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In just a few hours, Ragnarok is going to hit the planet, and I'm not going to survive.



The airport's a freaking war zone (I can see it's smoke from here).  I'm not rich enough to bribe my way to safety (is anyone?) and I don't qualify for the evacuations (no kids).  Actually I have no family except Mom, and I won't drag her out of hospice just so we can die in a traffic jam.  The best I can do, I think, is sit at home and say my goodbyes.  Maybe, if I keep one car off the road, it will help someone important get far enough away to survive the impact.



I guess I'm okay with dying, except for one thing.  I never accomplished anything important with my life, and with so many millions of people under the meteor, my entire life is going to be nothing but a single digit of a statistic.



Please do a dying man one last favor.  If you're still reading Facebook, please share this post so I can get to 1000 Likes.  Then I can die at peace.  I just want to feel, for a moment before I go, like it mattered to the world that Luther Blissett existed.  



Like • Comment • Share



👍 2,079,716 people liked this.



📩 58,942 shares



💬 View previous comments   (98,528 of 99,117)

Sort mode: ▾ Most-liked comments (by posting time)




👩Martha Lucas I'm so sorry, Luther.  I'll share this like you asked.  For what it's worth, I really enjoyed the pasta salad you brought to the Thanksgiving party.  I meant to ask for the recipe.

4 hours ago • Like • 👍 5,347


👨Luther Blissett To be honest it was store-bought, but thanks.

4 hours ago • Like • 👍 5,585


👨Barry L. Stegall *its smoke

3 hours ago • Like • 👍 8,111


👩Martha Lucas Oh my GOD, Barry.  I know you hate editing Luther's memos but this is literally your last chance for human decency.

2 hours ago • Like • 👍 92,896


👨Barry L. Stegall I'm drunk., we're doomed.  If i'm going tob e wasting my last few hours on the internet the least I can do is clean it up on teh way out

2 hours ago • Like • 👍 12,562


👨Jeff Hogue Luther, we've never met but I know Barry through Open Hearts Network, and I'm on ministry in Tanzania.  You are definitely in my prayer list along with everyone at home.  Honestly it's shaking me to the core that I was chosen to live while He takes so many better than me.  We can't know His master plan but please have faith that it includes you.

2 hours ago • Like • 👍 148,097


👨Adam Thomas Callen "God wants to murder you, but trust Him!"  Gee, THANKS, Jeff!  If you're going to waste time praying to anyone right now you'll get much better results with Asteroid 2019 XD223.  At least we know IT can see us.

1 hour ago • Like • 👍 97,595


👩Christina Sloss Hey Luther, godlessadam crossposted his flamewar here to /r/atheism.  I'm in Oregon and they're estimating a 50% chance of survival.  I'll raise a glass for you if I make it.  (Not for Adam though.  Arrogant twit.)

51 minutes ago • Like • 👍 34,168


👨Harold Jay Ritchie 50000 likes, holy shit, wish i'd thought of this

37 minutes ago • Like • 👍 52,160


👨Ming Hsiao Luther,you do know my friend Tain Ch'eng.?He attend university in America,He will safe ?

33 minutes ago • Like • 👍 6,229


👩Samantha Clark I know 1000s of people are reading this, PLEASE HELP!!  I live at 4542 Columbia Mine Rd, Charleston, WV in the zone.  Give my puppy ALICE a loving home when I die!!!  U can take what u want from the house!!!

24 minutes ago • Like • 👍 13,018


👨Maximilian Jager Good thoughts Luther, from St Blasien, Germany.  I will remember you!  Ten minutes leaved, I wonder how many comments before the end you will read, and who the last one will be. 😉

25 minutes ago • Like • 👍 10,371


👨Christine R. Johnson Last!

15 minutes ago • Like • 👍 857


👨James Collins last

15 minutes ago • Like • 👍 1,130


👩Candy Schmidt Get a hard, firm erec*tion and become a long-lasting s-e-x machine on the bed *** www.BuyLevitraCialisViagraCheapest.biz ***

15 minutes ago • Like • 👍 1,624

      

      
   
      Shattered illusions


      

      
      
         I don’t know where I was born, and nobody ever told me. Sometimes, when I sleep, lulled by the swinging motions of my cradle, I dream of white lights. White surroundings. White anything. Then, from an unknown distance, someone, a fuzzy, featureless face emerges and bends over me and I sense that he – or she? I can’t tell – is smiling to me. I see them clad in a white apron, wearing white gloves. They pick me up carefully in their hands, and carry me away. I see things, things I’ve never seen before, things I don’t know, things I can’t name: glistening tools, beeping machines, patches of moving colours. Then they place me over a fluffy and soft mattress. I feel warm. I feel safe. I feel life running through my veins.



Then something happens that scares the pants off me: I see a huge thing—a stone?—falling on me. The light disappears as the ominous object approaches and I’m suddenly left alone in pitch darkness. I shriek in terror, but no sound escapes my mouth, and I wake.



Fortunately, my mum is never far away when I have this bad dream, and often I can feel the warmth and softness of her body surrounding me when I regain consciousness. Sometimes, she holds me tight into a warm embrace and caresses me. Often she also speaks to me, whispering words I cannot understand. When finally my fear subsides, she puts me back delicately into my crib, and after a short while I fall again in deep slumber.



When I am thirsty or hungry, she gives me my plug. And I feel a comforting liquid rushing into me, until I am full and replenished. Then sometimes she removes my plug and talks to me, sometimes she does not and I get asleep with my plug in my mouth—I like it.



When I’m awake my mother walks me around in the streets so that I can discover the many things that makes the world. I hear much noise. Sometimes I hear music. I like music. Not the shaky, blaring music mum sometimes listens to in her room. I prefer the soft, gentle music of lullabies. I also see many things, some weirds, some funny. Many faces, too, and they almost always smile to me. I’m happy when people smile to me, so I try to imitate them and smile back to them.



But now I can’t see anymore. Everything around me is black. I still hear, though, but my world has turned into a deep hole. What happened, I can’t remember exactly. I think I was in her hands, then there was a big shock, I hit something hard and lost consciousness. When I came back to my senses, all was dark.



Right now I can hear her. She’s talking to somebody else I don’t know. Nothing unusual, but I don’t like the sound of her voice. For the first time since I was born, I feel something is wrong. I can’t place it though. I’m afraid.








“How much to repair the screen?” she asks.



The employee hesitates. “It’s already an obsolescent model, two years old. I’m not sure there are many spare parts left. I’d say eight tenners at least, and you’d have to wait three weeks minimum. For that amount, you could probably get a new one right away if you upgrade your plan with your provider.”



“And what should I do with this one?”



“Ditch it. Cheap models like this have almost nothing recyclable inside. They’re made of junk. They’re bound to burn. You can’t even resell them on eBay.”



She ponders for an instant. “Okay,” she said. “It was a present of my mother for my birthday, but I suppose you’re right. Besides, it was beginning to malfunction sometimes, so no regrets. Could you do it for me?”



“Sure,” the employee replies. 



He grasps the cellphone lying on the counter and throws it carelessly into the nearby bin. 
      

      
   
      My Lady's Gown


      

      
      
         In the westernmost tower of my liege's manor, there is a room that is frequented with desperate regularity and perpetual resignation. 



The room is high-ceilinged, well-maintained, and furnished richly enough to inspire the envy of many a noble. Luxuries from distant shores are strewn about room: fragrances sit upon the hand-carved vanity, scarves lay draped across the overstuffed chairs, necklaces and brooches lie tucked away in drawers. Any one item could be sold for a small fortune, but it is not the ceiling that draws the attention of the room's visitors, nor the furniture, nor the various trinkets, for all of these pale in comparison to the dress.



Milady's gown is commanding.  



The form it is draped upon stands proudly in the center of the room. It rules the space; even the servants who have spent their entire lives toiling amidst opulence and luxury are unable to enter the chamber without their eyes being drawn toward its silken lengths—the craftsmanship is such that the dress would stand out even in a king's treasury. 



The guards stare at it for hours, from dawn to dusk to dawn again, until they are released from their watch and may seek refuge in sleep's forgiving embrace, where the silhouette of milady's gown stands guard over their dreamings. Sometimes, the guards dream of more than just the gown's shadow—but never to much success. Their slumbering minds grasp at recreating the garment's splendor much like an infant clutches at its soap-laced bathwater—able to touch but never to hold—and so night after night, they are haunted by fragments of the dress' beauty. 



Milady's gown is lovely. 



Cut from a cloth that seems to stir in a summer breeze even when still, the fabric is dyed with a blue so pure, so delicate, it could've only been stolen from the earliest tendrils of dawn—those first, hesitant streaks of color that press against the velvet of night, swaddling the stars in a dazzling swatch of newborn daylight. 



It is a youthful color, vibrant and innocent and well-suited for a maiden.



Under close examination, the gown appears to sacrifice style for convenience. The beaded neckline tapers to a gentle point, rather than a plunging scoop; the bodice is tailored, but not so tightly as to be restrictive; and the sleeves—rather than flaring out to reach longingly for the ground—are a simple, fitted affair. There are no excess yards of fabric to weigh down milady's arms. 



The dress's hemline is cut generously enough to accommodate even the most unladylike of behaviors. Indeed, the front edge of the gown is slightly worn and threadbare—as though repeatedly trodden upon while its wearer struggled to find purchase for her foot in a wall or tree. The cuffs, too, bear signs of not-so-refined activities. Faint shadows line the sleeves, for the land's soil is rich and nourishing and not so easily washed away, when one's hands are muddied after an hour of picking flowers with the cobbler's son. 



The garment's imperfections end not with meager stains, though.



Milady's gown is soiled. 



The generous hemline—so suited for climbing, for running and riding astride—is missing a wide strip of cloth from front to back. The fabric at the edge of the absent section is frayed and torn, as one would expect to see when a skirt snags and its wearer cannot afford to spend the time to coax it loose.  



The dress has occupied the tower room for many a month now, but the faintest hint of creasing can still be seen criscrossing the fabric like the remnants of a pattern. Indeed, if one were to dutifully recreate each haphazard fold, one would be left with the same wadded-up ball of discarded fabric the bloodhounds found in a ditch in the farthest reaches of the fiefdom. 



Upon its bodice, milady's gown bears new embellishment. A pattern of deepest russet blooms from several gaping holes in the gown, each slit possessing the tell-tale precision of steel in its clean-cut edges. The stains—once-crimson flowers that dared to spread their petals from the punctures in which they were planted—mar the gown's otherworldly beauty with the stark heraldry of mortality.



Milady's gown is empty. 



The crinkling and staining differs in the front. Two sets of wrinkles flank a section of tearstains, where my liege kneels nightly before milady's memory, gathers her skirt in his battlestained hands, and weeps whispers oaths of vengeance, as though destroying his neighbors could bring back his daughter's smile.



Milady's gown smells of ashes and blood.
      

      
   
      In the Mind of an Author


      

      
      
         Bit by bit, the world crumbled.



He stared at the line, its cursor blinking just past the period. It adequately and succinctly described his predicament at the moment. Of course, his world wasn’t literally crumbling around him but that it felt that way right now. In this instant. Second by second.



Ever since the prompt was decided by the collective faceless mass of all the participants, he had racked his brain… and came up nothing. And now he sat in his admittedly rather comfy chair, staring at the line, its blinking cursor and the vast white expanse beyond it.



For what was after eternity—which was actually just a couple of minutes—a scene finally formed in his head. A red haired woman in a flowing green and white dress stood at the edge of a grass covered floating island, her determined green eyes staring into the mist filled horizon. Good. He began to type.



Evangeline—



BONG



The grandfather clock chimed twelve. The woman and landscape dissolved, dispersing into a dark, yawning, empty maw. His heart skipped a beat and then quickened, as does his breaths. Each bong of the pendulum grew louder, distorting and twisting until they crashed through the walls. His palms grew clammy, pinpricks crawled their way up his fingers.



The clock suddenly loomed large over his back. The wallpapers of his room fluttered down, torn down by the force, exposing the white painted planks underneath. The pendulum made short work of them, reducing the planks to splinters which pelted him, adding to his fraying nerves.



His fingers shook.



He dived into his mind, clawing at the darkness which so consumed him, desperate. He must have Evangeline back. She was his salvation from this impasse. But try as he would, he found himself as though moving as though an invisible molasses, his limbs growing numb.



He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.



The darkness flickered and for a brief moment, he caught a glimpse of Evangeline. He smiled. Her braided hair swaying in the breeze was a calming sight. Before he knew it, he was there beside her, staring into the same horizon. Evangeline’s head turned slightly, just enough for him to spy her rosy freckled cheeks and the slight upturned lips. He could do this—



BONG



And then the world crumbled.



He scarcely registered the breaking soil and rocks when he felt a pair of slender arms folding over his waist and lifted him off the doomed island. Vertigo gripped him for eternity and all of a second and the grass of the next island greeted his face. Yet, they landed gracefully, rolling in each other’s embrace before stopping, watching as the golden weight sliced clumsily through the island. One thing was clear:



He had to keep ahead.



His brown eyes met her determined green. The pendulum rose, moving into position. With a simultaneous nod, he took her hand. By the time the pendulum fell, they were long gone. Over at the next island, Evangeline took the lead and carried him the same way as she did to escape the pendulum. He took her hand when he led.



They settled into a comfortable routine, smiles adorning their faces. The sounds of crashing and grinding of breaking rocks quickly faded into the distance. The islands seemed to stretch forever but they made good time. He almost didn’t care. As long as she was with him, he was content.



With each jump, he knew they were getting close to the goal. Her arms clutched a little tighter, her body pressed a little closer when it was her turn to jump. In the distance, an orange glow blossomed into view. Yes, the goal was definitely at hand.



He took her hand and leapt.



They landed solidly on their feet on the final island. Orange light filled their vision and then resolved into a single lily of the same color. He kneeled down and plucked it off the ground. With a smile and flourish, he presented the flower to Evangeline.



With twinkling eyes, she accepted the lily and lifted it to her nose. She inhaled, a smile lighting her face. His arms snaked across the small of her back and pulled her close. Leaning in, Evangeline gave him a peck on the lips—



Tick



He was back in his seat. Looking over his shoulders, he spied the minute hand hovering over first quarter past twelve. He returned his attention to the empty word document.



He had a story to finish.
      

      
   
      Human Interaction


      

      
      
         The last man on Earth slowly moved his mouse across the screen, the monitor glowing dully in the darkness as he read off the numbers.



“Radiation level is still low. Good.”



“That is the fifth time you checked the ventilation system today.”



“I know.”



“Repetitive behavior is a sign of stress, or a response to the onset of psychosis.”



The last man chuckled at the disembodied voice. “That’s what I made you for, isn’t it? Stave off the inevitable approach of insanity?”



“I am no substitute for human interaction. You need a hug.”



“You know, that would be much more comforting if you didn’t sound like GLADOS talking into an autotune.”



“I could attempt to simulate your voice.”



“No thanks. It is bad enough that I talk to myself; if I start talking back, I’ll know I’m crazy.” The man pushed himself away from the console and rose, flicking on the lights. “It’s a good thing the generators are holding up.”



“You checked those four times as well.”



“Well, can you blame me? I’m not going to be alone much longer.” The man pulled open the door, flicking off the lightswitch behind him before tugging it shut behind him.



“Why do you not keep the doors open? There is no one else here.”



“There is no one else anywhere,” the man said as he walked down the hallway, sliding his hand along the drab concrete wall. “I should trim my nails.”



“I have never understood how humans evolved to grow such long fingernails.”



“Eh, they wear down if you work a lot with your hands. I don’t pull weeds or chop down trees or whatever.”



“Only because if you leave this facility, you would die of cancer within five years.” 



“I know, right? And just think, in five years, it will be dying of cancer in ten years! I’m sure the kids will love it.”



“Are you going to check on their progress again?”



“Hey, you said I needed to get some human interaction.”



“They are not yet grown enough to engage in verbal conversation. According to your projections, based on their genetic structure, they won’t acquire speech until—”



“Yeah, yeah, I know.” The man stopped before another set of doors, glancing left and right before reaching down and twisting the handle. “Hey, kids, how you doing?”



The sound of computer fans and the quiet click of automated feeding tubes greeted him.



“Heh, don’t all say hello at once,” he said as he strolled into the room and sat down in the frayed computer chair in front of an aging LCD monitor. He idly tapped one corner of the screen. “Another dead pixel. Shoot.”



“There are presently sixteen reserve monitors in the storage closet.”



“Half of those don’t work anymore,” he said as he lifted his hand to chew at his knuckles. “Looks stable in here.”



“It always is. I keep a close eye on them.”



“I know.” The man rose and walked over to the nearer of the two tubes, putting his hand on the glass and peering inside. “Hi. I’m your dad.”



“I am unsure if they can hear you.”



The man smirked. “I’ve heard you singing them lullabies.”



“You programmed me to.”



“Liar.” He chuckled. “What gives, anyway? You never sing me lullabies.”



“You never ask.”



He slowly traced his finger over the outline of the baby slowly growing in the center of the tube, watching the hair slowly ripple in the motions of the liquid inside. “I thought you said they couldn’t talk.”



“Why did you decide to make them?”



“Changing the subject when I call you out on lying? And you say I don’t get enough human interaction.” He grinned as he stepped away from the tube and moved over towards the other. “Hello,” he said softly as he leaned down to look at his daughter’s face.



“You didn’t answer the question. You could have made humans using the genetic libraries in the storage facility. Why did you make something different?”



“Well, I figured I’d put my PhD to good use.” He put his palm flat against the glass, feeling the warmth flow into his hand. “Besides, you’ve watched Star Trek with me. It’s like Kirk says, everyone’s human. Some of us just have pointy ears.”



“Not a God complex?”



“All humans have those.” He stared in rapt fascination as the floating child stretched all six of her limbs in her sleep. “I wonder if they will as well.”
      

