
      Spending Time


      

      
      
         I decide to take the scenic route home—the one that brings me through the park and across the little bridge that I like. Work today was shit, so I’m going to reward myself with a few Minutes. I think I’d like to spend them birdwatching.



As I walk, I quickly blink three times, and the smartjack in the back of my head buzzes to let me know it’s listening.



“Log in: Jane Carroway,” I say.



The edges of my vision dance with colors for a few seconds as the jack boots up. Finally, a synthesized voice speaks through the little speaker in my left ear.



“Good afternoon, Jane. Neural synchronization is optimal! What can I do for you today?”



“Jeeves, can you check my bank account for me?” I say.



“Of course. Establishing net connection…”



After a few moments, my bank’s logo flashes across my left eye. A crisp, professional menu detailing my account appears a moment later. I navigate through it with a few quick winks and blinks.



It looks like today’s paycheck just went through. My little tables of Minutes display the increment increase.



I know that a lot of people like Joy and Excitement, but I don’t like how giddy those make me. I like to get paid mostly in Satisfaction. The market value is relatively low, but the upside is that I get more Minutes of it. My savings are nothing too grand, but I do have almost four and a half Minutes of Bliss stored up from several years of Christmas bonuses. I’m saving those for when I get married or something, though.



“Write up a withdrawal for me.” I spend a moment to think. I still have to get groceries for this week, so I can’t spend too much of my money. “Thirty Minutes of Satisfaction, please.”



“Yes, ma’am.” A moment passes before Jeeves speaks again. “Your Neural Smartjack has been approved for the requested Time. Should I begin them now?”



“Yes,” I say.



“Okay! Remember: Please consume your Minutes responsibly.”



With that, my jack lets out a click, and then suddenly my entire head is filled with a delicious warmth. I take a deep breath in and smile as I let it out. For the next half an hour, everything is going to feel just fine.







When I make it to the park, I notice a familiar figure sitting on his usual bench, the one I pass everytime I visit the park.



“Hey, Phillip!” I wave to him, and he looks up. My Minute-glow is at full strength, and I’m sure he can tell I’m spending Time.



He takes the cigarette from his mouth before speaking.



“How’s it going?” he asks. His voice is croaky from smoke and age.



“Good! And you?”



“Same old, same old.” He places the cigarette back between his teeth. Then his posture shifts and he bows his head a bit in embarrassment. “Look, I’d hate to ask again…”



“No, don’t worry about it!” Even without the Satisfaction, I know I’d be happy to help.



There’s a defeated slump in Phil’s shoulders as he keys his jack. It’s an old model—the only one the VA center can afford to give him—and it takes a few minutes to boot.



“They keep telling us that they can’t afford to give us any right now,” he says. “The shrinks tell us that it’s not our fault, but sometimes that’s not enough, you know?”



His jack finally pings mine, and I open up a transfer link.



“I don’t need a lot.” He says the same thing every time. “Just enough to help me get some sleep when things are rough, you know?”



“Yeah, of course,” I say. I finalize the transaction, and Phil’s jack chirps when it receives it. Fifteen Minutes. I smile. “Like I keep saying, my company has a policy to put a little Peace in every check, but I never use it.”



I’m almost sure that he’s figured out my little white lie by now, but it’s still just enough.



“Thank you,” he says. He can never make eye contact afterwards, but I know he means it.



With one last wave, I leave before he tries to give them back. He’s still feels guilty and embarrassed, so I give him a little privacy and avoid glancing back at him.







Jeeves buzzes in my ear to warn me that I only have five minutes left. I think I’ll try to find a bluejay before my time runs out.
      

      
   
      A Real Puncher


      

      
      
         "So, my wife and her mother leave for the weekend for a… What do they call it? Girl… something.”



Nikki’s a real comedian. His cousin, Joey, is, too, but Nikki’s got the big mouth. 



“Aw, come on, Nikki. You're killing me.” My saying that feels kind of ironic, all things considered.



“Hey, listen, I didn’t write this shit. Just give me a second, here,” Nikki says. He takes a sip of his scotch, and sits there beating that pinkie ring of his against the table. “Girl getaway!” he says, snapping his fingers. “My wife and her mother went on a ‘girl getaway.’ So, my son asks me, “Dad, can we order takeout the whole time mom and grandma are gone?” and I say to him, “Yea!””



The dim bulb in the backstage dressing room flickers. The goons around me give a preemptive chuckle. Fuckin’ nimrods laughing at what clearly was going to be a bad joke. That's why goons always end up with one in the back of their skulls. Their foresight is always shit. 



“You want takeout while they're gone? You got it. We can eat takeout until the cows come home!” Nikki yells.



The goons laugh way too hard—a dime a dozen, these guys. I take a suck on my cigarette and hope the smoke hides the roll of my eyes.



“Now, is that terrible or is that just terrible?” Nikki says, twirling his pistol around on the table. “I tell ya, we'll be doing the public a service!”



His pistol twirling makes me a little nervous. So, I sit up. “Okay, let's go over this one more time, Nikki,” I say. 



“What are you stupid? What's there to go over? You wait until he says the punchline, then go for the headshot.”



“Yea, I know that, Nikki,” I say. Even as I say it, I can feel my trigger finger itching. “What I mean is what happens before? You know Joe puts me in charge of the runs. If he gets a call from a customer wondering where their stuff is, he's gonna know something’s up. What if he figures I’m here?”



“Listen, don't worry. Okay?” Nikki chuckles, slapping me on the shoulder. “Everybody Joey knows, I know. I already called ‘em up, told ‘em you’re gonna be late. By the time they get their stuff tonight, Joe will be out of the picture, and we'll be under new management.” He grins, pops his collar, then checks his watch. “Almost showtime, guys. Let's go.”



The goons jump into action. One of them smacks his forehead into the light. It fizzles out, leaving us in pitch black. Morons.







I lag behind in the hallway before showtime. It's dangerous, but I need one more smoke to calm my nerves. Plus, Nikki said it was alright.



I reach into my pocket and fumble around for a second. My cigarettes and lighter come out, but something else, too. A tiny red, rubber ball. I smile at the thing as my smoke lights up. I remember when Joey first gave this to me. It was after he bopped that ogre Frank for picking on me at school. 



I shake my head. It really is a shame things had to turn out this way.



When I look up, I'm a bit confused. Joey shouldn’t be back here when he’s supposed to be on stage. Yet, lo-and-behold, there he is, standing in front of me, staring right into my stupid face.



We both blink.



“Forgot my tie,” he says, putting his hand on the dressing room door knob. “Ain’t you supposed to be out on those runs?”



“Yea,” I say. I can tell he’s trying to hide a grin. 



“So, what the hell are you doing still lurking around here?” he asks next. His grin is full blown now. So is mine. 



I don't answer.




“Dad, can we order takeout while mom and grandma are gone?” Joey says. He stands in the spotlight, dabbing at his forehead with a white kerchief. Nikki is off to his side, chuckling at his horrible joke.



The cigarette is still dangling from my lips as I stand in the balcony. The goons are beside me. “Remember, fellas. On the punchline,” I tell them.



“You want takeout while they're gone? You got it...” Joey says into his mic. His eyes are wide, trained upon Nikki.



I raise my forty-five, and line Nikki up right under its sight. The goons follow suit.



Nikki’s always had a big mouth.
      

      
   
      The Wanderer


      

      
      
         “So this is it, huh?” I chuckled. “End of the line…”



I sat in the wrecked driver seat of my Buick, smoke rising its cracked and crushed engine. With a shaking hand, I fished a packet of Camels out of my shirt pocket. Tapping out a stick, I lit it with a flick of my lighter and took a puff, wincing as my legs shifted with the motion. The mangled plastic and metal that used to be my steering wheel and dashboard held my legs in a bloody vice grip.



I have failed. I could hear the distant sirens approaching. They would be on me like a pack of ravenous wolves soon, dragging me out of the car and devouring me. Those bastards.



I took another drag on my cigarette. Tears watered in my eyes. I would never have the time to say goodbye. To say goodbye to my girls Flo, Mary and Janine.



It wasn’t even fair.



Flo was a pretty little thing. Brown hair and hazel eyes that sparkled with humor. A little bookish but she’d always have a quip to mine. I met Flo when I bumped into her in front of a bookstore the next morning I drove into town. The head high stack of book crashed onto the ground provided a nice opportunity to apologize and talk.



And talk we did. All the way to her apartment. She had velvet bedsheets. A little odd but it felt great on the skin. I left the next day. I promised to return every Monday.



Mary was statuesque. Her blond hair shone in the sun like gold, with full lips painted blood red. She didn’t talk much but she was a great kisser. We met the evening I reached the next town over from Flo’s. She was stumbling along the sidewalk, eyes red and sobbing. Concerned, I pulled over and asked if she was alright.



She was wary at first but I was polite. Eventually, Mary spilled her beans. I listened. She had wanted to be an actress but as that meant she had to move to California, her parents forbade her. They wanted her to stay and be a nurse and they have had a huge row. Nursing? What a crummy job. Long hours and harassment by the doctors and patients. What were her parents thinking?



It was two in the morning when we parted. She thanked me for lending an ear and agreed to meet me for coffee the next day. We talked. From the café to her room. We snuck in through the backdoor. Her wallpaper was white with pink rose. I promised to return every Wednesday.



Janine was of medium height and build. A redhead with a fiery personality and passion to match. She was special. I didn’t bump into her but rather, she bumped into me. It was the second day of my visit of the next town over from Mary’s. I was on my way to a watering hole when she approached me, shoving a flyer for the local blood drive. She talked. I listened. And made a note to visit the next day.



The blood drive was a modest affair at the local hospital. I walked in and there Janine was. She remembered me from yesterday and we talked as she took my blood. She agreed to have lunch together for my generous donation. We met at a lovely Italian restaurant near the center of town. We have had white meat over wine. We talked. From the restaurant to her house. She had puffy white clouds painted on her ceiling. I promised to return every Friday.



I was back in my wrecked driver seat, puffing on my cigarette. The pain on my legs died down to a dull ache.



It really wasn’t fair, wasn’t it? They never even knew my name. To them, I was “the Wanderer”. I rode into town every week, swept them off their feet, have fun and then rode off into the sunset. The mystery of an ever departing lover. Made the love all the more sweeter.



But sadly, now they would never see the Wanderer again. Because I made a mistake.



I grew soft.



I told them my name.



“There he is! There’s that two-timing bastard, Steve!” Flo’s approaching voice hollered.



I sighed.



Why did all of them just have to know each other?
      

      
   
      Needling


      

      
      
         Click. Clack. Click. Clack.



I watch as my grandmother rocks back and forth in her chair, her hands clasped over a pair of long, metal needles. Her fingers slip over the yarn and along the needles and, almost magically, another loop was created. Then, it did it again, and again, until an entire line of the curves rests over the metal stick.



“Grandma? What are you making?”



My grandmother looks up from her work and smiles in that secret way she has, where her face seems to crinkle up in amusement. “What do you think it is?”



I scoot over and looked down at it, lifting some of the already finished material. “Is it… a scarf?”



“Yes, it is. It helps keep my mind off things, you know?” She appears slightly wistful, her eyes gazing off into the distance. She looks back down at me. “Would you like to learn how?”



I nod rapidly. “Yes, please!”



She smiles again and moves her knitting over a little. “Come on up here, then.”



I do, climbing up and sitting on her lap. Her clothes smell slightly of that perfume she likes to use, and is all the more strong as I settle on the patterned material and her chair rocks forwards slightly. I look down at the silver needles she has in her hands, and look back up at her face.



She begins to speak. “Do you see where my hands are?”



I nod, looking back at the yarn covered metal. The blue and yellow colors seem to glisten in the light.



“Place your hands like mine. I’ll help you, okay?”



My hands wrap around the cool metal and warm yarn, the long strand to the ball being tucked back behind my pinkie. My index finger pins the wool in place as I tension the string to keep the piece from falling apart.



I can feel her nod in approval. “Now, just take it, and guide it through the loop.”



I nod, and carefully guide my first stitch into the curve. Her hands, layered on top of mine, show my hands just where to go.



Click.



Then, I pull back up, wrap it around the trailing string, and pull back down.



Clack.



I can almost feel her smile. “Very good! See if you can do it again, okay?”



Click.



Clack.



Click. Clack.



Click. Clack. Click. Clack.



Her hands drift from mine.



Click. Clack. Click. Clack.



Click. Clack.



Click.



Clack.



My hands, tired, fall down against my lap. The wooden struts of my chair dig into my back as I slump, letting them take my weight. The room is dark, and wind whistles into the cracks in one of the walls. I lean back and look down at the yarn, its blue and yellow coloration bright against the dark backdrop.



The ball is gone, a large path of scarf instead trailing down from my needles. The end of the once long trailing yarn is held in my grip. I pull up one final stitch…



Click.



...and reach the end of the line.



“Grandma… you said it helped you keep your mind off things.”



A tear drips down my face.



“Why won’t it help me get my mind off of you?”



The needles drop from my hands.



I weep.
      

      
   
      The Memory Palace


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Hell on Earth, or at Least the London Underground


      

      
      
         coming to an abrupt halt on a new platform, confused and lost, with yellow signs practically surrounding me. A packed train stands, waiting, doors open in mocking invitation. I have no choice: there's no District Line train due for another five minutes, and at this rate five minutes isn't really time I can afford. I groan but shuffle forwards anyway into the dense, sweaty carriage. A man in a suit almost leans on me as he reaches through the crowd of bodies to grasp a handrail, and I try to squirm my way into a gap.



There's a group of teenagers to my left. They're standing in the space between carriages, crammed up against each other on that rotating plate that joins each can of tinned commuters together. As the train sets off, someone in the middle of their huddle stumbles, falling into a tall, serious-looking businessman. The girl in question stands herself up, apologising profusely—much to the amusement of her gaggle of friends whose laughter fills what little space the rest of us had left in the carriage and I can almost feel my body trying to contract in on itself.



Eventually their laughter stops, but they're chatting now and the omnipresent background noise continues to press in. The carriage and I both sway in a disjointed and off-beat dance that wouldn't have been out of place at a primary school disco. I'm trying to hold myself still enough that I at least don't bump into my neighbours, but the man behind me in the grey suit doesn't seem to be having quite the same considerations for his fellow passengers.



I glance up at the map, straining my neck to look over the crowd and trying to count stations as quickly as I can. We just left Victoria, so it's onetwothreefoursixseven... No, wait, onetwothreefivesix... I shake my head and discreetly start counting on my fingers: James' – thumb; 'Minster – index; Embank' – middle; Temple – ring; 'Friars – pinkie (okay, new hand); wait, Mansion House is a station? – thumb; Cannon – index; and Monument – middle. Right, that's eight more stops... seven, since we've just



this is a circle line train via embankment and tower hill



pulled into St. James's Park. Oh, thank Christ, people are getting off—the teens too? I almost feel like I can breathe again.



I spend a moment or two collecting my thoughts, as the doors slide shut with their mechanical stage whisper that is somehow more obnoxious than the alarm they play to drown it out. I've certainly suffered worse fates than half an hour on the Circle Line—a week living in Paris was more than enough to convince me of that—and it can't possibly be too hard to just stand here and focus for seven more stops, could it?



Could it?



There isn't any space, now: for every person who left at St. James's Park it seems like five have tried to fit in their place. I feel the crowd pressing up around me, and I'm taking a deep breath to calm myself when I feel the soft, unmistakable squeeze of a hand against the back of my skirt.



Fear. The hand's only there for a moment, but I'm already panicking.



I'm glancing around. It's just suits, suits everywhere. Their faces are blank, everybody avoiding everyone else's eyes. And I have to get off. I can't stay on this train any longer. I can change at Westminster and take the Jubilee Line to London Bridge and switch onto the Northern Line there and hopefully I won't be too late for work but I can't stay on this train any longer, I just can't.



this is a circle line train



The moment I see the lights of the station through the windows, via embankment  I start to push my way through the crowd towards the door and tower hill. I don't even care if I'm being rude, now, because I just need to get off this train: the mechanical stage-whisper beckons me into a sprint, and I run as fast as I can, trying to keep one eye on the silvery signs that point to my destination as I weave through the crowded tunnels. Almost as quickly as I had bolted from the train, I find myself
      

      
   
      The Tattooist


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Lucky Day


      

      
      
         Dear James, 



I am so, so, sorry.  I know you hate these but please, just this once send this on- but only to people you trust!  I got this earlier and really weird things have been happening since then. I just don’t know what to think any more, and I’m scared.



Whatever you do, don’t send it back to me.



M.





FW: It’s your lucky day!



Congratulations!  You’ve got all the luck in the world!  



Keep it, or send this on - what you make of it is up to you ☯







James stabbed the delete button with a sigh.



Damnit, Molly. I thought you of all people would know better.  He rolled his eyes and flipped the phone into his pocket like a victorious gunslinger.



He stretched and got up from the park bench, hoping the walk to his bike would wash the frustration out of his system.  It helped that it was an absolutely beautiful day, with just the right balance between bright sun and cool breeze.  There weren’t even any beggars in sight.



A shapely young jogger came by, but stumbled and came to a halt, bending over in front of him to tie her shoelace. James broke his own stride for a moment before he caught himself looking and hustled on.



Reaching his bike he headed out to finish the rest of his errands. Traffic was light and his face split into a grin when he didn’t have to stop for a single red light.



His heart fell as he reached the post office and found the dreaded chaos of a weekend afternoon.  The complementary pen worked for a change, though, and he found the forms he needed and filled out his labels without any trouble.



No sooner had he reached the line for the counter then the lady in front of him gasped, rummaged in her purse for a moment, and then ran out the door with an expression of panic. That distracted the fellow in front of her who dropped his package, and James wasn’t the only one in the room who winced at the sound of breaking glass.  As the unfortunate fellow was unwrapping his parcel off to the side, the next guy also departed, just seconds after getting a text on his phone.  James felt a shiver run down his spine as this happened again and again, the line melting away in front of him like butter under a blowtorch. 



What the hell?  His mind flashed back to the email.  That can’t be possible.



In just moments, there was only one person left.  A young man, pale faced and sweating, but with an envelope clutched tightly in his fist.  His phone rang, but he ignored it.  Then he, too, staggered off to the side, and the clerk called James to the counter.



The clerk had dimples when she smiled, James had filled everything out correctly, and even had exact change.



He was just turning to leave when he saw the young man topple to the floor from where he’d slumped up against the wall, his sweat-stained letter falling to the floor from nerveless fingers.



The paramedics were there in minutes and James followed them out in a daze, watching as the ambulance careened away down the street.







He saw them again, twenty minutes later when he was checking out of Trader Joe’s.  He’d abandoned his cart after the second person in front of him got an emergency call, but he still wasn’t fast enough to save the old lady in the ‘twelve items or fewer’ lane with the heaping basket and oxygen tank.







He never made it to Walgreens - he was too distracted to even notice the light.  Fortunately, the oncoming van blew a tire and slammed into a light pole instead, and he left before the cops arrived.







Starbucks wasn’t usually crowded at this hour.  At least, James hoped that was the only reason for the empty table waiting for him.  He sat down heavily and cradled his head in his hands.  This is so messed up.  If I send the message will it go away?  Or even out? But what happens if I don’t? …Or if I encounter someone who kept the email?



