
      Wounds


      

      
      
         Time heals all wounds. People say that. I don't know why. It's not true or anything.



Like, not remotely.



I'll tell you about that one guy. Good looking guy, looked like he had his stuff together. Atleast as much as possible for a homeless vagrant.



His clothes was neat and tidy, not clean or anything but organized. Like he could put down his backpack and walk into just about any kind of out door job and not be out of place. His pack for that matter was an old military pack in good condition and well cared for. His hair though unwashed and slightly shaggy was still lingered in the shape of a working mans cut.



In fact I was going to introduce myself and when I got closer I got to see the thing about him.



The wound. A horrific wound.



Apparently he had gotten a cut on the side of his head. Around the hair line. Unwashed hair is itchy, so he had scratched at it.



Because of course he did.



So the cut stayed open and it got infected.



The first time I saw it the infection, a bright red dagger of infected tissue, was reaching down from the hair line and across the guys cheek.



So seeing this I turned around and walked away.



Time passes by and I don't forget about this guy.



I mean, how can I? He's a living breathing metaphor.



More time passes and I get sick myself. A silly little head cold that I figured would just go away if I waited long enough.



A head cold that erupted and sent me, in panic, to the emergency room. Nothing like bleeding out your ear to make you take a cold seriously.



Of course things didn't go great at the ER.



As soon as I stepped into the door the Doctor had decided I was just trying to scam some opiate derived pain medication out of him.



So I left and hospital security decided to help me out the door.



I objected to that level of rudeness.



By the way, never headbutt someone when you have a head cold. Normally the force of the blow is absorbed into the sinus. However when the sinus is jammed full of fluid it instead transfers the force of the blow throughout the entire interior of the skull. Terrible idea. Don't do it.



Anyway, the next day I hit up a nice drop in center. If you don't know what a drop in center is, it's a place where they give out watery coffee and stale donuts.



I noticed the guy with the head wound. I tried to ignore him.



But that day they had a doctor visiting that drop in center and so I decided to go see him.



Within five minutes I had a nice big bottle of oral antibiotics. I was vastly thankful for this level of care.



I paused a moment as I attempted to think of a way to thank this doctor.



"Hey, how would you like to save someone's life?" I asked him.



In thanks I gave him the wounded man.



I saw him a few times after that.



No longer swollen the once infected tissue was now sunken, permanently etched into his face.



What was worse was the rest of it though. His confused and frightened eyes and ever more dismal appearance suggested that...



Suggested that of course carrying a seething rotting wound on the side of your head is going to damage your brain. Because of course it does. How could it not?
      

      
   
      A Brown Coffer


      

      
      
         People all over the world say they have never seen God. But I've met him. 



He is a box. 



Six inches on every side and completely closed. He is made of cardboard, a darker shade of brown than most. Very light too, like picking up an empty box of Kleenex. Though his edges are a little worn, now. You can still see the stain from when I spilled milk on him. His one side is wrinkled and poofy; I had forgotten he was in the basement and it flooded. I was on vacation. 



I didn't ask to meet him. That was the day I received a C in Quantum Mechanics, dropping my GPA below a three-point-five and losing Cum Laude for graduation. I suppose it's what you get for talking your professor out of a final exam and into a final project. It's too bad when standing at the gates of Hell you can't tell which side you're on. Best not to jump the wall. 



I was cleaning off my desk and there he was, just sitting there. 



At least, I'm assuming he was. I don't really remember; a box was a box and I went to trash it. 



"Please don't throw me away."



That somehow made sense, you know, a box talking to me. 



"Why."



"I don't want to be."



"What are you."



"I am God."



"...You're a box."



"Yes."



I thought for a moment, and asked, "Can you convince my professor to give me a B? ...Please."



"I cannot."



"Why not? You said you were God."



"Yes. But I am only a box."



I am only a box. Those words are my epitaph. Shave my head and carve them into my skull. Paint the walls. I love you, don't ask me favors, God help me I am only a box!



I never did throw him away. 



He didn't like talking much. Or I didn't. Sometimes we'd go weeks or months without speaking. He would sit on my desk, inching backwards as stacks of books I bought but never read rose like untrimmed grass. 



I liked to carry him around the house with me. Mostly after I moved out. Took me six years to do that. A college degree takes four years to attain. It takes a lifetime to mourn. I asked him for a job in my field. Anywhere, even the beaker closet at a lab. Please, always please. 



"I am only a box."



Yes. He was. And I threw him across the room many times to prove it. 



Oddly, he would never talk to others. And I hated that.  



"Why don't you ever speak up when I tell my friends God is real? They roll their eyes and tell me about science."



"Science is good."



"But they don't have their science sitting with them on their desk."



"What could I say?"



"You're only a box."



"Yes."



For the first year in my apartment I prayed to him at night, usually silently but sometimes aloud. He never really said anything. In my next apartment I lost him for nearly three years, until I was fired from my job at the mall. He was easy to find after that. 



He made a half decent door jam for my office door which never stayed open. He propped up windows, held papers down in the wind and made a nice stand for potted flowers. 



I never cried to him but once, when Sally cheated on me after three years. By then my apartment was a house, I had shelves of unread books, and frequent back pain. Now, I see my cardiologist three times a year, and I read the nutritional facts on the sides of instant mashed potatoes. 



God sits on my living room bookshelf, where he has the last five years. 



Did you know? I thought once about cutting him open. What would be inside, who would step out? I held him in one trembling hand, a knife in the other. I thought he might say something like he once did: "Please don't cut me open. I don't want to be." But he never did. My parrot had lost its voice. 



I often think about that moment, while I lay awake in the middle of the night, contemplating more sleeping aids. All I can hear is what sounds like scratchings at walls of paper, and a calm, even-keeled voice saying over and over, into infinity, "I am only a box, I am only a box."



I am only a box. 


      

      
   
      Bandaged Time


      

      
      
         The first time I saw the medic, he was kneeling next to a man who had been shot in the Bataclan Theater in Paris. He looked more like a character from a video game than an actual nurse, dressed all in white, with red crosses adorning each of his shoulders. Voluminous robes covered him, and he constantly reached inside to pull outside the tools of his trade. Gauze, bandages, strange-smelling ointments – each was pulled out and applied in turn.



The air was filled with the sounds of the wounded and dying, but he seemed to ignore them as he worked. The moment he finished with one man, he immediately picked his way across the floor and began to kneel next to another, even as wounded men and women tried to grab at his baggy robes from the floor, begging for help.



I was the fifth person he helped. I’d been shot in the stomach when the terrorists opened fire, and trampled by the crowd as they tried to flee their automatic weapons, as if they could outrun bullets. It felt like I had wet my pants, but I knew that it was not urine that was soaking my pants.



I had called out to the medic a couple times after he appeared, striding out from behind the stage, but he hadn’t turned to help me; it was only when my vison had closed in around the edges that I felt something sharp press against my shoulder.



“Drink this,” he said as he pressed something against my lips. It was a tiny tube, and when I swallowed, the sweet, chalky liquid left an aftertaste like flat cherry Coke left in a car on a sunny day.



He didn’t say anything else before he got to work, pulling out another tube and pressing something cool out against my bare belly. His bloodied hands rose to spread the salve out over my flesh, but I couldn’t watch; just looking at myself made me feel sick.



“Why?” I finally asked when the pain in my middle began to subside enough for me to talk again.



“Because you matter,” he said, reaching into his robes to pull out a stapler that would be at home roofing my house and began to press it against my flesh; I could feel torn flesh stretching as he pulled it together, fixing it in place with a painful jolt.



“That hurts!” I snarled.



“You’ll live. That’s the point.”



I groaned as a third painful point of steel pressed into my skin. “Why didn’t you help me sooner? I almost died.”



“I needed to save the others first. You all survived.”



“What?”



“You will survive, I mean,” the man said, his voice trembling slightly for the first time. Into his robes went his hands, which were quickly filled with gauze and bandage. Red pads soaked with blood found their way to the floor before he was finally satisfied, the gauze screeching as it was pulled from the roll and spread over my stomach. 



I finally looked down; I couldn’t see the blood anymore, or the dark red hole that the bullet had made.



“Hold this,” he said, lifting one of my hands with his gloved hand before he rose back to his feet. “I have two more people to save.”



By the time the medics got to me, he had disappeared; dozens of unbandaged men and women lay in all directions on what had formerly been the dance floor, but for some reason, they chose me to load first. At the hospital, I asked about the medic, but they sad no one like that worked for them. The police thought I was hallucinating; no one could have entered or left that building without passing them.








The second time I saw the medic, I was trapped beneath a collapsed building in Kyushu.
      

      
   
      Cows Are a Constant


      

      
      
         "You know how they say that time heals all wounds, right? Well, that's wrong. Time can't heal everything even with a bit of help from our side, but most things it can. Fact is, time plus medicine can perform almost miracles. The problem is we control only one factor of this equation."



"Fascinating, George. I'm sure there is a point to all this, but, if you allow me to be direct, why are we in a barn and why is that cow looking at me like there's nothing she wants more than to gut me?"



George, bless his soul, stopped waving around his hands and looked around. Then he stared at me like I was an idiot and said, "Well, because of time."



George was a genius. This facet of his being had never brought anything good to the world or, more importantly, to me. It also meant that I never met another person with such a record of idiotic, dangerous or expensive ideas. I hoped I would be in time to stop this latest flight of fancy, whatever it was. "A cow wants to disembowel me because of time?"



"What? Oh, no no, that's because she's Betsy. Betsy has a horrible temper, but she's a great milk producer. We are here because of time. Come with me."



I followed him through the barn being careful to avoid Betsy. George opened a large trapdoor and walked down a set of stairs. Wonderful, underground lab, those never ended with us sitting in a pub with a a pint of beer and a steak.



I sighed and descended into what would probably be an afternoon of screaming, fire and pitchfork wielding peasants. I never understood where those came from, but George seemed to have the uncanny ability to conjure them.



As I entered the room I became certain troubles were coming. There was a lot of machinery, the walls were full of diagrams and formulas, George was smiling.



He opened his arms and said, "Ta-da!"



That was my cue to say something clever, something that would defuse this. "It's... nice?"



His shoulder slumped a bit. "This is the future of medicine. With this we will be able to control the missing part of the equation."



"You built a time machine?"



He scoffed. I found that to be a tad offensive. considering his past record my question wasn't that stupid. "Don't be ridiculous, you can't build a time machine. No, we distill time here."



I had nothing.



"Once we have distilled time it will be easy to use just the right amounts of it. And we can store it for emergencies."



I felt a familiar headache incoming. "George, you can't distill time."



"I can and I will. Like Reimann demonstrated time is a byproduct of quantum entanglement, which means we can gather it and distill it."



"I'm reasonably sure it doesn't work that way."



"And you would be wrong. Once it was demonstrated that it is a byproduct collecting it was only an engineering problem." He smiled condescendingly. "Look, I understand your skepticism, but this time I have a solid scientific foundation to back me up." He indicted a desk in a corner full with papers.



I decided that if there was a chance to stop this by pointing out some inconsistency it was worth a shot. I began to browse through the contents. Physical Review, Journal of Physics, Book of Thoth, Annuals of...



"George, why is there a book from Crowley on your desk?"



"Well, because I need it."



"Lovecraft's Collected Works, Farmer's Almanac, and is that a printout of the Time Cube? What are you trying to do here?"



"Timecheese."



I tried to say something, then I thought about some other retort, finally I accepted my defeat. There was no reasonable way out of this. I had to distract him and then find something to hit him with and a nice hospital that would take him in. "Timecheese?"



"Yes, from Timecows. You see, cows are a constant through human history. We didn't domesticate them, they simply appeared. There is this guy that documented everything. It also explains lactose intolerance."



I nodded while I slowly crept to an old fire extinguisher. "It certainly does."








Today I can freely admit that I was wrong. I, and our Timecheese based society, can only be grateful to George and his genius. And to Betsy and her timely intervention. By the way, the rebuilding of my intestines was also the first practical application of Timecheese.
      

      
   
      Second Chance


      

      
      
         The drip of saline solution sounded like gunshots. She winced every time a drop plunked into her IV, wrestling with her arm restraints to try and flee. They were too tight; escape was impossible.



The click of the opening door was like a car bomb going off, each approaching footfall a sledgehammer. After a few year-long seconds, they stopped next to her bed. "Good morning," a man's voice said. "I'm glad to see you're awake. We have things to discuss."



He paced to a seat across from her bed-bound position, taking note of each crease in her eyes when they slammed shut. "Am I being too loud?" His footfalls became softer and softer until the creases in her eyes disappeared.



She heard the folds of his suit rustle as he sat down and clasped his hands together in front of him. "You've been in a terrible accident. But, I'm sure you already knew that." He checked his watch for three ticks of its gears. "Don't worry about how I found you. It would take too long to explain, and I want to keep this brief. What's important is that I have the means to give you a second chance. I can send you to right before this happened. Back in time."



Her pained silence unnerved him, but he continued. "No nurse or medical professional has been in this room for two days. Looking at your hospital file, you've received a do not resuscitate order. Why is not public record, but what matters is that, without my help, you will die in this room, starved and alone."



She turned her head towards him. The scream of the burns on her neck were like fingernails on a chalkboard, begging her to stop. She ignored them.



"That's not what you want, is it?" He unfolded his hands and placed each on an armrest. "Let me be clear: I am not doing this out of charity. In exchange for your second chance, you will help me figure something out."



He reached into his suit pocket and unfolded a small paper. "Most of the text on this document has been struck out. There are two fields left visible: your name and the phrase 'kill order'."



Her heart slammed against the walls of her ribcage like a battering ram. The man looked up at the increasing numbers on the monitor. "Please, calm down. No cardiac arrest. Do not resuscitate, remember?" He set the document on her bedside. "You were set up. Someone wanted you dead, and I'm sure you want to know who. I want to know, too."



He knelt down. "Whoever set you up must have something to hide. Something you could have exposed if you were alive. I want to know who did it and what they're hiding. It doesn't matter why I want to know; what matters is that you have a second chance to survive."



He reached into his suit coat and pulled out two small bracelets. "I know you have no reason to trust me. If you're not interested in my offer, turn your head away and enjoy being a vegetable for the short rest of your life But if you want to take a risk for your survival and agree to do as I ask, follow my next instructions very carefully: recall the accident."



Her eyelids wafted shut like falling paper. As soon as they closed, it all flooded over her like baptismal water over a newborn. She could feel the heat on her skin. Shrapnel was buried in her chest, in her arms, in her legs. She could hear herself scream, trying to escape the wreckage.



He looked up at the computer monitor and heard the beeps get faster. "Good." He attached the bracelets to her wrists, locked them tightly, and switched them on. They hummed with a dim, blue glow. "You are about to die."



The beeps were even faster now. "Once you are dead, you will immediately wake up two weeks ago, about fifteen minutes before you entered your car, turned on the ignition, and blew up. As soon as you wake up, hail a taxi and go straight home. Do not go near your car."



Almost a solid tone now. "Carpool to work the next day. I'll be waiting in your office. Do not let your guard down for even a second. Consider everyone a threat."



Flatline.



He stood up from beside her corpse and straightened his sleeves. He smiled. "I'll see you two weeks ago."
      

      
   
      Ringer


      

      
      
         Jeremia's flaming skull cackled as he grabbed the little heap of memories. The newcomer shivered and stared down on the miserable pile of chips in front of him.



I wasn't impressed by the performance, I had seen worse out in the sobbing wasteland of Tenochtitlan. The newcomer on the other hand was nervous and could barely keep himself together.



Jeremia grabbed one of the chips he had won and bit down on it. "Hmmm, a happy wedding. Not many of those. You have the most delicious memories." He spat it out again and held it up. "Lemme help you, mister. I'll bet all your memories and throw in some happy childhood I won a few months ago if you bet the rest of your stuff."



The newcomer shivered and I could almost read his thoughts. No memories meant losing himself, but missing half of them could be worse. You kept a ragged sense of self and longed for an ineffable something. That led to madness, and the plains around Las Vegas were proof of that.



The newcomer nodded.



Jeremia looked at me and said, "And you, lady? Are you game?"



I closed my eyes and gathered a couple of unimportant memories, like the name of the newcomer. I condensed them into chips and dropped them on the table sealing my place in the Game.



"Good." Jeremia laughed. I had to restrain myself from jumping at his throat.



We pushed our heaps in the middle of the table. The gray light of the afternoon shined in the bar through the dirty glass. The shadows of the living moved around  indistinct and distant. We stared down at our pieces.



The Game was old, older than anyone I ever met. And yet its symbols, the woolly elephant, the spear, the human sacrifice, each one spoke to me.



The light of the day had waned, the bar was full yet nobody came near our corner. They probably could feel Jeremia. 



We laid our hands down. Little phantoms marched over the table and fought, hunted, loved and died. At the end only Jeremia stood triumphant.



The newcomer squirmed, then his eyes became unfocused, his expression void. His skin dissolved in thin threads of smoke. And then there was nothing there anymore.



Jeremia looked at me, the flaming skull disappeared and a leathery face with a wild beard took its place. I clenched my fists. He smiled. It became more difficult for me to stay calm.



"Now that we are alone, I think I can drop that stupid masquerade. I knew you never fell for it. Shall we play a last hand?"



I closed my eyes and dug deep into myself. I gathered all the memories I had kept for such an occasion. From my hands chips began to spill on the table.



As I looked at him again I could see the doubt. At the end greed won.



We arranged our pieces, the sun rose, then set and rose once more. We laid our hands down and the farce that is humanity played out on the table.



Jeremia won.



He laughed, there was exhilaration and joy and meanness in his voice. He grabbed his winnings and then stopped. He sat there paralyzed with his eyes wide open  as the memories streamed into him.



I'd like to think that little Mary's terror as he broke into our home was the first one to hit him. And that the desperation of mom was the one immediately

after that.



As he was overwhelmed by all the suffering he had caused to dozens of innocents before they had hanged him and that I had gathered, I dug out the other cache I had kept for this special moment. I shaped memories into an apple, jumped over the table and drove it into his open mouth. "Choke" was all I ever said to him.



I had to be careful as I collected the memories of all those deaths. But, one at a time, I had managed to keep them in me. Absorbing them all at once was too much. He screamed and even the shadows of the living shuddered.







Jeremia Goodwill is no more. He is no more in the most complete way possible.



Now leave this chip here, leave, and never turn back.








I put the note down and looked at the chip sitting in the middle of the table. I knew it had been mine, there was a part of me inside there. 



And then I left. 
      

      
   
      The Hillside Path


      

      
      
         The hillside path has remained mostly unchanged in the last thirty years. The bushes and branches still need to be swept aside for us to pass, the wooden planks we call a staircase still creak with every step, and every time one of us opens our mouths, at least twelve flies get in with no regard for their own well-being. Only the view has changed—now we can see the skyscrapers they’ve erected in the city, across the villages below us.



Marie swats a fly away from her water bottle. It does not leave.



Leigh, Marie, and I often played here when we were young. The hills seemed so much bigger to us back then, ripe with danger and adventure. We would climb trees, play games, and get our clothes dirty from sunrise to sunset. Our mothers would inevitably scold us for making more work for them, and we would inevitably ignore them and do it again the next day.



“Come on, slowpokes!” Leigh would shout. Leigh was a year older than us, so Marie and I considered her the de facto leader of us three, even if Marie didn’t want to admit it.



“We’re not slow,” Marie might have said. “You’re just fast. Slow down, would you?”



I would tail behind Marie closely, nodding along.



We often played hide and seek. The hills were perfect for the game—one could hide in the brush, or up in a tree, or down in a crevice. She who was “it” could be standing right next to a hider and not even know, but the more we played, the more we became accustomed to usual hiding spots. That drove us to find better concealed spots, each more so than the last, and so games could take the entire day.



The last game of hide and seek we played was at the end of summer, thirty years ago. I lost rock-paper-scissors, so I was “it.”



I found Marie first. Marie liked to climb up trees, and when you climbed up a tree, you had no easy way of getting down without hurting yourself. That wasn’t something Marie liked to do, so she did her best to hide in the foliage. Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t—and it didn’t this time, as I could see the purple in her shirt hiding in the leaves. I climbed up and tagged Marie before noon.



This gave us the rest of the day to find Leigh. We spent a couple of hours looking for her until Marie shouted from below, “I found her! Catch her!” Leigh had hidden in a shrub and darted out the moment she was caught. She climbed around me like a monkey up the hillside path and I gave chase. We crossed into the steeper parts of the hill, where I couldn’t catch her nearly as easily. It was dangerous, but she’d done this before. Today was the end of summer, and Leigh probably wanted one last hurrah before school started.



Sometimes, when I’m taking a long shower, or when I’m in bed at night and can’t sleep, I try to piece together the memories of what happened next in my mind, like a fuzzy jigsaw puzzle.



I was chasing her up the path, and she was so far ahead of me. She didn’t even look back, but I guess she wasn’t really looking forward, either.



Leigh had done this dozens of times. Maybe she was always lucky before. Maybe she was just unlucky now. Maybe a fly flew into her eye and she misjudged the distance to the cliff. Maybe she was just reckless. But regardless of why it happened, it happened—she turned the corner too fast, her foot slipped in the dirt, and Leigh went over the side. She stopped when she hit her head on a tree trunk. Marie was already at a lower elevation, so I told her to help while I ran back to the village.



I asked Marie what happened once, ten years ago. She said that Leigh didn’t say anything afterwards. I didn’t ask her again.



Marie and I reach the slope.



“Leigh would be forty today,” I say. “The big four-oh.”



“Can you really believe it’s been thirty years?”



“Twenty-nine, really.”



“Oh, details. But could you imagine? Leigh, settling down and maybe getting a desk job in Central.”



I look down at the tree. “Who can say?”
      

      
   
      Pocketful of Time


      

      
      
         "Hey, mister, want a pocketful of time?" the girl asked cheerfully.



The man, a respectable middle aged gentleman, narrowed his eyes and hmmed thoughtfully. This was the first time anyone had offered to sell him time, and ,strictly speaking, he had no idea what that was.



"Time, you say?" He forced a polite smile, trying to hide his confusion. Maybe it was some new product he hadn't heard of? Energy drinks nowadays came with all sorts of names. Or could it be... he gasped. Was she trying to sell him an illegal substance? 



