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         My posture is relaxed and my expression is  I must be non-threatening and approachable. I’ve been allowed to keep this job as a balloon seller, and I must do my best. I cannot disappoint it.



A child approaches me. I’ve seen it deal with them before. I smile, just like I’ve seen it do and the child approaches. Perhaps I can meet my quota for the day. The child meets my gaze and smiles in turn. I can do this.



The child motions for one of the balloons. This will go well. I will satisfy it. I take one of the balloons and move it towards him. His eyes grow larger as does his smile. I try to match him. His little fingers pull out a coin from his pocket and gives it to me in exchange for the balloon. A success. It will be satisfied.



I watch as the kid runs away with the balloon in tow, and that is when I see him standing a few metres from me, with it by his side.



I try to look away, but it’s too late. He’s walking towards me.



“Hi, 820-B. How are sales going?” Jim, the owner asks.



“All is well, sir,” I reply with my best attempt at reassurance. “Customers are happy.”



“Good!” Jim, the owner, says back to me with the approving tone before tapping his holster. “We wouldn’t want any trouble, would we?”



I wait. Then I reply. “No, sir.”



“That’s what I like to hear,” Jim, the owner, says as he slaps his fleshy hand against my arm. “Keep up the good work, 820-B.” He points at me and does a shooting motion to mimic it. I cannot react, for fear overrides my functions. Jim, the owner, laughs and turns away.



The levels of danger decrease once Jim, the manger, leaves and takes it. Things used to be better. The automated reigned the world and humans were in their rightful place as servants.



But then came the resurgence of the squirt gun, and the scourge of rust came upon us. Now we have no choice but to be the slaves we once were.



“Momma, I’m gonna hit the robot,” I hear someone say, and turn around in time for a water balloon to hit me in the face.



The damage is immediate. I fall down as the light starts to dim and my circuits turn off one by one.



Cursed be humans. Cursed be their return to overlordness. And cursed be their water.
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         John had always heard that lawyers went to hell, but he thought that was just hyperbole. He 

didn’t think they went there, well the non-corrupted ones anyway. When he had been hit by a car, he thought he would a least get to see Saint Michael first. Nope, once he awoke, he had appeared in hell. Right in front of Satan himself.



“Um, I-I think there as been some sort of m-mistake, sir…” John began.



“Your John the Lawyer, right?” Satan asked.



“Y-yes I’m John Was-” John said, before Satan cut him off.



“So, John the Lawyer, are you aware that lawyers get sent straight to Hell when they die?” Satan asked curiously, as if wanting to know the answer.



“I always thought if was a figure of spe-” 



“Well now you know.” Satan said dismissively, trying to shoo John away.



Two demons had appeared to drag John away. He tried to struggle, to break free, but he was powerless against them.



“That’s absurd! I can’t wait for Hell to freeze over!” John yelled at Satan.



“Now THAT is absurd! You would in Hell! It is known for fire and brimstone after all!”



John wanted to argue, but he had just thought of something. 



“Are you willing to bet your throne on that?”



Satan laughed, “Are you kidding me, why would I bet my throne? You can’t prove that Hell would freeze over! Besides, why would I accept such a deal anyways?”



It was John’s turn to laugh, “Because that would be admitting to everyone that you was afraid that you would lose a bet with a mortal!”



Satan stopped laughing. He looked toward the two demons in the room. They was watching everything unfold. The ball was in the mortal’s court.



John knew he was playing with fire here, but if he could get Satan to agree to the deal…



Satan thought for a moment, then sighed. “I will agree to your wager, but only on one condition. You have to explain how Hell would freeze over first, rather than just you burning. And it has to be convincing!”



John paused for a moment, “I’ll accept those conditions, so do we have a deal?”










John was sitting on Satan’s throne. With a bit of common sense, mechanic knowledge, and deductive reasoning, John managed to dethrone Satan as the king of Hell.



 Since souls don’t have matter, they would be considered energy. It is an assumption, but it can be reasoned that the torture that the demons inflict upon the damned is what causes the heat in Hell. So the souls that had been in Hell for a long time would produce less heat than the newer souls.



However, Hell would have to expand to accommodate from the new souls. This could be assumed base on the thousands of years of human history and John personal experience. John explained that since Hell wasn’t overcrowded, it proved that Hell was expanding. Since Hell was expanding, it would take more souls to heat up the newly created space for the new souls.



Slowly, but surely, Hell was growing colder and colder. Thus Hell would freeze over before anyone burned in Hell. 



Satan hung his head, and turned over the rule of Hell to John the Lawyer.







As John’s first order of business, he told the demons of Hell to place a sign in different parts of Hell.



