
      Sit-In


      

      
      
         There was a flash on the western horizon outshining the sun, like God Almighty taking one last vacation photograph before packing up and heading home. Billy Fisher didn't look up. Didn't need to. That was Greensboro, which had lasted six minutes longer than Raleigh.



Billy did look up when the diner's door creaked open, letting in the dirge of the civil defense sirens. Then he did a double-take. It was Franklin Smalls—one dark hand holding the door just above the WHITES ONLY sign, the other pushing his glasses up the bridge of his broad, flat nose. Franklin hesitated for a moment as he met Billy's stare, and then took a single step forward, smoothed down his dress shirt, and let the door swing shut behind him.



Billy leaned forward, wrinkled hands on the counter, lips curling into a sneer under his graying mustache. "My God," he said, "you got balls comin' back here."



Franklin shrugged, splaying palms to the sky, and wryly flashed too-white teeth. "Why not? We're both dead men walking. Six thousand Russian nukes in the air—that's a hundred twenty per state, and there's no way Durham's not on that list." He took languid strides up to the counter and slid onto the stool in front of Billy. "Reckon I wouldn't mind a last burger before I meet God."



"We closed with the sirens." Billy flicked his chin at the empty restaurant around them. "Git."



Franklin laughed, less humor than pain. "You think I'd be here if I had anywhere else to go?"



"Away's a place to go," Billy said—then added more softly, trying to be charitable, "You leave now, you might make it outta Durham before the bomb hits. Drive out into the woods. I hear there's some big nigger farms near Hampton."



"Don't own a car," Franklin said. "Why aren't you driving out?"



Billy stared silently into Franklin's unflinching gaze, then turned to the grill, reaching into the cooler for a hamburger patty and tossing it on. After a moment, he pulled out another for himself.



"I'm just cookin' this cause it don't matter any more," Billy said over his shoulder as the meat juices started to crackle. "I hope you ain't fixin' for an apology."



"I'm fixin' for a burger," Franklin said. "Reckon the rest is between you and Jesus, now."



Billy whirled around, pointing a finger. "And you don't think you've gotta answer to Him? All your kind's lawbreaking and riots? You don't think this is His judgment on America leavin' His word behind?"



"Course I've gotta answer to Jesus," Franklin said quietly. "And I'll tell Him, I listened when He said He watches how we treat the least among us. And I listened when America said all men are created equal. And I sat down at this counter until you called the cops on me because I believed that America could do better at both jobs."



Billy scowled. "And look where that got us." 



"Fighting with each other instead of Khrushchev."



The grill hissed in concert with the muffled sirens as Billy paused to think about that. Then he reached under the counter, brought up a bottle of Tennessee whiskey, and poured two shots into water glasses, sliding one to Franklin. Franklin nodded, lifted the glass, and clinked its rim to Billy's. They drank wordlessly.



Franklin set his glass down, put his elbows on the counter, and leaned forward, head in hands. "You think the burgers are gonna be done before the end?"



"Don't reckon so," Billy said. "I'll serve 'em red, but right now they're just raw meat."



Franklin closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. "At least we've got the smell."



In the corner of his eye, Billy imagined he saw a shadow flit down the street, long and thin and impossibly fast. He, too, closed his eyes and inhaled.
      

      
   
      The Hideous Hambeasts of Horror


      

      
      
         "Look," I said to Mikey. "Are you hungry or not?"



My little brother nodded.



"Okay, well what do you want to eat?"



Mikey looked up at me pensively.



"How about soup?" I said, pulling a can of chicken noodle from the pantry shelf.



"Nuh uh."



"Hot dogs?"



He scrunched up his face in thought for a moment before nodding. "With lotsa ketchup!"



"Deal!" I said, taking the buns from the pantry and moving to the fridge. Uh oh, I thought, realizing we were out of ketchup.



"How about mustard and relish?" Mikey was a picky little kid when it came to food, and he loved his hot dogs one way and one way only, but I figured it was worth a shot.



"No! With ketchup! I want ketchup!" He stamped his foot, imitating the angry character he'd seen in some cartoon or other.



"Sorry buddy, but we're all out."



He made his patented frowny face.



I probably should've gone to the store. But I was off to start college at the end of the month and babysitting my little brother while our folks took a short vacation seemed like my last chance to be lazy for a while, so I'd been putting it off.



I dug deeper through the fridge, but pickings were slim. Nothing but leftovers, and Mikey hated leftovers, even more than he hated hotdogs without ketchup. I was wondering just how long some of things had been in there when I had an idea.



"Uh oh..." I said, leaning into the fridge so it looked like I was reaching well past the actual back of it. "Oh no! Mikey! They're back!"



Mikey was still frowning, but I could see his curiosity getting the better of him.



I pretended to start struggling with something unseen.



"What is it?" he finally asked. "What's back?"



I yanked a half-carved ham-hock out of the fridge. "The hideous hambeasts of horror!" I waved the ragged piece of meat around like it was trying to attack me and I was fending it off.



Mikey jumped.



"Quick, squire, my sword! Fetch me my sword!" I pointed at the knife block on the far counter.



Mikey started to smile when he caught on. I mimed more of a fight with the beast, eventually slamming the ham down on a cutting board. Mikey handed me the large carving knife, and I made a show of stabbing the ham several times.



As the hambeast struggled slowly, I warned Mikey about the curse. "We let it sit too long uneaten, so it has returned to its beast form to seek revenge! We must perform the cleansing ritual!"



"Like a magic spell or somethin'?" Mikey asked.



"Exactly! Quickly too, before it reawakens."



"What do we do?"



"You must quest for the three magic elements to bind it: Holey cow juice, spongy wheat squares, and floating green circles!



He scrunched his face in thought again, then his eyes lit up and he ran to the fridge. He came back a second later, triumphantly holding the package of Swiss cheese over his head like a trophy.



"Excellent work, squire! Now quickly, open it!"



He tore into the package, handing me a slice, and I slammed it down on a piece of severed ham, making the hissing and squealing noises of a spell subduing evil.



It didn't take him long to find the bread, and we quickly bound the ham in it. The pickles took a tad longer for him to figure out, so as we fished out the slices, I let the ham came back to life, attacking me. I fell to the floor, the sandwich "biting" at my jugular. "Ugh... it got me, Mikey. It's up to you now. You have to finish things. Pickle it!"



He shoved several wet and still dripping pickle slices onto the thing twitching at my neck, getting juice all over the floor and my shirt as well. I hissed and growled as the hambeast, and then everything was still.



Mikey bent down beside me. "Alas, I am done for," I said. "You must take on the mantle now." I coughed and wheezed for show, before putting my hand on his shoulder. "I dub thee... The Earl of Sandwich. Take this," I shoved the world's ugliest, most mashed and mangled sandwich into his hands. "Eat it all, and never let the beasts return!"



Mikey grinned and took a huge bite.
      

      
   
      Corpuscular


      

      
      
         Michael is shouting again. He’s holding his sandwich open so we can see the mess inside. I watch him thrust it around his head, see mayonnaise spill onto the floor. He’s saying, “This is disgusting.”



Mom is saying, “What?”



He’s saying, “Mom, don’t you know how to make a sandwich?”



Mom is saying, “What?”



He’s saying, “You have to spread it around, make it even. Jesus Christ, not just glop it all in one spot.”



Mom is saying, “I made it for you.”



He throws the sandwich on the floor and makes a new one for himself. He demonstrates how to spread mayonnaise on the bread the correct way, slowly, the way someone might teach a child.



Mom picks the old sandwich off the ground and throws it away.



Afterwards, she still makes Michael’s sandwiches for him.








The argument ends with Catherine rolling up her sleeves and showing us what she has hidden underneath. It is summer, and she is still wearing long sleeves. The middle school counselor has called. He's heard rumors about Catherine and her friends, rumors about what she does in the girls’ restroom.



I watch Catherine pull up her sleeves and show Mom her arms. She shouts, “I cut myself all the time.”



Mom stands up, and looks, and sits, facing away. She is saying, “But why?”



Catherine rolls her sleeves down. She says, “I hate you.”



Mom is saying, “Why?”



Catherine is saying, “I hate you and I want to live with Dad.”



Afterwards, Catherine still lives with Mom, and Mom still assures the school counselor that everything is fine at home.