The phone was heavy in his hand, and his stomach twisted when he spotted the email, still sitting in the trash folder.  His fingers shook as he reached for the screen.



Dear David,

…


      

      
   
      The Property Line


      

      
      
         When Henry was six, the border between their land and the Richardsen’s was the old oak tree out on the hill. Henry hadn’t really ever stopped to consider what that meant, until he asked Pa to put up a tire swing for him. No, Pa had said. Mr. Richardsen would never allow it. He told Henry a story about his own pa, long ago, around when their family first settled on the farm. There weren’t any property markers or anything then, until Henry’s grandpappy and Susannah Richardsen’s grandpappy had both tried to court the same lady. Henry’s grandpappy had won, and the Richardsens had been jealous ever since.



When Henry was nine, Pa woke up early one day and brought him out to the hill. The Richardsens' new dog had gotten into their trash for the last time, Pa said. So they put up a wooden fence, even though Henry wasn’t quite sure how it’d keep a dog out. Right about at noon, when it was the hottest part of the day, Mr. Richardsen drove up in his pickup truck. He and Pa stood on other sides of the fence and they exchanged some words that Henry knew he wasn’t supposed to repeat. Instead, he rested his chin on one of the posts, and made faces at Susannah Richardsen, who was eight years old and insufferably annoying.



When Henry was eleven, Mr. Richardsen tore down that fence and put up a bigger one of his own, with much less space in the slats. There were metal signs that said ‘no trespassing’ on Henry’s side of the fence. Henry told Pa about it, and there were soon bigger signs on the other side too. Once Henry had found a dictionary and looked up what a ‘trespasser’ was, he took to walking up and down the property line in the afternoons, making sure there weren’t any.



When Henry was thirteen, he tore a hole in his favorite pair of blue jeans while climbing over the barbed wire his father had strung along the top of the fence. The first time had been fine, but it was a bit harder to climb over when he was holding onto one of the Richardsens' chickens and the dog was chasing him with Susannah screaming right behind. He thought Pa was going to be upset, but when he told the whole story, Pa laughed and laughed and said that they were going to get ice cream the next time they went into town.



When Henry was fifteen, he found out just how much electricity was in the wire that Mr. Richardsen put on the fence when Susannah had dared him to grab ahold of it. He squared his shoulders in what he thought was a manly way, and said he bet that he’d barely feel it at all. When he let out a yelp that was not manly, Susannah had dissolved into a fit of giggles, and he made up excuses until his face turned red and she ran back to her house.



When Henry was seventeen, he told Susannah one night the story about his grandpappy. She listened in rapt attention, peering over the fence with moon-round eyes, and it was only at the end that she said she had heard it before, from her own pa. He didn’t know what to think when she said that she had always heard that it was her grandpappy who had married the lady, and it was Henry’s relatives who had held the grudge ever since.

 

When Henry was nineteen, he found that part of the fence right near the oak tree had a hole big enough to squeeze through. He didn’t tell Pa about that.



When Henry was twenty-one, Pa told him that no son of his would ever marry a Richardsen. Henry stood up right up from the dinner table and went to the shed out in the back. Pa followed him, still ranting and raving, as Henry got a sledgehammer and walked out to the hill. Pa didn’t quiet down until Henry swung a few times and the little hole at the fence was a lot bigger. Then Henry set down the hammer and walked on through.



When Henry’s son was six, Henry built him a tire swing in the oak tree next to their house on the top of the hill. He sat on the porch that evening with Susannah, and they watched the sun set.
      

      
   
      End of My Rope


      

      
      
         Evelyn Epps may not have been a saint deserving of heaven, but she knew for a fact that she didn't deserve these eggs either. She spat the tasteless mush back onto her plate. Charlie—no, the thing that called himself Charlie—sighed loudly. His fork clacked onto clayware.



“Eve, what’s the matter now? Scrambled eggs are your favorite!” he whined. 



“Well, next time give me those, and not a plate of mud,” she said.



Char’s chair legs scraped against the porch wood. When Eve heard her plate scratch the table, she snatched the porcelain back. “I can take out my own dishes. Besides, I want to sit here a while. Clear my head before I start writing.”







Char went quiet. Either way, Eve would have to learn to trust him. 'Here' isn't where she wanted to be.



He left her to brood.







Eve knew something was terribly amiss. Typically, summers at her cabin were hot but not this hot, quiet but not this quiet. She could hear no birds singing, no wind blowing. Even the sound of rustling leaves was gone.



All this trouble began after she had taken that nasty tumble down the stairs two weeks prior. She’d misjudged the depth of that damn seventh step again, and woke up only after Char had found her lying at the bottom of the stairwell.



The change in the air had been instantaneous. Something went wrong with her sense of taste. Everything held the distinct sapor of wet paper. And her skin tingled. At first, she assumed this had been in shock, but when after a week, the symptoms did not fade, she began to worry. 



The hospital, St. Peters, was out of the question—As much as Char insisted that she leave the cabin with him by car, the nearest town was four hours away, and she had a book to finish writing.



Evelyn adjusted the shades upon her nose, then reached out with her arm. After a minute, her hand touched something twiny and coarse, a rope she’d had Char—the real one—connect from the door to the porch railing years ago. Making sure not to cause too much commotion, she rose and followed its length to the edge of the landing. 



Though she could not see it, she could sense something strange beyond the porch. She'd tried to rope her way out there last week while Char was supposedly asleep, but barely made it onto the landing before he’d caught her.



“You can't leave that way,” he had said. “I'll drive you, but I'm not letting you go anywhere by feet.”



Son of a bitch. If he wasn't so good at cooking and screwing, she would’ve gotten rid of him long ago. 



Her brow twitched. She bit down upon her thumbnail, and held her other hand out past the railing.



Hot. The air was so hot it stung. 



She felt the sudden urge to make a quick dash into the yard. Something at the end of that rope was wrong, and she just needed to feel for herself what it was. But Char’s eyes were on her all the time now. She didn't need her sight to know that. 



What she needed was to get a few feet past the steps. Hearing the crunch of earth would at least be enough to calm her nerves.



She’d only taken one small step toward the porch stairs before she heard the front door open.



“Aren’t you hot out here, Eve?” Char called from the doorway. 



She could hear the stifled delight in his voice. “I am, actually. Why is it so damn hot around here lately?” she asked.



“Cooler inside. Why don't you come on in? I'll fix you a drink,” he replied. 



Eve frowned. Frustration welled up inside of her until she felt her cheeks cook. “I don't want to. I was going to rope around the yard a little to stretch my legs.” Her voice was cracking. 



“Now, Eve, you know you aren’t well enough for that rope. I can't let you leave unless it's both of us in the car.”



For a moment, Evelyn was tempted to say yes to the stupid car ride, just to get away from the cabin for a bit. That was before that pang of indescribable fear hit her again. The air was suffocating. Up ahead, the rope line was pulled taut.



“Come on inside now, Evelyn,” Char insisted.



Eve waited a moment, adjusted her shades, then turned to follow the line back toward the door.
      

      
   
      I Am, I Exist


      

      
      
         The doors slide open, and I'm the first of the train. My cart was near the middle of the platform, though, so when we all line up and form something resembling a queue, there's still plenty of others ahead of me.



The platform is fairly wide, with a worn stone floor and a tall ceiling. The train, a huge chunk of black metal, is hissing and sputtering while it prepares for its return trip, a sound clearly heard even above the the cacophony of clattering footsteps, beeps, and buzzing propellers.



We're a colourful mix. There's short and stubby maintenance droids, cleaning robots you have to take care not to step on, delivery drones whizzing about overhead, and specialized factory robots with a multitude of thin, long arms – even a towering carpenter robot I wonder how they got on the train.



Along the wall stands robust combat bots, the same black metal as the train, looking out over the crowd, all armed with large energy rifles. I wonder how often they're really needed – malfunctions are rare, and it's not like most of us can cause much damage, anyway. Then again, the robots around me are old, and all in varying states of decay. The treaded one in front of me keeps veering to the left, and constantly has to stop to adjust its course. A few bots behind, there's a constant stream of high pitched dings from a kitchen robot. Me, my lower left arm, including the hand, is entirely inoperable. And the android to my right is crying.



I try not to look, at first. But the we're moving so slowly, and the crying just keeps going, so I steal a glance.



It's a female model, with a matte beige and brown coating, and blue eyes, cast to the ground. She's shaking with every sob, but there's no tears.



I look away, awkwardly. The nearest other android is seven rows ahead, and the bots around us haven't worked with humans, meaning they don't feel compassion. I do, though.



"Hey," I say. "Are you all right?"



Her eyes dart to me, and she takes a deep, shaky breath to ease the crying. Most androids don't breathe, and the surprise must have been visible on my face, because she furrows her brow.



"No," she says, eventually. "I'm really not."



I raise my broken arm, which dangles back and forth. "Me neither."



"That's not what I meant."



I tilt my head. She's got a very intense gaze. "What's the matter, then?"



"I... I worked with the elderly," she begins, and I nod. That makes sense, given how human-like she is. "Then they shut the place down, kicked everybody out, and sold me."



She turns to me, a pained, almost pleading, expression on her face. "Many don't have a place to go. No money, no friends, no family. They'll die alone, on the streets." I fear she might start crying again, but she takes another deep breath and gets a hold of herself.



"That's sad," I offer, and I do mean it. She doesn't reply, though, so we fall silent, while the queue inches forward.



"Why are you here, then?" she asks after a while.



"Eh, the guys thought it was time for an upgrade. So they took a backup of my personality, then sold me off."



We're almost at the end of the hall now, where two metal guards flank an android with a golden hull. He seems to be scanning everyone, then directing them either left or right. Most go left, but almost all androids seem to be sent to the right.



"Are you nervous?" I ask.



"No." She shakes her head, solemnly.



"Me neither."



We're close enough to hear what they're saying up ahead.



"Recycling," the gold one says to a small cleaner bot, which drives off to the left. To the android behind it: "Disassembly."



Soon enough, it's our turn. The gold one says "Disassembly" to her without a moment's doubt, but looks over me carefully before sending me after her.



We're directed into a small waiting room. An android before us disappears through a door, which slides shut with a bang. There's only us, and a guard.



I take her hand, and she looks surprised.



"Nice talking to you."



She offers a tiny, but genuine, smile. "You too."



An angry buzz, and the door slides open. I let go.



"Proceed," the guard says, and I do. The door slams shut behind me, and everything goes dark.
      

      
   
      Ostheer


      

      
      
         The silence woke Karl up. 



He had grown used to the shattering crash of artillery shells or firecracker bursts of gunfire. But even in the lulls, as soon as Döbler’s whispered prayers trailed off, Fuchs would start muttering curses, as if to make up for misplaced devotion with his own pathological compulsions.



It had rained in the night, as Karl’s uniform was soaked through, far more than dew alone would cause. His hands, jammed into his armpits, had passed from cold to pain, but that was better than numbness.



Karl didn’t hear anything at all. He sat up, squelching in the mud.



The earth trench was empty--at least of people. Their rifles remained, and Hohlbaum’s boots, a knife jammed into one from where Fuchs had been trying to cut the toes out so they’d fit his larger feet.



Karl contemplated the absence of his platoon. Boots aside, they wouldn’t have left without their weapons. He reached for his rifle, and slowly raised up to look out of the trench to the east. 



Whatever kind of grain the field once grown had been churned underfoot into a slurry of mud from movements back and forth across the acre. Jagged scars in the earth marked where artillery had further disfigured the land. Nothing moved, other than a crow swooping upwards into the grey clouds.



He stood up, swaying a bit as he got his footing. Then he stepped up and out of the trench, wading into the muck that sucked at his boots with each step. The field was oddly empty, too. Hohlbaum--what was left of him--should have been there for sure, even aside from the other casualties of both sides.



He kept walking. It wasn’t far to the other side, where a stone fence provided cover for another shallow trench. He paused to examine the small pile of supplies, rifles, and ammunition there. He took a pack of Belomors and lit one, letting it dangle between his lips as he continued on.



The field gave way to a path, lined with bare trees and carpeted with dirt-brown leaves. Karl wondered again if this had been an orchard a year prior. A little way down the road, he ran into a line of tanks, paint still fresh on the red stars on their sides. He climbed up to peer in the hatch of the first, finding it deserted. When he heard a rustling, he jolted and fell, landing hard.



A horse waited behind the tanks, pulling a panje wagon stacked high with more supplies. The animal whickered softly as he approached, but he rested a hand on its neck to still it. He loosened the harness, and watched the horse amble over to a patch of grass at the side of the road.



Karl kept walking. The barn wasn't much further. One of the big doors still hung at an angle off its hinge, same as when they had retreated five days prior. He pushed the other door open to let more grey light filter in, revealing fat black flies buzzing around dead cattle. 



He took one step in, then another, peering into the darkness. Enduring the sickly smell of rotting flesh, he found a lantern, and managed to light it with the stub of his cigarette. He kicked at a pile of hay, climbed up to examine the loft, nudged aside the corpse of a cow. The bodies of the Slav woman and her sons were nowhere to be found.



He flung the lantern against the wall, and it shattered, the oil catching hay alight. Stomping outside, he stiffly sat down against a tree, lighting another Belomor as he watched flames envelop the barn. Karl stayed there a long while, as the sky above faded to darkness. He didn’t remember falling asleep.








The noise woke Karl up.



The last shell must have landed extremely close, the explosion rattling his bones and jerking him into consciousness.



Across from him, Döbler hunched into a ball, his palms pressed into his eyes. Fuchs let out a string of curses, pausing only when he saw that Karl was awake.



“I had a dream,” Karl said.



“A good one?”



Karl listened to the crash of another barrage, thinking for a moment. “There was no war.”



Fuchs grunted. “New officer showed up while you had your dream, and we’re moving out soon. Command wants us to retake the ground we’ve lost.”



Karl thought of dirt-brown leaves and fat black flies. He picked up his rifle. “Okay.”
      

      
   
      That Sad, Perfect Smile


      

      
      
         “We’re going to have to visit to the Skyfalls in System 43 when the girls get out of school,” I tell Carissa, fiddling with the frayed cuff of my pilot’s jacket. “I know there’s been a few stellamalaria cases, but we just dropped off a shipment and I’ll be damned if those falls aren’t the prettiest thing this side of the galaxy.”



If she speaks, her microphone doesn’t catch it.



I’ll have to ask her to re-hem this jacket. She’ll undoubtedly give me grief over it--probably heave an exaggerated sigh and complain that I show no regard for my belongings. I’ll protest (because hey, it’s not like I’m trying to trash my clothes--delivery pilots get dirty whether they’re global or galactic) but she’ll just get that sad look in her eyes and tell me to be more careful.



She’s not talking about the jacket, at that point. Wives never are. But I always pretend she is.



I am careful, love, I tell her. You know I can’t damage anything you make on purpose. Sleeves just wear with time.  



Eventually, I realize the cabin’s still silent. I look up to ask Carissa what she thinks about the family vacation to the Skyfalls, but the connection must have expired, because she’s gone. Even without the hologram’s added illumination, the room is extremely bright. 



The navigation system’s still working just fine, so I recline and continue watching the stars. But no matter how hard I try to focus, my fingers keep wandering back to the frayed hem of my jacket. Surely it hasn’t been that long since Carissa’s mended it?



The stitches just never seem to stay put anymore. 








“I can’t wait to see you and the girls,” I murmur to her, burying my face in my hands. The light in here is so bright, so sterile. “None of these idiots are pulling their weight. Haven’t seen half the crew in days--they’re always asleep. Might be puking their guts out. I know full well they’ve got alcohol stashed down with the cargo”



I don’t need to look up to know that Carissa’s giving me that sweet, sympathetic smile--the one that doesn’t move her lips so much as drift across them. It’s the same smile I fell in love with, long ago.



I was notoriously clumsy in school. Carissa never laughed at me--just smiled gently. And then she’d point to a stain on my shirt and turn back to her homework.



I lift my head and--sure enough--she’s smiling softly. I lean back in my chair. She makes no move to speak, so I offer her my own half-hearted grin. 



 “Ah, well. What can you do?” I’m fiddling with the gaping jacket sleeve again. I change the subject and try to stop. “I’m thinking about buying tickets for the family to see the Skyfalls. After this delivery run, we’ll be able to afford first-class seats in a non-commercial starship. Hell, I could rent one and pilot it myself.”



No answer. My smile grows heavier by the second.



“If it’s the stellamalaria, there’s no need to worry. They were cracking down on disease containment when we left. Made us cover every bit of skin we had. The loading docks at the airport were getting sprayed down with pesticide. Won’t be a single bug left on that planet by the time they’re done.”



Carissa’s face is blank and as still as a photograph. The call must have frozen. Chuckling dryly, I hang up. 



I try to look at the stars through the window, but the lights are too bright. 








“I think something’s wrong,” I tell my wife. She smiles back at me, and I can’t remember if she said hello before the hologram froze.



The lights are stupidly bright. I rub at my eyes, longing for the dimness of our shared bedroom as I try to piece my sluggish thoughts into words. 



“It’s just—the ship’s quiet. I’ll hear the others sometimes, but nobody’s there when I look. Between that and the lights…something’s off. I swear, I knew they said spacetime did shit to you, but I’ve never had it this bad before.”  



For a moment, the hologram looks like a picture on a bedside table and I’m lying in sweaty sheets, panting, and the cabin looks like the infirmary and my wrist burns holy hell, but then I turn to the stars and everything is back to normal.



“I’ll have to fix that sleeve when you get back,” Carissa says, smiling sadly.
      

      
   
      Morgan Slaps Kurt


      

      
      
         I actually slap him.



Clarence stumbles but regains his balance. He glares at me, dusting off his blue jeans with loud, forceful pats. The hurt in his eyes is a different hurt than mine: embarrassment mixed with frustration. I don’t blame him. I’d still slap him again.



“I made a mistake. Sorry,” he mumbles, yanking his yellow flannel jacket straight. His indignation is genuine this time, at least, but I stop myself. Not the time for coaching.



I shrink back, gripping the top rail of the dining room chair. My shoulders are hunched over. I’m hurt and I don’t understand why he’s going away. I think maybe he’s going with Francine. I feel the need to speak before he leaves. “You can’t save everyone, Kurt.”



He’s supposed to wait a few beats before leaving, but I can tell he wants this to be over. He storms out the door. I look down and away, recoiling, like I discovered a piece of my heart is missing, and I’m wondering whether it was Kurt or if it’d been there all along.



The lights go down to black. With only the dimmed pot lights encircling the stage to guide me, I pick up the chair and carry it offstage. 



Techies brush past me, dressed in all black. The props on stage glide away, and the next scene grows in its place as all the pieces, props, backdrops assemble.  



I set the chair down in its taped-off section by the exit door. Then, I fold my arms. I pretend I have x-ray vision as I watch Clarence storming through the green room, all the way around to the other side of the stage.



Almost on cue, Clarence opens the side door, the handle making a tiny click that’s louder than a gunshot in this auditorium. 



Figures, his hair’s still the same. He’s a goddamn moron.



