
      Saint's Day


      

      
      
         The postcard was unstamped and unaddressed—a simple rectangle of matte cardstock, with the Church of the Holy Saints' insignia on one side and a checkbox on the other:



 

 

 

 

 

☐    I hereby relinquish February 14, 1998 A.D., unto Saint Valentine.  Witnessed by the eyes of the Lord, blessed be His name.

 

 

 

 

 




"It's good they do that," Gary said, lacing his fingers over his portly belly as he watched me from the porch of the adjacent apartment.  "A goddamn public service, if you ask me."



I frowned as I flipped through the rest of my mail.  Bills, circulars, holiday coupons.  A card from my mother; a thin envelope from Monica.  I threw that in the trash unopened. 



"Normally, yes, but this one is creepy," I said.  "How do they decide who gets one?  Where does your day go?"



Gary shrugged his shoulders.  "Saint Valentine, apparently."



"But it's not like the other holidays, where your time does something.  Christmas, and the big donation drive for Saint Nicholas?  You wake up the next morning with a thank-you card from an orphan who got a gift.  And when I signed up with Saint Philemon for Thanksgiving, I got to read the newspaper article about the miraculous feast at the homeless encampment.  This, though?"  I brandished the card at him.  "Literally nothing happens."



"That's because on the other holidays, they're asking you for sacrifices.  This, Eddie, is a gift."



I scowled.  "What kind of 'gift' is stealing a day from you?"



"Easy, man.  You don't like it, don't check the box.  Some of us appreciate the chance."



"… You got one too."



"Yeah, I did.  And I'm doing it."  He wiped his nose with the back of a finger, then pointed at me with it.  "You know how much it sucks to be single and looking on Valentine's Day?  For the past two weeks I've been working my ass off to avoid it.  I've written a hundred replies to personal ads and dating-site profiles.  Not one nibble.  So I could go down to a bar, trying to ignore giggles and kisses and marriage proposals for hours, and roll the dice on hooking up with some chick whose sole redeeming quality is that she's as desperate as I am—or I could skip the whole mess, wake up on the 15th, and get on with my life once the world isn't focused on love any more.  That's not a hard choice."



"But it's no gift," I snapped.  "Helping is a gift.  This is a screw-you.  It's just… it's like police shooing homeless guys away from the mall because they're disturbing the shoppers."



"Hey," he said defensively.  "It's not Valentine who decided I'm not dateable.  The world did that on its own.  Valentine's just letting me trade the worst day of the year for no day at all."  Gary leaned forward in his chair.  "And it's not Valentine who slept with your brother."



I felt my cheeks heat.  "Oh my God, Gary."



"It sucks that you're torturing yourself about it, but that doesn't give you the right to take it out on me.  And don't blame the saint for giving you an alternative."



I stormed inside wordlessly and slammed the door behind me.



Then I ripped the postcard into pieces and flung it into the air, watching confetti shower around the living room.












The 14th dawned cold and grey, clouds smothering the sky.  I balled up in a big, empty bed, staring out the window at the sparse holiday traffic on the interstate.



I finally dragged myself out of bed when my stomach rumbling grew too insistent to ignore.  On autopilot, I put four slices of toast in the toaster and cracked three eggs into the frying pan Monica had bought us.  The eggs were almost cooked when I realized what I'd done.  



I threw half the food away—then the other half, too, as my appetite fled.



I pulled on a sweater and lunged for the door, hoping a walk would take my thoughts off of the apartment's unnatural emptiness.  But as I left, I glanced through Gary's front window.  Apparently he had been watching the late shows when midnight hit.  His form was a statue on his couch—raised arm holding a remote control, unblinking eyes staring at his TV set as the glow from soap operas played over his frozen face. 



I turned around and went back to bed, then spent the morning counting cars as they passed my window.
      

      
   
      Ingénue, c. 2003


      

      
      
         She was seated on her knees, nude among tussled sheets in a dimly-lit room. Her raven-black hair ran down to her waist, hiding most of her bare back from view. Her head had turned towards a window over her right shoulder, the early January sunlight streaming in from it accentuating her supple cheeks and sharp chin as well as her soft yet solemn stare.



When Catherine first saw the painting at a gallery all those years ago, she felt compelled to crumble before it. She could never find the words to express why it affected her so strongly as it did, though it had not been for lack of trying. It was like love at first sight, like a revelation from God or something far beyond her consternation. It completed her, filling every hollow space that encumbered her character, and in that single moment, she felt renewed, reborn. A phoenix from ash.



“Throw it in the fire.”



Standing in the middle of the garden, Catherine clutched the painting closer to her chest.



“Catherine, I’m not asking again.”



“It means something to me, Kristen.”



“It meant something to me too, Catherine,” her wife asserted, reaching out a palm. “And I’m begging you, please, just throw it in. For me.”



Her uneasy stare drew towards the pyre of canvases crackling in a steel barrel at the side, her trembling fingers tensing up around the wooden frame. “I know you loved this painting as much as I do. In fact, we would never have met if it wasn’t for this painting, you know?” she pleaded her case. “If I didn’t spend my time going around to find out who the artist was, I would never have met you. We wouldn’t be here right now.”



“You don’t know that.” Kristen sighed, eyes closed and head crestfallen. “Just burn it.”



“Kristen, please—”



“Just—”



In a split second, Kristen suddenly lunged over and snatched the painting out from Catherine’s grip, before dumping it into the fire with everything else. Stumbling backwards onto the ground, Catherine watched, open-mouthed in abject horror, as the painting of the girl crinkled and crumpled black, the flames devouring everything.



Her graceful figure.



Her tender skin.



Her tranquil stare.



“Why… why did you…”



Kristen didn’t answer—she had long since stormed back into the house. The fires only burned brighter, reinvigorated if only for a moment. In the end, all Catherine could do left was mourn, sitting in the grass with arms hugging her legs and eyes shimmering asynchronously with the embers as she watched the painting reduced to nothing but smoke and ash wisping away into the stars above.



