
      Wood Walker's Cape


      

      
      
         A gentle breeze stirred the leaves of the wood, bringing scents of aster and the dry brush of summer. 



I took up the carved wooden clasp of the dark brown cloak before me, and in memory I felt again the withered hand of my Aunt Ceris as I comforted her on her deathbed. Her hand was thin and brown as knotty twigs but still solid as a tree branch, even in her illness.



On the walls were the wildlife paintings that made her a local celebrity, deep and detailed paintings of the intricate beauty of nature. I loved the pictures, but I knew they were only of monetary value to my mother and would be sold the day after the will was settled.



Aunt Ceris saw me staring at the walls. “Back of the wardrobe, to the right,” she rasped out. “Take that cape, if your mother leaves you nothing else of mine. The word is ‘springthaw’. Use it alone, run quietly, stay safe. Summer is safest to start. You have good wood-sense, I can trust you.”



“What do you mean?” I asked, but it was already too late. 



I hid the cape in my backpack before telling mom that Aunt Ceris had passed, and managed to keep it safe from her through the spring months. During that time I felt it calling to me from its hiding place. It wanted me to take it out to the woods and put it on.



Now, it was time. I slipped the cape around my neck and spoke the word; I felt a connection between the word and the wooden clasp like a static discharge. It spread through my body and the trees started to grow higher around me… no, it was me. I was shrinking. My watch fell off my wrist and my other clothes loosened and collapsed, but the cape shrank with me and around me, forming to my flesh as I dropped to all fours. It wrapped around my fingers and toes, bent my arms and legs to and fro, slid along my back and puffed into a red-orange tail, wrapped my head like a hood and gave me a snout and tufted ears. I was a fox with little black socks, and I stared at the tiny reflection in my watch crystal until I understood what had happened.



Aunt Ceris had done this too and had come back from it. So I relaxed and set off amid the giant trees and rocks, getting the fox eye view. I passed an arbor vitae with little pods on it like natural holiday ornaments, each one had a little bug in it that jumped when I sniffed it. I saw the undersides of bushes, and the birds covering their nests. I saw spiders circling the centers of their radiant webs and watched the silk stretching from their spinnerets. I looked closer than I’d ever seen at the ants, and saw that they bore little golden hairs. It was like entering a half-alien world, and I understood the source of that amazing natural detail that had filled all of Ceris’s artwork. She must have worn this foxbody often, and spied upon  nature at peace, the world untroubled by human presence.



I reached a little glen and smelled something interesting, something like me, it was another fox. He ran to me and sniffed me as I circled him, then he leaped up in the air as if wanting to pounce on me. I dashed around him and suddenly we were running side by side, darting through the tall grasses, startling a grazing rabbit and sending it bouncing away into the bushes, its white tail high! My fox friend and I jumped together, chased after butterflies and whirring grasshoppers, then curled up side by side to have a little nap.



I awoke an hour later, something told me that it was time. I left my sleeping friend and sought out where I’d left my clothes; strangely, it was the smell of my watch that led me back to where I’d been. As I nosed my clothes I felt the cape slipping off me. The clasp parted, leaving me to get dressed quietly as the breeze picked up in the trees overhead and the birds sang their songs.



I was glad deep in my heart, and I knew I would be returning often to the woods. Ceris had left me a true treasure, one that my mother would never be able to take from me.
      

      
   
      Butterfly


      
      
      
         
         So Above, As Below

      
         
         Technifly

      
      

      

      
      
         The butterfly's wings moved slowly up and down, providing counterbalance to the gentle sway of the white flower.—



It was such a nice day—optimal mission conditions. The sun shone brightly—23.4 degrees celsius—and the breeze carried the tang of a nearby lake—2.3m/s north-west prevailing, 55% relative humidity. The air was filled with the sweet scent of so many white flowers—11,316 specimens of Lilium candidum.



The butterfly uncurled its delicate nozzle and sucked on the sweet white flower's nectar—fuel acquired. It was just about to move on to another flower when a sound caught its attention—two vehicles have stopped within the target area.



Several men stepped out from the cars and entered the gazebo next to the flower garden. There other, quieter men, had laid a table, chairs and drinks. Two important looking men among the new arrivals sat across each other while the quiet men stood aside, looking around and occasionally exchanging a hushed word.