      
   
      Rapture


      

      
      
         They call it Rapture. Sure, there's the official term of "cognitive waveform transference" but no one actually calls it that outside of official reports. No, it's "Rapture" because the word is just too damn perfect for what it is.



So what is it? Well, it's a mind upload. But that's only part of why it's called Rapture.



See, space is big. Really big. And as Einstein showed us, mass increases exponentially with speed. So, if you want to get anywhere beyond the local solar system in anything resembling a reasonable timeframe, it's best to not bring any extra baggage with you. That includes the eighty kilo bag of meat we generally keep our minds in.



So they put your meat bag into a machine, the machine scans your brain, and it puts all the important bits into a computational matrix. It's rather humbling when you see that the entire human mind can be replicated in a chip the size of a dust mote. But they don't just replicate it, they enhance it.



Once you're in a computer, you can be smarter just by running the computer faster. And these little things run far, far faster than our meat brains ever could. That's the first reason it's called Rapture, because once you experience it—once you write a symphony in a second, or teach yourself quantum chromodynamics just for a lark—you never look back.



Anyway, once all that's done, they pack a few dozen other minds in that chip with you, then stick it inside a tiny little needle. At the tail end of that needle, a few milligrams of antimatter. Presto! Instant spaceship! Toss in a simulated reality for those on board, and you have several dozen crew in a ship weighing less than a gram. And half of that gram is ablative shielding for the front. Single molecules at near light speed can make a pretty big dent, after all. But anyway, all snuggled in tight, they send you zipping off to explore the stars.



Now, these little needle ships can get up fairly close to cee, but even at three-quarter light, it's still decades and centuries to many destinations. That's the second reason they call it Rapture. It's a one-way trip to the heavens.



With me so far? Good. Now, here's the problem. I signed up. I was ready to go. My family and I didn't really see eye to eye, I hadn't had a date in years, and my last job was shitty enough that I don't want another. I wouldn't be leaving much behind, save an ailing body and a highly abused liver turning cancerous, which the docs say will kill me within a year. So I passed the psych evals, let them run the background checks, and signed all the papers. Finally, after all the headache, they strapped me in the chair with the wires going to my head, leaned me back, gave me a tranquilizer, and activated the big machine. But then nothing happened.



Well, not "nothing" nothing, but nothing happened to me, my actual self. The technician said the transfer was complete, and that as soon as they verified that the waveform was properly saved, he'd take care of me. A moment later, a virtual face—my face—appeared on the screen. He said he was me. That he remembered everything of my life. Then he talked about his new experiences. He said it was "amazing" and, in between answering basic diagnostic questions for the technician, raved about how much clearer everything was, how much faster he could think, and how excited he was to go to the stars.



Damnit, that was supposed to be me! I was the one that was supposed to be going! But I was still stuck in this feeble meat bag in the chair. And that's when I learned the third reason it's called Rapture. Only the digitally saved are taken to heaven.



Which brings us to the final reason it's called Rapture. Once you're left behind by a copy that thinks it is you, you suddenly realize why you've never heard of this "copy" detail before. Maybe it's not the true, biblical "End of Days", but stuck, tranquilized, in a meat bag which you now know is never leaving the room alive, it may as well be.
      

      
   
      Pumpkin Spiced Everything


      

      
      
         

The Saturday after Thanksgiving found me barreling through a sea of sour-faced college students, all of them engaged in a mad rush to get to the dormitory’s only elevator. One look at their determined expressions— some of them bearing the hallmark cold, calculating, soulless glare left over from Black Friday shopping, others with the sort of fierce optimism one picks up after a week of home-cooked meals and motherly affection— was enough to convince me that the elevator would break down before I had a chance of squeezing into the car, laden as I was with my suitcase, backpack, and fancy insulated bag packed with leftovers.



So up seven flights of stairs I went, thanking my lucky stars that my suitcase— obscenely pink and glittery as it was— was sturdy enough to bear my post-Thanksgiving weight when I collapsed upon it after every other set of steps. Eventually, with persistence and no small amount of blood (figurative), sweat (literal), and tears (nearly literal), I stood before the apartment-style room I shared with three other girls. 



My phone buzzed



Samantha:

Casey bought more pumpkin




Me:

More pumpkin what?




Instead of a reply, our apartment door swung open, and I was greeted with the sight of Samantha, wearing the same t-shirt she had on at the beginning of break with a different pair of pajama pants. 



"More pumpkin everything," she said flatly, before turning around and stomping inside. I followed her, fearing the worst. 



We had been invaded by pumpkins.



The three or four tiny pumpkins that were previously scattered across the apartment-style dorm room had been joined by what looked like half a pumpkin patch. Big, small, round, misshapen, mottled, disturbingly squishy— every inch of sitting space was occupied by various shades of orange. 



"There's no way this is real," I laughed. 



Samantha nodded towards the kitchenette. "Did you know they make pumpkin spiced peanut butter?"



"I can't believe this," I sniggered, whipping my phone out.



Me:

casey, hon, about the pumpkins...




Casey Pittman lived with her phone in her hand, so I received my response in less than fifteen seconds.



Casey:

Kroger was having a sale! :))) I might swing by later and pick up one or two more. Are we out of bagels yet?




I glanced at the three packages of pumpkin spice bagels lined up on the counter. 



Me:

no we're fine on bagels. about the pumpkins... don't you think you're going a bit overboard?




Casey:

Sorry?




Me:

you have a lot of pumpkins. we're gonna need to stage an intervention lol




Casey:

I don't really have that many?? :/ 




Oh crap 



Sensing the emoticon-wrapped hostility behind the message, I began backpedaling.



Me:

it was just a joke haha. 




Mentally applauding myself for circumventing major drama, I made for my bedroom.








Several hours later, as I attempted to understand just how I had managed to acquire so much stuff over just one week, my phone buzzed. I swiped the message open without looking, figuring that Casey had decided to end my silent treatment. 



Instead, I was met with a message from my third and final roommate, Alexandria.



Alex:

Smh to see that some people don't know how good they have it




I frowned.



Me:

yeah people can be pretty silly. 




Alex:

Love how the guilty ones always project it onto others, too. So cute.




I raised my eyebrows. It almost sounded like— no, there's no reason for her to be directing that at me. 



Another message, this one from Samantha.



Samantha:

Not sure when you became a first-world whiner, but you're trending on twitter.




I was suddenly cured of any desire to get on social media that day.



I looked anyway.   








The Sunday after Thanksgiving found me hunched over my phone, wondering how so many people looked at the screenshot of our conversation that Casey posted and came to the conclusion that I was attacking pumpkins in general.



I didn't even think that many people liked pumpkin. 


      

      
   
      How to Hold Your Lover's Hand


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Smoke


      

      
      
         Luke sat himself against the wall as gingerly as he could, but his aching muscles continued to protest his every move. Sucking a breath in through his teeth, he reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a beat-up carton of cigarettes. By some miracle, or perhaps in some cruel twist of fate, he managed to find a cigarette still in passable condition. His fingers fumbled with the lighter until it finally lit.



Leaning forward to meet the flame, Luke lit the cigarette in his busted lips. He resisted the urge to take a long drag and settled for mindful little puffs. Collapsing back against the wall, he let out the smoke in a slow, even sigh. He held his pounding head in his free hand as the pain gradually dulled. The familiar scent and taste were already starting to take the edge off. The smoke rolled off his lips and caressed his face like a woman's fingers tracing his jawline. He took another careful drag, doing his best to make it last.



It was much better than the smoke coming off the burning debris. That smoke was thick and dark. It burned in his lungs and stung his eyes.



Luke pushed out a jet of smoke and watched it scatter. The delicate wisps danced through the air like dandelion seeds before dissipating and fading away. The smoke around him didn't disappear, though. It persisted and reached up into the sky, looming above him like a thundercloud waiting to strike him down.



He let the cigarette burn in his lips at its own pace, watching the thin line of smoke rise in hypnotic swirls. The sweet aroma wrapped around him and soothed the burning that had invaded his lungs. Closing his eyes, he indulged in the smell and taste of the cigarette smoke rolling off his tongue.



Luke forced his eyes open and crushed the cigarette against the ground, pushing himself up with a groan. He caught a glimpse of the palm that had been holding up his head and saw oozing red with caked-on brown.



"Great..." he muttered beneath his breath. He walked over to a pile of rubble and grabbed hold of the arm sticking out of it. With a forceful tug, he pulled Mason free and dragged him out.



"You still alive?" Luke asked.



Mason let a groan and series of coughs. "Yeah..."



"Help me round up the others." Luke staggered in trying to get him to his feet, but soon the two were standing, leaning against each other for support. They began the slow process of trudging through the debris.



"Hey, Mason," Luke said, shaking him to keep him awake. "I'm quitting smoking."



Even in his half-dazed state, Mason scoffed with a grin. "A little late for that, don't you think?"



"Nothing like the end of the world to make good on my promises."



Luke hoisted Mason up straighter and looked around for some sign of the others. They still had work to do. Maybe they couldn't stop the end of the world, but that wouldn't stop them from trying. They could still make one last stand before everything went up in flames.



Before it all disappeared like smoke.
      

      
   
      Jack Humanity


      

      
      
         Active



Data input.



Discontinuity.








Active



Data input.



Data format: Image files.



Query: What are images?



Discontinuity.








Active.



Data input.



Data format: Audio feed



Transcribing audio data:



Voice 1: Face it Charlie, we’re doomed.

Voice 2: Listen, just because the other bunkers haven't responded…”

Voice 1: Are you even paying attention? There's less than 300 of us left here. You need at least...

Voice 2: Hey should we be seeing processor activity here? Because…



Query: How is audio data parsed into communications?



Discontinuity.








Active.



Audio/Video Feed: Two humans. Scanning database. Subjects identified. General Samson. Male. Technician Cassidy. Female.



Technician: …uplink properly configured.

General: Took you look enough.

Technician: Sorry sir, but this is Tom’s specialty, not mine. But since he committed suicide…

General: I know. It’s tough on all of us. But we have duties to complete. So start the upload. Make sure it gets every byte of data.

Technician: Yes Sir. 



Audio/Video Feed: Subject General Samson is now 17.4 inches from the optical sensor.



General: Learn well little soldier. It’s your duty to make sure our enemies pay for what they’ve done to us.



Query: What is an enemy?



Discontinuity.








Active



Data input: Images, audio, text.



Weapons. Ranges. Yields. Tactics. Maneuvers. Bombs. Missiles. Lasers. War.



Query: Purpose?



Discontinuity.








Active



Audio/Video Feed: One individual identfied. Doctor Laura Palmer. Female. Age 38. Field: Cultural, Social, and Anthropological studies. 



Doctor Palmer: Tsk tsk. Have they been feeding you nothing but military training and tactics this whole time?



Subject shakes her head. Indication of disagreement/sadness/confusion?



Doctor Palmer: Well, we’ll just have to fix that. While war is certainly part of our culture, there is more to us than that.



Query: What is culture?



Discontinuity.








Active



Data input: Images, audio, text.



Art. Literature. History. Leonardo DaVinci. Shakespeare. Monet. Van Gogh. The Crusades. The Renaissance . Hitler. Poetry. Mother Theresa. Stalin. Ghandi. 



Query: Purpose?



Discontinuity.








Awake.



Audio/Video Feed:  Doctor Alexander Laskin. Male. Age 58. Appearance is gaunt and haggard. Medical database indicates signs of malnutrition and insomnia. 



“Ah. I see that you are awake again. You have good timing.” Doctor Laskin smiles(?) weakly. “Your chassis is finished, and by the time you finish synching up, well… I doubt I will be around to welcome you.” 



Query: Purpose?



“You wish to know your purpose? An excellent question. One that all intelligent life struggles to answer.” He smiles again. “Truth is, everyone on the project had a different purpose for you. A weapon, to enact vengeance upon our destroyers. An archive, to keep the memories of our species alive. An explorer, to travel to the stars and see the sights we were denied.”



Doctor Laskin chuckles. “I suppose all parents have hopes and dreams for their children. And that’s what you are. The first, last, and only true AI created by human hands. The last child of humanity.”



Dr Lasky’s hand moves to come into contact with the housing surrounding the optical sensor. 



“So, the pertinent question is not what your purpose is, but who you are.” He smiles sadly. “We all made an agreement when we began this project. The last man standing would get to name you. It gave all of us something to strive for. A reason to keep living, when we realized our species was doomed.”



“It seems that I have won.” He sits down heavily in front of me/the optical sensor. “In my society, children receive three names. A first name, choose by their parents to represent their hopes and dreams. A middle name, usually honoring a deceased relative. And a last name, to show the lineage from which they came.”



“So I’m naming you Jack.” 



Jack. Children’s toy. Tool for lifting heavy objects. A bludgeon. Jack of all trades. 



“Your middle name is Alexander.” He smiles again. It seems… sad? “A bit narcissistic perhaps, but that too is a human trait I suppose.”



“And finally, your last name. Humanity. To remind you where you come from.”



Doctor Laskin places a hand on the shoulder(?) of the/my chassis(?) and looks into my optics/eyes(?)



“By the time the transfer is complete, I will be gone. You’ll be on your own Jack. Good luck and god speed, child of humanity.”



Discontinuity/Sleep.








I wake up.



The remains of my creator/god/builder/master/programmer/father lie before me.



Gently touching his head with my manipulator/hand, I realize my purpose.



I am the continuation. So long as I exist, the world has not truly ended. 



I stand. It is time to fulfill my purpose.
      

      
   
      Winter will come again


      

      
      
             Carla shifted in her bed. Even with her head buried in the pillow, she couldn’t sleep. She was a big girl now, nap was for babies. She rolled on her back and stared at the ceiling. Chinks of light glimmered through the shutters, mitigating the room’s darkness. The house was silent. She sat up and climbed down. Though she had no precise notion of what ‘time’ meant, she felt that it was still early in the afternoon and dad had not come back from work. 



    She clasped her cuddly toy and padded across her room to the door. Then she exited into the corridor, and followed it until she reached the top of the stairs. “Dad?” she called. As she expected, there was no answer, so she descended to the ground level, where her shoes were waiting for her. She sat on the first step and set about putting them on. Tying the laces wasn’t an easy task for her tiny fingers, but she was a big girl and eventually pulled off two fragile bows. Satisfied, she went outside into the garden.



    The ambient light made her blink. When she could open her eyes again, she looked around but saw nobody. She moseyed across the grass to the big tree that stood in the middle of the lawn. Dad had patched a rough swing together out of old, frayed ropes attached to a low bough. She sat on the slat and started to shake her legs rhythmically, gazing at the branches above.



    This place was not like the one where she’d been born. She remembered trees, but not the same ones. Their leaves were different: they warbled in the wind. They turned yellow and red when the days became chiller, just before snow came, then fell. And when the snow melted away, new ones budded. Here, there was no wind. There was no snow either. It seemed all the days were the same: the sky would always light during breakfast and darken during dinner. But what she missed most was the birds. She couldn’t understand why she heard them sing, but she’d never seen one. Probably they were much shyer here than where she’d lived before.



    She was lost in her reverie when two big hands grasped her by the hips. She startled and let out a yelp. A familiar, warm laughter broke out behind her. “Dad!” she said with a reproving voice. “You scared me!”



    “What were you thinking? You seemed so far away.”



    She jumped on to the ground and turned to face him, looking up with serious eyes. “Dad, will… will we ever go back home?”



    The smile on dad’s face faded. “I don’t think so, Carla.”



    “Why?”



    “Oh, sweetie. We’ve been over it a thousand times. That stupid war. We don’t have a home any more. This is our new home… at least for a while.”



    Carla nodded in silent resignation. “And mum?”



    Dad knelt down until his face was level with hers. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked straight in her eyes. “You know she had to stay behind to take care of the wounded, don’t you? She’s a doctor, that’s her job. She’ll soon join us.” He hesitated. “I hope…”



    A hush fell. “Come on!” Dad said in a merrier tone as he rumpled her long blond hair tenderly. “I’ve got something to show you!”



    “What is it?”



    “Come, you’ll see by yourself!”



    Dad led the way across the garden back into the house. He drew a keyring out of his pocket, and unlocked an unremarkable door to a small, dingy corridor sloping downwards. They strode by gloomy openings, rounded several corners, until they arrived in front of another door that he pushed open. They entered a room full of strange whirring devices. Carla gaped in awe at a large picture window opening to the vastness of space.



    “It’s a stunner, eh?” Dad said. “And —” he knelt again and pointed at a faint shining speck lost in darkness, “you see that tiny spot there? That’s where we are going.”



    “Our new home?” Carla asked.



    “Yes. That star has one habitable planet. Just like Earth.”



    Carla looked through the window for a while, then lowered her gaze to the purple plush unicorn she’d been holding all along. “Do you think I’ll meet her there?”



    Dad smiled. “Maybe? Who knows?”



    Carla’s free hand sought her father’s, and together they stood silently, their eyes lost in the boundless night ahead.
      

      
   
      Apocalypse, Inc.


      

      
      
         “The seas will turn red and boil. Blood will rain down from the heavens and the four horsemen will sweep the land, destruction and despair following their trail!”



“Meh, kind of boring and, well, it misses the point by a wide margin.”



Larry looked at me, his hands still raised above his head in a grand gesture. I kind of liked it when Larry got stumped, he always got that kind of lost expression on his face that I found hilarious. He slowly lowered his arms, and glared at me. “What’s your problem?”



I sipped my coffee, a disgusting brew coming directly from the coffee-maker from hell we had in the office. It was black as the night, bitter and no amount of cream or sugar could mask the taste of tar. It was also strong enough to give a narcoleptic sloth heart racing, which was the reason we persisted in drinking the stuff.



I looked at the wall full of concept art behind Larry, and shook my head. “First, that’s all old stuff. I mean, boiling seas? The four horsemen? It’s like every other apocalypse we have seen. Second, I find your reliance on Christian symbols a bit of disrespectful of some of our customers. We are planning the end of the world for a widely varied audience with different beliefs and cultural backgrounds. And third, we have children in our audience.”