I stand in our living room, and their voices rage all about me. It can’t have been, but I remember them racing circles around the room, blinking in and out of sight, now on the couch, now by the front door, now in the hall, and me in the center of it, spinning till I made myself dizzy. Them sprinting in and out doorways, stomping up and down stairs, slamming cabinets shut and slinging them open, dancing up the walls, jumping on the ceiling, and me in the center, standing in the living room, bare toes massaging the frilly fibers of the carpet, not making sense of any of it.



And their voices. 



The house shook, I think. The glass in every window of the house rumbled, like a summer thunderstorm had rolled in and wind tore at the walls. They screamed, did nothing else, not even words as far as I could tell, just screams. What aroused such fury, I don’t want to know.



And then my Mom lifting the framed pen and ink drawing of some Victorian manor off the wall beside the front door, where it had hung for as long as I could remember. And then Mom standing in front of me, and the framed drawing raised high over her head, and her shouting all her loss and frustration out her throat (forgive her, she was under a lot of stress), and the frame smashing into the floor by my feet, and the glass shattering to pieces, too many pieces to ever be put back together.



Maybe it was because another thing from our old lives that had once seemed stable and permanent had been torn from its place, or maybe it was because it was scary and kids cry when scary things happen. Either way, I cried and ran away.



My sister, Catherine, followed me. She caught me. She asked, “Why are you crying? What’s the matter? What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”








It's a feeling of being outside yourself, of observing events but not taking part in them. It's a feeling of being outside of and apart from your family. 



I called it corpuscular.



This was not the correct word for it. I was wrong about a great many things. I was just a kid.








We are all in our twenties now. Except for Mom—she is in her fifties. On Mom’s birthday, we send her happy birthday texts. On Mother’s Day, we send her happy Mother’s Day texts. We don’t see each other very often, and when we do, we drink craft beer. We make jokes and laugh and enjoy each other’s company. We never talk about sandwiches with too much glopped mayonnaise or wearing long sleeves in summer or that drawing that used to hang by the front door. We forget.



We assume we’re pretty good people, pretty decent sorts of people.
      

      
   
      A Regrettable Incident


      

      
      
         He awoke with hunger. Violent, oppressive hunger. One that seized the mind, all the mind. One so strong it was impossible to stave off. 



He cracked his eyes open and crooked his right arm until his fist hovered straight above his face. Then he extended his thumb, fore and middle finger. Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. One, two, three. Three days he hadn't eaten. Three days he hadn't chewed as much as a crumb.



He sat up on the bench, sweeping aside the threadbare blanket that warmed him through the chilly nights. His breath misted. All around, the grass shimmered with dew. Branches swayed in the breeze, while sorrel leaves fluttered away. Six thirty AM maybe. He stood up, stretched his limbs. Then he bent over his shredded plastic bag, stuffed his blanket inside, picked it up and shuffled towards the nearest exit.



Beyond the rusty gates, the street was almost deserted. The lampposts cast down sickly orange light on the pavement. A shaggy mutt skittered past, snuffling the ground on his way to his next pee, as a jalopy lurched down the road. It honked, swerved and was gone. Rare shadows strode along, appearing hither and vanishing yonder, like busy ants in search of —



In search of food.



The emptiness of his stomach almost overwhelmed him. He doubled over in pain and inhaled deeply the crisp air that seared his lungs. The pangs finally petered out, and when he could stand up again, he realised how cold he felt. He rummaged in his bag for a last drop of booze to chug or a fag end to light, but found nothing. Sighing, he glanced right and left, crossed the road and went on to Baker street and its boarded up shops. Even the food bank had closed for want of supplies.



Midway, he stopped in front of the window of Harper's, the grocery store — one of the few that survived — and watched his reflection in the glazing, behind the security grille. Disheveled, greasy, dangling hair tapered off into a long, mangy beard that had invaded his gaunt cheeks. His eyes had sunken so much there were hardly visible in their sockets. His skin had become wan, almost translucent. His neck was so scrawny he wondered how it could still bear the weight of his skull. 



He had become a wraith.



He shrugged and carried on. When he reached the centre of Town hall's square, he flopped down, his back slouching against the rough basin of the old fountain. Soon, a new day would begin. A new day, like all the others, spent stretching his arm and begging for what chump change the pedestrians would deign to give him. He hoped that by the end of it he would have racked up enough to buy at least a skimpy sandwich. But he couldn't bank on it.








It was getting late. He jiggled the few coins he had collected during the day. How much was that? Five pence? Ten? Not enough to buy a fresh loaf of bread.



He lifted his eyes from his hand to spot a noisy figure tottering from Bridge road with a bottle in hand. He recognised Steve, his former foreman, the scab who had brownnosed the boss to save his job when the slaughterhouse had shut down two years ago. Holding back his revulsion and self-esteem — what little was left of it anyway — he stood up and walked to the drunkard.



"Hey Steve!" he said when he was close enough. "That's me, Serge. Do you remember?"



The other guy stopped and shot him a dumb glance. Serge grimaced and extended his hand, almost reflexively. “Anything you'd give to a famished old mate, buddy?” he asked. 



There was a slight hesitation, then Steve broke into a rowdy laughter. When he regained his composure, he simply looked straight in Serge's eyes and, unexpectedly, spat at him, before shambling off shouting random insults. 



Serge remained petrified watching Steve recede, while the gob oozed down his cheek. 



All of a sudden, he turned around, strode back all the way to his bag, and grabbed an old butcher knife from it. He dashed to the wobbling silhouette who was still braying at the top of his lungs. There was a brief flash of red light as the evening sun glanced off the rusty blade, before it sank into Steve's back, slicing through flesh and heart.



Prisoners, like cattle, don't starve. 
      

      
   
      Reuben Night


      

      
      
         “You’re an idiot, rookie.”



The junior pilot scratched his stubby beard. “I really don’t see where this is coming from, Sue.”



“Church,” she corrected. She’d be damned if she let a rook get comfortable calling her by her first name.



“Sure, whatever.” Leonard lifted another spoonful of sludgy potatoes. They dripped back down to his plate in slow motion, courtesy of the ship’s artificial gravity. “Point is, this goddamned food is starting to give me nightmares, and I really don’t see why the company doesn’t put it in the budget to something good every now and then.”



“Like a reuben?” Church asked as if the rook hadn’t been whining for swiss cheese and sauerkraut for a week on end.



“Yes, like a decent reuben. It isn’t even that hard!” Leonard raised his hands in a now very familiar prelude to a very familiar rant. “Corned beef doesn’t go bad. Cheese doesn’t go bad. And sauerkraut sure as hell doesn’t go bad. And it’s not like I’m asking for caviar-marinated lobster or anything like that. This shit’s cheap!”



“Okay, I’ve let this go on for way too long,” said Church. She flipped her napkin clean-side-up and pulled out a pencil. “We’re not leaving until you figure this out.”



“Figure what out?” The younger pilot put on a peevish frown that almost made Church physically ill.



“Why you’re a colossal fucking tool. And why the company doesn’t offer a five-star menu to freight crews.” Church ignored Leonard’s juvenile groan and began scribbling numbers on the napkin. “Bread for a crew of three hundred is going to be, what, about a hundred kilos? The beef’s gotta be another hundred, and the cheese and ‘kraut’s gonna be another. So that’s three hundred kilos of food, if we count in the weight of packaging and all.”



“Cargo hold’s got plenty of room,” Leonoard snarked.



“Shut the fuck up right now, rook.” Church added more figures to her calculations. “Force equals mass times acceleration, so if we want to maintain a comfortable cruising speed of half a G while adding three-oh-oh kilos to the load, we gotta increase force outputted by the engines by thirteen and a half hundred Newtons. Over a conservative journey of a million kilometers, that’s one point three five million megajoules of energy. And that’s only for about half the distance between Earth and Washington Station.”



Some hint of realization started to flicker in the Rook’s eyes. It was like the light at the end of the tunnel—far away, but promising.



“So,” continued Church as she squeezed several more figures into the last unused corner of her napkin, “Assuming an average ten percent fuel efficiency of a MaPCon fussion engine, you’re going to be spending nearly an entire extra kilo of fuel-grade deuterium just for Leonard White’s reuben night.”



Church grinned. The rhyme at the end had been unintentional, but certainly not unwelcome. Leonard stared blanky at the napkin. 



“Now I’m almost sure that even a dumbfuck like you knows how much a kilo of fuel costs.”



When the answer didn’t come fast enough, Church flicked Leonard’s nose.



“I asked you a fucking question, rook,” she said, even though she technically hadn’t.



“About a hundred thousand dollars,” Leonard answered, dejectedly.



“A hundred thousand dollars!” Church motioned skyward in a little lazy gesture. “Not including the actual cost of the fucking stuff. Just for Mister White’s Reuben Night.”



