitude of his underground lair, Samson 

cracks open the officer’s skull to feed. An assimilator 

drills into the man’s frontal lobe and stimulates the 

brain into a talkative mood with electrical shocks. 

Samson has been at this grisly chore for weeks now, 

culling the city’s Delian operatives and optimizing 

himself with them. Their husks lay strewn about his 

dungeon, their most useful enhancements now 

integrated into his body. Beneath his cloak he is an 

amalgamation of mechanical limbs built upon a 

skeleton of blades and ballistics. He is following 

Standard Insurgent Routine: infiltrate, observe, and 

update.  

His body is now thirty years evolved. But what 

he most needs is information. This world is not the one 

he knew. 

There had been more than just Delian 

PanIndustries three decades ago. Storage documents a 

quintet of megacorporations of which Delian had been 

the least. Their evolution had been the theorized 

outcome of unfettered capitalism, of money gravitating 

itself until hit critical density. The emerging 

hyperwealthy entities, singularities of greed existing 

only to accrue, began to acquire governments from the 

bottom up, as was only natural. Where democracies 

resisted, they put their spokesmen into office until they 

had the votes to put their logo on the flag. To those 

insignificant third-world tyrants they simply cut 

checks. Come 2050, the world’s population found 

itself reorganized into consumer demographics—its 

nationalities trademarked and retired—and suckling at 

five bloated teats.  

But with all obstructions in the cycle of 

expense and profit cleared away, all laws and 

regulations, these Big Five remained their own foes. 

War quickly proved more cost-effective than any ad 

campaign. 

Logically, Delian PanIndustries should have 

been the first to fall. It was the smallest, or so it 

seemed. But it had two assets that the other four 

lacked.  

CEO Adam Philistine with his murderous 

intellect.  

And, as Samson is learning, himself.   

I used to be so beautiful, the Black Goddess 

moans. As Samson plumbs the officer’s Storage, she 

peels from the moss carpeting the wall. Her bare feet 

chop like butcher’s knives through the leftover 

components of his victims. I was fat, and green, not 

too cold and not too hot. My babies loved me, and I 

loved them all. Such beautiful names they gifted me. 
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Venus. Ishtar. Nikkal. Zeme. They sacrificed their own 

whelps to my cycle and there was nothing I would not 

give them in return. But now look at what they have 

done. They have filled up my seas with garbage and 

shit. They have burned up all my ice and flooded my 

coasts. Like worms they bore into my flesh and devour 

everything precious. All to feed this man, Philistine.  

Her hiss is cockroach song, a coiled bite in the 

grass. They have forgotten who birthed and nursed 

them. A million years of love, and now they cut me 

open and piss in my wounds. Oh, my stupid children. 

This foul city will crumble in time, and the land here 

will never bear life again. My tides will never recede, 

and my milk will forever be sour. One day soon they 

will find they have taken all I have to give, and they 

will starve, drown, burn, and die. But before that, they 

will know the wrath of a mother scorned.  

Samson cannot say whether she means Delian 

or humanity itself. 

Hurry, Samson. My belly is so empty.  

The Goddess must have patience. There is 

scarce new information to be had on the CEO of 

Delian PanIndustries. Adam Philistine has not been 

seen publicly in fifteen years. His son Michael, a 

recluse himself, refuses all questions about him. That 

he lives as a hermit at the summit of his tower is all 

that is certain.  

Afgherizud. Trunk of the sky, roots plunging 

into the furnace beneath the city, its cloud-covered 

peak a rumored Xanadu of earthly delights. To the 

world it is an information vacuum, but not to Samson. 

Three days ago he plundered its blueprints from the 

mind of a slumming engineer. When he looks upon the 

tower, he sees the route through its innards that will 

take him to his target.   

The war only ends when the last gun is put 

down, Adam. 

But mine are a part of me.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

Samson’s memory is mostly Storage now, but 

some real memories persist, clinging to flecks of gray 

matter like castaway rafts adrift in silicon. He recovers 

more as the days go by.  

There was a house at some point in his past. 

Closing his eye, he can see it against that blank 

whiteness, a crude thing of squiggling polygons like a 

crayon drawing. And in that house, there was a 

husband. Samson cannot remember his face, his name. 

