
      Atop the Hill at Midnight


      

      
      
         The palisade was high, and the only entrance was heavily guarded. But that was no deterrent to him. As a master of burglary, he had already defeated much more complex defences. Aided by the deep darkness that no moonlight dispelled, he easily dislodged one of pales of the fence, sneaked through the chink, and moved uphill as silently as a cat on the prowl.



At the hill’s top several figures, shadows under the shadow, stood silently, their limbs nailed to the perpendicular beams of the crosses. Some were already dead, some about to give out their last breath. But the one figure he has been willing to visit was still very much alive. He had to be.



He stopped at the foot of that one cross, and bowed. “Rabbi?” he whispered. “Jesus?”



The figured stirred, as if snatched out of a reverie. “What? Who? Barabbas?” Jesus replied.



“Shush,” Barabbas replied. “Not so loud, Rabbi. Yes, it’s me. I have come to free you.” He put his bag on the ground and fished a pair of pliers from it.



“It’s too late,” Jesus said. “Too weak.”



“I have bread, I have water for you! I can help you out of here. Just lean on me. I know a way—”



“Not worth it,” Jesus breathed out.



“What?”



“They don’t want me. They never did, and they never will. They hate me.”



Barabbas swallowed. “You’re wrong. They just…” he paused, looking for words. “It just takes time for your words to sink in, that’s all.”



“Thirteen,” Jesus said.



“Thirteen what?”



“Thirteen disciples. That’s all I could muster in ten years. Such a puny number. And out of the thirteen, two betrayed me, as I foretold they would. And I’m sure the others would have also, had they been tried.” 



Barabbas sighed. “They’re men, Rabbi. They’re weak, and easily frightened. They do their best to follow in your steps, but they’ll stumble. They’ll fail. But they still need a candle to guide them out of the darkness.”



“I gave them all I could. They lacked fish, I gave them fish. They beseeched me for bread, I gave them bread. I even raised Lazarus from the dead. To no avail. No matter what I did, they rejected me. They’d shut their eyes at noon rather than bask in the light of the sun.”



A hush fell.



“You can’t give up, Rabbi,” Barabbas said. “I know a sailor. He will take you away to any place you want in the empire. You can start anew. You’ll find other, stronger disciples. You will—“



“It’s too late,” Jesus cut in. “That ship has sailed.” 



Barabbas felt, rather than saw, a smile play on Jesus’s lips. “Go now, Barabbas,” Jesus added in a weary tone. “Don’t risk your life for me. One’s better than two. And may my blessings go with you.”



“Is there really nothing I can do for you, Rabbi?” Barabbas asked.



“I’m tired,” Jesus replied. “So tired. They simply aren’t ready. Maybe I will return, later. When they have grown up. It was too soon. And it’s not their fault. They didn’t fail me, Barabbas. No. I failed them.”



“I can’t let you die here, Rabbi,” Barabbas protested. “You need help. You need rest. Come with me, and I shall save you.”



Jesus giggled, then coughed heavily. “I wouldn’t have expected you to say that to me, Barabbas,” he said.



Barabbas didn’t respond. He didn’t move either. Silence wrapped them both in secrecy.



And when, at dawn, the first legionary climbed the hill to check on the sentenced criminals, he froze in amazement when he saw, under Jesus of Nazareth’s dead body, the hunching shape of a sobbing man.
      

      
   
      Everything's Better (and Worse) with Dinosaurs


      

      
      
         The stegosauruses didn't make as much noise as John had expected. They were hulking beasts whose feet produced low rumbling sounds as they walked the earth, but they were quiet eaters.



"I don't know what I was expecting," he said.



"Yeah? I thought the same thing on my first day." Jessie, the senior park ranger, tapped her fingers on the jeep's steering wheel. "As far as large herbivores go, stegosauruses are what you can expect to handle on a good day. They're not very bright, but they keep to themselves and stay away from the paths."



John rubbed his chin, somewhere between awe and confusion, looking at the herd of spiked creatures.



Jessie, for her part, sported a mischievous grin, which John suspected she had whenever dealing with rookies. Helping keep O'Brien Prehistoric Park in check was, after all, not for everyone.



"Is it normal for there to not be a fence emplacement between us and them?" asked John.



Jessie chuckled. "In the case of most of our herbivores? Yes, but there are a few security measures, even with the plant-eaters." She hopped out of the driver's seat and slung her dart rifle over her shoulder. "Come on, see what I mean."



The two rangers ventured into the tall grass, toward the herd of grazing stegosauruses, until Jessie raised her hand, signaling John to stop. "You can't see it very well, but there's a low-level electrical barrier. Where is it...? Ah!" She crouched and pushed aside foliage to reveal a line of pressure points that seemed to run all along the pathway. "If someone were to cross it, they would feel a shock run through their feet. Not much stronger than what you'd use for a dog collar, but it gets the job done."



"To keep dinosaurs from getting out?"



She laughed. "The dinosaurs? Nah, it's to keep people from getting in!"








As the jeep trudged through the muddy back road of the park, John decided to bring up the most awkward question one could conjure in such a situation. "So... did you sign up because you like Jurassic Park?"