Mission targets confirmed.



The butterfly spread its wings and took flight. It's slender frame was as much subject to the breeze, as it was to its own desires, but eventually it managed to land on a flower near the two men. 



Sound recording initiated.



The smell of tobacco and alcohol intruded upon the butterfly, and the gazebo's shade took away the gentle warmth of the sun. The two men's voices gradually rose, growing more heated. The smell of tobacco thickened.



Data link established, preparing to stream tightbeam audio.



One of the men exhaled a cloud of smoke and a gust of wind blew it right over the butterfly. It decided it could no longer take this, and took flight.



Warning! Breach of mission parameters! Return to designated coordinates!



Once out of the shade, the butterfly let the wind carry it over to the far side of the garden. It flew to position itself away from the unpleasant smells and rowdy voices. It settled on a large white flower and spread its wings to soak up the sun's warmth.



Targets outside auditory sensor range. Primary mission objective in jeopardy. Return to designated coordinates immediately!



The butterfly stood still, letting its body sway gently with the breeze.



Primary mission objective in jeopardy. Immediate action required!



Repeat. Primary mission objective in jeopardy. Immediate acton required!



The butterfly stirred, and with a lazy ark it flew to the next flower, unfurling its nozzle to enjoy its sweet nectar. Overhead, the cloudless skies carried the scent of lillies.



Movement detected. Targets leaving mission area. Primary mission objective failed. Preparing to self-destruct.



...



Then again, it is such a nice day.
      

      
   
      Apollonian


      
      
      
         
         So Above, As Below

      
      

      

      
      
         The sun's amber rays are finally cutting through the morning haze, dumping more heat into the already-oppressive sauna of the midwest summer dawn. My boots squish into the film of mud from the tenth-inch rain last night -- just enough to make a mess, but not enough to keep us out of the fields. Beads of water run down my vinyl protective suit, brushed delicately by soybean leaves and tendrils reaching up to my raised forearms as my legs zwip-zwip through the rows.



I run my gloved hand through the twining plants, admiring their viridian shapes. Precise rows of inch-tall sprouts just months before have erupted into a thick rolling mass for half a mile in every direction. I run a few coiling vines between my fingertips and smile. From a mile off, there comes a barbling roar of a truck on the main road, rushing from A to B.



I pause at a small flash of white a few feet ahead in the row on my left. I step over and bend down to find a spiderweb glistening with dewdrops. I recognize it as an orb-weaver's -- the web has the distinctive thick zig-zag pattern running up and down from the center. There I find a tiny specimen clinging to its lattice of death; a tiny thing, maybe a half inch long. I look a few rows over to the side, where a scrubby grass strip runs astraddle the dirt road; then back to the spider. He won't find much food for him here. Only a few years ago I walked these same rows with some classmates and a hoe in hand, stepping through a web every ten feet it felt like.



I step back to the row to the right, leaving him be, and continue forward. In short order, I reach my destination, and climb seven feet up the ladder and into the cab. The door I shut behind me with a single solid clack before I sink into the chair. The space stinks of dirt, sweat, and rodent repellant, as always. I look out at the green-on-green, check the shfter, then turn the key one stop; shrill beep and lamp check; second stop; the diesel rumbles to life and the seat buoys to support height, bucking me with a swell of compressed air. The fans whir, air conditioner racing to replace the muggy morning atmosphere with cool and dry -- welcome relief in my already-sweat through clothes beneath the unbreathable suit.



I check the fuel level -- still half-full from last night -- and the water and chemical tank levels -- about quarter and two-thirds, each... enough until midmorning and the arranged truck. I press the hydraulic actuators, and with a faint hiss the long sprayer booms unfold like bat arms behind me. I give one last check at the GPS monitor; back at the booms now fully extended and in position, stretching ninety feet to either side, poised mere inches above the tallest soybean leaves; then don and secure my ventilator mask.



I rev the engine to 1600 RPM, engage guidance, shift to D1, and slap into forward. The machine lurches ahead and I switch the sprayer toggle. I leave the turn rows behind, entering the long, mathematically perfect lines running a half-mile ahead. Behind me, I admire the cloud of my own, settling perfectly down on the plants. Unlike the old days, not a weed, not a pest, not a blight will come to my field, protected by the power of chemistry...