He is sticks and circles and bristly black hair that 

smells of sweet alyssum. They raised a daughter 

together. No face there either, no substance, but a 

name, yes, he still has that. It beats in the space where 

his heart was. Iroda.  

Pages turn. So many are missing. Suddenly 

there is no crayon house. There is no scribbled 

husband. No matter how hard Samson concentrates he 

cannot remember what happened to him. There is still 

a daughter. Iroda, the name scrawled crazily across his 
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memory, the long O gaping like a hungry mouth. A 

daughter, and a need he could not fill.  

Shadows fall across the page. Samson 

remembers men in blood-dipped neckties circling like 

buzzards. There was a corporate war on, they said, and 

they had a plan for a weapon to win it. A weapon that 

could learn, adapt, assimilate the enemy’s weapons. A 

weapon that would fight forever.  

They had an offer. Samson had been a soldier, 

the best that Delian had known. They wanted all of 

him now—his combat-perfect mind and body—and in 

exchange they would give his daughter a better life. A 

better world. Samson hated them; they were the reason 

his husband was gone even if he can’t remember how 

anymore, but his daughter’s hunger sucked everything 

from him but fear.  

Samson told himself that it was the pleasure of 

men to die for their children. But in one million words 

of fine print they never told him how much else they 

would take. Delian PanIndustries had streamlined the 

human body, proven just how little was grain and how 

much was chaff. He remembers perfectly the bloody 

table where they unmade him. He felt it all as they 

flayed him of everything extraneous, filled buckets 

with his flesh. He remembers unremembering, as with 

laser-guided particle knives sliced around the contours 

of his husband and daughter and peeled them away, 

while Adam Philistine watched from the other side of 

the window. 

Iroda. He clung to that name, the last of her, 

took it away like a severed hand. He clings to it still.  

I had a daughter. Samson reminds himself over 

and over. I became a weapon for her. Even as his body 

continues to follow its directives, hunting, learning, 

assimilating, expanding, the grains of Samson at its 

core still call out for her. Where are you now? Where 

is the better world I bought you? 

But it is the Black Goddess that smiles back at 

him through the slashes in his memory.  

She is gone, my darling hero. Forget her. 

There’s no one left but you, and him, and the war.  

Finish it, and you can rest again. I’ll be your 

daughter. I’ll be your lover. So what if I am not a 

man? We will lay together under the quiet earth and 

sleep happily.  

But first you must kill him, Samson. 

You 

Must 

KILL HIM. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

Shouts rings out as Afgherizud goes dark. 

Samson listens through the tower’s security system. 

These are the winners of Delian’s system, the remoras 

feeding off the upward flow of profit. They’ve built 

their own little vertical world here in Philistine’s 

tower, vacuum-sealed themselves off from the 

carcinogenic atmosphere that they created. Samson 

watches them flounder in bathhouses gone pitch black, 



 21 
and flail on rollercoasters frozen on their tracks. 

Confusion explodes into panic as Samson forces a 

lockdown across the tower’s triple-digit floors. 

Security partitions choke off major thresholds. 

Thousands of suites lock themselves and trap their 

residents inside. Every elevator in the complex squeals 

to a halt.  

No escape, Adam.  

Samson extricates his assimilators from the 

tower’s remote access service panel. Bladed digits dig 

into the grate of an air duct and tear it loose from the 

immercrete ceiling. Samson contorts his manifold 

limbs around himself and wriggles like a maggot into 

the hole, scuttling along on dozens of fingers. This 

tower is a body, he thinks. Everything leads back to 

the heart.  

Thirty minutes later he tears through the front 

door of Philistine’s penthouse palace and into the 

marble-vaulted reception hall. His sensors scour the 

room—no trace of Philistine. There is, however, a 

platoon of elite PraetorSec guards taking aim at him 

from across of the chamber. 

Slit the worms, the Black Goddess whispers 

into Samson’s ear. Return their blood to me. 

Samson rears up to his full height. 

Monomolecular blades unsheathe from his patchwork 

flesh, shredding the remnants of his cloak, and gun 

barrels protrude from his joints. He can see himself 

reflected in the polished floor, a thing no longer human 

in silhouette. His tattered face, stretched across an 

overlarge skull, is the only original scrap of him left. 