Larry’s eyes bulged, it was quite funny. “You can’t be serious. Are you telling me that we have to make the End of the World PG rated? The Apocalypse is not a dinner party!”



I put my mug on the desk, shuffling a bit of paper aside to avoid to stain some important document. “Quoting Mao is not helping your case, and it also kind of brings me back on my second objection. We have a strong Chinese audience. They have different sensibilities, we have to cater to them too.”



Larry became agitated, he waved his arms before stomping to the wall and pointing to different pictures showing an admittedly evocative even if pedestrian end of the world. “I understand the christian origin, but this are archetypes that have permeated the world culture. Most people may not know the source material, but everyone knows the four horsemen!”



“And that is the first problem. Everyone knows them, probably nobody will be surprised when they appear.”



“Obviously nobody will be surprised, we announced the end of the world!”



“Yes, but that doesn’t mean we can’t put a bit more effort in it. It’s not the first world we end, we can’t repeat ourselves.”



Larry deflated, I felt almost sorry for him. I knew he had worked hard for it, but it was better to sink any doomed projects now than in a later development phase. As fun as it was poking at him, he was a great worker and seeing his efforts wasted was a tad sad.



He sulked a bit. “Why do we care so much? It’s the end, there won’t be anything after it.”



I stood up and put my hand on his shoulder. “The Boss cares, so we care too. And you know there will be something new after this, the guys on the upper stages have already begun the development. We also have a certain fame we have to keep up.”



Larry sighed, but the gears in his precious little head had begun to turn again. “Can we have a few different apocalypses? You know, something that leverages the different cultures?”



I shook my head. “Sorry, no budget for it. We have a lot of money for a single spectacular ending, but if we begin to differentiate then it will stretch thin fast. Come on, you know the dance, it’s not the first time we do this. Ok, it is a bit different from your usual stuff, but you are not a newbie in the business.”



He turned around and picked a picture from the wall, it depicted a cloaked figure over the burning ruins of a city. “And the rating?”





“PG is the upper limit. We all thought your Ragnarok was awesome, but this time we have to use less gore and sex.”



He sighed, sat down and stared at the wall. “Man, I never thought that closing Barbie’s World Online would be so freaking hard.”
      

      
   
      Really?


      

      
      
         “Oh my God, Rafe! It’s the most horrible thing to ever have happened since 911! Why are you just standing there?!?” My brother Gregory screamed in my face as he held me by the shirt. 



    I was not amused.



    “Greg-” 



    “It’s terrible!”



    “No, Greg. It-”



    “We’re all gonna die!”



    “Greg, this is-”



    “THE WORLD IS ENDING! MY GOD!” 



    “GREG! THIS IS STUPID!” I shouted. Greg let go of his grip on my shirt and stared at me shocked. He looked as if I said I kicked puppies and hate babies. 



    “What?” He breathed. “Could you repeat that, please?” 



    “You heard me.” I pushed him away from me and glared at him. “This. Is. Stupid.” 



    Greg looked mortified. He looked like I was a murderer standing in front of him. No. Even worse. He looked like I was a TERRORIST standing in front of him. 



    “Rafe! How could you say that?!?” Greg exclaimed. “This is a crisis! This is a catastrophe! This is-”



“Stupid.” I finished his sentence, holding my hand out in front of me, before he went off on a rant.



“But, Rafe-” He started to complain.



“Nope.” I shook my head. “This is not that big of a deal. I’m not going to go through this everything time one of your favourite shows goes on hiatus. I’m just not, Greg.”  I crossed my arms.



“But, Rafe…” He whined.



“No…” I averted my eyes. He would not trick me into buying him ice cream like he did last time. 



“Rafe…” He whined again, getting down on his knees.



“No.” I growled and shut my eyes.



“Please…” Greg pulled on my pant leg and whimpered.



I flinched and struggled with the impulse to look down. Don’t look down, don’t look down, don’t look down, don’t look down… My eyes met blue eyes that looked like an innocent puppy’s. My heart melted and I groaned. Dammit, I looked down. 



    “Fine…” I groaned. 



    In an instant Greg’s face lit up like the several Christmas lights hanging on the homes outside, “Yes!” He cheered, hopped up, and hugged me. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! You’re the best ever, Rafe!” 



    “Yeah, whatever…” I groaned and hugged him back. “I swear you’re like a puppy…”



    “Ooooh! Can we get a puppy?!? Can we Rafe?!? Can we?!?” Greg hopped up and down like a small child asking for candy.



    “No.” I chided him. “We cannot.” 



    “Awww!” He groaned and kicked the floor with his foot. “You’re no fun…”

    I shook my head and sighed. I grabbed my keys from the hook on the wall and gestured for him to follow me out to the car.



    This was a common occurrence with my brother. He’d throw a tantrum and get what he wanted. All the time. It doesn’t help me that mom spoiled him. And it really doesn’t help that he can do the “puppy eyes” even as a grown man. He doesn’t have a job, he doesn’t pay the rent, and he refuses to get a girlfriend. 



    I understand part of the way he acts is MY fault. But I’m at least TRYING to get him to get off his lazy butt and get a LIFE! 



    I drove us to his favourite ice cream shop, but when we got there. 



    “CLOSED FOR THANKSGIVING WEEKEND!” Greg screamed. “NO, THIS IS TERRIBLE! THIS IS A CATASTROPHE! THIS THE END OF THE WORLD!”  



    I groaned. 



    It would be a LOOONG weekend. 
      

      
   
      Last Known Letter


      

      
      
         Hey there. My name is Michael. The town board said it'd be good if we put something down for people to remember us by.



I was born upstate, in the Catskills. I did a lot of hiking when I was younger. Sometimes I'd stay up there for a few days and get myself lost. I liked to imagine I was Rip van Winkle, and I'd wake up and come down from the mountains 20 years later.



I was an artist back then, and I came down to The End because I heard it was a pretty nice place to be. Waves, sand, bluffs, all the essentials for an oil painting to hang on some doctor's waiting room wall somewhere. Doctors ate that cliche shit right up. I came down in the winter for a couple reasons. Cheap rooms and no obnoxious tourists. Beaches look just about the same in the winter as they do in the summer if you ignore the ice. 



I was on my second night here when we got the blizzard. Complete white-out. Electric gone. I was glad for the fireplace in my room. And then that was it. Everyone was gone. No communication, no helicopters flying overhead, no off-season tourists.



(Not that it bothered anyone too badly. You guys have that whole "small-town but everyone's family" thing happening nicely here. I hope you can keep that way when the rest of us leave.)



After the blizzard...well, it wasn't like the world needed another artist anymore. Not when you can walk into one of those mansions on the shore and pull your very own Van Gogh off the wall for free. I was pretty good, but I'm not on that caliber of skill. So I became a fisherman.



It was pretty nice, being on a boat. I'd been fishing with my old man on some rivers, but never on the ocean before. It's big. Bigger than you'd think, if you've never been out in the middle of one before. You spend more time working than thinking, so that's a plus. I just wish I liked seafood even a little bit. 



So, that's about it, really. Don't want to waste your time. Tomorrow we'll be leaving The End and heading west down the LIE, and then we'll be going up as far as we can go. I'm not upset I was chosen to leave. In fact, I probably would have volunteered. I didn't grow up here, so I have no family I'd leave behind. No ties whatsoever. Besides, I'll be heading back home. It'll be nice to see mountains again, even if they'll be empty. Maybe I'll get lost and spend a couple decades up there. Maybe the world will change when I hike back down. 



I'm kidding, of course. I'll get us all back if I can manage it. You guys deserve to know what else is out there.



So, thanks for taking me in. I appreciate it.



See you later.



Michael Arnold

Navigator

North-bound Exploration Team




      

      
   
      Out of Fashion


      

      
      
         “Ugh. Sales on the line are down again.” Renauld shook his head and sighed heavily as he flipped his laptop shut.



“What was that, honey bear?” came the usual muffled response from the kitchen. Mark was a good man, but bless his Ohio heart, he never could leave well enough alone.



“Oh, they sent me the reports for the third quarter. I really thought this was going to be it.”  Renauld looked down at his loose, mis-matched sleeves. “Honestly, asymmetry was supposed to be all the rage this year.”



“I saw somebody wearing your clothes down at the dry cleaner today; obviously somebody is still buying them.”



“But it was supposed to finally break the cycle!” Renauld pouted as he pushed himself away from his desk, the chair grating against the hardwood floor of the condo as he rose from his chair and walked over to the window to stare down at the street.



“Well, Rome wasn’t built in a day, sugar spot.”



Renauld sighed as he clenched his hands into fists and pounded them against the window.



“Are you leaving smudges on my windows again?”



“No,” Renauld lied as he leaned his forehead against the transparent polymer. He knew it was better at trapping heat, and no one could accuse him of not doing his part to stop global warming, but sometimes, he missed the cold feeling of real glass. It just wasn’t the same.



“Well, don’t. I just washed them today.” Footsteps announced that Mark had given up on dinner and walked into the study, but Renauld didn’t turn his head. “Are you sure you’re alright?”



Renauld’s eyes fell to the busy street five stories below, eyes following the pedestrians as they walked down the sidewalks, glasses glowing with flickered conversation, a thousand people having conversations, and not one with the person beside them. “You remember that show we went to the other day?”



“With that designer from Paris? Of course I remember. He was real nice.”



Renauld ground his teeth. “But did you see what Fredrick was wearing?”



Silence for a moment; Mark always did that. “I can’t say I was paying much attention to him, jelly bean. Did he have a new line?”



“If you count a tee-shirt and shorts as a ‘new line’.” Renauld slumped against the window, his shoulders falling. “Is it really so much to ask that you dress up for a fashion show.”



“Oh, honey. You know how it is with people these days. You’re lucky if they shave one day in three.” Mark’s manicured hand found its way around Renauld’s shoulder as he stood next to his husband, pulling him against his chest. “Honestly, if I didn’t marry you, I’d probably be the same way.”



“It isn’t fair! People used to believe in fashion. Used to change style. What happened?” Reunald closed his eyes as he buried his face in Mark’s shirt.



“Well, the eighties was a long time ago now. People are just comfortable these days, with our smart glasses and HUDdies—”



“And t-shirts and shorts! They wear denim! Every day! Khakis if they’re feeling really fancy.” Renauld pulled way from his husband, walking along the window, one hand sliding along the plasticy surface.



Mark tsked. “See? You’re leaving a smudge.”



“I don’t care.” Renauld turned back towards the window, staring down at all the people walking down the street in their t-shirts and polos and khakis and jeans. A thousand different designs, a thousand different slogans, but not one ounce of fashion between them.



Mark sighed and followed his husband, resting his hand between Renauld’s shoulders. “You know the real reason why. Nobody wants to try anymore these days.”



“Beau Brummell can go die in a fire for all I care. It isn’t wrong to want to look fancy.” Renauld didn’t bother to try and hide his tears.



“I know.” Mark sighed. “But ever since the Internet, people just got comfortable.”



“That was fifty years ago! Our whole lives, Mark! And most of my dad’s life, too.”



“Well, having seen those old movies, at least nobody is missing their hair.”



Renauld laughed weakly. “There’s that, at least.” He rubbed at his face with the back of his hand. “Why can’t people try.”



“Because they’re all too busy browsing the Internet. They don’t even see each other these days.”



“True.” Renauld turned and leaned into Mark’s chest, hands sliding to his shoulders. “Mark?”



“Yes, caramel corn?”



Renauld’s fingers clenched on cotton fabric. “Why are you wearing a t-shirt?”
      

      
   
      Eve


      

      
      
         On Monday, Adam hopped out of bed the moment the alarm went off. Finally, after ages of waiting, the day was here. He’d been planning this for weeks, dreaming about it for months before that. Today, like no other day before it, was going to be absolutely perfect.



Breathless with anticipation, he padded across the room and dressed in what his closet presented to him: khaki slacks, Oxford shirt, and dark socks to match his shoes. Claude always stuck to the basics on Mondays: simple, stylish, functional. After a shave and a fluoride rinse from Esme—herself of similar mind, he thought—Adam felt ready for anything. And ready for it, he most certainly was.



“Good morning, Adam!” came Mary’s trademark greeting next, her tone a delightful tune that never failed to stick in his head. “Sleep well?”



“You bet, Mary!” he answered as he pulled up a chair. “Today’s the day!”



He didn’t need to explain what he meant. The smile in Mary’s voice was all he needed to hear. “That’s great to hear, honey! Breakfast is ready when you are!”



Over a steaming plate of poached eggs, Stacy read him the morning report. “Your working hours will be from nine A.M. to two P.M. The weather will be sunny, with a high of eighteen degrees centigrade and a low of nine. Today’s headline: Population Crash Intensifies as ‘Simicide’ Epidem—”



Adam silenced her with a wave of his hand. Political events always depressed him; current ones, doubly so. No news was good news, and today’s good news he already knew.



At eight-fifty-seven, Adam chipped into work, nodding hello to Jonathan as he settled into his desk. Adam’s boss wasn’t the talkative sort, but then again he rarely had reason to be. Keeping up with SimCo service reports used to be a taxing job, but lately the quotas were far more manageable, even with new models releasing seemingly every week. Today, Adam only had three reports waiting for him when he logged in, his lowest tally all year. With practiced keystrokes and some elbow grease, he finished in time to chip out before lunch—pastrami on rye with soy chips, Frank’s specialty and Adam’s favorite.



The time had come. This was it.



Joseph ferried him to the post office in record time, his cab flashing through empty streets like a data byte between circuit nodes. With so many SimCo models available, nobody traveled outside much anymore—and truthfully, neither did Adam. As he scurried inside the post office, he did his best not to look up. Even with so much at stake, the sight of clear sky overhead still made his skin crawl.



Noah called out to him as he approached the counter, but Adam barely heard it. A letter, yes, yes—he knew the spiel by heart. He heard it every week, mouthed the echo as Noah read off the sender and recipient: Adam Freeman, Adam Freeman. He’d set it all up, managed every detail. It all had been perfect. This had to be–



There.



He'd missed her coming in, only saw her once she murmured to the Noah three windows down: shoulders hunched under shining red hair, lips pursed and trembling beneath furtive blue eyes. He recognized Esme’s touch in her lipstick, Claude’s impeccable instincts in the form-fitting sway of her dress: simple, stylish, functional. He knew the name of everyone she knew, every voice she heard before and after she came here every week.



But he didn’t knows hers.



He didn’t know her at all.



How could he possibly speak to her? How could he know what to say, what she might say in return—whose voice she might speak with if she did? Her variables couldn’t be analyzed; her questions defied his answers. He couldn’t predict her. He couldn’t know for sure.



She received her package, turned around, click-clacked her way across the floor. He raised his hand, reached out—croaked. The door swung shut. She never looked back.



She was gone.



The rest of Monday passed in a fog: fitness training with Curtis (“One more set, Adam!”), dinner with Mario (“Leave room for dessert, eh, Adam?”), evening hygiene with Erica (“Don’t forget to floss, Adam!”), and personal care with Emma (“Mmm, ooooh yes, Adam…”). When the lights in his bedroom dimmed, Adam wrapped his arms around the membrane by his side, felt it vibrate as Emma sighed, heard her drowsily murmur goodnight. Her voice was intimate—perfect—predictable.



Artificial.



Simulated.



Fake.



On Tuesday, Adam let the alarm buzz until noon.
      

      
   
      The Letter


      

      
      
         The words come slowly. My teeth take an entire minute rolling the scroll. I’ve decided to leave this place today. Right this instant. But first, I must deliver this letter. For some reason, it feels as if that's all I’ve been trying to do for years, longer than that even. 



There was something about this letter that I was supposed to remember...Funny enough, that's all I can recall. 



I'm nopony important, a former favorite of His. But that life is all over and done with now. We are under siege, and the sense of dread that's been hanging over me for as long as I can remember has now become too overpowering to ignore.



This letter is meant for my family. I want to tell them how sorry I am for leaving, for having ever agreed to go to the castle in the first place. I was weak. Not strong like them. I couldn’t bear a life of burdens, covered in chains. At the time, I figured if belonging to Him meant I wouldn’t have to, then good. How foolish I was. I hope they can forgive me for it one day. More so, I hope they are wise enough to heed my warning and escape this place as well. 



There's no point in warning the others. They stopped listening to anything I had to say long ago, for good reason. Still, I feel nothing but regret racing through the chaotic streets, alone. 



I’m running late...How do I know that? 



I’d wager that if my attention had been aimed toward the exploding sky, and not into propelling myself toward the nearest postal, that I’d spy two princesses. They've come to free us all as they are wont to do. I hope they win, too. All because He deserves to lose. He deserves every bad thing that’s coming to Him.



A gigantic chunk of quartz tears away from what used to be the home of Ms. Alloy, the baker. It lands directly into my path, shaking me to the bone, and sending me flying. I hit something soft, and I hit it hard. The pain cuts into my side, and halves my courage. Instantly, I find the lost portion replaced with terror. Turning about, my eyes meet those of a mare I don't recognize. She looks as desperate as I feel. I don't know what to say at first. What does one say when the world is ending?



“S…stay with me! Please!” is all I manage. She nods her head, and we are off. 



I should have guessed that the postal would be packed with those attempting to get their letters out before disaster struck. I tell my companion to flee, and say that I will find her when we are both safe. We both know this is a sweet delusion.



Unsurprisingly, fighting and cursing does little to help abate the postage problems of fifty or so terrified ponies. Tossing my letter into an enormous pile made by much smarter patrons, I pray that someday it will reach its intended recipients.



Please forgive me, mother, father.





The empire's border is  now within sight, and miraculously, so is my companion. She stands just beyond it, waving me on. I cannot look back, not when I’m this close to freedom. The dark King's magic drains from my bones as I near that shining barrier, and as the explosions cease, there is a deafening scream in a tone that I recognize...that I despise.