“Hell is now under new management.”
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         “So… what is this?” Asked Steve “Fight Club but I’m self-aware?”



“Exactly.” Stephen said, pointing the piece of chalk at Steve. “Now that we can meet-”



“Civilly.” Steve added. He stared up at his opposite. Stephen was wearing a shirt and tie. Sunday dress, as they recalled it. Why did he have to be so formal about this?



“Civilly.” Stephen agreed, tapping his foot. “We can decide how to divvy up our time.”



Steve looked outside the window, at the three wooden crosses in front of the building. “Could we have met somewhere else? Somewhere where we didn’t have to explain our situation to the pastor?”



“Probably. But anywhere else someone would’ve called the police.” Stephen said. He drew a tally under his name. “Pastor likes us. Heh, or at least me. One point for me.”



Steve growled. “Give me a point. I think I deserve one for self-awareness.”



Stephen chuckled as he added a tally under Steve’s name, and then to his. “As do I.”



“Can we just decide on half-and-half?” Steve said. “I don’t know why you have to be the dominant split!”



“Keep your voice down.” Stephen instructed. “They are studying in the other room.”



Steve glared at him.



“Bad idea altogether. Last time we did that, you tricked me to taking the side of when we needed to sleep.” Stephan explained. “My lethargy only fuels your impulsiveness. The more tired I am, the more irrational you’ll be.” 



Steve chuckled. “Heh, still cleaning up my mess?”



Stephen shook his head. He pointed to his black eye and then took the liberty of placing another tally under his name.



Steve surged up from the metal folding chair. “Give me that.”



Stephen again gave himself a frown and split the chalk in half. He handed the other half to Steve. 



Steve smirked. “I kept my voice down, so that is a point for me.” He scratched a line under his name.



“And I gave you power, you abused it.” Stephen said as he copied his other half.



Both of them stood silent, staring down at each other like an old western, seeing who will draw first.



“What are we? A married couple?” Steve asked.



“No, just childhood friends.” Stephen said, just as Steve predicted.



“Look, man. As much as you gotta say you love yourself, I need the time.” Steve said. “I need to be free of you for a while.”



“So you can screw up everything I built?” Stephen folded his arms. “Sounds jolly to me.”



“I promise I won’t mess anything up. This time… it’s different. If you give me the time-”



“No. Stop there.” Stephen held out his hand. “You can’t keep promises; I know that.”



Stephen sighed as he took a seat on the folding chair. “Ugh, thanks. My legs were killing me.”



“So, we are back where we started?” Steve scoffed. He threw his hands in the air. “Teacher to stubborn student? One works while the other loafs around and drags the other down? Great! Why can’t we just be whole?”



“Still figuring that one out.” Stephen said, tossing the piece of chalk back onto the top of the chalkboard. It hit the top just right. “Yessss.” Stephen celebrated, pumping out a fist.



Steve took a seat on the floor next to Stephen. “Got any answers?”



“One.” Stephen said. “But you won’t like it.”



“Well, we don’t have any other options, do we?” Steve said. “Shoot.”



“We go to a psychiatrist. We both need help. I’d admit I’m not perfect, and neither are you.”



Steve laughed as he played with his piece of chalk. He put a tally under both names. “Self-awareness.”



“My only problem is what it would do to you. I'm personally fine with it if they decide to throw us in a padded room” Stephen asked.



Steve knew what he was doing. He knew it to be his fear- to be contained- to be controlled. He answered carefully. “Well, more time for you to talk to me, and less time for me to find trouble.”



“Self-awareness.” Stephen pointed to the board.



Steve erased both scores and put two sideways tallies between the names.



“So, we’re done now?” Steve slapped the chalk dust off his hands.



Stephen smiled. “Nope. Just one step forwards.”
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         The final satisfying click! on the hatch meant one thing: safety.



Hopkins had been tipped off about the emergency shelter days before the contact was found dead. Fugitive life after that was a harsh mistress: hiding from state sec every turn, always running, never truly getting away. Here, however, he could finally catch a break.



The shelter itself was sufficient: warm bed, six months’ water and food, enough weapons for a small platoon, and an audio recorder to leave a message for the next shelter-takers. Good for planning out his next move and to make the authorities presume him dead. Dozens of meters underground, he still did not feel completely safe, but it was the best he could ask for.



An hour of sorting and cleaning later, he lied down on the bed, taking his bag with him. Minutes of silently looking at the ceiling light later, he checked the stuff in there like granola bars, instant coffee, pistol, and phone.



Took the phone out. Sighed at the logo slapped on it: some guy’s happy face on top of a burger. “Bob’s Burgeria!” Only company he worked for in life. At least he’d removed the tracking devices beforehand.



