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Part I 
 

The morning of her first day of retirement, Agnes sat at her kitchen table and let 50 years of labor pull 

heavily on her body. Steam rose and unfurled from her mug of coffee as she stared at the small, red 

refrigerator sitting on her countertop. A draft blew from the air vent on the ceiling and stirred a few 

strands of her white hair, and she gently closed her eyes, her body remaining still. It was a day of 

grieving; the end of her purpose. 

 

Not only was it the first day of Agnes’s retirement, but it was also the first Labor Day since her 

childhood that she didn’t work. It was custom in the country of Slantia to celebrate Labor Day by 

engaging in a 24-hour work day to demonstrate the productivity of the human worker, and on Labor 

Day, factories were filled with traditional songs and chanting of delighted laborers, singing tunes of the 

joys of turning the great cog. “I fuel the great machine!” workers exclaimed throughout the day, feeling 

pride in their handiwork as a mass. Agnes typically wore a red bandana on this day to pay respect to 

Rosie, one of the great icons and fore-mothers of the labor revolution. Today she wore no red 

bandana, though, and rather sat at her kitchen table, wondering what her fellow workers were doing at 

that same moment. 

 

It was certainly a quiet morning at her cubicle complex, and Agnes was probably the only occupant in 

the conglomerate of boxed housing in her neighborhood because every worker attended Labor Day. 

Each of the thousands of workers in her city were allotted their own personal quarters in the form of a 

studio living space, which existed among countless other dwellings stacked on top of each other for 
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miles high and miles wide. This is where each worker slept their scheduled 8 hours of rest and refreshed 

their clothing in the washing vestibule mounted in their kitchen. Agnes’s cubicle was noticeably 

devoid of sound, and only the rumbling of the power hummed away, and even that was muted to 

Agnes’s ears, as she had gotten so used to that constant sound. 

 

She took a sip of her coffee, and the steam tickled her nostrils with warm moisture. Even though Agnes 

was retired, she still wore the same silver jumpsuit all the workers wore because she had no other 

clothes except work clothes. Looking down at herself, she felt hollow today, and thought about all the 

mornings she had drank this same mug of coffee before commuting to the Factory; now, her day was 

empty and she would provide no purpose. Tonight she would lay down to bed knowing she 

contributed nothing to the great machine. 

 

In a week, she would be removed from the cubicle housing and exiled to the Desert, which wasn’t 

actually a desert, but what they called the place where expired workers went to finish their earthly 

decay. Agnes didn’t feel like her body was weak enough to retire yet, but at age seventy, workers were 

forced into retirement, and the government had denied her appeal to continue working because she 

had a bad knee. “I shouldn’t have mentioned my knee pains to that doctor last year,” she cursed 

herself, fighting back heartbroken tears. She didn’t want to find out what the Desert was like. At least 

she was given a week before she would be exiled; most retirees had only a day before their transition, 

but due to a scheduling error, Agnes had a whole week. 

 

“What will I ever do this week?” she asked her kitchen. The power fueling her unit (and all the other 

units) dully hummed on, giving nothing. Agnes sighed, her chest slumped over the table. 

 

Agnes was in better condition than most retirees, but her body was still a victim of decades’ grinding. 

She had been a dishwasher at the Factory, and hand-washed every plate, cup, and bowl that the 

assembly belt brought before her and the other dishwashers. The government did not divulge where 

exactly these dirtied dishes were coming from–or from whom–but they were exquisite and from a 

variety of fine china sets. Agnes would sometimes fantasize about who dined with these elegant 
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silverware and what they ate upon these plates; her favorite imagined scenario was that the Matriarch 

of Slantia herself hosted an international dinner with other world leaders and discussed the terms of a 

new trade agreement, interspersed with light table talk and pleasant jokes about the weather. In reality, 

these dishes were used by the Elite, who posed as celebrities and work-motivators of the cause, great 

patriots of the relentless Slantia, but who were actually merely wealthy and owned the Factories while 

paying off the government officials. Even then, the Elite were such a small group that their dirtied 

dishes wouldn’t create nearly enough work for all the dishwashers employed in the nation, so most of 

the dishes were dirtied simply to give the dishwashers activity; there was a whole sector of workers who 

spent the work day slapping food waste on dishes. 

 

If a dish was broken by a laborer, they were shamed for doing poor work and docked pay, depending 

on the severity of the mistake. Because of this, Agnes was able to train her daydreaming so that it didn’t 

distract her from a firm grip and a constant scrubbing motion, and only the rookie dishwashers and 

those too aged and worn out usually broke the dishes. A “work-motivator” would come out from their 

office and reprimand the worker how they saw fit; it often resulted in more severe punishment than 

just docked pay. “That’s what you get for being a bad worker…” Agnes would think to herself, turning 

away from the whimpering laborer and back to scrubbing pasta sauce out of a bowl. 

 

The work-motivators were the people who had worked the hardest and proved themselves worthy of 

reward; although Agnes had never known anyone to be promoted, that was the tale they told–“Work 

hard, and become a noble work-motivator!” Then one could help motivate others to be good workers, 

too. Agnes had always thought she was a consistent laborer and secretly hoped for this promotion, yet 

despite her dreams of ascending to a higher purpose, she had never been selected. Unfortunately, for 

someone of her financial background, this job title was nothing short of completely infeasible. 

 

For all her 50 years of labor, what she had received were hands practically paralyzed with arthritis, a 

stooped back from bending over the wash basins every day, calloused feet from standing for several 

hours at a time, blotches permanently scarred on her hands and arms from the dishwashing chemicals, 

and an obesity problem from not maintaining an active lifestyle. These physical ailments were 
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common among dishwashers, just as each job had its typical long term health problems that 

accompanied it. All the other medical issues Agnes experienced were not caused directly from her job, 

and even the issues she did have, the Factory would never accept ownership for; they were her fault, 

not the Factory’s. 

 

Agnes finished the rest of her coffee and discarded her plastic mug into the waste disposal box next to 

her clothes washing vestibule. These boxy contraptions sat on her countertop next to her miniature 

fridge, and were each about the size of a large microwave. Only the wealthy used real ceramic dishes, 

and all the laborers consumed their food and beverage from plastic, disposable containers for the 

convenience of their work-centric lives. They simply tossed their used plastic ware into the top of their 

waste disposal box, which was hooked up to a larger machine at the heart of their cubicle complex, and 

where it was converted it into energy to fuel society; workers were twofold happy about never having 

to wash dishes and to be able to contribute this metamorphosed energy. 

 

Besides, the laborers received their food and beverage from their refrigerator. It was called a 

“refrigerator” because of its form, a word leftover from prior to the work revolution, but it was 

actually a machine that produced a variety of pre-programmed dishes and drinks. A laborer would 

select which meal they wanted to eat—-pasta, egg-sandwich, or rice—-and then opened the refrigerator 

door to discover their food already steaming hot and provided on top of a plastic plate. Agnes had 

worked hard over the years to save up enough money to buy an additional food program upgrade for 

her fridge; her new unit offered her fried chicken and pizza on top of the basic options. It was her 

prized possession. 

 

Most laborers could not afford much more than their rent. Although the laborers were required to live 

in the cubicle complex—-not that there were any alternative options—-the cost of rent was 

astronomical, which was ironic given the minimal time workers spent at their homes. Of course, the 

narrative the workers lived by was that they should desire to work hard to fuel the great nation of 

Slantia and therefore feel a higher sense of purpose to give their lives meaning, and rent was high 

merely because this standard of living was so luxurious, what with the refrigerators and state-of-the-art 
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technology. The laborers valued hard work over everything, and happily accepted that if they wanted 

more out of life, they simply had to work harder and better for it; never mind that they government 

was always dangling the carrot just slightly out of reach for them. 

 

In fact, if the laborers had any idea how fundamentally corrupt their government’s system was, their 

brainwashing was so thorough that they probably would not even believe the evidence if it were plain 

and indisputable before their eyes. While the citizens of Slantia believed that their nation was the 

greatest among many great nations in the world, Slantia was actually a great country among many poor 

countries on the planet, and held resources over foreign country’s heads in order to maintain power. 

So while countries like Lan and Ines were desperate for water, food, and electricity, Slantia only shared 

their resources with them in exchange for military dominance in their region and compulsive human 

labor, which many people used to refer to as slavery. In addition to oppressing global citizens, Slantia 

oppressed its own citizens, but while the rest of the world could plainly see the menace of Slantia’s 

reign, its own citizens were under an entirely different impression. 

 

Once the population of Slantia had reached 5 billion people, the government was faced with an issue: 

what do we do with all these people? Millions were impoverished and homeless, loitering in the streets 

while sophisticated machines accomplished society’s basic functions. Thus began the labor revolution, 

a massive societal overhaul. The government funded the construction of thousands of mega factories 

across the nation, and schools began reciting the rhetoric of, “Hard work is good for the soul and the 

nation.” Suddenly there were millions of available jobs and everyone wanted to join the work force to 

contribute to Slantia’s great legacy. The government discarded billions of robots that were 

programmed to do tedious tasks such as staple packets of paper and put stickers on deodorant and 

made whole careers out of them. They also created “Rosie,” a fictitious icon to encourage the laborers 

to feel a higher sense of motivation for these tasks. 

 

And to find out that all of their efforts were merely busywork, or a cog in a great wheel of corruption. 

Slantia kept its workers blind and busy, and therefore they were the happiest, if not also the saddest of 

Slantia’s victims. 
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Agnes retreated to her prep room. Each cubicle was a square, with a curtain hung down the center, so 

that there were two rectangular spaces: one a kitchen, the other the prep room, where workers 

“prepped” for work. The prep room contained a bed, a screen, a small human waste box, and some 

hangers for proudly displaying one’s work jumpsuit. In the cubicles, laborers didn’t shower; they used 

sanitizer clothes to wipe themselves down of sweat and dirt. Agnes’s prep room was standard, except 

on her wall she had a gold jumpsuit hanging up: another prized possession. She had worked extremely 

hard to purchase this deluxe worker’s outfit; only a handful of workers were able to achieve ownership 

of this, as it was very expensive, and only available selectively. There were not many, if any, stores near 

the cubicles or the Factory, and so Agnes had had to arrange a special, if not somewhat illegal, delivery 

of it. Then she was able to display her extreme patriotism and pride in her workmanship with a little 

extra vanity. 

 

She sat down on her bed, looking around her plain cubicle, her eyes resting a little longer on her gold 

jumpsuit, proudly hanging on the wall beside her bed. She would have worn it today, had she worked 

this Labor Day. Instead, she was here, sitting on this bed, a worthless citizen of Slantia. “One day of 

rest erases a hundred days of work,” her teacher used to tell her, when she was a kid still in training 

school. She said this quote to herself and cursed her weak body again. She just wanted her life to have 

meaning, and now that meaning would be erased. 

 

Part II 
 

There was a rapt knock on the door. 

 

Agnes turned her head towards the direction of the door and frowned. It was Labor Day—-everyone 

in the cubicle complex should be at work, laboring for the holiday. Who would be at her door? And 

for what reason? Immediately she wondered if it were the Enforcers, the governmental patrol team, 

here to escort her to the Desert several days early. Agnes’s heartbeat accelerated as she looked around 

her prep room at her few belongings she would need to pack—-the framed diploma from Training 
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Camp on her bedside table, the machine gear necklace that she never wore but touched every night 

before rest, a handful of coffee beans (workers never saw fresh coffee beans, so these were like rare 

gemstones), and of course, her gold worker’s jumpsuit. Unfortunately, she had realized, she would not 

be able to take her refrigerator with her because it was too cumbersome to transport. 

 

The rapt knock came again, and Agnes startled. She wasn’t ready to be escorted away yet, but she 

hoped the Enforcers would allow her just a few minutes to collect her possessions. 

 

Grunting as she pushed herself up from the bed, she hobbled around the divider curtain and into the 

kitchen. Agnes approached the door and placed her hand upon the screen in the middle, and after it 

processed her handprint and emitted a beep, she took a step back as the door automatically opened 

inward. 

 

But there were no Enforcers standing outside her door. Agnes frowned again when she laid eyes on a 

woman in her thirties dressed as a Slantia soldier in gray cargo pants and a gray zip-up athletic shirt. She 

had a square jaw and sun-browned skin, and a purple-tipped Mohawk that was combed back at the 

moment. Her figure was tall and built strong, like a soldier. This woman was leaning coolly upon 

Agnes’s door frame, and smiled when she saw Agnes. 

 

“Allo,” the woman said, giving a curt nod. She grinned with half of her mouth, and stood up straight. 

“Agnes?” 

 

Agnes’s first reaction was panic; what had she done to merit a soldier showing up at her cubicle right 

before retirement? Did they find out about the silver fork she had accidentally stolen a few years ago? 

She had never stolen anything from the Factory, except that one day, when she found it in her baggy 

jumpsuit pocket on the shuttle home… 

 

The soldier could see the panic in Agnes’s widened eyes and frozen body language. She grinned wider 

and tapped with her finger a patch right above her left breast. Agnes followed the gesture with her eyes 
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and studied the design—-why, this woman wasn’t a soldier after all. Slantia soldiers had the insignia for 

Slantia with the machine gears design; this woman had the image of a cog shattering. Was she a rebel? 

 

Rather than feel more at ease by the realization that this woman was not a Slantia soldier but some 

rogue imposter, Agnes did not feel more comfort at all. In fact, Agnes felt more panicked and her first 

instinct was to dash to her intercom and report this woman to the Enforcers. But something about the 

woman’s confident, friendly nature kept Agnes in her spot, growing more and more curious why she 

had found her way to Agnes’s doorstep. 

 

“Who are you?” Agnes asked. Her voice quivered more than she thought it would, and she felt 

discouraged by how old she sounded, even to herself. 

 

“Good question! I’m Ramona,” the woman said, and glanced about the cubicle from the doorway for 

the first time. “May I step in?” 

 

Agnes considered it for a moment, but she was still on guard. Ramona sighed and added, “If you want 

me to leave, I’ll leave. But, my explanation is long and you look like you might want to take a seat.” 

 

There were quite a number of thoughts going through Agnes’s head right at that moment. First, she 

had never heard of this unknown organization, and so whatever Ramona was working for was 

probably not a government-approved group and therefore enemies of the state. Agnes could be killed 

on sight if seen fraternizing with an enemy of the state, and while she wasn’t thrilled to be shipped off 

to the Desert, she still was desperate to continue fulfilling some purpose for her nation, and therefore 

wanted to remain alive. Additionally, it was almost sacrilegious to not work on Labor Day, and so 

Agnes was somewhat offended that Ramona was doing house calls for rebel work when she should 

have been grinding in a factory. On the other hand, maybe she was a part of some secret, 

newly-founded government division, and was there to tell Agnes that she would actually be going into 

a more prestigious working class instead of retirement. And above all else, Agnes was so darn bored 
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with her day off that she was willing to entertain this woman’s request rather than go back to sitting in 

silence and waiting to rest that night. 

 

“Sure,” Agnes said, and took a step to the side so Ramona would have room to enter and take a seat at 

the table. The door shut behind her and Agnes looked about the kitchen self-consciously. It had been a 

decade since she entertained guests, and wondered foolishly if the place looked clean enough to 

Ramona; it did, of course, because there was a required deep clean of the facility every Sunday night, 

when a little robot cleaning device installed in each cubicle would rapidly dust, sweep, and sanitize all 

surfaces. 

 

“Would you like some coffee or water?” Agnes asked, trying to recall her hosting manners. She 

wondered if she had drank her coffee too fast or if the jitters she felt were just her paranoid nerves. 

 

“That’s not necessary, Agnes. Just take a seat here,” Ramona said, petting her Mohawk with a 

sweeping motion and pushing out the chair next to her with her foot. Agnes groaned as she lowered 

herself into the seat, and adjusted its position at the table. 

 

Ramona smiled a wide grin again and nodded to indicate the beginning of her story. Agnes gripped her 

hands in her lap tightly. 

 

“My name is Ramona and I am not a Slantia soldier like you first thought, although I used to be. 

Today I am a Slanted Soldier, meaning I have renounced my position as a Slantia soldier and joined the 

Slanted cause. I know that we have been taught that this is a treasonous act of the most evil of spirits, 

but I have discovered there are many things we are taught in Slantia that are lies founded upon more 

lies. I also know this is hard to accept at first, and especially after a long life of believing, but it doesn’t 

have to be too late for you to learn.” 

 

Agnes had heard of these radical anti-nationalists in the news; she had heard that they were dirty, 

uncivil, brainwashed, and dangerous. She almost laughed as Ramona spoke of this “country of lies,” 
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which was the most ungrateful way she could refer to the great nation of opportunity and pious work. 

Despite her ill-educated lecture, though, Ramona was not very much like Agnes’s mental image of a 

rebel. 

 

“You’ll go to the Camp,” Agnes said firmly, crossing her arms. “For your unforgivable treason, you 

will spend the rest of your life at the Camp wishing you never scorned such a giving nation.” 

 

Ramona bit her lip and squinted at Agnes, nodding slowly. “Denial. That’s understandable. You see 

only what you want to see. Your reality is what you pay attention to. It’s my challenge to show you 

what you are missing.” 

 

Agnes shook her head. “No. There is nothing to see. You are an ingrate, and I liked you the smallest bit 

a moment ago, but now I’m sure I hate you. What are you doing at my cubicle? Are you trying to 

collect donations, you worthless peasant?” 

 

Her sudden defensiveness was offputting to Ramona, but she was used to resistance. She took a breath 

and mustered another wind. 

 

“Agnes, I am here because I want to help you. You talk about me being ungrateful, but you have been 

used your whole life by this nation, and now it is going to throw you away. Who’s truly ungrateful? 

Your great state is ungrateful. It does not care about you; it is only trying to suck the life out of you to 

make another dollar and increase its power over this planet.” Ramona stopped and shook her head, 

having gotten riled up on the subject and lost her intention. “Anyway. Typically retirees are 

transported to the Desert after just a day, but as you know, your case is peculiar. You have a week, due 

to a ‘scheduling error.’ My team has given you this week so that you may join us. At the end of the 

week, when your transporters arrive, you will have already been gone for days, with no trace—-except! 

We will plant a simulated corpse in your apartment. Your country will think you have died from old 

age. But on the converse, you will be alive, and free—-more free than you have ever been your whole 

life, and doing more meaningful work than you ever did while washing dishes.” 
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“This is preposterous and disgraceful!” Agnes shouted, her voice cracking. Her throat felt scratchy but 

she waved a finger at Ramona. “You want me to fake my death so I can be kidnapped by a bunch of 

savages who spit on the very country I gave my life to?” 

 

“I gave my life for this country, too,” said Ramona. “And it has scorned me, and billions of its citizens. 

They only want you to focus on the cogs, on the gears that are turning, so it will distract you from the 

actions the entire machine is performing.” Ramona’s voice was pleading, and she reached a hand across 

the table towards Agnes, who did leaned away from Ramona. Ramona sighed and glanced at her 

watch. 

 

“I think it’s time for you to leave,” said Agnes. She felt angry—-an emotion she hadn’t felt in a while, 

and it felt like her whole body was on fire; her heart was racing, her face felt hot, her nerves were tense, 

and her blood was pulsating frantically. She did not ask for this random criminal to visit her, and she 

did not know what she did to warrant Ramona’s interest in her. 

 

Ramona closed her eyes and shook her head. “I must honor your request,” she said solemnly, without 

moving but to open her eyes and look at Agnes carefully. “Before I go, I will warn you not to report 

me. Normally, it would be impossible to have a conversation in your cubicle without it being 

monitored, but my team has rigged your unit for the duration of our visit so that the Enforcers have 

no knowledge of my presence here; we’ve overrode the video and audio feed. If you report me, you will 

surely be convicted of senility and thoughts of rebellion.” 

 

As Ramona spoke, Agnes grew even more frustrated; now she was threatening Agnes? This was 

outrageous! 

 

“The best thing is for you to pretend this never happened—-well, the best thing would be if you joined 

me, but if you must refuse, then pretend this never happened.” Ramona stood up from her spot at the 

table, and Agnes glared at her, watching her moves very closely. 
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But Ramona made no gesture of violence, and simply paused at her place at the table and looked sadly 

at Agnes, who remained silent with rage. 

 

“Would you like some time to re-consider? I can come back tomorrow if you’d like to sleep on it,” 

Ramona offered. 

 

“I fuel the great machine,” Agnes simply replied, voice wavering with her hatred of Ramona. 

 

Petting her Mohawk as she nodded, Ramona walked towards the door. For a moment, Agnes thought 

she wouldn’t be able to leave without her handprint, but then Ramona put her hand to the door’s 

screen and it opened for her. How deep was the infiltration of the Slanted Soldiers? Agnes wondered. 

 

As Ramona stepped through the door to leave, she paused and said, “We know about the silver fork.” 

 

Agnes’s heartbeat stumbled and missed a beat. 

 

But all she said was, “That was an accident.” 

 

Ramona disappeared. 

 

Part III 
 

Agnes had kept the silver fork rather than turn it in, that very strange day at the Factory five years 

earlier. She told herself that as an honorable and loyal citizen of Slantia, she would keep it in her safe 

possession rather than offer it to the work-motivators, and disguised that bottomless feeling of fear she 

so constantly experienced in her stomach as genuine care for the order and well-being of Slantia. She 

feared the “misunderstanding” of forfeiting it, of the inevitable accusation of stealing–she knew how 
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this sort of thing went–, and so it remained taped to the underside of her bed, tucked in the groove of a 

plank of metal. 

 

It had came into Agnes’s clutches after a peculiarly eventful day at the Factory. Most days were 

calculated, and paralleled the days before it, the ordinariness stretching out in both directions the same 

as before like a fun home mirror reflecting itself in an infinite line of similarity. But this day did not 

follow the formula, and despite Agnes’s ultimate involvement with the silver fork at the end of it, she 

was really rather detached from the spectacle that had occurred. 

 

She had been sixty-five at the time, and while she had begun to grow increasingly more physically 

drained with each work day, Agnes knew retirement was impending and pushed herself to keep up 

with all the younger dishwashers in hopes that she would be selected for a higher purpose in the work 

force rather than shipped off to the Desert when her seventieth birthday arrived. Her hands tingled 

with a sharp, invisible pain but she pushed through it aggressively, but rather subconsciously tapping 

into her determination for survival; although it was never spoken, the Desert was often associated with 

imminent death. 

 

While Agnes’s concentration was pouring into the bowl in her hands that day, her scrubbing hand 

making swift, circling motions with the wash cloth, a scuffle of shouts had suddenly broken out 

somewhere down the dishwasher line. 

