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 Preface

This is a single short story excerpted from my short
story collection, More Lost Memories. More Lost Memories is a
companion book to my novel, Forget What You Can’t Remember. As I
was writing that novel, I kept finding that certain interesting
things that popped up there had to go unwritten (or be set aside)
since they weren’t relevant to the story of that book.

What happened to the two guys who were supposed to
be running the zombie survival course? What would the experience of
a mixed martial arts competition be like for someone with an
amazing sense of smell? What are the stories behind Fantastician’s
other encounters? What about the details of Lance’s restaurant?
And, what did Brady work on after the stunning conclusion of the
novel?

This story, 'How To Disappear Completely', really
helps fill in the other side of a part of Skythia's story, from the
perspective of the Skythian employees who were tasked with trying
to hide their flying city from some unknown, unseen apocalypse.
Falling mostly between chapters 5 and 7 of Forget What You Can't
Remember, if you pay close attention you can see some of the ways
the 'doomsday event' they were trying to protect themselves from
changed their lives in ways they didn't even notice. Enjoy.

-Teel McClanahan III

 



 How To
Disappear Completely

 


“I can’t believe the vote passed.” Martin shook his
head disdainfully. “I thought we were supposed to be an informed
populous. This Paul guy is obviously insane.”

“A majority of Skythians disagree.”

“They’ve obviously bought into his whole doomsday
story, like any other cult’s gullible devotees. Tell me, in the
history of men predicting doomsday, how many of them have been
right? How many times, exactly, has the apocalypse begun or a
worldwide cataclysm occurred or a vengeful god walked the Earth
striking down unbelievers? How many cult members who drank the
kool-aid any of these so-called prophets were offering were happy
about it on the morning after?”

“His math is sound, and his novel was very
compelling.” The technician who said this often took a position
contrary to Martin’s view just to spur conversation, trying to be a
devil’s advocate - though usually coming across as a mere
contrarian. “Did you read all the way to the end? Where he posited
that punctuated equilibrium may be a result of this cyclical event
favoring the interesting and the imaginative over the mundane in
the world? Such an explanation could resolve a lot of gaps in the
fossil record.”

“You actually read that piece of trash?”

“Ninety-seven percent of Skythians reported they’d
read the entire text,” another tech interjected without looking up
from his terminal’s display.

“His plane just landed, and is taxiing to hangar
four.”

“This is such a bad idea.” Martin began a quick
stroll around the room, verifying that everyone was at their
station, ready to do whatever it was Paul had in mind for them. “We
should just stick to our scheduled route. If this guy wants to take
the helm of our flying city, let him become a citizen and request a
variance, like anyone else. Or let him try to take my job through
normal means.”

“He was granted a variance, Martin. An almost total
executive variance and override. By popular vote, just like anyone
else.”

“That’s what I’m saying! We’ve handed him the keys
to the city without even meeting him. What if he’s leading the city
into a trap? Or what if he’s like most every doomsday predictor in
history, and he’ll take advantage of all the Skythian citizens who
have bought in to his tall tale for his own personal gain?”

“What could he take from Skythians that we don’t
already offer freely? Even mere residents have full access to
Skythian IP and fabrication services, and he pre-qualified for
residence. So there’s nothing he can take that wouldn’t be his to
make and take. Not to mention that he’s only got seventy-two hours,
at most, before his override expires.”

“If I could imagine what that madman’s nefarious
plans were, I’d have written an official objection before his
variance went to a vote. Who knows what damage his predictions will
tell him to inflict upon us in the next few days?”

“The transport just dropped him off outside.”

“Alright, people!” Martin’s tone was suddenly more
professional and less political. “This is it. Keep quiet and follow
my lead once they arrive. Remember, we aren’t going to do anything
to endanger Skythia. The people voted the way they did because they
believed it would keep Skythia safe, not put us in harm’s way. If
you have questions, direct them to me, and if they have questions,
let me answer. And if the mayor says--” Martin stopped speaking as
soon as he saw the door begin to open.

• • • •

“This is insanity.” Martin threw his handheld
against the wall display showing the city’s skyline against the
white-out of the overloaded atmospheric damping system in anger.
The handheld bounced off the display without leaving a scratch, but
shattered against the floor into a spray of broken glass and
electronic components. He furiously tapped away at his desktop
terminal to request both a robot to clean up the mess and a
replacement handheld from the fabricators.

“At least you know he isn’t leading us into a
trap.”