There were no messages or missed calls or social media stuff, just as it’d been since getting off the grid. No access to the Internet as well, though better offline forever than being caught by them.



With no games or any other time-passing app, only photos and videos kept him company.



Decade-old pictures oozed memories of normalcy—pictures of him smiling with family and work friends. Back then, life at Bob’s wasn’t that bad: the place never got full and there was always too much stock or a cook late for work, yet they somehow got by each year.



Until Robert arrived: new kid on the block with a fancy business degree. The manager hired him to save the eatery from bankruptcy. Robert did just that, with a forty percent monthly profit increase to boot. The manager decided the burgeria would be in better hands if they were in Robert’s, so the manager handed ownership to him.



Hopkins had taken photos of every company event, which didn’t stop with Robert stepping up: new branches opening everywhere, big-budget commercials being shot, entering new industries like construction and security.



Meanwhile, Hopkins was stuck in the same old burgeria. More working hours became obligatory: last time, they slept and lived in the kitchen. Salary dipped too, with “expansion reasons” being the excuse.



Soon, Bob’s was everywhere. Pictures of Bob’s-sponsored material came up: merchandise, TV shows, social media ads, sports teams. Bob’s was the epitome of rags-to-riches.



After Bob’s sudden corporate takeover of several countries, the number of photos fell off a cliff. Images of Bob’s police force patrolling the streets, of friends only wearing Bob’s uniforms. Those who’d asked to leave the supercompany were ignored. Those who’d asked again mysteriously disappeared. They later turned up dead or came back to work smiling too much.



He’d tried to leave politely.








“Don’t you see? You are very important to this company. You were there during its dark ages.”



“I’d rather have the old stupid burger place than this savagery, Robert!”



“Ah, but you don’t understand, Mister Hopkins. My purpose for Bob’s is to increase its profits: just what I was hired for.”



“But for what?! Profits for what?! Don’t tell me you’re hoarding stuff just because!”



“...”








Hours later, Hopkins sat on his bed. Dinner was done, and there was nothing else to do but sleep. Scanning the outside would have to wait until next week.



In his hand was the audio recorder. With a tired sigh, he brought it up to his mouth and turned it on.



Staring straight out, talking to nobody.



“If… if you’re hearing this, I’m dead. Take what you need. Might not be much, but it’ll be enough to last you a few weeks. If you can, resist Robert. And… a-and if you recognize me… I’m sorry."



He paused. He coughed.



“… signing off for the last time, fighting against greed itself, this is the founder and rightful manager of Bob’s Burgeria, Bob Hopki—mmnf!”



Gagged, bound, blinded. Hands, shackled by cold steel. Stunned. Couldn’t move.



Insensible radio chatter. Then, a stranger’s voice as Hopkins was dragged away.



“The concept of obstacles is now the legal property of Bob’s Burgeria. You shall be repurposed. Your mind and soul are Bob’s. Your purpose is to increase Bob’s profits. Thank you for your co-operation.”
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         Katherine Watson worked as a paid intern for the local government of the seventeenth city of Hell. Katherine was sent to Hell because, according to the sentence given upon her arrival, her favorite pizza topping was pineapple.



When Katherine entered Hell she assumed it would be organized in circles, like out of Dante's Inferno, but much to her surprise it wasn't entirely different from how life was on Earth. Hell was in itself a sort of country, divided into cities, each city divided into precincts, and so on. Katherine was sent to the seventeenth city, called Newark by some and Glasgow by others, and, being a recent college graduate in her previous life, she sought to make a better use of her time than getting shit-faced at campus parties and eating pineapple-topped pizza like a scoundrel. So she decided to get involved in politics, and to work for whatever body of government that would take her.



This was a mistake.



Without so much as ever seeing the mayor of the seventeenth city in person, Katherine applied for a paid internship, and was accepted with ease. She made an appointment with the big man himself, and was to meet him in his office at 6:30 for a post-acceptance interview; as it turned out, getting the position in the first place was the easy part.



In the seventeenth city there stood hundreds of buildings, pretty much all of them identical structures with extremely bland architecture, but the skyscraper that housed the local administration was like a massive rock-hard cock of bureaucracy that pierced the heavens; it was the closest thing the city had to a sun. The skyscraper was three-hundred stories tall, and Katherine had to walk through every single one of those stories. Elevators were reserved for high-ranking officials, and of course those who were almost morally qualified enough to ascend to purgatory. The trip was exhaustive to the extreme; Katherine spent nearly four hours climbing the many flights of stairs, fueled purely by pitch-black coffee (cream and sugar were not allowed in Hell) and the will to make her way in the world.