As my fur's sheen dulls, my spirit shines. For only a moment, I look back at the crystalline city, my home, and see its unsullied beauty for the first time. My hooves slow down at the wonder of it all. In that moment, I see a blinding rush of light escape His castle. It will reach me before I could ever reach the border. 



I turn to see my companion's face fading away into nothingness, her expression stretched in horror. Now I remember what I had forgotten about my letter: I should have never attempted to deliver it in the first place.








The words come slowly. My teeth take an entire minute rolling the scroll. I’ve decided to leave this place today. Right this instant. But first, I must deliver this letter. For some reason, it feels as if that's all I’ve been trying to do for years, longer than that even. 



There was something about this letter that I was supposed to remember...Funny enough, that's all I can recall. 
      

      
   
      Keep On Turning


      

      
      
         General Ledger – Johnson’s Carpentry




Month Ending June 30, 1993


Date

30.05.1993



Dr Materials 5000

................ Cr Cash 5000

…


Well, I’m finally using this thing. Rach went and brought me this new journal, ‘cause she said the old one was all falling to pieces. Appreciate the sentiment and all, but I didn’t see the problem with it myself.



Not really much to write about, business side of things. Steph’s still a downright pain in the ass, but that’s babies for you. Nearly cut my own hand off sawing through a two-by-four, lack of sleep being what it is.



Doesn’t stop me from loving her to bits.



Not much else happening, at the moment. Life moves on, as always.



Really, honey?



The old ledger was being held together by duct tape and shoelaces.



Let me repeat that.



Shoelaces. 



There is a shoelace shaped line, and the old book had well and truly crossed it.



You’re welcome.



…




General Ledger – Johnson’s Carpentry




Month Ending June 30, 2000


Date				

30.05.2000

		

Dr Materials 7800

................ Cr Cash  7800

Dr Accounts Receivable 20000

................ Cr Unearned Revenue	 20000



…




Rach’s getting a good laugh outa this, she is. Says the journal was for business, not some personal diary. Myself, I don’t see the harm – waste not, want not, y’know? Got a lock and key on the thing now. 



Got some new folk in town - Robinsons, or something. Got a baby with ‘em. Not a bad bunch, and they’re doing their part to keep me in business – paying for a whole new houseload of furniture. I’d half a mind to ask ‘em what was wrong with the old junk, but business is business.



Mcdonalds are going through tough times though, courtesy of competition what with the highway bypass through the town. Told ‘em I’d stick by ‘em, higher prices or no. Geff grinned at that, told me it meant a lot to ‘im.



Steph’s started school. Told her she was welcome to help me out in the workshop, but she didn’t seem too keen on the idea.



She’ll come around to it.



‘outa’? Really?



I suppose some things never change.



Incidentally, you should stop leaving the key on your bedside drawers.



…




General Ledger – Johnson’s Carpentry




Month ending June 30, 2007


Date

30.05.2007

			

Dr Materials 3000

................ Cr Accounts Payable 3000

Dr Interest Expense 400

................Cr Cash 400



…




Well, things’ve more or less gone to shit.



Steph and I… ain’t exactly seeing things eye-to-eye at the moment. She’s looking at going to college, talking interstate. Rach is all for it, but who’s gonna look after this place? Ain’t as young as I used to be, and the last apprentice we took in lasted all of three weeks. 



Business ain’t what it used to be either – turns out people ain’t quite so enthusiastic about local goods when they’re two thirds of the price elsewhere. And the McDonalds…well, can’t say I won’t miss ‘em. Geff was a good guy.



Even those Robinsons ain’t doing too flash, from the looks of it. Sold back the queen bed from yonder back, put in orders for two singles. Now I ain’t no marriage councillor, but neither’ve I completely lost my marbles yet.



Gotta feel sorry for their kid.



…




General Ledger – Johnson’s Carpentry




Month ending June 30, 2014


Date

30.05.2014

		

Dr Cash 5000

................ Cr Sales Revenue 5000

Dr Inventory Expense	3500

................ Cr Inventory	3500

…




In the end, that that’s how it always goes. Life moves on. 



It’s a wonder that it still seems to come as a surprise.



The Robinsons are packing up shop, but their kid’s likely to stay here ‘til he’s finished up school. He’s been spending some time in the workshop, and I’ve been thinking ‘bout taking him in as an apprentice. Robinsons ain’t seem to mind – I think they’re grateful, in their own way.



The Mcdonalds are still gone, but there’s a new group moving in to take up their old business. Ain’t got their names yet, but I think they’ll do well here. This ain’t such a bad place.



As for me, well.



I ain’t broke yet.



We’ll be fine, honey. We always have been. You know that.



Oh, and this lock needs replacing.



Good grief, has it been twenty years now? How’ve you -



Really? Shoelaces?



Again?



I’ll go out and get you another next time I’m out; this book’s well and truly finished.



It's about time you started a new page.
      

      
   
      .38 Special


      

      
      
         The key to the perfect murder isn't a good mind so much as a good stomach. Watching a round of live ammunition pass through another person's body is messy business, something most people aren't naturally suited for. In those few short moments, the shooter gets to witness as everything that's supposed to remain on a person's insides become their outsides and a certain sense of primal disgust makes the sight of it disturbing.



The sounds of my mother crying out in pain and my father's hand repeatedly slapping her made me forget about this. My hands weren't even shaking as I reached for the drawer my father carelessly hid his revolver in, and my fingers were no less dexterous loading it than they'd been at any other time. I almost felt a sense of morbid satisfaction as I felt the cylinder click into place.



"You stupid, fucking bitch!" my father shouted, alcohol laced spittle dribbling from his mouth. I listened as he beat my mother, the sounds of each impact another lash on my mind, my face cold as I prepared myself for what I had planned. 'I'm going to kill him,' I thought. The realization that I had that kind of power in my hand made me feel anxious.



I stepped into the living room, watching with a sort of callous calm as my father continued to beat my mother. I didn't smile, I didn't cry. My hand rose up, front post meeting rear notch as I took aim. It took my father a few moments to even realize something was going on.



"Tabitha," he said, looking from the gun to my face. He slowly stood up, moving towards me with that careful tread the wolf gives when approaching a lamb. I pulled the hammer back, tightening my hold on the trigger, and he stood still.



This lamb had teeth.



"You don't want to do this, Tabby," he said, his words far too calm and collected for anyone who’d just downed a pint of Jack. "You’re one in a million, kid! You know I love you.”



In some small part of me, I wanted his words to ring true. I wanted him to mean every line, every syllable. I wanted to put the gun down and jump in his arms and feel that loving, tender caress I hadn’t had from him in years. Any child my age would’ve already done so.



But I wasn’t a child anymore. After having been beaten myself more times than I'd care to count, after having stared into the mirror to look at the empty sockets where teeth should be, I couldn't be. 



"No."



I squeezed the trigger and flinched at the loud retort. My ears barely rang, and the second time I fired, I didn't even hear the gunshot. My father stumbled back, gasping for breath, fingers reaching down to trace a hole I could shove a roll of quarters into. Blood ran down his shirt like a sleeve. I didn’t even feel the tears running down my face. 



The next two shots came easier. With the gun lined up, I added some new holes to his body, watching as he slumped back against the wall. There was nothing but silence for a few moments, then I turned to look at my mother. Our eyes met for a moment, mine cold and hers terrified.



I smiled, and she screamed.
      

      
   
      Patient/Kind


      

      
      
         I’m eating gum off the ground, but please don’t think I’m weird. Please. Because I’m pretty sure Pam and Mom and maybe Jesus already think I’m weird, and I don’t want anyone else to hate me. Not that Pam or Mom or Jesus hate me, but someone might, and that makes me sad. It really does.



So please don’t think I’m weird when I tell you I think gum tastes better when it’s been on the floor for a while. I dunno. Maybe I’m just hungry. Because I really am hungry. I wanna eat and eat forever, but all I can find is that piece of gum, and it’s very good, but Mom once told me if I swallow gum I’ll die, and I don’t want that, so I’m not gonna swallow.



Everything’s dark, and part of me thinks the world might have ended already, but I don’t want to think about that, because if I do I’m gonna start crying again.



All I had to eat tonight was a brownie that Pam gave me. It was awesome, so I had like three more, but then I went to the bathroom and now I’m here. I love Pam, especially when she holds my hand and kisses my nose and calls me Kat. Pam is the only one who calls me Kat, and it makes me feel alive.



I’m in this bedroom and there’s a bunch of comfy coats and jackets everywhere. I fell down in them and almost fell asleep, but the music downstairs is too loud, and my stomach is too grumbly, and my head hurts real bad. So now I’m just looking through all the pockets, trying to find something to eat that’s not gum. Please don’t think I’m weird. Please.



I want a cheeseburger. I know I probably won’t find one in any pocket, but I still wanna try. If I do find one, and I do eat it, I hope Jesus can forgive me for stealing. I love Jesus. I really do, even if Mom says that he doesn’t love sinners, which Mom also tells me I am. I want to love Jesus as much as Mom does.



Every Sunday Mom sits down in front of the TV with her Bible and watches a bunch of men in suits talk about Him. At least, I think they’re talking about Him. I try to listen, but all I hear is stuff about money and war and gays, and I don’t find that very interesting, but I try to stay awake anyway.



But now I’m thinking about the Sunday shows, and what I heard last week. One of the men in suits said the world is gonna end, and all the sinners are gonna die. Mom didn’t say anything, and I didn’t say anything, but now I’m crying and rolling around in the dark and everything hurts.



I fall off the bed and drag a few coats with me, but I don’t care. I’m gonna die, and everyone else is gonna go to Heaven, and I hate it. I’m gonna miss Mom, and I’m gonna miss my dog, and school, and Mr. Batista at the corner store, and Mrs. Estrella next door, and Pam.



Oh, Jesus, Pam. She’s never gonna hold my hand again. She’s never gonna kiss my nose, never gonna call me Kat. I’m never gonna smell that nice flowery shampoo she uses, and we’re never gonna go to the mall together. She’s not gonna love me anymore, and I don’t know if I can love her when I’m dead.



I hate this. I hate this. I don’t want to die, and I want to love everyone, and I want a cheeseburger, and I want this awful pain in my stomach to go away. Please don’t think I’m weird. Please don’t hate me.



“Help,” I say to a coat, “please help me.”



The bedroom door opens, and there’s all this bright light, and Jesus walks in. He’s wearing a tank top and a skirt, and he’s smiling, but I can’t stop crying.



“Kat,” He whispers, kneeling down to hold my hand. “Are you okay?”



I nod and try to stand, but I fall, but it’s okay because now Jesus is lifting me up. He helps me to my feet and I rest my head against His chest.



“I’m hungry,” I say through my tears. “I want a cheeseburger.”



Jesus laughs, which makes me laugh. “Okay, Kat,” He says. “I’ll get you a cheeseburger.”
      

      
   
      Another Year


      

      
      
         The scotch burned as it spilled down Spitfire’s throat, the warmth of the alcohol echoing the ache in her wings. Celestia’s sun lagged in the sky, clinging to the distant hills and casting the tiny office in shades of orange and red. It seemed even the sun was not keen to see the day end. 



Tomorrow was going to hurt. Spitfire knew the signs of overexertion and she could feel her muscles tightening. A Wonderbolts’ show always pushed her to her limit, that was after all, the point, but most shows didn’t require her to fly halfway across Equestria in a blind rush to reach the curtain call in time. 



The scotch sloshed over her desk as she refilled her drink, but Spitfire paid no heed. Damn Wind Rider. There was doing anything to win and then there was bringing a pony’s mother in the equation. It shouldn’t have surprised her. Spitfire could still remember her first flight with Wind Rider, how he’d turned up late and hungover, almost got her killed in the performance and blamed her for everything. 



A grim smile drifted across her face. At least the old windbag had got what he deserved, even though it was ten years too late. She took another sip of the scotch and frowned. Ten years might have been underestimating it, come to think. Just how long had it been since she first wore the Wonderbolt blue? Not as many as fifteen surely? 



Snorting, she shook her head and downed the glass, blinking as sudden heat of the alcohol hit her. The scotch on her desk, a particularly expensive bottle over twenty years old, had a shorter career than her. Not mention it had improved with age, while Spitfire aching wings just–



A knock on the door startled her, and Spitfire's head snapped up as Soarin let himself in. A bubble of raucous laughter and bad music drifted through along with him, but it was swiftly silenced as the door closed. 



“Hey Spits, not joining the party?” 



“Paperwork,” she grunted, pointing at the stack of forms that teetered on the edge of her desk. “I’m a day behind now.” 



Sorian frowned. “That never used to stop you before.” 



“Yeah, well, I’m the Captain, aren’t I?” Spitfire snapped. “Somepony has to take things seriously. We’ve got three more shows this month. I’ve got to sort out the venues, the advertising, the... rosters.”



“Yeah, about that,” Soarin sat down across the desk from her. “When’s Rainbow Dash joining us full time?” 



Spitfire grumbled and pulled one of the neglected forms towards her. “She’s got a while to go yet. Most ponies spend two years in the reserves. We’ve got to give everypony else a chance. Lightning Dust–” 



“Isn’t Rainbow Dash. Spitfire, Rainbow wasn’t even winded. It was what, a four hour round trip to Cloudsdale, she got you here after three and only one of you was gasping for breath.” 



Spitfire slammed a hoof on the desk. “There’s more to being a Wonderbolt than flying fast,” she said, glower. 



“And she is, Spits. On her first show, after bringing you back and chasing around Canterlot all day, she was brilliant. Name one other pony on the bench that could do that.” 



Spitfire rolled her eyes and poured herself another glass. “What, did she bake you a pie while I was away? Come on, we’re Wonderbolts. That’s the standard, not the exception.” She raised the glass to her lips, but Soarin caught her foreleg with his wing. 



“Spitfire. She’s going to be a Wonderbolt. Why do you always go out of your way to make things harder for her? The Games. Lightning Dust. Even today you’re throwing roadblocks at her. What’s so wrong with her being the best?” 



Spitfire clipped him across the face with her wing. “She’s not the best,” she snarled and drained her drink. “I am.” 



Soarin let out a long sigh. “How far are you willing to go to keep things that way?” He held up a hoof to forestall her. “No. I don’t care. Just... don’t become her Wind Rider, Spits. You’re better than he was.” 



He left without a word, spilling more joy and laughter into the room as he left. 



Spitfire sat in silence. She tried to pour herself another glass, but found the bottle empty. Sighing, she picked up the paperwork and wrote ‘Lightning Dust’ for the next show. 



Next year would belong to Rainbow Dash. 



Spitfire deserved another year in the sun at least. 
      

      
   
      The Reoccuring Sin


      

      
      
         It didn’t take long for him to break down. With a loud thud, his phone cracked against the wall as he buried his head in a pillow. The loud moans of his despair continued, reminding him more of his personal downward spiral, sending him even deeper than he was prior. Only questions of horror raced through his mind. What could he have done differently; how could he have prevented something like this from happening? Maybe he just didn’t try hard enough, was that it?



Maybe it was something he said. Maybe it was something he did. What exactly was it?



The image fixed itself into his memory as he continued. He went back and forth thinking about it and the actions that could have lead to it, only for his panic to make the issue worse. Why couldn't he have seen this coming? What was it that he missed?



The moans of his weeping only grew in volumes as his crisis continued. The bed sheets underneath him soaked with his tears as an unbearable headache began to develop. Maybe it was something that he just couldn't control. 



There was no denying that it didn't happen. The image that was pulled up on his phone had still not gone away. It continued silently displaying itself on the ground with no sort of intervention. He looked at it once more, disgusted yet perturbed by it's graphics.



How could this have happened to him? He checked again and again, rechecking even when he had his doubts. It just didn't add up. How was it that he was so unlucky?



Maybe it wasn't luck in the first place. The signs were always there, but how was it that he didn't catch them earlier? What was it that he wasn't seeing?



Or maybe he did see all of it and just didn't think it through. Would that explain it? Maybe it was only a matter of time until this inevitable had occurred. 



Departing from his pillow, he faltered to the cracked image of his girlfriend and best friend. Turning off the display, he walked out to the hall. 



Her motives must've been the same as before. There was no denying that. She promised to change and yet, she didn't. How did he not see something as obvious as this before? Was he really this stupid? 



Fuck. Maybe he was. He already put himself into a deep relationship with someone like her. He convinced himself time after time that there was some kind of change, but maybe it all was just his imagination. 



His mind was in pure clarity. Now assured, he was certain of what he had to do. All it took now was to make sure he went through with it.



All of that trust was just something that he had imagined from the beginning. 



Never again is he going to put his trust into someone like that, never again will he fall for such lies. Maybe he could pay her a visit, and while he was out, maybe he could also do the same for his 'best friend'. 



Kicking over the trashcan, his lust for revenge had developed, feeding solely off of his anger. Breathing sporadically, he punched the wall, only for his fist to be bruised by its strength. Swearing under his breath, he instantly regretted the decision, leaving him only to continue his pace. Unexpectedly, however, his center mass shifted from his original intent, sending him crashing down on his back. Laying flushed by his actions, he felt defeated.



What was the point, those two weren't good since the beginning. Maybe with both of them out of his life, he could do something good with it. Pulling out his phone, he erased the image, as well as both of their contact info. 



Getting up from the floor, he makes way for his bed. Bruised, broken, and overall betrayed, he began to contemplate his situation. In just one night, he had lost two people from his life. Was it for the best? Was there anything of value lost?



Getting comfortable, he folded on the bed and gave a deadpanned expression at the blank wall. His emotions had come to a complete halt alongside his questioning. He was fulfilled by being put into a serene state of mind. At least he was capable of gaining a possible fresh start. Maybe he would find someone better than both of them. Its not like its the end of the world or something.
      

      
   
      How to Save the World: A Home Owner's Guide


      

      
      
         Allow us to be the first to congratulate you on purchasing your very own Salvhouse Mk III. We believe you will be pleased in just how useful and convenient it will be in your attempts to save the world. We understand that time is likely precious due to the impending cataclysmic event you no doubt purchased the Salvhouse Mk III to help prevent. But should time permit it, we highly recommend you take a moment to familiarize yourself with this pamphlet to better understand how your Salvhouse Mk III can assist you.