The rhyme was entirely intentional this time.



Leonard buried his face in his hands. “But I can’t eat this fucking food anymore.”



“Look, Rook,” said Church as she slung an arm over Leo’s shoulder. “Do you honestly think you’re the only one on this ship who hates eating this pigshit? Donnelley from engineering wants steak. Jo from nav wants fresh fruit salad.” She counted off each crewmate on her fingers. “I want nachos with guac. And call me a racist, but I’ll bet my left ass cheek that all Captain Zhang dreams about in his bunk is a bowl of fucking rice. We’re all dealing with it, rook.”



Leonard wore the face of a broken man. His gaze wandered between the floor and the gelatinous meatloaf on his plate.



“Look, I just want a—”



“Shut the fuck up, rook.”





      

      
   
      A Sitcom Story


      

      
      
         Marten Cooper had problems. He had problems with his love interest, Sasha, his job career as an emcee, and his finances. Marten Cooper’s life could be described by some as being at its nadir. However, that description would be unnecessarily dramatic for the purposes of describing the mediocrity of Marten Cooper’s unremarkable and unfulfilled life. Luckily, an interesting source of conflict was about to emerge without very much explanation to distract Marten Cooper from the monotonous tedium of his pointless existence.

            	

Marten Cooper was awoken by a loud knocking on his apartment door. His love interest, Sasha, who was sleeping next to him, also awoke.

            	

“You are a very inattentive and incompetent lover, Marten Cooper,” she said, deadpan. There was a hint of humanity attempting to creep into her voice but she quickly suppressed it the through use of increasingly obtuse phrasing.  “I think, perhaps, that we shall part for the time being.”

            	

Marten Cooper was conflicted. He felt the need to address the issue with his love interest, but also an equal responsibility to answering the door. He resolved to attempt both actions at the same time.



“Well,” he said, as he walked towards his goal, “I love you, and I do no—“



Unfortunately, Marten Cooper had collided with the door in an attempt to successfully coordinate both actions in tandem. A laugh track played nervously in the background. It seemed that in his attempt to juggle multiple things at once, Marten Cooper ended up unable to do any of them. Surely this was humbling experience for Marten Cooper.



“Huff,” Sasha said, instead of simply exhaling like a normal human being. “I can’t believe I am in a committed relationship lasting over several months that may or may not imply a marital interest with such an incompetent.”



A slide whistle briefly interrupted the scene for comedic timing.



“I’m going to my mother’s,” Sasha said, walking over to the door and speaking simultaneously with  perfectly elegant poise. Clearly, Sasha was out of poor Marten Cooper’s league. “We will certainly not be seeing each other again in the foreseeable future, and we will certainly not be getting back together.”



Sasha opened the door. As the door opened, a copious amount of fog billowed into the apartment, accompanied by thunder and witch cackle sound effects that came packaged with the original Foley SFX cd. A bit-crushed rendition of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue began playing in the background.



“Auntie, what are you doing here at this particular time and place relative to our respective schedules?” Marten Cooper inquired.



“I am here to steal your girlfriend for nefarious purposes that I will now explain at length to you, my dear nephew!” Auntie Agonist exposited, hamming it up as usual.



Marten Cooper tried not to roll his eyes and ruin the take. “Ok.”



Sasha also said okay, but it was edited out in post-production. 



“You see, my dear nephew,” she began, putting pregnant pauses and unnecessary emphasis on each word in her dialogue, “I am actually a criminal that sells young women into bondage!”



“Ok.” Marten Cooper said, shocked. How could a woman he had known since he was a child be so evil?



Marten Cooper forgot his next line.



“Well, uh, I guess I’ll just take her then!” Auntie Agonist said, substantially flustered.



Marten Cooper remembered his previous line. “How could you do this Auntie Agonist. I’ve known you since I was a child?” Shit. Now everything was out of order. Marten Cooper was also fairly certain he put the wrong emphasis on the delivery, not that it mattered.



Marten Cooper and Auntie Agonist both paused for a long time, not sure what was supposed to be said next.



Sasha stepped on both their lines to save the scene. “Marten Cooper, I realized I was wrong and I do in fact need you in my life in order to prevent unfortunate happenstances such as the following.” A true professional.



Marten Cooper walked forward and spoke, “Don’t worry, Sasha, I love you and will protect you because you are my love interest.” He gingerly tapped Auntie Agonist on her face with his fist.



“OH NO I HAVE BEEN VANQUISHED!” Auntie Agonist shrieked like a goose that dropped out of acting school after her first semester as she disintegrated from Marten’s punch.



Marten Cooper tried not to roll his eyes.



“My hero.” Sasha did her best not to act. “We will probably have sex later.”



Credits Roll. No applause. 
      

      
   
      My Kingdom for a Snack


      

      
      
         The child awoke, and found himself in a world of shadows and starlight. 



He glanced at the nursemaid, but she lay on the bed with the other babies, fast asleep. She would be cranky if he woke her. But he was hungry.



He sat up, then, and carefully scooted across the straw mattress and dropped to the floor. Being careful not to step on the older boys slumbering on the floor, he made his way to the door and slipped out into the corridor. 



The older boys liked to lord their size and age over the child. We'll be squires, soon! they'd say, puffing their chests out boldly. We'll serve the King's knights. Perhaps they'll take us along to battle!



The child padded down the darkened hall. There were probably monsters hiding in the corners, but monsters couldn't see little children. The nursemaid said so, and from what the child could tell, she knew everything. 







Finding the kitchens turned out to be a rather difficult task. The servant's quarters were cramped, and the hallways wound together like a knotted piece of string. 



It was an old castle. Everyone said the King had taken it from an evil sorcerer long ago, and paid for it in blood. That's why we never see His Highness without his battlehelm, they whispered. He has a terrible scar that never heals.



The nursemaid wouldn't talk about the king. It isn't my place, she would say. His Highness has a trying job.



The child didn't see what was so hard about crushing one's enemies (especially when you were as powerful and deadly as the King supposedly was), but the nursemaid knew everything, probably, and he didn't press further. 







After some time, the child came across an promising-looking door. He had to jump a bit to reach the latch, but it swung open easily, revealing a darkened room. Convinced he was in Cook's bedroom, the child toddled over to the snoring lump on the four-poster bed.



"Snack, please?" The child asked politely, tapping on the lump. The snoring stopped abruptly. 



"You... What? What is the meaning of this?" came the groggy reply. The shape slowly sat up, like a dragon emerging from its lair. 



"Snack?" The child repeated, hopefully.



The child stumbled as the shape rose from the bed and moved to light a candelabra. Light sprang from the wicks, and the room suddenly became much bigger. 



Before the child stood the King.



He was tall. He towered over the wayward child like the castle walls themselves, big and solid and tense. His brows were furrowed in an angry frown, and the expression twisted the scars on his face into a misshapen mess of harsh, unforgiving flesh.



"Why have you awoken me?" The King thundered.



The child blinked up at the angry monarch, wondering if this was why the King wore a battlehelm. Between his half-severed brow and his lopsided nose, the King looked like a troll, or maybe an ogre. 



"Speak when you are ordered to," the King demanded. 



"Snack for me?"



"What?"



The child remembered his manners. "Snack for me, please?"



The King stared at the toddler. "You woke your ruler because you were hungry? Do you not fear my ire?" He kicked the pile of armor left discarded at the foot of his bed. "Others would not dare approach me if their lives depended on it. Why do you not fear my monstrosity as they do?"



Maybe this was a riddle, like in the nursemaid's stories. If the child answered correctly, the King would relent and they could get a snack. 



"Why are you not afraid?" the King repeated, almost desperately. 



"Monsters don't see children," the child stated. "Nurse says so."



He reached out a tiny hand and waved it before the King. His Highness' eyes followed the movement of the tiny fingers as they flailed about.



"See?" the child chirped. "Not a monster."



The King stared at him for a long time. 



Finally, he murmured, "I see."



The child perked up hopefully. "Snack?"



"Yes, I think so," the monarch replied. He reached down and allowed the child to wrap his hand around a single gnarled finger. 



"Snack for us," the child said happily, as the two set off through the darkened castle.  
      

      
   
      Parmesan


      

      
      
         "Hi," Alice smiled from the hallway.



"Hi?" Franz looked at her through the crack of the door. From what she could see he was in his pajamas, probably on his way to bed. The thought made her slightly uncomfortable, but all the more eager.