The moon was setting by the time Catherine went inside. She felt something stir within her, and at first, she thought it to be hatred, though she realized she mistook it for the disquieting sense of pity. She had expected her wife to be asleep by then, yet when she snuck into the bedroom, there was Kristen only in her jeans, sitting on the bed with her head coddled between her knees, her hands clasping her ears shut. Her scarlet hair, once a silky raven-black, ran down past her shoulders. Her back was exposed in the moonlight, riddled in welts of faded grey with a sundry of smaller marks sprinkled around them like dead stars, all imprinted by the head of a burning cigarette.



Old scars from an old flame.



“Kristen?”



Her wife perked up at the sound of her voice, turning around to reveal her tear-strewn face. She pursed her quivering lips, her chest shaking as she struggled to contain her breathing. Before Kristen could speak, Catherine had sidled over, placed an arm around her shoulder and brought her into her bosom. The sudden warmth made Kristen gasp, yet in the seconds that followed, she welcomed it, and sure enough, she sank into it without hesitation.



“I thought it would go away,” she muttered, her voice a croaking mess. “The shouting, the pain. I thought if I burned them all, it would all go away.”



Catherine said nothing.



“If he… if he comes to our house, if he even dares to...”



“I’ll never let him get near you,” Catherine promised, hugging her wife tighter. “They may say he’s innocent, but we both know what he did.”



“It… it hurts. It always hurts.”



“Shush now..."



With those words, Kristen crumbled into her embrace and slept with a smile, a phoenix from ash.



Catherine only smiled back, clutching her wife closer to her chest.
      

      
   
      Watching the Show


      

      
      
         The Stoneville Tigers were doing their best to lose their season opener. Ahead two runs to the visiting Ridgefield Coyotes’ one, Davis had thrown a knuckleball, hoping the pitch would lurch just out of bat’s reach. But instead of veering off, the ball went right in the middle of the strike zone and then over the centerfield fence. Now it was the bottom of the ninth, all tied up and with two outs. Matthews was at bat with one ball and two strikes, Whitehouse and Donovan were on-base, and Jeremy was still dead. 

	

Max, who sat alone high up in section 201, didn’t want to think about his brother. He wanted to think about the game and the Tigers’ chances at the state playoffs and which players would go pro after the season was over. 

	

But staring at Matthews tapping his cleats with an aluminum Louisville Slugger just made Max think about the black no-slip shoes sitting on the front porch, and how Jeremy left them out there because he didn’t want to track kitchen grease from Milligan’s Bar on Mom’s wood floors.  

	

“That’s awfully nice of you, hon,” Mom had said when she first noticed. It wasn’t until later, when Max and Jeremy were walking to last season's closer, that Jeremy told the truth.

	

“I don’t give a damn about the floor,” he said. “I’ve been scrubbing dishes all night. But she’d never let me hear the end of it if she slipped. Even if she died from the fall, she’d find some way to nag me about it.”

	

Matthews steadied himself and braced the bat over his shoulder. A left-handed hitter, Matthews had often been the bane of the opposing teams’ defense. 

	

The Coyote pitcher steadied and threw the ball right down the middle. 

	

Crack. 



The ball sailed backwards over the press box and landed with a thunk in the parking lot. 

	

Max let out a breath. Foul balls were the specter that held over him each ballgame, their shadow somewhat lighter up here in the nosebleeds. The ticket he’d bought put him in the lower section, but it was down along first base and just past the protective net. 

	

“It’s your teeth,” Jeremy had told him, sitting up in the same spot with a half-drunken Budweiser in one hand and dry peanuts in the other. “Mom and Dad spent so much money making them come out right, you don’t want to risk breaking them.”

	

“I don’t like things coming at me,” Max said. “At my teeth or otherwise.” 

	

Jeremy chortled. “If you were British, that wouldn’t matter.” 

	

The pitcher let loose the next ball. Matthews watched it whiz by, just barely above home plate. The umpire remained silent, but the whole stadium understood.

	

Two-two. 

	

An indecipherable set of symbols flew from the catcher’s fingers. The pitcher shook his head until an agreeable one came his way. After a quick glance towards Whitehouse and Donovan, the latter of whom had been inching ever further from second, the pitcher took position.  

	

“I really wish you were sticking around,” Max had told him. “You like coming here.”

	

Jeremy shrugged. “They got plenty of ball in Chicago. Not as cheap, but still fun for us devotees.” 

	

Max shook his head. “I’m not. I can’t even remember if we still play Mulvane anymore.” 

	

“You like it enough,” Jeremy said, flinging a peanut into his open mouth. “You’ll at least come to next year’s opening. Just for that first-game magic.”  

	

Max glanced over towards the empty bleachers and a discarded box of popcorn lying further down the row. 

	

“I guess you were right about that,” Max said.

	

Crack. 

	

Max turned just in time to see the ball bounce towards the shortstop, Donovan almost to third by the time the ball hit the Coyote’s glove. 



In a rush, the shortstop flung it to second. The promise of extra innings seemed to whisper through the anxious crowd, a long battle in place of the clean-cut ending every sports movie promised.  



But the ball flew too high, over the second baseman’s head and his outstretched glove. 

	

Max and the rest of Ulysses Arthur Stadium got to their feet as Donovan passed home plate, and the Tigers’ bench flooded the field to dogpile their teammate.



Max stood and clapped with everybody else, his hands connecting a split-second out of tandem with the crowd’s. But with each celebratory whoop and joyous shriek below, a ghost of a smile eased across his face.
      

      
   
      The Hangman


      
      
      
         
         m_ss_ng

      
      

      

      
      
         The teacher was about to explain how to carry out multiple digit divisions when someone knocked at the door of the classroom. The door cracked open and the silhouette of the director appeared in the chink. “Mrs. Bell?” he called from the corridor. “May I see you for a short while? Urgent matter. It won’t take long.”



“Certainly,” Mrs. Bell replied. “Please excuse me just for a second.” Turning back to the class, “While I’m away why don’t you play… hangman?” she proposed.



“YEEEES!” all the class shouted.



The teacher smiled, and drew out the roll-call list from a drawer. She stood up, shut her eyes and let a pen fall on the paper. “Today,” she announced, “the guesser will be Dave!”