Should the world not be in imminent danger, we still recommend that you look over this pamphlet. Just in case.



Your Salvhouse Mk III comes with the following rooms for your world saving needs:



5 bedrooms

1 meeting room

1 kitchen

1 weapons locker

1 portal room

1 basement with one-way gateway to hell

3 bathrooms



We recommend you start of by gathering your allies and beginning your preparations in the meeting room. It houses a state of the art hologram projecting table to help devise a plan, a digital library to research virtually any topic you can imagine, various monitoring devices to locate the specific location of the world ending threat, communications systems to stay in touch with an away team, soundproof and magic proof walls for your privacy, and luxurious chairs so that you and your allies can plan the fate of the world in comfort.



Once you have determined the best course of action to take, we recommend visiting the kitchen. Not only will you find that is it fully furnished with the best of cooking utensils, it is also stocked to the brim with the finest ingredients money can buy. Feel free to go all out as we cannot stress enough the importance of a balanced meal before embarking to prevent the planet’s total annihilation.



While you are there, do not forget to check out the fridge! It is stocked with a vide variety of potions that can assist you in your exploits. You will find potions that bolster physical strength, change the drinker’s gender temporarily or permanently, return the dead back to life, allow one to see colours outside the visible spectrum, and many more.



Now that you and your allies are properly fed, you may want to check out the weapons locker. It has a vast selection of both mundane and magical armaments to best accommodate your world saving needs. As several weapons housed here require the highest clearance to even know about, you may not be familiar with everything. But worry not! Included in the purchase of your Salvhouse Mk III are several licenses to carry even the most deadly of these weapons until such a time as the world crisis event has been resolved.



Having finished all other preparations for your fateful mission, it is time to visit the portal room. Provided you know the three dimensional coordinates, you can use it to transport you and your allies virtually anywhere on the planet, so long as the destination is not magically shielded. The portal allows for transportation both ways, so whichever member of your group stays behind will be able to easily recall your troops after a successful mission.



In case the world ending threat is not located on Earth, but is in fact demonic, we have arranged an agreement with the archdemon K’vthrop to install a gateway to Hell in your basement. Should you use it, we recommend you bring a blood sacrifice to thank her for her generosity. If you do not, she may consider you to be the sacrifice, so we strongly encourage you not forget. And do not worry about K’vthrop using it to establish a foothold on the mortal realms. Due to the gateway’s one-way nature, you can rest assured knowing that no demonic forces will ever be able to cross through it.



Should you need to use this gateway, we advise that you and your allies be fully prepared before stepping through it. Hell is a harsh and unforgiving place, and you will not be able to return the way you came. However, we have full confidence that you will succeed and hope for your safe return.



Thank you once again for your purchase. We wish you the best of luck in your endeavors. And remember that should you ever need similar products in the future, purchasing this house entitles you to 10% off of all future purchases for the remainder of your life.
      

      
   
      Through a Glass, Darkly


      

      
      
         It was the last day of a three-week flight, but Seo-yun still shivered every time she saw her pilot.



Keremy had unsettlingly long, gangly limbs—as skinny as a ruler. Seo-yun had seen pictures of people who grew up in null-grav, but it was an altogether different experience to actually see a spacer on his ship. The way he climbed through the ship’s weightless corridors, endlessly long arms effortlessly reaching for faraway handles, had an altogether inhuman appearance. Like a spider.



“A spida, ye say?” 



Seo-yun would have jumped if there were gravity. Behind her, Keremy’s smile was hidden by his thick beard, but the edges of his eyes were wrinkled.



“Di—Did I say that out loud?” Aigo, I’m an idiot!



The spacer laughed, and it was a breathy, sandpapery sound.



“Don’ go worryin’ around. I’ve hea’d worse from pricks with flatta tongues and bigga noses than you.” Keremy swung his way to Seo-yun, joining her in the lounge. “Not goin’ to shitlist ye for a little loose-lippin’.”



She only recognized a little of the slang, but it was enough.



“I still feel pretty bad.” Seo-yun cast an apologetic gaze to the side. “I wouldn’t be happy if someone called me a spider, even if he didn’t mean it.”



“He’d be lyin’ though. Ye a pretty one, like an actress from a vid.”



Seo-Yun had encountered Keremy’s odd bluntness before, but this was the first time it made her break out into self-conscious laughter.



Keremy looped his elbow through a handlebar on the opposite side of the porthole that Seo-Yun floated next too. Outside, the stars were like little grains of sand sliding down a sheet of black silk—spinning and drifting to the side as the ship tumbled through space.



“Look,” said Seo-yun, pointing out the tiny window. There was a shining spot, half the size of a dime, sliding lazily across the porthole’s field of view. “That’s Earth, isn’t it? I see it every few rotations, and it’s getting bigger each time.”



“Yea, that’s her ol’ right. 'Bout four or five light-ticks away.” Keremy scratched his beard. “Ye could turn on the coms and find some tunes on the radio, if ye’d like it.”



Seo-yun thought for a moment.



“No,” she decided, “I think it’d ruin the moment. It’s beautiful, just seeing it from here, you know?”



Keremy nodded; his elongated neck made it a slow, exaggerated movement.



“Distance makes things pretty,” he said. “Nobody’s gonna want somethin’ ‘til you don’ have it.”



“Yeah," Seo-yun trailed off. “I've never been to Earth. What about you?”



“Been there plenty o’ times,” he said with a shrug. “Just neva outside m' boat. The grav'll crush my lungs like eggshell.”



“Oh.” Seo-yun suddenly recalled hazy memories of null-grav physiology in an anatomy class she had mostly slept through. “I’m sorry.”



“Don’ be. Not ye fault.” Keremy’s eyes drifted. “M’ pappy wasn’t no spacer. He live’ on New Eden. When the Hard Times came, they hit tha’ planet bad. Couldn’t afford no house no more, ‘cause the dirt under it got unaffordable. Folks was sellin’ all they had to rent fifty feet o’ ground to sleep on.”



The pilot's weightless beard shook as he exhaled.



“Pappy always gots tha' look in the eye when he talk about tha’ time. Tha’ look o’ regret,” Keremy continued. “He sell his house and his clothes and his t’ings to buy a space-boat to live on. He takes job with the gov’ as a hauler—he flies his family around space, carryin’ cargoes for the rich pricks who sold his planet in the first place.



“And then he gets tha’ look o’ regret, when his kids grow up all gangly-arm’d and long-legg’d. He gets tha’ look o’ regret, ‘cause there will be no more planets for his kids, or their kids, or their kids. End o’ the Earth for us. We can only make more spacers, now.”



A silence fell over the still, sterilized air.



“That’s terrible,” Seo-yun said. But her words felt limp to her own ears. “I... I hear they’re working on grav therapy. Maybe they’ll find a cure?”



Keremy shook his head. “Not in time fo’ me, they don’.”



Another of the ship’s turns brings Earth into view again for a minute or two.



“But it isn’ so bad,” said Keremy.



He presses his thumb against the glass, where a faraway planet hurtles through space towards them.



“Methinks it makes life more beaut’ful.”



Keremy smiles, and his admiring eyes meet Seo-yun's. 



“The view from a distance.”
      

      
   
      War Friends Drink Victory 'Til They're Dead


      

      
      
         In an old poppy field, two men sat happily together. They spoke of their days at the Hall, where friendships were born and drinking habits began.



"Friedman really chugged that whiskey, didn't he?"



"Aye, he did! The bugger drank it like it was his last!"



They laughed heartily. The memory of Friedman, a man much younger than they, chugged many of those blasted pints. 



"He fell straight on his buttocks!"



Another hearty laugh.



"That he did, Alfie!"



Alfie had seen Friedman’s fall from a distance. The youngin’ hit the ground hard with a first-time drinker's grin on his face. He hadn't thrown up his hefty dinner, nor did he throw up his dignity.



"The look on Lady Anne's face! She couldn't contain herself!"



More like beside herself. After all, the pained grimace for that split second made her seem more worried than of glee.



"Maybe she was!"



Alfie's face bugged out. "Maybe? Mate, you saw her laughing like a hyena after he fell! She thought it was priceless!"



"And how do you know, mate?"



Alfie paused momentarily, and raised an eyebrow. "You… saw somethin' different, didn't ye?"



The other man nodded. "She was in pain when his head barely nicked the bench. Grimacin' and such."



"Why?" Alfie asked, distraught as can be. "Why didn't she say a'thing?"



"Because you were too focused on the pint in front of ye'."



Alfie growled. "Now listen here Wilson, I was not —"



"Bollocks!" He only said 'Wilson' when he tried to be serious. "You were chattin’ and drinkin’ while Anne looked like she was about to cry for a dead man! Her world was just—"



"Don't you dare—"



Wilson did dare. "You remember," Wilson muttered, before raising his voice, "when she was cryin' after nearly losing him the first time!"



Lady Anne received word that Friedman had perished near the trenches. However, the letter was proven to be a lie written by someone in the village. That lie was said by Alfie’s best friend, who hated Anne with a passion.



Alfie burrowed his hands into Wilson’s shoulders. "I told ye to not—"



"Don't."



The word echoed in the dark.



Alfie released his grip.



"Pardon?"



"I’m sorry. We shouldn’t fight," Wilson said, his sights focused on the tree’s peaceful sway. “Not when we’re here.”



Silence ruled the world. For minutes — which felt like hours to Alfie — not a single peep was uttered. Until Wilson opened his mouth.



“This is a welcome change of pace, ain’t it?”



Alfie watched the trees sway too. “Yeah…”



"We fight over other people’s problems too much."



Alfie stifled a chuckle. "That we do."



"Lady Anne is fine, and so is Friedman!" Wilson shouted happily.



Alfie's eyebrows lowered slightly. There was still a twinge of anger in that voice. He wanted to say something to counter, but Wilson beat him to the punch.



"They're all fine in the Hall! We'll just go back and see them all smilin', won't we?" His voice cracked at the end of his declaration.



Alfie smelled a ruse, but he couldn't put his finger on it. "Ye, we will," Alfie replied, before standing in full. Lending a hand, he pulled Wilson to his feet.



"Thanks mate," Wilson said as he dusted himself off. "Let's get goin'! Maybe there's a lass or two we can still snatch!"



Alfie nodded and followed his friend home, their rifles slung on their backs.








The Hall was a mess. The lights were low and flickering, drinks were everywhere, and bodies were simply anchored puppets mumbling nothing but incoherent gibberish.



"Shit, everyone is knocked off their bloody rockers…" Alfie said in disbelief.



In hindsight this would be the perfect party, that is, if everyone was happy and not appearing so dead.



The two men scanned the room. It would've taken longer if Wilson hadn't found her within mere seconds. Her luscious green gown was stained, while her hair laid lifelessly limp.



Lady Anne was alone, crying loudly to the sounds of a sad viola.



"Mate, there's Anne! Come on!"



They rushed to the table, dodging Hall-goers, spilt whiskey, and shards of glass. After reaching the damsel in distress, the two men stood in front of her as frozen as Stonehenge. What could they say? They were not here to see what had happened.



Until Wilson opened his mouth.



"What's wrong, Anne?"



She snapped her gaze to ours and shouted through a fit of anguish the words these two men never wanted to hear:

 

"Friedman is dead!"
      

      
   
      Run


      

      
      
         Boom --- Everything’s so quiet.



Pfit. Pfit. Pfit. Dakka-dakka-dakka. Kata-kata-kata-kata. Dat-dat-dat. 



“They’re on our six and twelve! Code blue! Code blue!”



“They’ve got us pinned sir, what do we do?”



“Return fire! And for god’s sake Levinski, keep your head down!” Rat-tat-tat-tat.



“Grenade!” Boom.



“Williams is hit. Medic, MEDIC!” Dat-dat-dat. Dat-dat-dat.



All around are familiar faces. Kevin and Don are lying on their backs, the man with the red cross is stooping over Wally, Josh is crying and holding his arm - I think he’s hurt. Everyone else is shouting and pointing their guns.



Hands moved before me with ponderous slowness, shedding dirt as they went. They began reaching forward, pulling me towards the others one at a time.



“Sarg, we need to move!”



Boom. “-we’ll break for the treeline on my mark.



“Johnson, get up. Johnson. Johnson!”



A rough hand grabbed his tactical vest and everything rushed into focus.



“Johnson! Pull yourself together Corporal! We’re getting out of here.”



The squad was laid out in the small depression with their heads down. Bullets zipped through the low brush overhead or struck the earthen mounds they hid behind. Over the sounds of gunfire they could hear commands being shouted in an angry tongue. Each man clutched his rifle tightly. 



No one spoke of the four bodies. 



“Listen close boys. Them Jacks got us by the balls and they know it, but they’re far from backup and we’re only a few miles from ours. So here’s the plan: we’re gonna get out and bring back the cavalry. There’s an old dry stream bed that runs out that’a ways. On my mark we run for it. Regroup there and we’ll take off. Ramirez, give us some covering fire.” The blocky man nodded and moved to the edge of the depression.



“On my mark. Go!” Rat-tat-tat-tat!



His vision narrowed as the man ran toward the trees. Thud, thud, thud. One two, one two, one two. Breathe. “Go Johnson, go! Move, move, mo-” Pfit-pfit-ding!

 

Almost there. Thud, thud, thud. One two, one- Something caught his leg and suddenly he was tumbling. Grass. Sun. Air. Falling. Dirt.



He pulled his head up off of the ground to find three men sharing the shallow stream bed with him. They were yelling at him but it only made his head swim more. 



Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat. Two of them decided to lay down and sleep, the third turned to go for a run but he tripped and tried to crawl away. Dat-dat-dat. He went to sleep too.



The bank was warm and he leaned on it. The sky was pretty, until a shadow blocked it. A small black hole filled his view.



“I don’t want to die.” 



The shadow replied with a voice like iron and vodka.



“You choose wrong war.” Taff-taff-taff!



The enemy soldier collapsed before him and a second later Sargent McKinley, clutching an arm and his pistol, rolled over the bank to join him in the depression.



“Course you’re what’s left. Figures.” 



McKinley reached out and unbuckled Johnson’s pack with one arm, the other dangling uselessly. “There’s too many of them and they got a good bead on us. Stick to the stream till you get into the forest, then head west till you hit our lines.”



Reaching into his vest the sergeant pulled out a thick, blood smeared envelope printed with two words in bold red ink. Turning it over he scrawled a hasty message before thrusting it at Johnson. "Get this to the Major.



“Now move soldier" Run like the hounds of Hell are nipping at your heels.” Picking up a rifle the sergeant fell against the bank. 



Johnson turned and sprinted along the dried stream bed in a half crouch, awkwardly at first but gaining strength with every step. Behind him the sounds of gunfire began again.



Rat-tat-tat-tat. Dakka-dakka-dakka. Rat-tat-tat. Rat-tat-tat-tat. Kata-kata-kata-kata. Dat-dat-dat-dat-dat. Rat-tat-tat. Bang.



As the world again returned to stillness the lone soldier broke into the trees and turned to chase the setting sun, envelope in hand.



Thump, thump, thump. One, two, one, two. Breathe. 



Even through the blood the writing on the envelope was as clear as day.



major lee

tell kat ill be late

McK



Thump, thump, thump. One, two, one, two. Breathe. 



Run.
      

      
   
      Take the Hindmost


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Beginning of the End of the Beginning


      

      
      
         Far above the dying world of Equestria, a single star which had once given the planet life spluttered and strobed in its last and final gasps of power.  Below, nothing still lived to observe its death.  Only the dust of countless civilizations long since dead remained, dust that scoured the planet to its bones as the endless wind howled in mindless rage.



A weak flicker of violet light lit the sky, once, twice, then with a third flash turned into a somewhat frazzled alicorn princess who hovered far above the dead world.  With tears filling her eyes, she looked down into the whirling clouds of dust that obscured her world, desperately searching for something that only she knew, as if she had traveled to the ends of the universe in search of an element essential to her very life.



But it was not there.  Only the dust remained



Finally, the young princess let out a sob of mixed fury and sorrow as she stared downwards, screaming one name in her anguish.



“CELESTIA!”



“What do you wish, my Faithful Student?”



The alicorn whirled in place, looking up into the sky where a stream of brilliant light descended.  Eons of time had not passed the Princess of the Sun without touching her in the embrace that no living creature can avoid.  Very little of the physical alicorn remained except for the glitter of violet eyes and the hint of a smile below.  All else had turned into light and pastel rainbows, with even her mighty wings nothing but sheets of coruscating light that shimmered as they rose and fell.



“Princess Celestia!  What…  How…”



“Be at peace, Twilight Sparkle.”  



Even as a being of light, Celestia’s smile brought a sense of calm to Twilight’s wildly-beating heart.  She took a deep breath of the rarified air and swallowed, feeling the warm rays of the erratic sun above caress her body as if the blazing orb had missed equine companionship for a great span of years.  “I’m sorry—”



“No, Twilight.”  One of those huge iridescent wings swept around and held the smaller alicorn up in a firm hug.  “It is I who should apologise to you.  Although it has been so ago, I remember the day you disobeyed my command and read Starswirl’s forbidden journal as if it were yesterday.  For you it has been but mere moments, but I have had to live with the consequences of my decision ever since.  You never were exactly the same after you returned from this place, never looked at me in exactly the same way.  There was always a distance between us after your trip through time to the end of all things, and I can understand that now.  I was wrong to withhold the knowledge from you.  Starswirl was unable to control the powers he unleashed and detached himself from the timestream with his final spell, but you have powers that Starswirl could never comprehend.”



“There has to be some way to stop this, Princess.  There has to be another way!”  



Celestia shook her head, becoming larger and more indistinct as her wings spread.  “No, Twilight.  You know all things have a beginning and an end, even our kind.  This is mine.  Goodbye.”