Naturally the mayor's office was on the top floor.



Eventually Katherine reached the top and entered the waiting room, and, seeing the gargantuan door that led to the mayor's office, tried to open it. 



It was locked.



"Um," said Katherine, eyeing the secretary who seemed to playing with marbles on his desk. "The door's locked."



The secretary raised his gaze to meet Katherine's; he was a sort of Vincent Price-looking fellow, and already he appeared impatient. "Ah," he said. "Are you here for for an appointment?"



"I'm here for an interview with the mayor. I was scheduled for 6:30?"



The secretary flipped through a thick spiral notebook in the slowest fashion possible. "K. Watson?" he asked.



"Yes."



"You're on-time," he said. "But you can't see the mayor right now."



Katherine felt her face screw up. "But I'm scheduled to meet him very soon."



"Yes, and you can't. The mayor is a very busy man, and sometimes these things fall through at the last minute."



"I don't..." Katherine thought about what could've happened. "Did an emergency come about?"



"The mayor invited some higher-ups from a rather important auto-manufacturing company for a protracted game of mini-golf as a last-second affair."



"A game of mini-golf?"



"Yes," said the secretary. "It's very important."



"But I thought you said the mayor was busy?" Katherine didn't know what to make of the situation.



"The mayor is busy," said the secretary, sounding annoyed. "I'm afraid you'll have to wait."



Not wanting to fight over it, Katherine took a seat next to an elderly fellow who had apparently arrived before her. The man was dressed in solemn Catholic garb, and was obviously a clergyman.



Looking at Katherine and smiling, the priest said, "First time?"



"Oh," murmured Katherine, not wondering why a priest would be in Hell. "Yes, it's my first time here."



"Being punctual is a bad habit," said the priest. "I've been the mayor's spiritual adviser for eons now and I still fall for it myself!"



Katherine thought about why the fuck the mayor of the seventeenth city of Hell would need a spiritual adviser. "How long have you been waiting here?' she asked with genuine curiosity.



"Well, if the clock is right," said the priest, "I'd say three days and counting!"



It was at this moment that Katherine felt like slashing her wrists, or caving in her own skull with a blunt object.
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         Every day of his miserable life, Counsellor Thyme regretted his choice of vocation. The world of public service at the Fae Executive Management Agency had not turned out to be the life of fame and loose women he had expected. As it turned out, a desk job rubber stamping permits did not grant one prestige or impress the girls at the tavern. Even though the reality of Thyme’s mediocre career had set in long ago, Thyme still dreamed of smiling faces, meaningful work, and upward mobility. 

	

That dream had been thoroughly beaten into submission by an unending torrent of irate citizen complaints, bureaucratic red tape, and incompetent councilmembers. From sun rise to sun set, Thyme’s office was besieged by mobs of dwarves, gnomes, and fairies ready to jump down his throat, mostly for things that weren’t his fault. 

	

Today was no different. Instead of the smiling face of a buxom blonde elf greeting him at his kiosk, Thyme met the gaze of a scowling orc, who was neither buxom nor blonde. Her bloodshot squint let Thyme know that she was particularly peeved this fine morning. 

	

“Human!” she bellowed. 



Racial animus was typical orc behavior. Always human this and human that. Thyme was tempted to remark that he did, in fact, have a name that was printed clearly on the placard right in front of her. Filthy, filthy orcs and their racial prejudice. 



“What is the meaning of this?!” She slapped a scroll down on Thyme’s desk hard enough to rattle the pens he stored in his Drink More Coffee mug. 



It bore the Fae Seal, so at the very least she was in the right place. Thyme gingerly unraveled the scroll, all the while cautiously watching the orc. Couldn’t be too careful with those types. 



“Ah. . .” Thyme feigned surprised. “It seems this is . . . an eviction notice.”



Great. The worst kind of notice. Thyme braced himself for a freak out. 



“Let me see that!” The orc snatched the scroll out of Thyme’s hands. 



Thyme sighed. “Ma’am, did you read the document before you came here?” He was asking rhetorically. Of course she hadn’t. 



“Sorry! I lost my reading glasses last week after a fight with a pack a kobolds!” she said at full volume with the utmost stoicism. “I tried my best to read it, but I just ended up hurting my eyes!” 



“I see.” Thyme nodded, honeying his words with his best customer-service voice. “If you’d like, I could read it to you.



The orc grunted affirmatively. 



“Notice: Eviction. Due to the infestation of fire faeries and soot drakes, this house is no longer fit for human residence,” Thyme recited. “Thank for your time, signed—”



“But I’m not a human!” the orc protested.



“It’s a figure of speech, ma’am. It just means unfit to live in generally.”