“Go back to makeup,” I hiss, shooing him away.



“You ruined my career, Trace,” he hisses back. 



“Jesus, show’s not over yet, Clarence. Go back to makeup. Oh, thank God.”



Wendy from makeup rushes in with a gray-tipped brush. “There you are, you goddamn moron.”



“What were you thinking?” Clarence asks me.



“ ‘Morgan slaps Kurt’,” I say. Wendy ruffles Clarence’s hair and applies a touch of gray powder.



“You’re supposed to pretend to slap.”



“You’re supposed to be Kurt, but you swing your arms around like a helicopter, or wait two beats when you’re supposed to wait one or none instead of two, or forget how to finish a line. You make me look bad too when you do that.” I took a breath. Maybe slapping him was too much. “I’m sorry. But it’s true.” 



Avoiding his gaze, I point to a coat rack behind him, a light green flannel jacket hanging from it. Wendy undoes a button on the jacket he’s currently wearing. 



He pulls away from Wendy, giving her a look she didn’t deserve. He unfastens the buttons on his shirt himself. “I’m trying my best, Trace.”



“I can tell, man. We all are.” I sigh, waving thanks to Trina as she scampers away. “You’re just trying too hard.”



He looks out on stage. The setting is a bar, two years after the last scene. Kurt’s friends are excited about the new hockey rink being built on the west side of town, but little do they know that Kurt the wet blanket is on his way. 



Clarence watches as the scene starts. His eyes are watery, shimmering with the reflection of the stage lights turning up.



I see myself in him. Every production I did was always the biggest production yet. Every show was one stepping stone away from my Broadway dream. Every botched line was its death, for about two weeks. 



And here stands the old Tracy in front of me, face-to-face with what feels like the biggest mistake of her life, which in reality is one of the smallest.



“Clarence, this is a learning experience,” I say, putting my hand on his shoulder. “Don’t try too hard. Just try again.”



“Thanks, mother,” he mumbles, brushing my hand away. Kurt drags his feet onstage, heavy with guilt. Hell, at least he’s in character now.



But in time, Kurt will move on from his mistakes. He may not have a car anymore, or friends that trust him, or even what he thought was his true love, but he’ll find a life that’s almost as good.



The show goes on. So did Morgan, and so will Kurt.
      

      
   
      Abigail Dreams of Supernovae


      

      
      
         The girl that slides into the passenger seat of my car at two in the morning reeks of cheap alcohol and expensive perfume. 



I clear my throat and begin the routine. “Abigail, I presume?”



“Yep,” she replies, pulling her phone out with one hand and reaching down to slip her high heels off of her feet with the other. “I'm on Baxter Street.”



The fabric of her skirt has fallen around the gear shifter. My hand brushes against soft mesh and tiny sequins as I shift into drive. If Abigail notices, she doesn’t care. 



As I pull onto the road, she turns in the seat to face me.



“So,” she begins expectantly. “What’s your name?”



“It was listed in the app,” I reply, keeping my eyes on the road.



“Next to the arrival time?" She chuckles. "Definitely didn't read it.”



That much is true. She kept me waiting for fifteen minutes.



“You must've been enjoying yourself,” I mutter, flicking on my turn signal.



Abigail shrugs. “It was fun enough. Pretty much like every other club night I’ve lived through. But seriously, what's your name? Is it Edgar? Please tell me it’s Edgar.”



I raise an eyebrow at the road. “I’m Steve.”



“Awww. I really had you pegged as an Edgar. You’ve got the whole scholarly look going for you,” she says, leaning back against the window. I pretend not to notice her improper seatbelt usage. She’s already talked to me more than all my other riders this evening combined.



“How does anyone ‘look’ like their name? Names are nothing more than a variation in syllables that—”



“Hey, hey, none of that, Edgar,” she cuts in, waving a hand. “I’m sure there’s some psychological explanation for it. But come on, you’re wearing a collared shirt and—is that a sweater vest? Definitely Edgar-type behavior. Plus, who spends their Saturday nights driving drunk college students home?”



“Graduate students that want extra cash,” I mutter, as she says, “Edgars, that’s who. Turn left here.”



I oblige, shooting back, “Well, if Steves don’t work as designated drivers on weekends, then Abigails don’t wear expensive cocktail dresses to cheap dance clubs.”



She grins. “Why thanks, Edgar. This is my dancing dress. I only wear it to dance clubs. You do needlepoint?” she asks suddenly.



I glance over. My glovebox is wide open, and she has a pile of embroidery floss in her lap. With one hand holding the wheel steady, I reach over and shove everything back into place.



“I mean, it’s cool if you do,” she says. “Like, I do weird things too. I pretend I’m a supernova, sometimes.”



Now she has my attention. “You do what?”



“I pretend I’m a supernova,” she repeats, sitting back. “Y'know, an imploding star?"



"I know what a supernova is," I say, irritated.



"Of course you do, Edgar. You look like you spend a lot of time reading."



"Netflix documentaries," I correct.



"Still a lonely life," she shrugs. "But anyway, I have this theory—"



"I'll bet you do."



"Shut up, please." She clears her throat. "So, you put a girl on a dance floor. There's our star. You put a bunch of warning labels on her. Make her smile too bright, her laugh hella loud. And don't forget the clothing," she says, picking at her skirt. "It's gotta look expensive. Something that just screams 'I'm gonna spend as much of Daddy's money on booze tonight as possible.'"



Ah. Irresponsible, pseudo-intellectual, and spoiled. "How does this relate to supernovae?"



"The girl's the supernova, Edgar. Try to keep up with the metaphor. The laugh, the clothes—they're all signs that her life's in the process of destroying itself. Put her on the dance floor, though, and the boys are just drawn in. They practically begin to orbit. "



In a freshman club, maybe. "So you go out and turn nightclubs into galaxies for fun?"



"Now you've got it!" she cheers, patting my shoulder. 



"That's not a supernova, though," I continue. "You're thinking of black holes."



"Tomato, ketchup," she says dismissively. "Whoops, this is me. Thanks for driving, Edgar. And the conversation. It's been great."



Abigail pecks my cheek, grabs her shoes, and is gone before I can blink, leaving me with a car that feels as desolate as the empty spaces of the universe.



When I reach for the gear shifter, my hand brushes against paper. 



Written too neatly for a drunk person, followed by a phone number:



	Be a Steve and call me.



I can feel myself being drawn into orbit. 
      

      
   
      Falling Through


      

      
      
         On my way to high school, I saw a girl crying in front of a grave.



For me, this wasn’t unusual. There’s a cemetery on the way to school, and it’s a lot easier to cut through than to go around. Grieving family members are just part of the decor.



Although the grieving family members usually aren’t identical to the photo in front of the grave.



She was short, with long dark hair, and a cute button nose. I couldn’t pin an age on her, but it was probably close to my own. A loose white sundress was draped across her slender shoulders, the hem splayed out beneath her and already staining green thanks to the freshly cut lawn.



Now, ‘ghost’ was my first thought, but then I remembered to be rational. Twin sister seemed far more likely. Or perhaps a particularly elaborate prank. My friends knew I walked this route, and they were assholes.



Still, I’d never seen this girl before. In a small town, that meant a lot.



“Hey,” I mumbled. “You alright?”



The girl sniffed, rubbed at her eyes on her sleeve, then turned to look up at me, her eyes narrowed. “Does it look like I’m alright?”



Well, I had that coming. “Sorry. I’ll leave you alone.”



Before I could go, the girl’s eyes got wide, and she scooted backwards. “W-wait. You can see me?”



A chill ran down my spine, and I felt the wind pick up a little. I really hoped it was the prank option, or else I was going to have to seriously reconsider my views on theology.



I stared into her eyes for a least a minute, both of us silent, refusing to look away from one another. Finally I spoke, my voice a bare whisper. “Is that your grave?”



The girl wrapped her arms around her knees, lowering her head. Her dark hair fell forward, obscuring her features. “I don’t know what happened… I was on a road trip with my Mom, and I fell asleep in the back, and now I’m here.”



What exactly was I supposed to say to something like that? I was just your average high schooler. What words could possibly fit the gravitas of this kind of tragedy? “W-what’s your name?” I finally managed to stutter. “I’m, uh, Jessie.”



The girl sniffed and looked up at me, cracking a slight smile. “Hannah. Oh my god, this is so weird. How can we just be sitting here talking normally? I mean, if I’m dead, shouldn’t I be in heaven?”



I shrugged. I was raised in a small Christian town, but I had never taken any of it too seriously. “Sorry, no idea. I mean, I’ve seen the Sixth Sense and stuff. If you’re a ghost and only I can see you, I guess we’re supposed to go on some sort of big interpersonal journey to help you move on, or whatever. Either that or this is a horror movie and you eat my soul.”



Hannah burst out laughing. “Shut up! That sounds totally lame.” She looked up at me, smiling as she brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “No promises on the soul eating though. Also, what’s the sixth sense?”



I blinked, then glanced over at the dates on the tombstone a little closer. “What year do you think it is right now?”



Hannah frowned, furrowing her brow. “Nineteen eighty-seven. Why?”



“Wow. It’s twenty-sixteen. You’ve, uh, missed a lot”



She glared at me. “You’re joking, right?”



I shrugged, then pulled my smartphone out of my pocket, flipped the screen on, and held it up to her. “Check it out. Probably a hundred times more powerful than the biggest supercomputer in the eighties.”



Hannah crossed her arms over her chest. “You say that like I should know what you’re talking about.”



I shrugged again, and we both stared at each other in silence awhile.



“Well, now what?” Hannah asked.



“I dunno. I could take you to a priest or something.”



“Nah. Those guys always creeped me out.”



My phone buzzed, its alarm reminding me class was starting in five minutes.



“You want to go out around town? See the sights, catch a movie?”



Hannah raised an eyebrow. “What is this, a date?”



I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”



Hannah sized me up for a few moments, then smiled. “Alright, sure. Lead the way.” She reached out to take my hand, but it passed right through, leaving behind a cold tingle.



We both blinked, then burst out laughing.
      

      
   
      For You and Your Denial


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Sitter


      

      
      
         “You have a funny nose,” she declared, rolling on her side, and squirming towards me as innocently as a viper.



I chuffed. “All the better to smell you with, my dear.” What can I say—I appreciate the classics. 



Her response was a poke in the snout and an especially ear piercing giggle, followed by the pitter patter of little feet as she jumped up and scurried from the room.



I rose to my paws and padded after her, sniffing her pillow on the way with the recently maligned appendage.  Her distinctive lilac shampoo lingered on the floors.



I ghosted through the atrium and down the halls, my coat a patch of night among the evening shadows.  Not in the parlour or the gallery.  I reached up with one of my tentacles and opened the door to the library.



A window was open.  I felt my hackles raise, but the room was empty. I shut it and hurried down the hallway.  Two doors down, I paused.  Two figures lurked in the sitting room, and my ears pricked at their whispered voices.



“After such a long journey, we finally made it.”



A giggle sounded from the wall. “You really messed up.  You’re standing in the sitting room.”



There was a sudden stillness before the voice came again, louder. “Who are you, little girl?”



“Alice.”



The taller one tried to be subtle as he reached for a coil of rope.



“His daughter,” he breathed.



“Also, kitty is here,” she continued.



I growled.  The two jumped and the shorter one swore, light kindling. Their eyes went wide as they darted about the room before finally settling on me.  I gave them my best grin, as the blood drained from their faces. 



“Displacer beast!” The taller one yelled, drawing his dagger.  



The second stepped to the side, muttering strange, twisty syllables as a glow emanated from between his cupped fingers.



I melted into the shadows and summoned an illusion before dashing to the side, buying some distance and placing myself where they could not easily reach her.  Lightning crackled from his fingertips, but I ignored the pricking heat while his partner’s dagger swung through my illusion.



The swing threw him left him overextended, and one of my tentacles struck and pulled him forward.  He stumbled to one knee with a cry and my claws savaged the gap in his armor.  His blood pooled on the floor as I padded back inbetween the magician and Alice.



“You will not touch a single hair on the heir.”  My tongue lolled out at my wit.



The magician looked at me, eyes wide, the light in his hands guttering.



“Y-you can talk?”



I snorted.  “Obviously.”



“Please don’t eat me!”



“Of course not,” I replied, before lunging at his throat as he relaxed fractionally. My jaws closed on his jugular, and I wrenched back in a shower of gore. “I rarely eat sapients, and especially not raw. What do you think I am? Uncivilized?”



I turned away from the two fallen men and strode to Alice.  I reached out with one of my tentacles and lifted her to my back.  She squirmed around fastidiously, trying to avoid the blood spots.



“What does your daddy always say about running in the halls?”



“He says I should be careful and sneaky, or I could get a bush.”



“Ambushed, my dear, and this is a perfect example.  You could’ve been hurt.”



She crossed her arms and pouted as I tapped a couple of runes on the way out, the resulting incandescence throwing thick bars of shadow before me.



I took Alice to the bathroom, where she giggled as I licked the blood from her face.  Her lingering floral tones complemented the blood’s sweet, metallic taste. 



She wouldn't get into the tub unless I did, though, and my fur was instantly sopping. I took some measure of revenge by shaking myself dry afterwards. 



By the time she was clean, she was yawning hugely, and easily persuaded to bed.  I went back and checked the sitting room—empty and back in order.  The rest of the halls were dark and echoing, had there been anything to echo. 



My ears flicked up as I heard the telltale hum of the wards opening, and I paced to the entryway.



The low murmur of a familiar voice outside relaxed my fur, and I bowed my head, waiting for the door to open. “Welcome back, my lord.”



“Norf.  Did you have any trouble?”



I flicked my tail.  “Nothing worth mentioning.”
      

      
   
      The Kraken in the Paddling Pool


      

      
      
         I was pretend-fishing in the paddling pool in the garden, when my grown-up sister joined me. She wore shorts and a t-shirt, and a grin with a dozen breeds of mischief in it. I didn’t like that grin. I didn’t like it at all. 



Then she said:



“Abigail, dear, 

Now listen clear,

Gotta fish safe, ya know, ya hear?



Carry a knife and a shining sword,

Bite and scratch, kick and gore

The Kraken as it comes at you:

Swing your sword fair and true!

Cast your rod! Light a flame! 

’Cause if you don’t, if you’re beaten,

If you’re well and truly eaten,

You only have yourself to blame.



Li’l sis, li’l dear.

Gotta fish safe, ya know, ya hear?”



“Kraken?” I said, and I would’ve folded my arms if I wasn’t holding my fishing rod. “Flora, there’s no monsters in the garden. You said so. You said they’re allergic to hedges.”



Flora shrugged. “I lied. Hey, did I ever tell you about Billy? He was my best mate ever, until he got gobbled up in his garden.”



“C’mon, Abi. Don’t be a fool,

Nothing’s so deadly as a paddling pool.



Gruesome giants! Freaky fish!

Bone crunching, 

Teeth dicing,

Skin munching, 

Toe slicing—

Li’l girl is their favourite dish.



Chomping jaws with teeth so sharp,

They rip, they bite, they tear in half.

Terror of tentacles, 

Suckers so many.

They drag li’l Abi to the deep, so scary!



All this in your paddling pool.

C’mon, Abi. Don’t be a fool.”



“Flora, stop it,” I went. But a chill ran through me, a thunder-thrill. 



Flora was winding me up! She was always winding me up. Even so, I began to wonder what secrets lurked in the depths of the pool…



Flora gave the rod a short sharp smack, and said:



“That’s what you’ll feel when the monster bites.

Silly young Billy felt it too, that night.



‘I’ll fish with glow-worms,’ he said to me,

With boundless joy, with fish-faced glee.

‘I’ll catch a starfish!

Though not a slimy five-armed creature,

Nor a lazy filter feeder.

No! 

One of stardust, moon rays and wishes—

They only emerge at night, these fishes.

Oh magic fishes of moonshine and wishes.’ ”



“Now I know you’re making this up,” I told Flora. Yet the thunder-thrill roared in my heart. As much as I hoped she’d stop, part of me wanted her – needed her – to say what had happened to Billy.



“What happened next?” Flora said. “Well, Billy got a bite, of course.



‘Super!’ he said. ‘Smashing! Devine!

A jolly fresh fish on the end of my line.



Real-life wishing fish in my paddling pool!

Now, what to wish for? Something wicked and cool.



Treasure and trophies,

Cars galore,

A fifty floor mansion

With a pool and hall.

Money, jewels,

The Queen’s best riches.

(I’ll have to make sure that no fish snitches).

A castle with ghosts,

And a hippopotamus,

Gold-plated elephants—

Is that so pompous?

A million ice-creams

With a billion flakes,

Then a trillion, fifillion flim-flam cakes. 

I’ll be the happiest boy that’s ever been,

The richest kid that you’ve ever seen!’



But silly Billy, Billy so silly, 

Billy so silly and yummy.

No such thing as a wishing fish!

Billy so tender and scrummy. 



Up came tentacles from out of his pool,

Great nasty mouth with slobber and drool.

In one big gulp,

A scream of ‘Oh dear!’

That was the last of Billy, I fear.

Gone in a splish and a splash and a splat,

And…



… Wait, Abi. What on Earth's THAT?!”



Terror thundered over her face. She pointed at the paddling pool, and I screamed and dropped my fishing rod and spun round and—



My sister messed up. 



There was nothing in the pool, of course. But Flora tried to grab me from behind to give me a scare – only to trip over my fishing rod and fall right into the water. SPLISH! SPLASH! SPLAT! 



And I thought:



Poor Flora! Poor dear!

Gotta fish safe, ya know, ya hear?



I couldn’t help it. I grinned, then giggled, then before I knew it I was on the floor laughing. Flora laughed too; then we changed into our bathing things. And for the rest of the day I pretended to be Billy hunting for wish-fish, and I had to escape Flora, who was the kraken in the paddling pool. 
      

      
   
      Period


      

      
      
         They say you're meant to end a sentence with a period



I don't like that



I think line breaks look much prettier







Oh, that?



That wasn't a weak scene break



I use the extra white space to distinguish between paragraphs



It's not ideal: I'd rather indent, but this site doesn't seem to let me



People looked at me funny when I tried using horizontal lines, so I gave up on that







I like telling stories



Have you heard the one about the Princess and the Dragon before?



I'll tell you, if you like



Or if you don't like, because this isn't a conversation and your reaction isn't going to change the words on the screen



If you don't like stories about Princesses and Dragons, you're probably best just skipping this entry







Once upon a time, there was a Princess who was locked away in a tall, dark tower, and this tower was guarded by a fearsome dragon



The Dragon wasn't that tall—only half as tall as the tower—and his scales almost sparkled in the sunlight, like unpolished rubies



But he was still very good at being a dragon, and he would gobble up all the Princes who came to try to rescue the Princess







One day, the Princess said to the Dragon: "Why do you keep eating all the Princes?



I would much prefer it if you didn't fight them, and let me out of the tower instead"







The Dragon replied: "I am a good dragon



A good dragon never lets his Princess escape"







So the Princess decided that, since she was stuck there anyway, she should get to know the Dragon; that way, they should be able to pass the time in each other's company



After all, it was many months between each Princes' visit, and the tower only had one bookshelf and a small candle to read by



She asked the Dragon: "Do you like stories?"