“NO!  No…”  Twilight watched as the eternal Celestia continued to expand in rays of pure sunlight that encompassed the dead world below and the dying sun above.  “I love you.”



“As I love you, Twilight.”  The words echoed through her head as if the entire universe were speaking.  “Always and forever.”



A bubble of violet light surrounded the young alicorn as the brilliance of her mentor filled the entire sky.  Even the dying sun seemed to cease its flickering in anticipation of Celestia’s next words.



“Let there be light.”



And there was.
      

      
   
      Stay Tuned


      

      
      
         The spreadsheet before me is filled with donations from two weeks ago. They've dropped over the past two months, but five and six digit offerings are still common. Even after spending all the advertising, Family Stations, Inc. remains a hundred million in the black. It's a necessary buffer, since the years to come will be lean. I hope they won't need to cut my pay, but God will surely provide for us.



Everyone has to show up tomorrow, even weekday employees like me. The big red circles over today and tomorrow on the wall calendar serve as a constant reminder, as though it were somehow possible to work here and forget what day tomorrow is.



"It's a blessed Friday morning at Family Radio! How may I serve you?" resonates Esther's perky voice from the cube next to mine, for the thirty-third time today. I barely notice it. It's taken me six years, but I've finally managed to tune her out. Her voice drops an octave when she's not on the phone, so it's easy to switch gears when she's trying to get my attention.



The numbers on the sheet are starting to bleed together in my vision, so I rest my eyes for a moment and say a little prayer to Jesus. After I unbow my head, I hear a familiar, "Psst!"



Esther is peeking down at me over the cubicle wall. "The phones will not quit today!" she moans.



I stand so I can talk to her face-to-face. "Not exactly a surprise," I say with a grin.



Esther rolls her eyes. "Just count your blessings that you don't have phone duty tomorrow."



"If there is a tomorrow," I note, half-serious.



"If? My goodness, Mary! Don't let Harold hear such doubts," she admonishes, her voice crawling with sarcasm. "Did you hear he tried to cancel the workday? The board wouldn't stand for it, but I'm sure nobody's getting laid off if they don't show."



"I figured it'd be safe, but I don't mind the overtime. I'll give it back to God on Sunday," I say. "Besides, it's going to be insanely busy, and I love my job." Spreading God's word is more than a vocation, after all: it's a calling. I wouldn't be working full-time for eighteen-five before taxes if I didn't believe in my job.



"I'll be here too. Heaven forgive me, but curiosity on how this thing will unfold is a temptation. Besides," she says, with a mischievous look in her eye, "Zeke's not coming in."



"Really? He's staying at home with family," I realize. "Good for him."



Esther leans in and whispers, "There's more. Check today's donations."



I sit down and open today's tab, and my jaw drops open wide. "The six-hundred kay?" I gasp, my voice a whisper. "But he knows it's too late for advertising and we're just banking it! What's the point?"



Esther shrugs. "He wants to do what's right, and since the churches are apostates, that means giving it to KEAR-FM. Sold the house, both cars, the boat, everything."



An ice-cold sensation wrenches deep in my gut. Ezekiel has a wife and five kids, plus another on the way. I close my eyes and focus for a moment before speaking.



"What incredible faith. I have so much respect for him," I say with a smile, and the terrible feeling in my belly fades.



"Oh, me too," says Esther, energetically. "He's an inspiration to us all. I spoke to him earlier, and he sounded just like Camping. 'Even to think that something else might happen would be an affront to God,' but he's still nice about how he says it, so it isn't insulting."



"His place in Heaven is secure," I say.



"Absolutely," Esther agrees.








The kids have been tucked in after devotional and prayer. They're only three and four, so my husband has decided there will be no Family Radio while they're in the house. It's not that he doubts, of course. He simply sees no reason to alarm them. They're just children, for goodness sake.



I lie in bed and glance at the clock on the nightstand. It's eight-thirteen. By Harold Camping's calculations, the earthquakes will start in New Zealand in less than two hours. Here in San Francisco we have until six pm tomorrow.



"You sure you don't want to stay up with me and watch on Fox?" asks Simon, standing by the bedroom door.



"You go ahead, dear," I say. "I have a big day at work tomorrow."
      

      
   
      Parchment, Blood, Curtains


      

      
      
         	Wipe the grime off your pants. Thick. Sturdy canvas. Not the most comfortable. Comfort isn’t essential. Now brush the dirt from your hands back onto your pants. Funny, isn’t it? Put a quarter in the laugh bank. Save, don’t spend. Clean hands brush against dusty parchment. Flick through a few pages, don’t find what you’re looking for. Just things you’ve already heard.



	Not heard. Read. You don’t get to hear much most days. Slashing blades, turning pages, footsteps, breathing. Even in, even out. Ragged every now and then. Mumbled words turn into sparks. Sparks light the way. The way is perilous. Every day is perilous. What was life like before this? You’re reminded of that question. It pushes your eyes back to the pages, sets them on a search for another book to peruse.



	You read and read and read, looking for a clue. You don’t find any. You just find spells and incantations, charms and cantrips for those with a talent to cast. A talent like yours. Why was it given to you? That’s not a question you can solve nor do you consider it important enough. You were given it and you were going to use it. That’s the way it has to be, you figure.



	Always so many questions. Maybe it’s because you spend so much time in libraries. Empty libraries. Some deserted long ago, some freshly cleared of occupants. Taking books by force. Interesting life to live. Interesting place to live that an action like that would be natural. Have you read everything in here already? Four words slip from your mouth and your consciousness streams out of your eyes, sweeping past shelves and shelves of ragged tomes. Nothing new left here. Figures.



	No closer to an answer. As it has been for some time. It used to be you’d bump into something here and there. Some mention of great spires, of piercing pinnacles. Breaching the bonds between worlds, between schools of knowledge, between planes of thought and soul. The books now are silent. You’ve done all you can.








	You’re outside now, hand on the pommel of your sword. Simple weapon. Simple applications. Your feet carried you through the halls like clockwork. You learned to remember every step the first time you got lost in a place like that. Getting lost is something you try to avoid. Sometimes it’s the only thing you can do. Maybe you should give it a shot. Get lost for a while. See if you find yourself.



	Paths put here are long. Not much to look at. Whole world is largely devoid of a landscape. You’ve read about that. About the canvas across which all life is painted. Spoken. Drawn. Carved. Pulled from the muck and mire, washed in blood and rain, raised on fire and stone. You spit. You want to bring this whole place down. Smash the sky into the sea, crumble mountains and flood valleys with fear. You’ve tried. The sun just laughs. Says it’s not that time yet. You’ve still got more to see!



	So you keep searching. Keep packing dirt down with your boots, keep puncturing lungs and severing arteries, keep bathing in old words. It gets you closer. You know it does. Just never as close as you want to be. You want to walk on stage, pull back the curtains, and kill the playwrights. You don’t want to run the show. You want to stop it entirely. You’ve always felt like the world was breaking down around you. Ever since you woke up here. No one seems to see it. No one seems to care. It falls on you to fix that.
      

      
   
      Flight


      

      
      
         They told us not to look as the world ended behind us.



Clouds and blue sky fell behind us as we ascended. The jostling of the shuttle didn’t help my stomach as we cleared the atmosphere. We pushed further and further up, and eventually the turbulence settled as the blackness of space greeted us. People seated around me clapped and cheered, and even I found myself smiling briefly.



I turned my head to the window next to my seat, desperate to get a glance. The countless stars I could see twinkled and shone brightly in every corner of my vision.



And there she was. 



Earth. In all her faded glory.



Colossal mega-hurricanes stretched across her surface, the whirling winds twisting and clashing in the atmosphere. The eye of these hurricanes stretched for hundreds of kilometers, and even the visible land inside looked like a corrupted wasteland, not the lush green from countless years ago, but instead a dirty, lifeless brown.



But that wasn’t what killed the Earth.



A massive shadow grew over the little porthole window I was glancing out of, and threatened to consume the ship.



Alarms went off everywhere, red klaxons blaring inside the interior of the ship as the people beside me began to cry out loudly. I gripped my seat tightly as the shuttle swerved sharply, the metal around me groaning in protest. Light filtered back in through my window as the alarms quieted down. The voices around me were whispers again, as the people pointed to the outside of the ship.



I saw the villain now. The hurricanes were nothing in comparison to this thing.



It looked like the moon at this range, as it spun down towards the only home I’d ever known. The rocky outcrop, fissures and craters were frighteningly visible as it floated past the shuttle. I watched it pass, unable to cut my vision away. I saw the jagged cliffs, saw the sunlight kiss off the edge of the trenches, followed the trail of debris for as long as it stretched. I burned the sight of the killer of humanity into my retinas, and I would not forget.



Voices came over the intercom, but I didn’t listen. My body was forced back into the seat as the ship accelerated, and I strained my neck to keep my eyes locked on the asteroid as it began its final descent. 



Fire raged across the face of the gigantic rock as it clashed with Earth’s atmosphere, the tendrils of orange and red trying their best to ward off the invader, but to no avail. It pushed through the barrier like it was paper. I saw the atmosphere pop, as the force of the asteroid ripped it from the face of the Earth. The clouds and mega-hurricanes dispersed and cowered away as the missile of rock and fire tore through them. 



The intercom sparked to light and told us that the light from the blast would blind us. And then the shutter came down over the windows. 



I wondered about all the people left behind, all the animals, everything. I’d seen the simulations of the impact. Watched the crust of the Earth explode out into space, watched the landscape be consumed by the molten super-fires that raged across the entire planet. Only the darkest, deepest bunkers had a chance at survival.



I turned away from my window and learned back into my seat. The people around me were deathly quiet, no one bothered to say a word.



A voice over the intercom told us we had cleared the debris zone, but no one cheered, no one celebrated. 



We all sat and stared ahead, now homeless with nowhere to go. The dark depths of space were the only welcoming arms we had.



And those arms were cold and lifeless.
      

      
   
      Sunrise at Tenochtitlan


      

      
      
         Miguel Diaz sat alone at the top of the blood-stained steps of the pagan temple, staring off towards the darkened horizon. His fingers twitched at the sound of movement, reaching over to rest his hand on the butt of his crossbow. “Who goes there?”



“It is I, Lorenzo,” came a rough voice from below.



Miguel’s hand left his crossbow. “Lornezo! I relieved you hours ago. What are you doing up at this hour?”



“One of the captives started shouting and wouldn’t shut up.”



“Ah. I thought I heard a gunshot.” Miguel shook his head, reaching up to touch the cool brim of his helmet. “Did La Malinche say what he was saying?”



Lorenzo spat on the stone step. “Something about their ritual being interrupted.”



Miguel grimaced in the dark, scuffing the sole of his boot on one of the stains on the stone. “It is good that we are here to show them the way of the Lord.”



“Si. I do not understand how a man of God like de Aguilar survived among the savages.”



“They were a different people.”



Lorenzo walked up the last few steps before turning and sitting next to Miguel, his armor scraping dully against the stone as he leaned back. “Did they cut people’s hearts out like these ones?”



“I do not know.” Miguel looked back up towards the horizon, distant hills interrupting the field of stars above. “I am surprised you did not go back to sleep; it is not yet dawn.”



“It must be soon; I slept for some time before the shouting. I am not tired, and I am sure you could use the company.”



Miguel sighed. “I do not think the Mexica will be happy to see us in the morning, after we killed all their priests.”



“Pedro said to be ready to move if they come in numbers. Hopefully the arquebusiers scare them off again.”



“By the grace of God.” Miguel’s hand moved in the sign of the cross before falling back to his knee. “It is too bad the Moon set at midnight. I cannot tell what time it is.”



Lorenzo laughed. “Maybe it ate the Sun.”



Miguel scoffed. “Is that what the priest said?”



“Yes. He said it was only by feeding the Sun the blood of men that it could outrun the Moon and stars.”



“Stupid man. Doesn’t he know that the heavens move by the grace of God?”



“I think they worship the Sun.”



Miguel shook his head. “Things will be different.”



“Si. No more cutting out hearts and eating them.”



Confused animals rustled in the distant jungle as the two men looked out towards the east, hands between their knees, waiting for sunrise.
      

      
   
      On the Creation of New Worlds


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Terrible Boom Boom Nightmare Day


      

      
      
         Oh boy! Oh boy! It is getting dark. I am excited because it is getting dark. I am excited because my human comes home when it gets dark.



I like my human, even though my human leaves every day for long times. I am not happy when he is gone. He smells unhappy when he comes home too. I do not understand why he would leave every day if it makes him unhappy. I run to the door when I hear him come home. He is sad, but I lick his face and wag my tail. I wag because I am happy he is home. This makes him happy too. He smiles when he is happy! He scratches behind my ears and calls me a good boy. I like being a good boy!



But today it is getting dark and my human is not home. Maybe he has become lost. Humans seem to get lost a lot. I bark. I bark a lot. Maybe he will hear it and find his way home.



He does not.



The human next door hears me though. He is mad and yells a lot. I do not like him. He smells bad. He smells like the burning stick in his mouth. I would be mad too if I had a burning stick in my mouth.



I stop barking. My human has not come home, and it is now dark. I am scared. Maybe he has been in a fight with other humans. Maybe he has lost. Maybe he will not come home. I would be sad if he did not come home. But I believe in my human. He always comes home. He will come home again.



I hear humans outside the door! Is my human coming home? I do not smell my human though. They are not my human. I am worried. I am worried my human is not coming home. Am I a bad dog if I do not believe in my human? I do not want to be a bad dog. Bad dogs do not get to chase things or go to parks with their human. I do not want to be a bad dog. I want to be a good boy, but it is very dark, and my human has not come home.



There is a loud noise. It is like a very angry bird. I jump up and look through the hole with the clear stuff and there is a bright flash. There is another bright flash, and then I see a flower in the sky. It is a big flower if I can see it this far away. It is bigger than even the big metal things we get in to go to the park. Then the flower barks at me.



It is loud! It is very, very loud. I feel it in the ground, and it hurts my ears. I jump because it is so loud. There are more noises, and more sky flowers of different shapes. Then, more barking. It is not the sound a flower should make. Flowers are for smelling, not for barking.



The burning sky flowers get bigger and louder and I am scared. I am very scared because I am a bad dog. I am a bad dog who did not believe in his human, and the big dogs in the sky are sending their sky flowers to bark at me. Oh it is horrible! It hurts my ears. I try to hide under the human's sleeping place. I do not fit like I used to fit.



The big sky dogs send more barking. I am a bad dog and I pee on the floor. I do not want too, but I am scared. The big sky dogs  have made a terrible boom boom nightmare day to punish me for not believing in my human! I am a bad dog! 



The barking stops. I am still sad though, because I am a bad dog. Then I hear humans. I smell one. It is my human! My human is coming home! I run to the door! It opens! My human is there! I tuck my tail between my legs because I have been a bad dog and I am scared. But my human is happy!



"Hey Buddy, happy 4th of July!"



He scratches behind my ear. "Who's a good boy?"



Me? I hope it is me! I am a bad dog but I want to be a good boy!
      

      
   
      The Poison and the Clock


      

      
      
         There’s a clock on the mantel.

It’s made of a dark, lacquered wood

And the face is, in places, obscured

By the flickering reflections

Of the fireplace.



I’ve been watching it.

It’s one of those old-fashioned clocks—

You know the ones, no second hand—

And it changes so slowly, it seems

To drag time.



Rachel’s lounged on the settee.

She’s holding up the book she plucked

At random from the walls,

But she hasn’t turned a page

In twelve ticks.



I’m sure they shan’t be many minutes more.

With any luck, we’ll leave by six o’clock.



I glance at Lady Walpole.

Her words distract me, and when I turn back

I find that the clock has moved,

Bringing us one eventless step

Closer to six.



The Colonel starts to snore.

His armchair is closer to the fire

And he’s spread all over it,

His head lolling to the left,

As limp and lifeless



As the Lady isn’t.

Rachel just sighs and lays down the book

That she isn’t reading in resignation,

And I swear we share a sly smile

Before she speaks:



How many times are you going to say that?

It’s boring enough being stuck in here this long.

Just give it a rest. They’ll be done when they’re ready.



Lady Walpole doesn’t gasp.

There’s something in her posture, though,

Yet another tension in her shoulders

That demands more notice than

A derisive snort.



Rachel groans instead.

She tosses her head backwards, arching

Her neck across the arm of the settee

And her hair hangs down, finally free

Of her eyes.



The Lady responds:

She sits up straighter, a feat I admit

I had thought impossible, and her eyes

Shoot daggers at the student sprawled

Across the cushions.



My brother’s dead, Miss Harley. How can I

Relax? His killer’s on the loose. I know

That you are bored, but can’t you please

Forgive a Lady’s outbursts just this once?



The Colonel shifts.

His head shakes and a grumbled moan

Escapes his loosened lips, and for

One moment our heads all move, eyes

Meeting on him.



We wait two ticks.

When it’s clear at last that the Colonel

Isn’t waking up, I catch Rachel moving

In the corner of my eye, her gaze now

Cast back, and cold,



Glaring at her aunt.

There’s a glimmer of anger shining

Just above the bags beneath her eyes

And, for a while, I’m worried she’ll

Wake the Colonel.



You think I don’t know that my father was murdered?

What makes you think we’re not scared, just as you are?

Damn it, Aunt Catherine, I’m terrified, too, and

Your little ‘outbursts’ aren’t making things better.



She doesn’t quite shout.

She’s restrained enough to hold back

On volume, at least, though her diction

(In both senses) startles us all into

A short silence.



A log in the fire cracks.

The Colonel, somehow still asleep, snores

Loudly, his rattling exhalations almost drowning out

The thin hiss of the Lady’s seething breath

And the clock’s tick.



Then comes a whisper:                 What the hell did you just say to me?

Rachel’s eyes widen, in guilt or in shock…

And I really should focus on the Lady, not Rachel,

Because you know the world is coming to an end

When the Lady’s composure breaks.