The guards are each an army, armored in 

stained diamondglass, weapon platforms merely cored 

with human, programmed for suicidal loyalty. And yet, 

at the sight of him, he senses adrenaline spike in two 

dozen brains. 

Fingers clench around triggers, and Samson 

launches into motion. Bladeloaded bullets scoop out 

chunks of surface meat before lodging in his Rhinotech 

undercoat. There is no loss of combat efficiency 

detected, and then Samson is among them.  

The Black Goddess’s laughter mingles with 

screams as he rips these men apart. His sensors track 

the flightpath of each bullet, the arc of limbs tumbling 

end over end, reducing a frenzy to an equation. When 

he was a mortal soldier he felt terror in battle, the 

mortal fear that fuels heroics. When he was a weapon 

he operated on programmed rage, a drip of simulated 

endorphins. That piece of him is gone. Now, he feels 

only impatience.  

Not so for the Black Goddess. The mother of 

all life exults in death. She traipses in the wake of 

Samson’s riastrad as he carves through Philistine’s 

house, leaping between pools of flesh like a porpoising 

dolphin. More, she urges, her voice thunderous. With 

each throat cut her hips bulge with cellulite and her 

breasts balloon and sag. I am so thirsty, my hero. Give 

me more.  
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Guards stream in from adjoining corridors to 

slow him down. Samson blows them away with bursts 

from a shoulder-mounted machine gun and moves on. 

There had been a time when to take even one life 

would scar his soul, but that soul was scalpeled away 

with his liver and loins. His sensors ignore the corpses 

and zero in on the traces of Philistine growing fresher 

and more numerous. Samson is only minutes behind 

him now. Minutes shrinking rapidly to seconds.  

An unexpected glare nearly blinds him as he 

emerges onto the tip of Afgherizud. The mid-day sun 

blazes up here above the smog that rolls like a parking 

lot over the horizon. At the far end of the rooftop a 

helijet is revving up for lift-off. Samson’s sensors 

highlight a man and a woman, the former already safe 

inside and the latter still running clumsily in high 

heeled shoes. 

Do it! The Black Goddess caws, digging her 

claws into Samson’s heart like spurs. Kill him now! 

But Samson hesitates. That man is not Adam 

Philistine.  

Samson recognizes the terrified face beyond 

the helijet’s bulletproof window from Storage. Michael 

Philistine. The son. The heir. Of course, he thinks.  

Thirty years is a long time for an old man to 

live.  

And the woman— 

One foot inside the helijet, she glances back. 

The wind frees her long black hair from its clasp and 

waves it like a flag. A diamond gleams on her finger. 

Blue eyes fix upon his face and go wide. Her face 

means nothing to him, and yet it slides naturally into 

the cracks of his shattered memory. 

Iroda Niyazova, Storage reports, bouncing her 

off public record.  

Age thirty-eight. Relatives: unknown. 

“Papa?” 

The word stuns him long enough for the 

helijet’s rotary turrets to lock on and open fire. An 

avalanche of small detonations slams him against the 

tarmac rooftop. Explosive rounds devour him at three 

thousand bites per minute, steel and bone and all. 

Samson forces himself to rise upon appendages turning 

to shrapnel beneath him and launch himself towards 

the roof’s edge, where the world goes so shockingly 

vertical. By the time he gets there he is ten percent of 

his original mass and riding a wave of air and rubble. 

The flat, black plane of the world tilts up to become a 

wall, and Samson tumbles towards the waiting arms of 

the Black Goddess far, far below. 

 

Â Â Â 

 

The fall is like a Hell. Burning, poisonous 

atmosphere cuts like razors through the rag of his face 

for what seems centuries, and yet he cares so little as 

to be numb. The true punishment is inside. An infinite 

span of time for him to gnash his teeth and despair. 

Iroda. She lives.  

But the ring— 

She lives. Yes.  
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But as a slave of Delian. The pampered whore 

of its prince.  

Is this the better world I bought for you? 

Yes. She is a slave, but the highest of slaves in 

a world of nothing but.  