 

All the dishwashers stood more or less shoulder-to-shoulder over their wash basins, and an assembly of 

dirty dishes moved along a conveyor belt until a dishwasher removed it and washed it. After it was 

clean and rinsed, the dishwasher placed it on a rack above the dirty dishes line, which also moved 

along. Dirty dishes were pumped out from behind a wall and then clean dishes were moved along the 

line and back into an opening in that same wall. 

 

But because the dishwashers stood so close to one another, when Agnes had heard the shouting and 

looked up to the direction of its source, all she saw were several backs of heads as others turned to the 
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commotion as well. A few rubber-necked at the outburst, but Agnes went back to scrubbing her bowl. 

Not my problem, she thought. Better to keep her head down and work harder. 

 

Although the dishwashers were all career dishwashers and worked the same, routine job every day, they 

were prohibited from forming friendships. It was unprofessional to know a co-worker’s name, and the 

stations at which each dishwasher worked for the day were shuffled often; one day Agnes would be 

assigned to Station 212, the next day Station B-V8, the next Station 735, even though they were all the 

same setup, the same task. Some of the fellow dishwashers she would recognize, but never well enough 

to know more than if they were a fast worker or a slow worker. 

 

So Agnes didn’t really expect to recognize whoever was involved with this pandemonium at the 

Factory, nor did she really care. At first the shouting was indistinct and kind of garbled, but then she 

began to discern it clearer. “It’s not real! See! Slantia is lies! Don’t be such blind fools!” a man’s voice 

hollered. Agnes chuckled quietly to herself at this man’s mental breakdown. Clearly he had not been 

working hard enough and allowing delusions to occupy his idle hands. 

 

As his voice grew louder, she realized he was moving closer. Giving in to her curiosity, Agnes looked 

up from her sudsy water and to the left, where she began to catch glimpses of the psychotic man. 

 

“Wake up, you people! Look at me! Stop washing dishes!” He was moving quickly down the line of 

dishwashers, sometimes grabbing a worker by the shoulders and shaking them, sometimes just waving 

his hand in front of their faces. The workers, while they had been gawking a moment ago, all turned 

their gaze strictly on their dishes when the man got to them. None of them wanted to be associated 

with him, and so ignored him firmly. 

 

“Please! Get out of this trance!” The man was a worker, now that Agnes could see him, only several 

stations away from her, and wore the typical orange worker’s jumpsuit. He had tight, curly black hair, 

trimmed short of course, and dark skin, and those were his only describable features, as workers were 
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required to keep a plain appearance. She could see he had some silverware in his hands, and he would 

shake them at some people, as though they meant something. “Look! See?!” 

 

Quickly, a squad of Enforcers, in their cherry red uniforms and hard masks, broke through the 

Management Only door and and charged towards the crazy man. Agnes was tempted to cheer at their 

arrival, but knew better than to draw attention to herself; “a good worker is not noteworthy or 

exceptional, but steady and efficient,” she recited to herself, in her old teacher’s voice. She reached up 

to the drying belt and placed the clean bowl on the rack, and it was slowly carried away with other 

dripping, clean dishes. 

 

Agnes thought the arrival of the Enforcers would spare her from her turn of the mad man’s series of 

confrontations, but it was just as he was approaching Agnes that the Enforcers reached him. He 

grabbed Agnes’s sleeve and out of instinct, she turned to look at him, and was met by the kind, yet 

horribly panicked face of the man, whose eyes she felt were pulling her in, like black holes. The 

moment didn’t last more than a millisecond, though, and as he whispered to her, “It’s China!” the first 

Enforcer tackled him, severing his grip on Agnes’s jumpsuit and taking him down to the floor. It took 

every iota of willpower for Agnes to turn back to her station and not gawk as the Enforcers subdued 

the man with brute force and powerful, handheld weapons, and although she was happy that he was 

now disciplined, her aged heart felt a sudden sadness pumping through her at the finality of how 

subdued he was. 

 

The Enforcers dragged his body out the same door they arrived. 

 

For the rest of the work day, Agnes felt rattled inside. She had wished for his punishment, had cheered 

internally for his punishers, but then right at the last moment of his freedom, she had felt so connected 

to him. As she pondered over this random, unexpected, momentous shared look between them, she 

realized that it had been so striking to her because that man had been the first person to look her in the 

eyes in so long that Agnes had lost track. She had forgotten how pure and special simply making eye 

contact with another human being was, and his eyes, of all people, were so powerfully expressive. 
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On her shuttle subway home, she found the fork that he had slipped in her jumpsuit pocket. 

 

It was an average silver fork for a dishwasher to come across in their day, smooth and shiny, dense and 

sleek. But on the back of it, in tiny letters, so tiny that Agnes had to squint, it read, Made in China. 

 

—— 

 

When Ramona left Agnes’s cubicle, Agnes immediately went to her prep room and pretended to 

accidentally bump the bedside table. Her machine gear necklace slid off the side, the chain unwinding 

like a snake as it followed the pendant, and after working her way down to her knees, which felt stiff 

and sore, Agnes pretended to only pick up the necklace as she coyly brushed her hand beneath her bed 

to caress the spot where–yes, where the fork was still taped. As graceful as possible, so that nothing 

suspicious would be recorded by the security cameras in the corners of her room, Agnes used her bed 

to push her body back up, and she plopped down to take a seat on the bed. How did Ramona know 

about that? She had never told anyone, and had been absolutely discreet. 

 

It really had been an accident, Agnes repeated to herself, although such an innocent discovery had now 

turned into covert smuggling. She had never thrown it away or tried to get rid of it because she was 

convinced Slantia’s government was too sophisticated and would find this missing fork and link its 

composition to Agnes’s DNA, and besides, the shiny, smooth silver sang sensually of a life in which 

Agnes ate fresh food with silver forks and knives rather than plastic sporks, and perhaps that silver fork 

was the most minuscule token of her magical fantasies, and so couldn’t bring herself to part with it so 

easily. Not that she ever used it, because she was so fearful—-well, honorable. 

 

But she supposed she also hung on to it all these years because of the man who gave it to her, and the 

small connection she had felt to him, despite his clear insanity. She told herself she used it as a reminder 

to avoid the same fate as him—-to keep her head down and her faith in Slantia so as not to lose her 
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mind and meet the hard bats and lightning tasers of the Enforcers, because sometimes… No, she shook 

that thought away; no, she was never tempted to doubt the system. The system gave her life. 

 

Agnes was still a little shaken up from her morning excitement. Her heart rate finally slowed as she sat 

on her bed, processing her conversation with Ramona and recalling the day of the silver fork. She 

wished she could go to work and wash dishes to take her mind off of it all, but sitting in that cubicle 

with nothing to do, no activity for her to complete, she felt uncomfortably empty. She had always 

been taught to fill idle time and hands with work. 

 

Should I not have sent Ramona away? she began to wonder, thinking of why Ramona could have 

possibly been interested in sparing Agnes from the Desert. And who was her team, that could produce 

a corpse of herself? The thought of it creeped Agnes out, and she decided that no matter what, she was 

glad she did what she did and followed protocol, because the repercussions of disobeying the order of 

Slantia were severe. It still bugged her that Ramona knew about it, though, because Agnes had been so 

careful about hiding it. 

 

Made in China; what is China? The thought popped into Agnes’s head before she could repress it. She 

scolded herself for all these rebellious thoughts she was having, and decided that she was not going to 

entertain these delusional thoughts anymore, because she knew where all that led. She had caught a 

glimpse of that crazy man at work’s body when the Enforcers had finished their handiwork on him, 

and that wasn’t even the most brutal offense she had seen the Enforcers commit. 

 

She spent the rest of her Labor Day laboriously focusing on absolutely nothing but a small, abnormal 

speck on the wall above her bed. When she needed a break from that, she swung the machine cog 

necklace back and forth in front of herself like a hypnotist’s charm, and she eagerly greeted sleep when 

it was announced time to rest. 

 

The next morning, she awoke feeling inexplicably unmotivated and somewhat defeated, which was 

such a foreign feeling for her that she almost couldn’t put words to it. She felt like worshipping her 
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coffee that morning, because it was the only thing she was truly looking forward to, perhaps for the 

remainder of her life. What would the few years she had left—-if that—-have in store for her? Agnes 

felt a very heavy feeling in her stomach. 

 

And then the power cut out. 

 

Part IV 
 

The power cutting out in Slantia was not a regular occurrence; in fact, it was not even an irregular 

occurrence, but rather not an occurrence at all. Slantia’s underground energy source was so massive 

and constantly fueled that on this very average morning, when the power cut out at the cubicle 

apartments, none of the residents knew what was happening. As far as they knew, it was the 

apocalypse. 

 

Even in Agnes’s seventy years of life, she had not encountered this total, random darkness, devoid of all 

the lights and humming and buzzing and flashing that she was so used to processing in her daily life 

that she no longer noticed—-until it all suddenly stopped. 

 

Given the previous day’s events, she was still a little on edge and let out a small yelp when the darkness 

enveloped her cubicle. She heard the background whirring noise power down with a fading whine, and 

the little lights on her refrigerator and washing machine blinked out, as the ceiling lights clicked off. In 

the darkness, she could still feel the coffee mug in her hands at the kitchen table, and because she was 

at a total loss of what was about to happen, and what she should do, she shakily brought the hot lip of 

her coffee mug to her mouth and took her next sip in the dark. When she set it back down on the table, 

she could hear the gentle thud of it hit the table, and she realized that was the first time she had ever 

heard that small noise, though she had been drinking coffee at this table every morning for her whole 

adult life. 

 

Then the distant screaming began. 
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It was just before the time the laborers left for the Factory, and so the residents of Agnes’s cubicle 

complex were all still in their chambers. She could hear as their panicked shouting began, and some of 

her neighbors began pounding on the walls. Since each cubicle door was opened by handprint ID and 

the screens had shut off with the power, nobody was able to manually open their door, and so 

hundreds of thousands of residents were locked in their cubicles like cages, howling like prisoners. 

 

Despite the muffled pandemonium surrounding her cubicle, Agnes’s vision began to grow used to the 

darkness. Her body and mind met somewhere between rattled from all the changes outside her routine 

the past day, and calmed from lying absolutely still at home, and Agnes felt an odd clarity at that 

moment. So after a few moments of acclimating, she stood up slowly and waded through the darkness 

to her prep room, arms spread out to steady herself and feel her way around. She felt the curtain 

floating and pushed it to the side. 

 

Fortunately the cubicle was small and minimalist, and Agnes was soon at her bed. She felt around 

underneath her bed until she grasped the silver fork and tore it away from its secret spot. She clumsily 

found the machine gear necklace on her bedside table and placed that over her head, and shoved the 

fork deep into her pocket. Agnes wasn’t really sure what she was preparing for, but now she had both 

earthly possessions that she cared most about, and which were easiest to take with her. Or, she thought 

discouragingly, the possessions with which she would want to die. 

 

And what do I have to show for? Agnes suddenly wondered. She thought about all the dishes she had 

washed during her lifetime, the millions of dishes she labored over every day. Although she had had 

never allowed the thought to form, in this moment when she thought only death awaited her, she 

found the bravery to let it form to fruition: And what was the damn point of wasting my one life 

cleaning plates for some rich a-holes? As feelings of futility and frustration condensed in her chest, tears 

began rolling down her cheeks, and she felt confused at this bodily emotion: crying? She hadn’t been 

moved enough to cry since childhood. She leaned into the feeling and let the tears flow heavily. 
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And then Agnes’s door burst down. 

 

“Who the hell is there?!” Agnes shouted, startled, tears halting, although her face was still damp. She 

brought her arms up to protect herself in the darkness. 

 

A familiar voice replied, “It’s Ramona, again.” 

 

Agnes’s room was lit up then with the blue light from Ramona’s gear–her utility belt had tech-blue 

lights running across it in a network-style grid, her goggles were lit up blue, and the wristbands up her 

arm were activated blue. She looked like an angel. 

 

“Am I going to heaven?” Agnes asked, defeatedly. 

 

“Nope, you’re going to the Mother Ship,” Ramona replied, stepping across the cubicle and towards 

Agnes on her bed. Ramona reached out with a strong hand to help her stand up. 

 

Just a moment ago, Agnes thought she was going to die, having really never done anything of meaning 

for herself, and with nothing but regret for the prison she had been born into. Yet still a part of her, a 

part of her so calloused from habit, second-guessed this opportunity. 

 

“Why should I go with you?” Agnes asked. Now, she could see only Ramona and the area around 

Ramona illuminated by proximity. 

 

Ramona laughed. It seemed obvious, that she should accompany Ramona if she wanted any chance of 

redemption in this lifetime. “Because it’s never too late,” she said. Then, realizing this may be too 

abstract, added, “Because you have my artifact. And, because we have your sister.” 

 

Her sister? The implication of this statement was so ridiculous that Agnes chuckled cynically at the 

predicament she found herself in, so absolutely close to the end of her usefulness that she could have 
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almost made it to the Desert, whether that meant casual retirement or if it was a euphemism for death 

she would never know, but with the most effort she ever forced herself to muster, she gripped 

Ramona’s arm and was pulled to her feet. “Fine. I’m curious what nonsense you have to say about my 

supposed ‘sister.'” 

 

“Great! Let’s go now.” Ramona turned and asked over her shoulder, “When’s the last time you ran?” 

 

“Probably never,” Agnes replied, following Ramona to the door, arms out in case she tripped over 

anything in the dark. 

 

Ramona laughed and put on a glowing hard helmet. “Good thing I travel by Cycle-Bike.” 

 

—— 

 

Agnes rode on the back of Ramona’s Cycle-Bike down the dark hallways of the cubicle complex. A 

blue light projected forward so that Ramona could see, and Agnes sat on the back of the two-wheeled 

racer, clinging tightly to Ramona’s muscular body. Agnes shut her eyes as Ramona turned a corner 

sharply and dodged a cart in the hallway. She had never rode on a Cycle-Bike before and her stomach 

felt like it was going to leap up and out of her throat. 

 

“Whatever happened to the discretion of faking my death?” Agnes asked over the quiet whirring of the 

Cycle-Bike. Ramona rode down a flight of stairs and Agnes’s whole body convulsed like she was being 

possessed. Ramona, however, was used to it. 

 

“New plan,” Ramona replied, turning another corner. Doorways flew by; the cubicle complex was so 

massive, it was almost a city in itself. “This plan kind of kills several birds with one stone.” 

 

Agnes braced herself for another flight of stairs and pressed her eyes closed again, feeling like she was 

hanging on to Ramona so tightly that Ramona probably felt like she couldn’t breathe. In several more 
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minutes, Ramona grunted, and Agnes opened her eyes as they flew out of an Exit door and into the 

shocking brightness of the daylight, a lackadaisical rain misting the gray-skied outdoors. 

 

“It’s raining!” was the first thing Agnes said, squinting painfully, her eyes watering and attempting to 

look around. She was shocked to realize it was still light out; her adjustment to the dark had made her 

assume it would be dark outside, too. But what shocked her more than that was the rain; it rained only 

a couple times a year in Slantia. 

 

“Well, the government controls the weather, and we hijacked the government,” Ramona replied, 

pulling up to a ship parked behind the cubicle complex. The complex itself was towering and miles 

wide, and they had exited out the back; only a thin, paved driveway led around the building, and then 

behind the cubicle lot was barren fields as far as the horizon, fields blowing with trash—-plastic cups, 

sandwich wrappers, unwanted computers, discarded clothing, glass jars, toothpaste bottles, all trash 

from prior to the labor revolution. It was fenced off in this field, and trash clung to the metal fence in 

the wind, and got tangled in the mesh, but rarely did it blow into the cubicle lot. Nobody ever exited 

out the back, and residents were discouraged from venturing outside in their off-time, so Agnes had 

actually never seen this sight before this moment. Perhaps because it was also raining, the moment was 

moving for her, and so she gaped at the deserted trash land before her rather than the curvaceous space 

ship that they were driving towards. 

 

“Here we go!” Ramona shouted over the roar of the Mother Ship as they approached it. 

 

The Cycle-Bike slowed down as a ramp lowered from the silver, sleek space ship. Once the ramp had 

hit the pavement, Ramona began accelerating again and with a bump, they drove up the ramp and 

into the space ship, the ramp closing back up as the ship shook and ascended. 

 

“Oh my,” Agnes said. She looked around incredulously. “I’m in a space ship.” 
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Space ships were the subject of children’s talk, and she remembered fantasizing about them racing 

across the night sky as a young girl in training school. Although she had dreamt, so long ago, of flying 

in one, she had never imagined the interior to look like Ramona’s space ship. 

 

They had entered to the common area via the ramp, and the room looked more like a greenhouse than 

a space ship. Plants of magnificent different species loitered the space, hanging from the ceiling, 

clustered in a school of artistic ceramic pots in the corner, some atop stools or tables. There was a 

tweed couch and a wooden coffee table in the middle of the room, but they were shrouded by the 

plant life. Bursting blue flowers, winding vines, massive leafy plants, and even a couple trees—-Agnes 

marveled at all the vibrant colors and organic life. Some of the vegetation was even growing from the 

cracks in the floorboards, and as Agnes gasped, she realized how rejuvenating that big breath of air felt 

in this room of palpable life. 

 

“Have you ever seen something so beautiful?” Ramona whispered. She had popped the kick stand and 

dismounted the Cycle-Bike, removing her helmet and shaking out her Mohawk. 

 

Agnes shook her head slowly and said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many plants in my whole life.” 

 

Ramona nodded and held out a hand to help Agnes dismount, and Agnes took it and slowly, and with 

a few groans, was able to get to her feet again. 

 

“So, is now not the time to laugh at your hair?” Ramona asked, once Agnes was upright again and still 

observing all the plants, stepping up to a bursting bed of wildflowers and taking a large inhale. 

 

Agnes’s thin white hair was totally disheveled, blown back and wispy from their Cycle-Bike ride. The 

pink tint to her pale white face was slowly returning as she invigorated herself with the green room. At 

Ramona’s comment, Agnes stopped and gave her a look. “What do you mean?” This was sort of rude 

and unprecedented; Slantians rarely discussed appearances, only functionality. 
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Ramona started giggling and pointed at Agnes’s head. “It’s all messed up. You look silly, is all.” 

 

“My hair looks silly? What, and yours doesn’t?” Agnes asked defensively, as she reached for her hair 

and began petting it to fix it. 

 

“This,” Ramona said, giggling, pointing to her lavender Mohawk, “is a look.” Even though she had the 

presence of a soldier, hard and defined, it was endearing to Agnes to see Ramona settle into this 

looseness. 

 

“That’s quite a look,” Agnes replied, also feeling the tug of laughter at her mouth. She felt so lifted 

amidst this small conversation, seemingly such a casual exchange of hair among an adventure that 

could lead to her death at any moment. More than that, she felt excited to be interacting with another 

person; so many months had gone by recently, during which nobody had approached Agnes, not even 

to ask a favor. It occurred to her only now that she had gotten so used to loneliness that she didn’t even 

realize that the feeling had become somewhat permanent for her, until now. And on top of even that, 

there was something about this thriving room that made Agnes feel, just… giddy. 

 

“Ramona! How’d it go?” someone shouted, and the women were brought back to their situation: 

standing aboard a space ship after escaping the compromised cubicle complex and kidnapping a 

retiree. 

 

Ramona paused her giggles and turned to Agnes. “That’s Gabe. He’s fun. You’ll see.” Then, Ramona 

shouted back, “The artifact and her artifact are acquired!” 

 

“You know I have a lot of questions,” Agnes said, feeling the gravity return to her thoughts. “Like, 

what’s China?” 

 

The space ship lurched a little, and Ramona nodded. “I expect that. China’s like… It’s like Slantia, 

except it was more or less killed by Slantia. Like, China used to be a great country of mass production, 
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but then Slantia came along and decided it had to be better at everything, and like, not only be better, 

but destroy all competition—- you know, Gabe’s really better at explaining things. And either way, we 

should get comfortable if we’re gonna talk, because we have a long ride and I don’t know about you, 

but I’m starving. You like pizza?” 

 

Part V 
 

The incredible and tragic story of China’s downfall was told between bites of cheese pizza in the 

Mother Ship’s common room as it departed Earth’s atmosphere and barreled towards their base, 

behind the far side of the moon. As Ramona stuffed her face, Agnes listened attentively, while Gabe 

sat by, rolling his eyes at Ramona intermittently and interjecting where he felt she did an inadequate 

job of conveying this history lesson. 

 

“You know, this is why I said you should just be the one to tell it!” Ramona finally burst, waving her 

pizza crust as she said it. Her Mohawk fell in her face and she brushed it back with her free hand. 

 

Gabe sighed and looked at his lap, shaking his head. “You’re right; you’re not a very eloquent 

storyteller.” 

 

Ramona shoved the crust in her mouth and raised her hands fantastically. “See?! I told you! Take it 

away, Gabe!” 

 

Gabe, who was a very skinny man—-bordering on frail—-with cotton white skin, turned to Agnes 

pointedly and nudged his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose with his index finger. “So, like 

Ramona said, centuries ago, China was a world leader in production, so much so that almost 

everything a person used was made in China. Their clothes, their toys, their food, even! But towards 

the end of their reign, they caught wind of information leaked from Slantia headquarters, and they 

started manufacturing silverware with this specific alien element, silvovia, because they knew that their 
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downfall was impending. Their intel had confirmed Slantia was going to wipe them out, but they had 

no idea how soon it would happen.” 

 

The space ship was quiet, other than the occasional rustle of leaves around them, as the air from the 

vents brushed through the makeshift jungle and sustained a comfortable temperature. The 

“greenhouse” effect was a calming one for Agnes; she had never felt so relaxed in ages, despite the 

incredibly uncertain future of this adventure. The three of them sat around the couches in the middle, 

Ramona on a recliner in the center, and Gabe and Agnes on opposite couches facing each other. 

Agnes’s stomach rumbled contentedly from the couple slices of pizza she had begun digesting; 

meanwhile, Ramona was putting in hard work devouring her fifth slice. Gabe had politely abstained 

from partaking in this “nutritious” (he said, with a sarcastic accent) meal. 

 

“At the time, Slantia wasn’t a real threat; I mean, Slantia was a strong competitor, sure, but China had 

brushed them off as a wild card with no real long term future in the business.” Gabe pushed up his 

glasses again and leaned in further towards Agnes. “China thought that Slantia would more or less 

destroy itself; even when they discovered Slantia’s threat to China, there was still some doubt they 

could actually accomplish this. However, once they realized Slantia was quite serious about 

overcoming them in terms of production and mass profit, they devised a strategy. Their plan was that 

when Slantia struck, they would be able to activate the silvovia in silverware around the globe and use 

it as a weapon; with so much silvovia spread across the world, the entire planet would be subject to 

termination and China could use that as leverage over Slantia.” 