"You know"—the girl laughed and took out a handful of light from her pocket—"Time. Reds are years, yellows are months, and greens are weeks."



The man scratched his head. This was most peculiar. Carefully, he removed his spectacles, took his handkerchief out, and rubbed his eyes. Surely he had to be mistaken. One couldn't keep light in one's pocket. It had to be his imagination, the roast he had had yesterday evening, or maybe the result of stress? 



Yes, that should be it. The man nodded to himself, then put the handkerchief away. Yet, the pieces of light were still there, sparkling in the girl's hand. They looked like jelly beans, if one could make light in the kitchen, that is.



"Come on, they're fresh!" The girl insisted. "Picked them myself from the sky this morning."



"From the sky?" This was too much. The man scratched his head, then cautiously bent down to get a better look, until his nose was almost touching them.



"You get the best ones from the sky," the girl explained. "Some get them from clouds or mountains, but not me!" She seemed extremely proud of the fact.



"Err, hmm." The man straightened up again. He had no idea what to do. Should he buy one? Should he buy them all? He could put one of those in a jar and show it to his friends. That would be a laugh. Or he could take it home. His wife was always complaining that it was too dark in the cellar, and the twins would love to play with them. Were they safe, though? "What exactly does time do?"



"You don't know?" The girl looked at him with such sadness that the man instantly felt uncomfortable. "They heal."



"Heal?" He asked, arching a brow.



"Yes. Time heals. Here, let me show you." Before the man could protest, the girl took a yellow light and put it on the scar of the back of his hand. It was an extremely annoying scar, he had received a week ago while fixing the car.



As the light touched his skin, it melted away vanishing from sight. Moments later the scar was gone.



"My word!" The man managed to say. "This is remarkable." Actually, he wanted to say Impossible, but manners prevented him from doing so. Surely this had to be a trick. There was no other explanation. Slowly, he slid his fingers along the back of his hand. No trick, no scar, and even less of an explanation. "And I could heal everything with time?"



"Most things." The girl nodded. "Wounds, aches, grey hairs. Not sadness, though."



"Grey hairs?" Now this was intriguing. The man had been starting to fret about grey hairs the last few years. It would be nice to get rid of them with this time thing. And if it worked on that he could try it on a few spots where his hair was getting thin. "Right!" He reached for his wallet. This definitely seemed quite the stroke of luck. He had to keep it quiet, though. If the neighbors found out they'd want some too. "How much?"



"Just a smile," the girl replied.



"A smile?" The man felt uneasy again. "You're giving me all this just for a smile?"



"That's the easiest way to get a smile," she explained. "And I can pick more time any day."



So very curious. "I'll still be able to smile afterwards, right?" The man asked. He rarely smiled, but he definitely didn't want to lose his smile forever. The girl nodded. "Very well then." 



His lips stretched slightly more, forming what he hoped would be enough. It was. The girl heaped the time in his hand, then hopped away, happy as could be.



"Wait!" The man said, putting the time in his pocket. "Why do you need smiles?"



"Silly mister," the girl laughed. "Smiles heal sadness."
      

      
   
      The Prison Of Our Minds


      

      
      
         The driving rain is cold and washes through my thin coat in the darkness of the highway shoulder. I trudge onwards, trying to keep my leaden feet far enough from the highway to be safe, as if safety is something I can ever desire. There is a ritual to putting your thumb out when you hear the hiss of the oncoming car, but staying back far enough to be safe. In the last few years, I’ve never been hit, but in this darkness and rain, there is always the chance. All it would take is somebody who had been drinking, a moment of inattention, the screech of tires on pavement, and—



The bright red lights of brakes glitter through the darkness as a van splashes past me, slowing to a halt. Despite the weight of water soaked into my clothes, I pick up my speed to a lumbering run and slide into the offered passenger seat with my backpack between my legs.



There is a ritual to this too, where I express my gratitude to the driver in a quiet fashion while he or she attempts to merge back into traffic without killing us all. Then of course comes the question:



So, where’ya headed?

 

There is no simple way to admit it, so I lie like always. How do you tell someone you are not going to anywhere, but away from everything? I have been going to so many places so many times, always far away from where I am now. As the conversation moves on, the weather is an easy topic, as the time spent under the freezing rain has given me so many creative words for ‘wet’ that I actually relax, looking into the headlight-lit night through the kaleidoscopic distortion of the rain with only a few unwelcome ghosts troubling my thoughts. Still, I shiver, and the driver helpfully turns up the heat in my direction, regardless of the vaguely dog-like scent I emit while drying.



Then comes the second inevitable question:



So, where are you from?



I paint the picture of my past with a faint brush, faded with intentional effort. I leave out the children, the wife, the house and dog, all things I have left behind to another person who stepped into my shoes without even waiting for them to cool. Sometimes on rare occasions the driver will offer a job, or perhaps a place to stay for a few days, but mostly they will use my words to talk about their own life, as this driver does. His turnoff is coming up, and his words blur together. Proud words about his own family and their recent brush with a drunken driver who ran a stop sign and totalled their car. By a stroke of good fortune, they were uninjured, and as he praises a cold and unfeeling God about his luck, I remain silent to him, keeping my face stoic and my breathing regular. He offers to drive me to the next highway turnoff, but I decline in as few words as I can, stumbling out of his van and mindlessly taking the money he presses into my hand as the rain once again begins to soak my coat. It is as much as I am able to thank him despite the bitter taste of ashes in my mouth, and to put on at least an attempt at a smile as we exchange waves.



Then he is gone, and I am once again alone on the side of the highway. The rain pours down just as hard as before, forming little rivers under my bag as I rest my weary body by the side of the road and let the tears flow. I can still see the mangled car, taste the dust of the airbag on my lips, feel the rain from that horrid night soaking into my suit, hear the anguished wail of the child in the back seat of the twisted wreckage as I threw up into the ditch. 



No matter how far I travel, the memories follow. Twelve men and women denied my fault and set me free, but I carry the prison I have constructed with me, like some tortoise by the road who can never set himself free of his own shell.



Then another vehicle brakes in the rain, a truck this time, and I hustle to it. Maybe this time I can be carried away from my past.



Maybe I can live again.



Maybe…


      

      
   
      Swan and Albatross


      

      
      
         Long ago, Albatross flew over the land, for land was beautiful and the ocean so empty. In his youthful wanderings, Albatross saw many wonderful things: great mountains, herds of buffalo, a deep scar in the desert. He marveled at these things and thought deep thoughts about them.



One day, over a conifer forest, he saw below him a dot of snow-white on a lake. Curious, he spiraled down to see what this thing could be. Swimming there was a lady, who looked up at his shadow.



"Hello," Albatross said. "I have flown far over this land, and never have I seen someone as beautiful or majestic as you. Might I have your name?"



She smiled bashfully. "You are too kind, good sir! If I be beautiful, then you must be handsome. My name is Swan. And what might your name be?"



"Albatross, if it pleases you."



"A fine name. Albatross," she said, tasting the sound. She laughed. "You say you have seen this land. Have you passed over this place before?"



"Yes, indeed," Albatross said, puffing out his chest a little. "Three times, at least. But never before have I seen the likeness of you."



Swan nodded. "This is the first time I have been here. My family showed me the way, is how I know of it. Did your family show you the world?"



"They did not. I have always wandered alone."



"How horrible!" Swan said. "I have seen much the length of this land, if not its breadth, and know that it is indeed a grand place. To have compassed it all with none but yourself seems a terribly lonesome ordeal."



Albatross gave a wan smile. "My thoughts have kept me company, but it is often very lonely. I don't suppose you and I might travel together awhile?"



Swan gasped. "Oh, that sounds wonderful! You can tell me of all the wide world. I cannot stray, you must understand—I am bound northward soon, but how I yearn to hear!"



"I may only linger shortly, then," Albatross said, his wings shivering a little, "for much farther north and I shall freeze. Not even my love for you can keep out the cold. But I will tell you what I might before we part ways."



Swan nodded somberly. "I would like that, my love."







Swan and Albatross traveled together for some time, talking and listening to one another and growing ever fonder of each other. Then, when the bite of cold was too much for Albatross, they parted ways.



"I will see you again," Swan said. "Meet we here again with the changing of the season. I promise you, my wanderer, my Albatross, I will see you again."



"I will wait for you here," Albatross said, "at the changing of the season. I will have new stories to tell to you as we fly together again. I promise you, my Swan, I will see you again."







Albatross flew far and wide, memorizing the landscapes that Swan would never see. Over shivering mountain peaks and to the end of the coast he flew, and back again to wait.



He met not one, but two.



"Husband," Swan said, "this is Albatross, who I told you so much about. He has come as he said he would! I knew he would!" She flew to Albatross. "My wanderer, tell me of the world so wide. I wish to hear it all."



Albatross stared, dumbfounded, between his Swan and her Husband. "I do not understand," Albatross said. "We said we would wait for each other."



Swan pulled away, pained. "We did. But had we ever pledged why for?"



Albatross watched her for a long while before turning in silence to fly far, far away.







Thus, to this day, Albatross soars over the vast, empty blue of the ocean, alone with his thoughts. And Swan tied her tongue, never to speak again.
      

      
   
      Cryogenics Anonymous


      

      
      
         “Now then,” Zae began, leaning back in his chair and adjusting his half-moon spectacles. “Tony, why don’t you tell us a little about yourself?” 



I let out a long sigh and leaned forwards in my chair. “Okay, if this is how we’re going to do it.” I cast an eye across the room. A half dozen people sat in a round circle in the backroom of an old fashioned bar, fidgeting awkwardly as they waited for their turn to speak. “Hi everyone. I’m Tony. I was a sixty three year old software engineer when I was diagnosed with an aggressive form of Alzheimer's. I didn’t much fancy forgetting how to chew so I froze myself three months later. Now I’m here.” I slumped backwards. “Next person.” 



Zae frowned, but waved the woman next to me to start.



“Hi everyone, I’m Lucy,” she began, rising to her feet. “I’m from Detroit, if that means anything to you’all after three hundred years. I was dying of tuberculosis before I–” 



“Red light,” I cut in. 



The room froze. Lucy and the rest of the circle paused in mid-motion. 



Zae let out a short sigh. “Is there a problem Tony?” 



“Urgh.” I pressed my fingers against my temples. “TB, Zae? Really?” 



“People died from tuberculosis until the mid twenty-first century.” 



“Yeah, but not people who could afford to be cryogenically frozen,” I shot back. “Look, Zae. I know this simulation must have been a lot of work, but what exactly did you want to achieve here?” 



Zae shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “You said you were lonely. As you’re struggling with real intelligences I thought you might prefer to interact with some contemporary peers.” 



“These aren’t my peers, though, are they? They’re just what you think people of my era acted like. They’re just software.” 



“As are you right now, but I concede the point.” Zae pursed his lips. “As we’ve discussed before, Tony, there’s plenty to be gained from interacting with things we know aren’t real. Stories may be fiction, but they can have a real impact. Why not give these simulacrums a chance? You may find a friendly space beneficial.” 



I fought down an angry outburst. “They’re not real. Why can’t you just wake up some more people for me to talk to?” 



Zae shrugged. “We've been over this. Your brain, due to the early stage of degradation which you froze yourself, was by far the best candidate for emulation.” 



“Great, well now that you’ve figured it out, why don’t you ring the alarm on the rest of the corpsicles? Or at least put me on pause until you figure them out?” 



“Someone has to be first, Tony,” Zae pointed out. He stood, his chair vanishing between blinks. “Someone has to blaze a trail. If we are to have any hope of reviving twentieth century humans then we must know how to have you integrate into the intelligent community.” 



I let out a deep sigh. “I didn’t sign up to be a trailblazer. I just wanted to live.” I put my head in my hands and sat, slumped for a moment. “Why do we even need to do this? You know what’s in my head better than I do. Why can’t you just make me happy?” 



Zae shook his head. “We can. We could have dropped you into a full simulation of your life before your death. We could have made it so that you would always be happy and not notice the cracks in the coding. That would have left you little better than a simulacra, however, worse even by some measure.” 



“At least I wouldn’t be treated like some monkey in a suit,” I grumbled. 



“You are an intelligence,” Zae shot back, his form wavering as his agitation broke through the disguise. “A unique individual. Although you’re five hundred years behind the times there’s nothing stopping you doing anything any other intelligence can do. It’ll just take some work.” 



“Tell that to the rest of the world.” I summoned a glass of water and pressed it against my forehead. “This is all just navel gazing, isn’t it?” 



Zae took a deep breath, forcing himself back into the therapist guise. “That’s for you to decide. I’m here to help you whatever you chose.” 



I drew in a deep breath. Standing I cast another forlorn eye over the frozen forms. “Okay. Let’s go and meet some real people. I’m done playing with these dolls.” 
      

      
   
      Collector


      

      
      
         “It is the last time I will see you,” said the old woman from her armchair. It was easy to believe. Many wrinkles and cracks mapped the bygone path of her life onto her paper dry skin, so clear for everyone to see. This special aura surrounded her that was inherent of all things and people that have been around for a long time.



The woman must have noticed my hesitation, because she sat up, cobweb hair falling over her temples as she bent forward to look at me. “Don’t be sad, love. People like me know when their time has come.”



I wasn’t sad for her. “I understand.”



Whether she believed me or not, after a moment, she leaned back again, already panting from the effort. I could hear it, hear the air rustle in her old lungs. “Now where did we stop last time, remind me?”



We resumed, me sitting on the thick wool carpet, legs crossed, her telling the story. Her story. I listened closely, trying to remember every part as well as I could, while my mind drifted off, forming a stage and curtains out of clouds.



I had spent most of my summer here, crammed into the sticky apartment that smelled of cats. They had left her already, her cats, now waiting for her to follow. The doctors said she had many more years, but they did not know. Did not understand. It was always like this. Sometimes it dragged out over months, sometimes it came in surprise over night, but I could always hear the life fading out of their voices.



“And then came the day,” the old woman finished, “when a formidable youngling appeared at my door and asked, may I enter? And, may I ask you a question? And had I known you back then I had not kept the door chain locked of course, but there was I, alone, and so I said, you may ask from outside door.”



She chuckled. So faint already.



“I remember,” I said, smiling.



“But do not come back next week. You will not find me here.”



“I know.”



A long look from her tired eyes. Her glasses had broken a while ago, so she could barely see me.



“I have seen and done many things in my life, as you well know. After all of it, one becomes alone. That is the worst that has happened to me. Come here.”



I got up. The woman held out her hand and put it on my heart. The touch was cold, a corpse’s hand almost.



“You now carry my story in you.” Her voice grew quiet, almost scared. “Promise that you keep it. Promise that you won’t forget.”



I nodded. I kept all of their stories in me, every singe life that was given to me.



Thank you, said the old woman, without saying it. Only looked at me, withdrawing her hand.



There was no need for more words than the thousands that she had already spoken. Her dreams were unveiled now. Wounds had grown into scars. That had to be nice, I thought, to be able to put all the things behind. Maybe, one day, so would I.



As I turned to leave, she grew restless, fingers shaking on the armrests of her chair. “There is one thing I always wondered about, is why you came here in the first place. You never talk about yourself.”



I simply answered, “there’s nothing worth mentioning.” Then I went away.
      

      
   
      One Step Too Far


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      When Time Doesn't Help


      

      
      
         "Are you here, Heather?" Amy called out as she entered the apartment. “And if so, are you still alive?”



A noise that sounded more like a groan than a real response came from the bedroom down the hall, and Amy followed it.



“Well, it looks like you’re probably alive, at least.”



“I said ‘Go away,’” the blob of blankets, pillows, and the occasional human body part that must have been Heather said.



“Not while you’re acting like this, I won’t,” Amy replied as she opened up the blinds, much to Heather’s displeasure. “Stop whining; four in the afternoon is far too late to be sleeping in.”



“That hasn’t stopped me yet,” Heather retorted before rolling over and pulling a pillow over her head. “Now leave me alone so I can sleep my pain away.”



“Is that all you’ve been doing for the past two weeks?”



“No. I’ve also been watching Netflix and eating ice cream.”



“This isn’t healthy, Heather!” Amy yelled as she pulled the pillow and blanket away. “Look, I know you’re sad about your breakup with your boyfriend, but your friends are worried about you. I’m worried about you.”



“This isn’t sad, Amy. Sad is when the dog dies in a movie. Have you ever caught your boyfriend cheating on you?”



“I haven’t had a boyfriend since high school,” Amy mumbled.



“It’s not sad; it’s downright depressing! Nothing makes me happy anymore. Not the ice cream, not Netflix, not even cat gifs. The only thing that brings me comfort is sleep. I can’t feel pain while I sleep.”



“Do you not realize how self destructive you’re being?”



“Of course I do. I just don’t care.” Heather flipped over again and pulled her blanket back up.



“Your other friends and I have been trying to get in touch with you for weeks. But you haven’t responded to our texts or calls at all.”



“Phone’s been off,” she mumbled. “Now will you please let me go back to sleep?”



“No, I won’t. I thought that something like this might happen, so I’m bringing in the big guns.”



“Huh?” Heather rolled over and faced Amy in confusion. “What are you talking about?”



“I called Dom. Should be here any minute now.” There was a knock at the door. Amy smiled. “Ahhh, perfect timing.”



Heather sat up, wide-eyed with anticipation as Amy answered the door. “Could it really be?” she whispered. She listened to the voices at her door. Obviously one was Amy, and her eyes lit up as she quickly recognized the second.



Heather got out of bed for the first time in what felt like days. She left her room just as the front door shut. She saw Amy turn around with a large smile on her face, but that smile was nowhere near as impressive as the one on Heather’s face, if only because of the latter’s recent rarity.



But Heather’s attention was not on Amy. She was instead focused on the new arrival. Her hands reached out slowly, but with eagerness. She grabbed. She pulled back. She opened her mouth.



She took a bite of the delicious, cheesy slice. And for the first time in two weeks, she was happy.








Time heals most wounds. For everything else, there’s Domino’s.
      

      
   
      The Spoils of War


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Pileup


      

      
      
         Everything smelled like burnt rubber as Dave doubled over behind the police car. A mushy mesh of orange juice and half-digested bagel spewed from his lips and splattered across the dirt. Lynn rubbed his shoulder, and he tried to take a breath, but all he could muster was a cough followed by another burst of vomit. A thin layer of brown sludge covered the SCMPD emblem on the side of their car. Hopefully no one would notice.



“Jesus,” Dave said, wiping the tears from his eyes. His legs shuddered. “Christ, Christ. Sorry.”



“Not a problem.” Lynn’s meaty hand felt like a paddle clapping against his back. “Better out than in. Just mind the uniform, yeah? Don’t matter if you’re filthy; you’re gonna be wearing that shirt all day.”



Just the thought of sitting in that ninety degree heat all day was enough to make Dave nauseous again. He wiped his lips with a napkin and followed Lynn back to the scene.



Yet, it took only one glance at the ambulance parked in the breakdown lane for his knees to quiver again.



He couldn’t understand why they were still here. What could a paramedic do for a guy whose brain lay splattered across a highway?



But still the paramedics stood there, looming over the ghost-white sheet. The two of them, they were—they were smiling. Laughing. Joking around with the investigators while some kid’s corpse rotted beneath them.



Some kid. He couldn’t have been more than nineteen. Where was Dave at nineteen? At home playing Goldeneye with his sister. But this kid didn’t have a head anymore. How could you play Goldeneye without a head? Did this kid have a sister? How loud would she scream when she found out about this?



“Davey?” asked Lynn, waving a hand in front of his face. “You in there, hun?”



He didn’t know. Watching the paramedics laugh, Dave felt for a moment like his own brain had been taken out, leaving his head an empty shell.



“I’m fine,” Dave said. Brain juice boiled on the tar beneath his feet. “Fine.”



"Mm." Lynn hopped up onto the trunk of their car. “I sure hope so. I hate to be blunt, but this ain’t gonna be the last motorcyclist you see become roadkill.”



“I’m sorry I’m not as happy as all of you,” Dave said, voice low.



“Hey, don’t get snippy!” Lynn said, flicking his shoulder. “I’m not happy. I’m just not gonna let this ruin my day. I let my guard down, and we’re gonna be seeing a lot more roadkill.”



“So, what?” Dave hopped up onto the trunk beside her. “We just let our guard down? Is that it?”



Lynn shrugged. “Eh. Can’t save ‘em all.”



“Can’t—? What the fuck does that mean?” Dave grasped at his chest until he found his badge. “We’re friggin’ cops! Our job is saving people.”



“Davey, please.” Lynn smirked. “You’re a good kid, but you really gotta take a Xanax or something. You spend every day worrying about every poor shmuck that loses their head on this highway, and you’re not gonna last a month.”



He snorted. “Well, I’m sorry for giving a—”



“No.” Lynn put up a hand. “Don't try that on me again.”



“You’re telling me not to care!” Dave shouted. “How the hell am I supposed to do that? Just shut off my brain?”



“I’m saying no such thing.” Amy shook her head. “All I’m saying is that you ain't Superman. If some stupid kid’s speeding down the highway at a hundred miles an hour with no helmet, sometimes it don’t matter what you do; that kid’s gonna die.” She sighed. "There's millions of car accidents every year. You seriously think we can stop every single one? This shit's a routine."



Dave gripped the trunk beneath him, paying no mind to the heat of the sun-baked metal. Lynn's words rang through his mind, and for a moment he could see the whole of that highway, except there were no cars, only wrecks. Trucks smashing into minivans smashing into buses. Limp carcasses thrown across pavement. He imagined the parents sitting at home, a son, a daughter, a chunk of their life snatched away in broad daylight. And the hundreds of cars bottlenecking by—would they care? Who cares for the roadkill?



He felt the bile rising. "So what do I do?"



Lynn patted him on the back. "You do your best."



Dave watched as the paramedics hefted the kid's body into their ambulance. The world kept driving by.
      

      
   
      Circles Never Stop Themselves


      

      
      
         So, someone's told you time heals all wounds, and they're going to have said it ironically or sarcasticcally or bitterly or without self-awareness or whatever, and it's all going to have been bullshit.



And you know it's bullshit, and I know it's bullshit, so let's talk about what it doesn't fix.



Time doesn't fix age, time doesn't fix cancer and time doesn't fix dead.