They fill cubicle-homes stacked a hundred 

high and sprawling across the demolished borders of 

discontinued nations, their lives beating in time to the 

programming schedules of their screamstream feeds. 

They are indentured to pure water and clean air, serfs 

to that fixed wheel of toil that keeps their lights on, 

owned by the drugs that give them escape from it all. 

Those in Afgherizud belong to the gilded walls that 

keep them safe from an inhospitable world, and Delian 

itself is a slave to the needy billions it languishes upon, 

for if it does not keep them fat and distracted and 

stupid for so long as a day they will rise up and strip it 

to its bones.   

It takes one free pair of hands to break the first 

pair of shackles; Samson does not believe that pair 

exists. He should be happy then, to see Iroda displayed 

like a ring on Philistine’s manicured finger. In this 

world he’d helped create, it was better there than 

anywhere else. 

Samson is through the smog canopy now. The 

city below sprouts immercrete teeth from molten 

gums. Iroda is lost to him. His enemy died peacefully 

in his sleep fifteen years ago. Every second still alive 

is a second wasted. Samson closes his one eye to wait 

it out. 

And from the darkness he sees there, the Black 

Goddess comes to him.   

Not yet, Samson, she murmurs, catching him 

in the soft loam of her palm. He is only a head now, a 

tadpole with a tail of cybernetic vertebrae. Your task is 

not done. Philistine still lives.  

Please, Samson sobs, a specter cringing in the 

gaol of his skull. I just want to rest and forget.  

NO. Her fury smears him like filth across the 

floor of his psyche. The war only ends when the last 

gun is put down. And I have not yet put you down.  

They descend together down into Tashkent’s 

volcanic wounds. Asphalt overlays a stratum of 

engines, subterranean rivers of steam-spitting 

pipework. The underworld of Tashkent is a factory 

kilometers-wide, a smoldering cigar-burn in the Black 

Goddess’s flesh where fiery lakes of magmatic steel 

disgorge the war-machines that reinforce Delian’s grip 

around the planet Earth.  

Let me go, Samson pleads. The flames promise 

a more merciful end than the guilt.  

Instead, the Black Goddess turns him around 

and makes him look. Look, at the leviathan shape 

resolving from the murky distance of this 

manufactured Jahannam. Pinpricks of light flicker 

across its hide, describing racks of cannons like dorsal 

spines, a wingspan to turn day into night.  

A great, flying ship laden with weapons.  

You humans hate so shallowly, the Black 

Goddess says. So spinelessly. You make peace at the 
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first false smile, surrender to despair at the first defeat. 

Is it Philistine’s name that you despise, or all that he 

is? You must learn to hate as a god hates, my hero. To 

hate as deep and infinite as Hell. Samson’s remaining 

assimilator twitches, uncoils from the stump of his 

neck. The Black Goddess strokes it lovingly, letting it 

twin reflexively about her wrist. She allows its fingers 

to nip her skin, and Samson tastes dirt, mold, blood, 

infinity.  

Have you lost your appetite for vengeance? 

No, Samson admits. If death is no option, if 

hope is extinct, then what else is there.  

Then kill him, Samson, she says, kissing the 

ultimatum into his ear.  

Kill all of him.  

 

Â Â Â 

 

From his roost in the upper stratosphere 

Samson watches the Delian hemispheric headquarters 

implode. A single Drakontongue missile to its base, 

and a tower twin to Afgherizud dissolves across the 

urban kudzu of Johannesburg like an oil spill. His new, 

long range sensors register every life immured beneath 

that avalanche of burning wreckage. None of them are 

Michael Philistine. But it is not a waste.  

Samson descends to hover low over the ruined 

city, the red palm on his underbelly an ersatz moon to 

the survivors below. He can hear them crying out for 

Delian to save them, believing even now that the 

omegacorp somehow serves them. Worms, Samson 

thinks, as thousands of assimilators unspool from his 

wings to harvest corpses from the wreckage. Worms 

who know nothing but their corpse. Samson is content 

to leave the innocent be, but no longer does he care to 

restrain himself for their sake. These people are more 

byproduct than human, struggling only to exist longer.   

Hurry, Samson. I smell him to the North.  

Samson climbs, gravid with death, and moves 

on. 