 

Agnes liked Gabe, and she enjoyed how he narrated this story. Although he was younger than Agnes 

by approximately thirty or forty years, she felt he had an aged quality to his demeanor—-he was 

“mature for his age,” as they used to say, or “an old soul.” He reminded her of an elderly gentleman in 

a younger man’s body. Besides his eloquence and care for detail, she enjoyed hearing the recounting of 

this tale, because it had been quite a spell since she had last delighted in the entertainment of a 

narrative. She had not read literature or heard a fairy tale since she was a young girl in training school. 
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And this story was unlike any other she’d heard—-alien silverware spread worldwide to be used as a 

weapon of mass destruction? It was understandably “out there” to Agnes. 

 

“This part gets crazy,” Ramona commented, chewing and nodding towards Gabe. 

 

Nodding, Gabe went on. “But before China had distributed this silvovia in any impactful way, Slantia 

destroyed China’s trade partnerships and cut them off from their suppliers. Slantia made a lot of very 

bold political moves and escalated tensions. Of course, China, being a world leader among nations, 

wasn’t totally unprepared, and they had more nuclear weapons and backup plans up their sleeves, 

except Slantia infiltrated their government and their elite, and assassinated major influencers and 

decision-makers. Then, with the establishment crippled, Slantia’s double agents took over the 

government and began the process of erasing China from history, just to spite them even further.” 

 

“That explains why I’ve never heard of China before,” Agnes whispered, incredulously. Until then, she 

had still sort of held on to a certain disbelief; there was no way that everything she had learned her 

entire life was a lie. Except, now she was on a space ship headed beyond the moon, and Gabe’s story 

was starting to add up. Besides, Gabe didn’t seem like the kind of person who could make up 

something as creative as this. 

 

“Right,” Ramona chirped, and pointed at Agnes. “And so while there weren’t too many Chinese 

silverware with silvovia in them, Slantia knew about this covert operation and rounded them all up 

and suddenly had its hands on this complex alien element, and then they were able to mimic it through 

manmade procedures. Of course, some of the silvovia-infused silverware slipped through the cracks 

while in the possession of the public, like the one you stole.” 

 

“I didn’t steal it!” Agnes defensively replied, putting up her hands. “Some man framed me.” 

 

Ramona shrugged. “Well, the one you have. Or, had, until I found it on you.” 
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Agnes thought for a moment, turning over her hands in her lap. Her hands were beginning to feel the 

throbbing ache of her arthritis, and she cradled her vein-ridden and wrinkly hands within each other, 

and then asked, “Did you know the man who slipped that fork into my pocket?” 

 

Ramona stretched her arms up and looked around the greenery in the room with a yawn. “Yes and 

no.” 

 

Now Gabe cut in. “He was a Slanted soldier, yes. Ramona did not know him personally, but he was 

one of us. Undercover, and supposed to lay low, except he became unstable when he discovered the 

silvovia.” Gabe shook his head grimly. 

 

Not having any more questions on the existence of China, Agnes addressed another topic she was 

eager to learn about. “And what of this sister of mine you claim you have? That’s a rather large issue.” 

 

“This one’s all you,” Gabe said, getting up from the couch with a little grunt and brushing off his gray 

Slanted soldier uniform. He was much shorter than Ramona, who towered powerfully over the others; 

Agnes had noticed this when they all convened to take their seats in this room earlier. No longer 

interested in sitting about, Gabe peeked at his watch and softly left the room, back towards the control 

sector. 

 

Ramona and Agnes met eyes. 

 

“All right, fine. I’d really love a cat nap right now, but I guess I can tell you about your sister too, since, 

you know, I did bring it up out of nowhere and all that.” Ramona chuckled a little cynically and 

reclined further in the chair and she closed her eyes as she spoke of a woman named Senga. 

 

Meanwhile, the Mother Ship hurtled onwards, towards the far side of the moon, where the motley 

slanted crew would reconvene at the Slanted Satellite Base, out of sight from the eagle eyes of the 

Slantia telescopes that probed the galaxy from below. 
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—— 

 

In Slantia, reproduction was a monitored, meticulous affair. The people were not trusted with the 

responsibility of conceiving and raising the next generation, so the government began collecting 

certain bodily specimens from the female and male body so that they could replicate the process of 

human life within their factories. Once Slantians reached a certain age, they compulsively donated 

their reproductive contribution to the Slantia Lab, and were then sterilized thereafter. 

 

Because children were created in a factory, they were raised subsequently in training schools, where 

they were divided to socialize quite exclusively with their same sex. Occasional integration occurred, 

such as during a recreational period or for lunch breaks; for the most part, children were not in an 

opportunity that allowed them to make procreational mistakes until after their sterilization. 

 

Thus, most people did not have siblings because adults only donated once; only unique situations 

yielded a case of siblings, such as a twins, triplets, quadruplets, or if one’s mother was promiscuous. Of 

course, even in these scenarios, the offspring were not likely to know they had siblings, because the 

Slantia Lab kept its records highly confidential and only revealed this private information when trying 

to blackmail or sabotage individuals. Sometimes the Lab would just terminate the offspring to avoid 

potential rebellious kin. Although the Lab had attempted to artificially create human beings, they 

never grew up quite the same way as organic human beings, so they did rely on these mandatory 

procedures. 

 

Agnes’s mother was a sweet young woman, with far too big a heart to exist in Slantia. In fact, she was 

uncharacteristically friendly, and while all the other school children quickly learned to be hard and 

diligent and focused, Agnes’s mother Sofia often daydreamed or sang or wandered too close to the sun. 

Which is why a young gentleman became so helplessly infatuated with her during her early adulthood, 

and quite likely in love. 
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This young man Harold was interning at the Slantia Lab and neither of them were quite sterilized yet, 

in that awkward period of time in their young adult lives, when their secret relationship 

metaphorically slipped up and tripped into a rabbit hole from which they would not be able to return. 

They were old enough to experience romance but not old enough for their operation, and while there 

were a medley of illegal contraceptives on the market that one could obtain at the time, both Sofia and 

Harold were too poor to afford it. This was a gamble that did not pay off, and while they thought they 

had gotten away with it after nine months of discreetly downplaying Sofia’s new convex shape, after 

the twins were born, a loose end reported them and Sofia was immediately seized—-not before Harold 

was able to “send the twins down the Nile,” so to speak, and fake their origins at the Slantia Lab. He 

forged their creation documents and blended the two newborn girls into the Slantia system, so that to 

all unsuspecting eyes, they appeared to be conceived from a scientist’s hand, just like all the other 

children. Harold was later detained, as well, and while the Slantia government pulled out their hair 

searching for the twins, it never suspected that they were plainly under their supervision the entire 

time. 

 

—— 

 

“Senga is a badass,” Ramona said, while chewing at her thumb’s nail. “When I’m old, I can only hope 

I’m like her.” 

 

Agnes restrained herself from feeling offended by this lofty insult, and rather, told Ramona, “It’s 

remarkable how likable you are to me, despite being completely crude and impolite at every 

opportunity.” She was growing annoyed with Ramona’s nail-biting and cursing. And there was also 

this strange, jealous part of her that didn’t really want to know anything about her supposed twin and 

what this woman was like today—-a “badass,” according to Ramona. 

 

Of course, Ramona was Ramona, and she merely laughed at Agnes’s comment. “We’re just from 

different upbringings,” she shrugged, and began scratching her head while scrunching her long, 

distinguished nose and squinting her eyes. “I feel really relaxed right now, just really comfortable. This 
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ship is practically my home! It’s been, like, a really long voyage. We’ve been planning this coup for 

twenty years, and after all our work, we’ve almost done it!” Ramona grinned her wide smile and 

wiggled with excitement. 

 

A yawn burst from Agnes’s mouth and she quickly covered it with her palm. A yawn is your body 

preparing yourself for more work, played in Agnes’s mind, a lesson hardwired into her mind. The vents 

in the room kicked up a notch and the leaves and vines quivered with a roomwide shushing. Agnes 

yawned again, which was enough of a cue in Ramona’s mind. 

 

“I agree, let’s lay down before we get to the satellite. It’ll be a lot of commotion once we dock.” 

Ramona stood up from her recliner and extended a hand towards Agnes to help her get up from her 

sunken spot in the couch. 

 

Agnes took Ramona’s hand and pushed up as much as she could, but she was so settled into the 

cushion that Ramona basically lifted her up to her feet. 

 

“You mean, sleep in the middle of the day?” Agnes asked, looking up at Ramona, who was practically a 

couple feet taller than she was. Agnes’s posture was slightly hunched, which made Ramona seem even 

taller. 

 

With a chuckle—-the way she chuckled at almost everything—-Ramona replied, “Why yes. I know it’s 

not in your programming, Madame Worker Bot, but you’re allowed to sleep whenever you want. As 

much as you want.” Ramona grinned and twisted a lock of her hair. “Aren’t you pretty tired from this 

morning?” 

 

Agnes was used to sleeping when her cubicle complex announced it was time to rest. She long ago 

learned to disconnect her mind from the impulses of her body, to deny the feelings of “tired” and 

“lethargic” from influencing her decisions. This was how she able to appease the demands of being a 

Slantian laborer in her country, and it was only now, in this space ship with Ramona, that she paused 
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to listen to the aching in her joints, the soreness of her back, the inexplicable weight added heavily to 

her movements as she allowed “tiredness” to envelope her. 

 

“Yes,” she replied. “Actually, I am pretty worn out.” 

 

Ramona nodded, having watched the changing of Agnes’s eyes as she sunk into this feeling. “Let’s get 

you a bed,” she said, guiding Agnes towards the hallway leading out of the common room. 

 

Part VI 
 

After the first nap she had taken in decades, after being awoken by an ever-frantic Gabe, and after 

having her disheveled hair fixed by an insistent Ramona who instructed, “Don’t embarrass me,” Agnes 

stepped off the Mother Ship and docked the Slanted Satellite Base. 

 

The Slanted Satellite Base, which was stationed behind the dark side of the moon, was itself somewhat 

like a miniature moon. It was spherical and only half the size of the moon, but as they had approached 

it in the space ship, Agnes had looked out the window in amazement at its glass exterior, which 

transparently revealed the greenery inside. Much like the common room of the space ship, with its 

crowded, jungle-like plant life, the Slanted Satellite Base was populated and bursting with organic 

vegetation. Despite being in the shadow of the moon, Agnes was surprised that the human-made mini 

moon was brightly lit, and the plants looked brilliant green through the glistening glass. 

 

“It’s self-lit, so it doesn’t rely on the sun,” Ramona commented, as they neared the base in the space 

ship. “We’ve replicated an energy and light source similar to the sun and it’s held in the center of the 

base, like a mini sun at the core.” 

 

“What’s important to realize is that the success of one person is affected by the success of all life and 

matter around them. We understand that to live successfully, we need a thriving ecosystem that 
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benefits all,” Gabe added, leaning towards Agnes and Ramona as the three of them stared out the 

window at the impending space station. 

 

“Thank you for that supplemental information, Gabriel,” Ramona said, with a neutral face. “He just 

can’t help himself,” she whispered separately to Agnes, who chuckled. 

 

As they approached the hub, their space ship circled around the back, where several other space ships 

were hooked up to the sphere. They looked almost as though they were mosquitos sucking from flesh, 

the ships attached to the satellite base by only their boarding dock. Gabe and Ramona’s Mother Ship 

slowed down and steadied itself, aiming for an empty port, carefully lining up to the marked spot on 

the base. 

 

When the Mother Ship was close enough, the boarding dock extended from the bottom of the ship 

and hit the targeted location on the base; a garage door of sorts opened to allow the boarding dock to 

extend out of sight, into the base, so that when passengers entered or exited the ship, they would only 

pass through the dock like a tunnel, which also anchored the ship to the base. 

 

Like most Slantia laborers, Agnes had never been to space before. In fact, before that day, space travel 

was not something Agnes had known was quite feasible. She had spent most of her life looking 

towards the ground and watching as her hands worked and washed, and so when they docked the 

Slanted Satellite Base and entered the space utopia hidden just behind the moon, Agnes was practically 

in tears from the beautiful fantasy she felt she had stepped into. 

 

“Unfortunately, our base is gravy-simulated, too,” Ramona said, as the three of them stepped through 

the atrium after leaving the ship. “I forgot to mention that on the ship, too, that we’re not floating 

because most of our space equipment has gravity features. We do have an anti-gravity park here 

though!” She tossed her head back to shake a piece of hair out of her face. 
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Agnes felt excited at the thought of experiencing anti-gravity, floating freely without any restraint. At 

the same time she felt heavy and over-stimulated from her day, she also felt energized and buzzed from 

the awesome possibilities she had discovered. For a moment, she wondered if she were even the same 

person that she was just the day before; she felt a childlike excitement spinning inside her. 

 

Through the atrium led to an open, public space, much like a food court. This was the area all the 

docking stations led to, so people and aliens were bustling about, meeting up with their crew after a 

long voyage, or heavy-heartedly wishing best outcomes to one another before a departure. Hovering 

refrigerators floated among the crowd, and if someone was hungry, they merely had to hail a 

refrigerator and select their desired meal or snack—-Agnes noted that these refrigerators probably 

offered more options than her old one did. There were also many plants hanging from rafters or 

potted around the common area sporadically, and there was a restroom and dozens of tables set up to 

accommodate travelers waiting. Music played naturally throughout the room, an upbeat and silky 

tune that both calmed and excited. 

 

“Come on, now, don’t get left behind,” Gabe barked over his shoulder, as Agnes gawked at the space, 

looking up and around. A few people walked through the gap between Gabe and Agnes, and Agnes 

moved quickly to trail behind Gabe. Ramona wandered lackadaisically, occasionally spotting someone 

she knew and waving or blowing a kiss, but she was never far away and seemed to keep casual track of 

her two teammates. 

 

They weaved among people taller than they were, people of all colors and body shapes, people with 

additional eyes or missing eyes, extra arms or lacking arms, some with flat faces, others with pointy 

faces, a few people coated in fur, several with dog-like ears, and many, many humans. Agnes and Gabe 

were both shorter than the majority of the crowd, so she kept a close eye on him so she didn’t lose him. 

But there was so much around her she wanted to look at more closely! Agnes felt like she was in a 

dream. Was she still napping on the space ship? 
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Gabe led them to a doorway at the edge of the auditorium and they began down a neon blue-lit 

hallway with many doors and a curved ceiling. “This base has a lot of hallways, so get used to it,” 

Ramona commented from behind; she brought up the rear, having just had a brief conversation with a 

purple fellow before following them to the hallway. She quickly caught up with Agnes, who was 

breathy and hobbling along as quick she could. 

 

“Makes me wish you had brought your Cycle-Bike again,” Agnes said with a pant, her face growing 

red. 

 

Ramona nodded, and seemed to think about it for a second. Then she shook her head. “Nah, I don’t 

think we could get a Cycle-Bike rental. It’d involve an even longer walk. Can you tough it out?” 

Ramona raised her eyebrows with a look of slight concern. 

 

Agnes waved her hand in dismissal and said, “Of course. No, I’m absolutely fine. Don’t worry.” 

 

The hallway was marked every so often with digital signs like street names so they would know how far 

along they were down the corridor. After they had passed a sign with “Ramsey House” illuminated on 

it, Gabe approached a doorway on the right; the door was tall and had an unknown language written 

upon it. 

 

“This is us,” he said curtly, stopping in front of it and turning to Ramona and Agnes. He pushed up 

his glasses and seemed to be waiting for a response. 

 

Ramona gave a little “Whoop!” and then looked to Agnes, who was just a few yards behind them, 

breathing hard. “So, this is our office; this is the division of the Slanted Soldiers we work for. We’re just 

here to touch base with our leaders and crew, and hopefully we can contact Senga and arrange a 

meeting with her!” Ramona bounced a little in her spot, balling her fists in excitement. “Senga’s kind 

of a big deal around here so it’d be really cool to catch her with some free time!” 
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Agnes nodded and exhaled. While it was certainly interesting to discover she had a sister, family didn’t 

mean that much in Slantia; it was like finding out someone had the same name, where one was mildly 

interested at the coincidence but it barely affected anything about one’s existence or sense of self. What 

Agnes was mostly looking forward to was finding out more about Slantia’s wicked history, indulging 

in more fantastical experiences like the anti-gravity room, and possibly even contributing to the cause 

of the Slanted soldiers, a cause that just yesterday, she would have never imagined she’d support. 

Apparently, she realized, she didn’t have much in her life to lose; the Slantia government had given her 

no true meaning to her life, but disguised this hollow enslavement with rigorous brainwashing. 

 

“Well, let’s get this over with,” Agnes said, and Ramona shot her a quick side-eye at the cynical tone as 

Gabe opened the door with his handprint to a screen. The door slid into the wall and he stepped 

inside, and Ramona followed quickly, and Agnes took her time following them in. 

 

Inside the door was a room with a ceiling so tall it was lost somewhere above them. Large office work 

space bubbles floated around the room—-Agnes frowned as she processed what she was seeing. Rather 

than cubicles, each employee’s desk was enveloped in a bubble and floating around the room softly. 

The bubbles were transparent, so one could see their co-workers, but they insulated noise, so the office 

was quiet. A person could play their music or tap their pen without disturbing the person next to 

them, even though they could still stick out their tongue or wave at their neighbors. Agnes watched as 

two separate bubbles gently bumped into each other and formed one larger bubble, as the two people 

inside them began collaborating with one another, discussing and showing each other their tablets. 

 

“Hey everyone!” Ramona shouted, and waved fanatically. Some workers began to notice Gabe, 

Ramona, and Agnes, standing at the entrance beneath them, and waved back. The door slid closed 

behind them. 

 

The large room containing the bubble work spaces had large, frosted windows as walls, and the room 

had soft yet bright lighting, the light emanating from the matte white window walls, cut into grid-like 

squares by supportive black beams. It was a circular room, and the tall walls curved to a dome. 
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“Step into my office,” Ramona said; she turned, some hair falling in her face, and she pet her hair back 

as she headed towards the right side of the room, towards a mounted computer and a lever nearby it. A 

small circular door in the wall was above the computer and the lever, at eye level. Ramona’s boots 

thudded against the ground as she strutted, long legs sweeping. Gabe and Agnes followed behind. 

 

“It is good to be back,” Gabe commented quietly. He had a way of raising his eyebrows and pursing his 

lips when he spoke, which elevated his disposition. 

 

Ramona navigated the touch screen and then pulled the long, golden lever mounted on the ground. 

The circular door in front of them sprung open, and from it formed the soapy cap of a bubble as it was 

blown through the hole like a bubble wand. Once it popped through, it floated gently to the ground, 

and Ramona waved the others to follow her, then carefully pushed through the film of the bubble and 

popped through, to her desk. Gabe entered without hesitation, and Agnes, with hesitation, pushed her 

hands through first and then followed with her head, stepping into it. 

 

Inside the bubble, Ramona picked up the tablet from her desk and used it to float the bubble. 

 

“Feel free to have a seat,” she said, drawing her finger across the tablet and then setting it back down on 

her desk. Aside from the S-shaped chair at the desk, there were also a couple bean bag chairs within 

Ramona’s work bubble. Her desk was a flat wooden surface mounted to a large, round pillow bottom, 

like a bean bag chair with a desk surface. Ramona had a few paperweights on her desk, in the shape of a 

cow and an abstract blob shape, but there were no folders or papers. 

 

“This is where you do work?” Agnes asked, honestly rather shocked by how magical of an office 

Ramona worked at. How had she been stuck washing dishes for over fifty years while Ramona got to 

sit at a floating desk in paradise? 
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Ramona pulled her desk chair and offered it to Agnes, having recognized she may struggle to get into a 

bean bag chair so close to the ground. “Well, I do some work here. I use my desk mostly for a foot rest. 

I do a lot of field work,” Ramona explained nonchalantly. 

 

“Ramona has a tendency to make anything she does not look like work,” Gabe muttered. He plopped 

into a bean bag chair with his arms crossed, looking up at all the other bubbles around them. 

 

“I really do,” Ramona affirmed, nodding emphatically. 

 

“I can see that,” Agnes said. She sat down in the s-shaped chair and rested an arm on Ramona’s desk. 

 

They floated upwards, and slowly merged with another bubble, containing a similar desk and a 

woman with antennae who otherwise looked completely human. Her light hair was pulled back in a 

straight ponytail, and she wore a set of gray cargo pants and a gray button-up shirt much like 

Ramona’s. 

 

“Welcome back!” the woman said, and Ramona and Gabe jumped up and stepped towards her to 

shake her hand. 

 

“Thank you!” Ramona said. “This is Agnes, who provided us with the silvovia, and who is Senga’s 

twin sister,” she explained. 

 

Agnes nodded and reached out her hand from the chair to shake the woman’s, as well. 

 

The woman stepped up to Agnes to shake her hand as Ramona explained that she was Milanda, the 

leader of their office, and the woman who made it possible for Ramona to embark on her most recent 

mission to Slantia. 
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“It’s lovely to meet you,” Agnes said, smiling at Milanda. “Ramona must be a very big deal around 

here, for you to give her such gracious respect.” Agnes didn’t know what to do with her hands now, 

and awkwardly laid them in her lap. She felt nervous to be in the presence of a leader at the work space; 

when she had worked washing dishes, she rarely interacted with anyone of higher status than the 

Enforcers, who were basically just used for their violent tendencies. 

 

“The pleasure is all mine!” Milanda burst, with a friendly laugh. “Ramona is a special person here, of 

course!” 

 

Ramona giggled politely with Milanda, and then turned to Agnes. “I forgot you’ve lived with a 

Slantian understanding of work,” she said, looking earnestly and almost pitifully at Agnes. “Our 

version of work isn’t as hardcore as Slantians’ version of work. Our leader is like one of our friends. It’s 

chillax.” 

 

Agnes looked a little confused, and Gabe piped up, practically pushing himself around Ramona from 

where he had been standing behind her. “What Ramona means, is that work is a responsibility, but it 

doesn’t rule our lives. And people aren’t killed at work by their bosses.” 

 

“Hm,” Agnes said, frowning. As she realized that Ramona and Gabe almost seemed to enjoy work, she 

began to also feel cheated for the horrendous work environment she had forced herself to happily 

endure for so long. 