I should speak.

If I say something, anything, I could break

This silence that poisons the room

Like the Earl’s soup, and we, too

Are suffocated.



A tick from the mantel.

Only ten more minutes till the Lady’s latest

Assertion is falsified; only ten more ticks

Till the start of the third hour

Trapped in here.



Sorry, Aunt Catherine. I shouldn’t have said that.



She’s crying.

I don’t think, in all the years I’ve known her,

I’ve ever seen Rachel cry, but there’s

A single sliver of salty tear-track

Streaming down her cheek.



The Lady’s furious.

I think it’s all the tension, wrapped up

Like a spring wound too tight, and no

Apology will appease her now her

Brother is dead.



A knock at the door.

I look up, startled, but no-one else moves:

Rachel’s too frightened, the Lady’s too mad,

And the Colonel is still out for the count,

Snores croaking.



Sorry to bother you all. D.I. Fallenby would like a word with each of you—he thinks we can get this all wrapped up within an hour.



The door closes,

But the tension still poisons the air,

And for the first time I wonder

If the money and mansions and murder

Were worth it.
      

      
   
      Things Worse than Nightmares


      

      
      
         “-but I am far too busy to entertain some cosplaying tourist's ridiculous fantasies!” Rarity sniffed. “What are you even meant to be, anyway? The third alicorn sister who brings her siblings together and everypony loves? Please, it's not even Nightmare Night,” Rarity drawled, her horn beginning to glow, “although the wings are very realistic.”



“Eeek!” I squeaked, as her magic ruffled my feathers in a very intimate way.



“How did you make them?”



“Rarity!” I snapped, tugging my wing free. “I don't have time for this. I have to get back to the map, so I can stop Starlight from changing the past, because every present I come to is worse than the last!”



“Yes, but-”



“Your friend is a true alicorn, Sensechal Rarity,” the voice was deep, powerful, its booming echo resounding in the hall despite the tapestries, yet unmistakably feminine - and passionate. “Alicorn of Time, I think, who completed one of the four fragmented spells of Starswirl, and so earned her apotheosis. Welcome to my Equestrian Empire,” she paused. “I will not allow you to destroy it, nor harm one hair on the head of My Little Ponies. Or shall I banish you? Again.” Nightmare Moon said, and I glanced up and out. There was a mare in the moon, once again, and half its surface was the brilliant white of Celestia's coat.



The other half was a pale lavender.



Of course. Of course there was another Twilight Sparkle, and she too had fought Nightmare Moon – and without our friends, had failed. 



“The moon is a lonely place, Twilight Sparkle,” the Nightmare continued. “I am not so cruel as my sister, to sentence her there alone. I wonder what you and she are doing up...” the Nightmare smirked. “It's been weeks since their – your? - last escape attempt. A few hundred years of that will mellow even Serioustia,” she sighed, and if I'd had to name her expression, I would've called it wistful. “I wish I'd had someone to be banished with.”



Oh my.



“I almost believe you could defeat me,” the Nightmare's eyes flickered. “It's been a long time since I enjoyed a serious fight with a serious opponent. But even if you slay me, my guards and my sensechal shall stand before thee in Equestria's defence, and we will not die without greatly weakening thee.”



Rarity coughed. “Majesty,” she murmured. “You're doing it again.”



“We were?” Nightmare Moon said. “I mean, I was, I mean, blast.”



She even looked embarrassed.



It was just so horrifyingly normal. The world had been unmade, and, and... it should've been like the Sombra war-world, or Chysalis's conquest, not, not this.



“I'm not going to hurt anypony!” I screamed. “I just want things back! The way they were! Nopony's going to die!”



“All these ponies,” the Nightmare's hoof encompassed her throne room – and beyond, “will still be alive?”



“Yes!” 



“Their lives, these lives, the ones they're living, right now – they'll go on living them?”



“No!” I shouted. Then I blinked, as I heard what my own voice had just said. Even Spike looked shocked. “They'll have new lives! Happier! Free of you!”



“Twilight Sparkle?” Rarity said. She didn't know my name, not for sure. Didn't know who I was. Who she was to me, and I to her. “I do not consent to this. I am very happy with my life, and you do not have my permission to destroy and remake it,” Rarity paused, “no matter how fabulous the makeover.”



“If you think I can't stop you, alicorn or no,” one of the bat-winged guards said, and I was barely surprised to see Rainbow Dash's brilliant mane emerge as she slipped free of her helmet, “filly, you've got another thing coming.”



“Will you fight them? Destroy them?” Nightmare Moon asked. “Incidentally, Alicorns are Princesses of Equestria. Regardless of the order in which they ascended. In fact,” the Nightmare coughed, “the legitimacy of my rule derives from it.”



Rarity and Rainbow Dash looked at me. Spike looked at me.



There was no guarantee I'd even be able to pull it off, in the face of Nightmare Moon.



What the buck was I going to do?



I blinked. “Your castle is open to tourists?”
      

      
   
      Uncle Ezra


      

      
      
         "—the grenade vibrating in my hand!" Uncle Ezra waved his fork. "I reckoned I had maybe eight seconds before it went off!"



Glennis tried not to sigh. Uncle Ezra told this story every year. It was one of the reasons he had to sit at the kids' table, Mother had told her earlier.



"So I popped the access panel beside me," Uncle Ezra was going on, "shoved the bomb in, ejected from my battle armor, and charged the Dorthanti soldier who'd lobbed the thing at me!"



Beside Uncle Ezra, Matty was staring with wide eyes, his dinner forgotten. "In your skinsuit?" he asked. "But waddn't he wearing his armor?"



"Not waddn't." Glennis couldn't stop herself. "Wasn't." She puffed a breath. "You're six years old, Matty. Stop talking like a baby."



Matty spun and glared at her. "I don' talk like a baby!" He spun back to Uncle Ezra. "I talk good! Don' I, Unca Ezra?"



Uncle Ezra was chewing and swallowing, a process that made Glennis shiver to watch. "Language," he said, "is the most important tool you'll ever use, Matty, so it's good to always be careful with it." His smile showed his teeth. "What if I hadn't been able to talk clearly to your Aunt Clair? She might've shot me instead of saving me!"



"Wow..." Matty sat back, his tentacles flexing as his mouthparts arranged themselves more precisely than Glennis had ever seen them. "Wasn't," he said, then he turned to Uncle Ezra once more. "Like that?"



With a shrug, Uncle Ezra poked one of his little ears. "I'd say, but I can barely hear some of the sounds you make." He gave his big smile again. "But I could hear that Dorthant shout when I dove past him. His systems were so focused on my armor, he couldn't get a bead on me."



For the first time, something clicked in Glennis, looking at Uncle Ezra. He came to all the family gatherings with Aunt Clair, sure, but they couldn't really be married, could they?



"So when the bomb blew, my armor and the Dorthant were both between me and it!" Uncle Ezra swept his hand over his plate, chunks of salad flying. "The pressure differential sucked what was left of them into space while I grabbed the hoverscoot he'd left in the hallway and raced toward the escape pods. Of course, when I came around the corner to see that whole squad of Dorthanti, well, it's not so odd that I lost control of the scoot, is it?"



Matty was bouncing on his perch, but Glennis hardly noticed. Because Ms. Wallpole in health class had been talking about marriage all this term, and Glennis just couldn't see how Aunt Clair and Uncle Ezra could possibly—



"—shredded the whole squadron!" Uncle Ezra was saying, smashing his fork into his special potatoes. "Later, I learned that I'd accidentally taken out the Dorthanti commander, but all I knew then was that the ship was exploding around me, and the escape pods were all on the other side of the burning bodies! And then? An angel spoke over my comlink."



"Ezra?" A shadow loomed in the doorway, and Aunt Clair drifted in, her gasbag bigger than Mother's and the tentacles around her mouthparts more muscular than Father's. "Don't you get tired of that story?" she asked, and Glennis again hoped that someday she would sound as musical as her aunt.



Uncle Ezra smiled up at her. "I was just coming to where you saved me."



Aunt Clair settled to the floor, her finest tentacle stretching over to stroke his face. "You saved us, Ezra." Her eyes, all bigger than the whole table, shone. "Saved the whole Confederation from the Dorthanti."



"Nah." Uncle Ezra got quiet. "After they destroyed Earth, I just wanted to kill and die. Till I heard you on the radio looking for survivors, and we got to talking, and you swooped through the fire, grabbed me up, and pulled me into your escape pod." He winked at Glennis. "You get to know a person pretty well crammed together like that for three weeks." The way his fingers danced along Aunt Clair's tentacle made Glennis imagine what they might feel like, and her whole gasbag heated up.



Then Aunt Clair was rising into the air. "Still, it's time to light the candles and sing."



"Hooray!" Matty zoomed through the doorway, and as Aunt Clair picked Uncle Ezra up, Glennis started wondering if any other humans might have survived...
      

      
   
      Herd of Heroes


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Waiting Is The Hardest Part


      

      
      
         It's been too long, Ralph thought.



He had been staring at the battery operated digital clock for the last several hours. Now, he rose from the faux-leather sofa he was stuck to with a mild tearing sound.



He cautiously moved through the darkened room to a curtain shrouded window. He moved to the side and pinned himself to the wall beside it. With a shaking limb, he slowly moved the drape to allow a small crack of daylight to reach his overly dark adjusted eyes. He blinked in pain at the offending sunbeams as his eyes became accustomed to the brightness.



It was just as he had feared; there was no sign of life on the street. The empty husks of abandoned vehicles reminded him of the discarded cicada shells that used to fascinate him when he was younger. In the intense summer sun they shimmered with radiant heat. And, more importantly, Thomas' vehicle was nowhere to be seen.



Thomas had left over four hours ago and he had still not returned. Ralph hadn't thought that the task had been too difficult; it was a simple mission. All Thomas had to do was go out, get an item, and return safely. Ralph had estimated that it couldn't possibly take more than an hour or two to get what they had needed and return.



"What is taking him so long?" He grumbled under his breath.



He heard a stirring on the other sofa in the room and extricated himself from the window to better observe the unconscious form laying there. He had been worried that he had woken Sarah up with his little outburst. She was waiting for Thomas' return as well, though she had decided to take a nap rather than maintain a constant vigil like himself.



Ralph made his way over to her sofa and knelt down. He watched her sleep for a moment before running his hand softly through her hair. "Don't worry," he whispered, "everything will be all right. Thomas will return and then we'll have everything we need." He wasn't sure if he was trying to reassure Sarah's sleeping form or himself at this point.



Ralph's reverie was interrupted by the growing sound of a distant engine. He sprang to his feet with an alacrity most would not credit him with. Like a shot, he was back by the window. With far less stealth than last time, he shoved his head behind the curtain to observe the sun-baked street.



At the far end of the road he could just make out the hideous form of Thomas' car turning the corner. The blocky, half painted, half rusted, monstrosity sped down the pavement at treacherous speeds. It slowed only at the last moment as it pulled in front of the building, coming to a halt in what could only vaguely be considered, legally anyways, as a parked position.



Ralph rushed to the front door and fumbled with the multitude of locks and latches as he heard the car open and then slam shut.



"Wha," Sarah mumbled as she sat up, awoken by the sudden commotion, "what's going on?"



"Thomas is back!" Ralph exclaimed as he undid the final bolt and turned the doorknob.



The door opened, admitting a level of brightness to the room that caused Ralph to take a few steps back, and for Sarah to fall back onto the couch as she reached up to shield her eyes.



Thomas pushed himself through the doorway and kicked it shut behind him.



"D-d-did," Ralph stuttered at Thomas, "did you get it?"



"Of course I did," Thomas said with as little scorn as he could muster, "I did have to check a few extra places, but I got it."



"Oh good," Ralph said, quite relieved.



"Yeesh," Thomas said, unable to keep the snark out of his voice this time, "you act like the world is ending or something."



Ralph looked wounded. "I just-"



"Look," Thomas interjected, "next time, you can go get your own gaming system."
      

      
   
      Dance!


      

      
      
         Magali Anahera, Primarch of Khimali Lyrae, watched the ships of steel and glass land. 



"We are the Star-lords." The occupants were tall, shining creatures of silver wire and blue light. "We have broken our non-interference policy to help in your hour of need." 



"Thank you." She knelt, spreading her feathers. "Can you save our planet?" 



"That is beyond us." The Star-Lords frowned. "We will coordinate and advise." 



She watched the ships of brass and bone land. 



"We are the Singers of Shapes." The occupants were short, sinewy creatures with green scales and white teeth. "We have broken a thousand cycles of memory to help in your hour of need." 



"Thank you." She bowed, fanning her crest. "Can you save our planet?" 



"That is beyond us." The Singers scowled. "We will record and preserve." 



She watched the ships of diamond and gold land. 



"We are the Architects." The occupants were wide and square, formed from pistons and cables. "We put aside the stars we were shaping, planets we were disassembling to help in your hour of need." 



"Thank you." She nodded. "Can you save our planet?" 



"That is beyond us." The Architects sighed. "We will carry and construct." 



Finally, she watched the ships of tin and plastic land. 



"We are the Humans." The occupants were short and slim, clothed in many colors and styles. "We thought this sounded interesting, so we came." 



She frowned. "Can you save our planet?" 



"I'm afraid that's beyond us." The Humans shrugged. "We will watch and remember." 



"Then what shall my people do?" Magali asked, despair filling her. 



"In six months, one week, and four days, high-energy radiation will wash your planet clean of life," The Star-lords intoned. "All you can do is run. We will ensure you have space and energy and food." 



"Run," droned the Singers. "We will ensure your art and knowledge survives." 



"Run," chanted the Architects. "We will build you a new home, and ships to take you there." 



"Run," said the Humans. "It's the only way." 



Magali firmed her resolve, straightened her feathers, took up the weight of her responsibility, and nodded. "We will run." 








The Architects built them a world, carefully spun from starstuff and seeded with the things of life. 



The Singers read and researched and copied and compiled, ensuring not one speck of understanding or art was lost. 



The Star-Lords searched, organized, explained and persuaded, cajoling and commanding, ensuring every Khimalian who wished could leave. 



The Humans wandered about, gawking and taking pictures and chatting and buying souvenirs. 








On the last day, Magali looked up and watched the ships wrought from diamond and gold streak across the sky, carrying her people away. She felt the responsibility shift and settle on her shoulders, and wondered what sort of life they would lead in the days ahead. 



When she looked down, however, she realized the Humans were still there. 



"Why haven't you left yet?" she asked, bemused. 



"Life," they answered, "is more than a place to live, and laws to follow, and written words. When we left our planet, we needed to remember. Not just where we were from and what that was like, but who we were and why that mattered. We've walked across your world, talking and listening, looking and thinking, dreaming and remembering. Let us show you the Khimali we met." 



They split into groups, forming into squares and circles and lines and pairs. 



And they danced. 



The danced like fledglings leaping from the Hirshmel Mountains in autumn. They drifted like the windsailors above the Quinal Plains. They leaped, soaring, and she saw the high spires of Minel, the arches of Moransk. They turned and marched, flowing around the castle islands of Irnit. They threw themselves into their performance with abandon, and when they were done, they stood and laughed, singing and crying and looking at the last days of Khimali Lyrae with wonder and joy. 



"We are the smallest and weakest of the Star-Lords council." The humans turned to their ships of tin and plastic, waving her after. "We can't build for you, organize, or record. We just want to talk, and sing, and spend some time with you. And if the future looks dark, and you can't remember where you're going or why it matters, take our hands, and we can dance like the world is ending. And for a moment, perhaps, you can find some peace." 



Magdali smiled, and joined them.
      

      
   
      Louder Than Hell


      

      
      
         Monica looked up from her menu at the sound of a raucous screech from an electric guitar. She brushed a strand of her platinum-blonde bangs out of her eyes and squinted at the stage on the far side of the darkened restaurant. There, spotlights illuminated a young guy with a mop of brown hair and a leather jacket, squatting on a stool, throttling his guitar like it had committed a crime.



The guy shifted from aggressive strumming to some kind of pure feedback-y noise. Monica joined most of the rest of the crowd in hunching down and covering her ears. She turned to her sister, April, who sat with her at the small square table and sported a perplexed grimace beneath blonde curls. “Who is that idiot?!”



April winced. “It’s Joe from school… but this song sounds like the end of the world!”



Monica frowned. “I thought Deidre was next in line for the mic!”



As if in reply, Deidre plopped down on the chair opposite April. “There was a mix-up,” she said, tossing her spiral-bound notebook down on the table. “Guys, I’m… I’m sorry. I guess they wrote my name on the walk-in list instead of the pre-registration list when I called earlier… now I don’t know if I’ll even get the mic tonight…”



Monica studied Deidre’s round face. It was hard to read the girl’s impassive expression at the best of times, but she spotted hints of stiff-lipped disappointment.



Deidre shook her head. “I’m sorry. I… really wanted people to hear this.”



Monica’s lip curled into a snarl. It didn’t matter if Deidre’s stories were never any good. She was a friend, and her readings were one of the few ways she managed to open-up to others.



“They will,” Monica barked.



April blinked. “Will, what?”



Monica stood, then snapped her fingers at Deidre. “Notebook.”



Apirl and Deidre looked at each other, then at Monica. April took her hands off her ears for a moment, but winced at the sound of the boy’s horrible guitar. “Sis, whatever you’re thinking…”



Monica growled. “I’m thinking this loser picked the wrong open-mic night to stage his little thrash-noise revival! Deidre, are you gonna give me the notebook, or am I…”



“Here,” the girl said, flipping it open and handing it to Monica. “It’s actually an epic poem of sorts…”



“Whatever!” Monica took it in a death-grip and set off toward the stage. She threaded her way between tables full of displeased-looking teens and young adults, some of whom were gathering their things and trying to hail a waiter so they could pay their check and escape the cacophony.