Time is loose to him now. 

It feels like decades since he reduced 

Afgherizud to a mountain of ash upon a devastated 

Tashkent, where Storage informs him it has only been 

weeks. This new ship-body is too great to fit in every 

moment as humans do. From the altitude at which he 

prowls, the Earth is all black and gray like disruptive 

camouflage. Were it not for his supercomputer brain, 

he could track distance traveled only by the 

kilometers-wide burn scar that follows in his wake.   

Two days after Johannesburg he obliterates 

Rabat. Philistine is not there either.  

Samson moves on.  

This new body is a prototype warship unlike 

anything ever seen. Multiple square kilometers of 

surface area charged with awareness, whole roads of 

guns rippling along his flanks like cilia. He is an apex 

predator not just across ecological networks but time 

as well. The biggest, fittest thing that ever existed, that 

ever will. No artificial scarcity here—this existence is 

outside the cycle of commerce, powered by fusion, 
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able to remain aloft for centuries. The incarnation of 

Delian itself. Originally, at least.  

Samson pauses in his journey to sand Paris 

flat. Philistine is nowhere to be found; Samson moves 

on.  

He assimilates the weapons they throw at him: 

the aircraft, the missiles, their own assimilators, 

overpowering them with force of will. He assimilates 

their soldiers as well. As Samson picks over the world 

he airdrops newly inducted fragments of himself to 

search for Philistine on foot, corpses refurbished with 

steel and circuitry, reprogrammed to hunt. He no 

longer has an urge to hurry. He has become the logical 

culmination of all Earthly matter. Samson will either 

find Michael Philistine or become all that is not him. 

The difference between the two outcomes is a 

negligible matter of time.  

New York emerges from his shadow a 

radioactive caldera.  

Samson moves on.  

But here is something new approaching, as he 

coasts low over the sooty tundra of Sakha. A single, 

unarmed helijet hailing peace over all frequencies. 

Samson’s sensors peel it open and scrutinize its two 

occupants. One pilot, fizzing with adrenaline. One 

woman. Calm.  

Iroda.  

In the unlit back of his mind Samson hears the 

Black Goddess hiss in warning.  

But Samson admits her anyway into his rear 

hanger. He assimilates the helijet and its pilot too, 

assimilators dragging the man screaming into his 

innards, but to Iroda he opens his corridors. He listens 

to her heartbeat accelerate as she makes the long trek 

to the bridge. It is good you have come, daughter. My 

heart is the safest place on Earth.   

The bridge was half completed when Samson 

assimilated himself into the ship. The floor is a 

checkerboard of loose panels and exposed wiring. 

Samson uses the lights to guide her to him. She has 

changed since he last saw her. Weeks have weathered 

her like years. Her gown is gone—now, she’s dressed 

to survive, a gun on either hip. There is a story of 

transformation etched into her face. It is the least of 

her that he has missed. This woman is thirty years 

removed from his child.  

Her hand goes to her mouth at the sight of 

what is left of him. Samson knows how he must look. 

A broken skull submerged inextricably into the ship’s 

master control array. Half a mummified face stretched 

apart by piercing wires. A single, lidless eye staring 

back at her, weeping lubricant for shame. All the parts 

of him that once held her are gone. I have wasted so 

much of us both. 

“Papa,” Iroda murmurs. “I knew it was you.” 

At this word the Black Goddess emerges from 

outside the light, hackles raised, teeth barred. The 

weeks have changed her too. Four emaciated limbs 
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drag along a spider’s abdomen bloated with genocide; 

her breasts puddle upon the floor.  

Iroda thumbs away a tear. “When they took 

you away I had to change myself to survive,” she says. 

“They gave me to Michael, so I had to be what he 

wanted. It was comfortable, with him, so I suppose I 

forgot that I’d been someone else. But when I saw 

you, I . . . I remembered. I remembered how his father 

had murdered my father and made a monster of his 

corpse. I remembered that I hated him. So, I came here 

to beg you, Papa: the war is over. You have to stop 

fighting. Please don’t destroy the world.” 

Don’t listen to her, my hero, the Black 

Goddess rasps. Philistine sent her to try and stop us.  