"Really sorry for waking you up, but I was wondering if I could borrow some Parmesan?" She shivered as she asked the question. Worst icebreaker in the history of the world. Great job, Alice. All those public speaking classes sure went to good use.



"Parmesan?" The man asked in a level voice. His accent was showing. Definitely Austrian. Or maybe German? "You want Parmesan?"



"It's embarrassing, but I ran out and—" The door closed shut mid-sentence.



Well, that takes care of that. Her shoulders relaxed slightly as she shifted her weight to her left leg. Not what she had hoped, but not surprising either. He must think I'm an idiot. Or a maniac. Shitty ten to ten work schedule! I bet—



A sliding metallic sound broke the night's quiet. Moments later the door opened halfway.



"What do you need Parmesan for?" Franz asked. He looked a bit shorter than Alice expected him to. Of course, this was the first time she had actually seen him up close.



"Just to make a sandwich," Alice replied casually, surprising even herself. Her calm demeanor was capable of convincing anyone anything, even if the words made no sense whatsoever. And now he probably thinks I'm crazy too.



"Is that before or after your midnight jog?" He smirked.



"Huh?" Alice looked down at her clothes, as if someone had magically transformed them into something new. Just the average blue and white set she always wore at home—nothing to look at, but divinely comfortable. Again, nice work, Alice! Thinking you could win this one with charm, sloppy clothes, and a Battlestar Galactica T-shirt. "Oh, this isn't for jogging. Just something I wear."



"I see." He leaned on the wall. "And it's normal for you to wake someone up in the middle of the night and ask for Parmesan cheese?" His English was way too formal, in a sweet, yet slightly weird sort of way.



"Well, yea?" She shifted her weight again. This was a bad idea. I can't believe I'm actually going on with it!



"What's your name?" Frank crossed his arms. Bad sign. Based on Alice's books on body language that meant he was defensive and closed to any suggestions.



"Alice. Alice Greene." I noticed you around. I find you very attractive. The lyrics of the stupid song popped into her mind. At this point she might as well use them. It wasn't like she'd do much worse. "I've noticed y—"



"Alice," he repeated her name, as if it were a medical condition. "You came here at this late hour, woke me up, and asked for Parmesan cheese?" His jaw clenched slightly at every word. 



So much for that plan. Alice bit on the corner of her lip, while maintaining a guilty smile. Not sure if he's stupid or I am...



"And you didn't even check I'm a vegan." He shook his head twice, lips pursed.



"A vegan?" What the what? Franz opened the door a bit more, then tapped loudly on a large green sticker put in its center. The words Vegan is a state of mind! stared back at Alice, mocking her. "Oh..." It's official. I'm an idiot. And so is he! "I guess I'll go now..." 



She took a step back, shoulders all tensed up again. Of all her bad ideas, this had to be in the top fifty, though worthy of a special mention. Parmesan indeed! Alice expected the door to slam in her face. That's what she would do if the situation was reversed. Instead, Franz just laughed.



"Next time, just please ask for a cup of coffee," he moved aside leaving enough space for her to pass. "There'll be much less confusion that way."
      

      
   
      Just a Sandwich


      

      
      
         The sign approached rapidly, blue in spite of the dark tint lent to the world by the windows. The symbols of service stations and the number 3 stood out. Then the sign was gone, disappearing into the world behind him.



John leaned across the foot well and opened the small fridge. Everything an important man might desire was inside: bottled water, foie gras, caviar, oysters. But the stomach could be as fickle as the needs of the nation.



He closed the fridge. For a moment he noted how everything sounded muffled: the distant engine, the humming motor inside the fridge, the voices that Aidan was listening to on lunchtime radio. 



John sighed and sat back in his seat. “Aidan?”



Aidan looked across the car at him, removing headphone buds from his ears. The voices grew clearer for a moment, though not such that John could hear what they were saying. But he was sure he heard his own name regardless.



“I’m quite hungry,” John said. “Could we stop for something to eat?”



Aidan glanced at the closed fridge, and his eyebrows climbed his forehead by a fraction of an inch. Didn’t they?



Aidan looked down at his tablet. The buzz of haptic feedback keys pervaded the atmosphere for a few moments.



“There isn’t anywhere suitable on the way, sir.”



John felt himself frown, so he schooled his expression. “Is that so? Won’t there be a service station on the way?”



Aidan never frowned, but it seemed his eyebrows crawled back down his forehead, just a fraction. “What would you like, sir?” he asked.



John sighed again. “I don’t know.” He thought about the food in the fridge. Still, none of it suited. “A sandwich,” he said.



Aidan looked at his tablet again, his fingers flying across its gleaming surface. “What kind of sandwich?”



Beyond the partition window, a faint voice murmured. The car didn’t slow, but John felt them change lanes, momentum pushing his body to the right, pressing against his seatbelt.



He hummed to himself until the pressure on his right shoulder decreased. “I’ll decide when we arrive.” A thin, delicate slice of pink salmon came to mind.



“Sir,” Aidan said. He sounded reproving, although he continued typing frantically.



The salmon was sounding more and more appealing, but Aidan’s tone frustrated John. “I haven’t decided yet, Aidan,” he said levelly.



“I suggest a BLT.”



John didn’t bother to conceal his frown. “Might I ask why?”



“The BLT would be an appropriate choice, sir. It appeals to all classes.”



“I would prefer something with salmon.”



The corners of Aidan’s mouth dropped, opening his mouth slightly, and John thought about fish, their mouths opening and closing as they breathed.



“It’s just a sandwich, Aidan.”



The car began to slow. Aidan put his tablet on his lap and knocked on the partition window. “One BLT sandwich for the Prime Minister,” he said.



“Aidan,” John said. “I can buy my own sandwich.”



“That wouldn’t be wise, sir.”



John put his hand on the car door.



“Sir, you cannot be seen to be a hypocrite, favouring one type of food that gives off a certain impression over another. You want to be seen as a man of the people.”



John looked out of the window at the cars they began to pass in the parking spaces. Ordinary. Normal. Of the people.



He took his hand off the door handle.
      

      
   
      Nuestra Señora


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      For Want of a Clean Sandwich


      

      
      
         The trail of snot on the Subway employee’s glove could be seen from across the counter.  To Russell's horror, instead of being tossed in the trash, the glove remained attached to the hand, and was instead lowered into the lettuce bin.



A small, strangled noise escaped Russell’s throat.  



Troy, to his left, turned to him, a flat expression on his face.  “What?”



“She wiped her nose on her glove.  She’s touched the lettuce.  And the pickles.”  He turned to Troy, eyes wide.  “We have to leave.”



The line shuffled forward.  “God dammit, no.  No!  Don’t do this!”  Troy hissed.  “I just came off a twelve hour shift, I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday afternoon, and I just want a goddamn sandwich.”



“But!  The snot!  Look, she’s doing it with her other hand now!”



Indeed, the other glove had become besnotted, and proceeded to rummage through the onions.



Troy sighed.  “Okay, yeah, that’s pretty gross.  C’mon, there’s a deli on the corner.”











Everything was fine until a pepper mill mishap caused the deli clerk to sneeze on the cured ham he was slicing.  Russell gagged.



Troy whirled on him.  “Russ, I swear to Christ, just order the roast beef.”



“But!  But!  The nasal explosion!  Ejected mucus can travel at speeds in excess of ninety miles per hour, flooding the entire area with–”



Troy growled in the back of his throat as he grabbed Russell by the collar and dragged him out, Russell babbling all the while.













As they approached the hot dog cart, Russell began to whimper.  “Street vendors are notorious for–”



“Shut up,” Troy snapped.  “This is the last food joint before we get back to the apartment.  There’s nothing wrong with the hot dog cart, just.... Suck it up.”



Russell stared at the sidewalk.  “I am pretty hungry.”



“Me too.  Now let’s–”



They stopped dead in their tracks as they watched the vendor stoop to pick up a hot dog that had fallen on the ground, dust it off, and put it back on the grill.



Troy swore as he facepalmed.  Russell emitted a noise in a register normally reserved for calling dogs.











“I’ll make us sandwiches myself.  Alright?  Breakfast sandwiches.  Eggs and cheese on bagels.”  Troy greased up a pan and dumped in a half-dozen beaten eggs, then started slicing bagels in half.



“See, this is what we should have done from the beginning, Troy.  Controlled environment.  Foreknowledge of ingredients used.  Everything–”



“Fucking shit.”  A trail of ruby liquid blossomed across the white cutting board as Troy flew to the sink and grabbed a wad of paper towels.