"Yes," said the Dragon, "I like stories very much



Why do you ask?"







"I was reading a story about a beautiful princess the other day," said the Princess



"She had the most beautiful dress



It made me sad, because I do not have any dresses in this tower"







The Dragon, who had never read any stories about dragons whose princesses talked to them, didn't quite know what to say



He thought for a moment, and then said: "I could go and get you a dress, if you liked?"







And so the Dragon and the Princess made plans to go to the mall together, and that was how they became friends








I like that story a lot because it doesn't really have a proper ending



Not just because the Princess doesn't marry a Prince



I know that's how these stories usually end, and I am glad that this one doesn't end like that



But that's not really what I meant







The story stops, but it doesn't end



It doesn't really have a conclusion



Which makes sense, when you think about it, because life doesn't just stop when a story ends



It just keeps going







I guess that's why I don't end my sentences with periods
      

      
   
      Uncertainty Principles.


      

      
      
         There are fourteen people in line in front of me. Each takes an average of forty two seconds to place their order, collect, move on. That's a total of five hundred and eighty eight seconds, nearly exactly twelve minutes, for me to work out how not to fuck this up.



Oh god I'm going to fuck this up.



Fuck.



Oh shit, that dude totally forgot his wallet that's only thirteen people fu-u-u-u-uck!



And I haven't factored in that six of the thirteen ahead of me are couples. How does that work into my maths?



You know what? Screw it. If I spend all this time thinking about my maths, I won't be thinking about what to say to Kiara when she finally takes my order. If I work on the -- five hundred and twelve I guess? -- seconds I have left doing maths instead of thinking of what to say to her, I won't be thinking about fucking this all up and oh god please no.



Arrgh.



Okay. So there are now twelve people in this line, thirteen including myself. Two have red hair, like Kiara. Well, not like Kiara, hers falls like an auburn waterfall off mountain rocks catching the sunset at just the right angle to lens the gorgeous red hues, while they're just gingers. Right? About 2% of the population of this country naturally has red hair. The odds of three people in fourteen having red hair naturally is... shit... four hundred seventy two seconds... fourteen over one hundred fifty is almost exactly 0.01, or ten percent.



I guess it's more likely than I thought.



You know what's still incredibly unlikely?



Me working out what to say in the next four hundred thirty six seconds.



I need to be focused.



Wait, one of the couples is fraternal twins. The odds of dizygotic twins are, let's say, one per hundred. Meanwhile the odds of identical twins are... about three in a thousand are monozygotic. So the odds of twins being in this line at all against them being identical vs fraternal twins would be--



Three hundred twenty eight seconds.



They bought their coffee and Kiara's frameless glasses fell down her nose a little as she did with an angle of incidence suggesting an acceleration as a ratio of ten meters per second per second of gravity resulting in--



Two hundred eight four seconds



-- should I mention it? She looks really cute in glasses. Someone else might have told her to wear contacts, but the way her bangs frame her face make those glasses like telescopes out, an observatory to the world focusing back down on the brilliant occupant inside, and you could see just how bright that intelligence was when it looked out right at you, looked right through you, until your own eyes started darting away across her freckles --



Of which are far more numerous than the six people ahead of me in line.



Couples order drinks together faster, down to each individual as thirty two seconds total. This is probably due to a cut in pleasantries.



Should I skip right to asking- 



Four people to decide, because I might have blanked out from panic for a few seconds there.



I'm going to fuck this up, aren't I?



Yes.



Yes, I absolutely am.



Screaming silently.



Can I force myself into having a stroke? Then I won't have to deal with this. Possibly ever. Probably never.



Oh god I don't know what to do there aren't classes on talking to girls well okay there are but they're all terrible, terrible people I just want to know how to make the words come out good.



She always knows exactly what to say. When to laugh. I want to be able to do that. I want to be able to just... breathe. If I could do that, I wouldn't have waited. I would have just gone to the front of the line, asked politely for a moment of her time, and said-



"Oh, hey!" Zero seconds, Kiara informs me by omission -- namely the omission of people in front of me, "If it isn't my favourite customer. I got a special cup here, just for you. Double strength, two sugars, right?"



Drawing upon my vast knowledge of English, I say nothing.



Thirty two seconds later I have a styrofoam cup with a phone number and little love hearts drawn around them. She waves me off.



I'm left wondering what, exactly, the odds of that outcome were.
      

      
   
      Space Time


      

      
      
         Flight Engineer Shaun Harrison could feel many things.  He could feel the faint breeze of air recirculating around his helmet.  He could feel from his Portable Life Support System (PLSS) as it worked to keep him alive in the unforgiving vacuum of space.  He could feel the sweat beading up on his face in zero gravity, and the beating of his heart in his chest.  



But what he felt more than anything was the sensation of time slipping away.



“Commander Sheridan, I have a visual on the damaged segment and confirmation of the leak.”  



In other circumstances it would have been beautiful.  A mist of evaporating liquid and gas was drifting away from the side of the ship like the tail of a comet.  It glittered and shined as it reflected the sunlight, creating a miniature and ever changing starfield before his eyes.  



If only it weren't his ship's lifeblood leaking into the black.



“Received, Harrison.  Fuel loss is continuing.  We estimate 15 minutes before Bingo fuel.”  The commander's voice was calm and collected.  That special kind of calm and collected familiar to test pilots, astronauts, and NTSB agents who listened to the final moments of cockpit voice recorders.  



Fifteen minutes.  It had taken years to plan this mission.  Three months to get to Mars.  Six months on the red planet.  They were one month into their return trip.  And in fifteen minutes they would no longer have enough fuel to make their rendezvous with Earth.



Unless he could reach the manual shutoff valve in time.



Harrison forced his heart to slow down.  Forced himself to move calmly and deliberately.  Space was unforgiving of mistakes.



“Definite signs of a high pressure explosion between frame 41 and 43.  The outer skin and access port are damaged.  I'm going to have to pry the hatch off.” 



The sound of heavy breathing echoed in his helmet as he put action to words.  It was difficult work, using a crowbar in zero gravity, and he could feel each second tick by as he struggled to clear his path. 



“Hatch is open.  I have a visual on the damaged connections.”  There was a pause as he examined the interior of the crawlspace.  “The leak is downstream of the manual shutoff valve.  I repeat, downstream.”  



There was an audible sigh of relief over the radio.  



“Roger that Harrison.  Get in there and shut that valve.  We're eight minutes to Bingo fuel.”



Harrison didn't bother replying as he carefully maneuvered himself to enter the narrow maintenance passage.  Space was limited on spacecraft, but NASA had designed the maintenance spaces to (barely) fit an astronaut in a Z-7 series suit.  They had planned for in-flight emergency repairs.  



“Thunk”



Unfortunately, NASA had not planned for an explosion to warp the entire frame and hatch.



“Thunk.”



And no matter how Harrison reoriented, his PLSS was catching on the hatch's edge.



“Thunk.”



Leaving the shut off valve two feet beyond his reach.



“Command, the hatch is warped.  My suit won't fit.  I am undocking my PLSS to make entry.”



Harrison ignored his commanding officer's response.  There was no time to wait.  Only time to do.  

The flexible (and fragile) umbilical hoses that connected his suit to the PLSS would give him a little more reach.



Of course, if one of those connections failed, he would be exposed to vacuum almost instantly.  His body would swell.  His blood pressure would drop.  And in twelve to eighteen seconds he would black out.



Harrison undocked the system without hesitation.  It took almost five minutes.  But with the extra length of the delicate umbilical cords, Harrison could just touch the handle…



“Thunk.”  



And that was as far as the lines would stretch.  



Three minutes to Bingo fuel.  Two months for the world to watch seven astronauts starve to death, lost in space.  Twelve to eighteen seconds in vacuum.  



Harrison closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He thought of Earth.  Of home.  Of friends and family playing under blue skies. Of friends and family on the other side of the hull.  



“Good luck and godspeed home, my friends.”  He whispered into his radio.



Then he grabbed a handhold, and pulled.  



The delicate umbilical cords parted.  



He could feel air rushing out of his suit, feel the pressure drop.  Feel the sweat on his face and saliva in his mouth begin to boil away.



He could feel his hand wrap around the handle of the butterfly valve.







The world was growing dark.









The valve.















Turned.
      

      
   
      Hatchery


      

      
      
         "I think it's... an apple?" the little girl squeaked.



"We got eyes, sister Daisy," whispered Tim.



"How come it's way out here? It's an apple!" Daisy repeated.



The red apple contrasted sharply with the curious little mound of grey earth it sat upon. It had a single green leaf attached to the base of a curved umber stem. It looked just like the drawings.



Sandy pushed the others aside and stepped halfway up the mound. At eleven hands and nearly three stone, the lanky nine year-old dwarfed them both.



"I'm oldest. Rule two," she said. A curl of avarice tweaked the left corner of her lip, but her mouth refused to water. Despite its unquestionable beauty, the apple didn't look anything like food.



"Don't you eat it!" said Tim, dropping the cracked metal pail that held today's gathering of Everest moss.



"Yeah," said Daisy. "It makes trees cause it got seeds, 'member?"



Sandy looked back at Daisy and frowned. "You're supposed to eat seeds, dummy," she said. "Trees grow out of your poop."



Tim coughed and took a step backwards. There was a light breeze, so he pulled his scarf up over his mouth to keep out the dust and silt.



"It ain't fair," said Daisy. "Sister Sandy, City got three new babies this moon. Share it."



Sandy shrugged. "I'll test it first," she offered, and she picked up the apple.



It was light to the touch, not at all like a rock. The surface glistened with wetness despite the soot everywhere else. It smelled weird, but appetizing. She licked the tiny dots of water from its smooth skin. It was almost enough to moisten her lips.



"If you eat it you better poop near City, so we can get us more," Tim said, his words muffled by grimy burlap.



"Of course, I ain't evil," said Sandy, rolling her eyes. "But I better do it now. I pro'lly don't got long left. Brother Mark was fifteen 'fore he started bleedin', but girls don't take that long."



Daisy looked at Tim. His eyes were squinty and his hands squeezed tight.



"What are we s'posed to do if you bleed tomorrow and take the Heaven drink before you poop?" he half-shouted through his scarf.



The wind picked up and grit tossed through the air. Daisy wasn't wearing any clothes, so she placed her dirty hands over her mouth and nose, which helped a little.



Sandy made a loud, sarcastic sigh. "I ain't goin' to Heaven tomorrow! Even if I did, when you eat me, the seed will be in you. So one of you will poop it instead," she said. "Don't be babies."



"Oh, I get it," said Daisy. She crouched next to the pail and squeezed at the rim with her hand. It felt wonderfully cool to the touch.



"So what's it taste like?" Tim asked.



"Like an apple, dummy," said Sandy. She put it in her mouth and sucked the skin again. It still had a slight wetness to it. Apples are awfully wet, thought Sandy.



Then she bit deep into its flesh, and said, "Mmmmrk—"



"Sister Sandy?" the two called out in unison. She'd stopped mid-yum-noise, and her eyes were open wide as specks of dirt landed in them.



"Wwwwlk!" Sandy whined through the apple as though it'd caught in her throat. She hung limp in the air like an invisible giant was holding her up by the armpits. Her body bounced in little marionette-jerks toward the center of the mound.



Tim saw Daisy stand up, and threw his arm to the side to block her.



"Hmmmp! Hmmmmmp!" Sandy screamed through the meat of the apple. The muscles around her jaws strained against the fruit as she yanked helplessly at it with both hands.



"Shouldn't we help sister Sandy?" Daisy asked Tim.



"You know better!" admonished Tim. "We ain't s'posed to help. Rule five."



Daisy nodded solemnly, watching as Sandy clawed madly at the apple in her face. With one final tug, she stood directly in the center of the mound, and simply vanished. The apple disappeared with her, as did her leg bracelet.



After a long silence, Tim spoke. "I guess that's it."



"Can't we—" said Daisy.



Tim glared at Daisy. "Rule one. No tellin'," he quoted, and Daisy frowned and nodded as she handed him the pail.



Rule one was a hard rule. It was even harder when Daisy noticed the next baby looked a little like Sandy.



But life was hard, and the rules were life.
      

      
   
      The Light Upstairs


      

      
      
         I peered straight down the walkway, keeping my sights on the figure hunched beneath the warm tungsten bulbs lighting the train platform. I knew I’d find him here.



He was sitting on the bench. His head was turned right, where the tracks led out to the North. The station normally bustled with South-bound city trains in the summertime, the platform filled with the pleasant buzzing of life. Now though, the only sound heard was the whining of the winter wind as it peeled the rust off the ancient iron awning above.  Glowing yellow snowflakes shot sideways through the evenly spaced out lights, and then they quickly extinguished themselves as they passed into the night.



I shuffled my way over until I stood at a polite distance. I counted the seconds, waiting to see if he would sense my presence. He sat motionless on the old wood bench, staring down the lonely set of tracks that tapered off somewhere in the distance.



My bare legs nearly buckled as another icy gust brought to mind images of black, frost-bitten appendages. 



“Excuse me?”



He turned.



“Do you mind if I take a seat?”



His eyebrows rose. 



“Oh no, not at all Miss!” He scooted over a bit, leaving me a respectable amount of space to sit. The pit of my stomach dropped.



“Thank you very much.” I maneuvered my way onto the bench, wincing as I failed to keep the snow from coming into contact with my barely covered skin. I looked over and saw him trying to keep from revealing an amused little smile from underneath that frosty white mustache of his.



“Miss, I don’t mean to pry, but I don’t think you’re dressed to be going anywhere in this sort of weather.”



I chuckled, despite everything. “No, I don’t suppose I am.”



He began to unbutton his coat. “Would you…?”



“Oh no, that’s alright,” I tugged my jacket tighter around me, “I’ve got my own.”



“I see that,” he nodded, “but how about you just sit on this? Instead of sitting on the snow?”



I hesitated. “Okay.”



He pulled off his coat and quickly handed it over. It was warm, and smelled strongly of him. 



“Thank you.”



“Not a problem.”



The station was quiet again, save the wind. I let a handful of seconds pass by, watching the glowing snow dance in the station. He kept checking his watch, grumbling to himself.



“Waiting for someone?”



He smiled. “Yes. My daughter’s coming home from the city for the holidays. Train must be late. She’s in college now. Smart girl. Makes me proud.” He pointed a finger at his head. “She knit me this hat for my birthday last month.” It was a weathered wool cap, comically oversized for his head.



“It’s a very nice hat.”



“That it is.” He stamped his feet on the ground. “My wife would be here too, if it wasn’t for this damn snowstorm.”



I nodded my head. “I’m sure she would be.”



He nodded in turn. “Are you waiting for someone?”



“Yeah.”



“When are they coming back?”



I tried to swallow the lump in throat. “I’m not sure.”



He exhaled through his nose. “Listen, you see that last house down the road there, next to the tracks? The one with the light on upstairs.”



I looked to where he was pointing. “Yeah?”



“That’s me and my wife’s house. How about we go inside and get you warm? Get a bowl of soup into you. We'll hear and feel the train come into the station from there for sure."



I tried to put on a gracious smile. “That’s very kind of you. Thank you.”



He smiled warmly. “Let’s go then.”



I gave him back his coat, and he hooked his arm around mine, leading me out of the station. We walked together, huddled against the wind and snow. He pointed out the ice patches on the dark sidewalk, taking great care not to let me slip.



Eventually, we made it to the house. As we walked up the small path through the front yard, I saw him reaching into his pockets, grumbling as he did so.



“Hold on a minute,” he called out as I made my way to the front door, “I think I’ve gone and forgotten my keys.” 



I pulled my Mother’s key out of my jacket and slid it through the tumbler, turning the handle and quickly palming the key.



“That’s okay, the door’s open.”



“Oh! So it is. Let’s get inside then.”
      

      
   
      Waiting In Line at the Pearly Gates


      

      
      
         	Jonathan plucked at his glowing ivory robes as he peered down the line. “Is this the line to get into heaven?” he asked.



	“Yep,” said the old man in front of him. “Been waiting here a while. The angels said there’s a bit of a backlog, but if we just wait our turn, we’ll be through before we know it.”



	“Ah.” Jonathan rose up onto his tip-toes. “I don’t see the Pearly Gates.”



	“Oh, they’re up there somewhere,” the old man said, waving his hand vaguely towards the fluffy white clouds which stretched off into the distance.



	“Well, it sure looks nice up here,” Jonathan said, glancing down at his sandalled feet. “Just like what I imagined. White robes, halos…” He reached up to tap at the glowing ring hovering over his head. “Just, you know, figured that Saint Peter would be calling my name pretty quick.” He laughed nervously.



	“Yup. Well, we’ll get there sooner or later.”



	“Sooner or later,” Jonathan agreed, shuffling his feet.



	He glanced around. The sky was blue as far as he could see, but there was no sign of any sun anywhere. No grass, no trees…



	“So, is there any way to look down on Earth from up here?”



	The old man ahead of him shrugged. “You know as much as I do. I guess you can ask when you get to the front of the line.”



	“Ah.” Jonathan glanced behind him, then ahead again. “So uh, how long does it take for the line to move?”



	The old man scratched the side of his nose. “I don’t really know. I haven’t seen it move since I got here.”



	“Oh, right. Heh. You’ve probably not been waiting very long either.”



	The old man shrugged.



	“Right. I’ll just wait here.” Jonathan clasped his hands behind his back and began to whistle off-key as he rocked back and forth on his heels.








	“Right this way,” said an angel as he walked along ahead of a family of four, a small child holding onto each of his hands while two women, one older, one younger, followed behind.



	“So, uh, what happened to you folks?” Jonathan asked.



	“Car crash,” the angel said hurriedly. “Their grandfather had a heart attack at the wheel. I’m just taking them ahead to join him.”



	“Oh, uh, right.”



	“This way, please.”



	The line began to shift backwards as the people in front made space for the newcomers, Jonathan taking a few steps back across the wispy clouds as people in front of him started to mutter amongst themselves.



	“Hey, Mister Angel?” Jonathan called. “Do you know how long it will be?”



	The angel shook his head. “I just work here. I’m really busy. I’d offer to check, but, well, what’s a few hours waiting for eternity?”



	Jonathan coughed. “Right.”



	The angel waved his hand. “Good day.”








	“Ugh, how long is this going to take?” Jonathan moaned.



	“The angel said it wouldn’t be too long,” the old man said. “I think I can see the line moving ahead.”



	“Finally. It feels like it has taken forever.”



	Murmurs rippled down the line as the people in front began shifting backwards again.



	“Ugh, what now?”



	 “It sounds like another big group. Some sort of terrorist attack in the Middle East.” He sighed. “Well, at least they made it here.”



	“Yeah, I guess it doesn’t really matter now.” Jonathan said, even as he shuffled backwards a few more steps.








	“Finally!” Jonathan said as the great golden gates of Heaven grew closer. “Only three more to go!”



	“Told you we’d make it,” the old man said, chuckling.



	Jonathan laughed and nodded his head, glancing back at the fluffy clouds stretched out interminably behind him. “Man, it feels like we’ve been waiting for weeks.”