 

“Well, I hope you’ll make yourself comfortable, Agnes,” Milanda said. “Help yourself to anything.” 

She pointed at Ramona and Gabe and cocked her head. “A discussion please?” 

 

“Of course!” Gabe chirped, and shuffled towards Milanda, and Ramona glanced at Agnes for a 

moment with a nod, then approached Milanda and Gabe. Agnes sat at Ramona’s desk while the three 

of them took turns talking in low voices at the end of Milanda’s desk. 
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As Agnes sat there, a moment to herself, she took in the radiant orb in which she floated. It was an 

immaculate feeling of lightness, and she looked around the pink-tinted room, at all the other bubbles 

also floating on, as though they were floating along a lazy creek, and exhaled deeply. 

 

What would her life had been like, had she grown into a woman in this society? She almost grieved at 

the thought of the woman she could have been, had she been given a better lot, in this world. Agnes 

stopped herself from sinking into this lost possibility before she began to weep over it, it now being far 

too late to serve her any good. 

 

With the mental fortitude that she used to push through all those years of suffering over dirty dishes to 

fuel a corrupt machine, she changed gears of her perspective; rather than feel remorseful for what she 

never had, she decided to feel grateful for this moment, right now, in this beautiful enclosure with 

kind souls and a feeling of weightlessness, and when she closed her eyes, she could just about imagine 

she was in heaven. 

 

And a tear did slip from her closed eyes. 

 

Part VII 
 

On the Slanted Satellite Base in the shadow of the moon, in an office filled with human-sized bubbles 

that contained office work spaces, a woman with a blue Mohawk, a scrawny gentleman who seemed 

perpetually tense, and a woman with antennae in a business suit spoke quietly amongst themselves 

while an elderly woman in an orange jumpsuit sat nearby, daydreaming of how it would feel to be a 

bubble. 

 

After Ramona and Gabe had wrapped up their private discussion with Milanda, Ramona returned to 

Agnes, who was still patiently sitting at Ramona’s desk, and told her that the two of them were now 

going to try to see Senga while Gabe stayed at the office and got to work on a couple special projects. 
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“What’s the special project?” Agnes asked, curious. 

 

Ramona bit her lip and squinted, patting the top of her Mohawk rather subconsciously. “Ehhhh, I’m 

not really supposed to tell you.” 

 

For a moment, Agnes felt a little offended. “Why not?” she asked. 

 

Ramona shrugged, and picked up her tablet from her desk. “A lot of what we do here is confidential; 

we swear discretion when we’re hired, because it can be a matter of security.” Ramona drew her finger 

across the tablet and her office bubble began to slowly distance from Milanda’s office bubble. 

 

“Nice meeting you!” Milanda called and waved to Agnes, as the bubbles withdrew from each other 

and formed separate enclosures. Gabe, still standing near Milanda and her desk, nodded at Agnes with 

what looked like a friendly smirk, the most affectionate display of emotion she had yet received from 

him. Agnes lifted her right hand and gave a lofty wave back to Milanda and Gabe. 

 

“Wow, Gabe must really like you,” Ramona chuckled. “You got a smirk!” 

 

As Ramona’s office bubble began to lower, passing by others’ bubbles as it did so, Agnes asked more 

about Gabe’s special project, prying for more information. 

 

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Agnes, it’s just that, as Slanted Soldiers, we obey a code. I’ve already 

told you a lot today, because it’s mostly common knowledge and I thought it would help you 

understand us better.” Ramona looked at her wrist watch; the screen lit up and Ramona’s mouth 

smiled widely. “Hey! Awesome. Senga just got back to me and said she’s free for the next half-hour. 

We’re going to drop in to her office to say hi.” 

 

Ramona’s bubble landed on the floor, and the two of them squeezed out of it the same way they had 

entered. Once they stepped away from it, the floor opened beneath the bubble and it dropped out of 
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sight, for storage until Ramona summoned it once again. Then Ramona dramatically waved at the 

room full of bubbles and fellow Slanted Soldiers, and the pair exited the office and emerged back out 

to the hallway. 

 

As they walked along the corridor, Ramona restraining her long stride so that Agnes could keep up, 

Agnes began to wonder about Ramona’s personal life. Until then, she had seen Ramona as a sort of 

cosmic figure, with no creation and no end, but someone who more or less rescued her from a peril she 

hadn’t even realized existed. It never occurred to Agnes to consider where Ramona came from, 

because for most of the past day, she was so focused on obtaining answers about Slantia and the 

Slanted Soldiers’ mission. 

 

“Um, Ramona? May I ask you some personal questions?” Agnes asked, somewhat timidly. She was 

also ill-equipped at befriending others; her entire career, she had been sternly dissuaded—-well, let’s 

call it what it was: forbidden—-from fraternizing with co-workers, who were the only other people she 

interacted with outside of the short commute to work. Was it appropriate to know where people were 

born, especially people who lived on satellite bases in space? 

 

Ramona responded with a cavalier wave of the hand. “Sure, fire away,” she said. 

 

“Were you born… I mean, can you tell me a little about, like, who you were? I mean, like, where you 

come from? Your past… ?” Agnes suddenly felt really awkward and wasn’t sure how she should ask the 

question—-and wasn’t even sure what she was asking. Or where to start. 

 

Ramona let out a “Ha!” then nodded understandingly. One of the things Agnes enjoyed about 

Ramona was all her random laughter. 

 

“You want to get to know me! That’s sweet.” Ramona was quiet as they walked for a moment, the 

echo of their footsteps reverberating in both directions. “Well, if you really want to know about me… 
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It’s a good stretch of hallway until we get to Senga’s, so we probably have enough time. Especially at 

your pace.” Ramona winked, and Agnes shook her head in friendly exasperation at Ramona’s teasing. 

 

“Yes, I’d like to know,” Agnes confirmed. She craved to know, now. 

 

—— 

 

Ramona had been born of a human and an alien human. Her father, Lebanon, was a citizen of Spinen, 

a small country off the coast of Slantia. Spinen was a beautiful, organic nation that had some of the 

technological conveniences of the modern times, but predominantly opted for the old-fashioned ways 

of farming and living in small communities. Her father himself was a farmer, and maintained a 

luscious expanse of land that locals visited to read, meditate, and congregate, as well as picked their 

own fresh produce. It was a loving, giving community and Lebanon was known for his big heart and 

bountiful generosity. 

 

Because of Spinen’s close proximity to Slantia and its nondescript size, it was an ideal location for the 

Slanted Soldiers base; although Spinen was a peaceful island, they had long resented Slantia for its 

industrial pollution that leaked out towards Spinen, and its countless attempts to try to impose its will 

over Spinen. Thus, Spinen formed an alliance with the Slanted Soldiers who swore to protect Spinen 

in exchange for a small chunk of land that they could use as a base for their Slanted operations, such as 

spying on the Slantian government and monitoring its naval activity. 

 

Ramona’s mother was a Slanted Soldier. Although Inerva looked mostly human, she was from a 

neighboring galaxy that had long ago visited Earth and brought back a batch of humans, with whom 

they reproduced and thus altered their genetics for millennia. Inerva was very politically involved in 

her home planet of Mewdo, and as a young woman, became interested in the study of Earth, a 

troubled planet whose societies were rapidly crumbling due to the corrupt powerhouse of Slantia. 
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Fatefully, Inerva left Mewdo to become an activist for the Slanted Soldier cause, which had been 

recruiting help from multiple galaxies. After hardcore training and working her way up the ranks over 

the years, she eventually became stationed in Spinen, where one day, while perusing the local gardens, 

ran into Lebanon, who charmed her with his firm confidence and tender kindness. He was a built 

man, from the physical labor of taking care of the land, and had a large beard and long, curly hair. His 

skin was browned and his eyes were careful, and he too, was charmed by Inerva’s commanding 

disposition and radiant beauty. Although she was human, she still bore the resemblance of her Mewdo 

people: three dull horned lumps upon her head, in a line formation, as though a Mohawk made of 

cartilage beneath her flesh. These horns protruded among her long, curly brown hair, which she often 

wore braided down her back. Lebanon was enthralled by her many adventures, and the pair quickly 

became good friends, watching the sunset together from his gardens, both of them an immaculate 

human expression of the balance of power and peace. 

 

Their romance was passionate and unstoppable, and Ramona was soon born. She stayed with her 

father at his house among the gardens, and Inerva would stay with them whenever she had time off 

from her Slanted Soldier obligations. Ramona was so loved, and as a young girl she ran among the 

heavenly paradise of Spinen’s ever-growing greenery, entangling herself among the vines and smelling 

deeply the perfume of the flowers. 

 

Inevitably, this fantasy was soon obliterated by Slantia’s merciless greed. Having so fiercely regulated 

reproduction, Slantia was now experiencing a shortage of labor; they had more production to 

complete than bodies to do the work. Every citizen of Slantia was either assigned a career or 

terminated, so that every person had their use; however, this backfired on them, and in a desperate 

attempt to grow their empire, they began raiding less fortunate countries and capturing children. 

Slantian soldiers slaughtered adults—-they were too old, and couldn’t be brainwashed the same way 

that children could. The Slantian soldiers burned villages, pillaged communities, ravished the land, 

destroying everything except the children, whom they threw into cages and shipped back to Slantian 

training camps, so that all that was left behind them was a nation of ash. 
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Spinen was one of these victims. Despite the resistance that the Slanted Soldiers put up, they could not 

stop the sheer force of the Slantian ambush. They called for backup, but by the time backup arrived, 

the small island of Spinen was an island of fire, and only burning corpses left to save. Both of 

Ramona’s parents were casualties in this massacre. 

 

Ramona, who had borne the same dull horns as her mother, was subjected to the painful procedure of 

removing this unique physical trait. The Slantians sanded down her head, violently dulling down her 

own bone formations so that her head was perfectly rounded like Earth’s humans. Her scalp healed 

graphically, blotchy scars coating her head, and she frequently experienced excruciating migraines and 

phantom pains from where she once had feeling. Ramona was thrown into the training camps with 

the rest of the kids, and learned the same rigorous, distorted lessons that Slantia preached: Slantia is 

savior and hard work is godliness. Long live the Slantian Empire! She was manipulated to believe that 

Slantia had saved her from a horrific fate in an evil native land. 

 

Having been thoroughly brainwashed, when she graduated from training school, she enlisted in the 

Slantian Army. She fought for the great cause of Slantia, obeying orders and protecting the world from 

treacherous heresy and carrying out the noble mission of her nation. She traveled the world, fighting 

heroically battles much bigger than she understood, with the power and might that her mother used 

to. 

 

Until one operation, where she was based in the former Spinen, now renamed Slanten, a territory of 

Slantia. By chance, she encountered a man who recognized her goddess-like stature; Ramona was tall 

and built, and towered above other humans. This local, who had lived tucked away in an underground 

bunker and emerged only for water and vegetation—-which had regrown several years after its 

destruction, and after his underground food supply had run out—-risked his life to tell Ramona the 

story of Spinen. She listened horrifically, and at the end, was enraged by his fairy tale and murdered 

this local for slandering Slantia. But the information oozed doubt into everything she had learned, and 

Ramona began to question. 
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Soon after, Ramona was captured by Senga’s team. They had been monitoring Spinen from a distance, 

and recognized Ramona as the local had recognized her. Senga affirmed the local man’s story, and 

Ramona wept and shouted for days after this was revealed to her, grieving and unleashing her anger 

simultaneously. Senga and her team gave Ramona her space to cope, and comforted her when she 

needed friendship. At the end of the week, Ramona had reconciled her stolen life and swore to avenge 

her parents by dedicating her life to the Slanted Soldier army. Slantia’s rule would end, she vowed. 

 

—— 

 

Ramona ended her story here, and waited for Agnes to comment. They had nearly reached Senga’s 

office, and so Ramona concluded her tale, so as not to delve further into her Slanted Soldier operations 

and begin a new chapter of her history. They would have time to discuss this later. 

 

Throughout Ramona’s story, Agnes had gasped, exclaimed, and groaned at various parts, but now, 

Agnes was speechless. Her silence was emphasized by the sound of strangers’ footsteps passing by them 

in the hallway. 

 

Agnes felt amazed by this grand story, and awed by Ramona’s incredible perseverance, at the same 

time depressed by the tragedy of her parents’ cruel and untimely death. Her resentment for Slantia 

swelled, and she wondered how many other lives were ultimately destroyed by this one country’s 

obstinate greed. 

 

“So, I admire Senga a lot. I always say she’s the one who saved my life,” Ramona added, quietly. She 

had stopped in front of a door with gold plating that displayed Senga’s name in beautiful script. 

Ramona for the first time looked almost solemn, longingly, and softly wrung her hands together, 

gazing at them. A lock of her curly, lush blue hair fell across her face. 

 

“Well, I admire you a lot,” Agnes finally said, her voice cracking, as she stopped beside Ramona. 

Ramona tilted up her head slightly, and looked at Agnes earnestly. Agnes continued, “I mean it, 
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Ramona. You’ve endured so much, and look at you now. The closest thing to a goddess I’ve ever 

seen.” Agnes pressed her thin lips together, feeling moved by her budding feeling of love for her friend 

Ramona. 

 

Ramona exhaled, and her eyes fell to the shiny tile floor, then rose back up to Agnes. “Thank you, I 

appreciate you saying that,” Ramona gently said. “I used to think about my past all the time. Every day 

it would fuel me, motivate me to push myself to insane lengths. I don’t think about it very often 

anymore, though; it’s sad, but it’s in the past. You know? It can’t hurt me anymore. We can’t control 

what happened to us before, but we can control what we do right now.” 

 

And then an impulse overcame Agnes. Before she even had time to consider what she was about to do, 

she threw her arms around Ramona and squeezed her tightly, pressing her soft, wrinkled cheek into 

Ramona’s chest. Agnes could feel Ramona’s laugh reverberate against her, and then Ramona’s strong 

arms embraced Agnes in return. They held this for a moment, and then let go. 

 

“Thank you, Ramona. You are so inspiring. I have learned so much from you.” Agnes smiled, shaking 

her head. “Who would have ever thought I could learn something from someone less than half my age 

and with a purple Mohawk? And a rebel, on top of all that!” 

 

The two of them giggled away the sentimental tears they felt rolling in, and soon they were just smiling 

at each other, Agnes looking up at Ramona and Ramona looking down at Agnes. 

 

“So, we’ve probably got only a few minutes left of Senga’s free time, so we better go take advantage of 

that,” Ramona said, cutting back to business. She glanced at the screen on her watch and pursed her 

lips. 

 

Agnes nodded, not wanting this moment of intense connectedness to end, but glad that they had 

shared this all the same. She repeated her realization again: Ramona, my friend. It felt so satisfying to 

have a friend, after a lifetime of loneliness. 
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Then, Ramona smiled brightly at Agnes, and opened the door to Senga’s office. 

 

Part VIII 
 

After breaking several of the Great Slantia’s laws and abandoning a lifetime dedicated to its success by 

allowing an enemy of the state to kidnap her by boarding a space ship and traveling to a secret rebel 

base satellite located in the shadow of the moon, Agnes, our formerly unsuspecting retiree protagonist, 

stood at the door which led to her twin sister, whom she had no idea existed until earlier that day. And 

she didn’t quite know how she felt about this. 

 

Ramona opened the door and the pair stepped into a small waiting room, which looked surprisingly 

Earthly to Agnes. Whereas most of what she had witnessed so far on this Slanted Satellite Base was 

fantastical and inspired, unlike the compartmentalized and practical nature of Slantia’s architecture, 

this waiting room to Senga’s office was actually quite ordinary to her. It had four whole walls and a 

low ceiling and a floor, a square-shaped room with a couple wooden benches and a few tablets on a 

coffee table, for light reading Agnes supposed, and then a screen on the far wall, which Ramona 

approached. 

 

“We’re here!” Ramona announced to the screen, which leapt from its screensaver mode to a video chat 

with a woman who had a buzzed haircut. 

 

The woman’s face lit up and she said, “Hello Ramona! I’ll open it for you.” 

 

There was also a doorway to the left of the screen, and after the woman said this, it slid open 

automatically, and Ramona beckoned Agnes to follow her through it with a jerk of her head. 

 

This space was a little more what Agnes expected. It was a large room, with a tall, bright ceiling, and a 

long wooden meeting desk stretching across the center. It wasn’t a particularly wide room, just large 
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enough to comfortably fit the meeting desk and a few other small pieces of furniture, like a cupboard 

upon which a refrigerator sat, and a coat rack in the corner. The desk had some tablets spread out on it 

and a few office gadgets, but mostly what they seemed to be working on was projected onto screens 

scattered throughout the room. These screens—-which were images of maps, spreadsheets of data, 

charts of arrows and numbers, diagrams of elaborate mechanical blueprints—-were floating around 

the perimeter of the room like holographic projections of screens, except they were entirely 

independent of a base or a projector. The environment in this meeting room was welcoming; the 

chairs around the table were cushiony and plush, several plants were casually placed throughout the 

room, such as at the center of the table, its vines spilling out of the pot onto the surface, and there were 

framed pictures on the walls of groups of people smiling and stunning galactic scenery. Music played 

cheerfully, an instrumental tune that jived and grooved. 

 

And around the table, there were three people standing and leaning over the desk, including the 

woman who had buzzed them in. They were each wearing casual clothing, unlike the Slanted soldier 

button-up uniform that Ramona and many others around the satellite base wore; their clothing was 

more like t-shirts and sweaters, and stretchy pants. 

 

“Ramona! Welcome back!” they all greeted, and then noticed Agnes and smiled to her as well. 

 

“Hey! I missed you all!” Ramona said, smiling so wide that her eyes squinted. She waved at them with 

both her hands energetically, then must have realized she wanted a warmer greeting and made her way 

around the table hugging each of them. When she was finished, she wandered back over to Agnes and 

put a hand on Agnes’s shoulder as she introduced each person. 

 

“This is Camilla”—-Ramona gestured towards the woman with the buzzed head, who was tall by 

Agnes’s standards but still not as tall as Ramona, and who had dark brown skin and large, beautiful 

dark eyes—-“and this is Heilly”—-a woman with milky white flesh nodded, whose voluminous, long 

seaweed-colored hair actually floated about her, as though gravity were optional to it, and whose face 

was long and narrow—-“and Carben”—-last, Ramona pointed towards a man who looked similar to 
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the species of alien Ramona described as who she descended from; he was as tall as Ramona, strong, 

and had three dull sequential horns running back down his head, and he had no hair, and a gentle gaze. 

 

“And everybody…” Ramona grandly presented Agnes to them, her arms widely framing this short, 

stout woman, “This is Agnes!” 

 

They politely exchanged versions of “Nice to meet you,” and Agnes repeated their names in her head, 

willing herself to keep track of all the names she had learned that day. Never had she met so many 

people so personably in one day! 

 

To Agnes, Ramona turned and commented, “Camilla, Heilly, and Carben are a part of Senga’s team. 

They all work closely to develop strategies and investigate further secrets hidden within Slantia’s 

complex web of corruption. Just know that if you repeat anything you hear in this room or divulge 

anything you see on these screens, you’ll either be assassinated by a Slanted soldier for endangering our 

mission, or assassinated by Slantia itself for knowing any of this.” Ramona smiled after saying this, but 

Agnes didn’t feel any impulse to smile back after hearing that there was a possibility she could be 

murdered for what she knew. 

 

Camilla noticed the look on Agnes’s face and burst in, with a nervous laugh, “Oh, Ramona speaks of 

assassination so lightly! She just means that what we do is very high-stakes, and now you’ve sort of 

found your way into the middle of it. Just be very, very careful, is all,” she sweetly said, moving her 

hands about as she spoke. 

 

“I’m sort of learning that,” Agnes replied nervously, then feeling a little more relaxed as she took a deep 

breath. 

 

“Basically, you can’t be careful enough,” Carben added, lowering himself into a chair and taking a seat. 

“If you’re ever not sure if something is supposed to be confidential or not, err on the side of silence.” 
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Ramona nodded, turning to Agnes. “Plus, I have a feeling that Senga is going to want to let you in on 

even more Slantia soldier secrets, so…” 

 

Agnes looked questioningly and asked, “Really?” 

 

Ramona shrugged and rolled her eyes. “Yes, well you are her sister, after all, and she’s very excited to 

share all this with you. I mean, I would never tell you some of this stuff because I took an oath, but 

since she’s the commander, she can do whatever she wants I guess.” The cavalier manner in which 

Ramona spoke of Senga made it very apparent the two of them had formed a very close relationship. 

 

“Senga’s actually just in the other room,” Camilla offered, pointing to the door on the far right of the 

room. “She told us just to send you through.” 

 

“Thanks!” Ramona chirped, and strutted towards this door. Agnes followed, as usual, and gave a shy 

wave to Camilla, Heilly, and Carben, who smiled and then resumed the project they had been working 

on, turning their heads back together and their attention back to the screens. 

 

—— 

 

The wide door slid open when it sensed Ramona’s approach and Ramona and Agnes stepped into 

what looked like a living room. 

 

Senga was seated in a recliner with her feet propped up, and tossed the tablet she was studying to the 

side when she saw Ramona and Agnes enter. 

 

“Ramona!” she cried, and jumped up to hug Ramona. The two women shared a tight embrace, and 

then Senga quickly moved to Agnes, who stood before her somewhat hollowly and awkwardly. 

“Agnes…” Senga said sentimentally, eyeing Agnes intensely, looking her up and down before going in 

for a hug as well. Senga’s arms constricted Agnes firmly, and Agnes, after a second, brought her limp 
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arms up to loosely hug Senga back. Why did she feel nothing upon seeing her own twin sister? Agnes 

asked herself. But what did she owe this woman? 

 

“Sit down, sit down,” Senga implored, after pulling away from Agnes. She was still beaming, and took 

a seat back in her recliner. 

 

Agnes sat down on the opposing couch, Ramona settling herself onto a cushiony, tall foot rest near the 

couch. This room was, like Ramona’s common space on the mother ship, teeming with plant life, 

much more than the occasional potted plant in the meeting room. There were several couches and the 

room had a cozy, intimate atmosphere with soft lighting by several lamps and the music from the next 

room similarly played in this one. 

 

As Agnes studied Senga and let the room blur away, she began to materialize some meaning in this 

reunion. It was like looking into a fun home mirror, a warped version of herself; Agnes could see the 

shadow of herself in Senga, in her square jawline, in the long shape of her nose with the stubbed tip, in 

her twinkling crystal blue eyes, and the funny way her hair had a cowlick at the hairline. 