Russell’s voice sank to the floor as his eye began to twitch.  “Et tu, Brute?”  



“Oh, fuck you,” Troy spat as he pressed the rapidly reddening paper towel to his hand, “you’re not fucking helpless.  Make your own goddamn sandwich, I need to go wrap this up.”  He shouldered past his roommate on his way to the bathroom, leaving Russell alone in the kitchen.



“Well.”  Russell gingerly placed the cutting board in the sink.  Turning to grab the pan, his elbow brushed against the countertop.  With a start, he checked to see if his sleeve had any blood on it, and insodoing flung the pan and the half-cooked eggs into the sink as well.  He began to hyperventilate as the eggs began to tinge red from the bloodstained cutting board.



Seeing spots, he leaned against the counter to support himself, then recoiled as though stung.  Lifting his hand, he saw that it, too, had been touched by blood.



Russell’s eyes began to vibrate within their sockets.








“Police are still investigating the strange and tragic death of Russel Larkin, who set himself and a variety of foodstuffs on fire outside his apartment complex.  Bystanders report that he screamed incoherently for several minutes prior to his death, although he repeated the phrases ‘filthy food’ and ‘out, damn spot’ several times.  While investigators officially state that it's still unclear whether his actions were deliberate or accidental, the incident has attracted national attention.  President Trump had this to say.”



“Clearly the man was disturbed.  I mean, obviously.  No sane man wants to set himself on fire.  But it’s also clear he was calling out for help.  The people are crying out, they’re desperate.  Illegal immigrants are still taking way too many jobs from good, hard-working Americans, especially in the food service industry.  And that’s why I’m introducing new legislation today.  I’m calling it the Russell Act in honor of this brave young man…”
      

      
   
      The Perfect Crime


      

      
      
         My phone buzzed in my pocket, so I shifted the bag to my other hand and tapped my Bluetooth headset. It was, predictably, Sophia.



"Where's my Reuben, asshole?" she snapped.



I forced myself to stay calm. Forced a smile to my face. Tried not to think about what I was about to do to her, which would have made the smile both more genuine and more sinister. 



"The deli didn't have it ready when I arrived," I said half-truthfully. They'd been wrapping up the order when I walked in, but she didn't need to know that. "I'll be out of here in two minutes, back inside the building in eight, and upstairs in ten."



She was silent for a moment, then grunted. "Fine. This time. But don't clock in until it's in my hands. And you'd better believe I'm going to check your timecard. We don't pay you to loiter."



I raised my eyebrows. She was clearly in a good mood, and I almost felt guilty for a moment. Almost. But it wasn't about me—or even, really, her. My boss ran the division of the company whose sole job was to shift funds between various offshore accounts until no government on Earth knew how to tax us. She was greed personified, stiffing entire nations for the benefit of a few big-shots who were already impossibly rich. I was doing the world a favor.



I fast-walked back to the office, getting waved through the fast-track security line—and after a body-scan, a patdown, and a chemical sniff, was hustling toward the elevator to the executive penthouse. I checked my watch. Seven and a half minutes. Just enough time.



When I got out of the elevator, I palmed the credit card from my back pocket and walked down the empty hall to the janitor's closet in between the two bathrooms. It was locked, but there was plenty of space between the door and the frame, and the card popped the lock trivially. There were security cameras in the hall, yes, but to all but the most detailed examination it would look like I was simply going to the bathroom, and I'd have a few seconds of guaranteed privacy.



I closed the door behind me, carefully unwrapped the Reuben, and extracted a small bottle of eyedrops from my briefcase. Or what looked like eyedrops, anyway. I allowed myself a smirk as I uncapped it, levered the sandwich open with the back of my fingernail, and squeezed a single drop onto the corned beef. Then I carefully re-wrapped everything and put it back in the bag.



Odorless. Tasteless. Undetectable. It was the perfect poison.



It was the perfect crime.








"Hey, Tanner," Riggs said through a mouthful of BLT as she stared at the security monitors. "Remember I had you scan that guy's meds in the fast-track line?"



Tanner walked over, crossing his arms. "Yeah?"



Riggs grinned and pointed at a screen. "And remember I told you about our penthouse murderer? Check it out—he's at it again."



Tanner glanced at the feed from the penthouse janitor's closet and raised an eyebrow. "I don't get it. That eyedrop bottle is water. Literally water. Not even spit—it swabbed clean of DNA."



"Ah," Riggs said, lifting a finger. "But our perp did some of his web research from the office. What do you know about homeopathy?"



Tanner thought. "Medical pseudoscience. Something about 'like cures like'—diluting harmful materials which cause particular symptoms in order to cure those symptoms instead."



"Extremely diluted materials, to the point where there's not a single molecule of the original substance left." Riggs grinned. "You might say, literally water."



"Huh. So he's, what…" Tanner trailed off.



"Trying it the other way, we think." Riggs leaned back in her chair. "Diluting something which normally heals, to slowly poison our Financial Services head over time. Three weeks ago, he bought a bottle of antivenom online."



Tanner laughed incredulously. "Wait, you weren't kidding? He's actually trying to murder her?"



Riggs laughed back. "Harmlessly and entertainingly."



"Still," Tanner said, "shouldn't we be arresting him before he decides it's not working and tries something else?"



"And get chewed out by Queen Bitch for sacking the longest-lasting assistant she's ever hired?" Riggs asked. "Besides, what's he going to get through security?"
      

      
   
      Where's My Sand, Witch?


      

      
      
         “No, you’ve got it all wrong.” Lul pushed strands of seaweed from her eyes and smiled reassuringly up at her customer.  “It’s ‘sandwich shop’, not ‘sand witch shop’—Silent ‘t’, see?”



The skeleton looked at the sandwiches on Lul’s cart, sockets narrowed.  “You stupid? Nobody eats around here.  Now where’s my sand sculpture?”



Shame pricked Lul’s cheeks as she flicked her tail, conjuring a twisting edifice from the sand.  “There you go,” she said thickly.  “Good luck with the contest.”








Lul stared up at the muddy, sunless sky and wiped her eyes with a scaled hand.  She hated this dumb tourist town and all the dumb, small-minded creatures who lived there.  Who cared about the Annual Underworld Sand-garden competition anyway? What about what she wanted?



She clutched the book tightly to her chest and stared out to where the dull grey beach met the dull grey ocean.  On the horizon, the gateway to the Overworld shimmered and twisted like it had the day the book washed ashore.



“I bet it's amazing there,” she whispered to the book.  “It must be wonderful living somewhere where people want to try something new.”








Green flames licked the carcass of the Grökhog as Lul turned the spit.  She checked the book again.  Well, she had no idea what a ‘chicken’ was, but hopefully Grökhog was an okay substitute.  A wonderful smell pressed at her nose from the nearby kiln: fresh bread and brimstone.  It smelt like a dream.



A twig snapped and Lul looked round to see her father watching from the edge of the clearing.  Ignoring the look in his eyes she held up a finished sandwich.



“Look, Pa.  It’s called a cheese and sundried tomato sandwich.  Wanna try some? The, uh, tomatoes aren’t sundried because we don’t have a sun here, but it should still taste great, right?”



All eight eyes blinked slowly, a strange colour in them that Lul couldn’t comprehend.  Then he slowly clacked his mandibles.



“Come on, time for work.”



Lul watched him leave, then gazed at the sandwich.  She took a bite but couldn’t taste anything.



Her eyes itched.








The next day she painted her cart in bright colours and pulled it to the beach.  She neatly arranged the sandwiches by colour and size, and wore her best smile.



Nobody bought anything except sand, and everybody was noisy about the reasons why.



Lul kept smiling though, even when her mouth started to hurt.








“Hey Lul,” Maen’s voice boomed across the workshop on the beach.  “Hear you’ve been freaking everyone out with your dumb food cart again.”



Lul’s magical grip on the miniature sand sculpture tightened as she glared at her brother.  “It’s not dumb, Maen.”



Both mouths grinned.  “No, but you must be.  Food’s for idiots in the Overworld... Or those enchanted by them.”



“Maen.” Their father’s voice crashed against the tide.



“What? She’s a sand witch, Pa.  Time she started acting like one.”



“You... I...” Lul swallowed.  That was it.  She snapped her tail and her sculpture disintegrated.   “I don’t want to be one,” she hissed, her eyes burning.  “Maybe I can do better than all this.  Mom thought so.”



She ran home, far away from their expressions.







Lul pretended she was asleep when her father checked on her.  Her hearts raced as she felt him pry the book from her fingers.  