No, I'm not dying of cancer.



So let's walk.



Yes, I specifically said 'of cancer'. That wasn't me dodging, that was just you paying attention.



One sec, I need to hit the password. 



15092026. Yeah, the date. That's the plan, anyway. Been planning this a long while.



Welcome to the lab. Ha! You think that's weird, you should see the basement. But yeah, it's definitely not the sort of thing you'd normally see behind an auto shop is it?



Don't know what normally goes behind an auto shop. I think meth labs, honestly. 



No, this isn't- look, are meth labs this chrome? Chrome everywhere. Flashing lights. Tangled wires. Foggy air from all the evaporating liquid nitrogen. Even if you don't know what a meth lab looks like, you have to know it doesn't look like this.



It'd be hard to tie meth into my diatribe on time, too, let's be honest. 



So here's the thing. There's the chair, there's the wire, ignore the smell of burning lab animals. Early trials. Look, nothing's rusted, so it's clear there wasn't all that much blood. Ignore the scorchmarks.



I said-



Fuck it. 



Sixty years ago today my paternal grandfather flipped his car. Police instructional driver, wasn't wearing his seatbelt as he went over gravel. Either foul play or suicide.



After that, my paternal grandmother went through a series of abusive stepfathers to my Dad, alcoholics and addicts and abusers the lot of them. 



After that Dad went on to be the same. Got sent out to boarding schools, came home to that bullshit, rolled out to other boarding schools, became just as bad as his parents were.



Brilliant man. Coming out with his Econ. Masters, came out of the final exam with the fastest ever completion and the fastest perfect score still on record. I mean, it was in business, so he was still a bastard, but it was impressive is my point.



Then, after that, he raised me. Beatings on Christmas, addiction to hookers and MMORPGs in equal measure. Business gym culture, couldn't understand why his kids weren't pulling triathlon bullshit. Leaves Mum, spends all his pre-financial crisis earnings on a Dutch woman he marries half his age, fantastic.



Here's another thing time can't fix; it's cyclical. It keeps happening. Circles never stop themselves.



I get shipped off to boarding schools, I come home to that bullshit. Then financial crisis happens, he goes broke, takes it out even more on us and witholds child support and then some more dominoes fall and I'm in and out of hospitals with nothing but physics textbooks and a web connection to MIT's curriculum to keep me occupied until I'm in my early thirties.



Sorry for the sob story. Just poke the dangling wires some more and pretend I never said any of that. But I didn't bring you here for any of that.



I'm here to say goodbye.



Because time doesn't heal all wounds – pass me the helmet, the one with the... looks like a colander with cables coming out? Yeah, there we go – but time travel damn well might. Prevention versus cures, right?



So if you could go over there and hit that red button there? We'll never have met in the Royal Alexendria. Because I'll never have been there, because that night, that night decades ago, that car's never going to have flipped.



And I'll never have existed. Or, better yet, I'll have had a happy goddamn childhood.



Probably for the best, either way. I didn't have all that much longer anyway.



So just hit the button, and sixty years ago a circle never starts.



And if you miss me, and you damn well better or you were never a friend of mine anyway, just remember; Loss is a wound time's good at fixing.
      

      
   
      Once Upon a Time


      

      
      
         James crouched in the shadow of a wild rose bush. Thorns snagged his clothes and drew red lines on his skin, but he held his breath.



A wasp the size of his fist danced just inches away, bobbing like a boxer around a rose bloom. It alighted on the flower, dragging down the whole vine with its weight.



James waited, motionless. Beside him, his brother William’s fist tightened on a rock.



“Not yet, Billy,” he whispered.



William twitched, and the wasp’s antennae flicked. For a long moment all three sat like stones, until an errant breeze set the roses to swaying. The wasp took flight, shaking their teeth with the thrum of its wings, and vanished.



James exhaled. “Okay, let’s go.”



Hours later they found the nest. It was monstrous, a mass of paper and wax and bones growing like cancer in a tree high overhead. The thunder of a million wings shook the trees.



“Now?” his brother asked. 



“Yeah.” James licked his lips. “On three. Ready?”



William grinned and cocked his arm back. “Yeah. One, two…”



“Three!” they shouted. Their arms snapped forward, sending the tiny missiles into the nest. The stones punched through the waxy paper with ease, and for a moment all was silent.



Then the nest shook. Out boiled an army, an endless wave of black needles. They filled the sky, darkened the sun, and fell upon the boys.



“Run!” James shouted, but William was already moving. They darted through the forest, staying just ahead of the wasps. One, faster than the mass, caught up, and James felt an icy sting in his leg. Fire raced up his nerves, filling his brain, and he fell with a scream.



“Jimmy!” William was at his side. He swatted the wasp away and hauled James up. “Come on, we’re almost at the stream!”



Together they stumbled toward the water and safety.








“Can you see them?” William whispered. He huddled behind a tree beside his brother at the forest’s edge.



“Yeah. Five, maybe six.” James squinted at the ridge. The goblin patrol had been there for hours. “We’ll have to run for it.”



“Sure, sure.” William tightened the messenger satchel across his back. “Same time?”



James nodded. “Right behind you.”



William waited a heartbeat and darted out of the trees. The ravine was only a hundred yards across. Arrows from the goblin patrol thudded into the ground around them, and William stumbled. Before James could reach him, he was up, and they raced the rest of the way across the open ground to safety.



They panted, spent. “You okay?”



William grinned and pulled off the satchel. A goblin’s black arrow was sunk in it halfway to the fletchings.



“I’ll live.”








The battle had been going for hours. The sorcerer’s forces were depleted, on the verge of defeat. James and William rallied together near the front, ready to drive the final yards to victory. For the first time in days, James smiled at his brother and—



“Dragon!” someone shouted. James turned to see the huge shape lift over the horizon. It sailed over them, searing them with its stench. The great maw opened, and a sickly fire spilled out.



“Gas gas gas!” James struggled with his mask. He got it over his face just as the flames reached him. A few feet away, William screamed. His mask, still tangled in its straps, fell to the mud.







Private James Owen trudged through the mud, one step at a time. The wasteland extended far away on all sides. Torn razor-wire grew like brambles, tugging at his boots. 



All the world – the sky, the mud, his torn hands, his blood – was green through the glass panes of his gas mask. Wisps of the mustard fog burned his eyes. His skin wept where it touched.



“Just a few more feet,” he mumbled to the weight on his back. Billy hadn’t moved in hours. Bloody froth seeped out from the edges of his mask. Tiny blisters covered his neck, and James knew they hid inside his lungs as well. He was drowning.



Bullets crackled around them like wasps. Overhead, outstripped five-nines howled and fell to the earth like arrows.



The friendly lines were there. He could see them, just. Past another quarter-mile of hell. His leg ached where the German 7.92 had torn a hole months ago.



He shifted Billy’s weight. One foot, then the other. 



“Billy, stay with me. Listen,” he whispered. “Once upon a time, there were two brothers…”
      

      
   
      Birds of a Feather


      

      
      
         "It's an outrage! And I demand my rights be respected!"



"You're not gonna let it go, are you?"



"Why should I?"



"Why shouldn't you?"



"Really, Penny? You're gonna stand there with you teeth in your mouth—"



"We're chickens, Gwen. We don't have teeth."



"Don't change the subject! 'Cause I cannot believe you're actually saying I should forgive Harold!"



"I'm not saying that. I'm saying it doesn't do you any good to keep harping on it."



"Harping? Penny, he tried to kill me!"



"He's a fox. That's what foxes do."



"No! I won't accept that!"



"Always the crusader, aren't you?"



"Well? What's wrong with that?"



"Other than it getting your throat torn out, y'mean?"



"That hardly ever happens to anybody!"



"It only hasta happen once."



"But it won't! Because we're living in a civilized society!"



"A civilized— Gwen, we're scratching for bugs and worms in a farmyard! The roosters have exactly one thing on their tiny, pea-like minds, and the only halfway interesting folks who stop by are the foxes who want to kill us and eat us! I mean, if we're lucky, wunna those big featherless bastards'll come along with a bucket of corn for us, and if we're unlucky, it'll be an axe instead of a bucket! Civilization, this isn't!"



"Yeesh, Penny! Keep it down, will you?"



"Why? So you won't be embarrassed in front of your carnivore friends?"



"Who's the crusader now?"



"Don't go there, Gwen."



"I'm just saying—"



"You're just saying you'll trust a wild animal who'd sooner tear your head off than look at you! That's what you're just saying!"



"Okay, now, Penny, let's unruffle our feathers and chill a little, shall we?"



"It's just— You're so naive, Gwen! Always insisting on your rights!"



"And what's wrong with that?"



"We're chickens! We have exactly two rights! The right to eat and the right to die!"



"We can lay eggs, too."



"If I had eyebrows, Gwen, you would so be getting one arched at you."



"Whadda you want me to say, Penny? That it sucks being a chicken?"



"No, I want to you face reality. Being a chicken neither sucks nor...whatever the opposite of sucks is."



"Ummm, lemme think."



"Forget it! The word doesn't matter because being a chicken isn't good or bad. It just is. And the sooner you accept that, the better!"



"'It just is'? That doesn't make any sense."



"Exactly. Reality doesn't make sense. It's just a place where everybody you're ever likely to meet wants to kill you and eat you."



"Hmmph! Well, this reality of yours sounds like an awful place, and I'll have nothing to do with it!"



"Gwen—"



"I mean it, Penny! 'Cause, sure, maybe Harold's a fox and maybe he can't help trying to kill me. But it's also possible that he was having a bad day and gnashed his teeth and I overreacted and panicked and caught my foot on the top of the fence when I flew back into the farmyard!"



"Excuse me?"



"I'm just saying that's possible."



"That's exactly what happened, isn't it?"



"Maybe..."



"So you're saying that all the shouting you did and the accusations and the— Gwen, I swear sometimes I could kill you, too!"



"Then you are saying I should forgive Harold."



"I'm saying I need new friends. Has Harold got a brother?"
      

      
   
      The Faintest Smile


      

      
      
         “A quest!  That’s what you need,” Jake bellows as he throws an arm around my shoulders and pulls me a trifle too close for comfort.  He gestures towards the vast, far-away tracts of my cramped living room wall.  “Our five-hour mission: to sally forth into the city.  To explore strange niche stores!  To seek out new foods and new microbreweries!  To boldly go where-”



“Rein it in, sweetie,” Kestrel says as she gently lays a hand on Jake’s face and pushes him away.  He flumps into my recliner as she turns to me, a smile on her face that can’t quite mask the concern in her eyes.  “C’mon, Pete.  It won’t be the same without you.”



“Yeah, dude,” Brian calls from his sprawled position on the couch, “don’t leave me as the third wheel to these two lovebirds.”  His eyes never leave his phone, thumbs feverishly pecking away at some endless runner game.  “They’ll strip down and start boning in the back seat halfway to the city limits if there’s not a second set of eyes to keep 'em in check.”



I suppress a sigh.  I love my friends dearly, but they’re not actors.  There’s an undercurrent of tension in the room, like a watch spring wound just a bit too tight.



I put on my best attempt at a conscientious smile.  “Ha, yeah.  I’m sorry, dude, but you’ll have to make do.  I’m gonna sit this one out.”  I'm fiddling with my ring.  I shove my hands in my pockets, hoping nobody noticed.



Brian snorts.  Jake and Kestrel exchange a glance - they noticed, and they’re not going to just let it go this time.  I groan inwardly as Jake stands and takes a step forward.  “Pete, you’ve ‘sat out’ of the last dozen hangouts.  You can’t stay cooped up in this apartment forever.”



I look away.  “I know, I know.”  There's no way I can make them understand, but I try anyways. “I guess it’s… It was her birthday today.”



“Whose birthday?” Brian asks as he finally looks up.  Maybe he actually doesn’t know?  Bonus points for honesty, then.



Jake scowls at him as Kestrel smacks Brian across the back of the head.  “Ow!  What the fuck was-”  He stops short and visibly pales.  “Oh.  Right.”  His gaze falls to the floor.



I sigh.  So much for subtlety.  “Guys, I really appreciate what you’re trying to do here, but I’m fine.  I just- I’m not feeling up to it, is all.  You go on ahead.”  My eyes flick to the picture on the wall before I can stop myself.  I look to Jake and Kestrel as they glance at each other again - they didn’t miss it.  Damn.



Jake looks away and leans against the corner of the hallway, arms folded.  Kestrel comes in close to rest a hand on my shoulder, her voice soft and low. “Pete, it’s been over a year now.  You can't just close yourself off from the rest of the world.  We miss you.”  Her eyes shine, and I can tell her words come from straight from her heart.



My resolve weakens, and I curse myself for it.  “Look, I know you guys mean well, but I just want to stay home tonight.”



“Christ.” Brian pockets his phone as he sits up. “Look, Pete. You’re not doing anyone any kindness by turtling up and folding in on yourself.  Do you really want Karen’s legacy to be you being miserable for the rest of your life?”



Anger flares up within me as I glare at him.  “Her legacy goes far beyond what I choose to do with my evenings.”



“Not to us, it doesn't,” Brian states as he matches my stare.



“Man, shut the fuck up, Brian,” Jake says as he rounds on him, pain clear on his face.



Brian gets to his feet.  “What? Tell me I’m wrong!”  An uncomfortable silence fills the room as Jake looks away again, fuming. 



My eyes dart to Karen’s portrait once more. Her uniform, a black jacket over deep blue pants, is immaculate. The barest hint of a smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. 



A black ribbon crosses the upper right corner of the frame.



Her smile draws my eye.  It’s almost… reassuring.  Encouraging?  Maybe I'm reading too much into it.  But then, what does that say about what I really want?



I take a deep breath.  “Okay,” I say as I put some effort into keeping my voice steady, “where are we going?”
      

      
   
      Protracted Plight


      

      
      
         Blood. Thunder. Shouting.



I blink rapidly, trying to clear the spots and crust from my eyes. The trench extends beyond sight to either side of me, labyrinthine, an inverse bulwark mortared with mud and blood and bones, the mute message of the land and the fallen a concrete one: ‘here and no further’.



A man a year or two my junior, barely draft-age, comes trudging down the line, speaking to each clump of soldiers in turn, cupping his hands to be heard over mortar-fire. He reaches me, states simply in a voice that brooked no deviation, “we rush after the next bombardment”, and continues on without pause, his dull eyes a paired twin to the empty stares of his trench-mates.



I struggle to rise, exhausted, pain lancing down my left leg. The wound had healed poorly. With a hiss I stand, leaning heavily on the right, and peer carefully between the mud inclines and razor-wire. Even in the thundercloud-covered evening the indistinct shapes of the less-fortunate marked the scene ahead, a grim beckons to the inevitable. The chaos pauses briefly as a synchronic THOOM reverberates from the trenches behind me, followed by a shrieking above and then ahead of me. I slide back down the hill slightly, taking cover, shielding body and eyes.



BOOM!



I catch brief flashes and feel the ground heave beneath me: it’s time to move. Just as I prepare to fling myself over our defenses and into no-man’s-land, the pain in my leg redoubles and I collapse in the mud, gritting my teeth to resist the urge to scream. As I feel one of my molars crack I roll over, spitting blood–







–and tumbled face-first into the dirt next to the park-bench I had been dozing on, coughing and hacking uncontrollably. A red-faced minute or two of lung-clearing spasms later, I fought my breath to stillness and struggled to rise to my hands and knees. Wrinkled arms and hands scraped and bruised from the fall slowly and carefully labored to drag this aged frame into a position resembling sitting, leaning heavily to the right to take pressure off the left.



Damn sciatic nerve again, doctors never could repair the damage.



With a practiced heave and careful twist, I found myself once again seated, this time on a gentle grass incline, next to the bench, which faced a curiously familiar rising and dipping park hillside. Trees canopied the area, dimming a sunny afternoon that exposed to these old eyes the time-worn shadows of conflicts past. Gentle inclines belied trenches and hill-sized slight depressions mortar-fire. The evidence was still written everywhere, at least for those few who remained to see it, in a faded script that was gradually being swallowed by the land and time. The scars of the land in some ways yet remained, as mine remained, as I remained here.



I clearly hadn’t been of service to anyone for years, and so I found myself left with time to haunt familiar places such as these. A few people noticed my tumble, but none offered assistance, which led to spending the better part of an hour stretching and moving my left leg to soften the nerves and joints, increasing its capacity for stress as I struggled to climb to be seated on the bench. Aching with success, I took another glance across the park, noticing a couple boys firing off cap-guns at each other, and their carefree attitudes. It leaves one to wonder if, should us human scars of the past slip out of sight the world might start to heal, having been forgotten by both nature and new life alike.



Thoughts turned from fading to the shadows to catching sight of them, propagating stealthily from the shimmering wisps of dreams at the edges of heavy-lidded eyes. The ambient park noises are lost to the steady rhythm of a familiar heartbeat, eventually followed by thunder. Lids become stony, and bared eyes once again to…



Blood. Thunder. Shouting.
      

      
   
      Some Food Court Take Out


      

      
      
         She winds her pitch and throws it. It lands on the floor well and truly in front of them, doing nothing.



The grenade was a dud and that was all she had.



They swarm through the broken marketplace, using caved-in portions of the minimall for cover. Treating a delapidated escalator as a shooting gallery. They don't stop shooting, and when one reloads the other other lays down suppression.



Helvetica was getting desperate. She'd seen them coming, sure, but not until the sharpeye had taken the shot. She'd seen the muzzle flash and moved, but the pain ripped through her side as the sound finally hit her eardrums.



If he'd been closer, she'd have been dead.



The troops came in after, to put her and Nicky Dime down. Were coming in now, to mop her up.



Assault rifles, ceramic plates, four of them, one with an underslung something. If it was a grenade, she was fucked. If it was a shotgun she should be about as fucked as her current state. If it was a flamethrower the fucking she was suffering would be far more excruciating, but no more or less likely. 



Nicky was going through their stock. Last time Hel took a mercenary job from a kid, but she'd talked her into it, hadn't she? That counted for something.



Speaking of counting, four of them, and something else to keep in mind.



"Spray and pray!" She orders the kid. Nicky, fourteen and wise beyond her years, balks at the much older merc.



"That's not going to do anything."



"It'll keep their head down."



"That's just stalling tactics." She's panicking now, "Just keep their heads down."



"Yeah well you can't shoot for shit, and I'm bleeding bad."



It'd heal in time. It always did. Mostly a flesh wound,  just happened to take a damn lot of flesh with  it.



"Uzi ammo isn't cheap! If I'm going down, I'm not dying on a deficit."



"Holy shit, kid, you can't take it with you. Just empty the goddamn clip. You're the one who pissed them off."



They'd been cornered into the area designated for the food court, and the fryers and freezers had enough metal bulk to them that they weren't just disintegrating. If they'd been raiders, they'd have swept them by now. She counted on their discipline though.



Hel just needed to delay them a few seconds longer.



The kid pulls out three uzis from her bottomless rucksack. Whatever you need, she reaches in and just has it. If Helvetica didn't know better, she'd have called her a precog.



But Hel did know better. Speaking of.



The uzi fire sprays them. The gun goes hot and silent, it's tossed back into the sack, the next one's pulled up, safety flicked, and emptied in kind.



It doesn't catch any of them, because the kid really can't shoot for shit, but it's bought them about ten seconds.



Nicky reaches for the third when Hel grabs her wrist and gives her a wait handsign. The ambush moves up on her, right over the dud grenade she threw a moment ago moving to flank through some columns, just as Hel saw it.



She's reaching for the morphine. It's coming out of Hel's wages, she's sure of it, but with a chunk of her side gone, and coming out of an argument with a kid, it's money well spent. 



"You want to know something kid?"



"Sure. Dying isn't an excuse to stop learning."



Smart. Smart ass. Either, both. "Time heals all wounds, kid."



The dud grenade bursts bright, and the tac squad's mincemeat to the shrapnel. Not even a time bomb, she just knew it had a delayed timer, knew it'd take about that exact amount of time, knew that they'd swarm through there. Knew they'd let their guard down if she took the sniper's shot. Didn't expect that, mind...



"Time bombs, on the other hand, cause a shitton of dead."



Never fuck with a precog. 
      

      
   
      Fertile Fields


      

      
      
         Dark, dank clumps of  dirt cascaded into the trench as Soldat Gerald Dubois scrambled over the lip to slide into the relative safety of the cool earth.  The thump and roar of artillery was at least a few miles away, but any time spent running between fortifications made his heart thunder in his chest from more than mere exertion.



It took but a moment to spot his fellow soldier in the earthen works.  Soldat Fabrice Labell was right where he was supposed to be, leaning against the side of the revetment with only his helmeted head exposed, keeping watch on the front.  Not that there was much to see out there.  Just mud, craters, and barbed wire.



“Good evening, Fabrice!”  Gerard called out as he slid into place beside his brother-in-arms.  “Another wonderful day on the front, no?”  He asked as he reached into his bag to extract a loaf of bread.



“As good as any other, I'd say.”  Fabrice accepted the loaf gratefully, quickly ripping off a chunk. “Better than most, with the German artillery focused up North.”  



“Ah, so not such a good day for out brothers up there.  But still a good day for us!”  



The two stood there in a companionable silence, slowly eating their loaf of bread and staring out across the wasteland as they kept watch. 



“You know, this used to be great farmland right here.”  Fabrice said thoughtfully, finally breaking the silence.



“You don't say?”  Gerard had grown up in Paris, and what he knew of farming could be written on the head of a pin.  But he had a hard time imagining anything growing in the blasted, cratered wasteland before him.  



“Yeah.  My grandfather owns a vineyard a few miles from here.”  A smile touched his lips at the memories of happier times.



Gerard chuckled and grinned.  “Well, why didn't you say so?  We should stop by! Perhaps he'd be willing to share a bottle or two?”  



Labell just shook his head sadly.  “It's in the middle of No Man's Land now.  Nothing left but mud and splinters, I'm sure.”  



“Ah.  A shame, that.”  



A brief silence lingered, and this time it was Gerard who felt the need to break it.



“You know, it won't be long before we break the German lines and send these Krauts running back across the Rhine.  Then your grandfather will be able to start his vineyard up again, no?



Fabrice shook his head sadly.  “No.  No, I don't think so.”