Dave’s face crumpled. He stood up. “No, please, please, someone else. I don’t want—”



“Tsk tsk!” Mrs. Bell interrupted. “You know the rules of the game. Be brave, kid. You’re smart, I’m sure you’ll beat it. Now, who wants to be the leader?”



A dozen hands rose up. “Betty!” the teacher called. “You’re on.”



Blond, blue-eyed Betty was by far the class’s most despicable girl. She simpered, stood up and strutted to the teacher’s desk.



“Have fun!” Mrs. Bell said. She walked out, closing the door behind her.



Betty picked up a chalk and drew ten dashes on the blackboard. She then looked at the wall clock above it. “You have five minutes,” she said. “First guess?”



“E!” Dave said lamely.



Betty drew the first line of the hangman.








The five minutes were almost over. The hangman was nearly complete, but for its two legs.



“I!” Dave proposed.



Betty drew an “I” over the third from last dash. CO_ULA_ION was now written on the blackboard. 



Dave suddenly blushed. He muttered something no one heard.



“What?” Betty said. “I can’t hear you. Louder, will you?”



“I… I…” Dave’s face was scarlet now.



“You already picked ‘I’,” Betty said, grinning. “Try something else.”



“IT’S OVER!!!” Brice shouted from his desk, pointing at the wall clock. “HE HAS LOST!” 



“Too bad for you, Dave!” Betty said cooly. “The word was ‘copulation’, you moron. Hang him!”



Suddenly they were all on him. He fought back, randomly punched and kicked everyone around him, but he was quickly overcome by pelting blows. He collapsed on the floor, a blubbering being of pain. They took him ruthlessly by the armpits and lugged him out of the classroom into the playground, where the gallows sat. The noose had already been prepared, together with the stool beneath it. Dave didn’t even protest when they hauled him on to it, and carefully adjusted the noose around his neck.



Betty took a step forward out of the crowd. “Any last word you want to say? A final message to your parents?” she asked.



Dave was kneeling on the stool, his head lowered, his hair matted with blood streaming from his wounds. “I… I… don’t want to die… Please! Let me live,” he bleated between his sobs.



“Poor dearie!” Betty scoffed. “The world has no need for chickenshits like you. Goodbye Dave!” 



She made a gesture, and James kicked the stool away. There was a sharp snap as the noose tightened around the neck. A few seconds later, Dave had turned into a limp puppet swinging helplessly at the end of the rope.



For a while they stood here, fascinated, their eyes fixed on the corpse. Then they turned away, one after another, and shuffled silently back to the classroom. They sat at their desks, waiting for the teacher to come back.



Mrs. Bell appeared a couple of minutes later.  “So… How did it turn out?” she asked. “Did he— oh oh!” she said, when she saw the empty chair where Dave used to seat.



“He lost,” Betty confirmed.



“F—” Mrs. Bell put her hand over her mouth. “Darn,” she corrected. “How am I going to break that to his parents.”



There was an embarrassing hush.



“Did he at least come close?” she asked.



“Frankly,” Betty answered, “he never stood a chance.”
      

      
   
      Son the Father


      
      
      
         
         Invisible Touch

      
      

      

      
      
         Charlie was born a seemingly normal child.



He was born Charles Evelyn Peterson on August 6th, 1945, slightly overweight but in overall fine health. The lucky parents were Daniel and Rachael Peterson. Daniel was a salesman with poor eyesight and a receding hairline at twenty-six years old, and Rachael was a housewife with an all-consuming fear of germs.



When Charlie was born, nothing strange occurred at the hospital, in the wee warm hours of the morning. Later that day, news reached the American people that an obscure Japanese city had been destroyed with the world's first atomic bomb to be used in combat. Daniel and Rachael failed to understand the eerie synchronicity of their son's birth being accompanied by thousands of children in Japan dying simultaneously.



They would fail to understand a lot of things.








The year was 1949, and Daniel came home one evening from a somewhat successful sales trip. He came into the kitchen, tired, and asked Rachael, "Seen Charlie anywhere?"



"He's in the backyard," she said absentmindedly.



Daniel slid the back door open and gazed at Charlie, now four years old, as the boy was busy squatting by a row of rocks in the garden.



"Charlie?" said Daniel. "It's almost time for dinner."



The boy seemed intent on doing something, but his back was turned.



Daniel stepped into the backyard and looked down at his oblivious son. "Charlie," he said again. "Aren't you going to at least greet your father?"



The boy ignored him; he kept his hands on his knees, his eyes scanning the rocks.



"Son...?" Daniel felt annoyance creep into his voice.



Yet Charlie ignored him, as if Daniel was just another whisper of wind. The boy stared at a spider as it crawled out from under one of the rocks and made its way upward, until suddenly it stopped.



Or was stopped.



Daniel's eyes shifted between his son and the spider in puzzlement.



One by one the spider's legs were lifted off the rock by some invisible force, and Charlie's eyes pierced each of those legs, tearing them off one at a time as he raised the spider's body into the air without so much as lifting a finger. The spider made no sound as its limbs were torn off, and neither did Charlie.



Daniel wanted to do something, but he kept silently watching his son torture the animal.



Through all of it, Charlie appeared more bored than anything.








The year was 1953.



Charlie's condition, as one might call it, was never shown to a psychiatrist or doctor of any kind. Daniel and Rachael didn't know what to make of it; they were bewildered by their son's psychic power, but at the same time there was only so much they felt they could do about it.



Despite being a quiet child, and despite getting picked on at school regularly, Charlie didn't do so much either. True, he sometimes took to mutilating small animals—mainly bugs and rodents he found around the property—but aside from that he kept to himself. He had a few friends with whom he played on weekends and after school, and sometimes he would show them tricks he could do with his power.



Daniel didn't know if Charlie could torture a human like he would a mouse, and he didn't want to know either.



He never beat his son with a belt, or even spanked him when he might have deserved it.



Charlie was a good boy anyhow; he didn't need to be punished.








The year was 1962.