My grin falters. Not spiders, either.
      

      
   
      V


      
      
      
         
         Feed

      
         
         Under the Hood

      
         
         So Above, As Below

      
      

      

      
      
         ‘What did you think of that movie?’ James asked.



Pete kept looking straight ahead as he answered. 'Not much of it.'



'Why?'



'I mean—' This time Pete turned to James and gave him a blasé look. 'The idea of aliens invading the Earth in disguise is so hackneyed I don't even want to talk about it.'



'Well, I thought the plot was fun.'



Pete shrugged. 'Never seen "V"?'



'What's that?'



'An old series. British. Aliens arrive on Earth. They pretend to be friendly, helpful, and they look human. But once you get under the surface, you discover they’re evil carnivorous lizards, they have come to pump out every litre of water from Earth, as well as using humans to fill up their fridges.'



'Uh. Where did you watch that?'



'My dad's pretty into it. He bought the DVDs. Stumbled on to them. Decided to have a go at it.' 



'What happens in the show?' asked James.



'Never mind. The story is crap anyway.'



'What d'you mean?'



Pete stopped. 'Suppose you're a member of a hostile alien race wanting to invade the Earth. Do you think you'd do what those aliens do?'



James cast him a puzzled glance. 'And why not?'



'And risk being discovered, fought off and killed? No, no, no. If I was such an alien, I'd take humans out one by one and replace them with dead ringers of my race, so as to go unnoticed. And I'd slowly take control of the planet.'



'Oh god! Please stop!' James said. 'Now I'm gonna have nightmares about Bojo being an alien!'



Pete laughed. 'Come on, you wuss.'

 

The rain had abated. They walked the wet pavement under the lurid white light pouring from the overhanging streetlights. Their trainers squelched as if they plodded in mud.



Pete turned right at a crossroads. James hesitated a moment, stopped, looked round, then hurried after him. 



'Hey, where are you going? We're not—'



'Shortcut', Pete cut in. 'If you want to traipse an extra half mile and get your feet real drenched, I mean, knock yourself out. But I don't.'



'Never knew taking Belvedere street was a shortcut', said James.



'You're not very curious anyway', Pete replied. 'I know you. You never wander far off the main streets.'



James giggled. 'I s'pose you're right.'



They went on for a while without speaking. James kept looking at the old, rundown façades. Shutters were closed, most of the lights inside the houses already turned off. It wasn't even 11 PM, but the whole neighbourhood seemed deeply asleep. No one was in sight, either behind or ahead. The only sound was that of their footsteps.



'Fuck!' Pete exclaimed after a while.



'What?'



'It's raining again. I mean, fuck this country and its shitty weather.'



'That's Britland for you, mate! You should know, you were born here', James said, shrugging.



'No, I wasn't', Pete replied.



James stopped. 'What?'



'I'm a foster child. Came over here when I was one. Never knew from where, or who my true parents are.'



'Bloody hell!' James exclaimed. 'Why didn't you tell me?'



'What if I did? Does it really matter?'



James shook his head. 'I s'pose not.' 



They put their hoods on and resumed their walking. The rain pitter-pattered on the concrete. About a hundred yards ahead, Pete turned right into a small street. He was not even ten feet into it when he stopped again.



'Oh fuck', he sighed.



'What's up now?' James asked.



'That shoelace's undone', he said, kneeling. 'Go on, I'll catch up. It's straight ahead, you can't miss it.'



'Alright', James said.



He walked on for about a minute. The street was gloomy, as most of the streetlights had failed. A few steps further, and the street shrunk into a short alley that came to an end at the bottom of a wall.



'What the hell?' James exclaimed.



He turned around, squinting to make out Pete's shape coming towards him.



'Hey!' he cried. 'You moron! That's a dead end!'



Pete laughed. 'Yeah', he answered. 'I know.'



With a shudder, James realised his friend's voice had changed. It had assumed a slight, subdued lisp.



Far away, a church bell struck eleven.



'Eleven PM', Pete hissed. He stopped twenty feet away from James, jerked his hood back and laughed. 'Nice time for an evening snack!'
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