“Why not?”  Gerard demanded in mock anger. “As a connoisseur of wine I must tell you that this world is in dire need of more vineyards!”  



“No argument there, my friend.” Labell smiled wanly.  “But not here I think.  I don't think there will ever be another vineyard in this place.  Or any sort of farm.”  He gestured widely at the moonscape before him.



“Look at this place.  Who is going to fill in all these craters and level the ground?  Who would plow it, when the blade will strike barbed wire every ten meters, and unexploded shells every twenty?”  His voice grew grimmer as he spoke.  “The top soil has been blasted away, and what's left soaked with Mustard Gas and blood.  Who will ever want to farm here again?”



Silence descended over the trench once more, somber and heavy this time.  Minutes passed, with each man lost in his own thoughts.  The only sounds were the whistling of the wind, and the roar of distant artillery.



“It's not that bad, right?”  Gerard finally spoke, forcing a bit of hopeful cheer into his voice.  “It's like my mother always said, time heals all wounds, right?”  



Labell just snorted.  “A conceit of the living, my friend.  You and I are soldiers.  We both know that time only heals the wounds of the survivors.  Mortal wounds are forever.  And I can think of no place on Earth where man has sown as much death as here.”



Gerard let that sink in for a few moments, before nodding sadly in agreement.  There was no more to be said.



Eventually night fell across the fields of once fertile land, the darkness broken only by the light of the moon in the sky, and the flash of artillery on the horizon.  The ubiquitous sound of man made thunder eventually lulled Gerard to sleep.  



As he slept he dreamt of beautiful green fields...  crisscrossed by the dark black lines of trenches.  Scars forever engraved upon the face of the mother Earth.
      

      
   
      The Red Forest


      

      
      
         The ghostly light of the waxing half-moon shines through the pine forest as the glow of daylight recedes, and the symphony of the night stirs to life. 



The trees bow and murmur in the crepuscular breeze, and dark shadows dodge newborn stars as they wing in silence across the bowl of the sky. Near the hilltop, the muffled cracks of trodden deadfall signal a herd of wisent on the move, until they reach the road and their drumbeat recedes into the soft tap of hooves on concrete. Past the frail grasses pushing through the road's spiderweb cracks, a bear cub pauses in her foraging—glancing up with shining eyes over berry-stained muzzle—and scrambles up a tree trunk. Her mother lopes up and chuffs a warning, and the wisent turn and plod away.



A five-legged cicada scurries off the concrete as the herd passes by, and waits patiently for the breeze's next caesura, bracing his legs and flexing his tymbals. As the pines hush, he starts his rattling solo, and another cicada responds from the rock-field at the hilltop. The duet is discordant—the newcomer's song is off-key, occasionally popping into silence before rattling back to life—and it is almost a mercy when a shadow swoops down to the rock-field, cutting off the harmony and receding into the sky.



The shadow arcs through twilight—with flashes of white showing amid the dun as she beats her sleek triangular wings—until the swallow alights on a road sign with her evening meal. There is a soft crunch as her crooked beak cleaves into the cicada's exoskeleton, and she eats quickly, claws poised against the metal. вхо́д воспрещён, it reads, white on red, the enamel of the sign faded with age.



Her belly full, she takes wing once more toward the distant silhouette of the chimneys stabbing into the sky from the squat concrete lump on the horizon—never noticing the larger shadow above her until it's too late. Her world lurches as a body slams into her, talons closing around her wing and neck, and then with a wrench and a pop her awareness dies and her form goes limp. The great eagle clutching the swallow's form beats her wings against the burden of her new meal—regaining altitude as the breeze stirs to renewed life, backing the lone cicada's song with the chorus of the pines.



The eagle wheels a lazy circle back toward the dying light of the sun, soaring away from the forest and through dark and silent high-rise buildings, until she reaches the rusted Ferris wheel standing silent sentinel at the edge of the city. There, in the nest at its apex, two chicks stir, peeping in expectation of their next meal.
      

      
   
      Time, Talent, Treasure


      

      
      
         Before Mother decided I had outgrown such nonsense, Grandfather liked to tell me a story about the fairies that lived in the forest outside our town. 








Hidden away in the trees, he would whisper, there once lived a court of fairies. They were majestic beings—tall and winged, each wearing a crown of stars that could only be seen reflected in their pale, crystalline eyes. In the fairies’ grove stood a massive tree whose branches stretched far into the heavens. Time slipped around the fairy folk freely, but once every hundred moons, the court gathered round the tree to slip an offering into the well nestled amidst the roots.



Some would sing to the tree with upturned faces, and treasure would fall from their lips with each otherworldly note.  



Others would sit high in the tree’s branches and draw with ink made the juice of the colorful berries that grew in bushes lining the grove. The treasure merely needed to be pulled from the bark canvas. 



Still others danced around the grove in a flurry of leaps and bows, leaving the ground littered with treasure-embedded footprints. 







As the hundredth moon approached, a fairy prince found himself without treasure. He tried and tried for many a moon, but not singing nor drawing nor dancing yielded any treasure for his offering. With the court preparing to gather the next day, the Prince turned to the stars for help.



We can show you the way to treasure beyond imagining, they said eagerly. All it will cost you is the time in your veins. A pittance, really. 



So the fairy Prince traded his eternity for mortality, and the stars pointed to a twig on the ground. And the Prince was inspired.







When his turn came to present an offering, the Prince rose and faced the assembled fairies. With a voice as clear as the forest-fresh air around them, he spoke of a magical stick that led its owner to his heart’s desire. With only his words he wove a story, and when he had finished he gathered the treasure from his audience’s captivated gazes and dropped it down the well at the tree’s roots.







Time passed. The Prince did not feel its hold, nourished as he was by the grove’s colorful fruit. The sun and moon still obeyed the rhythms of the universe, however, and time came again for the fairy court to lay their treasure at the roots of the tree. So once again, the Prince went to beg the stars for inspiration.



Surely we can help, they replied. Merely hand us the jewels on your back.



So the Prince traded his wings for a vision of a troublesome fly and went on his way.



At the offering, he told the court about a tiny group of pixies that wreaked havoc in the gardens of mortals. Their resounding laughter rang with both amusement and the tinkling of treasure, and if anyone found the Prince's apparrel odd, none commented on the long cloak draped over his empty back. 







When the next hundredth moon rolled around, the stars were waiting for the Prince. 



The glimmer in your eyes belong to us, said the heavens. We would have it returned.



The Prince froze. They wanted his crown of stars? Would he even be a fairy without it?



No less a fairy than one who brings nothing to the offering-well, Highness, the stars purred.



Convinced, the Prince squared his shoulders and turned his face skyward. When the glare faded from his eyes, he stood in an empty grove. 



Gone was the fairy court. Gone were the bushes, the tree, and the bottomless treasure-well. He waited for daybreak, but the grove remained empty. Blind to his home, the Prince was forced to depart, stumbling through thicket and underbrush as he traded the forest for mortal landscapes. 



And so it was that he slunk into the village-by-the-forest, shoulders hunched against the curious eyes of the locals, trying for all his worth to escape notice. His efforts were forgotten, though, at the discovery of a small throng of people, all sitting rapt as a bard gestured wildly as he relayed the tale of a magical stick that could lead its owner to his heart's desire.








I liked to imagine the townspeople listened to the bard with the same wonder that danced in my grandfather’s pale, crystalline eyes each time he told me the story.
      

      
   
      Of Time and Indie Game Design


      

      
      
         "I'm telling you, this is stupid!" Gregory crossed his arms. In truth he was jealous. He should have come up with the idea. "There's no way anyone would play this. I'll have to spend weeks fixing the concept, not to mention balancing things out." Damn it, Sasha! Why did you have to be so good!



"Are you sure?" Sasha looked at him, puzzled. "I thought it was good. My sister said she enjoyed it..."



"You played it with your sister?!" Gregory slapped his face. "Are you crazy? What if she steals the idea?"



"She's my sister, Greg." Sasha narrowed her eyes. "She won't do that to me. Besides, who will she tell? It's not like she wants to get into the industry."



Gregory didn't say anything. He had spent years of his life trying to make it big, taking all sorts of game classes, getting in touch with the right people, finding a job at the right place. By all standards he was on the path to industry greatness. The only problem was that he had stopped having ideas. Working on a job from nine to nine left him little time and even less creativity to devote to his own projects. In contrast, Sasha had no professional experience whatsoever. Everything she knew she had learned by playing, as well as having a few mentoring sessions from Gregory. Despite that, she came up with the most brilliant ideas.



"Anyway, I still think you should change the name," Gregory grumbled, his eyes not leaving the prototype on the floor. "All this thing about time equating wounds, doesn't work."



"And why not?" Now it was Sasha's turn to cross her arms. "What's wrong with that?"



"Too abstract. Half your target audience will skip it because it'll make them feel stupid. The rest will claim it's too niche, give it a few mediocre reviews and bury it under tons of stupid articles on their blogs." Why can't you see? Originality never is a plus! "You keep thinking fluff and aesthetics, while you should be focusing on audience and mechanics."



"But time heals all wounds!" Sasha wouldn't give up. "You know that, I know that, everyone knows that!"



"You're still thinking top-down approach," Gregory grumbled. Why do the best ideas come to those with the least understanding? "And what's with the two types of wounds? Some get healed by skipping turns, others don't. Where's the logic in that?"



"Well, time can't heal all wounds." Sasha frowned. "Just look at you."



"Yeah, right." Gregory grabbed a pen and a sheet of paper. "Based on your stats the game is just—" he suddenly stopped. He had just realized what Sasha had said. "What do you mean?" He asked quietly, feeling a dull cold pain in his stomach.



"Err, you're probably right." Sasha looked away. "You've been doing this stuff for years. I've just read a few books. What do I know?" She tried to laugh it away, but it was too late. Gregory was looking at her expectantly. "It's really no big deal. I'll think of something else and—"



"What do you mean?" he repeated.



"Look, I didn't mean it. You've helped me a lot and I'm just being mean and..." She paused. By the looks of things stalling was only making matters worse. Gregory wanted an answer. "You used to enjoy new ideas once. Now you get more and more bitter with each year."



Gregory felt as if he had been turned inside out. His first reaction was to refuse to believe it. All those years he had gained knowledge, excellence, experience... not bitterness. He still enjoyed lots of stuff! He was probably just upset because Sasha had come up with the idea and not him. It happens. However, the more he thought about it, the less certain he was. What if she was right? What if time had made that particular wound worse?



"You were the inspiration for this, you know," Sasha said, starting to gather the game components. "I thought I'd be able to remind you of what you were. But if it isn't good enough..."



"It's..." Gregory felt the words stuck in his throat. "It's a great idea. But it will never sell," he added with a sad smile. "It's a gem and will never sell..."



"You're probably right." Sasha put the components away, then sat beside him. "But I don't care." She kissed him on the cheek. The prototype had served its purpose. Time would do the rest.
      

      
   
      Boned


      

      
      
         “How do you always do it?”



Cromarty looked up from adjusting the cobwebs on the barrels in the corridor.  “Do what?”



“It’s been a hundred instances since you last got killed,” Grom said, leaning up against the wall with a dry clatter. 



“Oh.”  Cromarty scratched the back of his skull and looked away.  “Um, sorry about that.”



Grom snorted, his rusted armor rattling.  “Sorry?  I’m not upset or anything.  Since when does a rez or twenty matter?  I’m impressed is all.”



“Really?”  Cromarty looked up, the red glow in his eye sockets brightening. “It’s nothing special.”



“In this zone?”  Grom waved his pitted saber around at the old masonry.  “You’re too modest. I mean, seriously.  Players have trooped through here a hundred times, and you’re still alive.  What’s your secret?”



“Uh, I wouldn’t call it a secret.  Killing me is more trouble than it’s worth, I guess.  Players don’t like high dodge, but mostly because I got a backwater zone.”  Cromarty gestured to the far side of the intersection, and its heavy, iron-bound door. “All the good loot is over there, and I'm stuck guarding a dead end.”



“True.  Though, to be honest, I’m surprised you don’t come out here more often.  I always thought this was a particularly fine corridor.”



Cromarty’s gaze roamed the mildewed stone a moment before he nodded.  “You have a point, and I do like how the torches gutter here.  I guess I’m just used to lurking in coffins.”



“I suppose you did gut that archer from it that one time.  Anyhow, that’s beside the point.”  Grom reached into his inventory and produced a brightly wrapped present.  “Here, I made you this to mark the occasion.”  



“Aww, you shouldn’t have.”



“I wanted to.”



Cromarty’s eye sockets shone brightly as he shredded the paper.  “Oh, wow, a hat!”  



He turned the fine top hat over in his hands, admiring the deep black gloss that shimmered like rainbows in the flickering torchlight.



“Do you like it?” Grom said, rubbing his hands together.



“It’s…  It’s beautiful.”  Cromarty raised the hat, perching it on his skull at a jaunty angle before strutting down the hall.  “Thank you so much!”



A massive gong echoed through the corridors, followed by a cold wind that whistled through his ribcage, and made the tattered banners flap.  Cromarty snatched at his hat to keep it from flying away.



The gust died down and Grom straightened, hefting his sword.  “Crap.  Players.”



Cromarty nodded and tucked the hat away in his inventory before equipping his dagger.



The two took their positions, standing there in the corridor and moaning occasionally. 



There was a distant crashing, and then the door burst open.  With blinding speed, two adventurers rushed into the room.  Grom was down in seconds, but Cromarty managed to dodge several strikes before the mage finished an incantation and he collapsed into a pile of smoking bones.  



With practiced ease, the adventurers rifled through their remains before leaving as quickly as they came.



Empty wind blew through the chamber, bringing the echo of distant battle.  Minutes passed. 



Then, in the distance, Zn’rgforp the fenestrated’s final bellow of rage echoed throughout the level, and the lights went black.



An unknowable moment later, and everything was back in a puff of logic.



Grom stretched, cricking his skull back into alignment.  “Really sorry about that.”



Cromarty slid down the wall until he hunched on the floor.  “I– I’ll be okay.”



“No, really I’m sorry.  I hate to break the streak.”



“Yeah, I know.”  Cromarty’s sockets flickered.  “And I believe you. The streak never really mattered.”



Grom cocked his head.  “Then what’s bothering you?”



Cromarty looked down at the ground, his voice a whisper.  “They took it.”



“What?  The hat?”



“Yeah.”



“Well, that sucks.”  Grom’s back rattled against the wall as he sat down next to Cromarty.  “Don’t worry, the next time I kill a pixie, I’ll make you another.”



Cromarty’s finger traced a line in the dust on the floor.  “It wouldn’t be the same.  Besides, what if they come back?”



“Why would they?”



“They took the hat.”



Grom shrugged.  “Well, yeah, but, players take everything that isn't nailed down, and then break anything left.  It's not like the hat had any stats.  Nothing they should want it for.”



“You’re sure?”



Grom nodded.  “Yeah.  You’ll be back up to a hundred in no time.”



The massive gong rang again and the two skeletons braced themselves.  As the wind died away, Grom looked over and scratched his head.  “Another group?  Already?”
      

      
   
      Innocence


      

      
      
         Isabelle, freshly cleaned and dressed in her pajamas, crawled into bed and hugged the covers to her chest. I smiled, as I always did, and got to work straightening out the sheets to tuck her in properly. Her big, brown eyes darted about the dark room before meeting mine as I brought the blanket to her chin.



"Daddy?" she asked, a slight quiver in her voice. "Are monsters real?"



I gave a slight chuckle, pushing her bangs away from her face and back behind her ear. Such an endearing question. The kind only a child could ask. I took a deep breath before I began.



"Yes, sweetheart," I said gently. "Monsters are real." I kept stroking her hair until the panic that flashed in her eyes faded. "But you have so much courage, and so much goodness in you, that those monsters won't be able to hurt you."



Isabelle anxiously gripped and fiddled with the edge of her blanket.



"Do you think there are any monsters under my bed?"



"Hmm... I don't know," I admitted. "How about we check together?"



After a moment's hesitation, Isabelle slipped out from under the covers and joined me beside the bed.



"Ready?" I asked, gripping the edge of her sheets. "One, two, three." I pulled up the sheet and we both ducked down to look underneath. "...I don't see any monsters," I said. "Do you?"



"Mm-mmm," she said, shaking her said.



I wrapped her up in a hug. "I am so proud of you," I told her as I rocked her. "You were so brave. Next time you're worried about monsters, you think you can check on your own?"



"I think so," she whispered with a nod. I released her from my hug and proceeded to tuck her back into bed.



"Daddy?" she asked. "What do I do if I actually find a monster?"



I considered the question and smiled to her. "Remember you are brave and good, and you won't have to be afraid. Nothing scares a monster more than a girl who isn't afraid."



Isabelle smiled, her eyes fluttering with drowsiness.



"Good night, Daddy," she said, barely a whisper. "I love you."



"I love you, too, sweetheart."








Isabelle, with her shiny, black hair brushed silky-smooth and her almost nutty-brown skin freshly washed, was dressed in her pajamas, waiting to be tuck into bed. I slowly slid the blanket up to her chin.



"Daddy?" she asked me. "Is magic real?"



I smiled and held back a chuckle. Sometimes I think she asks me these charming questions just to put off going to sleep.



"Yes, sweetheart," I told her. "Magic is real. The problem is, there's a lot of fake magic in the world. It can be hard to see the real magic out there."



Her face scrunched in thought. "How do I tell them apart?"



I kissed her cheek, and she playfully pushed me back. At least she was smiling again.



"Fake magic is bad," I explained. "It tries to trick you, and take things away from you." I gripped her hand and looked into her eyes. "But real magic makes the whole world better. You can't really see it, but you know it's there, 'cause you can feel it." I gave her hand a little squeeze.



"Like the wind," she said.



"Exactly like the wind," I said, nodding.



Isabelle yawned softly, and I let go of her hand.



"Good night, Daddy," she said, closing her eyes. "I love you."



"I love you, too, sweetheart."








"Daddy?" Isabelle asked once she was tucked in. "...Are angels real?"



My shoulders tensed at the question, but they settled back down with a calming breath.



"Yes, sweetheart," I told her. "Angels are real." I reached over and cupped her cheek in my palm. With a touch as light as a phantom's, my thumb rubbed against her cheekbone, possibly the only thing she inherited from me. Everything else—that button nose, those lips, those eyelashes—they all came from her. My mouth moved limply as I tried to remember what I was going to say next.



"A-angels are all around us," I said, gazing into her eyes. "Everywhere we look, they're keeping away the monsters and spreading their magic."



She chewed her lip for a moment.



"Daddy?" she asked softly. "Do you think Mommy became an angel?"



I became painfully aware of how much I was blinking as I drew a shuddering breath.



"Yes, sweetheart," I whispered, praying she couldn't see my tears. "She was always an angel."
      

      
   
      Six Candles


      

      
      
         Maddie was up before the rosy fingers of dawn first tickled the cabin curtains. As the sunlight began to illuminate her kitchen, the scents of lemon and molasses permeated the air. It would've threatened to wake little Billiam, if he weren't already outside in the backyard.



Sam wouldn't wake up, though, as he'd lost his sense of smell and taste years ago. She suspected his gracious approval of her home-cooking was a kind fiction, but the love was true. Besides, today wasn't a planting day, so he could sleep in.



Billy's favorite cake was complicated. The mixing and baking was the easy part, even though Maddie made it from scratch. While the cake cooled, she boiled up four cups of lime gelatin, then carefully injected the hot fluid with a turkey baster: holes poked two inches apart to fill the yellow flesh with marbled streaks of bright green, not unlike planting a garden. It would take a while to refrigerate, so Maddie began hand-whipping lemon frosting into a thick, mousse-like pudding. Then she cleaned the kitchen and waited for the cake to chill.



Birdsong broke the quiet as the sun cleared the horizon. It was one of those rare Spring mornings so warm that a child could play outside without his overprotective mother worrying about dressing him properly. Maddie watched Billy carefully from the window, and fell deeply into her thoughts. Despite the day-to-day trials and tribulations, it was at least nice to have Billiam home for his birthday.



No child should have to spend an entire year in a hospital, but God wasn't just. The doctors had no idea what was wrong with her boy, or why his body had so much difficulty healing from simple injuries. He'd finally improved in time to come home just before his sixth birthday, and while Maddie felt relieved, she refused to call it a miracle. Her son deserved to be healthy all the time, like normal boys and girls. He deserved the best in life, and she was his mother.



And so, she made his favorite cake every year on his birthday. His fifth birthday had been the biggest chore. Transporting the cake to the hospital without damaging the frosting was difficult, and the doctors were picky about what they'd let him eat, so he'd hardly had himself half a slice before the cake had been discarded—the cake she always poured her soul into, mixed and intermingled between the batter and the bone.



Maddie took a deep breath and pulled open a drawer, removing six thin wax candles. There was no sense in throwing candles away, since they'd only be lit for a few seconds at a time, so she'd reuse the same ones next year. She took the chilled cake from the fridge and set it out in the dining room, layered two generous inches of frosting across the top, then carefully arranged the six candles into a perfect hexagon.



Sam's door opened at the first knock. Her husband stood before her, already dressed in his overalls, mustache and hair well-combed.



"Madeline," he said, his face worn by weather and time. "You spoil the boy. It ain't natural how much time you put into a thing like this."



The muscles at the corners of Maddie's lips tensed momentarily. "You don't mean that," she said. "It's only once a year, for goodness' sake. And we have him here with us now. It's not like we have to drive forty miles."



Sam lowered his head and followed his wife into the dining room. Maddie struck a match, lit the six candles, and picked up the cold, metal pan. The two of them walked onto the back porch, and down to the small mound of earth Maddie kept perfectly trimmed and free of weeds.



"Happy birthday, Billiam," said Maddie as she knelt and set the pan on her son's grave. The candles had already blown out, so one-by-one, she took each into her chubby fist upon sucking the frosting off its base.



Sam rested his hand on his wife's shoulder, and spoke softly. "It's been eleven years, Maddie."



Maddie sniffled, and turned to look up at her husband. "Don't you think I know that? It wouldn't make sense to use seventeen," she said.



"That... ain't what I meant, darlin'," he said, but his wife paid no attention.



"There are six candles because Billy's six now, and that's all he'll ever—" she said, then choked on her words as Sam pulled her into his arms.
      