Jessie didn't even avert her eyes from the road. "Me? Of course! I mean, it wasn't the only reason. A lot of us were inspired by that movie, but it did get a lot of things wrong about dinosaurs. There was a line from it that still remains true, though, and I'll always remember that line."



"What is it?"



"Nah, I won't say it. It's something you have to know from experience."



John leafed through a manual of enclosures and dinosaur names. "So the stegosauruses get their own territory, okay. And each carnivore gets its own fenced enclosure. But it says here that the dryosauruses and the para... the parasauro...?"



"The parasaurolophus. What a name, I know. Just call them duckies."



"It says here that they share a territory, the one we should be seeing in a minute? But they're not even from the same time period. Not sure I get that."



"This may sound weird," said Jessie, "but different dinosaurs from different time periods and geographical locations can co-exist. It's all about forming a simple and functioning ecosystem. You can put a small herbivore from the Jurassic period and a large herbivore from the Cretaceous period on the same plot of land, so long as they benefit from each other's company. Certain large herbivores interact nicely with certain small herbivores, while some—like the stegosaurus—are better off by themselves."



"Huh," John pondered.



Jessie suddenly veered the jeep off the road and through the unguarded back end of the enclosure, where only park employees could venture. John found himself entering a clearing, away from the dense greenery of previous enclosures, and he could see a lake in the distance.



Soon the jeep stopped, and the rangers got out to get a closer look at the deer-like dryosauruses and the duckies, the latter gathering like children around the lake to quench their thirst. John had to admit to himself that it was a peaceful sight.



"It really does feel like Jurassic Park," he said quietly.



The beautiful scene got destroyed instantly, however, the moment the pungent smell of dung hit John's nostrils. "Oh, God!" he cried, louder than he thought he would. Clasping his nose, he tried to not look at the foot-tall pile of ducky droppings that became known to him. "I didn't think it'd stink that bad!"



"Yep," she said, smiling knowingly. "That is one big pile of shit."
      

      
   
      Please Mind the Gap


      

      
      
         “Hey.”



The voice jolted me out of my trance, and I almost drop my book.



There’s only one person with me in the aging subway car. She’s young, and really pretty. Her hair’s a disheveled mess of neon pink spikes that ends just a millimeter before it covers over her hazel eyes. There are black lines of dried mascara running down each cheek, but other than that, she looks perfectly composed.



“What are you reading?” she asks. Her face betrays nothing but curiosity.



I don’t know how to respond at first. Strangers don’t talk to each other⁠—especially not in empty subway cars at three in the morning.



Eventually, I manage to say something.



“Ernest Hemingway.” I shift my fingers down the cover of the book so she can see the title. “The Old Man and the Sea.”



“Is it good?” she asks.



“Y-you haven’t heard of it?” I say before I can stop myself. I feel awful as soon as I do.



“Nope,” she says, apparently unoffended. She smiles a little, as though it were a joke. “I guess I don’t know much about Mr. Hemingway. What's the book about?”



As she talks, the train decelerates, and both of us shift in our seats. A sterilized recorded voice tells us to watch our step.



The doors open, and for a moment there’s silence. There’s nobody on the platform to get on, and there’s nobody from the train getting off.



Then the doors shut, and the canned voice buzzes aloud again, and the train rumbles and whines, and static noise fills the space between us, again.



For some reason, it’s easier to find my voice in the blanketing noise.



“It’s about a man, who dreams about big things.” I say, swallowing. “But he’s just an old fisherman. And all he knows how to do is fish.”



I think I sound like an idiot. But the girl’s makeup-smeared eyes are locked on mine.



“Then what?” she asks.



“Then, he catches the biggest and most beautiful fish he’s ever caught before.” I meet her gaze as I speak. “And he knows that this is the most important thing that could ever happen to an old fisherman like him. But when he’s trying to get back to shore—”



“Stop.” The word drops from her lips like a stone. “Don’t tell me how it ends.”



The train slows down again. The doors open again, and a sterile dead voice tells us to watch our step as no one but ghosts steps through the open doors.



Neither of us speak in the silence.



When there is noise again, the girl laughs, tiredly. She reaches into the kangaroo pocket of her pull-over hoodie, and retrieves a box of expensive cigarettes and a metal Zippo.



As she lights up, my eyes involuntarily flick towards the smoke detector nailed into the corrugated metal wall near the ceiling. She notices my glance.



“Don’t sweat it, chief. I don’t think they change the batteries on those things anymore.”



She inhales on her cancer-stick, and when she exhales I can see her breath rushing like a river out of her nose.



“Shit,” she says.



Her voice warbles, and for the first time I notice that her eyes are red and swollen. A fresh line of black paints its way down her left cheek.



“You okay?” I try to sound reassuring, but I fuck it up and I think I sound scared instead.



“No,” she says, but she stops crying. “It’s just…”



Her eyes glance up towards the broken smoke detector. They trace down the sides of the walls, where the peeling chrome finish exposes rusty brown splotches underneath.



“Nothing gets fixed anymore,” she says. “And I’m just… trying to pretend that I’m okay with that.”



Another lurch as the doors open. Another silent stop where nothing happens and nothing changes.



When the train is moving again, she gets up.



She takes one step towards me, and it looks like she’s about to take another, but then she hesitates, and she stops and puts her foot back down next to the other.