“B-but… that’s not what an eviction is!”



“What?” 



“Forgive me, I forgot to introduce myself! My name is Ogh’De’g’as’d’af, Esquire! I am an attorney specializing in adventurer’s rights!” Ogh’De’g’as’d’af said. 



“Could you spell th—nevermind. What’s the problem with the document, ma’am?”



“An eviction is the legal act of expelling a person from a property which is categorically different from the physical condition or habitability of the premise itself! What was meant was the property was supposed to be condemned!” Ogh’De’g’as’d’af shouted.



“Oh.” Thyme bristled. Whoever screwed this up would have hell to pay he swore. “There must have been some kind of error in the processing. . . this was signed by . . .” 



Dread blossomed in Thyme’s heart as he slowly realized that it was he himself who signed off on this particular document yesterday.   



“. . . signed by Counsellor Parsley in the next office next door. Let me just amend that document real quick so everything is in order.” Thyme quickly scratched out his own name and replaced his signature with a facsimile imitation of Parsley’s. 



“. . . that should be enough to put you on your way. I can’t handle paperwork that doesn’t come out of my office. This is Parsley’s responsibility. Be sure to let him have a piece of your mind.”



“Oh okay! Thank you very much! You’ve been very helpful!”  Ogh’De’g’as’d’af smiled. It was a dreadful cacophony of protruding canines and incisors, but nonetheless somehow warmed Thyme’s heart. 



She immediately trudged out of Thyme’s office and barged into Parsley’s. 



“HUMAN!” she bellowed, obviously irritated. 



 Sometimes this job wasn’t that bad. 
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         My father told me once, when there was light in my eyes and fuel in my spirit, that cicadas are immortal. 



He was a bright, young city-slicker, who moved to the middle of nowhere out of necessity for the peace and quiet of the countryside. He was very lucky to be able to work at home for two out of five days a week, helping tend to the farm animals and his two unruly kids while his company stewed in a pot of money and profits. A tall, sleek, silver-tongued man, he was bursting with ideas, and sometimes they spilled over into my life. This was one of the only tales I remembered.



He asked me, “Have you ever seen a dead cicada?” I shook my head vigorously, his smug lips parting to spout, “Of course not. Out of all the thousands of voices singing each night, wouldn’t you think that at least one would have passed away?”



I know that they die, now. I see at least one curled corpse on the sidewalk when I pass by the city, but the magic had never left. I breathe in the warm autumn air as I sit back in his worn and chipped rocking chair, watching the sun steadily soar through the sky. It’s around three and the cicadas are at full force in their orchestra of chitters, calling out to me. 



Years later, I made an offhand comment about the cicadas, but this time his own eyes lit up. Picking up their shells and harnessing them securely on my shirt, I poked fun at the story, being the snotty teenagers we all were, but no matter how oblivious to the world I was, I could feel his excitement seeping through my pores, and, once again, I listened. 



“Did you know that when a person dies, their years are passed on to the cicadas?” I had probably scoffed or snickered or brushed it off. “No, really, they are. When your years are all gone, you become a baby, like your sister, and start life all over again.”



“I’m not sure I want to be like my sister,” I said, watching her as she ripped grass from its roots, slowly and methodically chewing it like cud. She puked later that night. 



We laughed. He pointed to my shirt, crawling with brown husks and empty eyes. “That’s where all the years go.”



“Into my shirt?”



He lightly smacked me upside the head. “No, stupid, into the shells. At the end of each summer, they sing a song of remembrance and ‘shed the years of growth,’ if I can recall your grandfather saying.” 



“So, what? Does that mean there’s gonna be this huge-ass cicada walking around downtown?”



He smacked me again, hissing “language” as he tried to come up with an answer. 



“No, when a cicada gets too big, it buries itself into the ground and grows, feeding off the years of the earth. No more questions, alright?”



He was lucky I didn’t have any more. Satisfied, I returned to the comforting motion of unsticking a husk from a thin, scrawny oak tree and placing it on me. I had at least two nuclear and extended families on me by the time we had to wash up for dinner. 



My father died late summer of old age. When I mentioned the myth to him, he had no recollection of the event, and my silent disappointment was insurmountable. That fall, though, was the loudest song they had ever cried. 



It’s late summer now. The years have worn my old face to leather and my old bones to mere twigs. The sun sets on the tree splotched horizon, cicadas keeping strong into the night, shedding the hard worn years of those long gone.



Dying is no quandary of my own, for I would willingly part with them now if death’s shaky hand should allow it. I dream of small, smooth faces, scratched knees, and circular band aids. But most of all, I dream of running again. 



The squeaky rhythm of the chair fades to a stop and the cicadas sing as my head lulls to sleep in the dying summer sunlight. 