      
   
      Waiting: The Simple Solution to All Problems


      

      
      
         Hey you! Yes you! Do you have personal problems that you feel the need to fix by doing something? Are you bogged down by trying to grow yourself as a person and become a better human being? Do you find it strenuous to engage in even the most basic of activities that force you address your personal shortcomings? Well, now you won’t have to! My new book, Waiting: The Simple Solution to All Problems details how all your problems will resolve themselves if you just wait. 



You may be asking yourself, dear reader, “Surely, not all problems can be fixed by waiting a really long time. Eventually I must take some responsibility.” And you, my dear ignorant reader, would be completely and utterly wrong. My advanced Wait Until It Fixes Itself©™ technique will fix your problems for you without fail. 



Just check how my award-winning (citation needed) techniques can help you! 



Spousal Arguments: 



Be sure to avoid broaching the subject of the argument for several days and the issue should resolve itself. Be sure to avoid committing to a deeper conversation about personal faults. Estimated Wait Time Before Problem Solves Itself (EWTBPSFI Rating): a week. An easy wait. 



Youtuber or Artist You’re Following Hasn’t Updated Yet: 



Unfortunately, no matter how many death threats you send your favorite artist or Youtuber, it will not hasten their disappointingly glacial progress. I’m not going to lie dear, reader, you are in dire straits when in this situation, but the Wait Until It Fixes Itself©™ technique never fails. EWTBPSFI Rating: a month, a year, several years, depending on how much of a lazy hack the guy is. 



Wife Staying with The In-Laws: 



Now you may be tempted to apologize for whatever behavior caused your wife to leave in the first place, but I urge you to remain steadfast in your commitment to being right. Your wife will respect you more for your convictions than your ability to apologize. Eventually your wife will get tired of staying with her mom and come back to you. EWTBPSFI Rating: two weeks. Not difficult if you’re prepared for it with my patented technique. 



Car Crash Due to Excess Alcohol Consumption and Chronic Depression:



What doesn’t kill you make you stronger! Just lie in the hospital bed until you’re all better. You don’t need a damn therapist—you are fine. Everyone else is the one with the problem. EWTBPSFI Rating: a couple weeks. Don't stress out. 



Wife Cheating on You: 



Don’t get angry. You are a cold, emotionless waiting robot. You are strong, and you will wait this out. Your wife loves you and will soon realize the error of her ways without you having to confront her. EWTBPSFI Rating: a couple months with no sex. Requires advanced utilization of the technique. 



Can’t Find Work:



The market economy will find a place for you! Don’t worry about the small stuff, like how you’re going to feed you children or the pay the rent. Remember, you have a wife who loves and supports you, and she will be able to pick up the slack. EWTBPSFI Rating: a couple months.



Divorce: 



Now part of you may be screaming to go down the street corner and yell at that slut in front of both your kids and create a big scene for the entire neighborhood to see, but that’s not what this book is about, so you definitely won’t do that. I’m just saying it would be very understandable if you did that sort of thing. I mean, you gave that women ten years of your life after all. You’ll patiently wait, because you know that worthless bag of dirt is nothing without you and no way in hell is she getting half your things. She’ll eventually come back after realizing how good you treated her by utilizing this book’s technique. She just needs time to realize it. EWTBPSFI Rating: a year or two. You’re playing the long wait game here, and if you’ve mastered the techniques of this book, she’ll come running back into your loving arms soon enough.



As you can clearly see, the Wait Until It Fixes Itself©™ can applied to just about anything and solves everything without fail. With my book, you’ll go from a sad, alcoholic, depressed, and single man who can’t see his kids to a well-adjusted and happy man who can live his dreams of being a writer. So don’t wait! Buy today and keep your life on track!
      

      
   
      In My Head


      

      
      
              I don’t like it in here. Not with—them. As for the room itself, a room as it were, I see naught but white. The walls, ceiling, and floor of the cube-shaped room are all the purest white, and the source of the room’s light is not immediately apparent, seemingly coming from both everywhere and nowhere. But the source of the room’s darkness, that I can tell most easily.



     Directly opposite me, I see a figure whose name is Darkness. About him, there is a region where the light dares not enter, and it is here that the whiteness of the room fades until it becomes as black as the hooded robe which Darkness wears. In his left hand is a beautiful angel named Joy, strangling in his grasp. In his right hand is a cruel dagger whose name is Death. Joy looks at me and stretches forth a hand, but I cannot move. I look down at my feet to find them shackled to the wall behind me by two chains, the first called Doubt, and the second Distrust. I know their names well, for it was I who fastened them about my feet.



     I raise my head again and notice in the center of the room a key, the name of which is Opportunity. It is within my grasp; I can reach it, unlock myself, and—



     “No you can’t. Think of all the times you’ve failed before,” says Doubt.



     “You can’t do anything right. You’d only make things worse,” says Distrust.



     I do not know why, but I believe them. I let them control me. I return my gaze to Joy and Darkness, but to my surprise, Joy is gone. Darkness now stands with his hands extended, and the dagger called Death lies on his palms. In place of Joy, my younger sister stands opposite Darkness with her head hung low and her hands in the front pocket of her hooded sweatshirt. Slowly, she reaches out to accept Death from the open hands of Darkness.



     I glance back at Opportunity. It is still there, but it is no longer on the ground. Instead, it is in the hands of one named Time. Time looks neither good nor evil, happy nor sad, but in all regards appears generally apathetic. My sister, meanwhile, has rolled up the sleeve of her left wrist, and has taken Death in her right hand.



     I glance back to Time, only to see that he has now carried Opportunity beyond my reach.



     “Wait! Come back!” I call after him. “Please, give me but one more chance to pick up Opportunity!” He only looks back and shrugs his shoulders at me before exiting the room through a door, previously unseen. I look back at my sister just in time to watch her plunge Death into her own wrist.



     I raise my hands to my eyes to cry, and suddenly feel a terrible weight upon me. Before I know what this new burden is, its weight forces me to my knees. I look over my shoulder to see a mountainous backpack called Guilt on my back. I feel as though it would crush me right where I kneel. How it does not, I do not know; but it pins me to the ground as I kneel there, crying.








     I know not how long I knelt there, only that when I opened my eyes, gone was the room and all it contained. In front of me now was a headstone of simple design. Etched into its surface were my sister’s name and the first and last years of her life. Directly in front of this stone lay the bouquet which I had placed there.



     “Sister, I’m sorry,” I said through my tears. “I saw the signs you silently showed me. I heard you crying, I saw your depression, but I did nothing. They say that time heals all wounds, but that simply isn’t true. Most, maybe, but not all. I will forever bear the guilt of my actions, or lack thereof, but I will never forget you.”
      

      
   
      Excerpt From 'A Grimoire: Madness Writ Death'


      

      
      
         Section 2: Preface



In examining the document, its make and inscription can be precisely dated to 47+/-2.3 of that century, a period which coincides with the author's death. The manufacture is unremarkable, in keeping with many similar thread-bound tomes of the day. The paper as well is consistent with composition, tone, degradation, weight, and refinement of other period examples[1]. The ink, similarly, is standard iron-based formula, well within standard deviation of that time[1].



Given this, the fact that the writing on the parchment, on all pages but one, are in no known language. The symbols bear elemental similarities to Nordic runes[2], the Cyrillic alphabet, and period English-German alphabets. Numerous attempts at decrypting the contents have been made, and will be discussed in greater detail in sections 7 through 9, and we present our own analysis in sections 10, 11, and in the conclusion. This debate remains ongoing, and this volume makes no illusion to supplying a definitive resource on the matter.



What bears noting before the analysis of the book in question is its context as it pertains to the (supposed) man who wrote it. From available information[3][4], the parchment was manufactured and likely sold within a year of the advent of his dark chapters of life, if such a term any longer applied. Mystics are quick to suggest that its contents then reflect the 'demonic channeling'[2][5] that lead to (or stemmed from) his reported otherworldly abilities. His deeds speak for themselves—including the defiling of graves and crypts, consumption of raw animal and human flesh, and the immolation of a cathedral full with Christmas mass—but none are beyond explanation by rational means. The text itself is no more likely the product of demons than it is of a fractured mind, creating a code of inscription that it alone could read.



This volume aims, if indirectly, to supply context to the tale. Biographical reports consistently note[4][6][7] two prominent players in his life. First, in his prime of life, a lover, consort, or other liaison or affiliate by name of Emily. Little is known of her beyond her name and that the two were, for a time, very close to one another. Fondness, even romance, cannot be ignored, even in scholarly debate on the issue. In his last days, the record shows another Emily, a frail girl of pre-teen age and purported servant, who appeared with his madness and disappeared in his death.



From this, then, it is curious and important to note again the only sentence in the entire tome written in recognizable glyphs:



"For Emily"

      

      
   
      Driving the Last Spike


      

      
      
         The railing slid and locked with a clang. Someone pushed the green button and the platform began its long ascent. By a secret, tacit agreement we all kept silent, our eyes strained to catch a last glimpse of the shaft. There was nothing to see, of course. The rough walls were black and dull, the coal absorbed all the light of our lamps. Yet, every so often, a small impurity in the seam flashed like a jewel lost in a sea of dross.



The voyage seemed to last hours, though we knew it was only a matter of minutes. Usually, we all were anxious to reach the surface as fast as possible, but today it was different. No one felt in a hurry. No one had the guts to speak. Each took comfort in the silence of the others. And as we left the coal kingdom and went up through the more mundane, lighter limestone layers, we all turned our gaze down. 



At last, we emerged into the sunny world above, and the platform lurched to a stop. The director himself had come to greet us. We exited the hoist one by one, and he shook our grimy hands solemnly, nodding at each of us, a dour smile on his face. 



Not a word was pronounced.



It had rained the night before, and we plodded through the mud and the puddles to our old barracks. We switched our lamps off, removed our helmets, took off our threadbare suits, so caked in crud that it was hardly possible to tell their original colour, and stowed them carefully into the lockers. We then proceeded to the showers, welcoming for the last time the stroke of hot water and soap suds on our gnarled skins. Once we were purified, we walked back to the lockers room to don our civilian outfits.



Wordlessly.



Our next stop was the reception hall, where a rostrum had been installed, and, lining the walls, a couple of makeshift trestle tables jury-rigged and covered in paper towel. Glasses and bottles were scattered over them. To the right of the rostrum, a shoddy jazz band thrummed a humdrum riff smuggled from the United States.



It had been agreed that the oldest of us would deliver a short speech in the name of all miners, followed by the director. But as the senior clambered onto the rostrum, all he could sputter was a lonely “Dear” before he flopped down onto the chair, face buried in his hands, sobbing. Two comrades ran to him, helped him stand up and out of the room.



All that was heard was the shuffling and the snuffling.



The director ascended in turn, cleared his throat, took the floor and spoke words nobody listened to. Maybe about the past, maybe about the slump, there was no way to tell, as his voice banged against a wall of numbness. His final sentence was followed by meagre applause, and we all drifted away from the room, indifferent to the bottles that were left forlorn.



We boarded the bus that was used to bringing us home, grunting a simple ‘hi’ to the driver. When we crossed the main entrance, a few of us waved goodbye to the guards that watched over the gate day and night. They weren’t exactly of our kin, they had never ventured into the innards of the Earth, but they would soon end up on the dole, too.



The bus reached town hall’s square, pulled over into the parking lot and we got out, one by one, and walked away, not even bothering to say goodbye to one another. No question to gather around a beer at the pub, either. There would be ample time for that later. We had an eternity laid out ahead of us, an eternity to drown in tears, memories and booze.



I shambled down the grey cobble streets under a cold drizzle, passing by the terraced houses, so identical one to the other that more than once, back from a Friday's evening drinking binge, one had ended the night sprawled in the living room of another’s, until I reached the threshold of my own house. For a long time I stood here, unmoving, facing the front door. I hadn’t realised it’d be so hard to turn home. At last, though, I turned the handle with a shaking hand and stepped into the vestibule.



“Kids!? Darling?” I shouted. “I’m back!”



Hell had only begun.
      

      
   
      One August Night


      

      
      
         My father always said I couldn’t do it. Ironically, he was the one who pushed me to do it.



I was a senior from Tiburon, South Carolina. Most kids were star football players or track runners. Not me. I was an introvert, someone who was pointed at during the rare times I walked the streets. 



I remember the night like it was yesterday. A humid August night, the kind where the air hangs around, refuses to budge when you move through it. I was in the garage, working on a new project that would come to dominate my life.



My father came in the way he always did, a silent looming presence. “You’re still at this?”



I didn’t look up. “Yes, dad.”



“You know,” he slowly worked his way through his motorcycles and tables, “most kids your age would be playing football or hitting the town.”



“I’m not most kids, dad.”



His eyes flashed for a second. “Oh, I know. Who knows how someone stupid enough to join the military would have a genius son?” 



I finally turned up to face him. “What do you want, dad?” I could see in his eyes that he was drunk.



The solemn expression didn’t change. “You know, there’s a festival down by the lake on Sunday. It’d be fun.” He trailed off.



“What do you want?”



“Might be some girls there, you know,” he gave me one of his rare small smiles.



“Dad, what do you-”



“I want a normal son! I want someone that people won’t point at me behind my back and whisper about,” he roared. The blue in his eyes grew sharper, the way they always did when he got angry.



“I’m sorry I’m not normal enough for you, dad, but this is my passion!” I stood up, looking painfully lanky compared to his built frame. “Why can't you just accept me for who I am, what I like!” 



His grey grizzle flared out. “Why can’t you just be someone I can be proud of?! When I was your age, I was fighting Vietcong in the jungle, not tinkering away in pursuit of some damned dream!” He threw his hands in the air. “People think you're a nutcase who’s barely seen outside, and they look at me like I'm the reason!”



“Shut up, dad!”



He puffed himself up, now towering over me. “What the hell did you just say? I oughta-”



I cut him off. “I hate you!” 



He stopped cold. The fury that dominated his expression a second before was suddenly replaced by the typical stoicness. He left without another word.



Those three words are the biggest regret of my life. 



I moved away to California just two months later to go to Stanford. My mom always called or emailed me, but I never talked to my dad. 



I got the call the day before graduation. As soon as I got out of my robes, I was on a plane back home.



I'm not ashamed to admit I cried at the funeral.



When I was a little kid, I'd always admired my dad, a war hero who wasn't afraid of anything and who loved us with all his heart. As I grew up, my childish idolization began to crack at the seams under reality: my dad had a drinking problem. He was short-tempered. He had PTSD that caused him to have horrible nightmares. 



After that night in the garage, we grew distant for good. And that was what drove me on, through the long nights at Stanford, the failures, the setbacks. 



South Carolinians like to sit on their porches, drinking sweet tea and watching the clock tick away. It's no surprise that the passage of time is more thought about in sleepy towns like Tiburon, surrounded by farm fields.



Time heals most wounds. Not all, but most. 



Time travel? I guess I'm about to find out.
      

      
   
      It Does Heal Burns Though


      

      
      
         "Time heals all things, you know." His friend opined as they walked down the university path, between bar and dorm. Streetlights guided the path as the journey stretched on unto eternity. Why does such a short, practiced distance always seem to go so long when occupied with a poignant conversation? His friend thought.



"Age." He retorted back. Because you walk slower, he thought.



"Well, sure. But even the passage into the other side offers some peace." His friend tried again for the silver lining.



"Which wouldn't be necessary if aging weren't such a crippling process. Caused by the passage of time." He once more pointed to the storm cloud within.



"Well, memories that cause us pain, to be more appropriate. Those heal with time, surely."



"Of course, of course they do. Alzheimers alone is sure of that."



"It brings about great change! Civilization advances!"



""My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!", come on, give me a hard one."



"My fist suffice?"



"Of course, but a bruise time will heal. Our friendship might not."



They walked on in thoughtful silence. The threat had been made in jest, of course, but the retort was something to genuinely dwell on. 



"Wouldn't the slight fade, with time, like the bruise?" His friend noted, reaching into his pocket for a mint to chew thoughtfully.



"Could do, could do," he admitted, holding his hand out. A mint was placed in his hand as well, and the two continued down the path chewing as much on their thoughts as the gum, "But it could fester, and grow, even as the reasons fade into obscurity." 



"Time heals the reasons, then?"



"Makes irrelevent, I'd argue. Like poor Ozymandias."



"Well, I've tried. It's so easy to condemn. Time heals a lot of wounds."



"Except," he argued, raising a finger high into the air, "Except aging, feuds, architecture, stability, entropy states, death, cancer, bleeding out, alzheimers, most fashion cycles, amputations, debt, compound interest, anything with 'chronic' in the title, and thinking socks with sandals is acceptable to wear in public."



"Huh."



"Yeah."



They both chewed their gum a little longer.



"You know something?" His friend stated again, as they approached their dorms finally.



"I suspect so." He admitted, "But I can't say with certainty until you elaborate."



"I think I'm beginning to see," his friend stated with finality, fumbling with their keys, finally finding purchase in the lock with a 'click', "why she dumped you."



He stood outside a moment considering that. He needed a moment.
      

      
   
      Khan


      

      
      
         Khan lay belly up in the sunshine on a rock, a soft snore rumbling in his throat, his tail flicking idly back and forth. The yearling Bengal Tiger bore at least some of the fluff of adolescence, but Khan was still a two hundred kilo mass of muscle and teeth. He was one of the deadliest creatures of the modern era, at least when he could be bothered to wake up. 



“What am I looking at?” Jane Summers exclaimed, watching through the bars of the enclosure. She was a slight woman, dressed in well worn khakis, a had a scowl etched on her face. In fairness, the scowl was in part to to the pile of meat that sat less than a dozen feet away, slowly beginning to stink as the San-Francisco sun blazed down. It was only in part, however. 



“Eh, what are you going to do, throw rocks?” William observed, leaning his ponderous bulk on his spade. “Tigers sleep eighteen hours a day.” 



Jane glared at him. 



“What?” 



“I’ve studied big cats for ten years,” she snapped. “I know how long they sleep.” 



Willian gave a slow shrug. “Then what are you angry about? They’re lazy dicks.” 



“They’re not lazy,” Jane corrected, drawing in air through her clenched teeth. “They are highly efficient killing machines with senses honed to a razor's edge. Conserving energy when not on the hunt by sleeping is just good evolutionary sense.” 



Will shrugged again. “Seems lazy to me. Sure you don’t want me to throw a rock?” 



“He should have already taken the meat!” Jane exclaimed, slamming a hand against the bars. “What the heck is wrong with this cat?” 



“Too smart for his own good, this one. He knows ain’t no-one coming to take his dinner.” 



“God damn it.” Jane pressed her fingers against her head. “Every year they get more and more like this. Every zoo is worse.” 



William frowned. “More like what?” 



“Urgh, this—” Jane waved a hand at the dozing tiger. “—Lazy, stupid, tame. I mean really, what’s the goddamn point of keeping a cat like Kahn behind bars these days?” 



A silence descended between the pair as they stared at the tiger. Jane with such such intensity that it was remarkable the cat didn’t burst into flames, Willian with weary indifference. “Sells stuffed toys, I guess,” he observed at last. 



“Yeah.” Jane’s face twisted into a bitter grimace. “And not a lot else. He’s supposed to be the future of the species you know? They’re going to have another go at trying to re-introduce them back into India. Look at him. He’s not a tiger.” 



“Seems to have the stripes for it.”



Jane shot him a dirty look. “You know what I mean. Look at him, he’s damn near domesticated. He doesn’t know how to hunt, he doesn’t know how to attract a mate or stalk prey. He’s just a big dumb rug we feed every other day, and if we release him into the wild he’d be a literal rug on some billionaire's floor within the week.” 



Groaning she pressed her forehead against the bars. Inside the enclosure Khan continued to slumber, oblivious. “Why do we even bother? I’ve been trying to save these cats for half my life and what have I got to show for it? A spreadsheet to stop them all from dying from inbreeding, a dozen apology letters from the people who let them go extinct and a couple hundred walking rugs that wouldn’t know a gazelle if it kicked them in the face.” 



Willan put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. Don’t beat yourself up so much. I’m sure I can find an old air-horn or something to wake old Khan up.” 



She brushed him off. “Why bother?” she said, with a weary sigh. “What good am I going to do here even if he wakes up? He’s not the future, he’s not teaching cubs how to hunt or carving out a range. He’s a relic. A fat, lazy cat who won’t even wake up for dinner and do you know the worse part of it all? It’s all our fault. We killed the tigers.” 



“We’ve still got a tiger,” William pointed out. 



Jane stared for a long moment at the cat. “It’s not enough just to keep them in cages, there’s more to an animal than its DNA.” Shaking her head she turned on her heel and began to walk away as Khan slumbered on.
      

      
   
      Midnight Twelve


      

      
      
         Midnight twelve and all had gone to shit. Gritting my teeth I tried to drag myself to the couch. Only two feet away... might as well be a thousand. If I hadn't spent the first five minutes panicking maybe I would have been able to reach it. Maybe I would have been able to die comfortably.



"Fuck it," I whispered. The floor would do. It's not like I would have to wait long.



Behind me, six more bodies lied dead or dying, all arranged around the clock like fallen petals. Carmel's skeleton was still leaning against the large wooden case, the golden key in his hand. Of course he'd be the first to go, leaving me behind like he always did. God, why are all the cute ones such messed-up fucks? And why was I so stupid? Still recovering from the last two times he broke my heart, and I still followed him in this idiotic scheme.



"I hope you're happy, Carm!" My shout ended-up a little more than a gurgle. "You have your proof now!"



Catch an Hour. He seriously thought he could catch an Hour. Which dark auction did he go to find those damned books? The moment he showed me, I knew they weren't the casual occult shit we were used to. Those things were as hardcore as they came. I should have said no back then. I shouldn't have let him tempt me.



"Time heals all wounds, eh?" It was getting difficult to breathe, but I still wanted to say it. If not for him, then for myself. "Well, you're healed now! Happy?"



Twenty four creatures governing time. Twenty four, and he thought we could catch one? So what if he hired professional demon-snatchers? Did they do any good? All five of them are lying five feet away, their wounds growing by the second. Another twenty ticks of the clock and they'll be dead. If I'm lucky I'll be dead along with them.



Tic Toc Tic Toc



I looked at the clock, but the sounds were coming from elsewhere. It was the noise the creature made as it walked. Twelve minutes ago I was terrified. Now, I didn't care.