 

And yet, she did not recognize Senga at all. Her short and toned build, her aged but tight face, her alert 

and confident gaze, all pointed towards her lifetime of experience, her trials and successes, her rigorous 

physical upkeep. In the training camps as a teenager, it had been repeatedly instilled in Agnes that 

vanity was wasteful and meaningless, and so despite her inner desire to be a beautiful woman, she had 

squashed that voice inside her all her life, succumbing to the notion that she would never be a 

beautiful woman, it would never be practical to be beautiful. Rather, she avoided her reflection in 

windows, loathed her body except what it was capable of in terms of labor and production, sank into 

her unspoken depression. 

 

Now, seeing Senga, she felt crumpled. Senga was beautiful. Yes, she was old like she, but Senga was 

undeniably beautiful. And what shocked Agnes a little, was that Senga wasn’t beautiful like anyone 

else she had seen; she was not youthful, she had white hair just like they both did, and she was of the 
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same physical foundation as Agnes. But the lives they had diverged upon since their conception 

together differed so drastically, and Agnes could see it marked upon her physicality that Senga had, 

despite the struggles, had a good life. She had turned out all right; in fact, she had turned out great. 

 

Faced with this, Agnes wondered: Could my life had been like Senga’s, too? She did not know this 

woman, but she could only imagine that if someone like Ramona looked up to her so much, then 

Senga’s life was likely one brilliant adventure, full of conquests and achievements, and incredible 

progress towards liberating nations of suppressed peoples. Why was she the twin who was stuck in a 

factory for fifty years, washing dishes, and existing like a zombie? How was it that she turned out to be 

the wrinkled, overweight, poorly-postured version of the pair? While Senga got to be the twin who 

aged gracefully, glowed with life and health, her perfectly cut pixie hair-do, and wearing her golden 

variation of the Slanted soldier uniform. Why couldn’t that have been Agnes instead? 

 

So before Senga had even said anything, Agnes had built her up so grandly in her head, that she now 

resented Senga for stealing this opportunity from her. Agnes began loathing herself in every capacity, 

regretting away her whole life. 

 

“I’m very happy to meet you,” Senga said, smiling so kindly at Agnes in front of her, unaware of how 

envious Agnes was growing at the mere sight of her. 

 

Agnes was quiet. She nodded; Ramona straddled the foot rest and watched silently the sisters’ meeting, 

like a wallflower moderator. 

 

“Please make yourself at home, Agnes. I’ve wanted to invite you here ever since I learned I had a sister,” 

Senga continued, folding her hands in her lap, still gazing intently at Agnes. 

 

Agnes still said nothing. She was stewing in her head, while her emotions built in her chest wickedly. 

She had no idea Senga would evoke such darkness in her, and fought to keep it contained. She looked 

away from Senga, and stared at her lap. 
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“You know, I can tell that we are twins!” Senga went on, her tone sounding more hesitant now at 

Agnes’s silence. “We have that same cowlick.” She pointed to her own hair line and chuckled with 

good nature. 

 

Ramona shifted in her seat and the foot rest groaned a little. 

 

“You must feel really good about meeting me,” Agnes finally said, quietly though. “I bet you feel 

pretty smug about yourself now.” 

 

Senga sensed spite in Agnes’s words, and was surprised by this, although began to doubt if she was 

reading Agnes’s energy incorrectly; hoping she was reading Agnes’s energy incorrectly. “I’m—-I am 

happy to meet you, but I don’t know what you mean by that,” she struggled. 

 

“What’s the matter, Agnes?” Ramona asked, frowning. 

 

Agnes sighed and shook her head, looking around the room, exasperated. “I am sorry, I’ve had a long 

day. We’ve done a lot of traveling, Ramona and me, and I’ve met a lot of people and it’s been a lot of 

processing.” Agnes licked her lips and then asked seriously, “Why did you want to bring me here? 

What’s all this about? Did you just want to see how much of a failure I turned out to be, compared to 

you?” 

 

Ramona gasped, and Senga was physically taken aback. “Agnes, I—-I don’t know what to say! Of 

course not!” Senga opened her mouth a couple times but wasn’t forming any words. 

 

“You’re just a better version of me. You win,” Agnes practically spat, and then shook her head at 

herself and closed her eyes. She did not mean for all these thoughts to come spilling out, but now she 

was finding it hard to hold her tongue. 
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“Why are you being like this, Agnes?” Ramona asked softly, still staring in shock at Agnes’s cold 

disposition. 

 

Senga held up a hand at Ramona, who sat back. Making eye contact with Agnes, Senga began to speak 

carefully. “Agnes, I’m really sorry that you feel like my intentions were cruel. I believe this is just a bad 

misunderstanding, because I would never describe you as a failure at all. Why do you feel like that?” 

 

Agnes felt this question was so ridiculous that it was almost patronizing to make her answer it. 

“Because I’ve been some fool in a factory obeying a bunch of stupid rules my whole life so I could fuel 

the great machine! Then today, I figure out I’ve been complicit in the unspeakable crimes of my 

country—-” Suddenly, all the lies of Agnes’s past reality seemed to tumble upon her at once, as she 

began to break down at the foot of the repercussions of her life choices. “I just… My whole life I 

thought I was doing the right thing, being a good person, doing what I was told. And today, I’ve 

found out that I’ve wasted my one shot at living for a cause so evil that alien planets are learning about 

it in textbooks! And now I’m at the end of my life! How am I supposed to feel?” As these difficult 

feelings revealed themselves to Agnes, she began to cry. 

 

Senga and Ramona stared at Agnes with wide, brimming eyes as Agnes put her face in her hands and 

exhaled. Ramona got up from her foot rest and sat beside Agnes, setting gently her hand on her 

shoulder. Agnes ignored Ramona and kept her face covered for a few moments, until Senga spoke and 

Agnes’s hands fell to her lap defeatedly, head hanging sadly. 

 

“It’s not your fault, Agnes,” Senga said. She moved to the edge of her seat, leaning closer to Agnes. 

“You didn’t know. You can’t do anything about that.” Agnes looked up at Senga, pouting, face still 

wet. “But today, you’ve learned the truth, and look where you are. You’re with us, and we’re trying to 

make this whole thing better for everyone. It was really brave for you to take a chance and come here 

with Ramona, even though Slantia would have killed you for that. That’s not a failure at all to me! You 

should be proud of yourself.” 
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Agnes sighed, and Ramona nodded, rubbing Agnes’s shoulder in small circles with her hand. “Yes, but 

it just doesn’t feel like enough,” Agnes said. She frowned deeply and let her eyelids press together, a few 

more tears tracking down her textured face. She used the sleeve of her shirt to dab at her face. 

 

Senga exchanged a troubled glance with Ramona, and then looked back to Agnes, concern wrinkled 

upon Senga’s face. “I’m so sorry, Agnes. But you have to believe that it is enough; you have to let 

yourself feel that you are inherently enough just by being who you are, which is a good person who 

was just misguided for a while. You can’t compare your life to mine, and you can’t compare your life 

to a version you wish you lived. That’s unfair to yourself.” Senga rolled her lips in and pressed them 

together, thinking intently. “Agnes, I am so excited to meet you and know you. Won’t you please 

forgive yourself, and accept my love?” 

 

Ramona slid her hand across Agnes’s shoulders so that she was now sitting with her arm around Agnes 

in a sort of half-hug, gave a squeeze, and then retracted so she could look Agnes in the eyes. Slowly, 

Agnes brushed away her tears and calmed her breathing, before finally looking up at Ramona and 

Senga, who waited patiently for Agnes to gather herself. 

 

“Senga,” Agnes started. “I am sorry.” She shook her head at herself. “And thank you. No one’s ever 

said such empowering words to me before.” 

 

Senga nodded, smiling gently. “And now you can say them to yourself every day, now that you have 

them.” 

 

“I’m not usually this emotional…” Agnes started again, sniffling. 

 

Ramona moved back to sitting on her foot rest, to give Agnes a little space. She smiled as Agnes looked 

at her, then looked at Senga. 

 

“It’s okay, we’ve unloaded a lot on you today,” Ramona commented sheepishly, biting her lip. 
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Agnes chuckled, which felt good. “That’s for sure. Any more life-shattering news to bestow upon 

me?” She was joking, but Senga now acted sheepish. 

 

“Well…” Senga said. “Actually…” Agnes said nothing, but looked at Senga blankly, so she continued. 

“One thing you should know, Agnes, is that you are pretty special… I guess I’ll just explain it, so you 

understand completely. You’re not just another laborer, or ex-laborer, I should say. Our mother gave 

birth to us naturally, and our father secretly inducted us into the system, whereas everyone else was 

conceived in Petri dishes and grown in labs. This is a bit unnerving to learn, but Slantia fabricates its 

citizens with little, tiny mechanical nano-DNA so they’re not fully human.” Senga paused, squinting 

as she gauged whether or not Agnes understood the implications of this. “This means that most 

Slantians are part machine. They’re biologically more obedient than humans.” She paused again. “So, 

you were basically a human living among half-robots.” 

 

Agnes, now fully dry from her emotional episode, asked, “But what’s the point of having robot 

citizens? Just so that they’d follow the rules better?” 

 

Senga nodded slowly. “Yes, that, and, also, as we’ve recently discovered, it’s because Slantia is more 

than just a group of greedy Elites trying to gain power, money, and status. At the heart of Slantia’s evil 

existence is actually something much more sinister, and much more powerful than that. It’s an AI, an 

artificial intelligence. A relentless super-computer.” 

 

As Agnes processed this silently, without moving, Senga and Ramona waited intently for her reaction. 

 

“I fuel the great machine,” Agnes whispered, stunned. “The great… machine…” 

 

“Not a metaphor after all,” Ramona commented flatly. 

 

“What…” 
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“It means our task is trickier than we first thought, but not impossible still. We’ll just have to be 

smarter than the most intelligent piece of evolving data in the universe.” Senga suddenly let out a 

hearty laugh at this daunting idea, and before she knew it, Ramona was laughing with her. 

 

“It’s so crazy!” Ramona squeaked between giggles, her nose crinkled. 

 

Agnes stared in amazement, and then began to release some of her stress with a few hesitant laughs as 

well. “That’s terrifying,” she said. 

 

Senga nodded, still chuckling, then let out a long, winding sigh. She looked around the room 

thoughtfully, at the greenery, and then at the two women before her, her eyes starting to distance 

themselves from her surroundings, lost in thought. Then, with gathered might, she resolved and boldly 

stated her rebellious intention. 

 

“We’re gonna take down the great machine.” 

 

Part IX 
 

After laughing together about the impossible task that lie ahead of them in the plant-laden living room 

of Senga’s office, Senga offered Agnes and Ramona some coffee, in such a hilariously casual way that it 

was almost as if they were not plotting to take down the greatest super-computer that essentially ruled 

the planet. 

 

Except, they were. 

 

Agnes and Ramona accepted the coffee, and Senga stood up from her chair and went to the small 

refrigerator mounted at the back of the room, next to a large floor plant with palm leaves. Senga’s 
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fingers tapped across the screen on the door of the refrigerator, and upon opening the door, three cups 

of coffee were inside, steam curling from them. 

 

“Ahh, the smell of fresh coffee!” Senga remarked, and Ramona gently clapped her hands and perked 

up. 

 

Senga handed out the mugs to the women, retaining one for herself, and she took her seat again. 

 

“Thank you. This is exactly what I need,” Agnes said, blowing softly across the surface of her coffee, 

ripples gliding upon the deep brown liquid. 

 

Senga nodded. “Me, too. I have a long night ahead of me. I’m sure Ramona’s told you that tomorrow 

is our day of action?” 

 

Agnes blew again on her coffee, and her eyebrows frowned. “Actually, I don’t know what you mean 

by that.” 

 

Fidgeting in her seat on the foot rest, Ramona set her mug down on the floor beside her and scratched 

at her head, fluffing her curly Mohawk a little. “Yeah, I didn’t get around to that,” she admitted. “Plus, 

there was a lot of stuff I wasn’t sure if I should tell her. Confidential stuff.” 

 

Senga nodded, and Agnes looked between the two of them curiously, wondering how this mysterious 

event would affect her, and where she would find herself next. Day of action—-was that the Slanted 

soldier equivalent of Labor Day? 

 

“Well, tomorrow is the day we take down the Slantian empire,” Senga said, tilting her mug slightly and 

sipping just a few droplets of her coffee. The steam from the mug brushed by her face and dissipated. 
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“Doesn’t that sound so badass when she says it?” Ramona commented, shaking her head and beaming 

at Senga. 

 

With a smirk, Senga continued. “It’s been a long time coming, though. It’s not been easy. About ten 

years ago, we made the breakthrough discovery that Slantia was essentially an AI. This is something 

that even the leaders of Slantia don’t know—-they think that all their decisions are the result of their 

own intelligence and self-interest, but all of it is informed by this highly advanced computer that 

influences them in subtle yet powerful ways. It has effectively brainwashed Slantia.” Senga took a 

moment to sip her coffee again, closing her eyes as she did. “You know whose idea it was to employ 

humans to do the work of machines? The government was on board with it because it meant that the 

citizens kept busy, were off the streets, could be accounted for. But it was a move to enslave humans 

through systematic justifications. And whose idea was it to start implanting nano-DNA in humans? 

Mmm-hmm, you can already guess. It was so the computer could understand human emotions and 

manipulate their thoughts better.” 

 

“Wow,” Agnes mumbled. She set her own mug of coffee carefully on her knee, floating her hands 

around either side of it so that it wouldn’t fall, but so that her palms could cool down from the hot 

ceramic. 

 

“There are many things that link directly to the existence of this AI. We call it The Slant, this 

super-computer. We were quite discouraged when we discovered it, because the nature of its 

programming is that it is constantly feeding on data, learning and growing. Whereas humans take what 

information we can and draw conclusions from it, our brains are limited and can’t increase in capacity. 

At some point, we max out. Our perspective has an end point. But artificial intelligence…” Senga 

stopped and sighed. “Artificial intelligence has no limits. If it meets its capacity, it finds alternatives. 

It’s not bound by the laws of nature; it can process in multiple dimensions at once and link all those 

data points together to draw conclusions so advanced that it seems purely nonsensical to us. It’s the 

greatest problem-solver and strategist in the galaxy. That’s why AI is so powerful. It can surpass its 

maker.” 
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The mug began to burn Agnes’s knee, as the heat spread through her pants, and Agnes lifted it from 

her leg and held it again in her hands. “But who created The Slant? And why?” 

 

“We don’t really know,” Senga confessed, sipping again on her coffee. The light on her wrist watch lit 

up as she slowly drank, but she didn’t notice it, or ignored it. 

 

Ramona chimed in, “Well actually we do kind of suspect that it was launched as a tactic to persuade 

voters, sometime a long time ago. The AI was supposed to infiltrate peoples’ online profiles and learn 

about human emotions and interest patterns, and then use the collected data to influence how people 

vote. It just got out of hand. And now it’s just gaining power and ruining lives and singlehandedly 

holds the fate of most of the planet in its mechanical clutches.” She balled her fists in front of her in 

visible displeasure. 

 

Senga nodded to Ramona’s point. “Well, yes, that is the most common and widely accepted theory. 

The Slant is practically connected across the globe and has satellites in space, so we must be very 

deliberate and careful,” Senga said. She took her final sip of her coffee and placed the mug on an end 

table beside her chair. Agnes looked down at her own full cup of coffee, which was still too hot for her 

to drink. 

 

“If we make a wrong move, The Slant will know what we’re up to and will quickly and skillfully 

combat us,” Ramona added. 

 

Agnes fidgeted with her mug again and asked Senga, “So what is your plan? I would really love to help 

in any way.” 

 

Ramona got off her foot rest and sat cross-legged on the hardwood floor, pushing the foot rest away 

from her to give her room. She found the mug she had set on the floor next to her and took a few gulps 

from it. 



62 

 

“Unfortunately, Agnes, there is nothing you can do to help us.” Senga scratched her cheek with a 

finger and looked earnestly at Agnes. “We have been training for a long time, and we’re prepared to do 

whatever’s necessary tomorrow to ensure that Slantia—-and The Slant—-is once and for all removed 

from power.” 

 

A little bit at a loss for words, Agnes insisted. “Surely, there is something… I can do… to help.” She was 

now a part of this great cause; Agnes was eager to prove her allegiance. 

 

Senga slowly shook her head. “Really, dear Agnes, that’s kind of you. I certainly appreciate it, but you 

have done enough. We’re going to be okay, and most of all, I’ll just need you to take it easy and stay 

safe. You don’t have to worry about this.” 

 

“But, I can do anything you want, no matter how small or big. Like, if you need me to clean things, or 

watch satellites, or…” Agnes trailed off as she realized she had no idea what roles a global coup 

necessitated. She had no training flying space ships, she was not in any physical state to be doing 

arm-to-arm combat, and she wasn’t particularly studied in the fields of science, math, or technology. 

She just really knew how to wash dishes. 

 

Ramona interjected. “Agnes, you’ve spent your whole life working! Take a few days off. You’re 

retired, remember?” Ramona took another gulp of her coffee and smiled at Agnes. 

 

“Yes, but…” Agnes felt more emotions churning inside her, and she did her best to stomach them. 

Work was how Agnes felt self-worth; it was how she found purpose among everything she didn’t 

understand. Despite everything she had learned that day, it was still difficult for her to shake that 

deeply internalized desire to be useful to something bigger than she was. Especially after learning that 

her life’s work was supportive of a corrupt regime, she was desperate to make amends and right her 

wrongs. This was how she felt she could truly repent. 
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“Sister, just drink your coffee and enjoy it,” Senga softly said. 

 

Agnes paused, then obliged, tasting the sweet, bitter flavor of coffee pour over her taste buds and 

warm her insides. It was still hot, but her mouth wasn’t burned by it. 

 

“Agnes, one of the things I have learned over the years is that sometimes, we can’t be the hero. 

Sometimes, we’re not the hero, we’re not the supporting cast, and heck—-sometimes, we’re not even 

in the audience at all.” Senga re-positioned herself in her chair, shifting weight; the sound of Ramona 

gulping down the last bit of her coffee practically echoed throughout the room during this pause. 

Senga glanced at Ramona and chuckled; Ramona shrugged. 

 

Senga continued. “Ego can be our sourest weakness. All our life, we seek purpose, or meaning. Some of 

us even seek greatness. It inflates our ego and and gives us that boost of self-importance for the time 

being, until the next deficiency in meaning. We go throughout life like this, making ourselves deeply 

unhappy because we’re always craving for something more, something to make us feel special and like 

our existence isn’t an accident.” 

 

Not quite sure where Senga was going with this, Agnes listened anyway, trying to open herself up to 

her message and feeling some sort of a connection to her words. Even though they were the same age, 

Agnes acknowledged that Senga might truly have some helpful wisdom to share, and forced herself not 

to feel spiteful or defensive about her twin sister’s tendency to lecture. 

 

“But life goes on with or without us, and we may never have a grand moment of glory, we may just 

have a grand mistaken moment that we learn from, and that’s okay. It’s about the little moments along 

the way, and it’s about watching the stars go by or enjoying a cup of coffee. I want you to know it’s 

perfectly okay to just ‘be.’ You don’t have to do anything. You can just be here, and that’s enough.” 

 

“Besides, Agnes, you had the silvovia! We’re going to use that tomorrow,” Ramona said. “That’s 

important!” 
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Senga nodded, then looked at her watch for a moment. She returned her attention to the women. 

“The silvovia is very essential. China knew what they were doing when they introduced that as a 

weapon against Slantia.” Her watch made a noise, and she looked at it again. 

 

“Well, I’m glad that I was able to at least do that much,” Agnes said. “Even though I had no idea. I 

thought it was just a fork,” she chuckled. Her face fell after a moment, and she tried to let go of the 

feelings of inadequacy and guilt for not contributing to what would hopefully be Slantia’s end. 

 

“Much more than a fork,” Senga said. “Now, I’m so sorry, but I’m really late for my next meeting, and 

unfortunately I can’t postpone it any longer.” She stood up, brushing herself off, and put her hands 

over her heart, looking longingly at Agnes. “Agnes, thank you so much for meeting me. It has been a 

true honor to finally be able to embrace you as my own.” 

 

Agnes set her mug down and stood up as well, with a little effort, because she had been sitting for a 

while. The sisters hugged, Agnes much more of a participant in this embrace than their first. 

 

“Ramona, we’ll be in touch,” Senga said curtly, with a wink, after separating herself from Agnes. “You 

ladies can stay as long as you like!” Senga added over her shoulder, as she briskly exited through the 

sliding door, which closed behind her. 

 

The two of them looked at each other, in Senga’s absence. 

 

“Well, that was Senga,” Ramona said, putting up her hands and smiling. 

 

“Quite a woman,” Agnes commented, still standing, looking around them. “What happens to me 

now? Since I’ve already fulfilled my purpose…” Agnes’s demeanor slouched a little, expressing her 

feelings of defeat. 
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“Now, you can hang out!” Ramona declared, as though it were obvious. “I’m going to put you up at 

my place for a while until you get comfortable around here. Tonight I have meetings and some 

last-minute training as well, but what’s mine is yours.” She nodded to Agnes, who seemed to exhale in 

relief, and Ramona put away their mugs in the sink by the refrigerator before they departed Senga’s 

office. 

 

—— 

 

Ramona’s room was like the space ship version of an attic bedroom. 

 

First of all, Ramona and Agnes had to ride an incredibly reaching elevator that ascended for several 

minutes before they arrived at Ramona’s floor. Then, after traveling down a hallway for quite a while, 

they came to a door which led to a Slanted Soldiers boarding house, full of many cluttered rooms, 

clothes, gadgets, and food scattered thoroughly, and a dozen humans and aliens reading on tablets, or 

eating, or conversing with one another. Ramona greeted them all, but they passed by relatively briefly, 

everyone seeming to have their greatest attention directed elsewhere, beyond the boarding house. 

 

Then, within the residency, Ramona and Agnes took another elevator to the top, where they stepped 

out and into Ramona’s room. 

 

Out of all the beautiful rooms Agnes had been in that day, this one was by far her favorite. It was an 

immaculate expression of Ramona’s personality, and interwoven among it all were the threads of her 

parents’ legacy. True to tradition, Ramona’s room was populated excessively by plant life. Potted 

plants on the floor and on dressers, hanging plants suspended by elegant macrame rope, plants snaking 

around the wooden beams of the exposed wooden raptors, vines coating patches of the walls like quilt 

squares. It was a large room, although just a spacious bedroom with a lofted bed. The main level had a 

couch and a screen upon the wall, along with dressers and a table. A ladder was propped up against the 

wall on the right, and if climbed, it would lead to the lofted platform upon which was Ramona’s bed. 
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The ceiling was predominantly obscured by leafy coverage, and Agnes swore she saw a bird rustle 

through the canopy. 