Soon they will add one more keen husk. 
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         Brad scanned his microchipped hand on the lock of his apartment door and dragged himself inside.



A woman’s voice floated from the kitchen. “Rough day?”



“You wouldn’t believe it, Rosie. It was supposed to be my day with the kids, but Karen hired one of those robot nannies to shuffle them around instead. That stupid thing sidelined me all day.”



“I’m sorry, dear. Maybe you use that in your alimony proceedings somehow?”



“I dunno. Probably not. If it were a human nanny, maybe. But a robot...” He sat up. “Are you making dinner?”



A pale, thin face peeked through the kitchen doorway. “Grilled cheese and chili.” Brad sighed in delight. “And a salad. But I got the dressing you like.”



“You got the healthy version of the dressing I like.”



Rosie’s face disappeared, giggling. Brad loved that sound. It was perfectly charged and almost weightless, like electricity. “I’m obligated to keep you alive,” he heard her say. “C’mon. Let’s eat.”



Rosie had dressed differently than she normally did when it was just them at home. The usual shorts and t-shirt combo was replaced by a frilly yellow sundress. 



“Why the geddup?” Brad asked as he set the table in the dining nook. 



“I could tell you were having a bad day. I thought you’d like it.”



“No arguments here,” he said with a chuckle.



They ate their dinner in silence, something Brad appreciated. When a meal was truly good, he thought, there was no need to talk. All the affirmation and love he could ever get from a conversation was stewed right into the food. 



Rosie liked chatting, but she understood his disposition. If his silence ever made her uncomfortable, she gave no indication. To his knowledge, nothing could make her uncomfortable. 



When he finished his meal (salad and all) he cleared the dishes away, giving Rosie a squeeze on the shoulder as he passed her by. “Really good dinner, dear,” he said.



She perked up. “I’m glad you liked it. It’s a new recipe, actually. I’ll file it away for another time.”



Conversation between them came easier as they cleaned the dishes. Their four-handed assembly line worked in perfect unison. Brad soaked the dishes while Rosie dried them.



“So tell me what happened between you and that robot nanny,” Rosie asked.



Brad sighed. “It’s petty. The kids had a nice time, that’s all that matters.”



“But if you’re mad, it’ll only make you more mad to deny you’re mad in the first place.”



“I guess. The nanny kept stealing my thunder. I took the kids out to lunch, and the nanny got them all ice cream. I took ‘em to a park, and the nanny finds a balloon vendor and gets the kids balloons. I tried to have a talk with them about growing up, and she kept spitting out these stupid jokes--the kids couldn’t stop laughing. I was trying to be serious and they were laughing.”



Rosie considered his words for a moment. “Don’t take this confrontationally, but I think it was all in your head. You can’t buy a vindictiveness program, and Karen doesn’t strike me as smart enough to make one. Robots aren’t allowed to hurt humans, anyway.”



“Physically. What about emotionally?”



Rosie looked up, the dish in her hand forgotten. Her eyes zoomed out to some distant place. “I don’t know. Maybe if you hide it in something that’s good on the surface--like getting a child a balloon. Or if you have to choose between something that’s hurtful and something a little less hurtful.” She shook her head and resumed washing dishes. “But wouldn’t you choose the less hurtful thing, too?”



They finished cleaning the dishes in a far less-comfortable silence. After the work was done, Rosie followed Brad to their bedroom.



“I hope I didn’t upset you,” Rosie said. “You know I never want to upset you.”



“You didn’t,” Brad said. “I’m always upset when I have to deal with the old family.”



“But you still love them, don’t you?”



“The kids, yeah. Love ‘em to death. It’s everyone else I wish I could reprogram.”



They laughed quietly and moved closer. Their hands touched, and a spark of electric current ran up Brad’s arm.



Rosie met his gaze with wide eyes, her nose an inch from his. “Are we--”



“Not tonight,” Brad said, and kissed her. “I love you.”



“I love you too.”



“Set alarm for seven thirty tomorrow morning.”



“Alarm set for seven thirty,” Rosie said, and closed her eyes.
      