Daniel was no longer the head of the household. The money he made was decent, but Charlie had a part-time job now, and so was contributing to the household almost as much. The boy, now a young man, was lanky and aloof; he seemed frail, but he could dominate his father in a second if he needed to.



He could crush him like a bug...



But Charlie was still a good boy; he did and went as he pleased.



And so Daniel did nothing to stop him.



Instead he read the evening newspaper, catching up on the grizzly details of the latest crime reports. Apparently there had been three murders committed in a nearby town in the past month, all in a similar manner. The victims—two elderly men and a nine-year-old girl—had all been mangled and disemboweled, yet there was no trace of a weapon at any of the crime scenes.



To Daniel it must have seemed like a real mystery.
      

      
   
      By Any Other Name


      

      
      
         As the class trickled through the airlock, Thomas examined the slab. There were chiselled letters on it, but so weathered away he could barely make them out. They read: “Stat rosa pristina nomine, nomen nudum tenemus”.



“Sir?” Thomas asked the teacher. “What does the sentence on the stone mean?”



The teacher glanced at the slab before smiling at Thomas. “Why don’t you ask the guide? He’s waiting for us on the other side.” He ruffled Thomas’s hair and gently pushed him ahead.



Everything was different beyond the airlock. The light was brighter. Thomas blinked several times to adjust, but even then it was difficult not to squint. The air was strange as well. It carried wafts of a familiar pungent smell, but mixed with subtle fragrances unknown to him.



The teacher walked to the guide. They shook hands and exchanged a few inaudible words. The guide then turned to the class. 



“Welcome to the botanical garden,” she said. “Does anyone know what a botanical garden is?”



Thomas stifled the urge to raise his hand. When no one answered, the teacher said: “Thomas?”



Thomas winced. He hated to be the teacher’s pet. “A place where people grow plants”, he answered. “And… flowers!” he trumpeted.



Paul elbowed him in the ribs. “Stop taking rubbish”, he growled. Thomas glared back at his friend. “I–“



“Yes, flowers!” the guide interrupted. “I’m surprised you know the name. Have you ever seen one?” 



Thomas nodded.



“He’s Professor Johns’s son,” the teacher explained.



“Oh! I see,” the guide said. “Follow me.”



They set out along a well kept dirt path meandering through a hilly meadow. The light pouring from the ceiling was still harsh and aggressive. Thomas asked the teacher why. “Plants needs stronger light to grow,” he explained. “They need sunlight. So we have to recreate it.”



At that very moment, they crested a mound, and a row of bushes came into view down below. The children let out a choral “wow!” and rushed ahead, only to stop short when they realised the bushes were thorny. The guide approached, gingerly took hold of one of the branches. It bore at its end a mysterious red ball-like growth. Bending it towards the ground, “Who would like to smell this flower?” she asked.



“Me!” “Me!” “Me!” a dozen of voices answered together.



“Oh, so sweet!” Nancy exclaimed, as she was the first to stick her nose into the flower. She was followed by all the other pupils in turn.



Except Thomas.



“Thomas?” the teacher asked. “You don’t want to smell the—“ He faltered, turning to the guide for help.



“Tulip,” she concluded.



“That’s not a tulip!” Thomas protested. “I’ve already seen one in my dad’s lab. He said it was a rose.”



The guide smiled. “Look my boy, I have much respect for your dad’s work, but it’s a tulip, not a rose.”



“No!” Thomas shook his head and glared at the guide. “You’re wrong, that’s a rose.”



“And from what evidence does your father derive his taxonomy?” the guide snapped.



Thomas whimpered, ever so slightly. Everyone turned to him. He put his hands over his face and started to snuffle.



“I’m sorry,” the guide relented, walking to the boy and kneeling before him. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. But almost everything we knew has been lost during the war, and every seed mangled by radioactivity. Our knowledge is just… assumptions,” she explained in a soft voice.



Thomas did not answer.



“Anyway,” the guide carried on. She walked to a nearby wicker basket, and pulled out another “tulip-rose” out of it. “What day is it today?” she asked.



“Valentine’s day!” Lucy almost screamed.



“And you know what we do for Valentine’s day?”



“We give a present to the person we love the most,” Lucy carried on.



“Right! So here is a flower for each of you. You can give it to your special someone. It will make for a very special gift!”



The teacher lined up all the children, butThomas wouldn’t budge. He stood at the edge of path, hunching over and sobbing.



The guide winked at the teacher, then walked to Thomas. She kissed him on his hair. “Thomas?” she called softly. 



And as the boy slowly raised his head, she extended her arm and offered him her flower.
      

      
   
      In the Melted Eye of the Beholder


      

      
      
         I’d memorized the smell of burning plastic, even years before the accident. 



My older brother David, as sweet as he’s been these past few months, had a mean streak growing up. They say the three telltale signs of a serial killer in youth are wetting the bed, hurting animals, and starting fires – if you count my dolls as animals, he fit all three. In our tiny house, nothing of mine could escape his grasp. And most anything he touched would soon burst into flame.



Were he like most boys, he might have ripped my dolls’ arms off, cut their hair, even burn them with a magnifying glass if he had one. But David went a step further: while I rolled in the dirt outside, he’d grab my Barbies, place them in a foil-lined baking pan, and shove them into a 500º oven. He kept our oven mitts on top of the fridge. Mom spent most days working, leaving David in charge, and me to watch the inferno through the oven window.



Left in an oven to die, a Barbie doll goes through a speedy metamorphosis. First, her hair burns away. Second, her dress catches fire. Third, her skull collapses in on itself like a crushed can. After that, she quickly melts into a shiny puddle of pink-black goop. A chemical mess that not even Ken could learn to love.



Once they’d transformed into a pile of plastic goop, David would take them out to cool. Sometimes he would let me watch as they sat out on the countertop, oozing and smoking and probably poisoning us both. Other times he’d take them away and leave the dried carcasses for me to find under my pillow.



I swear, he really is a sweetheart nowadays.



Either way, David’s fun left me with a Dream House full of burn ward patients. All that remained of Barbie, Skipper, Midge, were crusty remnants: cracked, bald skulls; crooked arms; flat plates of melted-and-dried plastic for legs. Any beauty they once possessed had been torn away, leaving me with miniature freaks.