“What does,” she says, “the old man dream of being?”



“It doesn’t say. All it says, is that he dreams of lions.”



“Okay,” she says.



The next time the subway stops, during the stillness and silence, the only sounds are her footsteps as she steps off the train and onto the platform.



When the train starts to move again, our eyes meet.



She smiles, drops her cigarette, and stomps it out.
      

      
   
      The God Killer


      

      
      
         It seemed like a good idea to fight God at the time. I mean God was kind of a prick, I’m not gonna sugarcoat it, chilling up there in heaven like there aren’t child sex slaves in the world he created and whatnot. The dude literally created evil and suffering for no other reason than he could, real bad guy. I’d give him a zero out of ten if I could. 



So I get my pal Richard, his pal Nietzche, and some girl with big tits to tag along with me. Like, apparently, any rando can come ascend the stairway to heaven and challenge God to a straight up fist fight.  



And that’s what we do. After some light training, and a couple of brawls with the angels leading up to God, we challenge him to a fight. What’s even more amazing is we just straight up bash the guy’s head in, and he dies. 

	

Whoops. Listen, it was an accident, okay? We didn’t mean to kill him. We just wanted to rough him up a bit. Teach him a lesson, you know?  I had a whole fucking friendship speech preplanned I was gonna give when he was sufficiently weakened so he’d maybe chill out on the global warming thing and maybe solve the Israeli-Palestine conflict. I wasn’t asking for much here, mind you. 

	

But no. Dude just straight up dies. Guess we hit him a little too hard or something. Being God and all, I thought he’d be a little more, I don’t know, omnipotent or something? Or least able to take a couple of punches, christ. 



After that, Jesus comes in, all mad and teary-eyed asking what we just did, and nobody can really answer him. Nietzche tries to explain what’s going on, but Jesus is having none of it.



Then we gotta fight Jesus. Real hassle, I gotta say, and nobody was really feeling it at the time. I mean beating up God is cool and all, guy really had a good beating coming if I’m being honest, but nobody wants to beat up Jesus. He already had a bad enough time on earth. 



So we beat up Jesus. Richard’s crying. I’m crying. Jesus is crying. Everyone’s upset. 



Satan himself comes out of the ground and is like, “What the hell is going on here?” 



I’m not joking, he said that exactly. Apparently, Satan loves dad jokes. We explain what happened for the second time, and at the very least Satan doesn’t want to challenge us to a fight. But then he’s all like, “I’m gonna be the new God now.” 



Now I don’t know much about Satan, but this didn’t sound like a good idea. I’m pretty certain, even at the time, that Satan is a pretty bad dude. It’s the red skin that gives it away, really. Good guys don’t have a red color palette. 



Everyone’s pretty tired from all this fighting nonsense, but big tits girl is all, “We have to beat Satan guys! We have to destroy this reductive dichotomy of good and evil in its totality so that mankind can be freed from the normative ethics that have been thrust upon us!” 



She’s pretty hot, so I do what she says. She has my full attention if you know what I’m saying. 



Satan goes down like a Saigon whore. Scratch that, even Saigon whores don’t go down that fast. Fight’s over pretty much as soon as it starts. Satan’s pretty pissy with us, and says he’ll be back or some shit. 



I just want to go home, but everyone is telling me that somebody has to be the new God, and it might as well be me, because I lead the guys that killed God. I tell them I don’t wanna be God, I don’t know the first thing about being God, and this whole ordeal is fucking retarded. 



They tell me that makes me the perfect candidate. I tell them to go fuck themselves, but they insist, and honestly I just want to be left alone so I say I’ll do it. I say some bullshit about mankind shaping its own destiny from now, the ways of tradition are dead and gone, we should look towards the future, standard stuff, and I sit on the throne as the new God. 



This sucks. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. 



But hey, at least I fixed global warming. 


      

      
   
      Anything That Can Go Wrong


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Money Down


      

      
      
         “What the fuck did you have to push her for?” Johnen asked as they walked down the sidewalk.  Every other light overhead was out, casting the area in patches of light and darkness.  The clouds overhead reflected city lights, casting everything into pale orange glow.



Veronica threw her hands in the air.  “They took my fucking money and didn’t give me the drugs.  What the hell did you want me to do?  Oh shit, it’s the cops.”



Johnen looked ahead, spotting the cruiser rolling slowly down the street.  “Ignore it.  They’re probably just patrolling.”  Despite the weather, he zipped up his jacket.  Heads down, they walked on in silence as the patrol car passed.



Then the cop flicked on the siren briefly, with two blips breaking the peace of the city night, and the lights began flashing.



“Shit.”  Johnen looked over to Veronica.  “Don’t look back.  Just keep walking.”  He took out his phone, swiping a pattern to unlock it, opening the video recorder, and locking the screen.



The car pulled over beside them, and they were walking fast enough to pass it before the cops were out.  “Halt, police!”



Johnen turned, walking backwards.  “Hey officers.  We’re just headed home.  Not looking for any trouble.”



The officer on the sidewalk—Harris, according to the nametag—quick-walked towards Johnen.  “Walker, you get the girl,” he said to the officer jogging past him on the street.  “Johnen Luna?”