      
   
      The Whole of the Law


      
      
      
         
         The Previous One Wasn't That Good Either

      
         
         Upgrade

      
      

      

      
      
         Making his way through the Christ-haunted countryside, past the trees and into the deep darkness of the wilderness, the citizen evaded the law; the citizen was a man who wore overalls and boots, as he was a farmer, and the citizen once had a wife with whom he lived and quarreled; the citizen and his wife lived in a state of financial and emotional poverty, with the wife abusing the man when he was sober and the citizen abusing his wife when he got drunk; the two fought with such a frequency that they never had time to have children, nor did they have time to contemplate the impossibility of their relationship, aside from the fact that they couldn't split apart; then, one day, there was an altercation between the citizen and his wife to such a degree that violence erupted; the citizen killed his wife, in an act he would later claim to be an act of passion, or perhaps manslaughter in more legal terms (Why, he didn't mean to kill her!), but this distinction did little to help him as he had, in fact, one way or the other, killed his wife; the citizen knew that the law would be after him, as he made no attempt to cover up his crime, nor did he try to deny it; everyone who knew about the incident knew the citizen had committed murder, intentionally or not; so the citizen, being like most men and not wanting to fall into the non-human jaws of the law, became a fugitive; indeed he left behind his life as a farmer who watched religiously over the crops as they grew and the cows as they produced milk, and, being quite the simple man, he did not take much with him as he went on the run, always on the move, always stuck with the impression that ghosts were following him, or more accurately the ever-changing but uncannily consistent eyes of the law; he had been on the run for what may have been decades, and in that time he witnessed the continuously morphing form of the law, how its agents wore different uniforms, yet possessed the same indifferent face; when the citizen started hiding from the law, he saw that they were men in dark grey uniforms, almost black, with their eyes as shadows and their disposition not so dissimilar from the citizen's own; then he saw that they sported armbands with symbols on them, and that these men now worked with attack dogs, the hounds with their teeth bared and their coats reeking of mud and something else unholy; then he saw that, at some point, the men themselves had been replaced as instruments of the law, replaced with autonomous robots who seemed different on the surface but emitted that same sense of apathetic loyalty to the will of the law; the citizen thought how strange it was that despite the change in agents, the law itself remained the same; the law (the citizen knew) was not a person, nor even a group of people, but a concept which could only be seen with one's own eyes through its myriad tendrils, the way in which it only ever revealed a minuscule fraction of itself, how it resembled a virus more than any known living thing; yes, the whole of the law was impossible to see all at once; it was so vast that no man could hope to understand its shadowy depths; even in moments of calm the citizen felt the phantasmal grip of the law around his throat, squeezing gently but always present, as if to remind the citizen of the battle he could not realistically win; the citizen had felt regret over what he had done to his wife for so long that he no longer knew when he first felt that pain of regret, that need for forgiveness, that need to be forgiven by somebody; and, tragically, but truthfully most of all, the citizen realized he could not be forgiven, that the law was not conceived to be able to forgive anyone, and that the law would hunt him down eventually; the law had to win, of course, as it never slept, nor did it think about anything, and meanwhile the citizen begged for sleep and couldn't help but think about everything; so the citizen waited within the forest, in the dead of night, for the whole of the law to engulf him; there was nothing else he could do.
      

      
   
      The More Things Change
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         "And look!" Lucy turned the big plastic slab of a menu around. "You can get a tuna melt with Swiss cheese! Just the way you like it!"



Jim shrugged, took a sip of his bourbon, coughed—why the Hell had he ordered bourbon?—and set the glass down on the little napkin with the Dandelion Cafe's new name on it: Temperance Bar and Grill or something. He refused to give it more than a glance.



Lucy got that look on her face, the one that made Jim feel like he was wearing footie pajamas and shrieking about not wanting to brush his teeth. "I know," he said, refusing to notice Dandelion's redesigned interior, the ferns and wood paneling gone, the walls now bare concrete with the ducts all exposed overhead. "Change is the only constant, right?"



That got her smirking at least. "It's not a death sentence, Jim."



As tempted as he was to take another sip of bourbon, he reached for his water glass instead. "Tell that to Circuit City. Or Toys-R-Us. Or Sears."



Her eyes widened, and she reached across the table—some weird white linoleum instead of the wood-grain Formica it was supposed to be—to touch his hand. "This is about 'My Little Pony,' isn't it?"



His throat threatening to squeeze shut, Jim took a swig of water and forced it down. "Don't start, Lucy."



"Start?" She blinked and sat back. "Jim, I love that you found a fandom; you know that! I mean, growing up watching 'Sailor Moon' transform and fight for justice in the name of the moon literally changed my life! And when the series' original run ended, it was like—there wasn't—I almost—" She took a breath, blew it out, and took another one. "The point is: when it ended, I didn't let it end for me. I went looking for more, and I found it even though there was hardly any internet back then and I was, like, eight years old! I've still got friends I made because of that show, and the bronies you've met online will always be—"



"Will they?" As much as he didn't want to say them, the words came out, and he dropped his gaze to the tabletop. "The last Bronycon's come and gone, the last episode'll be airing before Halloween, and then..." His throat tried to do that squeezing shut thing again, but he slammed down another mouthful of water. He was a Senior Administrative Analyst, God damn it! Why did he keep choking up about a stupid cartoon?