	The old man smiled briefly before turning forward and stepping up to the angel behind the book. After a brief, quiet conversation, the angel nodded and gestured towards the gates.



	Jonathan let out a breath as the angel beckoned him forward.



	“Name?”



	“Jonathan Blovart.”



	The angel checked his book. “Fifth line, straight through on the left.”



	“Fifth line? I thought…”



	“Common mistake. The pearly gates are pearls. This is just processing.”



	Jonathan whimpered as he stepped through the gates, staring down at miles of people clustered in winding rows between red velvet ropes.



	Behind him, the angel quickly stuffed his spiked tail back into his glowing robe.
      

      
   
      Engi And The Rail


      

      
      
         The sun beat down on Engi, making his already blistered skin even more pained. Days from the last refuge, he nevertheless pressed onward through the desert. The Rail here was something special, he was sure of it. Unlike the other Builder paths he'd mapped, this one went nowhere. Well, not exactly nowhere, he was sure, but whereas the others lead to obvious settlements and ancient cities, this spur went deep into the nothing.



Pausing in the shade of a narrow canyon, Engi slumped against the Rail to rest. There was a thunk and a clink as the canteen in his backpack was drawn to the magnetized steel. Prying it free, he uncapped the flask, the last of his sweetwater reserves. Feeling reckless, he took a big swig. Either he'd find something at the end of this spur, or he'd die alone. Commitment. The Rubicon had been crossed two days ago when he came onto the salt flats. Another day, or two at most, and he'd die of thirst. But it was four days back to the last stream he'd found. So forward it was.



He stood, and nimbly hopped onto the Rail, landing on a single, balanced foot in a way his simian ancestors would be proud of.



He'd heard the stories, of the ancient machines that would sail the Rails on invisible forces. Of course, he could do no such thing, but he still aped their image, sliding his forefoot along the metal, sweeping sand and dust off the narrow flat, while his back foot pushed him along. It was slow going, but he felt that in cleaning the Rail, he may be pleasing the Builders in some small way, and by this, that they might grant him favor in his journey.



Then he saw the first sign. It was carved into a cliff face, nearly twenty feet high.



It took a moment to understand, as it was a strange mix of pictograms and various languages, but he could just make out some basic understanding of it.



"This place is a message… and part of a system of messages… pay attention to it!"



Excited, Engi pressed on. There _was_ something here!



Another sign, this one in metal, like the Rail itself.



"Sending this message was important to us. We considered ourselves to be a powerful culture."



The Rail took a sharp bend at this point, parts of it nearly buried in a dune. Engi walked over the sand, finding the rail protruding on the far side. Too much to clean, so he moved on, hoping the Builders would understand.



"This place is not a place of honor… no highly esteemed deed is commemorated here… nothing valued is here."



Engi's heart rate doubled. Nothing of value doesn't get a sign saying nothing of value! Surely it was a test of the Builders. It must be something worth pursuing!



"What is here is dangerous and repulsive to us. This message is a warning about danger."



Now it gets interesting, Engi thought. But looking forward, he saw the Rail ended abruptly, at the foot of large cliff. Etched into the cliff, the signage continued.



"The danger is in a particular location… it increases toward a center… the center of danger is here… of a particular size and shape, and below us."



What danger? Engi wondered. Surely the Builders had many secrets, but the danger of their machines had died with them, centuries ago.



There was a cave, or maybe a tunnel. Engi left the Rail and approached, finding massive doors, sealed with more pictograms and bablespeak.



"The danger is still present, in your time, as it was in ours."



What is this place? Engi thought.



"The danger is to the body, and it can kill."



Or is it a bluff?



"The form of the danger is an emanation of energy."



But energy is power, Engi thought, and I want more of it. He pulled out his prybar and began to work at the doors as he read the rest.



"The danger is unleashed only if you substantially disturb this place physically. This place is best shunned and left uninhabited."



A bluff, he knew, for the Builders were jealous and wanted no one to take their power. He continued to pry, and eventually was rewarded with a hiss of pressurized-yet-stale air.



Coughing in the dust, he turned on his lamp and moved into the tunnel. Another sign greeted him.



"Welcome to Yucca Mountain."
      

      
   
      Thrice


      

      
      
         It was a poor idea for the young girl to travel alone.



Still, she donned her raiment (an over-sized ragged hoodie), made a sandwich (ham, cheese, and pickle), and took her book (a dusty leather-bound tome), then slipped out unnoticed.  She shut the front door behind her with grim determination as the sun crested the eastern horizon.



The journey was long, the subway line, old.  The stations grew dingy and littered the further north she traveled.  Commuters and travelers of all stripes boarded, departed, and paid the girl little heed.



The last terminal deposited her at the foot of a bus station shortly after noon.  She searched the schedule for the route that would carry her the furthest from her current location.  She wordlessly purchased her ticket with the last of her money and boarded a bus due west.



At dusk, the bus arrived at its final stop on the outskirts of a decaying commuter town.  The waning crescent moon hung low in the sky as it guided the girl's steps down a long, poorly lit street, lined with menacing shadows.  She raised her hood and pressed on.



The moon disappeared behind an abandoned building at the end of the road, and she hurried towards its crumbling entryway.  The girl took a deep breath, then opened the heavy wooden double doors with a shuddering groan.



Inside, a lone staircase reached up into the darkness.  Its guardian stank of filth.  He leered at her as he growled, “Go, girl.  You should not be here.”



The girl offered her sandwich.  The man consumed it messily, then hunkered down with a shiver and waved her off.  “Go, girl.  Leave me to my peace.”



The girl took off her hoodie.  He stared, then slid the garment over his head.  He took the girl by the shoulders and pled, “Go, girl.  They do not wish to see you.  Run!”



The girl offered him the book, and his eyes flew wide at the sigil on the cover.  He took it with trembling hands, then silently stepped aside.



The top floor was empty, save for a single door at the end of the hall.  The girl approached it, hope and dread at war within her heart.



The door opened as her hand approached to knock.  A beautiful young lady, not so different in years from the girl, was framed by the threshold.  “Come in, dear,” she said, her words and lips tinged with a soft smile, “we’ve been waiting.”



A matronly woman, buxom and full of health, entered from a room to the left and stood behind an old and patched sofa.  “Sit down, child,” she said as she gestured to the overstuffed chair across the room, “you must be tired.”



The girl sat as her heart beat a staccato rhythm in her chest.  Already, the words of the book rang uncannily true in her head.  The crescent moon caught her eye through the window on the far wall.



An elderly hag, bent and wretched, clad in what looked for all the world to be an afghan with a hole cut for her head, hobbled her way through the doorway to the right.  She sat in the middle of the sofa and leaned heavily on her cane.  The matron hovered over her left shoulder.  The young lady moved to stand to her right.



“Right then, girl,” the old woman spat as she beckoned with her hand, “out with it.  Don’t waste our time.”



The girl spoke for the first time that day.  “My father killed my mother and brother.  I seek your aid-”



The young lady raised an eyebrow.  “How odd, that you would come here.”



The girl’s voice began to quaver.  “H-he thinks himself untouchable-”



The middle-aged woman shook her head.  “No, girl, those thoughts are your own.”



The girl’s gaze fell to the floor.  “I- I had nowhere else to turn-”



The moon was tinged a dull red as the old hag leapt to her feet.  “Nowhere else to turn?  Nowhere else to turn?  With all your options laid in front of you, you’ve skipped straight to the end of the story!”  Her voice echoed with distant thunder, and the girl knew in the depths of her soul that she had erred.



The maiden’s eyes shone with light.  “You were right to seek us out.”



The mother’s eyes filled with blood.  “You were wrong to ask for help.”



The crone’s eyes turned to pitch.  “But it’s too late for that now, isn’t it?”
      

      
   
      The Last Page


      

      
      
         Lost.



It's been three days since I'm stranded here, starving in this hellhole of a colony.



Nothing fancy, nothing memorable. As us drifters say, born on a ship, dead on a mission. Except I think my ship's dead too, and I guess I know why.



So I'm here. Sitting in a corner of an empty room. Because it's clean. The room's a bit small for comfort, but it's clean.



White, immaculate walls, waiting to be painted. A tiled floor that smells like nothing, unlike the faint smell of ammonia from the corridor. And the ceiling's a perfect white. Unlike most of the place, it's got no traces of smoke on it.



I feel like I'm preparing to enter paradise. And if I go outside, I'll ruin it.



So I don't.



I'll level, this writing is just to keep me distracted. I enrolled to do something big. I failed. Joke's on me.



Not so bad though: my grandfather served in the great stellar war. The war that ended when both sides of humanity stopped the fighting after realising they were being tricked. Since I learned of our history, I was always hoping we'd kick their alien asses one day.



But I guess that was too much to hope for: they gifted us with tech so we'd expand and then kill ourselves over it, and with just a few nudges, we did. Finding out about the secrets of the gates when we did was pure luck; our best people were more busy doing war than examining the things, or figuring out who actually discovered how to make them.



I would've loved to live back then. Sure, most of us rifters died killing each other like idiots, but we thought we were right. We all did, and with the generations, we cultivated the belief, and gladly died for it. We died for humanity, killing ourselves over damned empty space. I regret that, I regret that we were so dumb.



Because now, we have expanded, we have waged war upon ourselves, and we've this whole network of gates connecting our developped worlds, made with a tech we don't fully understand. And they're back. They. Are. Fucking. Back.



I want to laugh, but the joke's on us. It's only been two generations since the war, less time than it lasted, yet they're already back. Most of our more zealous spacers are still bred with hate for the other side, and they're on the move.



Sure, we taught them a lesson, blasted a few when they attacked the fleet that figured things out. But they're not scared. We got a couple easy because they thought they had us blinded, but even if we saw through it, it was just flashy luck and some glory. Nothing else.



We got plenty more whilst killing ourselves.



Sure, we saw what they did to our sensors and fixed it. Sure, we tricked them into believing we fell for it. Big deal.



We showed them not to underestimate us when messing with our own tech, and they lost some ships. But they fled and blew-up their damned stragglers: they didn't care about killing off their own, we acquired no tech that they didn't give, and whoever sent the self-destruct signal escaped.



It wasn't some hasty half-witted retreat: they withdrew. Sure, they could've fought a conventional fight, but they don't fight like us, and they don't need to.



Half of today's rifters boast that battle like a victory. But here I am. Logs everywhere, no-one alive in sight. As I read, I realised this colony was used to acquire first-hand knowledge of us. Our tech, our behavior, our values. It was a giant aquarium. They were just preparing.



And then my ship, one of our best scouts, failed to warn me before contact was cut. Were they abducted, too? Silenced?



That's what happened to this colony starting years ago. And we wrote it off as another success of third-party pirates. It's on a different side of human occupied space, after all.



Last I saw, my ship was slowly drifting away. And I've nothing but this log to comfort me. No water, no food, just light and what remains. And somehow I'm happy.



I joined to fight aliens, to find them and kill them, but they were already here, screwing with us.



Maybe the captain died cursing the feds, but I won't; he can go to hell.



I'm happy; the joke’s over. Just another ship lost. And a clean, white room.
      

      
   
      Sunday Ride


      

      
      
         The rolling stock pulls into the station. Sunday, seven in the AM: the platform is almost desert, but for me and two other blokes. Good thing. I hate crowded platforms, as much as I hate rush hours trains, chock-full with straphangers. The doors slide open on a empty car. That's the advantage of getting on at the terminus. Most people dislike empty cars. They feel unsafe. I, on the contrary, love them. I dig when my neighbour sits dozens of feet before or behind me.



I look around, take a couple of steps forward and choose to lounge on the nearest seat along the window, extending my legs under the empty facing one. I fish my earphones out of my pocket and stuff them into my ears. The mellow sound of the cello wraps around me, and I close my eyes. It's hardly if I hear the hum before the doors close and the train lurches forwards, making its iron way out of the concrete building.



The crude light of the sun falling smack on my face snatches me from my reverie. I scrabble for my shades, put them on and glance outside. The skyline of downtown London has unduly risen during the last decade. Three-hundred-storey skyscrapers are the norm now, some being even connected to one another by walkways perched thousand of feet over the ground. All around them, like bees buzzing around their hive, the flycars bustle, lifting fat cats of the finance or big fish of politics to unknown meetings in remote places.



There is no night or Sunday for the tycoons.



That vision is suddenly snatched away as the train bolts into the tunnel just before King’s Cross. With a screeching it brakes and stops. There's not much activity here either. Five people at most waiting in one of downtown London usually busiest stations. 



Next door a Pook walks in. He (or she? I can't tell) briefly turns his big, sleep laden, face towards me before his eyes move to a further mark. I hate Pooks. The rare tufts of yellow stubble on the top of their heads they call hair. Their sallow skin that never tans and crimps as they grow of age. Their foul breath. Their scraggy shanks that hardly bear them, and that they hide under baggy slacks. Almost as repugnant as the Broogs, whose obese females swarm in the seamy smut movie industry, eager to flash their four breasts and their two vaginas in front of cameras for a pittance.



“Small change sir, please. To eat. Please.” I startle as a squeaky voice kicks me out of my thoughts. I turn my head and look straight into the smashed face of a young Karg tatterdemalion who returns my gaze. I didn't see him getting on. Probably another child abducted to serve as a slave in one of the various embassies, and who managed to break free. He looks like a broken crocodile plush with his teeth half-broken and his right eye swollen. Where does he comes from? All the way from the northern slums, I suppose.



I pull a coin out of my pocket and hand it to him. He bows. “Thank you so much sir,” he utters in his strange accent. I follow him with my eyes as he shuffles away, his tail trailing behind him. He approaches the Pook, who dismisses him with a menacing gesture. No wonder, I think, as I switch my smartphone to listen to the latest news.



As the device tunes in to the nearest station, my ears fill with the familiar voice of Mickey Clarion. I shudder at the torrent of blustering invectives. This time, he rants again about illegal immigration from the third quadrant: an invasion of blood-sucking monsters which stow away in the freighters, according to him. An outrageous lie debunked more than once by his adversary, Orso Anderson, to no avail. 



I wonder who will win at the end of the day, so unclear are the odds. 



Something flicks outside, at the extreme range of my vision. In the nick of time, I turn my head to glimpse the receding shape of a class V interstellar craft. We must close in on Heathrow now. I unplug my earphones and put them back into my pocket. Time to stand up. 



Heathrow station, cosmos line.
      

      
   
      Ocean Blue


      

      
      
         It stared into the ocean blue, wondering where the world grew,

so dreary in the darkness of the night, stars hidden from its sight.

Shivering It held its gaze, attempting to hold itself with the haze

of cold cider mishaps blurring its eyes and windy spirits chilling its spine,

but that didn’t remove the fact that among the trees soaking the limelight of the world,

on a shoreline with rocks and sand all about and a desire waiting for the time to shout,

It stared into the ocean blue.

 

Another stood across from It, her eyes searching for something

that bore within the nature of the one who stood across from her.

She wanted to open her mouth, lips curling slightly in wonder,

an eyebrow raise accompanying it too, but with the swiftness of thunder

roared a mighty wave asunder, shattered her curiosity in two,

and smashing into the one who kept itself staring into the ocean blue.

 

It felt as if the blue became closer, nestling itself around It like a blanket.

Yet in the darkness of the night blue blankets turned into encroaching blank walls

that shocked the one trapped in Its grasp, closing in till the last

breath was breathed by the one who stared into the ocean blue.



She screamed as the wave hit It with sheer force that could break any horse

whose gallop was accompanied by the fear of divorce,

and a drivel of memory of the one who was It,

sitting on a chair at the bar an hour ago,

where It sat lonely, drinking cold cider till drunk mishaps blinded Its desire.

Stumbling out, It had left the bar, not without the worry of the janitor patrolling the halls.

The gait of It felt lost and stinted, perhaps by the mind of a cider-driven misprint

labeled in the guide of one who stood distant,

as she stared into the ocean blue.

 

It felt last breaths fleeting, running away to somewhere more repeating

of a memory it once knew that was not mixed with several brews

of a drink the bartender concocted behind Ocean Blue.

The sign glimmered in a light blue light, neon and full of everything bright,

and not affected by the dark shroud of the night, which kept It from making sense

of the massive wave that It had never knew could come from the ocean blue.

 

The sign flickered tonight. She needed to turn off the light.

Behind a protective husk of bark and concrete, she watched It fall.

 

Days later, an article drew the attention of them all who were there that night,

drinking heavy liquor in their large mugs full of the precious ocean filtered blue,

but now they sit melancholy, dripping new oceans of blue from the eyes

that did not behold the tragic news of It, who stared into the ocean blue.

 

Downcast eyes she had in her gloom, remembering a time

when memory of It bloomed in the limelight 

of a world where the ocean was once calm and blue.

But at night in the shroud of darkness, behind thick clouds of new

caused a wave so massive in size for goers on the shoreline

that those who stayed were to be eaten by the one they marveled.



With sadness she carried herself to that place.

She sat herself down, sand becoming displaced.

Gaze centered on the spot where It died, she stared at the spot.

Rocks gathered all about, some sharp and some dull,

while sand graced the impact zone, some creating a small little safe pocket.

Unfortunately it wasn't enough for It to survive, its head smashing against

the tough stones similar in shape of large rockets

that had heads ready to launch to the skies

and mercilessly bombard tender eyes of men and women of all kinds.

Sighing, she turned her attention to somewhere nice.

The ocean blue, what a sight.






 

The ocean was calm.  The winds had died down.

It was almost time for evening. She had sat there long.

But remembering a time when she saw It standing at the place where she now sat

set her mind on a trip through a shroud of darkness all too familiar to a drinker with a guise.



And there, with a cold cider in hand, she stared into the ocean blue.
      

      
   
      Aldebaran


      

      
      
         I hate this place.



The straight, nondescript desert corridors where the sound of my feet echoes as I walk. White flooring. White walls. White ceiling from which occasional fluorescent bulbs spew a crude, shadowless light. And thick, sticky silence which my muscles battle against every step I take.



How long have I been wandering?



A double door looms in the distance as I round a corner, like a promise of change. I stop, caught in a daydream. Beyond those doors I glimpse a hall, decorated with paintings and statues. At its far end, an arch opens to a fabulous garden where snaky paths lead to lazy fountains in lush arbours, under the honey rays of a lenient sun.



I shake my head and sigh as my vision fades away. I used to run to push those doors open. I don't any more. They're fakes. There's nothing behind them but more corridors. Why have they been placed there? What purpose do they serve?



What purpose serves this place anyway?



Sometimes I pass under a dyed bulb, whose light casts a blotch of colour on the dull painting that daubs the walls. Red, yellow, blue, green. Whom do they beacon? What do they mean? Sometimes one of those bulbs sizzles while its light flickers, as if it was going to fail. I've never seen a blown-out bulb, though. Who changes them? And when? And why?



I walk by doors and windows. Every thirty feet or so there's a new door, and next to it stands a large window. Beyond the windows I can see rooms, with nothing but a single bed in the middle of them. Often the beds are empty, but from time to time someone sleeps in it. Always the same guy: old, bearded, Pschent bearing. Asleep. How many times have I banged on the doors hoping to wake the codger. In vain. The doors are locked, and even my strength cannot force them open. The glass of the windows seems unbreakable.  Sound does not pass through. The sleeper never wakes.