Johnen nodded, still walking, but turned back forward.  “Maybe.  Why do you wanna know?”  He pointed the phone towards Veronica, but couldn’t keep it focused on her because of his pace.



“We need to talk to you.  There was a call about a disturbance at a house near here.  Your name was mentioned.  Please put the phone away.”



“Look man, I didn’t do anything.  I’m just going home.  Are you arresting me?”



“We just want to talk to you, Johnen.  You need to stop walking.”



“Am I under arrest?”  Johnen felt a hand on his shoulder as Officer Harris swept his feet out from beneath him, dropping him to the ground.  “Ah fuck, my elbow.  What—”



“I said to stop.  Where’s the phone.”



“It’s underneath me.  Ow!  Get off me, man.  Let go!  What the fuck, you’re cuffing me now?  What’d I do.”



“Resisting arrest.”



“The hell?”



Harris rolled him over and sat him up on the curb.  “Okay, now where’s that phone.”



“Screw you, asshole.”



BANG!



BANG!  BANG!



“Fuck.”  Harris reached for his shoulder.  “Dispatch, this is Harris.  We have shots fired near Wilkes and Booth.”



“Holy shit.  Did you just shoot my girlfriend?”  Johnen began to rise, but Harris pushed him back to the curb.



“Copy that, Harris.  Shots fired near Wilkes and Booth.  We have additional units on the way.”



Harris walked towards Walker, reaching again for the radio on his shoulder.  “Suspect is hit.  All officers are okay.”



Walker was kneeling now over Veronica.  “I don’t have a pulse.”



Harris rushed to assist.



“Fuck.  Fuck fuck fuck.”  Awkwardly, due to his hands being cuffed behind him, he grabbed his phone, pointing it towards the officers but not really sure if he was capturing them, and narrated as his voice cracked.








“I know it doesn’t feel this way, but you’re goddamn lucky.  You’d probably be in jail if you hadn’t configured your phone to upload video automatically.”



Staring out the church’s office window, Johnen gave a noncommittal grunt, then turned to face the priest.  “Father, why did God allow this to happen?”



The priest sighed.  “God gave free will to humanity.  We each have the choice to accept or reject his grace.  The systems that we build can promote good or problematic behaviour, but it doesn’t make them good or bad objectively.  Striving to improve ourselves in spite of ourselves is the human condition.”



Johnen looked down at his hands.  “I’ve been thinking of quitting my job.  I’ve enjoyed working for the church, but it’s like you just said.  I want to improve myself and improve my community.  I think I can do more for the community by working on the governor’s re-election campaign.  They offered me a position and I’ve been thinking about taking it.”



“We’ll miss you around here, but we’ll support you whatever you decide.  Just give us some warning if you do decide to go.”



“Of course, Father.”  Tears pooled in Johnen’s eyes.  “Does it get any easier?”



“The hurt never goes away, but if you fill your life with good things, it’s harder to notice.”
      

      
   
      Cat's in the Cradle


      

      
      
         We need to talk. Or at least I need to, just to get this off my chest. I think you have something to say too, but I’m fine talking alone. It seems to be the only talking I do these days where anybody’s listening. 

	

Anyway, I want a cat. A little fuzzy one that purrs and walks around with its tail swishing in the air. It wouldn’t be too hairy, like those poofy things with hair nine inches long and their coats so thick the only way you can tell which end you’re looking at is their little green eyes staring out at you. But it wouldn’t be hairless either, like the ones from Egypt. They’re so sad to look at, like their mothers struggled so hard to bring them into the world that they couldn’t even give them a nice fur coat. 

	

No, I want a Goldilocks cat. Not too hairy, not too bald. Something like Ms. Rodriguez’s cat. I saw the two of them yesterday when I walked back from the mailbox. They were sitting on her whitewashed porch and looking happy. Truly happy, like we used to be. I wanted to run back into the house and cry, but I needed to know what kind of cat could make someone so content and willing to sit in the summer heat. So I swallowed back the tears and walked up her driveway. I asked her what kind of cat it was, and she said it was a British Shorthair. Said his name was Lobo because that was exactly the wrong name for a cat and sometimes a thing needs to be incredibly wrong so everything else can be right. I smiled and pretended I understood. 

	

So I want a British Shorthair. A grey one with a little puffy coat that feels like the softest pillow giving way under your touch. We can pet it at night after we come back home or huddle inside from the next hurricane deciding to come up the Gulf. It won’t matter though, with this little ball of fluff sitting on our knees and acting like it’s just another thunderstorm we’ll all get through. 

	

Don’t say we can’t afford it. You know we can. We have plenty of money, now that the nursery isn’t filled and the crib’s returned and all we have left of her is the robin egg blue paint on the walls we thought her eyes would be like when she came. It was the kind of pain I was ready for, that couple of weeks in discomfort and the hours of agony on the hospital bed to bring something into the world that would outlast me and be wonderful in ways we can only imagine. 



But I’m not ready for this pain. This terrible nothingness inside and out. I don’t even have you to help. You’ve said maybe seven sentences to me since then, all in the same shaky timbre you had when your mother died.    