 

“This is just… Incredible,” Agnes said, looking around the room in awe. She took a deep, refreshing 

inhale and felt emboldened by it, like how she had in the space ship—-refreshed. 

 

“Thank you,” Ramona said, smiling proudly at her home. “And help yourself to anything.” Then she 

quickly walked over to a jacket that was lying on the hard floor and picked it up, tossing it in a 

wardrobe near her. She went to her desk and straightened out her tablets and styluses, which were 

haphazardly strewn across the surface. Ramona continued to tidy, while Agnes slowly observed her 

surroundings, the high ceilings, the purifying oxygen, the decorative, mid-sized statues of mythical 

figures. 

 

“It’s funny seeing you fuss over how clean your room is,” Agnes commented, glancing at Ramona pick 

up some wrappers from her couch and toss them in a waste basket. 

 

Ramona gave a laugh, eyes still focused on cleaning. “Well, I also have to check everything out to make 

sure I don’t have anything dangerous or private out in the open.” She shot a mischievous look to 

Agnes, who only shook her head and smiled. “Of course, I’ll also set you up a bed down here, since, 

you know, the ladder is probably kind of a challenge.” 

 

Now it was Agnes’s turn to burst out with a laugh at Ramona’s blunt remark. Even rude and blunt as 

it was, it made Agnes giggle and she enjoyed the banter. Most other people, if they had poked fun at 

her like that, it may have truly bothered her, but there was something she so liked about Ramona’s 

quirky soul, that her teasing always felt friendly, and never mean-spirited. 

 

The two arranged some of Ramona’s belongings to accommodate Agnes—-well, Agnes suggested and 

Ramona did any heavy lifting. They set up a spare bed Ramona had tucked away in a massive closet, 

and put it beside the couch so Agnes could watch the screen for entertainment. “I have cable,” 
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Ramona joked, something that neither of them had ever used, but it was a common joke to refer to 

notably outdated screen shows as “cable.” 

 

When Ramona was getting ready to leave for a meeting and a training session just an hour later, Agnes 

stopped her to pry a little more information. She finally asked the question that she hadn’t quite 

gotten an answer to earlier. 

 

“Ramona, will you please tell me how you all plan to stop this ‘Slant’ computer?” Agnes was sitting on 

the couch in a change of clothes—-an extra-large t-shirt Ramona had somewhat scandalously 

“borrowed” from a rather tall co-worker and a pair of pink sweatpants—-and Agnes had just started 

the first episode of a popular alien drama show. 

 

Having slipped on her boots as Agnes asked this, Ramona stood up and approached the couch from 

behind, leaning over the back of it. Agnes turned around and looked up at Ramona, who seemed to 

become stoic. 

 

Ramona sighed. “We have to destroy… Everything,” she said, a solemn statement. She looked ashamed 

to admit it, but didn’t try to hold it back. 

 

“What? What do you mean?” Agnes turned and paused the show so she could hear every word 

Ramona spoke next. 

 

“I mean… We have to use the silvovia to burn the planet. It creates an explosive current that will 

destroy The Slant and the materials it uses to distribute itself and retain its ‘life.’ Afterwards, when 

we’re sure it’s bleeped out of existence, we’ll flood the planet so it may still go on,” Ramona said, 

softly. She sort of sank into the couch’s cushion, her weight heavy upon it. 

 

“But what about…” Agnes trailed off again, thinking about all the people who would lose their lives in 

the destruction, for the price of peace from this mechanical god. 



68 

 

Ramona explained, anticipating Agnes’s biggest concern, “We’ve been extracting real humans for a 

while. We’ve been bringing them here, and distributing across the solar system to other Slanted 

Satellite bases. We’ve been doing our best, Agnes, but the only way to stop this thing and save the 

planet is by being large about it.” 

 

Agnes looked down at a stain on the pink sweatpants she wore. 

 

“That’s the ugliness of war. No one wins,” Ramona said, still quite somber, and standing up. She 

pushed her hair back, petting her hand upon it while her eyes distanced themselves from her 

surroundings. 

 

“I’m sorry,” said Agnes. She began to think of how Ramona felt, probably ready for an end to the 

regime that murdered her parents when she was a child, and the regime that kidnapped her, 

traumatized her, and lied to her about her existence. 

 

“It’s okay,” Ramona said, returning to herself. “We’re doing our best. We will rebuild the earth, after it 

is done. Our plants will repopulate the earth, and we’ll do better.” 

 

The two exchanged a meaningful gaze, one which commiserated about the inherent fallout of war, 

greed, and power, and which caught up all the beautiful, lively souls suffering in the middle of it. 

 

Then Ramona left for her appointments, and Agnes was left by herself in Ramona’s rather garden-ly 

room, watching alien shows to get her mind off her own crazy day and snacking on Ramona’s broccoli 

chips. With the container still in her hand and a couple of those chips scattered upon the blanket that 

wrapped itself around Agnes, she fell to sleep, dozing off on her body’s own terms, and it wasn’t until 

much later that evening, and in fact much later that night, that Ramona finally slipped into the room, 

checking on Agnes, stripping out of her work clothes, and slipping immediately to bed. 
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It would be an important day when they awoke. 

 

Part X 
 

Running down the hallway of the cubicle complex as the building lights flicker on and off, running as 

fast as possible but still moving in slow motion, alarms sounding… It’s getting closer, the shadowy 

figure that’s following… Pushing the body to move faster, but still it’s like treading through thick 

water… Breaking out into the daylight and reaching the subway station, but the subway doors slam 

shut just as it’s finally in eye sight, and the train slides along the tracks quickly disappearing, but work 

will start soon, can’t be late for work, heart thumping… Jogging to work, have to get to work, passing 

the same street signs over and over again; lost? Which way is it? At the dishwashing station, and 

suddenly Enforcers are surrounding, yelling, raising weapons, no! Bracing for the blow, Enforcer’s arm 

raised, and it comes down… In space now, orbiting the bright blue and green planet in a capsule, such 

brilliant colors, captivated… The world slowly turning orange, red-hot, colors burning, the planet 

starts dripping—-no, no! It’s melting away, dripping into space… 

 

Agnes’s dream bled into Ramona’s room, as she blinked her heavy eyelids with some effort, her mind 

still being tugged upon by unconscious fantasies. Where am I? What room is this? How did I get here? 

Her thoughts spun woozily and she rubbed her face with the cushion she was sleeping on, lying 

sideways on the couch. Her hip and shoulder ached from having slept in the same position all night, 

and she sleepily rolled herself over to her other side, still orienting her hazy thoughts. Her eyes shut 

again and she drifted off once more, sinking into a brief slumber… 

 

Until her brain rustled itself again and she came to, and she laid there, gazing around the room in 

between slow blinks… Ramona… The room was silent, and while it was shadowy and dim, there was 

light filtering in from beyond the plants, through the frosted panes on the ceiling and walls, like 

simulated daylight… 
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Once more Agnes shut her eyes for a short snooze and awoke when the light in the room was brighter. 

She groaned a little and sat herself up on the couch, then paused, out of breath, exhausted by the 

energy exerted in the small amount of bodily movement after lying totally, lifelessly unconscious for 

twelve hours as her body recuperated and mind processed. She looked around herself at Ramona’s 

room, observing her surroundings and blinking frequently, glancing at the air mattress Ramona had 

set up only a few feet away, even though Agnes had ended up falling asleep on the couch anyway. 

 

“Ramona?” Agnes called out, wondering if she was somewhere tucked away in this studio-like 

apartment, but as she feared, Ramona did not respond. 

 

She called for Ramona again, but it sounded more like a plea. As Agnes realized what that 

meant—-that Ramona had already left to possibly sacrifice her life for the Slanted soldier cause of 

destroying the super-computer that was going to potentially take over the world—-Agnes began to feel 

the uncomfortable sensation of disappointment in her chest. Feelings of desperation formed, and deep 

regret that she had slept through Ramona’s departure. What if she never got to speak to her again, hear 

her voice? They had only had a day together, and yet Ramona was already the best friend Agnes had 

ever loved. 

 

Slowly, Agnes stood herself up, taking the stance one groan and one small movement at a time; her 

body was stiff indeed, although her mind, as she shifted back to an awakened state, felt relieved from 

the needed rest. She stepped over the emptied broccoli chip container lying on the floor and got herself 

to the bathroom right away to relieve herself, then afterwards looked around the apartment blankly 

again, searching for a direction. What was she supposed to do today—-not think about the fact the 

Slanted soldier army was going to destroy the world for the sake of saving it, and that some of her new 

friends were apart of this war? 

 

A picture on Ramona’s wall caught Agnes’s attention. It was partially shrouded by the voluptuous 

body of vines that poured from a hanging pot like a mutant octopus, and so it was easy to miss. Agnes 
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had happened to catch a glare on its glass frame, and the refracted light beckoned to her vision. She 

walked across the hardwood floor to it, brushing away a few vines to see it plainly. 

 

It was a tattered photo, the crease lines heavily diagramming where it had once been folded and pressed 

upon itself, worn soft along the edges. The photo was black and grays, and it captured a moment 

where a young girl with a small nose and wild, curly dark hair hugged a man’s neck as he held her upon 

his back, and a tall woman with a stripe of dull horns peeking through the hair on her head, was beside 

them; her face was turned upward in mid-laugh at the young girl riding upon the man’s back, the man 

in an open-mouthed grin and looking down, in the laughter of the image. 

 

Agnes discerned it was a photo of Ramona and her parents before Slantia ravaged Spinen and 

slaughtered both of them; perhaps it was the only picture Ramona had of the three of them. In the 

background of the picture, there was a field of tall, exotic grass and leaves, the land rolling with trees. 

 

It was such a beautiful photograph, and Agnes felt herself fall in love with it and the memory it 

represented—-a memory Agnes herself didn’t have, but felt she was a part of by proxy of experiencing 

this special memento and knowing Ramona’s vibrant personality. For a moment she forgot herself and 

lived inside that photo. 

 

Sighing, Agnes resumed the present moment and went to the refrigerator and programmed it for an 

omelet and a cup of coffee, which promptly formed inside it. She sat at the wooden two-person table 

beside the refrigerator, quietly eating her breakfast as her coffee cooled. 

 

Ever since Ramona confessed the night before that the Slanted soldiers planned to destroy the planet 

so to save it from the super-computer The Slant, Agnes had felt bothered by this knowledge. She 

understood that Ramona had explained it was only way for them to truly obliterate this machine so 

that it could never rise to power again, and that they had taken great lengths to extract innocent 

civilians from the planet so they could avoid the fallout; however, this solution still didn’t sit right with 

her. Agnes resented Slantia on both a personal and philosophical level, but there was no way the 
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Slanted soldiers could have saved everyone. And as she sat there, she couldn’t get that image of the 

Earth dripping out of her mind, the image that disturbed her dreams… 

 

As she stewed over this, she started to wonder what the difference was between the machine and the 

Slanted soldiers. The intentions of the Slanted army was to save the world from the great nation of 

Slantia’s reign, which was led by an intelligent super-computer, but how was their plan much nobler 

than Slantia’s? Slantia destroyed countless nations and committed numerous acts of genocide upon 

the global population, and how was that much different than the plan to destroy the world? While 

Agnes agreed with the Slanted army’s cause, “I Destroy the Great Machine,” she thought that their 

plan seemed somewhat dismissive of human life and culture. 

 

And so Agnes sat there, confused, because while she wanted to help the Slanted soldiers, she also didn’t 

want the world to be destroyed. If she hadn’t found herself in the bizarre, unlikely position of being 

kidnapped by an alien, here to find out she was actually being rescued to meet her long lost twin and 

contribute her silvovia fork, Agnes herself would still be on Earth. And she’d be there, thinking that 

the Machine, her country of Slantia, was the penultimate greatness in life. It was only because she was 

plucked up and tossed into this peculiar adventure that she wasn’t about to find her new home in the 

Desert, to die with the rest of the planet. 

 

She chewed over the last bite of her omelet, the egg squishing easily between her teeth. One of the 

things Senga had said to her was that it wasn’t her fault if she had been ignorant her whole life, because 

now she knew, and now she was trying to do better things about it. Even though Agnes had given her 

life to fueling Slantia’s cause, it was when it’s corruption was finally exposed to her that she was able to 

see the light and sever allegiance to that evil entity. 

 

So then wasn’t it all about redemption? About recognizing when we do something wrong or make a 

bad decision and learning from it, doing better? Agnes sighed and looked across the room at the 

picture of Ramona and her parents, it but a small rectangle mounted behind some plant life. 
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Then Agnes had a thought. At first, it was more of a wish, but then as she rubbed it between the hands 

in her mind, it began to have some weight to it. She wondered if there was a way to change the goal of 

the Slant… If it was such a powerful resource, what if they were able to manipulate it, or change the 

programming. She wondered if they could merely tweak its coding—-not that she knew much about 

computers or super-computers—-so that rather than aim to gain power and enslave humans, its 

purpose was to protect and serve the good of all creatures? 

 

Agnes almost threw away the thought, supposing that the Slanted soldiers had probably already 

considered that and knew something Agnes didn’t that meant it was an impossible task. But Agnes 

persisted with this thought as she sipped her coffee, its electric, dark flavor washing over her tongue 

and running down her throat, and then realized if she was going to do anything about it, she would 

have to be quick with it. 

 

She scurried across the room to the screen she had been watching the night before, and fiddled with 

the remote until the screen lit up, playing an episode of a cartoon with talking cacti, and then 

navigated to the “Contacts” list programmed on it. Senga was the top contact, and Agnes tried to call 

her, but when attempted, an error message appeared that Senga was not accepting calls that day. Gabe 

was another recent contact, so Agnes called him next. 

 

Gabe answered and the screen became a giant video of his face, a clear image of the pores and blemish 

scars on his face, although he was remarkably clean-shaven. “Ramona, aren’t—-oh, Agnes!” he said, as 

Agnes stood before the screen so that the top of her head was cut off from his image of her. “I can’t see 

you all the way—-sit down!” 

 

“Gabe! I’m so glad I got you,” Agnes said, backing up a couple steps and sitting down on the couch. 

She could see the image of herself in a small rectangle at the corner of the screen and touched her hair, 

patting it down where it was sticking up on one side. “I need to talk to Senga! It’s important!” 
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“I’m running late as it is,” he said, his background moving as though he were walking across a room, 

his short dark hair shining as he passed underneath fluorescent lights and skin looking washed out. He 

was speaking to Agnes through the video on his watch, and the shot jostled. “I was supposed to be 

thirty minutes early and now I’ll only be fifteen minutes early.” 

 

“Gabe, I have a really important idea for the Slanted soldiers!” Agnes cried. “It’s urgent!” 

 

Sighing, Gabe asked, “You’re at Ramona’s?” 

 

—— 

 

Ten minutes later, Gabe was shuffling down a hallway while Agnes did her best to keep up a few paces 

behind him. Her jumpsuit made a swishing noise as her pant legs rubbed together. 

 

“You’re lucky I had to pass by Ramona’s anyway,” he grumbled. “Of course, now I’m going to simply 

be on time. What’s your idea?” 

 

“The Slant,” Agnes breathed heavily. “We shouldn’t destroy the world… we should just re-program 

it… to preserve life… and peace.” 

 

Gabe stopped in his tracks and turned around abruptly. “How do you know about that?!” he snapped, 

throwing up his hands and whipping around to look at her. 

 

Still marching along, Agnes replied, “Senga—-” 

 

“Of course,” Gabe interrupted, shaking his head and resuming his stride. “She’s too proud! Always 

going around sharing confidential information… Like bragging…” 
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Agnes huffed and they came to an intersection of hallways; Gabe veered right, narrowly missing 

running head-on into an oncoming scaly gentleman pushing a cart. 

 

“Excuse me, sir… Well, I hate to break it to you Agnes, but your idea is not going to work out,” he said 

matter-of-factly. He held up an index finger as he spoke, even though Agnes was behind him. “That 

thing is beyond further programming. We would just have to build a new AI to replace it totally. And 

that is not something I have the time for on such short notice.” 

 

“You can build an AI?” Agnes asked, amazed how casually he spoke of it. 

 

“Well, I’ve done it before, and I’m doing it now!” Gabe burst, perturbed by her surprise, as though she 

under-estimated his ability. “Since you just know everything now, I might as well tell you that’s exactly 

what I’ve been working on tirelessly the past few months,” he hissed over his shoulder, trying to lower 

his voice as a group of people walked by them. 

 

Agnes was impressed, although it made sense; Gabe was a very logical person and skilled in the area of 

being particular. She could easily imagine him hunched over a motherboard, small tools in each hand, 

carefully doing whatever it was that engineers did with that equipment, which was beyond her. 

 

A few moments later, Gabe approached a door on the left labeled in a blue neon sign “Tenroom,” and 

whispered to Agnes. “Be quiet, be cautious, be agreeable,” he instructed, raising his thin eyebrows and 

pursing his lips. “This is where a lot of commanders converge.” 

 

With a nod and heavy exhale, Agnes whispered, “Thanks,” and then Gabe opened the door and led 

them in to another office. 

 

It was an office with glass walls, and he navigated them through a couple rooms set up almost like a 

translucent labyrinth, all ordinary and with people bustling about so the pair of them weren’t noticed 

other than a few random glances. Gabe touched his palm to a screen mounted to a wall and they 
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stepped into a little atrium beside another glass-wall room where they saw Senga seated in front of a 

screen at a desk, speaking to a gentleman in a Slanted soldier uniform decorated with a few bursting 

machine cog patches and pins. His dark hair was fluffy and combed back, and his young, distinguished 

face was handsome. They could hear his voice somewhat muffled through the glass walls, and it was 

deep and charming. Neither Senga nor the man noticed Gabe and Agnes waiting outside the room and 

the two commanders maintained eye contact as they spoke and nodded. 

 

“Their meeting must be running a little late,” Gabe whispered, leaning down to Agnes, close to her ear. 

They were almost the same height, but Gabe was a few inches taller, and didn’t have the hunch in 

posture that Agnes did. 

 

They heard Senga say something, although it wasn’t clear, and then yawn. “Excuse me!” Senga 

apparently said with a wave, trying to play it off. 

 

Agnes watched as the man on the screen replied, straining herself to hear anything he said, but having 

to watch his lips to fill in the gaps: “That’s fine. Yawning is just your body preparing itself for more 

work!” 

 

At least that’s what she thought he said, and Agnes tilted her head curiously. Senga had just glanced 

down at her tablet and then made another comment, back to business, turning to show its screen to 

her camera so that the man could see it. “Fastest flight of fighter ships in the galaxy!” Senga said, 

nodding. They spoke for another couple moments, and then ended their exchange. 

 

It was then that Senga noticed Gabe and Agnes, and she showed surprise as she waved them in. Gabe 

stepped up to the glass wall between her office and the glass atrium, and then stepped through it, 

much like passing through the bubbles in their office yesterday, Agnes thought. She hesitated, then 

pushed through the glass wall as well, the soft, malleable obstruction pushing itself away to allow her 

pass through. 
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“Agnes! What in moon’s name are you doing here?” Senga cried, hands up. She was smiling, but not 

necessarily excited, just inquisitive. She was wearing her typical gray Slanted soldier outfit and her hair 

looked especially fluffy and white. “We’re just about to start getting in positions…” 

 

“Well, I had a really important idea!” Agnes said excitedly, her chest finally slowing from the jog-like 

pace they took to get there. 

 

Gabe stood beside Agnes, his face pointedly blank, eyebrows raised again. “Yes, an idea,” he repeated. 

He shrugged and pulled at his ear a little bit. 

 

Senga stood up from the desk and gathered her tablet and jacket. “Let’s walk as you tell me,” she said. 

“Gabe and I need to be at Dispatch soon.” 

 

Agnes almost groaned—-she had just caught her breath, and now she needed to do more walking! 

These Slanted soldiers had such long strides! Nevertheless, she obliged, and followed the two out the 

way they came and back to the hallway. 

 

“So what’s your idea?” Senga asked as the Tenroom door closed behind them. Senga and Gabe walked 

in front while Agnes walked to the side of Senga. 

 

“This morning I got to thinking, ‘You know, it’s awful dastardly to destroy a whole planet,’ don’t you 

think?” Agnes started. “And then I was trying to come up with a way we could avoid doing that, while 

still taking down the Great Machine. And then it came to me! Let’s just hack the Slant and make it 

work for us! Convert it to a machine for good, not evil.” Agnes smiled and waited expectantly for 

Senga’s reaction. 

 

Gabe scoffed at hearing this plan again, and Senga kept silent for a moment. “I like it…” she began, 

trailing off, clearly timing her “but” so as not to immediately reject it, but rather gradually reject it. 

“But… I don’t think it would work out, although it’s good thinking!” 
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Agnes’s heart sank and she felt a little defensive. “Okay… May I ask why not?” She was so excited to 

have had this idea, and had secretly started fantasizing about how much Senga and Ramona would 

praise her for devising this win-win plan. Agnes almost felt angry. 

 

“I already told you why!” Gabe said, shaking his head. 

 

“We’ve already got this plan, and it’s not so easy to just re-program an AI after it’s had decades to 

expand and distribute itself,” Senga explained. “I bet it has mechanical agents all over the planet doing 

its bidding and gathering information for it, feeding back to the source.” Senga looked at Agnes, who 

was looking rather glum, and frowned, still keeping her pace. “I’m sorry,” she added. “I wish we could 

do it your way. I don’t like the idea of destroying Earth, either.” 

 

Agnes sighed and stumbled a little as the bottom of her shoe skidded on the floor and made a 

squeaking noise. “It’s fine, at least I tried,” she resolved. “I’ll just have to trust your plan is the best way 

to do it.” 

 

“It is a very Sumerian notion, burning the earth and then flooding it to start over,” Gabe commented. 

 

Then Agnes remembered the man on the screen, and asked Senga, “Oh, who was that man you were 

talking to, just now?” 

 

The group walked around a cautioned-off section of the hallway, and Agnes peered at the large crack 

in the floor between the caution posts. Senga responded, “That man was another Slanted army 

commander, Arthur. He works in another division on this base.” 

 

Agnes thought for a moment while their foot steps thudded along, and then replied. “Is he from 

Earth?” 
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“No,” Senga said. “He once told me he’s from a planet outside our solar system, but never specified 

which one. I don’t know a lot about him, actually.” 