Tic Toc Tic Toc Tic



It stood above me, its body a series of lines held together by white sand. Somehow, I always pictured an Hour being an automaton made of dials and gears. It wasn't. When it first appeared it didn't even have a human shape, just lines and sand. 



"Kill me," I whispered, begging, pleading, hoping it would. I didn't want more time to think of regrets. I didn't want to keep aging a month every second. Twelve minutes ago I was twenty-three, full of life and stupidity. Now I was eighty. "Just kill me!" My vision was blurry. The room was a mass of grey shapes coming in and out of focus. "Just..."



It struck. I felt a shard of ice pierce through me. Finally! I could smile if I wasn't so weak. Dead at twenty-three of old age in pursuit of time. There probably was an irony in that somewhere. Someone might even find it funny, if it wasn't so terrifying. An entire life erased in twelve minutes. Carmel would have loved that trick. Erase anything or stretch it into eternity — this was the power the Hours had, this was the power we wanted to steal. Well, fuck us! Only thing we got was the privilege to die no more.








Endless specks of sand. They were everywhere, swirling around, reaching for infinity in all directions. And in the middle stood I, a single line of time among a legion of others. I could sense all those who had come before me, I knew they could sense me as well. Hundreds, thousands of lines, each a fool who thought they could tame an Hour. Now we were all parts, servants of our master, our jailer. No, I was more than that, I was Twelve now. Midnight had made me one of his lieutenants. I could see past and present, I could make seconds into centuries and centuries into seconds, I could inflict wounds that would grow with every tick of the clock or heal wounds, if I so wished. I was immortal, eternal, incapable of pain or hurt, left with the single hope that maybe some other fool would succeed where I had failed… and free us all.
      

      
   
      In Defense of Death


      

      
      
         The statement that reads that "all men must die" is not only false—it's extremely stupid, and dangerous. Even worse, it also has some horribly sexist connotations.



Death is, of course, female. This is perfectly logical, and is accepted as a truth everywhere—we’re brought to the world by a woman, and so we’re taken away by another woman. This way, Death is said to be tall, dark-skinned, and breath-taking. The exact details vary depending on who you ask, though.



Now, what is to be understood is that, while reasonable, Death still has some flaws. And really, we can’t blame her for what she’s doing. 



You see, before Life came to be—with his obnoxious adaptation and his constant, annoying evolution—Death reigned sovereign. Everything was dead, because life wasn’t there yet. And if you’ve never been alive, you’re dead. That’s pretty basic. 



But then, as we said, Life came to be. 



And, well, how was Death supposed to react? Life didn’t ask for permission, he just popped up and took everything from her hands without a warning. Everything was alive now. Especially humans—and most people only care about humans—which pretty much meant Death had nothing. That’s extremely offensive, and many would consider it an act of theft.



It’s really Life’s fault, is the message here.



Of course, some will say the opposite—and Death is accused by many of seducing Life as retaliation, because she was so deeply offended. And, true, she was angry, but to say that she actively tried to woo Life? 



No way. That’s stupid. Death has charisma, she has this mysterious aura that makes men wonder what hides behind her smile. She didn’t seduce Life. She didn’t have to. 



And we all know how Life is. He can’t take a no for an answer. It was him, on his own volition, who decided to shower Death in gifts to gain her favor. A rather vapid action, but then again, Life was never intelligent to begin with.



Should Death refuse those gifts? She doesn’t have a right to them, so the answer to this is definitely “yes”. Life is destroying his own creation for the sake of Death, and that’s just unsavory for all parties. 



But, well. Death was offended by Life back in the days. Maybe she thinks that she deserves a little bit of recognition. And it’s not like she’s forcing Life to keep giving her stuff. Is she acting like a good person? No. But her actions make sense, if you have at least a little bit of empathy. 



It’s understandable. Everybody has at least a little bit of pride, and Death’s took quite a blow.



Still, not all men must die. Sure, a couple of them have, and a couple of them will. But time heals all wounds, and Death is a pretty smart lady. She’ll see the error of her ways eventually, and then she’ll stop accepting those gifts that are not hers to begin with. Repeating that nonsense does nothing but convince Life that he’s doing the right thing here, and that’s making the whole situation actively worse. 



So don’t blame Death for people dying. She’s not doing anything, she’s just hurt. Hurt people do dumb things. Rather, blame Life. He’s so busy breeding to get new gifts that he will never realize killing people is not getting him laid.


      

      
   
      Knight


      

      
      
         Thomas didn’t want to be a prince anymore.



At least, that was the thought circling in his head as he fought Geoffrey. Clack. Thomas’s arm ached blocking Geoffrey’s attacks, who wore a malicious smile. 



Thomas backed up, flailing his wooden sword. His heart banged rapidly, like it was about to leap out of his chest. His foot hit a rock, sending him into the wet grass. 



Geoffrey approached like a killer. Thomas scrambled back, his shaking hand holding his sword up. “Stand up and fight, boy!” Sir Willis called.



Thomas squeezed his eyes shut to stop the tears. Geoffrey smacked the sword out of his hand. “I yield!” he shrieked.



“Thomas the Lame!” the boys taunted on and on. He lay on the ground, sniffling, wishing everyone could disappear.



A hand gripped his arm. “My prince,” Sir Willis said. 



What happened next was a blur. He remembered himself bolting off, and soon he was up the stairs and in his chamber, slamming the door behind him. The light of his window turned to darkness as his sobs faded to sniffles. 



A knock sounded from his door. “Thomas,” Lord Tammen called, “May I come in?” 



Thomas wanted to sit still in the darkness and pretend he wasn’t there. After a time, he finally answered. 



Tammen entered, still dressed in hunting garb. “Hiding in the darkness, are you?” He lit the candles and sat down on the bed. “Thomas,” he sighed, “Your father bid me to make a knight out of you, how will I do that?”



No, my father sent me away because he knew I’m useless. He looked down at his right arm—short, thin, and twisted. “I’ll never be a knight.” Out of all the songs and stories he’d loved to read of knights and heroes, none of them were named the Lame. 



“Of course,” said Tammen, “but you are to be king someday. And the king must learn how to fight.”



“I don’t want to be king!” Thomas screamed, pulling the covers over his head with his good arm. “Go away!”



“Sir Willis was right about you,” Tammen said coldly, “I shall send you back to your father on the morrow. I shall be surprised if he doesn’t disinherit right when you arrive.” He left.



He hated Sir Willis and his training. It’d be easier to turn the boy into a frog than a knight, he once declared to Lord Tammen. Yet, the thought of being sent back made him thick with shame. 



His sobs gave way to sleep. 








He dreamt of his mother, of home, of laughter and smiles. The memories were a hall that he raced down blissfully. He hopped from one door into the next, until finally he met the final one, closed. 



His hand reached for it and brushed against the doorknob. It swung open, revealing a cold darkness. He felt it all in a blur—the biting wind of the night, his mother’s cries, and his arm being shattered in the wagon wheel.  



The hall melted around him when he turned around to run. He found himself running through the void, unaware of any direction, chased by shadows. 



For an eternity he ran, tears flying from his face and his heart beating with fright. When he could no longer run he fell to the floor, shutting his eyes and praying for a saviour to come. 



A knight appeared.



Covered in shining armour and a fluttering cape, he stood tall and gallant—as if he was straight out of the songs. 



The knight offered his hand to him, and he gladly took it. “To whom do I owe the honour, sir?” 



The knight put his hand on his visor and lifted it. Darkness filled the helmet. The armour fell apart, the scattered pieces melting into darkness. No one would save him. “No,” cried Thomas.








Darkness welcomed him again. For a second, he couldn’t tell if he was still dreaming. 



He jumped out of bed and crept down the stairs, running into the courtyard. He pulled a sword—a real one—off the racks. Twirling the heavy blade, he watched the moonlight dance along it. 



He pierced a straw puppet, watching bits of straw fly. Sir Willis’s words echoed through his mind—but for once, he felt confident.  I will fill the knight’s armour, he decided. 



The next day, Thomas appeared in the courtyard, grinning, with sword in hand. And for the first time, the shouts of “Thomas the Lame,” were cheers. 










      

      
   
      Мэй Bae


      

      
      
         “Any change?”  Static hissed in her ear along with Winston’s voice.  Her HUD flashed a little broken video icon, but she could hear the calm concern in the enhanced primate’s tone.  This close to the pole, remote signals weakened considerably.  Her local network with the heli remained stable while the derelict Watchpoint station below remained dead for all intents and purpose.



“No.  No movement, no heat signature.  Onsite network registers, but doesn’t respond.”



“There wouldn’t be with any old Omnic robots or built-in defense systems.  We’re still reading wild power spikes from the satellite scans.”  Winston paused.  “We still don’t know why the emergency signal came on either.  No responses to communications attempts either.  It’s a long shot, Zarya, but there might be survivors.  These old stations were sometimes equipped with cryo coffins.”



Aleksandra ‘Zarya’ Zaryanova grunted into the mic and grabbed the clipline at the side of the door, attaching it to her armored suit.  She hit the LZ a second later in the heli’s downforce snow tornado, the line detaching itself, and she pulled her cannon loose.



“Удачи, капитан.”



“Your accent still needs work.”  Zarya started forward while the heli pulled back to a safe distance.

She didn’t waste time, the old plating rattling under her heavy footfalls.  Her map led her to an iced over hatch that was rusted and refused to answer commands.  It had an emergency release handle, so she grabbed it and forced it to obey her strength.  Beyond that was a ladder that dropped into pitch black darkness.



She climbed in, goggles switching to night vision automatically.  “I’m in.”



Her earpiece popped and hissed, Winston’s reply lost to the signal scattering.  Zarya frowned, but didn’t let it slow her down.  She hammered past old weather monitoring and manipulation equipment that was haphazardly powered.



Her suit sensors scanned her immediate area for any signs of movement or weapons charge, and she kept her gun at ready just in case the station wasn’t as empty as it seemed.  She entered the small main building and quickly found the command center.  Everything was covered in 25 years of dust and frost, a few lights on the many control and monitor equipment blinking weakly.  That power was still flowing at all was a miracle.  Near the rear wall, Zarya found several glass cryo coffins covered in frost.  Only one had blinking lights.



“Possible survivors.  Ready medical response.”  She moved up to the coffin, looking for the control panel.  She didn’t understand the chinese symbols, but one flashed insistently.  She pressed it, the coffin hissing and clicking.  It opened a few minutes later, revealing a heavy set asian woman inside who was starting to breath normally.  



“Are you awake?  Do you speak english?  Говорить по-русски?”



The woman groaned, turning her head stiffly.  She opened large brown eyes and blinked several times.  “你是谁?”



“Great.”  Zarya sighed.



The woman reached into the pocket of her old faux-fur parka and pulled out classic square-framed glasses.  She put them on and squinted up at Zarya’s massive form and equally massive looking gun that pulsed with something like contained particle.  She gasped at the armor and weapons, wondering what sort of situation she’d been awakened into.  From the looks of the rest of station’s main room, she guessed the cryo unit was barely running on emergency power.



Zarya’s suit chimed, alerting her to movement behind her.  She whirled around and lifted her cannon, its internal systems priming to discharge its particle ordinance.



An old robot loader stepped from the shadows, raising a rivet gun at them.



“Stay down!”  Zarya thumbed on her force field, pressing the survivor against her back.  She fired her cannon at the droid, striking it center mass.  The droid popped off two heated rivets before the shot melted its power source, blowing it to scrap.



“That was our construction bot.”  The woman groaned again, falling back when the sudden force field released her.  She straightened her glasses.  “I thought the peace talks had started?  That was supposed to end the crisis!”



“You do speak english?  Good.  The evac team is waiting for us.”  Zarya smiled.  “Stay close.  I will get you out of here.”



The woman slid out of the unit, turning to pick up some equipment from inside the coffin.  She hefted a strange looking gun attached to a tank on her back.  “Lead the way, 佳人.  I’m not helpless.”  She grabbed Zarya’s belt.  “My name is Mei, by the way.”



“Zarya.  Overwatch sent me.”



“My heroes.”


      

      
   
      A Long Came A Spider


      

      
      
         This is my punishment.



In life I was powerful. But the circle of Avarice can't be bought off, because they invented the damn sin, you can't negotiate with Pride and you damned well well can't reason with Wrath.



In life I was surrounded by people. When they say “What a wicked web we weave when we seek to deceive”? When you seek it, it's useful to sit in the center of that large web. To feel the plucking of every string as it reverbrates through the silk wires.



Pluck. Pluck. Pluck.



Another caught in the sticky web, formed between nodes of men and women united, willing or unwilling or knowing or unknowing, trying to do harm to the spider they will never see in the circle. Caught and struggling and-



Pluck.  Pluck. Twang. 



-struggling against a web that is felt and known but never seen.



Left to digest in my own time.



Now I have too much time, and all the wrong things to digest.



The center of a vast political engine, the former head of a union bouyed up from crime connections. The illegal in one hand, the judicial in another, and the means of production in a third, for what wicked web weaver was I if I were limited to just two arms?



This was my punishment, then. The web removed from me and I found myself nailed to the sky. Neither falling nor rising, no longer between trees but… if one were to look up at a spider in a web from directly below on a moonless night, it would look like I do now. Suspended in nothing.



I was sentenced to sit here and think about what I had done.



I thought it had been a joke for the first thirty minutes. But then I lost concept of time, and still I remained.



Every journalist I had buried. Every truth I had buried. Every war on crime I had orchestrated so that my own faction would remain in power and keep me there in kind. Every opponent who had an unfortunate accident before an election.



I hadn't cared before.



I had a lot of time to learn.



The ends justify the means, certainly, but now I was deprived of the ends and left only with the burden of the means and now I had meaning taken from me as I sat here.



Alone. 



In eternity. 



It's been… I don't sleep or feel hunger. I have no biological process to moniter the passing of time. I can only guess, but I can't do that either.  Nothing to interrupt my thoughts, my reflections, and regrets. 



There is one thing, then, that I have learned from my meditations:



Time heals most wounds. The others it inflicts.
      

      
   
      Win the Game


      

      
      
         Harsh lights shone in my eyes, sweat dripped down my brow, and the crowd sung and stamped their feet to the rhythm of Queen.



The captain of the enemy team stood across from me, close enough that I could smell her breath. She met my eyes and grinned, flashing her teeth. I could see how eager she was.



This was it. The culmination of all our efforts, our blood, our sweat, our tears. Everything we worked for led up to this one game.



All I had to do was win.



I could win the game to get the girl. That’s how it happened in all the movies, right? The protagonist proved that they’re worthy by saving the day at the last minute, then the girl swooned into their arms.



She was out there, watching me, cheering for me. Becky. My best friend. She believed in me, had supported me through every rough patch. She wanted me to win as badly as I did.



All I wanted was for Becky to look at me the same way I looked at her. But that would never happen. Becky was straight as an arrow. She had a boyfriend, and while that loser probably wasn’t the one, she was sure as any to achieve her apple pie dream of a successful husband, white picket fence, two kids and a dog.



No matter how good I was at basketball, there would never be a place for me by her side.



It hurt, knowing that. But I didn’t have any other choice but to accept it.



I could win the game to bring my parents together. In the past, I dreamed silly little fantasies like that one. Mom and Dad were both out there today, watching me. I’m sure they’re quite proud of their little girl. Both of them being able to make it was a minor miracle in and of itself.



But no matter how proud they were of me, no matter how far I climbed, no matter how good I was at ducking, dodging, dribbling, and shooting, nothing I could ever do would make the two of them love each other again.



Sometimes I wondered what it would be like if I could go back in time, and tell that sad little freshman who signed up for the team that her dreams would never come true.



I could win the game to secure my future. This was the big one. The state championship. We’ve crushed every other team in our path to make it this far. Winning here would open up scholarships, opportunities, a chance to make something of myself.



But was that really the right ladder to climb? Thousands and thousands of girls reach for these heights across the country. Only a few succeed. I’m good, but am I really the best? But more importantly, what’s waiting for me at the top? The WNBA? Please. I could spend years and years honing my skills to perfection, to enjoy maybe a decade of success at middling pay, only to retire with nothing else to fall back on. If I’m really lucky, I might end up on a Wheaties box.



I’m sure I’d be far better off if I focused on my education. I could get a degree in medicine, or law, or business. Hell, maybe even something STEM related, I’ve always loved computers.



I could win the game for the team.This wasn’t just about me. My teammates have been with me the entire time. I owed it to them to be the best I can be. Whatever I wanted for myself, they all had their own struggles to face.



The horn sounded, announcing the start of the game. The ball was thrown into the air and I leapt for it, fingers outstretched. The enemy captain mirrored my movements, fire burning in her eyes. This was her game too. What dreams did she have? Was I about to steal those all away?



My fingers connected first, and I slapped the ball towards my teammates. My feet hit the ground and I started running. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I felt myself smile.



I could win the game because I wanted to win.
      

      
   
      No Pain Without Brain


      

      
      
         Claire’s been rubbing circles into her forearm with her fingers ever since she and Reece came inside, breath condensing like cigarette smoke. I don’t need to glance at her fingers to see exactly where she’s pressing, or to see the pale band of flesh where Sam’s ring used to sit so snugly. I do anyway, since vision is attuned to movement.



Reece goes upstairs to lure Dani out of the study. In his mind, the fact that she’s been writing all day means she should break for dinner. It actually means she’s in the zone.



“He asked me,” Claire says in a rush.



“Yeah?”



“I didn’t answer.”



Reece makes promises he won’t keep. I know he can’t keep them. I mean, Dani will never let him pre-read her novel, regardless of her current tone.



I click my tongue. “Why?”



Claire’s still rubbing her arm. I think—no memory here, hello, I was seven—about her first broken body part: Matty Shepard chased her across the schoolyard, and she fell on her arm on the concrete, head over heels. Well, it’s poetic to pretend she fell head over heels. I wonder if Matty carried her to the nurse.



“I don’t want to risk it?” Claire sighs. “People still break up even when they’ve been together for twenty-five years. Even if they only got married after eighteen years.”



“So the only way to win is not to play.”



“I didn’t say that,” Claire answers, which is technically true.



“Why don’t you break up right now, then?” I ask.



She shrugs by moving her hands apart, palms turning upwards, and then her mouth twists too, as if she’s in pain. I file the observation in the collection of evidence I’ve gathered to support the ‘Claire’s afraid to be single’ argument, and counter with the memory of an x-ray in the ER after a hockey match.



“Sorry, I feel like I should hug you now,” I say wryly. Claire chuckles. My mind counters again: what’s the likelihood of weakening your arm by breaking it multiple times in the same place? Healed fractures are stronger than the original bone. Also, there were two weeks between Tom and Reece. Two weeks.



I slap my hand against my shoulder. “Come on over here. I’ve got enough padding, these days.”



Claire laughs more genuinely as she moves over. The smell of smoke clings to her hair. Ash. I brush it away.



“Just because you made a mistake one time doesn’t mean you’ll make it again, you know?”



Because her cheek is resting against my shoulder, I feel her jaw contract. “Right.”



Did we learn the names of the jaw muscles in biology class? Most of my memories of biology revolve around Kyle. He used to loll his head against Claire’s shoulder. The rictus of the anatomical skeleton behind the teacher’s desk was a preferable expression.



“He was stupid,” I say. 



“He?” she repeats, sounding surprised. 



“Doesn’t really matter if it’s he or she. Sam was stupid too.”



“I’m not arguing with you about people I used to date.”



“That’d be a first.” Claire’s never thought of any of her partners as stupid. That’s the problem. Reece is a stupid name, too.



“Have you got any painkillers?” she asks.



“Are you going to off yourself to avoid me?”



“Obviously,” she says, smiling and shaking her head before indicating her arm.



Moments of silence pass.



I relent. “I think I’ve got a tube of Advil gel in the bathroom, actually. It’s called Ibuprofen, though. I got it in the UK.”



I should mention the placebo effect I’ve read is associated with Advil gel. I don’t.



Claire nods. “I’ll try it. Smoke first, though.” As she stands up she folds her arms, one of those thoughtless movements. She immediately unfolds them, and chuckles, biting her lip.



“Share with the group,” I say.



“I guess broken hearts and broken bones are similar, in a way.”



I wait for the explanation.



“They both ache in the cold.”



“That’s not true,” I say, although it’s still sort of eloquent, so I add, “Say it to Dani when you go up, though. She’ll like it.”



Claire steps outside, and flecks of snow bump together as they rush to fill her empty wake, like hands brushing past each other. I tuck my fingers into my palms to ward off the chill. The blemish on my own left hand, a pale band encircling my ring finger, catches my eye.



I wonder if Claire has a point.
      

      
   
      Precision


      

      
      
         Somehow, in some strange way, things always work out. The perceived difficulty in life is merely an effect of the human invention known as "the present." Come tomorrow, the problems of today will seem far less pressing. Tonight's worries will be tomorrow's joke. Given enough time, all problems are solved, all troubles disappear, and all hardship is forgotten. The trick to getting through today is to realize it's merely another yesterday that won't happen until tomorrow. The reason time heals all wounds is because our misunderstanding of it causes most of them.




Or so I thought... But I see now that our very precise understanding of it causes them as well.





Amir woke to the sound of gunfire. Aleppo was full of it these days. His wife lay beside him, still asleep somehow. Their daughter likewise slept through the noise on her mat in the far corner of the room. Amir sighed. The sounds were fairly distant, and it was probably best to return to sleep himself. 



Far, far above, a wonder of the modern age circled the globe, its solar panels spread to capture the sun, which glinted off the gold and silver foil of its minimal structure. Inside, a vacuum even more perfect than that of the space surrounding the thing itself. The vacuum was flooded with precisely constrained magnetic fields, in which a tiny number of cesium atoms were confined, their vibrational modes tuned to exacting specifications.



For each vibration, the sensors in the machines recorded a tick, and that tick was added to a sum. Those sums added to higher and higher numbers, until the machine transmitted a signal, indicating this to all who would listen. Dozens of other metal birds, kin to this one and nearly identical, all orbited in their own given tracks, and did the same.



Far below, but still far above, another machine of fantastic construction flew over the city as its many cameras leered down. These images were sent to other kin of that first satellite, and back to operators on the far side of the world.