	

So I’m getting a cat whether you want it or not. I told you I wanted to talk, not argue. It’s not because I blame you or hate living in this empty house with you. I just need something, anything that will let me love it in the way I was supposed to love her. It won’t be the same, but just close enough that I can go on without wanting to cry all the time and can act like something new came into our lives. 



Please don’t say anything, even if you agree. Don’t shake your head or nod, just sit there with your book on ancient Assyria and stare with your blank face. That’s all I need to know you’re still here. That you love me and will start trying again someday to be the man from long ago who promised to make my life paradise and delivered on it for years. I know you can do it. You just need time. 



Like me.   

	

Don’t worry. The cat will make things better. In the big ways and the small. It has to. I don’t know what I will do if it doesn’t. 



I don’t know what we’ll do.
      

      
   
      The Torturer


      

      
      
         Even with her wrists and ankles strapped into the chair, and her eyes covered by the headset, Captain Ramires was a picture of threat. Her fists clenched and unclenched, her right heel tapped the concrete floor, and, over the intercom, Alec could hear her performing a breathing exercise. In for five, out for five. Repeat. 



“Ready when you are,” she said. Her head was shaved to make room for the colorful EEG helmet.



Alec stuttered and switched on the microphone. “Just setting up, Captain. Almost done.” 



He checked his monitors. Vitals safe, nerve impulses reading. The only screen that was blank was the one in the center. Ramires’s heartrate beeped quietly inside the control room, as if she was in a hospital, instead of strapped to a chair in the basement of a police station.



Alec re-checked his routines. Temperature control, on. Touch and pressure, on. Simulated bodily harm—thank God—off. Memory scan…



Alec paused, his finger hovering over the mouse. He moved it to the microphone, and paused again.



Should he warn her? No. She would only yell at him for priming her. He toggled the memory scan on, and prayed that this would finally impress her.



“The Torturer,” he said into the microphone. “Run twenty-nine. Subject, Ramires.”



He clicked ‘run’. The servers behind him whirred to life, and he watched Ramires through the wired glass window as she began to feel the effects of the numbing agents releasing throughout her suit. She tipped her head back and exhaled. 



The viewing monitor brightened as she opened her eyes. They entered the simulation together—her through the headset (which she could no longer feel), and Alec through the monitor. 



She was in a soggy wooden cellar in the middle of nowhere. No windows or furniture—only a stair, with a light crackling from upstairs. Ramires looked down at her hands and opened them. Exact replicas. Alec couldn’t get over the detail. He still remembered playing VR games when he was a kid—the deranged girlfriend sawing his arm off with a chainsaw. It had seemed so real, and that was thirty years ago.



Steel-toed boots tapped on the wood floor above. Down the stairs descended the torturer. 



Alec hated seeing him, and he’d created him. The torturer was about seven feet tall. Unshaven in three days, yet with professionally trimmed hair. He carried a toolbelt, like that of a carpenter, except with more saws.



His voice came from the bottom of a well. “Hello, Captain Ramires.”



Alec nearly squeaked. He hadn’t given the program her name. It had figured it out using only her brainwaves. The memory scan was working.



He stared at Ramires, and at Alec. His eyes were bright green tunnels. Something from another planet. “Now, are we doing easy way today? Or… not-so-easy way.” 



Ramires said nothing. She never had in almost thirty simulations.



“Well, we can’t leave until you talk.” The torturer scanned the tools around his waist and tutted. He never used them. They just had to be there.



The torturer showed off his rotting teeth. “Captain,” he said. “Do you think I can bring back your husband?”



Alec cocked his head. The memory scan subroutine was flashing. Currently in use.



“What did you just say?” Ramires growled.



“I get it.” The Torturer placed his hands on her shoulders, and she sank back in her chair. “Some scumbag lawyer springs your bad guy from your grasp, he shakes your hand, and the next day he lops off poor hubby’s head. What, are you gonna catch him again? Send me after him?”



Alec’s mouth fell open. Ramires’s heartrate beeped rapidly. The servers roared.



The torturer leaned in. “Face it, Captain. No matter what tools you have… you will always fail.”



Ramires spit in his face. It didn’t show up on the screen, but smacked into the window instead.



“STOP IT!” Ramires screamed, and Alec took a second to realize she meant him. He punched the emergency stop button and everything noisily shut off. Ramires hyperventilated in her chair. The Torturer’s image flickered off the monitor, but was still burned in Alec’s eyes.



Alec sprinted through the door and undid one wrist. The moment her hand was free Ramires latched onto his lab-coat and pulled him in. From behind the dark visor, her eyes flashed.



“I’m sorry!” Alec said. “I—!”



Only when she caught her breath did Alec realize that the Captain was trying to laugh. She breathed in long and loud and pulled Alec into a one-armed hug.



“It’s perfect.”
      

      
   
      Steps


      
      
      
         
         Chamber Check

      
      

      

      
      
         Serena tried not to mind the bitter cold seeping through her layers. Holding one arm tightly across her chest as the other kept a tight grip on her rifle, she locked her eyes on the snow-covered road and counted her steps. The weather could be worse; she could have come during the winter.



Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight.



She could remember the gas station on the left, where Daniel and her had made their first foraging trip.



Fifty-eight, fifty-nine.