I knew the feeling. Since kindergarten, I’d become known in our small town as a freak myself: deemed “too boyish” by the girls for my short hair and dirt-caked skin, yet rejected by the boys for playing with dolls. Even in third grade, nearly an adult for Chrissake, I still heard the whispers about me as I cartwheeled alone on the playground. “Weirdo,” they said. “Loser.”



It didn’t help matters once I started bringing my disfigured dolls to school to play with. Compared to my classmates’ American Girls and My Little Ponies, mine might as well have been cockroaches.



And it was because of that that I came to appreciate my melted dolls. They didn’t choose to be this way, to be cursed with freakishness by some vengeful god. They weren’t ruined. A Barbie is still Barbie, even if she’s naked, missing her face, and most of her limbs.



There’s a beauty in that uniqueness. Warped pink-red-black skin, chest turned into a hard plate. Anyone can own a Barbie; only I owned this one, burned in this certain way in that specific oven. Still lovely, still that amazing woman that could be a doctor, pilot, and princess all within the same day. This was just a new stage in life.



It took me a while to remember that when, seventeen years later, I crashed my motorcycle while speeding at night. Wearing just a light jacket, I hit the pavement fast enough to rip most of the flesh from my lower arm. I lay in my own bloody puddle, wheezing in the smell of burning plastic, for twenty minutes before the ambulance picked me up. I lost the arm the next day.









Nobody looks at me the same way anymore – much less myself. I spent my two weeks in the hospital staring at the bandages, thinking about what I used to have. Who am I now? Something fragile, broken?



Something about losing an arm that no one ever tells you is how many insurance forms you have to sign. Since being discharged, I’ve been writing my name way more than usual. It's a therapeutic reminder: I’m me, no matter what I lose. Me, with buzzed hair, dark freckles, lopsided breasts, one arm.



I'm not ruined. This is just a new stage in life. There's beauty in my uniqueness, even if I'm the only one who sees it.
      

      
   
      The Sparrow


      

      
      
         A sparrow with speckled wings rose from a dreamless sleep, claws clenching and unclenching from upon its perch. It glanced around for a moment, before unfurling its wings, catching the first slivers of light from the midwinter sun which lays hidden behind a sky of slate. It hopped further out on the rust-red branch, still glancing behind its shoulder periodically but with an air of routine surrounding it. Reaching the very edge, the sparrow surveyed the glade that lay before it.



Without a moment’s hesitation the sparrow sprung from the branch, diving to the earth with its speckled wings coiled around itself, air rushing past in hisses. Flaring its wings, the sparrow levelled a hair’s length above the ground, flashing past trees of grey and brown and black, of widths that ranged from tens of thousands its size to even smaller than itself. Chipped boulders of many colours and sizes rushed close by, yet despite its speed, the sparrow never once stumbled in its swift dance across the land.



It had taken this path for a while, and the morning flight was one it could take almost autonomously.



Sometime, when the sun just barely peeked over one of the trees that loomed across the jungle, the sparrow slowed to a stop on the ground. Curling its speckled wings along its body, it walked along a path that branched away from the glade. The path lead to clearing, rectangular in shape and walled in on three sides, and the sparrow walked towards the centre with casual steps, gracefully avoiding loose stones that littered the ground. And within that centre was a curious spire, shaped like a pyramid, and as the sparrow walked closer, it could see an image form from beyond the glass of its walls.



The sparrow gazed into the glass, and as the sun finally reached its peak, it saw itself, gray with speckles of flickering silver interspersed along its wings and back. Sparkling in the sunlight. A metallic sheen. It gazed into its eyes, and it saw only glass stare back.







It was only when the walls casted its shadows over the spire, did the sparrow fly back to its crevice, twirling through the urban jungle of rust in silence. The sparrow reached its branch with the last slivers of light falling from the sky, and without taking a breath it strutted its chest out,



And the sparrow sung.



It was a harmonious tune, and the notes were carried by a silent wind out into the open air, and it resonated and echoed out across barren valleys and decrepit mountain-tops; over plains with no grass and deserts with no sand; across oceans of baked salt and jungles of aging steel and cement.



And if one were to be fortunate enough to listen to the song that is played every evening, when the last ray of light lands upon the little rust-red branch, they would realise the song was one of forlornness.



For the sparrow knew that there would be none in the desolate land to hear its song.



And it then ended its song in static.
      

      
   
      My Beloved Husband


      

      
      
         Last night, I dreamed that I was with my beloved husband, and that I was trying to gouge out his eyes with my car keys.



It didn't start out that way.



In the beginning of my dream it was like we were on our honeymoon, thirteen years, eleven months, twenty-two days ago. He looked so different then that I didn't recognize him at first; he seemed taller, with rounder shoulders and a clean-shaven face. The fact that his nose wasn't crooked from being broken multiple times should have told me that this was a day that came and went long ago.



God, he was so handsome.



I thought he was one of my old boyfriends from college, but no, he was the groom. We had just gotten married. The two of us, looking as we did... it was as if flipping through a complete stranger's photo album.



I didn't recognize his face, and yet I wanted him, deeply, in the sort of carnal way that only ever manifests in dreams. He appeared as a stranger to me, yet I recognized where we were. You see, we went to this certain hotel in Vegas for our honeymoon, and we must have made love numerous times during our stay there. I suppose I would have no choice but to remember how it looked—how it felt—in my subconscious.



He and I were saying things to each other, complete non-words that you utterly fail to recall when you wake up. No doubt we were talking about how we wanted to feel each other, and no doubt I told him repeatedly, in a hushed tone, how I wanted him inside me.



Our clothes came off like they were nothing; the whole experience was ripped straight from a dime-store erotic novel, where the act of removing your lover's clothes is one without friction.



Before I knew it we had delved deep into the depths of the sea, and I felt so lost in him that for this short time I no longer felt any of myself; I was all of him, then. I was enveloped in the kind of mindless ecstasy you experience towards the end of a wet dream, right before it all comes crashing down, suddenly, as though someone had changed the channel on the television set.