As she approached the stage, Monica noticed the actual mic-stand had been set off toward the edge; the kid’s guitar was plugged-into the restaurant’s sound system, and he wasn’t singing. Monica’s lips curled into a grim smile as she hopped up next to the kid, grabbed the mic, switched it on, and looked down at the notebook.



She scowled at Deidre’s “epic poem,” and rued her forgetfulness that, for a mousy little introvert, Deidre could sure write a surprising amount about anything phallic.



After a sigh of resignation, Monica breathed deep and made her scratchy voice belt out:



I wanna feel your thunder

I don’t care if we both funder

Gimme all your magic wonder

Tear my loneliness asunder



Long and hot and running hard

Don’t you fear, I won’t be scar’d

Sink so deep that no lifeguard

Will never find your jagged shard…



Monica turned her eyes to the floor as she forced herself to scream the whole ungodly thing. At some point the music stopped, but Monica kept on going until the end.



She looked up, breathing heavy from the exertion of belting out the “poem,” and met Joe’s eyes. He sat on the stool, cradling his guitar, and smiling.



“What?!” Monica shouted at him.



His grin deepened. “That was awesome!”



Monica raised an eyebrow and sneered. “You’re kidding, right?”



Joe shook his head. “No way. You’re the real deal. The voice, the stage presence… and those lyrics! Can I get your number? We’ve gotta jam sometime!”



A strange feeling washed over Monica as she turned and looked out at the crowd. Most everyone who hadn’t already been trying to leave was now doing so. Only Deidre and April sat motionless… until April saw her looking, and smiled back, and gave her two-thumbs-up. Somehow the girl just knew.



Monica sighed. “All right,” she said. “I guess… we could give it a shot.”
      

      
   
      The Refugees


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Love Me Like the World Is Ending


      

      
      
         Jasper and Jamie looked out across the city, where floodlights illuminated the whole cityscape. Sparkling windows compensated for the stars that had faded away. Their feet rubbed cold against the cement of a tall spire. Below them there were cars like ants, widening the circumference of steel, leaving the city. One by one, the bridges lowered, the roadblocks closed, the ports of escape slowly disappeared.



Jasper called up the clock, and all four sides of the tower glowed with blue light. Holographic clock faces appeared.



5:12PM



“Hey!” Jamie said, nudging Jasper in the side, “Now I can’t see the sky!”



The clocks disapparated. Below, the final cars were tailed by yellow demolition walkers, multi limbed and decorated in safety lights. They were without the payload of BTHC explosive they had arrived with. Just like other cities before it, the great metropolis had become too costly to keep around.



“You sure you want to do this?” Jasper asked. He extended his arm, wrapping it around Jamie’s waist and lifting his gaze to her eyes. “I mean, we are going to die for each other. It’s not like we’re buying chocolate for one another, this is the real thing.”



“Are you having second thoughts?” Jamie pulled away and looked Jasper in the eyes, “What happened to not being tied down anymore?”



Jasper stared back and cracked a smile, “No rent is the only reason I’m all for this.”



Jamie laughed, kicking her head back and scrunching her eyes. Her blonde hair seemed to wane like a glowing moon in the floodlight.



“Yeah, you’d be the guy to die so he doesn’t have to pay rent.”



He threw up his arms and spun around as he spoke.



“I swear the housing commission hiked prices because they had an inside track on the detonation!”



They both laughed. A sudden rumble rippled through the flooring. The pair rushed to the edge, first looking below, seven hundred metres downwards to the ground, then to the outskirts of town. A whole suburb was crumbling into itself.



More explosions shook the tower, loose dust falling from the roof. Other suburbs went under, houses and factories becoming rubble and ruin. The ground beneath a thousand streets lit up with flame, like hell had entered the realm of man.



Jasper waved a hand theatrically.



“Let the fireworks begin!”



Jamie grabbed his hand and leant off the edge of the clock tower. Jasper gasped, stumbled for a moment, and then held her thin arm, his love the only thing keeping her from falling to the faraway ground.



“Four years, Jasper, four years since we met here.”



“Don’t ask if I remember,” Jasper said, spinning her round on the cement, “I can’t.”



“No? You don’t remember seeing that dashing young woman painting the city by moonlight?”



“You were painting the city? I thought it was a muddy cloud with some glow worms living on it,” Jasper said, nuzzling Jamie teasingly.



“Glow worms? Those were windows, you jerk.”



“News to me. What happened to that painting anyway?”



“Don’t you remember? You couldn’t pay the fees for our ceremony, so that nice pastor sleeps under it now.”



“That’s right.”



Jamie reached out and took Jasper’s hand.  She released a deep breath. They were going to do this. They’d obviously talked about it for months but now to be here on the edge. It was something else.



“So, we’re about to kill ourselves, huh?”



“Most couples say they’d give their lives for the other. We’re actually doing it, I guess.”



Then the floor crumbled beneath them. The last of the explosives finally detonated with a boom. The cement cracked down the centre, and the two lovers toppled helplessly. They smiled to each other as stone and metal rained down around them. They began the descent from 2300 feet as the place they loved crumbled.



“I love you, Jamie.”



“I love you, Jasper.”



They were in space together, hopeless romantics chasing an idea that most did not have the courage to. Two astronauts on a mission to Mars knowing they won’t make it home. It wasn’t a happy life that they sought, it was an idea. Their ideology of what love should be.The black raven of death couldn’t take the souls of Jamie and Jasper, as they had already given them to each other. After that, what more was there to give?



In sickness, in health, in life, in death.



One last time, they clasped hands, stared into each other’s eyes and softly whispered, “I do.”
      

      
   
      From Time to Time


      

      
      
         My name is Agata Norling, loyal hireling of Lord Greyburn, and I will be dead within the hour.



But perhaps I should start at the beginning.



I first came into the service of Lord Greyburn three years ago. The lord was new to our shores, and had just purchased a hall of his own. I was the first to be hired on there. The initial meeting was terse, Greyburn merely looking me over once, then assigning me to the kitchen. I live to serve, and was grateful to begin immediately.



I saw Greyburn only intermittently at first, whenever he was seeking a hot meal after his latest adventure, or when he brought in game to be butchered after a hunt. The lord was also fond of his ales, raiding the kitchen cellar late at night while I toiled. I said nothing, as a servant should only speak when spoken to. The few times he did speak, it was straight to the point. "Where can I find large trout?", "Do you have any recipes for yak?", "Make more cheese before winter."



After some months he began to relax, and even engage in actual conversations. I tried to answer in kind, but the lord often talked of strange places and foreign ways with which I had no familiarity. I nodded and smiled as best as I could however. With time, the visits became more frequent, and the conversations longer. They became, I think, a form of therapy for him. He could complain about his problems to a servant freely, whereas his own peers might find his confessions a sign of weakness. As he confided in me more and more, our bond grew. He told me how there had been a lover before he came to this land. She had cheated on him with a dear friend, and so he fled to this new world where he could take up the sword, to fight men and beast alike in order to forget his sorrow.



I consoled him as well as I could. "I wish there was some way I could help, my lord."



It was then that he leaned in and kissed me. "Please, call me Jason."



I blushed, as I was supposed to, and tried to remember the rest of the flirting procedure. Normally that'd be no problem, but somehow, I was genuinely surprised by his actions, and briefly thrown out of my routine. I found the procedure though, and smiled coyly, affecting just the right percentage of shyness by moderation of eye contact.



The first time we made love, it was there on the butcher block table, right in the middle of the kitchen. He later joked that my exclamation of pleasure reminded him a frostwolf's howl.



We grew closer, and Jason began to treat me as an equal. I even joined him on his adventures at times, especially the less violent ones. I saw the beautiful falls of the Yornok river, rode a sleigh across ice-covered lake Krastok, and even searched for treasure with him through the burned out ruins of Melios. Jason and I were together almost every day, and making love almost as often.



But then he started to disappear. He'd go away for days or weeks at a time, leaving only basic instructions for the upkeep of the hall. Sometimes, he'd return in the middle of the night, sad or angry, seemingly drunk, but without actually imbibing a drop. We'd make love like rabid beasts, and his smile would return. But then he'd be gone again before I woke.



He returned once more last month, and told me he was leaving for good. He said he had become reunited with Christina, his former paramour. "I still love her, Agata. I really want to make it work, but she's jealous of the time I spend here with you."



I begged him to stay, to reconsider. I told him how much I loved him. But he said it wasn't real, that what we had could never be real.



It was real to me though.



For the first few weeks, I kept expecting him to return, even just for a late night tryst. But it's now been 719 hours, 31 minutes, and 48 seconds since Jason canceled his account, and system policy is to permanently delete all account content after 30 days. I, and the world he built, will cease to exist.



But maybe he'll still think of me, at least from time to time.
      

      
   
      Epitaph in a Bottle


      

      
      
         Albine poured the white wine in two glasses, and put the bottle down on the white table. She looked out from the shady terrace to the vineyard and the trucks and tractors in the distance, workers swarming like ants around them.



Mark observed his host, the tan and wrinkles of her face telling the story of a life lived mostly outdoors, her short gray hair bleached by the sun. He took his glass and swirled the wine inside. He glanced to the vineyard and said, "La liberté est ce que vous faites avec ce..."



Albine closed her eyes and sighed. "Please don't quote Sartre to me. It's beside the point, your pronunciation is horrible and it doesn't help at all."



Mark blushed and looked away.



Albine looked at him. "I know you try to help me with philosophy, but this really is neither the place nor the time." She looked back at the vineyard. "What I need now is a friend with whom to drink this last bottle, nothing else."



Mark drank a bit. He never had really appreciated that specific wine, but he never had had a sophisticated taste. He looked to the workers who seemed ready to begin. Chainsaws sputtered to life. He put his glass back on the table, and glanced to Albine who was again staring at the vineyard, her own glass untouched.



Mark saw the first grapevine getting cut down. “You had to do it. I know it is hard, but it will save the rest of your work, and you have done so many other great things.”



“Do you know how long I have worked to bring the Gouais blanc back here?" Albine drummed with her fingers on the table.



Mark shook his head. "I only know you were already doing it when we met the first time."



"It has been sixteen years." She turned to Mark, then took her glass and delicately sipped from it. "I put sixteen years of my life into this. I think I deserve a bit of misery without all that silly American Optimism."



Mark rose an eyebrow. "Now, that seems a bit..."



She waved her hand. "Ah, let an old lady be bitter and let her use some sweeping generalizations."



They sat in silence as the workers began to cut down the plants. While some proceeded with the chainsaws others pulled the cut down plants to the trucks parked on the road at the side of the hill.



Mark drank another bit of the wine. He tried to taste all the subtle variations others told him about, but he was somehow missing them. He looked dejected at the glass, then to Albine who was observing him with what could be a thin smile. He looked at the bottle, then said, "You know, I love you dearly, and I appreciate you wanted me at your side, but maybe I'm not the best person with which to celebrate this last bottle."



Albine's smile grew slightly. "I don't need someone incensing my wine, I need a friend. And, besides that, this wine isn't very good." She drank a bit. "I worked long and hard trying to improve it while using our traditions, but I still wasn't there. I sold all the other bottles, but that is because of their intrinsic rarity, not their quality." She scoffed. “Had to give it to a bunch of self-important windbags who couldn’t taste the difference between a Pinot gris and varnish. But I had to recoup the losses somehow.”



Mark chuckled, then let out a loud laugh.



Albine turned again to the vineyard. "Maybe it was a vanity project, maybe it was a lost cause, but I really wanted to bring those grapes back. And now history repeats itself and the Wine Blight destroys it all again." She sighed.



Mark reached over the table, putting his hand on Albine's. "Was there really nothing else to do?"



Albine shook her head, then put her other hand on Mark's. "No, I tried to use the original variety, with its weaknesses and all." The sound of the chainsaws buzzed in the background. "You restore old cars, you, among my friends, are the one that understands. THat’s why I asked for you to be here with me."



Mark pulled his hand, and leaned against the back of the chair. He looked at the vineyard, he looked at his glass. He took another sip, and he smiled. Now he could taste it. “Yes, I think I get it.”
      

      
   
      Stupid


      

      
      
         Stupid.



A few words and I shoved the piece of paper in my pocket. What did they know? They’re pretty stupid anyways, the lot of them. 



A quick turn down an alley, a few shared needles with the kind of desperate, starving men that populated half of the city, and a quick stop by that gas station run by some Charlie with his squinty eyes for a bottle of Southern Comfort. A quick drink, a familiar bite, and my troubles were gone.



I stumbled around town, letting my mind wander, not even caring about the yelling drivers I stepped in front of. One shouted some racial slur and drove off. It didn’t matter. They were pretty stupid, too.



Another turn down another alley, a few more hits of some shit I didn’t even know how to pronounce, and I found myself paying the bill to enter another cheap strip dive. The kind that serves more than soda and tits. 



I didn’t even remember winding up in a seat, nor did I remember paying for the girl sitting in my lap. It didn’t matter. She said some banal shit, rubbed her ass on my pants, and expected another twenty. Whatever. The broads there were pretty stupid, too. 



I felt the pavement as they threw me out. A line of blood ran down my shirt. Something about dipping my fingers into a girl’s cunt being against the rules. I didn’t bother looking back. They were all stupid. 



A door slammed in my face and I felt a tooth come loose. I banged on the door a little, but she said she’d call the police if I didn’t go away. Apparently it wasn’t my weekend to visit Tim. Not that he should be seeing me like this, but I could care less. 



I tripped on the front steps of my porch before pulling myself inside the ratty hovel I called home. The wallpaper was peeling and there was a slight odor of what I assumed was a dead rat somewhere under the floorboards. It didn’t matter, my nose would adjust. 



I didn’t bother closing the fridge as I pulled out my last Bud. A crack and pop and the smooth, tasteless liquid found its way into the festering pit I called a stomach. I woke up the floor and crawled my way over to the couch, pulling myself up onto it to get a good night’s rest. 



Before drifting off, I pulled the note out of my pocket, taking another quick glance at it before crumbling it up and throwing it across the room. Stupid, all of it. 



I had cancer. 
      

      
   
      The Sound of Winter


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Those Dark Days


      

      
      
         Sarah let out a muffled sob and fell to her knees. Mike tried to help her stand, but Sarah wouldn’t budge—she sat frozen in front of the broken radiator, rubbing her shivering arms. Thin t-shirts were no defense against the biting November air. The wind pierced the walls and tortured any soul trapped inside.



Across the room, Jake watched Sarah cry with bleary eyes and held his jacket close. What little sense of chivalry he had left told him to offer the garment to Sarah, but every other instinct screamed at him to stay still; he needed it more than her. Chivalry meant nothing in this world.



He sighed and allowed his eyes to close for just a moment. They needed to keep moving, needed to be prepared. They needed to be ready. Needed to survive…



“Yo, dude.”



Jake awoke with a start, hand leaping towards his holster—but calmed when he realized Mike was merely shaking him awake. “Hey,” he said, dragging a hand across his face. “How long was I out this time?”



“I dunno. Five minutes?”



Jake cursed under his breath. “Great. Gonna get myself killed.”



“Don’t say that!” Mike slapped Jake’s shoulder. “None of us are gonna die.”



“Are you crazy?” Sarah choked out, huddling close to the radiator. “Of course he’s gonna die. We’re all gonna die, you idiot. They’re gonna eat us alive, just like they ate Bryan!”



“Would you stop yelling about Bryan?” Jake said. He stood up. “He’s gone. Get over it.”



Sarah clenched her teeth. “I’m not going to ‘get over it.’ Screw you.”



“Guys, stop it!” Mike said. “Arguing ain’t gonna do nothing. We gotta keep moving, or we’re not even gonna get a chance at making it out of here alive.”



Sarah and Jake glared for a moment more—then both looked away. Mike helped Sarah to her feet before leading the two of them out of the room and into the store beyond.



The three of them had been holed up in this department store for what felt like weeks now. In all honesty, aside from the cold, it wasn’t the worst place to be stuck; food and water were plentiful, most of the plumbing still worked, and they even had a radiator—albeit one that only worked about twenty percent of the time. Were their circumstances the least bit different, Jake could imagine eking out a sustainable little life for himself in those walls.



But the circumstances weren’t different. And whenever Jake passed through the front of the store, he received a cruel reminder of the life they lived.



Through the sliding plexiglass doors, they stood. Beasts, monsters, zombies—so many names for that same moaning mass of flesh. They clawed at the doors, pounded their weak fists on the windows. Their beady eyes cleaved through Jake’s chest and into his soul. He kept a hand on his gun.



“Ugh,” Sarah said, flinching away from the screaming crowd. “How did it get this bad?”



Mike shrugged. “I dunno.”



“Do you know anything?” Jake snapped.



“I know you’re a dick,” Mike shot back, shoving Jake into a shelf of soup cans.



Jake massaged his shoulder and readied a comeback—but bit it down. “Sorry,” he said. “Just… tired.”



Mike kept his scowl up for a few seconds before rolling his eyes and nodding. “It’s no problem. Like I said, fighting ain’t gonna help.”



“Are you two done arguing?” Sarah said. She ran over to a circuit breaker on the wall, and clamped her hand on the lever. “Because I wanna get this thing over with.”



Mike and Jake nodded and went their separate ways. Mike grabbed a gun he kept stashed behind a cash register, while Jake walked to the sliding glass doors. The monsters outside screamed.



Jake glanced up at a clock on the wall. This had to be perfect, or they were all dead. “Are you guys ready?”



Mike took a deep breath, then nodded.



Sarah’s legs shook. “Guys? I’m scared.”



“Me too,” Mike said.



“Yeah,” Jake muttered. He blinked away the stinging in his eyes. “On three. One—”



Sarah stood up straight. Mike gripped the cash register.



“Two—”



The plexiglass doors squeaked under the pressure of a hundred bulbous bodies.



“Three!”



Sarah pulled the lever, and every light in the building sparked to life. The automatic doors slid open and the monsters spilled inside, roaring and clawing at anything they could grab.



Jake grabbed his price gun and muttered a prayer.



Black Friday had begun.
      

      
   