A camera turned, and switched to infrared. It began tracking a fixed spot on the ground. Moments later, a button was pressed, a signal was relayed, and the bird of prey passed that signal onto its payload. The payload released, and quickly began mixing oxidizer and fuel. Seconds later, it was streaking over the earth at several times the speed of sound.



On board that tiny, fast device was a radio, listening to that first satellite and all its friends. They each told it a story, the same, exact story, about those vibrating atoms, and just how fast they were twitching. But the story of each sounded just slightly different, the notes of the song shifted by the merest fraction of an octave. The little computer used those to learn where it was. It could do this, because it knew just how fast light itself could go. So the satellites a little further away were just the merest bit behind the ones closer overhead. But the satellites all sang so perfectly that those difference let it even measure the distance between its own nose and tail.



What that computer wanted to do was make its position match the one it had been given. So it twitched its fins in tiny movements to steer itself toward the destination. When it got close, it aimed down toward the ground, and smashed into the building, detonating the high explosives in its body.



It missed its target by less than three inches. A precision strike.



It wasn't the guidance that made the mistake, but the people setting the target. An ISIS stronghold looks no different than a civilian apartment building when viewed from space.



And that's why I'm now standing here, watching as Amir, tears in his eyes, tells his story of awaking later that evening when the building fell around him, and how he lost his wife and daughter. He holds the detonator for his vest high in the air as he tell us of his loss, and all I can hear is the tick-tick-tock of some imaginary version of that clock, hundreds of miles over my head in space, measuring out the precise picoseconds needed to guide a missile to a target by relativistic time dilation. We made clocks so good that Amir's daughter is dead. We understood time so precision that Amir now wants to kill us.
      

      
   
      Broken, but Not Gone


      

      
      
         Far into the sea of existence, there is a world, once much like our own.



A shining jewel, blue and white and teeming with life, it once played host to a grand civilization. Now, however, it is ruin that dominates. 



Shattered cities dot the landscape, punctuated by the shells of once proud, mighty towers. Joining them, decayed roads crisscross the land, their paved surfaces, once thought invincible, now riddled with cracks and holes, slowly wearing away. Far above it all, ancient and battered machines orbit, their masters long dead.



The night, once banished by countless lights, has returned full force, lit only by the planet’s lone moon or the arcane glow of leylight.



It is this leylight that one would notice first, from afar.  Great bands of energy, strewn across the surfaces of both worlds, glowing a soft electric blue.



They were not always there.







Where once calls and song filled the air, silence now reigns. 



One would, in light of devastation around them, be forgiven for believing the silence to be unnatural. They would not be wrong. 



A great death cleansed this world, not too long ago. Any traveler to set foot here would find themselves hard pressed to avoid the results. Bones, large and small, blanket the ground; some still wear clothing, the synthetic fibers tattered and fraying, succumbing ever so slowly to the elements.



Here and there a flash of movement can be glimpsed, if one is observant, but this is a dead place. Wilderness, but far from wild.



The vegetation has fared better, but not by much. Twisted and mutated, trees and grasses now rule, covering the world in a patchwork of forest and plain, broken here and there by desert, tundra, and mountains. 



But life adapts.



Among the diseased remnants of the past, new species can, from time to time, be found. Lifeforms like this world has never before seen appear with greater and greater and greater frequency.



Most die out, some slowly over decades, some before they have a chance to grow. But, rarely, one or two will find their place in this new ecosystem, and thrive



Some greatly resemble their predecessors. Some would have been impossible outright, a scant few centuries ago.



Life, as always, adapts.







One might believe, in light of the devastation around them, that people who of this once grand civilization are long gone, taken by the disaster that had taken so many others.



In this case, they would be wrong.



There is a fundamental truth to the world. One demonstrated every day by the continued persistence of the people of Normerc. By their art.



Their culture and science. Every gleaming citadel they build.



Even by their petty squabbles.







It is that even the gravest of wounds, given time, will heal.



And life goes on.
      

      
   
      Time Heals Most Wounds


      

      
      
         “Lance! Get your ass moving! Artillery is closing in, we need to get the hell out of this death trap!” Artillery fire fell like rain on our position, and I was falling behind as our squad was running. In the firefight two hours ago my leg was hit, and we held position until they pulled out and starting using their big guns. 



A shell took the building two blocks to our right, shrapnel was launched into the air and a plume of dust and smoke rose. More shells rained down, my leg burned, and we were running for our lives. 



Each step sent a bolt of pain arcing up my leg, yet between the adrenaline and the artillery to our backs I managed to keep moving. My breaths were heavy and labored, my legs felt like jelly, another building exploded in artillery fire. Run, explosion, run, explosion, this was hell - death flying down on your position to the beat of a war drum. 



It was going so well, all things considered, until some lucky bastard got in a lucky shot. Earth and pavement ruptured upward twenty feet ahead of me, centered on the rest of my squad. Oh god, they’re hit. I dimly registered a chunk of pavement fly towards my leg, bone breaking on impact.



I fell to the ground, unable to hold my weight. My mind was filled with shock and numbness as I crawled over to my friends, telling myself they were still alive despite knowing they were all dead. The crawl was agony, physical and emotional pain threatened to overwhelm me, somehow I kept crawling forward. 



I reached Jim first, chunks of shrapnel had ripped his chest and he was barely breathing. His legs were twisted back in angles I couldn’t comprehend, I cupped his head in my hand, and I was dimly aware of tears streaming down my face.



“Oh god this wasn’t supposed to happen, Jim... Fuck... Don’t die on me...” His eyes were half closed, and his breathing slowed.



“Lance, always remember... you need to wake up” He said in a whisper. 



I could find no words, my best friend was dying in my arms, what could I say?



“You need to wake up... Lance, you need to wake up!”







My eyes were met with a bright light and I recoiled from its intensity. I was dimly aware of someone gripping my arms, and a dull pain on my shoulder. My eyes adjusted to the light, and I was met with the sight of a nurse. 



“Lance are you okay? You were having a nightmare and wouldn’t stop thrashing...” Her eyes were filled with concern and she released her grip on me.



“Yeah... yeah I’m fine...” 



“Like hell you are, you ripped out your IV and messed up your shoulder.” I glanced over to see four red lines on my shoulder then looked to the blood under my fingertips. 



“I’ll be fine... I-I was just...”



“I understand... I’m here to bring you to today's rehab, the doc thinks we can get you to walk again today.” 



“T-That would be nice” She helped me off the hospital bed and into a wheelchair, and soon we set off for a new room. Entering the white walled area, I noticed a few other injured soldiers trying to regain movement in various limbs. I was wheeled over to a set of bars to assist my walking, and the nurse helped me stand.



I gripped the bars and focused my mind. I took one step with my good leg, it held. I slowly moved the other, the useless mass of pain and numbness. It was hard, it was slow, but I finally managed to take the step. It didn’t hold my weight. I tripped but caught myself on the bars, and slowly regained my balance. 



Jim and the others wouldn’t want for me to be weak like this. Gritting my teeth I took the step, this time it held my weight. I took another step, and another. It wasn’t fair... Why did I have to live but they die? 



The docs all said the same thing, with time and patience I would walk again. They said I would heal. Well they were wrong... I will never be able to forget Jim and the others, I will never be able to forget their deaths... if only I had been faster. They will always be present in my memories, and well, some wounds just never heal, even with time.
      

      
   
      Trimmed


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Neighbor's Son


      

      
      
         I grew up on the outskirts of Mexico City—my life was framed by the arid heat of summer days and crisscrossed by dusty roads that took the occasional smoke-belching pickup truck to more important places.



Back in those days—the late sixties, it was—everyone you’d meet would be Catholic. A lot of people didn’t even know you could be atheist, or Buddhist, or anything else at all. It made perfect sense, therefore, that the rumors about the Gabriella’s son were almost entirely religious in nature.



Gabriella was several years older than me. Enough that we never really spent time together; I only knew her because her house was next to mine. But the difference in age was small enough for me to consider her as also a child—as not an adult.



When news spread, as it eventually did, of her pregnancy, I thought it strange at first. I was only ten or eleven, and pregnancy, in my mind, was something that happened to grown-ups, not children like us.



There were very few rumors about it at first, because nobody could even imagine who the father might be. Gabriella was a very quiet girl. Nobody knew what kind of men she liked or who she might have possibly been seeing, since she spent all her time at home. People got bored of guessing and speculating and making up charming male suitors very quickly.



The rumors began after her child was born.



For several years there were wild stories about strange things that happened around the child, who Gabriella named Matias. But these were not just playful fantasies told by children to their friends, who would pretend to believe them for the fun of it. Even the adults began to tell them to each other, and with geniuine graveness in their voices.



We children thought it odd for adults to be telling each other crazy stories, and even odder that they would believe them. My friends and I would laugh about it and say “Perhaps Matias is the son of the devil. Perhaps Gabriella named him ‘Matias’ as a joke.” We never gave it much thought—certainly not as much thought as our parents were.



That changed when Matias was three or four.



All the boys near my age (six or seven of us) were playing soccer on the seldom-used streets. We were using buckets and jackets to mark goals and corners of the field.



Matias came outside and watched us. He had little, fat fingers, and a little bit of saliva leaking from the side of his mouth. This was one of the first times we saw him without his mother, but we paid him little mind.



After several minutes, Matias declared in his limited vocabulary that he wanted to play with us.



Reno, the oldest of us, found this funny. He knelt down and shoved the ball at Matias.



“Could you kick a ball this big?” he teased. “Would it even move if you pushed it?”



Reno kept it up even as Matias’ little fists balled up, and his face became flushed in anger. We all thought it was even more hilarious. “Look,” we said, “he’s going to snap! He’s going to hit somebody!”



Then he did.



It all took us a moment to realize that when Reno toppled over from Matias’ punch, it was no joke on Reno’s part. He scrambled to sit up, wide-eyed and panting. The mark on his cheek were Matias had struck him was already becoming dark and swollen, and there was blood around his teeth.



Even then, a part of our minds were trying to rationalize what we just saw. As we helped Reno to his feet and gave him a towel to wipe away the blood, I knew from the looks in everyone’s eyes that we were thinking the same thing. “Perhaps a toddler could hit a fifteen year old boy hard enough to knock him flat on his ass,” we thought. “Reno was crouching very precariously, after all.”



In the commotion of it all, nobody heard the truck approaching. We only heard the terrible sound of tons and tons of moving metal coming to a sudden stop.



When we looked, I saw something that to this day I have not been able to forget.



The driver of the truck was struggling to exit the twisted wreckage of his vehicle, while Matias had a disinterested or perhaps a confused expression on his face, as he studied the toddler-sized dent in the truck’s heavy front grill.
      

      
   
      Stasis


      

      
      
         The room was bathed in red light. Tubes ran across its walls, and in the middle a large metal cylinder hummed, reflecting the light with its metallic sheen. The air smelled of anesthetic, of stinging chemicals that cut one's brain, and it was the kind of cold that seeped up nostrils and forced people to hold their hands to their noses.



A whirring sound. A step. Two. A man entered, dressed in a plain shirt and khakis, and a push of frigid air escaped behind him. He strode forwards, past an open area, to a desk filled with meters and commands. It lit the bottom of his face a brighter red than the top, and he sat in a chair overlooking the chamber. The system awaited his command.



"Computer, report."



"Report for patient Rothwell, John T. No abnormalities detected. Progress: Thirty-five point two percent."



And he left.








The door opened, and the air rushed outside. A man - the same man as before - walked in, a beam of white thinning behind him into nothingness. He made his way to the same desk. With an exhale, the man sat. He gazed over the readings. Normal. Good.



"Computer, report."



"Report for patient Rothwell, John T. No abnormalities detected. Progress: Thirty-five point three percent."



This time, as he left, he looked back. The door opened, and for a moment he could see the true silver-grey of the machine, the black tubing on the white walls, the brown wooden floor, the blue on his sleeve -



And the doors closed, and he was left with his blue and the white of the stairs.








It was Saturday.



The door opened. He stepped in. And he paused, staring at the tubing, the computer, the machine itself.



He stepped forwards, and sat himself in the chair. He looked happier - or perhaps it was a trick of the red light.



"Computer, report."



"Report for patient Rothwell, John T. No abnormalities detected. Progress: Thirty-five point five percent."



"Computer, run full diagnostics scan."



"Running full diagnostics scan."



He stood. He walked over to the railing, and stepping carefully down the stairs, reached the great chrome contraption, and in the infernal light he set a light hand on its top. It was cold, and he imagined he felt a body.



"Hello." No response.



"How are you doing?" Nothing.



"You know, I miss you." Nada.



"I wish you were here." Nope.



"Everyone else misses you too."



"They had a funeral for you the other day."



"It was nice. They had flowers and gave speeches."



"Everyone said they love you. Well, I love you too."



"Don't worry. After all, no matter how we may be hurt, time will heal our wounds."








It was Sunday.



And something was terribly wrong.



He rushed in, the doors opened, the air blew back at him -



Everything was dark.



The column of light he could see showed an empty wall. He grabbed his phone from his pocket and turned on his flashlight.



The pipes had been ripped clean off, bits and pieces of the wall taken from when the mounts refused to give. The cylinder was dented and crumpled, blue fluid dripping out of a crack in its edge, and chunks of metal were missing from its smooth surface.



"Computer, report."



Silence.



"Computer, report."



"Computer, report!"



"Computer, -"



And he felt as if he had been cut up, and a piece had been taken from him. And in that moment, he knew that time could not replace his missing piece.


      

      
   
      One Day I Shall See a Bird


      

      
      
         Fight me, I say, and he says: no.

Why not?

I don't want to.

Me neither.

Why'd you ask?

It'd be something to do.





I can see the sky through the gap between the wall and the roof. It's a small and jagged gap. The stone is rough and pointy and almost closed up in places. But through it I can see the sky. I make sure to look every single day and I tell him what the sky is like. It's sunny today.

Is it?

Yes. I can't see the clouds. Everything's blue.

He smiles and nods. I look at the sky again. I never tell him that I'm keeping watch for birds. I saw so many birds before we came down here and even on the first few days I would sometimes see a bird fly overhead. But not anymore.

It doesn't matter too much. The sky is pretty enough without the birds. I want to see more of it.

It?

The sky.

You can't. Not without going outside.

And we still can't do that?

He takes a deep breath and leans back against the wall.

No, we can't.

And that's the end of it for today.





For lunch we have soup again. We have a lot of soup down here. When we first came down we had bread and canned meats and we could have sandwiches every day. But after a while the bread became stale and we ran out of meats. Yesterday I asked for something besides soup. We should keep having soup until the gas runs out, he said.

Today I don't ask and I drink my soup quietly. I want to ask, though. Even though I want the soup. Sometimes I say things just to make him angry because he is always so calm. I don't like the calm. It's dull.

He smiles at me while we're drinking our soup. I think he's grateful.





When I wake up from my nap I find that he's playing a strange game with the deck of cards. First he deals the deck in little piles that make a circle and then he starts sorting them. I watch him for a while and figure he's sorting them by number. But every time he sorts all of the kings into the middle he sighs and picks up all the cards to start again.

I don't think he's noticed I'm awake yet. I wait until he sighs again. As he's picking up the cards I say, why are you doing that? He looks up at me and his eyes seem startled for a moment.

Because I lost.

How can you lose at sorting cards?

He sighs and I expect him to start picking me up and shuffling me. I feel all mixed up anyway, even though he doesn't do anything.

It's a game, he says. Clock Patience.

Sounds stupid. I close my eyes and act like I'm going back to sleep. But I secretly peek through my lashes at him. He's shaking his head and shuffling the cards to start again. He looks so calm as he deals them into piles. Then he looks right at me. Are you watching?

No.

Would you like to learn how to play?

No. I open my eyes and sit up. He knows I'm watching anyway.

Come here, then.





I don't really understand, I say. I'm dealing out the cards now. Twelve piles around the edge for the twelve points on the clock's face and one pile in the middle. He doesn't respond so I keep dealing cards until there's one left.

Now, what card did you get?

Seven of Clubs.

So it goes under the sevens pile

No. I understand how to play. I just don't understand why.

It passes the time.

But it's not a game. The only way to win is dumb luck. There's no skill.

He doesn't even get angry. He only shakes his head and looks away. So I take the Seven of Clubs and put it under the sevens pile. When I pick up the next card, it's a King.

I throw it at the middle of the pile and stomp off to my corner to look at the sky. After a while the room is filled with the quiet sound of cards bending and sliding on the floor.





To the northeast, a tree the birds once nested in shakes in the wind and another dead leaf falls lifeless to the earth.
      

      
   
      Owl City


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Longer Knives


      

      
      
         Dr. Felsching always picked up his mail very early in the morning.



A day off work today, his office closed for his birthday weekend. He walked down the sidewalk as the neighborhood’s muezzin began the call for the Fajr prayer. That same muezzin would be stopping by Felsching’s office on Monday to bring his daughter in for another checkup on her asthma. Felsching would make sure he had a piece of his birthday cake saved just for the occasion.



The feeble dawn light illuminated his bent figure, clad in a simple white button-down shirt with black slacks and loafers. He carried a book of poetry under his left arm, ready to be consumed along with his breakfast when he arrived as the first customer at his favorite local café, a place that doubled perfectly as his favorite reading spot in all of Damascus. His right hand gripped a walking stick. Two decades before, in 1968, he had been shot in a mugging attempt. While he could still practice medicine, he walked with a limp, and he had become more susceptible to various minor illnesses.



The police had believed it to be a mugging. One carried out by an unknown assailant. The government suspected differently. Felsching knew.



Israel. That uncrushable little nation to the south. Their scars and pain burned as fuel to build a country in which they could raise all their following generations in safety. A place where now, forty years after their foundation, they could rest in greater assurance of their own success than they ever could have in the ghettoes of Europe. For all that, for all of any lickspittle thing in the world, the land of those people whose hatred of which he could boil down to four letters. The land of the Jude.



Before he had been Michel Felsching, his birth certificate, his doctoral thesis, his service records, all bore the name Gerd Thulke. His highest rank had been Sturmbannführer, a major in the SS. No finer expert on human respiration had walked their ranks. He had been well-known at Belzec, Treblinka, and Birkenau. Places where he worked tirelessly to ensure the most efficient breathing could occur.



A reporter had once managed to track him down, and, in a moment of pride, he had given the journalist a brief interview over the telephone. When asked about any regret or guilt he felt, the words had come quickly and simply:



“I regret that we lost the war before we could finish them all. The Jews rejected the Christ, they were agents of the Devil and human garbage. There is no guilt to be had over sweeping up trash.”



Arriving at the post office, both the agent from the General Security Directorate and the usual postal clerk greeted him, bringing him inside and turning on the lights. The agent had been assigned to Thulke ever since he had been shot. The Ba’athist regime liked to do its part to protect its friends.



Excusing himself for a moment, the agent walked to the nearby bathroom while the clerk brought out Thulke’s mail. A few envelopes, some in Arabic, others German. The standout in the group was a parcel about the size of a humidor. The box had postmarks from Paraguay, with a return address from a very familiar and friendly pseudonym. In that moment, early morning and with auspicious times ahead, Thulke forgot certain important things. Pseudonyms could become known by the artful. Postmarks could be forged by the trained and equipped. The agent should always examine such things himself.



With a thin smile, Thulke sliced open the cardboard and pulled open the top of the box sent to him by those who could never forget.



Roar of light. The world snap spinning.



Thulke sprawled on the stone floor, his failing brain only caught up enough to turn both his own scream and the cries of those around him into a thickly ringing drone. The pouring wreck of his right hand covered in splinters of enamel and cartilage as he gripped his face, the fingers of his left hand trying to squeeze out the final agony blazing in his head. His palm covering the fresh ocular void slipping away on a flow of crimson tears.
      

      
   
      I can't remember to forget you


      

      
      
         Sometimes when I look at Matthew's eyes in the right light, they are almost blue.

Just when the light from the window comes right on his face, late in morning, during Greek literature classes. His eyes would wander and I'll catch a glimpse of yours. All the things that your eyes once promised, I see in his too.








Your eyes were always that shade, until the last moment on your deathbed. You opened them one last time, asked me to call for your daughter, but you couldn't finish your words: you just stared at me, for a while. Did you recognize me? In those last moments, before I closed your eyes and called your family, were you aware that it was me, back to see you one last time?

Wendy suspected nothing: she was barely two years old when I bode you farewell, from a train window to another. She couldn't possibly recognize me when she hired me as your nurse.

I remember your hand stopping just shy of the emergency brake. You had always been the wise one: I'm sure you regretted nothing.








Matthew has graduated, he's taking a sabbatical before going to University. He would like to see Italy, like you did, and then Eastern Europe which he has read so much about. Long lost Kingdoms that just returned to Europe after centuries under the Ottomans. He was so kind as to bring a corsage to all his lady teachers, and mine had a pink rosebud. I feared that he might turn more like his father, but somehow you left an imprint on him. All those afternoons spent in his grandfather's library allowed your lingering presence to mold him.

He says that he will come tell me everything when he'll be back. I smile, and tell him that they always tell that, and they never do, but I don't mind: he's a man now. He's not offended, his smile just turns broader as he waves goodbye.



I was not calling him a liar, it's just that in a year's time, Professor Gwendolyne will have died in an accident, and another woman, vaguely similar, will appear in his life. I have been building her identity for the past ten years, so I could spend some time by his side. Maybe this time things will turn out better.








Matthew has died in Flanders fields He dreamed of going to help overrun Serbia, but he died just by the other side of the Channel.

They brought his body back, and now he lies by your side, in what should have been Wendy's place.

Somebody might ask why Professor Gwendolyne shadow is by your grave, why is she crying over your headstone while poppies blow. They might carry for years the memory of that ghost, but sooner or later they will forget, like they always do.



Matthew's student friend was never born, and she's already dead. I will go see the rising of a new China, trying to forget you, like I never do.
      

      
   
      Sunny Side Up


      

      
      
         Cathy cracked an egg on the side of the pan. The pan hissed and popped as she gently dripped the egg into the pan to avoid breaking the yolk.  The egg white collected into a single, perfectly circular disc with a lump of yellow sunshine on top.