In hindsight, I wish it did end like that.



Eternity passed, and he was on top of me, making wonderful, inhuman noises. I didn't notice him changing at first. His nose seemingly turned, as if its tip wanted to point in a certain direction. His hair became greasier and more unkempt. He felt heavier and heavier on top of me, as though trying to overpower me with his weight.



He started to resemble a pig.



He started to resemble how he looks now.



I felt less and less good as the act went along, perhaps by the second, and before long I wanted him to get off me. I didn't want to tell him I didn't want him anymore; I wanted to be nice to him.



Yet he became more and more frustrated, even angry with me. He said something along the lines of not wanting to stop, which to my ears sounded more like a command than a plea for continuation; I didn't want to do it anymore, but he wouldn't listen to me, which I suppose was only expected.



I tried getting away from him, as much as I could, but he had me pinned down with his arms and his growing fat. I tried to say something—something loud and harsh—but he clasped his hand over my mouth.



My legs proved useless in getting me away from him, so I reached around for anything to hit him with. What I found didn't matter to me; I couldn't see where I was reaching, or I don't remember it anyway. Eventually I found my car keys, in one of the pockets of my jacket I had taken off, and aimed the sharpened edges at his face.



I slashed him repeatedly. At first all I wanted was for him to get off of me, but then when I had control I attacked him ruthlessly, even after he had stopped having his way with me. Blood and other fluids poured from his eyes, and he screamed like a pig being slaughtered, but I kept hitting him.



And hitting and hitting and hitting...











Until I awoke in my own bed, in my own house—and there he was, sleeping beside me.
      

      
   
      Patrimony


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      On the Classification of Giant Winged Lizards


      
      
      
         
         Liar!

      
      

      

      
      
         Rohan sat against the counter in the tavern, thinking about the predicament she and her apprentice—Ewan—had found themselves in. Before she had taken the job, she had entrusted Ewan with confirming that the little township was indeed being victimized by a dragon. 



Dust drifted towards the ground as the ceiling shook.



Dragons were, on the whole, no real problem for her. She had quite a bit of experience hunting them and had collected an excellent set of tools for it. The problem was—



A scaled tail as thick as her torso crashed through the roof, showering the two of them in splinters. The spike at the end scythed through the air, passing just over their heads.



She slapped a gauntleted hand across Ewan’s mouth, stopping the scream just before it became sound. 



There were a few more thumps as the tail pulled back up, a sound like tarps being shaken out, a roar that shook the woodwork all around, and then a distant crash as, presumably, it decided to try its luck with another building.



Rhona released his face and sighed. This was going to be more difficult than she had wanted. Her armor rustled like a soft rain as she stood, the crimson red dragon-scales that covered it rustling with the movement. “Ewan. What was that?”



“The dragon we’re s’posed to be hunting!” he whispered, peeking up over the counter.



“The dragon,” Rhona repeated, leaning back against the shelves of liquor bottles and feeling quite satisfied as a sudden look of panic ran across his face. He was getting better at picking up on hints too. When he’d started with her she’d had to metaphorically – and occasionally literally – bludgeon him to get a clue through.



“Um, yes?”



“What am I going to do with you, Ewan?” she asked no one. “Right now I’m thinking about using you as live bait, then, if you survive, having you spend the next month polishing every item in my armory until they shine brighter than sun-steel.”



He blanched, pressing himself back against the counter. “Come on now, Rhona, no need for that! What’s the matter?”



In the distance, there was another crash and screams.



“You are supposed to be handling my bookings, Ewan. And part of that is is making sure you properly scout the job.” She drew her sword and pointed it at him. “What is this?”



He swallowed. “Your dragon bone blade.”



“The proper weapon for killing dragons, yes.” She patted the quiver on her side. “And these?”



“Dragon killer bolts,” he said. With barely a moment passing, he added, “Enchanted with magic to weaken dragons.”



“Correct.” At least he was learning some things. This time she patted her chest. “And this?”



“Your dragon scale armor. Highly flame resistant.”



“Yes.” She had really hoped he would figure it out with that one, but apparently she once again had made the mistake in putting any sort of faith in the young man. Instead, she put a hand on his head and marched him towards one of the tavern’s windows. “What do you see out there?”



“The dragon, uh, tearing up the town hall?”



“This is why I hate you guild kids,” Rhona said. “You think monster slaying is all stalking and stabbing and trapping when it is mostly reading and learning taxonomy.” She squeezed his head, letting just a little bit of her annoyance shine through. “That is not a dragon. That’s a wyvern.”



He tried to look back at her, but she held him in place. “But… wyverns are dragons, aren’t they? Great big scaly, flying lizards. Exactly what the mayor told me.”



“Except they are venomous, which I did not bring supplies to deal with. And don’t breathe fire, rendering this armor rather suboptimal for the situation. And my bolts will do nothing because enchantments that afflict proper dragons don’t work on things that are not proper dragons.”



“But… they are dragons. A wyvern is a type of dragon.”



She sighed. “Much like you, Ewan, are a type of monkey.”
      

      
   
      Male-Order Magic


      

      
      
         In a flash of fire I appeared, completely naked, inside a pentagram in a room of brown stonework and tall peaked windows showing a sky with two crescent moons. Quite disconcerting, as I’d just been at a cast party in Queens being held partly in honor of yours truly, William Charles Roberts, star of the stage and of the admittedly smaller screens. Also, I’d thought that magic, other than movie magic, was less real than an agent’s promises. Still, as an actor I was rather used to strange situations, so I resolved to face this one squarely.



The pentagram had a foul-smelling candle at each point, and it had been drawn using a white powder with silvery flecks. I reached forward to touch it, and a numbing shock jolted my arm. As I recoiled in pain, a woman laughed.



I turned to meet her gaze. Raven-haired and imposing of figure, she wore a simple white robe, and a glimpse through the loose front showed she was nude underneath. On her head was a circlet made of a red-berried vine, and she held a wand in one hand and a ritual dagger in the other. Her charms were certainly rather… impressive, but I prefer the light, willowy types myself. Also, there was something off about her, something unearthly, that gave me the cold chills down below.