“He isn’t leading us anywhere! He’s randomized or
shut down every key system we have! We’re just as likely to crash
into the side of a mountain or fly lazy circles over a major
metropolitan area as we are to avoid doom and survive this
madness.” A small, somewhat insectoid robot was already gathering
the remains of the deceased handheld from the floor. “Half of this
stuff hasn’t been shut down since Skythia first took to the air.
Who knows how long it will take to get everything back online? This
isn’t going to last three days, it’s going to be a nightmare we’ll
be dealing with for weeks.”

“Re-initializing most of the systems should be
pretty routine. Did you forget that we do the same thing every
month as part of our regular maintenance schedule?”

“Not all at once, we don’t. One, maybe two systems
are ever offline at a time. This is everything. Even the sky.
People are going to go stir-crazy. No internet connection, no sky,
no view, no way of knowing where we are or what time it is or how
long until it’s over.” Inter-office delivery dropped a new handheld
into Martin’s in box. He grabbed for it gruffly and switched it on,
staring severely at the screen for the several seconds it took to
pre-load his personalized preferences over the wireless network.
“Look at this. My new handheld thinks the time is 33:29. How long
until we can start getting the city back online? There’s no way of
knowing. Seventy-two hours, my ass.”

“You heard the mayor. He asked us to consider it a
holiday if the effected systems are vital to our jobs. Most people
will appreciate the time off. You sure seem like you need a day
off, yourself.”

“We’re not taking any time off. We’ve got to be
ready to get systems back online without any hiccups, and we’re
going to maintain our normal around-the-clock staff levels in case
something goes wrong. If the proximity sensors detect a nearby
mass, it could have had as much as fifty-nine minutes of undetected
approach.” Martin’s voice lowered to a glowering mutter for a
moment, “Due diligence, my arse. Staggered hourly proximity checks
hardly keeps the city out of harm’s way. Ought to evacuate the
perimeter of the city, just to be safe.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” Martin responded loudly and clearly,
“just thinking about public safety. A fresh proximity measurement
will be coming in every six minutes, and I need you to be ready to
react immediately if anything comes within two clicks of us in any
direction.”

“Do you also want us to alert you?”

“Of course.”

“Even in the middle of the night?”

“Yes. It’s the middle of the night, right now. You
don’t see me shirking my duty, do you?”

“Should we wait for your instructions, or are we
going to be allowed to do our jobs without your minute by minute
micro-management?”

“You all know your jobs. You know what to do without
me baby-sitting you every other day of your lives, I don’t know why
I should start now. You wouldn’t be working here if you weren’t the
best. I just want to be sure that you know, right now, that this is
when you need to be at your best. This is not a routine situation,
this is not going to be like every other day on the job. This is
make or break time, people. If something goes wrong -and you know I
think it will- and you save Skythia from that madman’s insane plan,
you’ll be heroes. I shouldn’t have to explain the alternative to
you.”

“Is that the one where we crash and burn and
everything we’ve built here is destroyed, or the one where we fly
too high and the city’s buildings pop like overinflated balloons
ejecting everyone in the upper floors into orbit?”

“That’s not the half of it, and we’re the ones
responsible for making sure that doesn’t happen. Understood?” No
snarky response came from the disrespectful technician, and the
other techs merely nodded or grunted their assent as they kept a
close watch on their terminals’ displays. “Good. Now I’m going home
and getting some sleep. I expect to see a full analysis of best
practices for bringing all systems online as fast as possible sent
to me before I arrive in the morning. Which systems have
interdependencies we need to be aware of, how many systems can we
get up and running before our satellite and internet connections
are up, and which ones can we wait on while priority systems are
restored? I want to be able to start running drills and simulations
first thing, and to keep drilling until we finally run through the
real thing in a couple of days.” Martin walked out of the
navigation center without another word.

• • • •

“Where is everyone?” Martin looked around the
navigation center and saw only a skeleton crew manning the priority
terminals. It was a few of the night crew, looking bleary-eyed and
over-caffeinated, and a few of the day crew, but most of the desks
were vacant. Martin looked at his watch and realized that none of
his staff would know what time it was, or when they were supposed
to arrive. No two clocks in town showed the same time, and none of
the times they showed were valid. Martin got the attention of one
of his day-shift techs, “You, call the rest of your shift and get
them here, now. Remind them we are not among those allowed a
three-day leap-day holiday.” He crossed over to the impertinent
technician who had been talking back to him the prior evening.
“Glad to see you didn’t abandon your post, man. Anything I should
be aware of? Anything come up on sensors or any anomalies with the
atmospheric damping field running hot all night?”
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