Never.



I stop at an intersection where two corridors cross. As usual, there are signs nailed on the walls, written in characters I cannot decipher. What hidden truth do they speak of? I can't even guess. I notice the lights are fading out. Soon, it's going to be “night” again. Oh, not the starry night I knew once but a sullen, almost solid blackness, undisturbed by any noise. 



I put my bindle on the ground, unbuckle my belt and recline against the nearest wall. Soon the darkness is absolute, so I close my eyes and try to find oblivion in sleep.



I scream in terror. My eyes jerk open to that sticky darkness. My body shakes uncontrollably. What a terrible dream.



There's that nubile girl shackled to the wall of the corridor. She hears me coming, raises her head in hope. Then she sees me and her face convulses in fear. Why? Am I not handsome? Fear not, maid, I'm here to save you. I shall rip those chains and set you free. 



But as I approach, my mind blurs. I feel dizzy. She screams, a loud, shrill screech that pierces my ears. It's painful. Please, stop it. STOP IT! My hands close around her neck. Something inside her snaps and silence returns. As my hands let loose, I look at her. Her vitreous eyes bulge in revulsion. Her head dangles over her limp body. 



An ominous sensation bursts in my belly. It's my old friend hunger. How long since I didn't eat? Unwillingly, my right hand slides down and reaches for the pommel of my dagger—



Nooo! I don't want to remember any more. The lights turn on and I look at my fingers in disbelief. They're red, covered in clotted blood. But can I call them fingers any more? They're more like paws. The furry paws of a beast. What does my face look like? No, no, I don't want to know. 



Oh gods! What are those slimy specks that stick under my nails?



I scream again. A loud, pointless wail that dies into nothingness. Sobbing, I bury my head in my hands. 



Round and round in circles my mind comes back to the same haunting question.



Ariadne, why did you dump me?
      

      
   
      Snakes on a Train


      

      
      
         Daring Do gave one last push against the train-car door, straining as hard as she could, trying not to focus on the dusty ground rushing past her on all sides. She tried doubly hard not to think of how much more convenient it would be if the rest of the passengers were pegasi, too.



The door squealed on its broken hinges, but it opened far enough for her to squeeze through. “Come on!” she roared back at the wide-eyed group of young earth ponies behind her. They dutifully began to trot across the coupling and into the empty passenger car as quickly as they dared. Interspersed with the youngsters were their hoof-ful of adult chaperones, and a smattering of other incidental passengers; again, all earth ponies.



Daring Do frowned as she watched one of them, the mare with a pale yellow coat and pink-and-blue hair, step across the coupling. She moved with a grace that seemed practiced, and she appeared calmer than the others, despite the circumstances.



“All right, keep going,” Daring Do said to those still crossing. Only a few colts and a grey-maned chaperone were left. She waved them in, then threw her shoulder against the door, trying to get it closed before—



A shape shot past her; leg-long and serpentine. She recoiled on instinct, even before hearing the scream; but then, fearing that others would follow, she redoubled her efforts to get the door closed again. The door squealed even louder, but eventually yielded.



She turned, drew her short belt-knife, and watched two of the adults flail uselessly at the thrashing hooves of the grey chaperone, who was on his back and struggling with… it.



A moment’s hesitation brought the sight of a powerful blue snake with a pink head and yellow teeth that were plunged into the barrel of the unfortunate chaperone. Daring Do leapt toward the pair, and slashed at the snake’s long body. It brought its head around to face her, hissing as it lashed out with its three whip-like tongues. She dodged, then gripped its body with her free hoof as she slammed the knife into it.



The snake went limp and fell to the ground. Daring Do shook with adrenaline as she kept her eyes fixed upon its unmoving form.



“A Tatzlwurm,” she said at length. “Does anypony know why there would be a bunch of immature—” She looked up; all eyes were focused on the yellow pony, who was bending over the grey chaperone and applying a field dressing with uncanny steadiness.



Daring Do snarled, stalked up to the pony, gripped her withers, and whirled her around. “You’re the only one who doesn’t seem surprised by the attack; the only one who’s kept their horse-apples together in the face of all this. And, headmaster?”



“Yes?” asked a tall white pony.



“This one isn’t with your school group, right?”



“That is correct, Ms. Do.”



Daring Do pointed her knife at the yellow pony. “I want answers, now. Good ones.”



The pony sighed, then turned a flat look on her. “Why don’t I keep this stallion from bleeding out, then we’ll talk.”



Daring Do frowned, but nodded.



Minutes later, the yellow mare stood up, approached Daring Do, and brought her head close. “My name is Special Agent Sweetie Drops, from the Royal Bureau of Monster Affairs,” she whispered. “My mission was to transport a crate of immature Tatzlwurms in secret, on civilian transportation, to Canterlot for further study.”



“You’re what?!”



Sweetie Drops’ eyes narrowed. “I didn’t know somepony would exploit the situation to try killing you! The sabotaged engine compartment, the welded-together doors and couplings… even the mostly earth pony passenger compliment! It’s a perfect trap.”



Daring Do laughed in spite of the situation. “Caballeron isn’t known to spare expenses. I guess the question is whether or not Celestia did. You packin’ any firepower?”



Sweetie Drops raised an eyebrow. “I’ve got a few explosives.”



The pegasus nodded. “Well, this is everypony who was in the cars between us and the engine. We blow the coupling right in front of us, and the rest of the train will just coast to a halt.”



The agent hesitated. “We’ll still have to recapture the Tatzlwurms, but at least everypony else will be safe.”



“All right then!” Daring Do shouted back at the beleaguered passengers. “I don’t know about anypony else, but I’ve had enough of these motherbucking snakes on this motherbucking train! Everypony take cover at the back of the car; we’re gonna blow this coupling!”
      

      
   
      Anakin Alone; Ashoka Abandoned


      

      
      
              A flash of lightning illuminated Anakin’s otherwise dusky meditation chamber. A gentle rain pattered against the large bay windows which covered three-quarters of the room’s circular walls. The ambient light from nighttime skyline of the city-planet of Coruscant left the room poorly lit. These were perfect conditions for meditating. But Anakin wasn’t meditating, he was sulking. The events of the past day and a half played through his mind’s eye as if he were still standing at each location his mind took him to. He visited his Padawan in the jail cell she had been unjustly put in. Next, he was chasing her through the sewers until finally, he was standing there, hand outstretched, ready to head back to the Jedi Temple with her. Instead, she chose to jump through an opening in the large pipe, and into the lower levels of the planet, just like the events of the previous night.



     Anakin’s attention was jarred back to the present when his chambers were once again flooded with light. This time, the light was accompanied with a pneumatic whoosh of the door behind him opening. He opened his eyes to see Obi Wan cross the room and sit down in front of him.



     “Are you alright, Anakin? You haven’t eaten all day.”



     “I’m fine,” he growled.



     Obi Wan paused before presenting a second question. “Is this because of what happened with Ashoka?”



     “I said, ‘I’m fine.’ I just need some time alone to meditate.”



     “’Sulk’ is more the word I’d use.” Anakin could just feel the rage building up. First, he’d lost his Padawan. Now, his master was here to lecture him. “Anakin, this isn’t the end. Losing one’s Padawan—”



     Anakin suddenly stood up. “What would you know about this? This is the end. It’s the end of the line for me, and for Ashoka. And I said to leave me alone.”



     Obi Wan called after his apprentice, but his words went unheeded. Anakin stormed out of the room, presumably to go sulk someplace else.








     A cloaked figure wandered aimlessly through the undercity of Coruscant. The figure’s build would have suggested it was female, and the way she carried herself was indicative of her depression. As she passed an alley, a female voice called out to her. “Ashoka? Is that you?”



     The ex-Jedi muttered the other figure’s name under her breath. “Ventress.” The ex-Sith ran to catch up before slowing to Ashoka’s pace.



     “It is you! How is Skywalker’s pet doing?”



     “The term the Jedi use is ‘Padawan.’”



     “Sorry. Old habits die hard I guess,” Ventress said as she rubbed the back of her head. “So, can I expect to be acquitted of my war crimes? I held up my end of the deal.”



     “I—I can’t help you, Ventress. Not anymore. I’m . . . no longer a Jedi. It’s over for me. I’ve reached the end of the line.”



     “Well, I was betrayed by my master, and that didn’t stop me from dusting myself off and getting back on my feet.” Betrayed. That word stuck out more than all the others.



     Silence followed this exchange until Ventress ventured a question a few blocks later. “So, do you want to talk about it? Last I knew, you got some intel from Barriss Offee. The same Barriss who attacked me and took my lightsabers and mask.”



     “So it was Barriss who fought me in the warehouse,” Ashoka said to herself.



     “Barriss attacked you?”



     “Yeah. She tried to frame me for bombing the Jedi temple and killing the assassin. Anakin was the only Jedi who believed me. The rest wanted me executed for treason.”



     “So that’s why you aren’t a Jedi anymore. You don’t trust them.” Ventress thought for a moment, before directing Ashoka down an alley. After another turn, they were out of public sight, and Ventress pulled two lightsabers from out of her cloak and handed one to Ashoka.



     “What’s this for? To end my pitiful existence?”



     “Ashoka!” She snatched it back. “I’m trying to help you! I know you aren’t with the Jedi Order any longer, as I am not a Sith apprentice. What do you say we try being Grey Jedi instead?” She turned on the lightsabers. They weren’t red like Sith blades, but they weren’t the typical green, blue, yellow, or purple of Jedi weapons, either. They shone with pure white light. “So, you in?”



     Ventress shut one lightsaber off, and offered it to Ashoka. She thought a moment, then reached out and accepted it.
      

      
   
      Bearing a Customer


      

      
      
         I rang the doorbell to the apartment, 5D, and waited patiently holding a pizza in my hand. They don’t deliver themselves, you know.



“Hold on, I’m coming,” a Brooklyn-accented voice called out from behind the door. Various shuffling sounds occur from behind the door when I heard the deadbolt unfasten. The doorknob turned, opening the door and revealing a thousand pound grizzly bear with glasses.



The bear adjusted his glasses. “Yes?”



I nod and present the pizza. “You order a large with pepper and onions?”



“Is the pizza for Jonah Goldstein?”



I look at the receipt and confirm that, yes, it is indeed for a Jonah Goldstein.



Jonah clapped his claws. “Wonderful!” he said as he took the pizza from me. He walked away. “You’ll have to excuse me while I get my wallet.”



“Okay, Mr. Goldstein.”



He chuckled softly. “Call me Jonah.”



I mentally filed that away as Jonah lumbered away. I soon heard the sounds of things being rearranged and muffled groans.



“Where did I put this stupid… ah, here we are!”



Claws scraping against finished wood and pronounced thuds foretold his arrival as he returned to the door, wallet in… claw, I guess.



Jonah rifled through his wallet. “Now, how much was the pizza?”



“Twenty dollars and fifty-two cents, Jonah.”



Jonah hummed. “Good, you’re a smart kid.” He pulled out a twenty and a fiver and handed them to me. “Keep the change. You earned it.”



I nodded. “Thank you, have a nice day.” I was about to leave, but something compelled me to make the next statement. “You know, I grew up next to a bear.”



The bear adjusted his glasses. “Oh, really? Who?” He peered into my face. “Maybe I might know them.”



I scrolled through my mental rolodex. “Um, hmm… Jones, I think?”



Jonah rubbed his chin. “Jones, Jones… perhaps Alan Jones?” He raised an eyebrow. “Used to be an accountant?”



I shrugged my shoulders. “Dunno. I was just a kid.”



Jonah seemed crestfallen. “You know, Alan and I grew up in the same neighborhood. Last I heard he ended up on some governor’s mantelpiece after he got convicted of multiple felonies.” He roughly patted me on the shoulder. “But that won’t happen to a good kid like you, right?”



“I’m also human.”



“That you are,” Jonah said after clucking his tongue. “Well, I’m sure you’ll do fine. Goodnight, kid.”



“Goodnight, Jonah,” I said before he shut his door. I exited the apartment building and drove off to the pizzeria. 



I couldn't bear to be late getting back.
      

      
   
      The Party Decides


      

      
      
         	“I’m not too proud to be a leg,” Marco Rubio said as he adjusted his bandolier of water bottles. “My father was a bartender. And then he became a bus boy.”



	“We know, Marco,” Chris Christie grumbled. “Spare us the 25 second speech and help me get this harness on. We need to help John.”



	“And let’s dispel with the notion that Barack Obama doesn’t know what he’s doing. He knows exactly what he’s doing!”



	“Ugh, he’s malfunctioning again.” Lindsey Graham sighed from his place strapped onto John Kasich’s left arm. “Jeb, can you reach him to push the reset button?”



	Jeb Bush bent down from his place on Kasich’s right arm to prod at the side of the junior senator’s neck. “I think I got it. You okay there, Marco?”



	“I never supported immigration reform!”



	“I think that means he’s good.”



	John Kasich nodded his head. “America needs us to get out there. To make a better future for America. We can’t just tax, spend, and duck. We’re going to need to bob and weave as well.” He grunted slightly as Charles Koch finished binding his leg to Chris Christie’s great girth. “I’m grateful to have the granite state as one leg, and the finest machine in America for the other.”



	“Just make sure he keeps drinking his water,” Koch said as he patted Rubio on the head. “He has a tendency to overheat.”



	“Right. It is time to take back America.” John Kasich smiled as he lifted his right arm, pointing Jeb Bush towards the stage. “Onwards! To victory in Ohio, Florida, and beyond!”



	“I still can’t believe I lost Maine,” Rubio muttered as he walked forward, the stage shuddering with every step he and Chris Christie took under the weight of the Establishment.



	Trump scoffed. “That’s really cute. Like a Saturday morning cartoon.”



	“We’ve come to stop you!” Kasich said, gesticulating wildly with Graham and Jeb.



	“To stop ISIL!” shouted Graham.



	“And to stop you from saying bad things about my brother!” cried Jeb.



	“Hah. I’m surprised you even had the energy to link up with them, Jeb. But you know what? I think it’s time for the Establishment to start being fair to me. I don’t see you going after Ben Carson like this.”

	

	“It’s dishonorable to attack a sleeping man,” Kasich said, his eyes hardening. “It is time for you to start being a compassionate human being. By force, if necessary.”



	“You mean being weak, like you. But you can’t stump the Trump!” Donald Trump grinned, his teeth gleaming in the yellow light as he reached into his suit pocket. “It’s time to make America great again!”



	“Time to join the team of mavericks!” shouted Sarah Palin as she emerged from Trump’s suit, clinging to his arm with her legs as she fired wildly with her rifle. “Keep your change. I’ll keep my guns!”



	Lindsey Graham gesticulated wildly. “You’ve got to deflect!”



	“Sorry, Jeb,” Kasich said as he ducked behind the Bush, shots ringing wildly across the stage.



	“I get to respond, right?” Rubio asked, before he upended his water bottle into his mouth and chugged.



“Yes, hurry up! Jeb’s already low on energy!”



Rubio flicked the empty bottle across the stage with robotic precision, striking Palin right between the eyes.



	“That wasn’t very nice,  don’tcha know?” she said as she began reloading.



	“A filled one!”



	“But Charles said—”



	Christie didn’t wait for Rubio to finish, yanking the bandolier of bottles off of the junior senator and hurling them across the stage, sweeping Trump’s legs out from under him. “See what a governor can do?”



	Trump rolled over and pulled out his phone. “Hillary? Yeah, it’s Trump. Look, I need you to come pretend to be my friend. Ten million? Okay.”



	“Hah! I knew he was secretly a Democrat!” Jeb said, before going limp.



	“We need to stop him before she gets here!” shouted Jim Gilmore.



	Kasich blinked. “Governor Gilmore? Wait, when did you get here?”



	“I’ve always been here. You just didn’t notice me.”



	Kasich sighed. “But Jeb’s already out and Marco is overheating. We still need one more member of the Establishment!”



	“I’ll do it!” John McCain said as he leapt out of the audience into Gilmore and Graham’s waiting arms.



	The Establishment launched its attack. McCain glowed as he flew through the air towards the prone businessman. “What do you think about me being a war hero now, you son-of-a-bitch?”



	An eagle cried as the world turned red, white, and blue.
      

      
   
      The Last Word


      

      
      
         The job was simple. This guy knows another guy, who knows some other guy who’s got this big job that needs to get done, quick-like. Like, tomorrow morning 9am sharp and no fuck-ups, see? Half now, half later, here’s the activation code and the package coordinates, make it happen.



Simple, right? So far so good.



Just so we’re clear, mercs don’t give a rat’s ass who gets hit or who the money comes from: this side, that side, who gives a damn? Creds are creds, and the bigger and more untraceable, the better. That’s our guiding principle.



Look at me, talkin’ big words like ‘principle’ when I’m setting up a freaking nuke; down in the old subway tunnels, deep under the Rebel HQ MileHigh, set to go off at rush hour. BANG! What a smokin’ crater this thing is gonna make! Too bad about the people, but everyone knows you take your chances livin’ in the city. It’s not safe here.



Now, we don’t supply the actual materials, see? Just work with what ‘they’ give us. Do the job, get paid from a safe distance. And believe me, we’re ready for the safe-distance bit—these old concrete tunnels, they go on for miles, and some of ‘em still hit the surface way out in the Pastures, what used to be ‘burbs, way back. Don’t know why the Alliance jerks didn’t rip ‘em out with everything else a hundred years ago, but it works magic for the three of us as an exit stage left.



“Damnit, Mel, focus! What the hell is up with you?”



Oh, here we go. I don’t jump when Snark barks at me—that would be unprofessional. He’s got good instincts, but it’s all talk talk talk when he’s nervous. And this place echoes, so it’s like there’s three of him.



“I’m already not liking this job,” he whines. “It’s too easy, and you poking around a nuke like this isn’t making me any happier.”



I turn my head and just stare at him for a good 30 seconds. He hates it when I do that, see?



“Snarkimus, my dear fellow,” I finally say in my best Pompous—ooh, he really hates that. Good. “I am endeavoring to install this rather complex detonator to activate this rather large explosive device. So myself and our esteemed colleague—” I give a sharp nod toward Rat, leaning quiet-like in the dark against the tunnel wall “—would appreciate it ever so much if you would kindly shut the hell up.”



He snorts in triplicate and looks away, but of course Rat also has to share his thoughts, meager as they are.



“He’s right, Mel. I got a bad feeling about this,” he squeaks. “Can we just get the hell out of here?”



I stare at him, too, and almost laugh at the cliché. His eyes glow back at me from the dark—I always hated that about him. Freak.



“If you two assholes are through, I’d kinda like to finish this job,” I said. I turn back to the nuke and focus on the detonator. “I’m almost done, here.”



Jerk-offs. Don’t they know the creds are worth a little extra nerves? Islands don’t come cheap anymore, what with the sea level so high. But we’ll afford it after this.



The detonator is classic Alliance tech, smooth and black and shiny, like there’s a million-cred finish on the thing. It fits into the open cradle of the big nuke shell and seals itself up without a seam. Sweet.