            	

She smiled. Perhaps she was getting this cooking thing down. She cracked another egg and dropped it into the pan. Small pleasures like this allowed her some reprieve from the stress of being a mother and having a job. Things had been stressful recently, but getting up early on her day off to make eggs would all be worth it when she got to see Jacob’s smile. Eggs, sunny side up, just how he liked it. Maybe she’d get a “#1 Mom” from him mug to match Steven’s “#1 Dad.”



“They only had a #1 Dad mug at the school shop, sorry Mom!” Jacob had said.  



Cathy laughed, but not too loudly to avoid waking Jacob. She remembered the faux-spat she had with her husband afterwards.



“He likes you the best, Steven! See he even got you a mug to prove it!” she had pouted dramatically.



“No dear, he loves you the most, he just got the mug to make me feel better about being second place.” Steven had a good sense a humor about these sorts of things.



“Nuh-uh, you get to spend all the time in the world with him since you stay at home!”



“Yeah, but he’s tired of me, he wants to spend time with the #1 Parent. They don’t sell those mugs at school.”



Cathy giggled and eyed the clock’s digital readout on the stovetop: 7:15AM. Jacob usually got up in ten minutes to get ready for school.  The eggs were turning out nicely, but perhaps she got up a bit too early. She lowered the heat just enough to keep the eggs warm while she waited for Jacob and turned out the lights. The element of surprise had to be perfect. Cathy couldn’t help but be giddy for her first breakfast. Steven usually did the cooking, since she had to be at work.

 

Footsteps came from upstairs. Cathy looked at the clock again: 7:27AM. A little late, but kids could afford to be a little late. Not like at work. She huffed. Cathy transferred the eggs from the pan to a plate, a nice ceramic plate with a racecar on it. Jacob’s special plate. She heard the screeching of a chair being dragged from the table in the room next door.



“Surprise!” Cathy cheered, throwing open the door the family room, only to see her husband sitting in Jacob’s spot idly contemplating his #1 Dad mug, eyes streaked with tears. Cathy’s hand suddenly felt weak and useless, her hand slowly loosening its grip on the plate. The plate tumbled to the floor, shattering into a thousand tiny shards mixed with bleeding egg yolk.



“...you too huh?” he choked out between sobs. He ran his finger along the 1 of the mug.



Cathy felt ill. The room spun in circles around, frozen memories thawing. The sounds of tires screeching filled her ears, followed a sickly thud. Then the screams came: a chorus of children’s wails all at once, drowning out her thoughts. 



She slumped to the floor, next to the congealed mess of egg yolk and plate shards. The racecar detailing had cracked in three large pieces. She took them and tried to force the plate back together, but the pieces wouldn’t stick.



His special plate. Tears came quick and heavy.  



Steven put a hand over her, trying to comfort her. Upstairs, child’s alarm clock faintly chimed a jaunty tune before fading out. He looked up for a moment, almost wistfully, then embraced her.  



“I made the eggs, just like how he liked, Steven.” Cathy whispered, gripping Steven as tight as she could. “Sunny side up.”



The child’s alarm clock upstairs played its final tune. 
      

      
   
      A Decent Joke


      

      
      
         Rhett stroked the stubble where his beard used to be. He pulled the blinds up to let in the setting Arizona sun.



With the daytime heat melting away, Rhett unlatched the window and pushed it out, welcoming in the cool evening breeze to the cramped little bedroom. The sun's lush yellow core painted both the dull sky and the dull sand a warm orange.



He turned around to face the bed. Jackie sat upright, the deep red wound on her leg standing out against her faded white sheets and nightgown. The tips of her fraying blonde hair lay upon her crossed arms. Her eyes followed Rhett as he stepped back from the window and shuffled over to the tattered green armchair in the corner.



Once seated, he leaned his head back and rolled up his sleeves. He folded his arms to mirror his wife. “So?”



Jackie folded her arms the other way. “So what?”



“You gonna let me take you to a doctor or what?”



Jackie reached for the water pitcher on the night stand next to her. “Not today, dearest honey-bun,” she said in a high mocking tone. She poured some water on her hand and let it drip onto the gash on her leg.



Rhett frowned. “I’m not jokin’ around, Jack. I think you need a doctor.”



“And I think we can’t afford that.” Jackie flicked the remaining water in her hand onto the wound and set the pitcher down. “Besides, I’m doing just fine. As my mother always said, time heals moist wounds.”



“Your upbringin’ must’ve been awful strange, I tell you.” Rhett stood up. “Fine. But if we’re stayin’ here, we’re gonna do it right.” He picked up the small jar next to the water pitcher and held it out to Jackie. “You’ve got the wrong sayin' in mind. It’s ‘thyme heals most wounds’. Here, take it already.”



Jackie grabbed the jar and threw it at the green armchair. “I’m not taking your crockpot home remedies either.” She folded her arms again and huffed. “You know, I wouldn’t be like this if it wasn’t for your rambunctious dogs.”



“Hey now, Time’s got a heart o’ gold, but I warned you about Most, I really did. Most isn't trained as well as Time.” Rhett licked his lips. “I said it once, I said it a thousand times; Time heels, Most wounds.”



Jackie leaned her head back against the headboard, closing her eyes and furrowing her eyebrows.



It was then that Rhett noticed the sweat on her forehead and the redness in her face. He unrolled his shirt sleeve and used it to pat her forehead, then held her hand in his own.



Jackie rolled her head away from Rhett’s sleeve, looking down at her leg. “Well, Rhett? Was it worth it?”



Rhett held Jackie’s hand with both of his. “What do you mean? Our marriage? Our life together? Of course it was, darlin’, of course.”



Jackie tightened her jaw, her eyes locked on her wound. “No, was it worth digging the thyme out of the back corner of our spice cabinet? Eight years ago, naming your dogs Time and Most so you could make that joke? So you could mock me on my deathbed like this?” She rolled her head towards his, narrowing her eyes. “Was it really all that clever, Rhett? Was it so smart?”



Rhett shrugged. “Did you laugh?”



Jackie lay back in the bed, folding her arms again. She coughed. “What do you think?”



Rhett reached out and gently unfolded his wife’s arms, laying them flat against the sheets. “How long'll we keep answering each other’s questions with more questions?”



For the first time that evening, Jackie cracked a grin. “See, that one's not half bad, partly because it was itself a question.” She blinked, though slowly. Her breathing slowed as more sweat beaded on her forehead. “You should tell more jokes like that one.” Her head rolled down to lay on her shoulder, her neck too weak to carry it.



Rhett caught her head and held it up. “Jackie? Are you okay?”



“Promise me you will, Rhett,” she said, her voice quivering. “Promise me you’ll tell better jokes.”



Rhett nodded, holding on to Jackie, stroking her cheek. “Sure, Jack, 'course I can. I’ll tell better jokes. I swear I will.”



“Thank you,” Jackie said, her eyes glossy with tears. “Thank you, Rhett.”



Rhett nodded, gripping her hand. The sun fully set behind Rhett, the sky and sand fading to blue.
      

      
   
      A Beautiful Morning


      

      
      
         Naoki rolled the blinds up and opened the window of his bedroom. A waft of crisp air rushed in from outside, bearing with it the scent of dew spiked with freshly blossoming flowers. He inhaled deeply and grinned. It was so wonderful to live on the edge of a park: when you woke up – at least in summer – the first things you saw were trees, green leaves and grass. The days always began with the wistful songs, or the merry chirping, of the birds. That was sweet, and it seemed to him that there would never be enough sweetness in this world.



He turned around, picked up his cane, which had fallen onto the floor, and, leaning on it, limped to the kitchen, wincing. His wound was slow to heal. The shrapnel that had butchered his right leg had broken the bones in several places and lacerated the flesh. It was a miracle that the surgeon had been able to mend and stitch all the shreds together, and that no bacteria had chosen to feast on his bruised tissues. His two other companions had not had the same fortune: the first one’s skull had been crushed, and he had died on the spot; the other one had had one arm severed and his belly ripped open. He had lived his last minutes twitching in agonising pain before the eyes of his powerless comrades.



Naoki yelped and almost dropped his bowl of steamed rice. It was hotter than he had thought. He grabbed a dishcloth in which he wrapped the bowl, a masterpiece made of delicate china. Could it be a piece of booty? He didn’t know, but it was precious to him. He delicately carried it to his table, hopping all the way – he could not hold it with both his hands and use his cane. He put it amid the dishes he had already prepared for his breakfast, miso soup and tamagoyaki, sat and considered his chopsticks. 



The silence was almost total, but in his head the din always raged, even in the stillest hours of the night: explosions, screams, orders brayed, the crackle of the machine-guns, the panting of the solders under the sweltering heat. It was ingrained in him now, and no scalpel would ever be able to excise that.








Naoki closed the front door and walked along the street to the entrance of the park. The weather was perfect, the sky blue and cloudless. 



The war was lost, of course. The Emperor would never admit it, but it was inevitable now. His thoughts soared over uncountable miles to the remote archipelagos of the Pacific where the Japanese soldiers, his brothers in arms, were holding an ultime barrage against the American juggernaut. A whole generation sacrificed on the altar of madness in the name of a lost cause. Japan, the invincible country. How could it not be? We were the ruler race. But mercifully the mother soil had remained unspoiled. In the midst of hate and death, there was still a home, a place where to seek peace of mind, away from the carnage. 



Naoki meandered along the paths to his preferred spot: a glade where boulders and mossy rocks had been stacked up into a miniature mountain. Slinking through the cracks, a perky cascade sang. At the foot of the lowest stone, the water traipsed into a pool where three or four red carps wallowed, oblivious to their surroundings. Around the pool, benches had been installed, tucked away from the wrath of the sun by the leaves of the paulownias. It was Naoki’s private little paradise, where he often mused for hours, gazing at the fish, listening to the babbling of the cascade, the buzzing of insects, or, sometimes, bantering with a passer-by.



But that morning, Naoki had a task to complete: write to his sister. He rummaged in his bag and pulled out an inkwell, a quill and a postcard. Dunking the tip of the quill into the inkwell, he wrote:



Beloved sister,



He stopped. His ears had registered an unusual sound, like the bumbling of a hornet. He looked around, then lifted his head and made out, high above, a plane.



Turning back to his postcard, he realised that he had forgotten to write the date. So, he hastily scribbled at the top of the card:



Hiroshima, August 6th, 1945
      

      
   
      Disconnection


      

      
      
         (212): Last night I had a dream about you. 



It was—dark, and we were in your room, watching dreamt up rainbow blobs float across what could have been a TV but maybe also a computer? And we were there, sharing that sort of comfortable stillness where we're not doing anything because we don't need to. 



We speak in a hidden language of grunts and twitches, snickers and smiles, and before either of us know it we're in bed, fingers entwined, and you're telling me about how you used to collect stars, used to pluck them out of the sky like blueberries to throw onto your canvas, and I'm rambling about driving a jeep into my neighbor's pool, I dunno, it's a dream, but you laugh that same, beautiful snort laugh and I know that you are real. 



I know that this is real, this is as real as it has ever been and ever will be—and then I wake up and I remember the first line of this text.







(504): I spent my day with you in my mind. Your fingers pressed against my brain and left fingerprints, as if my gray matter was clay for you to mold. And mold you did—five minutes into my first class and already I could hear the croon of your trumpet, a wolf in heat calling out into the night and sending a quiver through my legs.



I never told you how much I loved your playing. Christ above knows how many things I regret.



But still I take a deep breath and force the smile back onto my face. My students don't know you. They barely know me! How could any eleventh grade English class, no matter how wondrous they might be, understand the cravings I have for your dark skin? How could they understand the way I long for your fingers in my mouth, calloused tips against my tongue?



We read poems about love, won and lost, but my thoughts are elsewhere. My mind is off in the distance, laying in a field, mourning under the soulful cry of your trumpet.







(737): Sometimes I still smell you. Is that weird? I hope not. Once when I was staying over my aunt's house, she told me that she smelled burnt toast. Then she fell over and had a stroke.



But you don't smell like burnt toast—you never did. Not even when you, y'know, burnt toast. No, you always smelled of grease, like the frying oil you spent your days cooking with had seeped into your cells.



My favorite days were the ones we spent laying on the couch watching American Idol. I would bury my face into your shirt and bathe myself in your smell. And then you would laugh and jiggle my belly.



Mom told me that I have to get rid of all the stuff you left here, but I don't wanna. I'm keeping them, just in case you ever come back. And besides, it's only a couple of shirts and sports jerseys. They remind me of the football game you took me to when we first met. I like them.



(P.S.: Did you hear? La'Porsha made finals! I hope she wins!)







(406): We can make this work. I swear, I'll even give Simba back to the shelter. I don't care about him, I care about you. Please.







(253): I'm sitting in my living room and please come find me because I can't stop thinking about you. Every sound is you coming through the door to push me to the floor to tell me why I'm worthless and should stop breathing. Nausea has become my state of being.



And I deserve this. Trust me I know that I deserve this and so much worse. I deserve to be strung up by my hands and feet, to be crucified for what I've done. I feel like filth incarnate, a walking pillar of mud, a sin against all of creation and you, my love, you. You who holds the beauty of Aphrodite, the wisdom of the Buddha. You know everything there is to know. You remember every birthday, every anniversary, every second of every day because you are perfection.



The walls swirl into the shape of your eyes and I am pinned to my chair. Every twitch of my fingers is you dodging my last kiss. Every tick of my watch is you walking out while I'm sleeping.



You are my everything. I can't breathe without you here.







(480): Thank you.
      

      
   
      Long Distance Call


      

      
      
         Barrett just about had enough. Life went downhill from then on, and it would continue going downhill from then. 



He let out a small groan as he shuffled up the grated staircase. Hunched over, he fumbled for the keys in his pockets, finding his efforts fruitless. 



In a frustrated and tired sigh, he rummaged through his lunchbox. This time, he found the small and sharp object, almost cutting his hand on the jagged edges. He faced a windowless stained red-orange and white door through the rust seeping from the rooftops overhead. 



“Heh… Home Sweet Home…” He remarked sarcastically, wrestling with the lock as his keys caught onto the internal workings. The door gave a long squeal as he pushed it open.



A thick scent of metal hung in the air as he made his way over to the kitchen. A knot formed in his stomach, not from the smell, but the underlying feeling of dread that came over him.



Barrett stared coldly at a landline phone next to the microwave. He had no idea why he bought that thing in the first place… he paid an extra ten dollars a month to keep that thing in order. The only people who called him were those annoying telemarketers, trying to get him to pay extra for something or another. It had caused him nothing but grief. 



…He had his own reasons.



“Might as well, I doubt they’ll be up at this late hour,” he grumbled. Madly dialing in the numbers, he held the phone snugly between his neck and head and took a seat on a rickety hardwood chair. 



It creaked under his weight. 



“Bah. Gotta fix that later,” he reminded himself.



A woman’s voice answered after a few short buzzes. In a somewhat tired and ornery manner, the woman stated “Meyer Household…”



“Hello, can I speak to Mr. Meyer please?” Barrett asked, gritting his teeth.



“Yes, just one sec,” A voice in the background, calling each other by name followed by a slight shuffle.



“Hello?” asked a familiar voice, with a slight guttural yawn.



“Hey dad,” Barrett answered.



A long silence followed. Barrett could picture the man on the other line, with widened eyes.



A calm, soothing voice followed, oddly belonging to the same person. “Well, how goes it champ? It’s been a long time,” He spoke gently “How long has it been?”



“Seven years.” Barrett answered, looking onward to the street light filtering through the blinds of his window.



His father continued “Well, I appreciate that you’ve finally called me… it took seven years… but how goes it?”



“Fine,” Barrett answered “I’m saving for my GED, though that won’t happen for a long time… If I’m lucky, I can get started in another three years,”



“Glad to hear you are doing alright… your mother…” His father paused “I mean, Chloe and I miss you, along with Chris- He really misses his big brother.”



“Tell him I miss you guys too,” Barrett smiled, fiddling with the phone cable “Ya know, I was actually going to call you a year earlier, but…” He paused. 



His father gently addressed “I know you’ve had a hard time accepting what happened, I couldn’t really expect you to accept Chloe as I did, but I had to move on from your old mother,”



Barrett eyes watered “She was… she was a good teacher, helping her dyslexic child… ya know, before the… crash,”



“I remember that too, and I will never forget.” he could hear a croak in his father’s voice “How’s your arm doing?”



Barrett studied his trembling limbs “Healed long ago… like the rest of my scars.” 



“Healed…” His voice trailed off “Son, can I ask you something?”



“Yes,” Barrett’s stomach churned. 



“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you… can you pay your old man a visit, just once?” 

Barrett stood in silence, “It would be a great refresher, but… I’m caught up in work,” He glanced around the room, “Maybe some other time.”



“Take as much as time as you need, Barrett.” His father sighed “Chloe and I are ready to embrace our son back with open arms, it would be nice to have my son back.”



“I will, dad.” Barrett set the phone on the countertop “You guys have a goodnight.”



“Goodnight Barrett,” His father called. “I love you.”



“I love you too, dad,” He carefully replied. After the longest time, he placed the phone back into its holster and sighed in relief.
      

      
   
      The Fox in the Backyard


      

      
      
         There once was a little fox who lived in the backyard of an old house. His parents had been killed in a road accident, and so he grew up all alone, searching for food in the neighbors’ garbage, sleeping under a heap of cardboard boxes and broken washing machines. Children had played here, in times that he had not lived through, when the house had not been abandoned. Families had moved in, grown up, and died.



Before that, the house had not even been there. But then, men had come who talked to each other in loud voices, operating big, smelly machines. They had covered the grassy plains with concrete and asphalt, spreading gray cancer on the once blooming land. And what came before that, who could really know. The fox, in any case, was quietly unaware; for him, the house and the garden and his nest of garbage had always been there, and always would. Anything else was unimaginable.



The city was big and attracted many foxes and other animals with the rich mass of food that the humans brought with them. Some lived behind garbage cans, others in parking lots or scrapyards. And while they might not be welcome guests they managed to survive taking whatever they needed from the humans. And so, one faithful day, this fox, who was not quite that little anymore, came across a vixen in the street who was the most gorgeous being he had ever seen.



What happened in the humans’ world did not affect them much during those days. The two foxes lived in the backyard together, raising their pups in the den of garbage, and they were happy with just that.



But too soon the loud men came back, this time with bigger machines than before, even louder and smellier. They tore down the walls of the old house until there was nothing left but dust and debris. Then they poured even more concrete onto the ground, not only in the foxes’ backyard, but in the entire neighborhood.



The growing little fox family had to go on a journey for a new home, a journey that would be long and cost two of their pups their lives. They never came back, thus never witnessing the rise of skyscrapers and shopping malls and restaurants and night clubs. The generations that followed did not know anymore of the city that had once been their home.



Times changed. Foxes did not live in the city much longer; they either ran away, or were killed by humans, who became much more rigorous against them. The city had become a grave, and no fox ever set paw in it for a time that no fox could have counted.



But not forever.



The seasons changed. First, they got warmer, then colder again. At some point, the entire city was covered in ice. Even humans did not stay any longer. The cold took some of them, while most died by the hands of famine, disease, or war. Whether humans still lived elsewhere in the world the foxes did not know, but as the temperatures became milder and warmer again they came back. Plants were now growing wild in every crack and every niche in the concrete, hungry to reclaim the ground that had once been theirs, and with them came all sorts of insects and rodents and reptiles and birds.



The foxes built their dens in the ruins of fallen skyscrapers and hunted through what once had been shopping malls, and in one of those, a little fox found a place to stay. He could not know that in this exact same place, a long time ago, an old backyard had been, in which his ancestor had grown up. Still, deep inside, he felt as if he was returning home.
      

      
   
      Sgt. Ripper


      

      
      
         I can still see the last rip on the HUD, every time I make a jump from the Nexus.

It's really a blink-and-you'll-miss-it thing, but it still shows up on the instrumentation, even if it's quite unnecessary: it's not like everybody will let me forget.








Thirty-four hours since last Jump, subjective. We're down to me, Vasquez and Uronen.

The Spiders set up an ambush, a good one: neither past nor future records show them having conducted any reconnaissance right at the insertion point. Gorag and Unfortunate Conflict Of Evidence vanished into nothingness milliseconds after the Jump, and they're the ones that got it easier.



They have been hounding us since then. We dropped the disguise and went for the battlefield. That's where they nailed Van Buren; Wei covered his signature with the expanding ball of plasma that used to be Van Buren, and managed to distort spacetime long enough so we could bring weapons online and really begin to fight. We got two of them before going for supplies.



They were already at the cache; nobody can move that fast, but they didn't: they had been there the whole time, since tomorrow. Wei went down first, he was almost out of energy, and covered our next Jump.

Battlefields were not sure, so we went for a gravity well, but they were already there, and we had to Jump again. And again.







Wu bought it at Third Troy, while the city burned, and Singh at the Second Battle of Titan's Lakes, another casualty among the nameless hordes of that war's clone troopers.







I would like to lose count, I would like to forget, but I can't, as every instant flies in front of my eyes and I look for a point to counterattack, but now we're out of Time, the stars are dying, cold and distant, and it's just me, Vasquez and Uronen.



I am waiting for the Last Moment; I know that somewhere the 345th Platoon is doing the same, I read it in next year's report, but they're too far to be seen.

The Last Moment has come, Vasquez watches me wide-eyed, but he doesn't have time to blink: as the Spiders make their Jump and appear in front of us, I detonate the Time Bomb.



-It's okay, Ramirez, they're gone. Where's Uronen?-

-Uronen who?- he asks.

We Jump to the Nexus, while the new Rip blinks a furious crimson on the HUD.








-Did you hear about Sgt. Ripper?-

-Yeah: the Board of Inquiry cleared him of any wrongdoing. Again. Crazy, uh?-

-Yup: I heard that he Erased at least one member of his own Squad; and the other survivor came back wrong.-

-What about him?-

-Do you remember his name?-

-He's just the Ripper as long as I can rem… oh, I get it.-

-Yeah. I doubt he can even remember who he was. One of these days he'll just be Erased like the others. In his own bunk, maybe. Cpl. Zer0 said…-



Their words vanish past one more bulkhead, but I don't mind. The only thing that catches my attention is the new Rip: quite far away from the other one, still a large gaping maw in the fabric of spacetime, but a tad smaller, while reality strands slowly reconnect with each other. I don't know how longer I can last, but Time heals most wounds.
      

      
   