 

Frowning, Agnes started, then held her tongue, then started again. “Senga—-what did he say to you 

when you yawned? ‘Yawning is just your body preparing itself for more work’? Is that what he said?” 

 

Senga shrugged, tucking a small lock of hair behind her ear and then scratching her cheek. “Yes, I think 

so. Why? How much did you listen to?” she asked, flashing Agnes a look. 

 

“It’s just that—-that’s a Slantia saying. They taught us that in training camp,” Agnes said, sounding 

uneasy. 

 

“Did they?” Senga laughed, waving her hand. “I never paid attention in training camp; I was still 

young when I escaped it.” 

 

Agnes’s mind was swimming in thought. “Yeah, they did… My old instructor used to say it every time 

someone yawned, that it meant we were ready for even more work…” She reached out and brushed 

Senga’s arm so that she would look at her. “How would he know that if he weren’t from Slantia? Do 

people say that around here?” 

 

Senga slowed her walk and looked thoughtfully at Agnes. 

 

“No,” Gabe said, peering back at Agnes. “I’ve never heard anyone say that before. We don’t condone 

Slantia’s philosophies.” 

 

“Senga, I’m sorry but have you ever had a weird feeling about that guy?” Agnes’s eyebrows converged 

in a weary frown. 

 

Senga paused, and then slowly asked, “Agnes, what are you getting at?” 
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“It’s just—-I don’t know if he’s who you think he is. Do you—-” 

 

Senga stopped and pulled Gabe and Agnes to the side, lowering her voice. “Agnes, be very, very 

cautious. If you’re getting at what I think you might be—-” 

 

“I think I am—-” 

 

“Then we have to proceed very, very carefully.” 

 

—— 

 

In Senga’s office living room, Senga, Agnes, and Gabe sat on the couches among the plants, all their 

technology quarantined in the meeting room outside with Senga’s crew, who she had instructed to not 

allow entrance to anyone, except Ramona, whom they had paged. 

 

“So what proof do we really have?” Gabe asked, exasperated with this silly side-mission. Today was the 

Day of Action and they were delaying the next item on their jam-packed itinerary to entertain 

conspiracy theories. “A random commander quoted a Slantia proverb? So?” 

 

Agnes was feeling excited, although also a little nervous, at the high stakes of this accusation. At the 

same time, she was also feeling a little guilty for derailing their day, but she waved that away; she was 

sure that this Arthur guy was no good. “Well, Senga also said he claims to be from a planet far away, 

and that he’s very mysterious. Maybe he’s mysterious because he’s a descendant of the Slant.” She 

clapped her hands together and dropped them to her lap. 

 

“It kind of sounds ridiculous and treasonous for you to say that,” Gabe said out of the side of his 

mouth, frowning. 
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“You sound like me two days ago, when Ramona showed up my door and shattered all my illusions,” 

Agnes countered. 

 

Senga, who had been staring at a potted tree in the corner, thinking intently, chimed in. “This theory is 

actually beginning to check out,” she admitted, trailing off. Gabe and Agnes waited a moment for 

Senga to speak again, curious to hear her thoughts. 

 

“He’s been with the Slanted army only five years, when most of the soldiers I’ve worked with have 

been fighting by my side for a decade, some, decades. And actually, the idea to destroy the world to 

defeat Slantia came from his team…” 

 

Agnes frowned. “From what I’ve learned, that’s exactly what Slantia’s been doing—-destroying 

countries by burning them… Like Spinen…” Her voice trailed off suggestively. 

 

“It wasn’t even Arthur’s original plan to do the Extraction process; he was content with letting 

everyone on the planet sacrifice themselves with it; it was our team that launched that initiative,” Senga 

added, shaking her head and sighing. “It seems it could be likely…” 

 

Ramona burst through the door, interrupting their brainstorming session. 

 

“What the heck is going on? Agnes?” Ramona asked, looking around the room incredulously. 

Ramona’s hair was braided back and she had goggles hanging around her neck. “Why aren’t we at 

Dispatch?” 

 

“Leave your devices with Heilly,” Gabe whispered, turning over his shoulder to look at Ramona, and 

pointing to the meeting room outside. 

 

“Why—-” Ramona started, then turned and obliged. She came back a moment later and plopped 

down on the couch next to Senga. “Please explain.” 



82 

 

Gabe excused himself, muttering that he was going to check something, and then slipped back out to 

the meeting room, meanwhile Senga briefed Ramona on how Agnes had picked up on Arthur’s 

Slantian slip, and how details about his character were starting to make them question his credibility. 

 

“Oh, I’ve never liked that guy,” Ramona said nonchalantly. “If you think he’s a computer, then I’m 

right there with you. One time, we were passing each other in the hallway, and I was walking pretty 

close to the wall, and instead of stepping aside so that I could have room to keep walking, he straight 

up shoulder checked me! Then he glared at me as if it were my fault.” Ramona shook her head and 

looked at her fellow females. “I just hate when guys do that.” 

 

Senga and Agnes nodded and chuckled, but then Senga cut back to the tone of seriousness. 

 

“This is a problem though. I wish we had just a little more substantial evidence proving that the Slant 

has infiltrated the Slanted army, because that’s a bold accusation. However, if it’s true, then we have a 

huge undertaking ahead of us, not to mention the seconds are ticking away until our whole army 

attacks Earth using silvovia lasers.” Senga sighed and rubbed her temples. “I just don’t know what to 

do with this information, and today of all days.” 

 

“If we kill the Slant before the Slanted army attacks Earth, will that cause all of the Slant’s minions to 

die also?” Ramona asked. The women looked at each other, not totally sure of the answer. 

 

“I want to say ‘yes,’ but also Gabe is the guy to ask,” Senga replied, cracking her neck. “I don’t know 

where he went…” 

 

“Because if we can somehow sneak-attack the super-computer’s source, then we’ve killed two 

birds—-or one really big bird—-with one stone,” Ramona concluded, putting her hands up as though 

she had just offered this idea and left it floating in the air. “And if we destroy the Slant before the 

Slanted army destroys the Earth, then we can call them off,” she added. 



83 

 

“Right now, the Slant shouldn’t know that we’re on to Arthur,” Agnes said. “That’s one advantage we 

have.” 

 

“True,” said Senga. “So how do we confront this AI? I still don’t think reprogramming it will work, 

unfortunately.” 

 

Gabe re-entered Senga’s office living room and plopped back down on his recliner. 

 

“Hopefully none of you formed any conspiracy theories about my absence,” he said flatly, but for 

Gabe, that was his version of joking. “But I just took a look at a few things on your tablets out there, 

and I think after my discussion with Agnes this morning, I’ve got something.” He cleared his throat 

and pushed up his glasses. “The AI I’ve been working on was for defense software; I created it so that it 

could protect our data and secure our network by learning and adapting to new cyber-threats, the 

unique and intelligent way that artificial intelligence can. This way, it can combat any offenses and 

battle other software without us even having to monitor malware or prompt any commands.” He 

paused, and no one said anything, so he kept going. “I think the easiest way to fight the Slant is to 

introduce a defense-oriented AI software to dismantle it. When it’s introduced to the super-computer, 

it will kick in to its defense functions, and it will be machine versus machine and a completely 

subdued, internal war of hyper-intelligence.” 

 

“Sounds great,” Ramona said, clapping her hands together and standing up. “Easy! Let’s do that. How 

do we put them together in the ring? 

 

Gabe shrugged. “I think we might have to visit its source on Earth.” 

 

“We really need to hurry, then!” Senga said, also standing up. “The whole Slanted army is preparing to 

depart.” 
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“Are we really about to do this?” Agnes asked, as Ramona stood and held out a hand to help Agnes up. 

“Myself included?” She asked, just in case they were about to insist she stay behind like they had 

yesterday, although she still desperately wanted to be a part of the adventure. She heaved herself to her 

feet, and then looked hopefully at her friends. 

 

“Well, of course! We can use all the help we can get for this one,” Senga said, smiling at Agnes. 

 

Part XI 
 

The Slanted crew of Senga, Ramona, Gabe, and Agnes hastily made their way to Ramona’s space ship 

as discreetly as possible. Although everyone at the Slanted satellite base seemed to be caught up in the 

agenda of their own missions on this highly anticipated Day of Action, Agnes felt tense and 

self-conscious about the possibility of suddenly being confronted by an authority, as they passed by 

other soldiers, who were heading with a jog in an opposite direction, or staring at a tablet’s screen as 

they walked by, or speaking into a watch as they bustled along the hallways. 

 

On their way, Gabe had them take a quick side-route to his office work space, where he picked up a 

backpack’s worth of extra equipment and his super laptop, and within the next twenty minutes they 

were setting up in Ramona’s ship. 

 

As Ramona was preparing the ship for take-off and checking the ship to make sure every window, 

latch, door, and valve were closed before departure, Senga approached her, looking like she had 

something to say. 

 

“I’ve been thinking…” she began, “and I’m going to stay behind for this one,” she said, hands in her 

pockets, giving a somber nod. “I think it’s better.” 

 

Ramona pulled hard on the lever to a window and turned to Senga. “What? Why?” Her face crumpled 

up inquisitively. 
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“I should go to Dispatch so I can monitor their activity and signal you. If I need to, I’ll stall them.” 

Senga said, in a level voice. “You need a woman on the inside, and as a prominent commander, it 

would be suspicious if I weren’t around for the Day of Action. It will be easier for you and Gabe to lay 

low, but I’m more conspicuous.” 

 

Ramona’s eyes wandered to the ceiling as she considered this. “Okay, I see your point…” she said, and 

walked to the next window, pulling hard on its lever as well, then locking it shut. “I mean, I’m not 

happy about the idea, but it makes sense. I know how it goes.” Ramona approached a square screen on 

the wall and tapped it a few times before it beeped and she stepped back towards Senga. “I know how 

you can be in battle,” she added, raising her eyebrows at Senga and smiling endearingly. 

 

“Yes, you do… And I know how you are. Please be careful,” Senga said, sighing and smiling at 

Ramona. 

 

Ramona rolled her eyes and grinned. “What does one say before going separate ways to battle? 

Experience has not given me any answers; everything just sounds depressing or corny.” 

 

Senga smiled, and her eyes twinkled as she intently beamed at Ramona. “See you on the other side,” 

she said. She held out a fist and Ramona bumped it with her own fist. 

 

“See you on the winning side,” Ramona responded with a playful head bob, and after a pause, she 

leaned in and gave Senga a meaningful embrace, Senga’s head pressed to Ramona’s shoulder. 

 

“What’s going on?” Agnes asked, emerging from the ship’s bathroom and seeing the two women 

hugging. Senga and Ramona separated as Agnes lightly shook her hands to dry them. 
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Ramona explained that Senga had decided to stay at the Slanted Satellite Base for the duration of the 

mission, and just as Ramona was wrapping up her sentence, Gabe entered the room from the cockpit, 

looking between everyone. 

 

“What’s happening?” he asked impatiently. “Why are we standing around?” 

 

“I just explained this!” Ramona groaned, and while she dramatically feigned exhaustion, Gabe 

interjected. 

 

“Real quick though, we’re going to have to change our coordinates. Going to Earth won’t do us 

anything; we have to go to another base. I looked further into the matter and my intel implies that the 

the Slant’s source is actually located in space.” 

 

“So let’s just blow that up,” Ramona said, excitedly. Then, as though a thought tapped her on the 

shoulder, she remembered. “Oh, dang it! I don’t have anymore rocket missiles on this thing.” 

 

Raising her eyebrows, Senga suggested, “Well then you’ll just have to do your best to get that AI in 

there, and I’ll try to hijack one of our fighter ships. They’ve each got one super-powered silvovia 

missile.” 

 

“You’re not coming with us?” Gabe asked, pointing at Senga and cocking his head. 

 

Shaking her head, Senga replied that she was going to hang back to keep eyes on the Arthur. 

 

As Ramona and Gabe quickly wrapped up their pre-flight rituals, Senga checked her watch and then 

looked up at Agnes. Would this be the last time they saw each other? Agnes wondered. She began to 

realize the real possibility that she could die on this adventure in any number of scary, unknown ways, 

and never see Senga again. While death had always felt somewhat imminent for Agnes, as she grew up 

in a regime that ruled over its people by striking fear into its obedient citizens, and then as she had 
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embarked on this new adventure the past couple days, where the soldiers knew the risks of their 

choices, it was this moment that she finally settled with the idea of death, and how much she now had 

to lose. Before now, she had almost kind of dared death to steal her, but now, she felt a beating desire 

to live through this. 

 

“Good luck,” Senga said to Agnes, and Agnes’s face relaxed into a smile and she replied, “You, too.” 

They both exhaled their weighty thoughts, and fell into a natural hug, their bodies like a reversed 

image of one another, borne from two separate lives. Agnes felt Senga’s heart thumping steadily in her 

chest and opened herself up to the connection they shared. 

 

“Thank you,” Agnes whispered to Senga, as they pulled away. “I’ve learned so much about myself, and 

about life…” Agnes hoped that she would see Senga again, and that she could learn more of who she 

was and what she had been through, and have the chance to share her own life with Senga. 

 

“No, thank you,” Senga said, almost quietly. “For coming here, and meeting me, and embracing me, 

and Ramona.” They shared a silent moment of gazing at each other, and then Senga nodded slowly, 

and moved on. Turning to Gabe, and she gave him a few words and a hug, and he set his tablet down 

on the nearby couch to hug back. 

 

It was like something bittersweet hung in the air, something sentimental from the comradery among 

them, and something eerily tragic about the inability to know what would come of their mission. With 

as much optimistic yet meaningful energy they could muster, they waved and gave words of love to 

Senga, who left the ship a moment later. 

 

“Well,” Ramona said, sighing and facing Agnes and Gabe in the common room. “Everyone ready?” 

 

“I guess so,” Agnes said, grinning nervously. The three of them entered the cockpit of the ship and 

took their seats, strapping themselves in to the chairs that faced the nose of the ship. The cockpit was a 

hollow bullet-shaped room with a large windshield wrapping around the front, and not nearly as many 
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buttons and levers as Agnes would have suspected. There was a small control panel in front of 

Ramona, in addition to a steering device, but other than that, it was a tight, minimalistic 

compartment, save for a few band posters taped up in there, and a few screens, and some plants. 

 

“Okay, Gabe. Tell me where to take this thing,” Ramona commanded, powering up the ship’s engine. 

 

—— 

 

Half an hour later, Ramona set the ship to Predator mode, where the ship powered down and 

camouflaged its shiny exterior to deflect light and assume discretion. They loomed closer to the Slant’s 

space base, a large teal-colored nuclear sphere with mechanical rings around it like Saturn’s halo, blue 

lights flashing between the multiple rings and the orb like forks of lightning, and Ramona released the 

accelerator, allowing the ship to float stationary. 

 

Studying the Slant’s space base apprehensively, Agnes felt uncertain about being so close to it. She 

wondered if it could sense them, or see them out here in plain space, where there wasn’t anything to 

hide behind. 

 

“So how the heck are we going to do this?” Ramona asked, spinning her chair in the cockpit towards 

Gabe. “Somehow we gotta get your AI into this AI and send that AI back to hell.” 

 

Senga interrupted the thought as her voice text arrived at Ramona’s watch. Ramona tapped it, and 

they heard Senga, distorted through some static, “The target is in the control room at Dispatch… He’s 

laughing and smiling.” 

 

Concentrated solely on the remarkable super computer before them, Gabe said incredulously, “This 

thing’s amazing.” He stared at the Slant’s space base and zoomed in on the screen in his lap, which 

depicted a live image of the satellite. “No wonder it’s okay destroying Earth; it’s gone totally remote. It 

went from underground to outer space.” 
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Agnes also stared at the satellite, squinting a little at its brightness. “Is there a jump drive we have to 

stick into it?” she asked, putting a hand up to her eyes and rubbing them, bright spots splattering 

across her vision. 

 

Laughing at Agnes’s suggestion, Gabe replied, “No, there’s no jump drive.” 

 

Ramona noticed Agnes’s eyes watering as she blinked rapidly, and frowned. “Are you okay Agnes?” 

 

Brushing away some moisture from her face, Agnes replied, “Yes, the Slant base is just messing with 

my eyes. It’s really bright.” 

 

While Gabe’s focus remained on his laptop, he commented, “It is incredibly bright. The energy force 

around this thing is incredible. I’m trying to introduce my AI through the network… Hopefully the 

proximity allows it…” 

 

“I might have some spare goggles lying around here,” Ramona offered, and unbuckled herself, 

standing up and brushing past Agnes. Her voice retreated into the common room as she added, “It’s 

just a matter of where I left them last!” 

 

The cockpit was a little stuffy and Agnes’s nose felt a little congested as she tried to take a few deep 

breaths. There weren’t any plants in here, and she had grown somewhat used to the refreshing oxygen 

that the vegetation provided, so by comparison the cockpit was a little unpleasant. She thought about 

how when she lived in Slantia, it was rare for her to see any natural growth—-trees, grass, plants, 

anything. As she looked around, Agnes hypothesized that now, the absence of plants was due to a lack 

of space in the cockpit for extraneous objects. She thought about how it would be inconvenient to be 

hit upon the head with a planter pot tumbling loosely about while trying to drive a whole space ship. 
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As Ramona shuffled around in the other room, rifling through storage drawers, Agnes glanced at 

Gabe’s screen, which was filled with numbers and words as he typed, then paused, and then input 

more. He then cursed and sighed, looking at Agnes exasperatedly, throwing his hands up, as though 

she would understand his dilemma. 

 

He groaned. “It’s completely fortified,” he said, running a hand through his hair and then taking off 

his glasses so he could rub his temple. “I don’t know how…” His voice trailed off as he sat there 

defeatedly, blankly staring at his laptop. 

 

“Oh, here they are!” Ramona’s voice called in delight, from across the ship. “Oh wow—-there’s all 

kinds of crap in here! My fuzzy slippers!” 

 

Agnes had been looking away from the Slant’s space base while Ramona searched the goggles, but as 

she patiently sat in the cockpit, looking around her and studying some of the buttons and levers on the 

dashboard, a particularly bright flash caught the peripheral of her vision. Although she was attempting 

to protect her eyes, her instincts made her glance up to see what it was, and she let out a shout. 

 

“What is that?” Agnes exclaimed, and pointed at a flaring missile quickly approaching their exact 

location. 

 

Gabe’s eyes jerked up and he cried out. “Ramona!” Gabe screamed, jumping up but his seatbelt halted 

his spring and he was hugged tightly to his seat. “Ramona get back here right NOW!” 

 

As they heard shuffling and Ramona’s footsteps tracking towards them, Gabe leaned over and pressed 

a couple buttons on the dashboard. 

 

“Agnes, pull the controller!” Gabe commanded, pointing at the steering device. Agnes leaned forward 

as far as her seat belt would allow her and her fingers just barely able to reach it, she pulled the 

controller back all the way and the ship was suddenly summersaulting upwards. 
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Ramona let out a cry with some shattering ceramic and tumbling objects from behind them, and 

Agnes was tempted to close her eyes and just brace herself, but as the flare spun out of sight, she 

punched the controller forwards and the ship steadied. She looked over at Gabe, who was clutching his 

laptop, his hair sticking up on one side. 

 

“What the—-oh sh—-” Ramona said, having peeked her head into the cockpit, and then seeing the 

flare, she hopped over the back of her seat as Agnes leaned back to relinquish control to Ramona. 

Ramona pulled the goggles that were hanging around her neck up to her eyes and brought up a couple 

images on the bottom of the front windshield so she could view the angles surrounding the ship, and 

lurched the ship upwards, attempting to avoid the trajectory of the rocket that was trailing them. 

 

“I don’t know if now is the best time to break the news, but I don’t think I’m going to be able to 

introduce my AI to the Slant without direct contact,” Gabe said loudly over the sound of the ship’s 

engine roaring and whining. 

 

Ramona scowled as the rocket closely tailed them, despite her spinning and dodging. She approached 

an asteroid as they flew away from the Slant’s space base, but the rocket was close behind, dipping out 

of the asteroid’s path. She cursed, and replied, “Well, no, this isn’t the best time, but that’s okay; that’s 

what we do—-we roll with the punches. Direct contact you say?” 

 

“Where did this thing come from?” Agnes asked, referring to the rocket. She felt much better now that 

Ramona was in control of piloting the ship, but this was still her first outer space battle, so her nerves 

were frantic. 

 

“Oh—-here you go,” Ramona said, ignoring her question while digging around in her cargo pocket. 

She found what she was looking for and handed back to Agnes a pair of brown goggles, the leathery 

strap worn and cracking a little, but the lenses large and slightly tinted. Agnes took them quickly and 



92 

slipped them over her head. They were a little loose and sagged around her face, but she pulled the 

strap to tighten them and they were snug and large on her face. 

 

“We have a problem,” Senga’s voice cut through Ramona’s watch. “The target is boarding a fighter 

ship. I think Agnes was right about him. I’m going to follow. Keep sharp.” 

 

Ramona ignored Senga’s update as she continued to steer the space ship, attempting to navigate away 

from the course of the rocket, but despite all her rapid turns and zig-zagging patterns, the rocket 

followed them closely. 

 

“Well shit,” Ramona said, and then double-backed towards the Slant’s space base. She accelerated 

directly at it, narrowing her focus and steadying her steering device. 

 

As the Slant’s space base grew larger before them, Agnes covered her eyes and braced her body, tensing 

all her muscles. She felt that she might explode from a heart attack, and her stomach sunk low into her 

abdomen. At the very last moment, just as Agnes thought her world was going to shatter, Ramona 

yanked on the steering device and Agnes was thrown so hard against the back of her seat that for a 

second, she concussed and faded out of consciousness. 

 

The rocket, however, attempted to follow Ramona’s path, but instead nicked the top of the nuclear 

satellite and burned up in a miniature explosion, taking a chunk of the satellite with it. 

 

“Well that didn’t explode the way I wanted it to,” Ramona said disappointedly, although still heaved a 

relieved sigh and petting her Mohawk and combing it back with her fingers. “Ya’ll okay?” 

 

“Agnes has blacked out,” Gabe said flatly, glancing back at Agnes, whose head hung a little limply 

from her neck, the bug-eyed goggles tight around her head, her white hair mussed up. “This is her first 

space rodeo, after all.” 
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When Agnes regained consciousness a few minutes later, she thought at first she may have been dead, 

and in a heavenly place, as her eyes blinked open and saw the completely black sky, speckled with 

twinkling splatters of light, and in the distance, a small orb with brilliant blues and greens, white 

clouds blowing across it. As her neck swung with the weight of her head, the rest of the cockpit came 

into focus, and her mind began processing Gabe’s typing activity and Ramona’s incoherent speaking. 