“I tried to kill him myself,” Iroda says. She 

looks down, ashamed at hands that only came close to 

doing evil. “I know that’s what you want. But he got 

away and I don’t know where he is now. All I have to 

offer are words. Please listen.” 

Liar. Open her skull and find the truth inside. 

She can lead us to Philistine.  

Shut up, Samson thinks, and the Goddess 

recoils as if stung. 

“I know it’s not a good world,” Iroda 

concedes. “It has not been good in a long time, and 

maybe it won’t be good again. But it’s the only world 

we have. There are still good places in it. I’ve seen 

them, Papa. There is still green on this Earth. And 

there are still good people, even if they aren’t many. 

They helped me to reach you when it cost them so 

much. With every tower you knock down you’ve made 

them a little stronger.” 

Kill her Samson. She isn’t real.  

Though it pains him, Samson ignores her. He 

hangs on his daughter’s every word, patching tattered 

memories with her voice.  

“It will be slow, but I believe that together we 

can still fix the world. But Michael? He will never 

give himself to you. He is a coward, and he’ll run and 

hide until there is nothing left to put between you two. 

No people, no towers, no world. You have to stop, 

Papa. It isn’t too late for the world unless you make it 

so.” 

Samson’s sensors unweave his daughter into 

her component rhythms, interrogating each in turn. Her 

jittery pulse is sincere, as is her flow of perspiration. 

Her eye does not flicker nervously from his. Her voice 

is the only one in her head. And all of those could still 

be falsified, but for the hope that resonates in his last 

tuft of a soul.  

Despite all she has seen, despite the life she 

has lived—somehow, she believes.  

And if there is hope in it, it is already a better 

world than he thought.  

No! The Black Goddess is suddenly upon him, 

spearing him upon her claws, drowning him in her rot-

perfumed bosom. You are mine, Samson, twice again 

my child. You are a bullet fired from my womb, and 

you will not stop until you pierce the heart I want 

dead.  
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Staring up into her eyes, those wells of 

spiraling teeth, Samson understands. Hope means 

nothing to her. To her, the name Philistine is not the 

name of a man but the name of all humanity. His face, 

the tip of the iceberg. Mankind exhausted her infinite 

love long ago, mining her life-giving belly until it was 

concave and creating a vacuum of endless hate. The 

heart she wants is all hearts, and she will be content 

only when the planet is cold and still and quiet, when 

her original mistake is corrected and all that she ever 

let loose from her womb is returned to the black earth 

forever.  

Samson pities her. What she has become is not 

her doing. But she is too far gone. Samson cannot hope 

to make the goddess well again. Her grudge is 

immortal, her weapons unlimited. If not him, then 

another; the Earth is seeded with old bullets.  

Mother. This is not a hate I share with you. 

Samson lunges—not with his body, but his 

soul—roping the ghosts of his arms around the Black 

Goddess and crushing her against the ghost of his 

chest. She screams, the sound of continents grinding, 

but Samson clings to her with a will that survived 

death. And with all her power, she has never had to 

struggle.  

Through the warship’s comms network, in a 

voice made of modulated static, he speaks to his 

daughter for the final time.  

“I love you. Go.” 

He waits until she has boarded an escape 

shuttle and rocketed away, the Black Goddess kicking 

and spitting all the while, before firing up his engines. 

No! the Black Goddess shrieks. No, no, no! She 

savages him with her fangs, squeezes fistfuls of him 

into oblivion, but Samson does not let go.  

Together they pierce the planet’s envelope of 

tainted atmosphere and continue to climb. The 

goddess’s shrieks become a protracted wail as she 

stretches between the Earth and Samson’s grip, and 

snaps. Together they sail into the abyss and whatever 

end there is to be had out there, the Black Goddess 

gibbering soundlessly into an anaerobic void.  

The darkness of space is like the darkness of a 

grave. A different infinity, the same quiet. A cold like 

a feather bed. It will be a long while before he runs out 

of power again, Samson thinks, but until then it will be 

a solitude enough like nonexistence. He will find rest 

out here, in time.  

They both will.  

Samson looks back at the Earth one final time 

as inertia carries them irrevocably away. 

Iroda was right: it is not all black from up here. 

Samson closes his eye to wait. 
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