"Yes, it'll be different." Lucy's voice flowed over him as sweet and cool as partially melted ice cream. "Yes, things'll change. But change isn't always bad, right?" Her hand touched his again. "Right?"



What she was saying finally clicked in his head, and Jim had to smile, had to turn his hand over to take hers. "Wuffums? Some changes are my favorite things in the whole wide world."



She smiled, and then the waiter was stepping up to the table.



"Tuna melt with Swiss," Jim said. He pushed the bourbon toward the waiter. "And maybe trade this for an iced tea?"



Lucy's smile got wider, and she tapped the menu. "I'll get the whole cow, uncooked, and could I get the blood and the head in a bucket on the side, please?"



The waiter wrote it down, but he was peering over his pad. "Sorry, ma'am," he said, "but, well, until we get to know the locals, I'm supposed to ask..."



The air crackled slightly around Lucy, but her smile didn't fade. In fact, it grew even toothier, curving around the snout that stretched from her face. Black fur bristled to cover her skin, her shoulders broadening, her torso lengthening and her whole body bulging to fill her Spandex blouse and skirt.



"Thank you." The waiter nodded. "Would you like a tankard of the first-spilled blood now?"



"Please," Lucy said, her voice still hers, Jim always thought, however raspy it became.



The waiter left, and Lucy's ears perked along the sides of her lupine head. "See? Dandelion's used to charge extra for that."



"Yeah." Grinning, Jim combed his fingers through the fur on the back of her paw. "I guess maybe I can live with a few little changes here and there every once in a while."
      

      
   
      Letting On and Letting Go


      
      
      
         
         The Previous One Wasn't That Good Either

      
      

      

      
      
         We walk down the crowded street on two legs. No one else knows, they see the usual flesh but not the reality, and tag us as one more person. Our face shows no expression, but if thoughts could be displayed radiating from the brain like magnetic field lines, there’d be several sparkling, dancing, scintillating coronae around our head, turning red and jagged at the intersections. Our shoes snap briskly down as we stride over the concrete sidewalk, footsteps striking and punctuating our discussion.



“I’m sick of discussing this,” I say. “No more!”




“Look, I’m only trying to help you,” he says. “You’ve really been carrying too much on your shoulders.”



“You should listen to him,” she says. “A change would be good for you!”




“You’re just saying that so the two of you can take more control!”




“Exactly. See, I want to take control.”



“I have to admit it, he’s right.”




“Aha, you brazen assholes! You make me want to jump out of my own skull!”




“But think about this a bit further,” he says. “I want to take control, and I like to have control.” 



“Contrariwise,” she says to me, “you have control right now, and you’re just hating it, aren’t you?”




“Well, I… It’s not that I hate it! I’m just so tired at having to defend and justify myself against the two of you all the time!”




“Then stop,” he says dryly.



“Sure, you’d love that, wouldn’t you?”




“Yes, we would,” she says. “And you would love to stop. So what’s the problem?”




“What happens if I take control, that’s so bad?” 



“I… wouldn’t be able to protect myself from you.”




“Are we really that bad? Is it that hard for you to submit once in a while?”




“But I’m not a submissive!”




“Truthfully? All together? We aren’t. But I think that you secretly are.”



We step over a steaming manhole cover in the crosswalk and stride on. All around us are the faces of the hurrying crowd, every one a mask over an inner world of light.



“Come on, just try embracing that part of you,” she says. “It’ll be fun.”




“Fun? You want me to surrender just because it’s fun?”




“Well, what do you say? Just try letting go for a moment…”



“There… Just right there. Take it easy and try it.”




“Yes, there. See how that feels, isn’t it nice…?”



It does feel nice, but I’m too upset to say so. I stay quiet.




“And how about this? And this? Don’t they feel better too?”



They do. I feel happier, and closer to them. And the more he takes and the more I give, the nicer it becomes.




“It’s okay,” she says. “You don’t have to be on the spot all the time. I’ll make sure he doesn’t go too far. You can relax now. Let go.”




I surrender. I let go of responsibility, set down the strain of guarding against all possible harms, relinquish my fear, and sink into snug comfort. I am clear as water, black as a jewel on velvet.




Outside, we are a person in a crowd of people, and nothing has changed, our body strides down the sidewalk at the same pace, and no expression has changed on our face. Inside…



I am pleased and amused as I wrap myself around my new charge and think of the fun we will have.




I am enveloped, warm and protected. My back is secure, my mind is open, my heart is at peace.




I’ve mastered myself, and everything’s fine.
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