In a moment, the words began to make sense again and Agnes felt a throbbing in the back of her head. 

 

“Oh good! You’re back!” Ramona said, turning and beaming widely at Agnes. 

 

Agnes held up a limp thumbs up, and continued to look about her, blinking back into this awakened 

state. Part of her desperately wanted to go home—-to ask if they could drop her off, somewhere, 

anywhere, and get her off this crazy ride. This is what she had wanted, yes, but she had not expected it 

to be nearly this intense, and she chastised herself for not simply staying at Ramona’s place and 

watching television and snacking, while the Slanted soldiers took care of all of this. 

 

But then she remembered that if she had left it up to them, they would have destroyed Earth, all 

according to the Slant’s master plan, and while Agnes could almost have made peace with that now, in 

this moment, that she would pass away from old age sooner rather than later and so it would be 

posterity’s problem to deal with this galactic AI regime, she was here now, in the thick of it, whether 

she liked it or not, and so she resolved to see through exactly what she had started. 

 

“What’s our next move?” Agnes asked quietly, which was all the energy she could muster. 

 

“Well, there will probably be more attacks on us,” Ramona said so casually, “but we’re going to try to 

insert this AI into the Slant’s space base directly. I’m circling it now so Gabe can get a better line of 

vision.” 
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“There,” Gabe said, pointing to an exposed panel on one of the rings of the base, the panel’s outer shell 

burned up from where the rocket scraped it. “We can get in there.” 

 

“Remember how Gabe laughed at your jump drive question?” Ramona asked, moving the ship in 

closer to where Gabe pointed. “Yeah, that’s his plan now.” Ramona laughed ironically, and Gabe 

rolled his eyes. 

 

“Except we don’t call it a jump drive anymore,” he clarified defensively. “It’s a micro plug.” 

 

Laughing again, Ramona lifted her goggles so the effect of her mischievous wink could be seen by 

Agnes, over her shoulder, then Ramona steadied the ship close to the panel. “All right,” she started, 

talking through her smile, “Agnes, you’re going to stay here and hold down the cockpit while Gabe 

and I go insert this fancy micro plug.” 

 

“It shouldn’t take too long,” Gabe said, unbuckling himself and standing up. He set his laptop down 

on his seat and shook himself out where his clothes were bunched up from sitting and being jostled 

about. 

 

Ramona also unbuckled and stretched her arms up, bending backwards slightly. 

 

“So all I’m doing is sitting here? Keeping an eye out?” Agnes asked, feeling a little nervous. “And you 

guys are going to be okay out there?” She wasn’t sure if Ramona was being foolishly cavalier about this 

situation, given the fact that they were almost killed by a rocket that came out of nowhere. 

 

“Like I said, we’ll try to be quick,” Gabe said, shuffling out of the cockpit. 

 

Ramona looked at Agnes, whose face was drained of all blood, completely pale, with the large goggles 

on her like how movie stars wore sunglasses. It looked like she wanted to giggle at Agnes, but restrained 

herself. “We’ll be fine. Just keep an eye out for any rockets, and if you see something, hit the alarm 
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button to get our attention. And drink some water!” She handed Agnes a large gray hydro flask that 

was strapped to Ramona’s chair before patting Agnes on the shoulder and following Gabe out. 

 

Uncapping the hydro flask, Agnes took a few hefty gulps of the water, which rolled coolly along her 

tongue and down her throat. She capped it and stuck it back in the strap on Ramona’s seat, then 

unbuckled herself so she could move to the captain’s chair to get a better view out the front window. It 

took a few starts for her to finally heave herself out of her chair, and her legs felt like jelly. She quietly 

browsed the dashboard, searching for the alarm button Ramona had mentioned. 

 

Soon, she saw movement outside the ship and noticed Ramona and Gabe in little space suits, floating 

towards the damaged panel on the space base while tethered to the ship. Ramona guided Gabe, leading 

the way with confident, easy movements, while Gabe moved more apprehensively, making short, jerky 

actions. Ramona kicked off part of the space base and swam through space towards the panel, while 

Gabe needed a little extra pull from her so he could make it all the way over. 

 

Agnes’s heart began beating faster as she hoped this could be it for their share of the work; the best case 

scenario would be if Gabe and Ramona plugged in this jump drive and got the heck out of there, 

without anymore confrontations or life-threatening risks. She remembered that Senga had reported 

that Arthur was on his way and that she planned to follow, and Agnes crossed her fingers that Gabe’s 

AI would destroy everything about the Slant and the people it maybe controlled before any altercation 

occurred. But her heart raced on as she began to ponder all the ways this could go dreadfully wrong. 

 

She could see Ramona handing Gabe a couple tools, and he hunched over the damaged panel, working 

at something. Agnes scanned the space around them for shooting stars or missiles, wondering how she 

would know the difference between the two if she saw something, the difference between the good 

and the bad. Every few seconds, her eyes would glance towards Earth, nervously checking to see if it 

was being attacked yet, anticipating the plumes of smoke and fire that would be visible on its surface 

from space. 
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Finally, Gabe and Ramona turned back and headed towards the ship, pulling on their tether to propel 

them in the direction of the ship. Agnes heaved a sigh of relief that seemed to expel her of so much 

anxiety she had been clinging to, preemptively moving back to her own chair behind the other two 

seats for when Ramona and Gabe returned to the cockpit. She could hear their voices again enter the 

ship, from a few rooms away. 

 

“See, that wasn’t so bad!” Ramona shouted for Agnes’s sake, the sounds of their gear dropping and 

being stowed away. 

 

But then Senga’s voice came over the watch. “Eyes up. We’re headed right for you.” 

 

—— 

 

Agnes had thought it was terrifying trying to navigate away from a single rocket, but now they were 

navigating away from several rockets and it was this situation that informed Agnes what true terror felt 

like. 

 

Clinging to his laptop perilously, Gabe closely tracked the development of his AI growing within the 

Slant. The image on his screen was a hollow polygon figure repeated several times over itself, rotating 

and turning about. It kept a steady pace in its stationary somersaulting, and Gabe intently watched the 

image as it gradually began to form additional edges, spinning about quicker. “I think it’s working,” he 

reported, eyes locked on his computer. “It’s learning and growing.” 

 

While this was generally good news, Agnes could only focus on the bad news, which seemed more 

pertinent at the moment: five rockets had been deployed to kill them in the same anonymous fashion 

they had been earlier, moments after Senga’s message. Ramona skillfully flew the space ship, dodging 

asteroids and weaving among random space shrapnel as she headed for an asteroid patch, in which she 

hoped to destroy them by out-navigating the rocky space terrain. 
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“Senga, where are these rockets coming from?” Ramona asked over her watch, her voice deep and 

commanding, her demeanor transformed into Slanted soldier mode. 

 

Replying a moment later, Senga said, “I think they’re the base’s defense sequence. I just passed a 

satellite along the way that I saw deploy them. Those suckers are fast.” 

 

“That makes sense,” Ramona commented to Gabe and Agnes. When the Slant’s space base detected 

Ramona’s ship despite its being in Predator mode, it deployed a rocket; when it nicked the base and 

exploded, the super computer was injured and had to re-configure, until it realized the threat still 

existed and signaled additional defenses. 

 

“The target got a head start, so I’m a few hundred space-miles away, but I’ll be there soon for 

back-up,” Senga reported, her last few words almost fading out. 

 

Agnes’s hands gripped her arm rests tightly and she flinched as they dodged another giant asteroid 

narrowly. “Do you think Arthur is coming for us too?” she asked. 

 

Ramona curved around another asteroid and a booming explosion sounded behind them as they sped 

on; Ramona cheered for a brief moment at the success of losing one of the rockets, but quickly she 

resumed her stoic pilot’s concentration. “Uhh, my guess is that he’s going to make sure we’re dead and 

then try to repair the Slant. It probably knows it’s being infected by now.” 

 

Gabe interpreted the chaotic, twisting mandala on his screen and concurred. “It definitely knows it has 

some sort of disease.” The ship twisted and Gabe clutched his laptop closer. 

 

Carefully and swiftly, Ramona picked off another two rockets, losing them in blazing explosions along 

their route. Every rocket that went down was another excited celebration inside Agnes, and gave her a 

little more hope that they would accomplish killing the Slant and making it out alive, together. Agnes 

tried not to think about what it would feel like to experience an explosion, and die from any number 
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of ways out in space, either from jagged metal, or engulfed in the flames, or from asphyxiation. She 

willed herself to trust Ramona, who had kept her from harm so far, and who had proven herself 

somewhat of a guardian to Agnes, and she was inspired by Ramona’s fearless determination. 

 

It was then that a Slanted fighter ship appeared on Ramona’s radar, and she communicated to Senga 

that Arthur had finally reached them. 

 

“He’s in a Slanted fighter ship, so I don’t know know if he has any ammo. He might just have the one 

silvovia missile, and it’d be stupid to waste that on us if its goal is to destroy the planet,” Ramona 

reasoned, frowning in thought. She made another sharp turn and ducked underneath a lopsided 

chunk of metal, while a few small particles bounced off the windshield, tcking by. 

 

Arthur’s fighter ship was quickly gaining on them, so Ramona steadied her ship and steered in a more 

direct path so she could punch the acceleration, rather than bobbing and weaving about. He followed 

on the far right, swinging out a little bit. 

 

“All right, what’s he doing—-” Ramona muttered to herself, her eyes checking the screens on the 

windshield, surveying the space around her. He slowly moved in closer, and accelerated his fighter ship 

so they were almost flying beside each other. Then Arthur hugged closer to them, and Ramona called 

out. 

 

“Oh! That dirty—-” she narrowed her eyes and gripped the controlled tighter. 

 

“He’s trying to mess you up!” Agnes realized, as Arthur’s fighter ship cut Ramona off, and she swerved 

to the left, where an asteroid was hovering, and Ramona effectively lurched the ship upwards to avoid 

a collision. 

 

“Exactly,” Ramona replied, and behind them another rocket crashed into the asteroid they had just 

missed. “But no one can ruin my flow.” 
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Soon after, last rocket was taken out by a passing asteroid and the cockpit of Ramona’s ship was briefly 

full of cheers that they had shaken off all the rockets, until Arthur’s ship began firing at them. 

 

“Dammit!” Ramona shouted, steering away from the asteroid patch. “How does he have—-Ugh, I 

wish I wasn’t out of missiles…” Her voice became inaudible as she grumbled foul names at Arthur, and 

then Senga’s voice cut her off. 

 

“Approaching the base!” Senga announced. 

 

“Good, we’re going to need back-up,” Ramona responded, pulling her ship back on trajectory towards 

the Slant’s space base. “Target’s firing at us.” 

 

As the electric blue orb came into sight, Ramona could see Senga’s fighter ship approaching from a 

different angle, growing closer and bigger as they homed in on the base. Gabe’s computer screen was 

going haywire, the polygons distorting and churning so quickly it formed a grotesque blob. 

 

“I’ve never seen it like this…. I have no idea what’s happening inside the AI anymore,” he confessed, 

looking a little skeptical. 

 

“Well we’re on the same page now,” Agnes said, with her first smile since the rockets had revisited 

them. She felt almost sure that they would be successful, now that it was Senga and Ramona versus 

Arthur. 

 

Having detected Senga nearby, Arthur’s ship kicked into hyper speed and quickly closed the gap 

between Ramona’s ship and Arthur’s, almost as though he were racing her to the base, knowing that 

the threat of their intentions were dire to the AI. As Senga neared the Slant’s base, she saw how close 

his ship was to Ramona’s, still firing at her, small rockets blazing by them or colliding into their ship. 
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Inside Ramona’s cockpit, they could hear the ricocheting of metal and feel the ship quake with each 

rocket’s connection. 

 

“I just had this baby painted last month!” Ramona growled, weaving the ship a little in vain. 

 

“Could those rockets really take this thing down?” Agnes asked, holding her face with her hands and 

starting to rub her neck anxiously. 

 

“With enough of them, yeah,” Gabe replied. “But I think we’ll be all right from them.” 

 

Quite close now, Senga had a clear shot of the Slant’s base. 

 

“Senga, take the shot!” Ramona shouted. If Senga destroyed the Slant’s space base now, Arthur 

wouldn’t have enough time to interfere with Senga’s shot; however, his ship was quickly gaining on 

Ramona’s ship and looked like he was about to rear-end her. 

 

In the briefest moment of her life, Senga made a decision. 

 

“Okay, brace yourselves! I’m blowing her up!” Senga announced, and aimed steadily, pulling the lever 

in her ship, releasing the atomic silvovia missile directly at the Slant’s space base. A small, thin missile, 

it was barely visible as it shot towards the base, a small burst of streaking light—-almost like a shooting 

star. 

 

The explosion was gradual but catastrophic, and to avoid being engulfed by its powerful force, 

Ramona quickly cut her ship left, heading away from it. 

 

“Senga, you’re a BAD ASS!” Ramona whooped. “Wait, what are you—-” 

 



101 

Arthur’s ship was so near Ramona’s ship, moving at a velocity too dangerously quick, that as Ramona 

dodged the explosion, so did Arthur, and his ship was just about to overcome Ramona’s speed and fly 

into her space ship; however, just as Ramona ducked left, Senga swooped in and used her ship to shield 

Ramona’s from the collision of Arthur’s ship. 

 

Senga’s voice came over Ramona’s watch in a staticky blip, then cut out. 

 

“NO!” cried Ramona, as she frantically checked her rear-view screens, frowning profusely, her eyes 

wide and begging. Gabe and Agnes quietly watched in horror as the explosions rippled behind them, 

consuming all hope they may have had for a miracle for Senga. 

 

Now at a safe distance away from the flaring destruction, Ramona stopped the ship and sat in the 

uncomfortable silence, processing what this meant. Agnes removed her goggles, and she and Gabe 

glanced at each other with teary-eyed looks, and after a moment, Ramona burst out in a sob as her 

head fell into her hands, her shoulders shaking as she expelled a heartbreaking wail. It had happened so 

quick… 

 

“Nooo…” she pleaded, her face contorting in agony, fists balling in frustrated denial. 

 

Triggered by Ramona’s reaction, Agnes couldn’t hold on to her strength anymore and began crying as 

well, while Gabe let a few tears slip down his face, doing his best to remain his composure. He watched 

in horror as the lights from the explosion began to dim, fading out into a foggy blackness, a small, 

burning ember that used to be the Slant’s nuclear orb all that remained. 

 

Ramona threw off her seatbelt and rocked recklessly in her seat, tears pouring wildly down her cheeks. 

“Why? Why?” she begged, and then cursed, groaning miserably. After a moment, Agnes quieted her 

own crying, and stared out of the windshield of the ship with Gabe, thoughtlessly observing the space 

before them, numbed. 
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In the far left corner of the windshield was Earth. Bright, brilliant Earth, shining colors of the ocean, 

land, desert, and clouds. Agnes looked at it somewhat longingly, missing its homey simplicity; 

although she despised the life she had on it, she felt an inexplicable loyalty towards it, towards 

preserving its potential for beauty and goodness. She sighed deeply, and as the ghost of the Slant’s 

space base fizzled out, she felt peace—-not a peace wrought from perfection, because her heart ached 

for Senga’s death, and for Ramona who loved Senga like a mother, but a peace formed in the belly of 

chaos and confusion, of noticing among everything that there is a balance in all things, and that it takes 

and gives at random will; she felt this peace as the most complicated and wondrous abstraction 

composed in her heart, that Earth was alive and beautiful, and she could appreciate it from a detached, 

yet intimate perspective. 

 

“You should call off the Slanted soldiers,” Agnes commented quietly, as though she were speaking 

from far away, in a dream. 

 

Ramona’s cries had settled into silent tears, and she nodded solemnly. She slowly tapped at her watch, 

finding the correct channel to send her message to, and then said into her watch, “Cancel Day of 

Action. We took down the Slant. I repeat, we have taken down the Slant.” 

 

Dropping her wrist, Ramona whimpered a little more, and Gabe reached over and put his hand on her 

knee, squeezing it gently. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered, and Ramona sniffled and nodded, blinking 

back more of her pain. 

 

“I could just really use a hug right now,” she said, and Gabe and Agnes picked themselves up so that 

they could pile around Ramona, who stood up and wrapped her arms around both of them. They 

remained like that for a moment, until Ramona’s watch began receiving messages from various Slanted 

soldiers asking for more details, and they rallied themselves and got back to business, kicking the ship 

back into gear. 
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“To hell with the great machine,” Ramona said, as they headed back to the Slanted Soldiers’ base. She 

sighed, and bit her lip, her face swollen and sad. 

 

“To hell with the great machine.” 

 

Epilogue 
 

“Be right there!” 

 

Agnes set down her voice recorder and stood up from her round wooden kitchen table, hobbling over 

to the front door in a flowy, floral dress. As she opened it, her face broke into a huge smile as her eyes 

met a familiar beaming face, with a red Mohawk beautifully braided. 

 

“Ramona!” Agnes greeted, and Ramona stooped a little so she could hug Agnes at face-level. “I love 

the red hair!” 

 

“It’s so good to see you!” Ramona said, swaying with the hug a little before letting go of Agnes. “And I 

have a surprise—-” She stepped to the side and behind Ramona was a small man with dark hair and 

glasses. 

 

“Gabe!” Agnes cried out, and he smiled kindly and waved, not quite the affectionate greeter that 

Ramona was. 

 

“Hello! This is a nice spot for you,” Gabe said, glancing about him at the grassy fields surrounding 

Agnes’s house, and the thin forests in the distance. 

 

Agnes thanked him and explained, “After our adventure, I just craved the plant life. Come in, come 

in!” 
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She took them into the kitchen and invited them to sit down. It was old-fashioned, and had a counter 

spanning across the width of the room, with a sink, a stove, and a refrigerator—-a true 

refrigerator—-built into the cupboards and cabinets. The counters were mostly bare, save for a toaster 

and a tablet, as Agnes was still used to owning minimal material possessions, and on the fridge was a 

magnet of a UFO with bubble letter writing, “I went to space and all I got was this lousy magnet” that 

Ramona had given her as a parting gift a couple years before, when Agnes returned to Earth. 

 

“This is quaint,” Gabe commented, looking around curiously. 

 

“Would you like some coffee?” Agnes asked, getting up from her seat and opening a cupboard above 

the sink. She pulled out three coffee mugs and went over to the coffee maker next to the refrigerator. 

“I’m telling you, there’s nothing like fresh ground coffee.” 

 

Gabe passed, but Ramona eagerly accepted, and Agnes put away the third mug. 

 

As Agnes got the coffee going, Ramona shared updates about her latest travels. She had retired from 

the Slanted soldier army after their last battle; although the Slanted soldiers had achieved their goal of 

dismantling Slantia, they remained an organization for defending the rights of citizens in countries 

across the galaxy, but Ramona had lived out enough of that lifestyle. She now traveled the universe, 

picking up odd jobs here and there as she went. She had run into Gabe at a galactic breakfast diner and 

invited him to tag along while she visited Agnes and caught up. 

 

“I love retirement… Mostly these days, I read and meditate, and sometimes I write stories,” Agnes said, 

bringing over the steaming cup of coffee and setting it down in front of Ramona. Then Agnes sat 

down herself, with her own coffee. “I use a voice recorder and it changes it into text. I just can’t 

type—-arthritis.” 

 

Ramona nodded, and contentedly inhaled the smell of her coffee. “I better be in your stories,” she said, 

sticking her tongue out at Agnes. 
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“Please,” Agnes countered, “Of course you’re in them! Every story has to have a jest in it!” 

 

They laughed, and even Gabe chuckled. Ramona began to drink her coffee, and Gabe asked how 

Agnes had come to live there. 

 

“Well, this is actually the land of what used to be Spinen,” Agnes explained, nodding towards 

Ramona. “The locals have been regrowing the landscape since Slantia burned it down, and while it’s 

not what it used to be, it’s still beautiful. They have such an old-fashioned way of living. It’s more 

work than I was used to—-like making my own food—-but at the same time, it’s not like I have a job 

anymore…” 

 

“That’s for sure,” Ramona interjected, and smiled. “By the way, this coffee is so delicious. Definitely 

worth the commute.” 

 

Agnes smiled, her eyes light, so that the shimmer in her soul shone through. 

 

“You look really good,” Ramona said, smiling. 

 

“You actually look younger than when I met you,” Gabe offered, nodding. 

 

Agnes thanked them, and Ramona kept staring at Agnes dreamily. “It’s almost unsettling… ” Ramona 

began, and then shook her head and sipped her coffee again. “You really look like her. I mean, 

obviously, but… You do.” 

 

Nodding, Agnes smiled into her coffee, the steam curling around her face. “Thank you,” she said, 

looking up at Ramona. “I feel really good.” 
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Something caught Ramona’s eye in Agnes’s kitchen and she suddenly changed topic. “Is that—-is that 

a second oven?” 

 

Agnes looked over to see where Ramona was looking, and then burst out laughing. “No, it’s not—-it’s 

a dish washer!” 

 

They all began giggling again, and Agnes had to force herself to take deep breaths to shake off the 

laughing fit. They continued to reminisce and make fun of each other until their coffees were gone, 

refilled, and gone again. 

 

As the sunset poured through Agnes’s kitchen window, warmly shining through her white lace 

curtains, Gabe reminded Ramona that they had to be going so she could drop him off for a meeting. 

He was a board member for a Galactic Tech government agency that oversaw the civil usage of 

technology, and he wanted to arrive in his most fashionably early sense. 

 

It was hard to say goodbye, but as Ramona and Gabe were about to step off her front porch step, 

Agnes called out—- “Oh, wait!” She disappeared into her house and reappeared with a rectangular 

contraption in her hands. 

 

“It’s a Polaroid!” Agnes exclaimed, and explained that it spat out images. She asked Ramona to point it 

at themselves and click the button because she was the one with the longest arms, and they gathered 

close to each other and smiled at the toy; with a flash, it was emitting the token image. 

 

“I’m really excited about this,” Agnes said, holding the square picture as the black image began to 

lighten. “Thank you.” 

 

“Thank you for everything,” Ramona said, heartfelt, as she stepped off Agnes’s porch. “I’ll be back 

soon to see how the Polaroid turned out!” 
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And then Ramona and Gabe were boarding her space ship, which was parked in a nearby field. Agnes 

watched them take off into the sky and disappear into the evening, as she stood on the ground, on 

Earth, exhaling contentedly, into the peaceful, still night. 