She heard the sound of pages being turned, and felt something in the air that weighed unpleasantly on her chest.



His fingers brushed hers for the longest time when he returned the book.








“The mayor gave my space away?”



The goblin shrugged as he unloaded his cart of dumb rock statues and other stupid tourist-town things.



“Yeah.  Yer pa told ‘im you didn’t need it no more.”



Lul looked back at her packed cart, suddenly feeling stupid and tired.  She kicked it, kicked it again.  Then she ran down to the shore, her eyes burning, and tried to throw the book away, but the tide kept bringing it back.







When the storm finally carried her home, Lul found her father sitting at his work bench.



“How could you, Pa?” she growled, her chest sore.  “I said I didn’t want to be a sand witch.”



He silenced her without moving, his eyes fixed on a square of paper on the bench.  Eventually, a chitinous claw pushed it towards her.  “And you won’t be,” he whispered.



Lul turned it over, and her breath caught.  



The ticket to the Overworld shimmered in her hand.
      

      
   
      Early at Earl's


      

      
      
         "Shit. Stop the drill!"

"But don't you want it open?"

"Shh! Just turn it off. There's someone outside."

"I told you we should've left the lights out."

"Shut up. You take hours with no lights."

"You're free to try kick the safe open like you did the front door."

"Quiet. He's close."







"Fucker's coming in."

"What do we do? Do we knock him out? We could get out through the kitchen."

"Shut it!"







"Hello? Is anybody? Anybody here?"

"What is he doing here in the middle of the night?"

"Shh!"

"Is he seriously just sitting down there?"

"Shut it!"

"Hello? Could I order? I'd like to order, please?"

"Why would he? What do we do?"

"Oh fuck it! You drill quietly. I got this."







"Sir! Over here. I'll take your order."

"Ah. Thank you. Two, erm, I'd like one farmer's egg and cheese sandwich please."

"Sir, of course. I'll tell the kitchen team."







"Old fucker wants a sandwich. At 3 a.m."

"He won't leave quickly, will he? How do we get rid of him? The drill's almost through. What do we do?"

"Make him a sandwich."

"You sure? But I don't know, can we do that? What if-"

"Shush. Back there's the store room. Farmer's egg and cheese sandwich. Find some egg. Find some cheese. Find some bread. Use a pan. We got this."







"Sir, your sandwich's coming."

"Thank you, young man. Could you bring one, please, one bottle of wine as well? No, one glass only. Dry red please."

"Sir, of course. Be right back."







"Wine as well! Old fucker. You're cooking?"

"It shouldn't take more than a few minutes. The drill should be through by then, too. I saw a few bottles of wine in the store room."

"I'll find it."







"Sir. Your glass, and your wine."

"Thank you, young man."

"That all, Sir?"

"Yes. Yes, it's just.. When.. When I came in, young man, I couldn't help but notice your front door. Your front door's damaged."

"Really? Vandals! I'll write a note. We'll have it fixed. Damn kids."

"Language, young man. Weren't we all.. In our time we all were like that, weren't we?"

“I guess.”

"You can pick the farmer's egg and cheese sandwich up now."

"Sir, I'll get your sandwich."







"Old fucker's eating."

"What in the world is he doing here now?"

"Who cares. How's the safe?"

"The drill got through the lock. I just had a look at it, but maybe we should wait till the old man leaves?"

"The fuck? We fill our bags now."







"FUmmph"

"Keep it down! The old guy's still here. And don't bite me. It's not my fault."

"Where the fuck is the money?"

"I have no idea, it was empty when I looked through before I opened it."

"Fuck."

"Let's just pack up and leave out the back."

"Excuse me? Young man! I'd like to pay. Young man?"

"Shit. I'll go. You pack up. How much is this food stuff?"

"How would I know? What can it be? Ten Pounds?"







"That'll be fifteen Pounds, Sir."

"Do you not have a receipt, young man?"

"No. Sorry. Only during day shift."

"Ok. That's ok. I don't keep those anyway. Here please, take these two."

"Thanks. Did you enjoy your food, Sir?"

"Ghastly, the sandwich. Even more stale than usual. Still my wife, she would have liked it still."

"...?"

"It was just.. just to her taste. Thank you very much. Goodbye, young man."

"Goodbye, Sir."








"Completely nuts, I tell you. Old man was completely nuts."

"We were so lucky he was. He would have noticed something was off for sure."

"No one did. Fuck this town. And fuck those broke ass shops."

"We were so lucky we got out with no one noticing. And some money at least."

"Fuck all of that. Fuck wine too. Pass me another bottle."
      

      
   
      Roastbusters


      

      
      
         “Well, they can’t all be tragic romance or terrible vengeance.” Claire shimmied over the top of the chain-link fence. Once on her feet again, she tugged at the jacket laid over the barbed wire, wincing at a tearing sound.



Anna stood on the other side of the fence, her arms crossed. “We agreed to help with unfinished business. Not unfinished sandwiches.”



“C’mon, haven’t you ever had a meal where everything’s just right? The lettuce is crisp and the meat is fresh and the cheese is exactly the right kind of piquant?“ Claire clasped a hand to her chest. “I feel for the guy.”



Anna stepped forward, the metal mesh of the fence passing right through her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve needed to eat.”



“All the more reason to understand the tragedy.”



Anna rolled her eyes. “Let’s just go. I don’t even know what you expect to find here.”



Claire dropped her voice to a whisper. “Me either, but it never hurts to check out the place of death.” The trainyard was silent, with unused subway cars looming up out of the dark on all sides.



Behind her, Anna blithely floated along, a few inches off the ground. “He died here?”



“Well, no, but he had a heart attack while driving one of these. Thankfully, no one else got hurt. They took the train out of service as standard policy.”



“I’m impressed by the detective work.”



“I just paid attention when he told us all this,” Claire said. “You’d be amazed how well that works.”



“Hmph.” Anna glanced away, and then pointed. “What about that?”



“About wh-- cheese and crackers!” Claire quickly backpedaled. “That’s a very large rodent.”



“Yep,” Anna said. 



They watched as the rat scurried forward, into a discarded paper bag and right through the other side without disturbing it.



“That’s… a very large rodent ghost?” Claire said slowly.



“I’m following it!” Anna took off in hot pursuit. 



Claire scrambled to keep up. Anna had a bad habit of going through obstacles rather than around them, and Claire had to be on watch to not accidentally walk face-first into the wall of a subway car. When they reached the locomotive at the end of one of the trains, the rat jumped right up through the door with Anna right behind.



By the time Claire figured out how to force the door open, she arrived to see Anna holding a squealing rat by the scruff of its neck.



“Seriously?”



Anna shrugged. “What, is it going to bite me?” The rat managed to flip around and do just that, and Anna cried out and dropped it. The rodent scuttled into a metal cabinet, out of sight.



More importantly, Claire noticed what else was in the locomotive, next to the levers that regulated its speed. There, on a white paper plate, sat one half of a sandwich: roast beef, mustard, swiss cheese, lettuce, and tomato, on rye bread. The sight alone made her mouth water.



“I can’t believe this is still here,” she said, reaching out to grab it. She frowned as she completely missed. On the third try, she realized that her hand was passing completely through.



“You’ve got to be kidding,” Anna said. She floated over and easily grabbed it. “It’s… the ghost of a sandwich?”



Claire grinned. “I knew this would work out.”



Anna eyed the sandwich speculatively. “On second thought, maybe I do understand this guy. I’ve not had anything to eat in a decade or so. Maybe we just let me have this one, then you can go murder some other sandwich, and--”



“No can do,” Claire said firmly. “But… maybe we should spare just a bit of it.”



Anna’s eyes lit up. “Oooh.”



“Not for you. We help those with unfinished business, right? And there’s someone else who that applies to.”



It took a minute for Anna to realize the implications. “No.” Anna shook her head vigorously. “No way.”



Claire raised an eyebrow.



Anna let out an anguished groan. She grimaced and broke a piece of the sandwich off, setting it on the floor. As she floated back, the rat darted out of its hiding spot, snatching up the chunk in one big gulp. It froze in place, and then let out a supremely satisfied squeak.



As the rat glowed a faint white and faded out of existence, Claire and Anna shared a smile. 



“You think there’s a rat heaven?” Anna mused.



Claire shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe it’s the same place as sandwich hell.”
      

      
   
      You Didn't Ask


      

      
      
         “A... can of coke?” She stared at me with one eyebrow raised. “Really?”



“Yep.”



“That’s it?”