The ruined office building where they found Cassandra, coated in Strix bliid and with only two rounds left. She'd proven helpful once they calmed her down and took her back to warmth in the village.



Seventy-three, seventy-four, seventy-five.



The department store; Serena had made her first kill there. Daniel had gone in ahead of her, while she looked through the drawers in the office. She heard a noise in the back, but just thought it was Daniel. She should have been buried there.



She remembered the footsteps, the tension, the click of the revolver's hammer. She still didn't remember turning around, only the gunshot. They never found out his name.



Ninety-three, ninety-four.



The diner where Daniel had died, three months ago. She dared a look at it. The windows were still broken, but crystalline Strix husks had blocked the view inside. Markers, forever, of how much his life cost the enemy that would never rest.



One hundred ten, one hundred eleven.



Now it was new territory. The cold wind still cut through her clothing, but as she kept moving, the heat managed to fight back. She looked up again, taking stock of her choices. On the left was a two-story building, with clear and shattered windows. Above the door was a worn and faded sign. Serena could barely make out the letters "phar". Medicine. The village always needed more



On the right was a taller building, four stories, but the roof had collapsed, and take  the top floor with it. There weren't any signs, and the windows were tinted a dark black. She walked up to the door and made a mark on the wall beside it: two circles, with a vertical line cutting them in half. Scouted, unentered, possibly dangerous.



She turned back to the pharmacy, and stepped inside, both hands now securely on her rifle. The sunlight stretched far inside, showing mostly vacant shelves and snow-drifts that had encroached from outside. With a few steps inside, however, the wind died down enough for warmth to spread out from her chest, and she gave a sigh of relief.



Ears and eyes alert for anything, she made her way down the aisles. Anything that seemed widely useful was grabbed and placed in her pack, and the rest was left where it was found. She was finished with one aisle when she saw the counter, barely lit as deep into the store as it was.



Even in he shadows she could catch the telltale glimmer of Strix skin, but she heard no sound from it. She froze, breath caught in her throat. One meant a dozen. A dozen meant death. She was alone this time. She looked down, pulling the bolt back. Loaded. She pushed it back in. She hadn't fired yet. Left with ten. One more magazine in the jacket pocket, only six. Pistol on the hip, twelve rounds. Knife in the sleeve. 



She saw the crystals move, and then the faint chittering of Strix, not from the body, but from upstairs, and the backroom. She began to back up. Finger on the trigger, stock on her shoulder. One flare in the pack, or was it two? Her breaths began to come quickly, but she closed her eyes a moment to calm them.



The chittering turned to silence, and Serena stopped. She was in the middle aisle, how far from the door? Halfway? She could run, but would they chase? The sunlight felt warm, but the wind chilled. Strix always hated light, but thrived in cold.



Then, it came from behind her. A shriek, ear-splitting. She turned, aimed, and fired. The world was fire and gunshots and glimmering crystalling skin. As soon as the body fell she ran, rifle in one hand as she fumbled for a flare and tossed it behind her at the doorway. It would mark the way, warn the next. The shrieks grew louder, and she thought of Daniel. She'd made the same mistake, again. At least this time, only her life had been on the line.
      

      
   
      Freezer Burn


      
      
      
         
         Justified Nomophobia

      
      

      

      
      
         Cole rubbed his hands together and blew into it. He was thankful that he was wearing gloves. Whatever body heat he had left, he was going to need it. However, he knew all too well that the gloves wouldn't serve their use for much longer. Oft times, he would work quickly to get in and get out as his hands started to feel the bite of Jack Frost.



He glanced at his watch, fresh ice forming on its face. Thirty minutes since the trouble began.



His fingers started to throb underneath the thick leather. He lifted a glove up to his mouth. His breath lent a little grace as hot air circulated his glove for a second or two before it too turned and froze over. 



His breaths, clumps of clouds that floated above then fell as they sublimated almost instantly. He looked around at the grated shelves of frozen food stacked around him and way overhead. He brushed the frost away from one label, and read ‘32 ounce Ahi: Keep Frozen’. 



There was something wrong with the freezer. He only spent 2 minutes grabbing boxes, but upon trying to open the door, fate deemed him as the lucky guy to find the knob on his side frozen shut. 



His boss had no problem with him leaving the door open. It was his parents that condoned that habit, telling to shut the refrigerator, freezer, garage, back door. Who knew that would be the end of him?



He shriveled up in the corner of the freezer, rocking himself in fetal position, trying to keep warm.  








His eyelashes fluttered open. The tips had gathered a thin sheet of speckled dust, the corners of his eyes were welded shut by the freezer’s work. 



He remembered something. In an airtight bag in the meats, there were oxidizing packets. 



Whenever he would cut a bag open, he would toss those tiny packets and put the bag in recycling. When he was taking out the trash, he recalled that those packets heated up. Not all of them, but some of them. 



He searched the shelves, trying to recognize the boxes underneath the frost. HIs hands were aching, but he didn’t care. At this point, he needed to take any chance he had. 



On top of the third shelf, about 3 meters above him, he spotted the stacked boxes.



He glanced around, trying to find any ladder. Alas, as luck had it, the ladders were left outside the freezer. The boss had problems keeping ladders in the freezer since ice formed on the steps and presented a hazard. 