Suddenly, she dropped her tools and jumped in the air, cheering and laughing and giving me another interesting view from within her robe. “Hah! Just wait until I bring you to the next Coven circle. Oh, won’t they be eating their words! ‘Dearie, you seem to have so much trouble with men; why not just summon one from another dimension?’ And they’d all snicker like it was clever. They never dreamed that I would really go and do it!” She paused, and ran an appreciative eye up and down my anatomy. “And I never dreamed that I’d land such a beauty! Whoof!”



I usually had this effect on women, but It was time to scotch this, if I was to have a hope of getting her to send me home, where there were blonder and slimmer ladies who also wished to claim my person. 



“Dear lady,” I said, “I fear that we’ve not been properly introduced. May I ask the name of my hostess?”



She grinned slyly. “Indeed, sir, you may ask. But as you doubtless know, when those who wield magic know your name, it gives them extra power over you. I’d be foolish to simply tell you.”



I’d acted enough supernatural roles to recognize that rule. But I was also skilled in gently dismissing ardent admirers who didn’t meet my standards.



“Well,” I said, “I’d hoped that I could simply appeal to your better nature, and ask you to excuse me, for I am quite an important personage where I come from, with many duties that require my personal attention.”



She winked. “But I also require your personal attention, sir. Surely a gentleman would oblige a lady?”



“Under ordinary circumstances, of course. But ‘Loved I not honor more’ and all that; I’m sure you understand?” She arched an eyebrow of mock non-comprehension, and I sighed. “Or, perhaps, if can guess your name, I could compel you to send me home?”



“Perhaps, sir. Or maybe I’ll guess yours first, eh? Then you’ll be allll mine, for as long as I want.”



Well, this was a start, at least. The longer I could keep her talking, the more chance I’d have to cajole her. “I hope exact pronunciation doesn’t matter,” I said.



“I suppose not. But ‘sauce for the goose,’ and all that.” 



“Fair enough. Let me see… You look like a Marcia, a beautiful lady who I hope is not sans Mercy.” I gave her a sparkle-eyed wink.



She shook her head. “Nope! How about I call you Bill? Short for Bill-zebub?”



I felt a chill of horror when she first spoke, for many friends called me Bill. I still might have been okay, but I foolishly had to follow that train of thought to its end.



William Charles Roberts. 



Bill C. Bob?



And as if I was being clapped into literal manacles, I felt her power close around me while her wild eyes lit up in lustful delight. She scuffed the pentacle open with her bare foot and drew me helplessly forth into her embrace as her robe slipped open…



Maybe I wouldn’t be able to charm my way out of this one.
      

      
   
      It's Not the Leaving that Grieves Me


      
      
      
         
         Engrieving

      
      

      

      
      
         He kissed her. "It's going to be okay. I'll be back soon."



Helen put her hand on his face. "Not soon enough."



And she was right. Five minutes away from her side would be too long. Five minutes down to the butcher's and back was too long by hours. The six months at sea that lay ahead? Well... "No, I won't be back soon enough, but I will be rich enough. And then I can stay."



He stepped back from her and sighed. "Don't pawn the silverware unless the money runs out."



"It won't. I know my sums. There'll even be enough left to get a little polish. It'll be nice and shiny when you get back."



He smiled and kissed her again and said goodbye and turned and went onto the quay.



As he set to work, he stole glances toward the shore when he could. He took the jobs that sent him climbing high in the rigging, just so he could see it a few moments longer before it disappeared over the horizon.



It was fine weather and fine sailing. His heart ached, but there was enough work to do that he could keep from dwelling on it. The captain was mean, but he was an old enough seaman to escape the worst of it. The ship and his pockets were both empty. But soon the one would be full of oil, and the other full of gold.



A few favors and friends in good places had got him a sizable share of this trip. His father was in bad health, and with the inheritance... It was not the first time he had put out to sea and left his Helen behind, but he hoped it would be the last.



He rubbed the ring on his finger. He did every time he thought of her. No matter the weather, the metal band was as warm as she was. If he closed his eyes, it was like he hadn't left, and she was next to him, like he had never said goodbye.



The good weather did not last. It was an awful place they were headed for, Greenland. But it was where the whales and the money were.



It was three weeks in the bone-deep cold before they saw the first whale.



He watched excitedly from the deck as the others brought it in. It was a beauty: a hundred tons of meat and oil—money. Only a few days later they caught another one. He thought the ship sailed much better with her holds starting to fill up. Even the worst weather could not shake them as hard anymore.



He was in one of the boats when they went after the third whale. This one was a hard one. This one ran. He pulled hard on the oars. He was strong, he had it in his mind to row right up to whale and harpoon it, and keep going on, all the way back home.



Even when the storm started coming in, he didn't let up. It came suddenly, when they were already in open water, fair distance from the ship. There was nothing to do but make a quick job of it. He knew enough of numbers to know exactly how much this fish was worth to him.



He rowed, and the other men rowed, and the storm came. The wind roared and the waves came higher and higher.



—the boat capsized. The whale disappeared, the storm disappeared, the waves disappeared. All warmth vanished. The sea was black all around him. All around him, right, left, ahead, behind, under. And above. 



He couldn't feel his legs, even as they kicked. He couldn't feel his arms as they pulled, as if he was still gripping his oar.



But there was still a weight out there. Something attached to him.



Out there, in the black water, he felt a warmth. He saw a glint of gold, of metal—better, of hair. He saw his Helen floating along with him, swimming up alongside him. Brushing his cheek with her fingers. The distance didn't matter. 

All the miles (he knew how many, once) didn't matter. That was just a label on a map, just a figure. She was here, and so was he. He loved her like always as she faded back into the black.
      

      
   
      Born Killers


      

      
      
         "I don't think this is a good idea." Slayer quickly glances over at me from the driver's seat.



I am quietly looking out the window at the passing scenery. Our car is trailing a cloud of dust, and the surrounding hills look brown and dead. Hard to believe that this will all look lush and green in a few weeks. Hopefully.