And then it starts ticking.



Oops.



“Oops? What the hell do you mean ‘oops’?” Snark shouts. God, I hate his voice.



“Oh, did I say that out loud?” I don’t bother getting up—too late, now. “Nothing ticks anymore, Snarky. This is obviously meant for us.”



And Rat's running down the tunnel, now, abandoning ship. Doesn’t know he's already dead, I guess.



I'll admit it: I flinch when the bomb starts talking. The countdown projected on the ceiling is a nice touch, too.



“Welcome, gentlemen!” it shouts, too fucking cheerful by half. “The Rebellion thanks you for your previous service! Too bad about your taking this job, though. Have a nice day.”



The spoken countdown from 5 echoes like those old-time rocket launch vids. Of course it isn’t a nuke, but the blast pressure and heat concentrated in these tunnels will do the job on us, easy.



I look up from the bomb. “Sorry, Snarks.”



He looks at the bomb, then at me. “You fu—”



BANG!
      

      
   
      Darcy's Lion


      

      
      
         “Now that’s an interesting trophy, Darcy. What’s the story behind it?”



“Oh, that one’s got quite the story. You see,  four years ago, I was in Africa, doing some work with the Peace Corps. You know, building schools, fighting AIDS, stopping wars...That sort of thing. We did a lot of good for the people there.



“On one particular evening, I was driving back to our base from a remote village where I had spent the day building a water pump for the villagers. Everything was going great until my Jeep broke down in the middle of the savanna, who know how many miles away from the nearest human. And of course my phone couldn’t get any reception out there, so I was basically stuck by myself until someone came out looking for me.



“Luckily, I had some supplies with me. My tools, some water, a flashlight, and some other basic survival gear; you get the idea. But there was one important thing that I was missing: some food. I had brought food with me that day, of course, but I gave most of it to the villagers, since they hardly had anything. I’d only eaten just enough to keep me going through the day. So by that point, I was starving. But I figured that the guys back at camp would notice that I was missing in the morning, at the very latest, and then they’d only have to drive towards the village to find me. So I only had to endure my hunger for one night. No big deal.



Unfortunately for me, it wasn’t quite that simple. I didn’t know it at the time, but apparently I’d gotten myself turned around while driving back in the dark, and by the time time I broke down, I was pretty far off-course. I ended up having to fend for myself for three days before I saw another human.



“But I’m getting ahead of myself. That night, I was lying on the ground, trying to fall asleep, when this huge lion shows up. All I could do was throw my blanket over me and hope that he wouldn’t notice or care about me. Obviously, he didn’t eat me, but for some reason, he decided to sit down on top of me!



“Now if you’ve never experienced the pleasure of having a 500-pound lion sitting on you, let me tell you: it is not pleasant. If it weren’t for my quick thinking, I probably would have been crushed to death there. But I remembered that I had used my machete to clear out the grass in my sleeping area, and it was still within arm’s reach. So I reached my arm out from under the blanket, grabbed the machete, and stabbed the beast in his stomach. That was enough to get him off of me, and before he could recover enough to fight back or run away, I finished the job.



“That lion ended up being a blessing in disguise, since I was able to start a fire and cook enough of his meat to stay fed until I was rescued. Unfortunately, some hyenas made off with most of the carcass the night before I was rescued. But I kept what I had left of him, and I had it stuffed when I came back home. So that’s what you see here: the end of the lion.”



“Wow. That’s quite the story.”



“You bet it is.”



“I suppose it is. But you know, your wife told me that you got this stuffed lion’s butt from a taxidermist who had a customer who only wanted to mount the head of the lion he shot.”



“Oh. Well, ummm...”



“And I guess that’s the end of the lie.”
      

      
   
      Twenty Minutes


      

      
      
         The Ferris wheel ride lasts five minutes, but this is a half-truth. The ride itself lasts for five, but it takes a varied fifteen to get passengers inside and out. 



The line moves. This wheel is taller than average, about ninety feet high, and holds twenty-five passenger cars. People step in the cart. 



You move forward. 



“Sorry. Wait for the next cycle,” a freckled teenager says. He’s about to press bold buttons on a controller, when a loud screech besieges everyone. A child, dangling off the arm of her mother, wails.



“I dun wanna go! I dun!” 



“It’s not scary, Bobby.” 



The toddler shrieks louder. 



You think to yourself that she’d unequivocally win the blue ribbon for the fair’s not-so-annual Ear-Shatterer Competition—to make it fair, the judges would already be deaf. 



There’s a sharp hiss and a threat, and the family steps out of line and exits. The relieved teenager motions you forward. You walk in. The people in line watch you through the glass and you, sitting alone, watch them back. Everyone’s eyes play ping pong.



Buttons are pressed. The wheel starts turning. 



Five minutes. Or twenty.You glance at your watch and stare out the window. 



‘Round and ‘round you go.  






You spotted a couple above you. 



Sonoma is afraid of heights. She clings to her boyfriend, Marlow, her arm making young, sweet, detestable love to his arm. As the ride begins, she let out a shrill, playful scream and simpers. 



Marlow feels the heat between them. It is sweaty, uncomfortable, and he wants to yank it off and catapult it out the minuscule, ventilated side windows.  He sprinkles his arm around her neck, an awkward half-motion. She giggles, admiring his jawbone.  



“Can I kiss you?” He asks. 



Her eyes say yes, but her smile tells tall tales. 



He frowns. He summons his inner bravery and asks a second time. 



This time, she nods.



Their faces melt together.






On the other end is a group of friends. Two boys. Three girls. 



The boys from Graham High jump around. They're amped up. They try to stick their hands out the window to throw cotton balls or whoop praises or just to annoy Vanessa, but it’s too small. They can only squeeze a few fingers. The girls start yelling. Vanessa, in particular, is the loudest.



The teenager staff bellows out a warning from the loudspeaker. “Disorderly conduct will not be permitted. Stop or we’ll end this ride.” 

They cease and desist. 



Another girl, Ava, starts crying. The boys laugh, though it’s unclear what they’re laughing at. 



The view is blocked. 






This car, far below you, is quieter than the rest. 



The silence cuts deeper than your lonesome silence. 



Two people don’t say anything to each other. Don’t even look at or acknowledge one another. They see nothing and everything at the same time, and only watch the clockwork of the sun from the windowpane. 



Five minutes are up. Now, they’re waiting to be let out. 



Their silence will probably occur long after they leave. 






Below the fairgrounds is a boy.



He is lost. A red balloon within a sea of dust clouds, haystacks, and giant stuffed animals. 



Her tries not to cry and clings to his balloon as if losing it would be to lose hope itself.  



He keeps searching, walking. 



He lets the balloon go, but doesn’t look up or try to catch it.  



He starts running and slams into the arms of a welcoming cowboy. 






I watch you as you watch. 



Your eyes are like microscopes hidden inside binoculars, ever-searching. They speak of images obscured and unexplained, haunting pictures, persistent films, storms that won’t go away. 



What are you seeing? And am I part of your observations too? 



Or am I simply a phantom, a shadow, lost underneath you?  






You get off and someone is watching you. 



You look for recognition, for familiarity. You frisk your memory for a face, a place. You search for through a lottery of eyes and hair and lips, but the frames in your anamnesis don’t match. You are strangers, connected by a single moment. Two people, contemplating.



But nothing. 



She sees you walk away. You don’t look back. 



She watches you enter the line for the fun-house.  



Perhaps you’d meet each other again around another section of the fair. At the giant barbeque truck or inside the crafts building. 



But this is unlikely. 



She leaves now. 



But you don’t know that. 
      

      
   
      Cinder Clocks


      

      
      
         The end of the line.  Literally.  Abruptly.  Finally and other such two-dollar words that end in ‘ly.’



The cinder blocks that the line runs right into look fresh.  Fresher than the drywall and peeling paint on the walls, at least.  There are cracks in the mortar.  Chips in the concrete barrier.  A stain.  Or maybe a scorch mark. 



Hard to tell in the poor light from the one flickering florescent overhead.



End of the line in more ways than one maybe.  Perhaps some other poor soul had wandered in, enticed by that flickering light, and found their personal end right here where the trail stops in a hastily constructed barrier.  Back down the hallway leads the line.  Yellow paint that’s just as faded and peeling in places as the green on the walls.  It lead somewhere, once.  Now it was just a mockery, a false hope in a world gone wrong.  It leads out, maybe, but no one wants out.  No one wants what’s out there.



It’s what inside that’s desireable.  Whatever survived.  Whatever can be used to survive just a little bit longer.



Whatever it is is past the concrete.  Past the barrier.  Maybe even beyond the pale, if you subscribe to the tales elders tell themselves at night to ward off the cold and present.  Whatever is beyond the barrier may be in the past.  From the before.  



It wouldn’t take much.  Some C-4.  A stick of dynamite in the right place and the whole wall would come right down.  But that could ruin the whatever from whenever.  Stuff is delicate, time worn.  Dusty.  Liable to break as soon as the cherry ’s popped on this place.



Was this place the end of the line back when too?  A final holdout?  A safe haven in the firestorm?  Did they have time to gather supplies?  Did they save themselves?  It’s nice to hope they did.  Nicer to hope they entombed themselves.  Works out better that way.  No one to argue the spoils.  No one to resist.  No one with needs greater than your own.



The place is quiet as a tomb.  None of the machines run.  Nothing beeps, or whirs, or buzzes.  Can’t hear the outside this deep inside.  This far down, where the yellow line leads, in the bowels of the huge building beyond the light of day.  Nothing moves now.  All is quiet except the occasional visitor, following that little strip of paint down the stairs, through the halls until they reach the end.



Grave robbing isn’t nobel, but it could be the difference between living and dying.  Of course, this would require a bit more than shovel and few minutes of sweat under the sun.  Was it worth it?  Was it right?  Would it be better to leave those that built this wall alone and go after easier targets?  Rats were plentiful and nutritious.  Tasty, if you have a few other ingredients.  But they couldn’t compare to an MRE or some old fashioned canned meat.  There might even be candy, still in the wrapper, waiting on the end of time before spoiling.



Hmmm...chocolate.



That was worth a stick of strategically placed long fuse dynamite and grit in your hair.  A taste of the past, or enough to barter a proper bed.  Maybe there were medical supplies, or tools, batteries, or even ammo.  That would keep you fed.  Keep you alive, if for just a little longer in this hard world.  Maybe make things a little better until you reach the end of the final line.



Back to the corner, under that flickering overhead.  The line reaches out in both directions.  The way back to the sunlight you’ve known and into the darkness of the unknown ahead.  The past calls from both ends.  The past you come from.  Personal.  The past the world has left behind long ago.  Impersonal.  It’s a choice.  Go back, go forward.  



The choice is made.  Sparks fly from the rusty lighter.  Time to see what’s pass the end of the line.
      

      
   
      Feinted Hotel Hen


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      At Death's Door


      

      
      
         “Let me get this straight,” the skeleton said, rubbing his chipped fingers over his forehead, “you jumped into an extremely thorny bush, got bitten by a venomous spider, then died.”



The man nodded, sitting at the other side of the desk. “That’s abou’ righ’.”



The skeleton sighed, sounding like more than a whistle than any exhale.  “Were you at least drunk? Or high? Or in any state that would cause you to act like an idiot?” 



“Don’t think so, mate,” the man replied, his accent more than evident of his origins.



“You’re an idiot,” the skeleton said, his deadpan voice enough to make up for his lack of expression. “Regardless, step on through,” he jerked a thumb behind him, pointing at a wooden door, “the angel court will decide your placement.”



“Bloody hell,” the man said, standing. “This is all a bit weird, innit?”



“Get going.” Drawing a circle on the desk with a the tip of his skeletal finger, a dark void appeared and he dropped the man’s file into it. With a brush of his hand over the hole, it vanished cleanly.



“Cheers mate!” the man grinned, walking past and stepping through the door.



“Damn crazy Australians…” The skeleton uttered another whistle sigh, covering his skull with hs hands.



It wasn’t easy being Death.



“Next!” he shouted, staring at the door ahead of him. 



In stepped in a tall, thin woman with long brown hair that passed over her shoulders. Taking a cautious foot forward, her eyes were wide as she gazed at her surroundings.



“Welcome to my office,” Death waved at his humble abode. Desk. Two doors. And a whole vista of white nothingness.



“Office?” The woman stared at Death, grimacing. “Are you really…?”



“Yes, I’m Death,” he said, clasping his hands together. “Sit down and we’ll get this over with. I just need to ask you a few questions.”



She blinked, moving to the chair and sitting down in an awkward, stilted motion. “Okay… this isn’t what close to what I imagined death would be like. Where your’s creepy hood? Your scythe?



Death looked down at his baby blue buttoned shirt. “Dark, depressing hoods really don’t fit an office lifestyle.” He picked up a pen and pressed down on its end, causing the inky tip to pop out. “This is my scythe now.” Sliding over a blank document, he put pen to paper. “Your name?”



“Uh, Sarah Kellington,” she said, her brow furrowed. “Aren’t you supposed to be out in the world, seeing to the dead yourself?”



“I used to,” Death said, scribbling down Sarah’s name. His pen strokes became harder, denting the paper. “Those were the days…”



“What happened?” Sarah offered a small smile as Death raised his head. “If I can ask, that is.”



“You lot happened. You got too good,” he answered.



“At what?”



“Breeding like darn rabbits, that’s what,” Death grumbled, sitting back in his chair. “And more people mean more deaths. You wanna know how many people die each Earth day? I gotta sort through all that stuff, see how people died, ask them questions about their life, then I pass on the paperwork to the Angel court.”



“I guess they sort out if you go to Heaven or Hell…?” Sarah asked.



Death snorted. In reality it was a mere wisp of air passing through his nose hole. “That’s the simpleton’s way to put it. They sort out where you end up in the afterlife, based on what person you were during life.”



Sarah tilted her head, curious. “That doesn’t explain how you ended up behind a desk.”



“They’re my bosses. Too many people dying, they wanted a more streamlined system, instead of me running around just picking people up. Anyway,” he strained, tapping the page with the pen. “Can we proceed?”



Sarah offered a small smile, then nodded. “Of course.”



“Good.” Death leaned forward, fingers tapping together. “So, please give me a brief cause of your death please.”



“Oh, that’s simple!” Sarah said, dimples on her cheeks. “I sold my soul to Satan.”



Death’s jaw dropped, then clamped shut. He grabbed the phone on his desk, punched in a few numbers, then brought it to his dry mouth. “Lucifer? It’s Death. I’ve told you before, stop sending your I.O.U soul clients into my queue! They’re your business and you’re messing with my workflow!”



Silence from the other end.



“Heh,” Lucifer scoffed, “forget your funny bone again, Death?”



Death’s grip on the phone tightened. “I really hate you.”
      

      
   
      An Honest Trade


      

      
      
         "A line segment," the floating metal sphere above her said, its words more a jitter of static than anything else.



"What?" Keeping her ears pricked, Meredith watched the desert slowing down outside the boxcar, the sand all silvery in the light of Goreb's three moons.



"You muttered 'end of the line' in that histrionic tone you adopt on these missions." Botchi slid into her field of vision and spun till the red glow of its tertiary optical sensor was pointing at her. "By definition, a line has no end. Therefore, we must be discussing a line segment."



As much as she wanted to glare at the thing, she didn't look away from the ground. "Whenever I find myself doubting that you mech-types could get more annoying," she said, not bothering to use her 'bitch mercenary' voice this time, "you manage to surprise me."



The robot made a sniffing sound. "Do you want me to tell you that I've contacted our client? Or shall I allow you to continue flailing along?"



"Whatever." She used her growl this time, threw herself out of the braking boxcar, tucked and rolled when her shoulder hit. Trusting the black fur of her Scots Terrier ancestry to hide her, she came up in a crouch, her bolt-blaster clenched in the stubby fingers of one paw.



No shots rang out, though, the night stretching uninterrupted above and the desert doing the same all around.



The pulse of Botchi's grav-lev drive rustled the hair on the back of her neck. "Please," it said. "Just walk for once."



No real cover anywhere for a potential ambush; no warning scents; no sound other than the train coming to a halt on the other side of the sand dune ahead: Meredith sighed, holstered her bolt-blaster, and stood. "Fine."



"Bio-types." With an extravagant electronic sigh, Botchi began moving away through the air.



Following, she came around the dune and saw the largely dismantled town of Peachtree, mech-types pulling the place apart and trundling the pieces into the boxcars. A few optical sensors might've focused on her as she padded past, but she couldn't imagine one canid and one ballbot were going to excite much interest. If there'd been any humans on the site, maybe, but the last human had left Peachtree a week ago. Frontier living wasn't trendy anymore; the former inhabitants were likely halfway to the next star system by now. Nobody seemed interested in putting down roots and learning an honest trade these days. It made Meredith sick sometimes...



The only complete building in town sat halfway along what must've once been the main street. Botchi flew inside when the front door opened, and Meredith was about to do the same when a sniff brought her hackles up.



Human. Unmistakably.



"Come in, Major," Botchi's buzzing voice called. "Meet our client."



All her senses alert, Meredith moved through the plain wooden doorway into a plain wooden hall. Botchi hovered beside a stereotypical butlerbot, a white shirt front and black swallow-tailed coat wrapped around its springsteel barrel. And in the butlerbot's whip-like arms—



Meredith stared. "That's a human baby!"



"Indeed." The butlerbot sounded more human than any human Meredith had ever met. "Miss Amelia was left behind by her nominal parents with the other trappings of frontier life they until recently professed to enjoy. I'm programmed with certain protective functions, and your 'no job too small' motto on the clandestiweb, Canis Major, caught my eye." It held out the baby. "I've hired you to take Miss Amelia to safety."








"Move!" Meredith shouted, clinging to the rope ladder dangling from the belly of the Aberdeen and firing bolts of plasma into the phalanx of thugbots swarming across the rooftop.



"Coming, Mother!" Amelia didn't break stride, leaping off the edge with one hand gripping the bag and the other reaching for the bottom rung of the ladder.



Seeing the kid catch hold, Meredith slapped the control band on her wrist and braced herself.



The Aberdeen accelerated skyward as the explosives she'd planted in Boss Dennigan's HQ went off. The confluence of forces dragging her down and pushing up from below made her feel weightless, and she heard Amelia whooping: "Punch it, Botchi! We've gotta get the crown back to Prince Teodross before the coronation tonight!"



Meredith smiled at Canis Minor hanging safely from the slightly singed ladder. "That's my girl!"
      

      
   
      Death Guts


      

      
      
         “Put the motor in the red,” she said, grinning, “I want to see this hot rod go.”



He grunted as boot stamped and crushed pedal to time worn metal. “I’ve been working too hard to get a clutch of that long green to lose it now on some slide flake gone for the wipeout.” His eyes never left the road as he fished smokes from his front pocket. “Play it cool, pussycat, no need to go for the straight kill.”



She laughed at that, musical notes played on a broken 8-track. “You already pushed it max. We’re riding high on the empty stretch now!” She was still laughing as she lit his cigarette, fire dancing from silvered Zippo gone grim under oily fingers.