“Well, chilled would be nice, but it won’t be a dealbreaker if it’s not,” I said. “I’ll take what I can get.”



“And that’s really what you want the most?”



“What else would I want?”



“I dunno.” She stared at me. “Most people have a litany, and a coke is usually pretty far from the top.”



“What’s usually on the top?”



“It varies.” She thought briefly. “Money’s popular. Power. Sex.”



“Well, I do like those things,” I admitted.



“But you like Coca-Cola more?”



“I think the price is right,” I said.



“It’s a wish,” she said. “It’s free.”



“No,” I insisted. “I’ve heard this story. The Monkey’s Paw, and who knows how many others. Every time someone just gets what they want for nothing, there’s always a terrible downside, and the bigger the wish, the more terrible it is. Like, if I wished to be spectacularly rich, I’d have to deal with...”



“With what?”



“I don’t even know!” I said. “And that’s how it gets you, isn’t it? People are willing to make wishes for huge things because they don’t see the problems. Then they get blindsided.”



“But a coke won’t have a price?”



“Well, if it does, I’m willing to pay for a can of coke,” I said. “It’s pretty cheap compared to things like fortune and fame, and if I get rid of my wish now, I won’t be tempted later. I think I’ll just stick to what I can afford and be done with it. I wish for a can of coke.”



“Well, then.” There was a sun-bright blinding white flash, and when I could see again she had a red can in her hand. “Here you go.” She tossed it to me with a gentle lob.



I caught it by reflex. It was cool, already wet with condensation. Faint bubbling pinged inside from being thrown. “Great,” I said. “Now it’s shaken.”



“You didn’t specify not shaken.” She smirked. “Every wish comes with a terrible downside, remember? Your words.”



“Well, you lawyered me,” I said, with a self-satisfied smile. “Told you you would.”



“I didn’t have to. I’m just messing with you because you expected it.”



“So you wouldn’t have if I hadn’t expected it?”



She stared at me. “I’d have given you what you wished for,” she said slowly.



I looked at the can in my hand. “Technically, you did give me what I wished for.”



“So what’s the difference?”



“Wait.” I tried to make sense of that. “You’re saying that if I hadn’t expected a terrible price, there wouldn’t have been one? Or there would have been one anyway?”



“You know...” She paused, cocking her hip and putting a hand on it. “For all the talk about how there’s always supposedly a horrible catch, you didn’t ask the question that could have actually told you.”



“I’ve read the stories,” I said.



“Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you think even a single one of those authors has ever actually been granted a wish like this? How would they know?”



“So... what should I have asked?”



“If anyone ever actually tried to make that big wish for what they wanted most.” She sighed and shook her head. “All the years the ring’s been around, not one person yet has asked me what the last person wished for, how it turned out, whether it was a good idea or not... nothing about the past. And, you know, those who forget history...”



“Fine. What did the last person wish for?” I asked.



“You don’t want to know,” she said.



“How’d it turn out for them?” I pressed.



She crossed her arms and frowned. “You really don’t want to know.”



“That bad?”



“Or maybe that good.” She shrugged.



“Was it good?”



“Nope, not answering.” She shook her head. “I got you your coke. That’s all I’m on the hook for.”



I studied the can, red and white painted metal coated in glittering dewdrops. It was making my hand cold. There was also a sinking feeling in my stomach. “Suddenly I’m wondering, did I overpay for this?”



“That,” she said matter-of-factly, “is entirely up to you.”



“I guess it—” I looked up. She was gone.



Over the years I’ve examined the ring more times than I can count, but never discovered anything in it other than the mundane, and I never saw that strange woman again.



At least I enjoyed the coke.
      

      
   
      Seven O'Clock Sharper


      

      
      
         	“Ma'am?” I wheeze drearily.  My eyes are still crusty from waking.  “Miss?”



	The waitress behind the counter looks past me.  Her eyes are lopsided—just like her nametag and half as greasy.  A delivery truck's diesel engine rattles the windows as it chugs past the diner outsider.  I watch as the lady twirls like a drunken ballerina—apron flailing—and lands with gymnastic grace at the patron stool furthest from me.  She pours something black into a business ogre's cup, and the liquid grows blacker as the dreary morning lurches on by.



	My eyes wander to the clock above the kitchen.  Through thick steam, I see the big hand on seven and the small hand on twelve.



	“Madame?” I try again.  I consider wadding up a myriad of Central American languages and tossing them her way, but I'm certain they'd just fall short and become food for the cockroaches on the tile floor.  Spoons clatter against saucers and the smell of bacon smegma molests my nostrils.  “My egg muffin sandwich...?”  I leave the sentence unfinished.  Just like my career.



	There's a flutter to her steps.  Slippers clack-a-clack against linoleum.  She flutters past me.  Lilac and brimstone.  My stomach grumbles.



	“Can you fucking believe it?” mutters some grease monkey seated to my left.  “He's picked a bastard named 'Jewstein' as his running mate.  Jewstein.”  Smiling teeth.  Urine yellow.  The newspaper crinkles in his paws like a used diaper.  “Good luck passing that shit off as Protestant!”



	I sniff.



	“I hear the democrats' nominee raped a boy when he was at Harvard,” grumbles some uptown fop in a bowtie.  He squirms atop the stool to my right.  “Of course, the liberal media won't let that see the light of day.”



	My fingernails need trimming.  They dance a tango around the brown counter stains in front of me.  I have thirty tax files stacked up from last night.  The company can't afford to give me more hours to do my work, and yet they threaten to take my job due to all the backlog.  The street behind us roars with garbage trucks, and I can feel the stones in my bladder bunching up.



	My eyes scrape the ceiling.  Halfway there, they find the clock.  Through the haze, I see the big hand on the seven and the small hand on the twelve.



	“Ma'am, I'm sorry if you're having a bad shift,” I mutter.  I feel like rolling sideways.  Paralyzed kittens don't live very long.  My mind wanders to a bloody nose I suffered at my elementary school playground.  “But if I don't get my breakfast and punch the clock on time, my boss will have my prostate—and not in the good way.”



	I'm certain she heard me this time.  The kitchen bell rings.  Her hairbun rises and falls with the volcanic ash while her body undulates.  Somewhere, I hear screeching, and she cartwheels across the diner to deliver a stack of pancakes to two dinosauric blue collar grungeheaps in overalls.  My stomach sobs into itself, twisting like satin lingerie.



	“It's the Illuminati, I tell you,” Fop says, wriggling his but deeper around the hard stool.  “I read it in a book somewhere.  They've got Manhattan's banking hierarchy by the scrotum.”



	“Got a red phone to Israel in one of those offices,” sputters the orangutan.  “Everyone of them, deep in their pocket.  Along with the blood of all those Palestinian babies they run over every day.”



	I sigh, bowing to the counter.  I rub my temples, as if hoping to squeeze the voices out.  Like pus.  Despite my efforts, the screaming only intensifies.



	“You know,” hums a musical voice.  I see jagged teeth reflected in a salt-saker.  Smiling.  There are no eyes beneath his hat.  “They say that Hell is something as simple as a Monday morning that never ends.”



	Taxis wail against the tumult.  The skyscrapers groan under the weight of bone and mucus.  I look up to the clock.  Beyond the fumes, it reads seven o'clock.  I'm behind schedule.



	“Ma'am?  Please?”  I reach for her.  Flakes of skin flutter in the breeze.  Hair and cigarette smoke and locusts.  She streaks past the counter, claws scraping against bedrock.  I start to snarl.  “Okay, look...”
      

      
   
      And Perhaps Coffee, Too


      

      
      
         The room was filled with chatter. People catching up after not seeing each other for months or years at the time, sharing memories and old stories. Some laughed, some smiled, some just sat staring at the middle of the room. There was a shared air of sadness to them.



Not me, though. I just wanted my sandwich. Then I could leave.



I sat there, trying my hardest not to catch anyone’s attention. Hopefully this wouldn’t last too long, I had better things to do than staying the whole afternoon. Maybe none came to mind right now, but I was sure I could think of something once I was out. Once someone gave me my sandwich, I could get over this entire ordeal and leave.



I squirmed in my seat. Not too much, though. I was just cold, I knew I should have brought a bigger jacket. Then again, I didn’t expect to stay for as long as I did.



Rubbing my hands against each other seemed to do the trick; for the time being, at least. I wondered if I could get a cup of coffee, too. Though that would probably require standing up. And talking to people. And all that would entail.



Nobody paid me any mind. Good. I kept to myself, rubbing my hands against each other.