"Why not?" Of course I know why he's skeptical. I would probably think the same if I were him. "You haven't even really talked with Lygia. Why are you so sure she's a bad person?"



"Come on. You know as well as I do that she's a vampire. And if we've learned anything through the years it's that vampires are clever, and sometimes they're even good at acting all innocent, but a vampire who doesn't harm humans? That's a fairy tale."



I lay back my head and sigh. "We don't even know for sure that she is one of them. And we've found zero indications that she's ever hurt anyone. Every vampire we've hunted down in our lives we've found because there was a dead body that made us suspicious. But there hasn't been any suspicious rise in death rates in the area, or any murder with hints of supernatural circumstances."



Slayer keeps looking straight ahead at the road. "I know, we don't have any proof. But working in this business for over a decade gives you an intuition for these things. Don't tell me you haven't felt anything like that around her. Besides, maybe we've just met more vampires than we know, and we only ever found those who were stupid enough to get caught. You can't say that her reaction when we first met wasn't suspicious. As soon as she saw me enter the room, she flinched and got even paler than she already was when I saw her through the window."



I quickly check the time on my phone before replying. 6:52, so we shouldn't be late. "Well, you have to agree that you look kind of intimidating to strangers, with those black leather jacket and boots of yours. Maybe she thought that you were a vampire."



"Or maybe I didn't hide my gun well enough, yeah yeah. Who knows. I'll trust your judgment for now. But I still think you're just into her and it's biasing you. I mean, a girl hanging out in your kind of cafe? And she's a nerd, who you first notice because you see her coding on her laptop? She must totally be your type."



I don't feel like explaining to him that I first noticed her because my senses were tingling. "Nah, it's purely platonic. But you won't believe me anyway."



I turn my head and look outside. We've arrived in the town. People are milling about in small groups, on their way to get dinner or go home.



"I can't believe I'm really going to trivia night with you. With a vampire nerd girl on our team. When we started working together I'd never have guessed that our evenings together would be this interesting, when we aren't hunting down monsters."



I smile and look over at him. "Love you too, Slayer."
      

      
   
      The Many Iterations of Deborah Wood


      

      
      
         Don’t make a clone and a homunculus of the same person. Seriously. Don’t do it.  It’s a bad idea. Really bad. 



Sure, it may seem like a good idea at the time. Who doesn’t want to see the love of their life again once they’ve passed on? Nobody, that’s who. Most people just lack the means, which is a tragedy of modern society and the result of unjust distribution of resources, but let’s not get distracted here. The point is that it’s a bad idea. 



If you’re gonna make a copy of a person, make either a homunculus or a clone. Not both. See, when there’s two clones of a person, they recognize that they’re both clones from the source of DNA and genetically exactly the same. So, there’s no difference between them, and no arguments about who is the real person. The same goes for two homunculi whose bodies are built as a human-like shell to house a soul and split the soul of the person right down the middle between the two of them. They intuitively recognize that they’re two halves of the same whole. 



But when there’s a homunculus and a clone… Christ. They just won’t stop arguing. 



“I am a perfect genetic copy of the original Deborah Wood. You’re just an abomination built from dark magic! A cheap imitation!” Clone Deborah boasts to Homunculus Deborah. 



“Fuck you, bitch! I have Deborah’s soul! I’m as real a Deborah as there can be! You’re just a soulless husk!” Homunculus Deborah retorts. 



“Please ladies, you’re both equally Deborah,” I say sheepishly. 



They always do this at dinner. I fiddle with my fork absentmindedly with the two dishes of spaghetti both Deborahs have made for me. I’m careful to eat both dishes at the same time and take equal portions from each plate. Can’t show favorites. 



Homunculus Deborah’s spaghetti is obviously better. Clone Deborah's tastes blander and more artificial. Might be the soul that makes the difference, but I don’t dare say that.   



“That’s not an answer!” Clone Deborah protests. She has a bit of a chip on her shoulder because I made her first. She’s a been more insecure since I made Homunculus Deborah. Needs a lot of validation. 



I try the diplomatic route. “Look, while you two are not exactly the same Deborah, you’re both equally valid iterations of Deborah.”



Both Deborahs huff at this, obviously unsatisfied. 



“But which Deborah is the better Deborah?” Homunculus Deborah asks, dripping with honeyed smugness. She seems to intuitively know she’s the superior chief and has a bit of an ego since she has Deborah’s real soul and whatnot. 



I know better at this point than to respond to that question and simply jam forkfuls of spaghetti into my mouth. There is more spaghetti than I can deal with, but come hell or high water, I have to finish it, otherwise they’re just gonna have another argument. 



Clone Deborah slams her fist on the table. “Why did you make her? Am I not good enough for you?” Her breathing is haggard and her eyes are beginning to water. 



Here we go again. 



“Deborah, I’ve told you this before. When you love something, you naturally want more of it. It’s not because you’re any less Deborah than the other Deborah.”



In response, Clone Deborah hurls her plate at the wall, splattering pasta sauce all over it, and raining plate shards down on my innocent white carpet.  



 “I’ll clean that up!” Homunculus Deborah chirps. 



“No, I’ll get it!” Clone Deborah rushes over, and the two frantically attempt to pick up more plate bits than the other. 



“Back off, bitch!” Homunculus Deborah slaps Clone Deborah’s hand away from some plate shards.



“Fuck you!” Clone Deborah slaps her right back, this time on the face. 



Christ. 



“Break it up!” I yell. 



“She started it!” both Deborahs say in unison. 



Homunculi Deborah takes this small opportunity of false contrition to shove Clone Deborah into the wall, rattling nearby picture frames and dislodging several books from my research shelf. 



“Hey!” I grab Homunculi Deborah, but something else seems to have distracted her. 



“Honey, dear, what exactly is that?” she points at a leather-bound book, her voice practically burning with acid. 

	

It’s a book titled, “An In-Depth Guide to Replicant Construction.”

	

Both Deborahs are staring daggers into my heart.

	

“Yes, care to enlighten us?” Clone Deborah picks up a particularly sharp shard of plate. 

	

I back away slowly, getting ready to run. 



“Ladies, ladies, please. I can explain!”
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