He gritted his teeth and pulled a hand onto the rung of the first shelf. He mustered any grip he could with his fingers that felt like they’d been restrained by a million cold rubber bands.



One shelf, after another, he pulled himself up. For the first moment in his life, he finally respected why his gym teachers insisted on pull-ups. He screamed, reaching for the third and final shelf, when he finally got up, He heard a sound of thunder.



He looked to his right, panting and catching his breath while he lay on top of the shelf. The door shook. Chunks of frost fell off the sides. After another pull, the door swung open.



“...And this is why you never leave a cart in front of the door, Mike.” His boss barked at his co-worker.



Cole felt a burn of anger inside of him. Was that the reason why the door was so hard to open? Somebody blocked it?



His boss clicked his tongue. “Cole, why are you up there?”



“Trying to get… the… heat packets… sir.” Cole panted.



“Those don’t have heat packets… they are only for the twenty degree rooms.” his boss explained. “Also, why didn’t you use the Bard Inc. Scanner? It has wifi and connects to the system’s chat!”



“I didn’t know…  they... had that.” Cole finally caught his breath.



“You rookies really need to pay attention to meetings.” Mike said.



“Mike’s right.” His boss added. He turned to his coworker. “Ugh.. Mike go get the ladder, we need to get him to medical staff.”



Cole breathed a breath of frustration.



“Looks like we have to reset the counter for days without an accident.” His boss growled again. “But it’s good we found you in time. I don’t think a Cole Popsicle is very appetising.”



Cole chuckled.



“Next time, don’t close the door, kid.” his boss chuckled back.
      

      
   
      The Toppling Tower


      

      
      
         The Toppling Tower of Heverran, a vast fanglike structure of brown weatherstreaked granite, loomed at an impossible angle over the countryside of the Forsylvae. It was the center of many disquieting legends and the tomb of many daring but reckless explorers. 



It certainly was not the right place to hear raucous laughter.



We were here for a grim but hopeful purpose. A week ago, we’d explored the ancient ruin of Lafelow’s Gangrenous Gardens, and there we found a cache of artifacts cast in precious metals. Research implied they were the legendary keys to Heverran’s Tomb, a solid vault at the tower’s top, wherein the ancient mage had been forcibly and unjustly imprisoned.



Now, standing before his tomb, we worked to resolve one of the great tragedies of ancient times, and succor and release the imprisoned spirit of Heverran himself. I found myself pondering the suffering of the old mage, and the fleeting nature of all mortal life, when Favari’s laughter rang out and jarred me from my thoughts.



“Would you keep it down, Favari?” I said. My half-sister, expert archaeologist and unraveler of ancient traps and riddles, had been in high spirits for weeks now, but her mood was inappropriate for this solemn occasion.



“Hey Minselon, lighten it up a bit,” she said. “We’ve come to do a good deed, after all.”



Ariteva, the priestess we’d hired to perform the rites, cleared her throat. “Much as I appreciate keeping a cheerful spirit in dark times, I ask you for restraint so I may concentrate.” Ariteva moved to the great dark doors, before which was a shelf of stone covered with inlaid script, with an oval depression in the center. She chanted softly as she raised the most keylike of the artifacts we’d found.



“Do you think the tower might actually collapse, once we release his spirit?” I asked.



“Like the legendary ancient clichés?” Ariteva snorted. “As if Heverran’s weary old shade provides enough magic to support this huge tower? The ancient architects wrought better than that. Despite its name, the tower has stood for a thousand years. We should all be safe.”



Ariteva laid the artifact into the spoon-shaped depression, and stepped back. We awaited the unlocking of those terrible doors and the emergence of Heverran’s tortured soul.



And waited. 



“Shouldn’t it have done something by now?” asked Favari.



Ariteva sighed. “It should.” She withdrew the object and repeated the rite using the other artifacts we’d discovered. None of them worked.



“Well, this is indeed a mystery,” said Ariteva. “Are you sure that this is all of the artifacts? That none were left behind?”



“Favari and I are quite thorough,” I replied, dreading the thought of returning to the dismal Gardens. “We took all.”



Ariteva looked each of us in the eyes. “The artifacts should all be linked,” she said. “Perhaps I can use that to our advantage…?” She pronounced another chant.



Suddenly, Favari yelped and jumped in the air, clutching her posterior! 



As I stood in shock, Ariteva ran to Favari and yanked down her pants! “AH-HAH!” She steeled herself, reached forward and tugged, and drew from Favari’s exposed nether regions a gleaming golden thing like an egg, but with a flared base on it. Favari winced and gave a disappointed moan.



“Behold the True Key of Heverran,” she said, “By the grace of the gods, and the baser appetites of humanity, preserved until the hour of need.”



Favari stared at the floor. “I palmed it when we discovered the cache,” she said.”It just… looked so smooth. And I started playing with it, and one thing led to another…”



“And you used a priceless artifact as a sex toy, for all this time,” I sighed.



“Can we talk about this later?” groaned Favari.



Ariteva strode to the door, carefully wiping her hands and the Key on a clean cloth, then laid the Key in the hollow. It flashed with golden radiance, and the great doors parted. The great stones thrummed, and something passed us, a sense of doom and sorrow that seized and wrung our hearts and slowly faded, leaving us staring at each other in wonder and relief. Already the stones of the tower seemed to rest easier upon each other.