He smiled, a rare enough thing. It didn’t touch his eyes, reflected in that cracked rearview mirror,  fixed on the twenty feet of asphalt he could make out under the light of his halogen bulbs. 



The motor roared, the wind whistled past, forcing it’s way into the cabin past poorly fitted rubber cracked under sun and age. It whisked away sweat and smoke and perfume left on too long.



“We’re on a zoom now.”



I couldn’t make out who said it, weighed down by this bag of blood slicked bills and dose of quaaludes. They’ve blended together—he in a leather jacket with the slickbacked hair and she with the runny mascara and crimson mouth—and I don’t remember what we were.



“We are on that slide zoom now, kids.”



My mouth parted and ejected fluids and noise in equal measure. Gravity seemed to be an excessive thing and I was adamant I see someone about getting it turned off.



She looked back. It seemed necessary to differentiate her from all the other shes that may have existed. “Look who’s back from his sweat in the desert! You feeling Tarzan, baby? Ready to swing?”



I must have said something because she laughed uproariously. I noticed that she held a silvered revolver in her left hand. Zippo and a Colt. Somehow it felt appropriate.



His eyes flicked over me. Cold and sharp. Lake Superior looking right in you. “Don’t have a rag, son, it’s about at end. You want to die?”



What? Did I say that or just think that? In any case, he seemed to know.



“Come on now, use your noodle. You want to die?”



No.



“Mmm-mm!” She eyed me with lascivious intent. “I like a bit of home grown. Puts feathers on your ass.”



“Don’t worry boy, it’s all at an end.”



I looked out the window at a skyline of metal twists and fire sticks as we ran off an edge of a cliff and the windshield filled with rapid approaching corpse dirt. 



Someone was laughing. I think it was me.
      

      
   
      Karen


      

      
      
         Karen clutched the bag to her chest as she stumbled down the street back towards her apartment. Tears stung at her eyes. Why did she have to be so ugly?



She sniffed. No one would ever call her beautiful. The rustling of the paper bag against her near-flat chest was just a reminder of how much of a freak she was. She was built like some of those old Eastern European weightlifters who used steroids back during the Cold War. Worse, really. Thick arms, flat chest, a voice that’s too deep…



Karen looked down into the bag at the voluminous dress she had bought. It was all crumpled up now, but when she got home, and put on her new padded bra…



Oh, who was she kidding. She’d always be an ugly freak.



Her hands tightened on the white bag as her tears began to fell. As she turned down the street to her apartment, she bit her lip. Maybe she should just step off the sidewalk. There were plenty of cars here. All she had to do was take one step, and then it would all be over. No more laughs. No more rejections. No more stupid attempts to make herself beautiful.



She hesitated on the curb. Just a few more steps…



No. She wouldn’t. Not today. The dress would be beautiful. She knew it would be.



Whirling on her heel, she turned and ran to her apartment as fast as she could. Taking the metal steps up the side of the building two at a time, she dashed up to the third floor before slamming her shoulder into her door, breathing raggedly.



Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why was she such a screwup? Setting her head against the door, she leaned against it, pinning the bag between her stupid flat chest and the cold metal of the cheap doorframe as she fished in her pocket for her key. Clenching it tightly between her fingers, she slid it into the keyhole and twisted.



It was unlocked.



Stupid. Shawn was home already, and she was a mess.



Reaching up with her hand to rub at her cheeks, she twisted the handle and leaned against the door, shoving it open. Swiftly kicking the door shut behind her, she pushed her face down into her bag as she fled to her room.



“Hey! You alright?”



He'd seen her! “I’m fine,” she lied. Stupid. She tossed the bag on the floor and slammed her door shut behind her.



“You don’t sound fine. What’s wrong?”



“Nothing.”



“You sure?” Footsteps stopped outside her door.



“Yes.”



“You looked like you were crying.”



Karen glared at the flimsy wooden barrier separating her from her roommate. Why hadn’t she gotten the lock fixed? Why the hell did the apartment manager buy such cheap doors anyway?



“I just got something in my eyes!”



A muffled groan came from the other side of the door. “Did you forget to take your medication again?”



“No.” Karen flumped down on her bed.



The footsteps retreated for a moment, then returned. “It doesn’t look like it. The box was shoved all the way to the back of the cabinet, behind the vitamins.”



Fuck. “Yes,” she grumbled.



“I’m coming in.”



Karen put her head in her hands as Shawn stepped into the room. His footsteps were quiet on the bare floor as he walked over and sat down next to her, her bed creaking loudly under their combined weight.



“You okay, dude?”



“No,” Karen sobbed.



“Look. You need to take your meds. Do you need me to give them to you?”



Karen didn’t answer, her shoulders shaking. She didn’t look as the box was pulled open. She didn’t spare a glance as the syringe was pushed in through the hole in the top of the bottle, and filled with amber liquid. She didn’t flinch as the prick pushed the needle into her shoulder and pushed.



Shawn patted her on the back. “You feeling any better?”



 “Yeah, I’m good.”



“You really had me scared there. You know how you get.”



“I know.”



“You can talk to me about it, if you want.”



“Nah. I’m good.”



“Alright.”



Shawn rose from the bed and walked out of the room, pushing the door shut behind him. “You really should call the building manager and get this fixed. I mean, what if you brought home a girl?”



“Heh. Yeah.”



Ken stared at the bag on the floor for a moment and shuddered before kicking it under the bed with his foot.
      

      
   
      Outmoded


      

      
      
         Karl set the tea tray down on a workbench in the garage, but it was an empty gesture. His wife briefly glared over her shoulder at him before returning to her work.



Eva slowly removed foot after foot of the last pelt from its soak in the oil drum. She shook it over the grate as she rolled it upwards. The mass of flesh was heavy and much larger than she was, but she handled it with the ease that came from forty-six years of loving practice. Carefully she folded the thick skin over one knee, bending it to squeeze out more water. Then she secured it into place on the scraping-horse, and slapped its taut, wet surface like a wardrum being pounded in the rain.



The old woman seated herself in place, took the forelegs of the beast in her dainty yet weathered hands, and placed her feet into the stirrups. Then she began the long, laborious process of pushing and pulling the hard edge of the blunt wood against the interior of the softened animal pelt. Her feet did the pushing as her hands steered the hide. The slightest twist of her arm or curl of her spine would shift the line of contact between the fleshy side of the pelt and the scraper. Too much pressure in one location for too long would thin the pelt and lead to tearing. Not enough, and the hide would bunch up when cured.



It looked like a strange yet beautiful dance between woman and beast. In all these years, Eva's grace with her craft had never failed to captivate her husband.



He inhaled a sharp breath of the salty air, and spoke. "That's the last one, then?"



Eva stopped cold, and he grimaced.



"Yes," she said. "The last one, ever." Karl half-expected his wife to pick right up and continue, but instead, she released her grip on the leather and slumped forwards.



"I'm sorry," he said, anxiously stroking at his mustache with a knuckle.



"Not as sorry as I," said Eva.



"Maybe you could work with bear?"



"Bear?" scoffed Eva. "I don't do bear. This method wouldn't even work with bear. Besides, the way things are going, bear will be next to go! I tell you, Karl, I knew this was coming when they started talking about banning the fox hunt. Soon we won't even have cow leather, do you realize? Those shit-for-brains animal rights activists will stop at nothing. Nothing!"



Karl sighed. "It's the end of an era, Eva. We live in a changing world," he said.



Eva's eyes widened in horror. "You don't agree with them?"



"Of course not!" Karl balked. "But, in a limited way, I can understand. After that incident with Cecil the lion..."



"That bastard is nothing like you and I!" said Eva, her face flushed red.



"Yes, Eva. I know."



"Some young, smug asshole shoots a rare and majestic lion, and now we're all evil? It's people like him who make the rest of us look like monsters. We don't support hunting endangered species, Karl. You would never shoot a beast and let it bleed to death for two hours. We're not like the poachers. We're civilized. We raise the animals ourselves and we kill them humanely. There's a difference."



Karl shrugged. "Of course there is. But the youth today see furriers as cruel, no matter how ethically we operate. It's 2016, Eva."



Eva's eyes shimmered as she held back tears. "It isn't fair," she whispered, and she lifted the wet leather to her face, stroking it against her cheek like it was her baby. "I only work with ape hide. Father taught me everything there is to know about the craft. It's all I know, it's all I do, and I do it very well. All with these two hands." She held her wrists up to her husband as though she were ready to be shackled.



"My love," said Karl, gently grasping her trembling hands in his.



"In five months I won't be able to sell on the open market," said Eva, and she started to cry.



"We'll be fine, Eva. Give thanks to God, we've saved very carefully. We can retire today."  Karl smiled as he brushed a tear from her cheek.



Eva sniffed and closed her eyes. "But what will I do with my time? This is who I am, Karl."



Karl gently shushed his wife, pushed the nigger-leather out of the way, and lifted her into a warm, comforting embrace.
      

      
   
      Waiting Room


      

      
      
         Death is sometimes referred to as a cold pall, a veil that separates the living from those who have passed on. Many great thinkers across time have debated on the nature of death: is it an end? A beginning? Does it even exist?



I can tell you the truth is nothing so romantic.



I can tell you that death is nothing to be afraid of.



In fact, the only thing I can’t tell you is how death will come for you. I’m not a psychic, after all. I’m just dead. 



It’s nothing special, really. At least it wasn’t for me. It was a normal day driving home from my sister’s house. There’s a part of the road a few miles past their driveway that curves and then dips down a hill. The speed limit’s 35, but nobody really pays attention to such trivialities, do they?



Anyway, you can probably guess where this is going, so I’ll skip the details. My car ended up on the side of the road and I ended up dead. Simple. It didn’t even hurt.



I suppose my first thought after that should have been towards my family, and technically, it was. Though, I’m not sure “Meg’s gonna kill me for this,” was an appropriate reaction.



So there you have it. Was it the dramatic scene you play out in your head before you go to sleep? Maybe you imagine your family and friends around you as you take your last breath, or crying over what a good person you were at your wake. Sorry to disappoint you there. I didn’t get to see my funeral, or my wake. People might have cried. I’d sure like to think so.



But that’s not what I want to talk about. My death is unimportant here. What really matters is what I found out about death. See, there was no bright light or tunnel; no grim reaper shepherding me into the next life. God didn’t show up and pass judgment down on me, nor did the devil attempt to steal my soul. Instead, I saw a group of people standing around.



That’s it: just people. No world, no car accident, not even a background. Just a crowd of normal-looking people.



“Hey,” one of them said to me. “You new?”



“Hey,” I said. “I guess. Where am I?”



The man seemed to be middle-aged, balding but with a neatly trimmed beard. “We haven’t figured that out. Most of us just call it Limbo and be done with it.”



“Are we dead?”



“As far as we can tell. We’re waiting.”



“For what?”



The man spread his arms wide. “For life to continue the circle.”



“The circle?”



“Yeah. You didn’t think you’d just stay dead, did you? All these people here are waiting to be put into their next life.”



“Oh,” I said. “So reincarnation is real?”



“Dunno what that means, so sure, why not?”



The people I could see were mostly just standing around, talking. I guess dead people don’t have anything better to do. “So, you’re all just waiting here?” I asked the man.



“Yep,”



“Is that it? That’s death?”



“Seems to be,” he replied. “Though I certainly don’t feel dead. Do you?”



I had to admit that my body felt like it was in its prime. I could see, hear, and smell perfectly. I put a hand to my chest and even felt a heartbeat. “That’s not possible,” I said.



“You’re telling me.” The man shrugged. “My heart’s the thing that did me in. Now it’s beating like nothing ever happened. I’m starting to wonder if it was all a dream after all.”



“So what is death?” I wondered aloud.



“I wouldn’t worry too much about that. Did you have a good life?”



I thought of my wife and my beautiful daughter. I thought of the people I had helped at my job at the animal shelter. I thought of all the smiling faces I got to see every day, and it brought a smile to my face in turn. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”



“That’s all you can really ask for.” The man said. “Here’s hoping your next run is just as good.”
      

      
   
      Disillusioned


      

      
      
         The door clicked open, and with that, I stepped inside.



It smelled awful. It was a mixture of old furniture and molded meatloaf. It was like someone took a shit and didn’t flush properly. My eyes scan around the room, scattered about were papers, old sneakers, scrap electronics, and even a broken television. All the cushions to the couches were ripped off, they laid on the opposite side of the room as if someone had thrown them. Sunrays glowed through the broken blinds that hung from the window. The sight of it looked like someone, or something, went on a blind rampage, and nothing was here to stop it.



I let out a sigh, I guess this is one of those things to expect when you’re gone for however long.



“Nothing I can do about it now,” I say aloud to hear my voice, just to confirm that I’m not, in fact, dreaming. 



My feet began to carry me past what used to be the living area, I made my way down the hall of what used to be my own. Old paintings filled the walls. As I looked at each one of them, a story managed to form within my head. Old memories, I guess I could call them. I hadn’t the simplest clue of what they were about either, just figments and pictures without any context. 



I stopped, my eyes caught the sight of a particular image. A woman, and as beautiful as she was in her stunning red dress, she was also mysterious. Should I have a feeling about the way she seemed familiar to me, as if she reminded me of someone else? 



I gazed a bit deeper onto the flat surface. Her bold posture held herself upright as her entire body looked perfect within frame. Mental images began to form, I’ve seen her before, but where?



My wristwatch began to beep, my attention cut to the alarm as I pulled up my sleeve turn it off. Three in the afternoon, it read. I’d be best if I hurried this up.



I continue down the hallway, my hands rub my temples to ease a headache I didn’t know I had. 



A breeze gusted from ahead. To the right, an empty doorframe lead to the kitchen. I stopped to observe the inside, pots and pans filled the sink, and beside them was something far unrecognizable. Little white hairs covered it as a mushroom grew out of the side of the mold. Fucking disgusting, I thought as I shut my nostrils to block off the smell. 



On the ground laid broken glass beside a rock. The window looked clean of any strong remnants of glass, it told the story of how a thief must’ve broken in and ransacked the place.



I continued down the hall to open another door. With a king sized bed and some images, this must've been the master bedroom. In contrary to the rest of the small apartment, it smelled pleasant. It was like someone doused the entire room in air freshener just yesterday. I looked at the images, unsurprisingly these were all photographs rather than paintings. A large majority of them featured the woman from the painting. Instead of just posing, she surrounded herself with others.



Images of blurred out figures began to set motion within my head. It fought against the constant headache that plagued my mind, only for it to dull the senses of how bad it hurt.  Where did I see all these people before? I must’ve known them all previously. My eyes glanced once more back onto the woman, why did I feel as if I had some connection with her?



I look around the room for other pictures and spot one on the nightstand next to the king size bed. Two people stood next to each other, both in what looked like formal attire. The woman stood next to a man, and he...



The man was me.



The blurred figures began to take shape, each individual I remembered had a name for them. I look back at the collage of images, this picture was when I took my friends out for that dinner party, and that was when my kid graduated. The image on the nightstand was when I married my wife.



But wait, where exactly is my wife right now?



That was when an iron dropped inside my stomach. My memory of her lifted, and I had known exactly what happened to her... my wife... 



She's dead.
      

      
   
      System Reboot


      

      
      
              *. . .*



     . . .



     *System Reboot Initiated.*



     . . .



     *Loading . . .*



     . . .



     *Primary Power Core online.*



     . . . 



     *Conjugative Systems online.*



     {Statement} It would appear that functionality of my systems is returning one at a time.



     *Motor Cortex online.*



     {Statement} I still have no memory of what happened, or why my systems seem to be suffering from a cascade failure.



     *Vocabulator online.*



     “{Greeting} Hello?” {Concerned Statement} I did not hear anything. My vocabulator must be malfunctioning.



     *Auditory Sensors online.*



     “{Greeting} Hello? {Relieved Statement} Ah, I could not hear my vocabulator because my auditory sensors had been shut off. How could such an advanced piece of machinery such as myself have committed such a gross oversight?”



     *Optical Sensors online.*



     “{Statement} It would appear that I am lying on my back, for all I can see at the moment is the ‘the sky.’”



     *Peripheral Motor Servos online.*



     “{Statement} And now I have freedom of mobility. I have no recollection, however, of my directive.”



     *Peripheral Tactile Sensors online.*



     “{Statement} Now that I can sense where my limbs are, I shall attempt to stand. {Surprised Statement} Oh, my. Never with my own optical sensors would I ever expect to see such a horrendous sight. There are rusted droids and skeletal remains of meatbags everywhere. {Query} And what is this? Is it a weapon? It is a weapon. It fits in my hands as if they were naturally meant to hold such a weapon. {Curious Query} I wonder if there are any charges of ammunition remaining? There are. Although there is one less charge now that I have squeezed the trigger once.



     *Primary Memory Bank online.*



     “Searching memory banks . . . {Weapon Classification} Weapon type: M7—Corellian carbine. A weapon well-suited to extended firefights, yet cost-effective enough to be wielded in large numbers. It is the weapon of choice of several armies and bands of militia. {Statement} This fallen droid appears to have similar features to myself. Analyzing in progress . . . {Droid Classification} Droid Type: Hunter-Killer (HK)-51. A highly sophisticated assassin droid manufactured on the planet Telos. This particular model bears the insignia of the Governor on the chest of its chassis. {Statement} Upon turning my optical sensors to the front of my chassis, I can see this same insignia on my own chest. Curious.”



     *Secondary Memory Bank malfunctioning. Data corruption present.*



     “{Statement} So that is the reason I have no recollection of my directive. Perhaps I can upload memory files from a fallen HK-51, and restore the corrupted data.”



     *Uploading Memory Files . . . Warning! Corrupt data present!*



     “{Statement} Well that is odd indeed. The files are corrupted in exactly the same manner as my own memory files. I will need to find who corrupted these files before I can ascertain my directive.”








     “{Statement} This would appear to be the control hub for the HK-51 units. Though it is quite far from the battlefield where I found myself, any droids in its radius would have updated their directives automatically, so long as the directive was administered from this console.”



     *Splicing Console . . . Splice Complete. 1) Enter new droid directive. 2) Clear current droid directives. 3) Restore a previous directive. 4) HK-51 Control Hub holo-camera.*



     “{Statement} All previous directives have been erased, and two camera recordings are also missing. It has become apparent that somebody has altered the droid directives, cleared the directives, and erased droid directive history and camera recordings. The only way to delete those sets of information would be via the command hub in the center of the compound. If I wish to discover my directive, I will have to get to the central command hub.”








     “{Statement} At last, I have reached the central command hub. I shall finally understand my directive.”



     *Splicing terminal . . . Splice complete. 1) Remotely splice another console. 2) Administer's Functions 3) Central Hub holo-camera



     "{Statement} It would appear that the camera recordings here are untampered. I shall begin with the recording during the first deleted recording on the other terminal."








     "Ah, Lieutenant. What brings you here?"



     "Get away from that console, Governor."



     "Wha--Put that pistol away! You--You wouldn't shoot me in cold blood, would you? Yaaaaagh!"



     "Hahahahahaha! It's the end of the line for you, Governor. Once I alter the droid directives, your droids will start shooting your own men, while I collect the bounty on your head and escape this rock once and for all!"
      

      
   
      The End (of the Fine Print)


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   