Ariteva smiled. “Heverran has finally gone to rest. I thank you, Minselon, and also you, Favari, whose fascinating urges lent a new dimension to the most tired of all the ancient clichés.”



I saw it too. “You mean…”



“Yes. The real treasure was inside her all along.”
      

      
   
      Crooked? Review


      

      
      
         Jonas Johnston’s seminal work ‘Between a Rock and a Rock’ is no doubt the most acclaimed, influential, and successful novel of the decade that has ever made me want to claw my eyes out. By the end of it, I am sad to find that the words, despite wounding my humanity deeply, also failed to manage this task.



The phrase ‘seminal work’ has never sounded more apt, as the book contains little else aside from the author’s semen.



J. Johnston’s semi-ghostwritten, possibly autobiographical work is a story of a young boy growing up in a small, out-of-the-way town in Alabama. By a stroke of luck, which the author calls his genius, he is whisked away to California where he proceeds to fill his life with depravity, while his brother, a thinly caricatured strawman, is left to tend to the family farm. In the anticlimactic ending the boy, now a grown man, returns, like the prodigal son, and is welcomed to the farm which, by then, his brother has had to sell. The man repurchases the farm, and the brothers reconcile.



The actually quite controversial story has been lauded for its faux-subversion of tropes, features of unconventional unmagical elements in a real-world setting, and its uncanny ability to sell like the Bible. Critics may be divided, but the ones that have graduated college seem immune to the story's heart-throb and glam, and unanimously trash it, and with good reason:



The prose is awkward and clunky at places, hinting that it might have mostly been ghost-written by someone much, much more capable and well-read. The story itself doesn’t bother taking its message seriously, yet its humor falls horribly flat. The bacchanalian revelry, and the narcissistic action, are gone into in great detail, but with very little of substance beneath. The main character is petty and acts dishonorably with the way he cheats his only living family member of his inheritance.



The ending is implausible, to say the least, though it does hold out for a hint of hope and is the story’s best part. That isn’t to say much, however.



In short: 'Between a Rock and a Rock' is vulgar, dark and grotesque and, as such, managed to top the NY best-seller list for a whopping two weeks before being completely dropped off by stories that are actually good. 



There is little doubt about the novel’s impact, however. The book has already broken several sales records, and, to my knowledge, is presently being made into a feature film. Barring that Johnston isn’t anything like his namesake in the story, he will most likely be crying his way to the bank and back, and die sad and alone, forsaken by his destitute brother to whom he maybe should have remembered to return the favor.



Author J. Johnston couldn’t be contacted for a comment.



- Reviewed by:



    Samael Johnston

    Author, Critic

    Littleton, Alabama
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      Creation, and What Followed


      
      
      
         
         Submerged Aspirations

      
      

      

      
      
         The first time sunlight fell, the world let out a cry unlike any other. The drop fell swiftly, molten gold hurtling towards the surface of the Deep. It struck the water, illuminating the endless sea. In that moment, the world burned red. From sunlight came everything. 



The Phoenix, haughty and proud, guided the light, bringing forth life, giving each a spark to guide them. The King Above and his sister, the Queen Below, joined him, guiding the seasons in their inexorable tide. Together, they raised great continents, giving shelter to the life they had helped birth. In time, the forests sung with every manner of bird and beasts, and the seas frothed with every manner of living thing. 



The Deep stayed the same. Quiet and lightless, for the Phoenix had taken the sunlight above. There was life, yet it lacked the perfection or the idealism of what the Phoenix had made. The Deep remembered those fleeting moments, filled with light, yet it knew that it would never have it again. 



The Phoenix eventually took to the cliffs, watching creation and waiting until such a time when he was needed once more. Creation would thrive in his absence. Kingdoms rose and fell, each acknowledging and welcoming the sun’s gifts. And yet the Deep still awaited the gift of light, begging for something more than what it had been given long ago. 



When man first came to the Deep, it was out of ignorance. When the Deep responded, it was out of exhaustion. In the darkness at the edge of the world, where the river met the raging falls, the traveler knelt, dipping a hand into the water. The world let out another cry then, relief as the sunlight in man was brought to the hunger of the Deep.



The Phoenix did not stop it. From the highest peaks of the world, he gazed down into the abyss, waiting to see what the world’s response would be. The traveler returned safely, bearing news of what he had seen. Some mocked him. Others labelled him a madman. Yet some listened and learned, and the breadth of human knowledge grew wider. 



The Deep was left dark. No one came in search of the ebony pools, the journey too far or the risk too great to be considered. In time, mankind returned to their own squabbles, the struggles of mortal kings more pressing than the darkness from the world’s birth. 



Yet the world had changed. The Deep had tasted sunlight yet again, and man was a fickle race, driven by curiosity that burned brighter than even self-preservation. Knowledge was a dangerous plaything, and once tasted, some things could never be forgotten. The Phoenix waited. It remained to be seen what would come. 
      

      
   OPS/images/71-f4ef69.jpg





OPS/images/2607-16bff1.jpg





OPS/images/2731-672d52.jpg