If I had to wait, I better find something to entertain myself. Despite my best efforts, I let out a soft chuckle when I though what he may have said to lighten up the mood.



I shook my head, as though that would help. Why were they taking so long? How hard can it be to take a some bread and put something in them?



“Glad you could make it, Sarah”



There was a part of me that was happy to see him, I suppose, but there was another, larger part of me that wished he hadn’t noticed me. Still, he did, so there was no point in trying to blend in anymore.



“Hi, Jamie.”



He leaned forward, but halted midway through. He probably was going for a hug before thinking better of it. I wouldn’t have minded, if only because of the cold.



“It’s good to see you here,” he said with a smile. One that didn’t quite reach his eyes.



“You already said that,” I replied. “It’s good to see you, too.”



I meant that, I really did. I omitted the here, though.



“You had the chance to talk with anyone?”



“No.”



He doubted, not sure if he should say something. He still did. “I’m sure everyone would love to talk, it’s been a while.”



“I won’t be staying much longer, I have plans,” I said back. I didn’t say will but he knew.



He looked away. He tried to keep smiling, but I knew better. I didn’t mean to hurt him, it’s just that I will have plans for tonight. Most likely.



“Did you—”



“I’m waiting for my sandwich,” I cut him off.



“What?”



That caught him off guard. I just pointed at the kitchen door, where aunt Lily stepped out carrying a tray of little sandwiches. About time. No coffee, though.



“Oh… I should tell you they’re heavy on avocadoes.”



Of course. He knew I hated avocadoes, it wouldn’t surprise me if he asked them to serve avocado sandwiches because of that.



“Guess that’s it, then,” I said, standing up. “See you, later, Jamie.”



“Sarah, wait.” He wasn’t loud. Loud enough for me to hear, but not so much so anyone else could. “Did you at least say goodbye?”



This was something I couldn’t skip, it seemed.



“Want to go together?”



I nodded. May as well make it quick.



He stood up, but waited for me to take the first step. Maybe he was afraid I’d walk away if he wasn’t watching. Can’t say it wasn’t tempting.



We walked to the centre of the room and stood just a few steps away.



“Dad knew I hated avocadoes,” I said.



Jamie shrugged. “It was his way of teasing you, you’re the only one in the family who doesn’t like them.”



I lay a hand over the casket, doing my best to keep calm.



“You don’t have to play strong, sis,” Jamie said.



“But I do,” I say as I ignore the wet sensation on my cheeks.



He wrapped his arm over me and pulled me closer. “Let’s get you that sandwich.”



“No avocadoes,” I say between silent sobs.



“Wouldn’t think of it,” he smiled. And he meant it.
      

      
   
      Housewife


      

      
      
         Everything was going to be fine.



Cindy's hands barely shook as she carefully sliced the tomato, adding one slice at a time to the carefully folded turkey and cheese before her.



“Damnit woman, where's my lunch?” 



Cindy ignored the angry shout from the living room, humming lightly to herself as she opened the jar of pickles.



Everything was going to be fine. 



Opening the jar was hard. It was tightly closed and the muscles in her upper arm hurt when she stressed them. The big hand-shaped bruises were deep, and only just starting to turn black and blue. But that was all right. A long sleeve shirt would hide them, as always.



It was important that she get the jar open. Steven was very particular, and this sandwich had to be perfect.



“What the hell is taking you so long?” 



With a grunt of pain and exertion, the lid gave way. Cindy carefully speared a few slices, adding them to the sandwich. She had to fuss a little to get the slices in just the right places. Her depth perception wasn't quite what it should be, what with one of her eyes swollen shut. But that was alright. A pair of sunglasses would hide that. As always.



Everything was going to be fine.



“Bitch, do not make me get up and come in there! If you make me miss part of the game...” 



The mustard jar, on the other hand, opened easily. Still humming, she began to gently spread the condiment onto the bread. She was careful not to get any on the outside edges. Steven hated it when he got mustard on his hands. She didn't want to make him upset. Not now.



No, this time everything was going to be perfect. She'd been extra careful to get everything she needed. Today was going to be special.



Everything was going to be fine.



“Woman, get your ass in here with my lunch, this instant, or so help me….”



The angry bellows barely fazed Cindy, as she slid the sandwich onto a plate. Steven never did more than yell. Well, almost never did more than yell. Rarely. 



Sometimes. 



Just when she deserved it.



All the time!



But that was okay. Because today everything was perfect. She was sure of that. She was happy.



Everything was going to be fine.



“I'm coming dear!” She called out cheerfully.



“About damned time! And don't forget the beer this time you dumb bitch!”



It was always fine. Because Steven only hit her when she deserved it. And he never, ever, ever touched little Timmy. Timmy, the light of her life. For nine months, the heartbeat under her own. Her precious little boy. 



The doctors all said he'd make a full recovery after his 'fall.' It was just a broken arm. Four year olds heal fast. But they had wanted to keep him overnight. For observation.



And that was fine. 



Everything was going to be fine.



Still humming, she held the plate in her shaky left hand, while her right picked up the last addition to her perfect meal. It wasn't something she usually kept in the kitchen. She'd had to dig through Steven's side of the closet to find it. He'd be mad when he saw the mess she'd made. But that was okay.



Everything was going to be fine.



Cindy walked into the living room, a smile on her lips. 



“There you are, you lazy bitch! I have half a mind to...”



Looking away from the television, Steven gazed up at her. She was still smiling despite her black eye, standing there with his lunch in one hand… And his snub nosed .38 in the other. The scene was so surreal, so unnatural, that it took his muddled mind a few moments to process it. 



A strange expression then appeared on his face. Cindy had a hard time recognizing it. It had been a long time since her husband had shown fear. (Or concern. Or compassion. Or love. Or anything but anger and rage and his hands reaching for her...!) Why was he afraid? She was just bringing him his lunch.



Everything was going to be fine.



Steven raised his hands in a placating gesture, a nervous, uncertain smile on his lips.



“Look, I just want my sandwich...”



Cindy smiled and nodded. “Of course dear.”



Her finger pulled gently on the trigger.



The hammer fell.



Everything was going to be fine.
      

      
   
      He Kindly Stopped for Me


      

      
      
         Death loathed the smell of peanut butter. 



It wasn't that it possessed a stench, per se--it certainly had nothing on some of the cheeses he'd seen people slap on their hoagies in this place--but it was such a distinctive odor. Really stuck in your memory. You smelled peanut butter, and you could practically feel it clinging to the roof of your mouth. 



Or, in Death's case, you smelled peanut butter and you could probably see that infernal Brooke Johnston hanging around, stubbornly clinging to a life she had to right to.



Death sniffed. 



There she was, sure as day. Sitting in the corner booth of the grocery store deli, scrolling through her InstaSnapWhatever feed and eating her dumb lunch like she wasn't supposed to have died five years ago. 



God, that was an obscene amount of peanut butter. 



Death frowned down at the perfectly good pimento cheese sandwich perched innocently on his plate. Ruined, now--all thanks to the overdue sack of bones stinking up the place with her peanut butter and breathing. The nerve.



He should've known he would run into her today. It never failed--whenever he had a mass pickup scheduled (today it was a factory fire at a manufacturing plant, really nasty stuff), Fate would inevitably plop Brooke Johnston in his lap, a reminder of his one true failure. 



Well fine. If that's how the universe wanted to play, so be it. 



Death took a bite of his sandwich, shoved the rest of it into the bottomless pockets of his Eternal Cloak of Despair, and followed the infernal Miss Johnston out of the deli. 







How to collect, how to collect. 



He couldn't very well get her by automobile--he'd seen how well that worked out the first time. And there were too many people in the grocery store with time left in their tickers, a fire wouldn't work either. 



Death shuddered. Fires sucked. Reminded him too much of the office. He'd take field assignments over processing condemned souls in the depths of Tartarus any century. 



Hmm. A burst appendix wasn't the guarantee it was four hundred years ago, and cancers were too slow moving. Not as many infectious diseases to play with anymore, either. 



Damned hygienists. 



Death grabbed a package of pretzels and stepped into the girl's checkout line, eyeballing her in the hopes that she would spontaneously combust. No such luck; she merely asked him for his Publix rewards card after scanning his bag. 



Death grit his teeth.







Brooke Johnston was immune to lightning.



She couldn't choke. Tripping, falling down three flights of stairs, and concussing herself against a curb didn't slow her down. 



Arranging the due dates of all of her major tests and essays so that they fell on the same day had no effect whatsoever. No panic attacks, no signs of stress, nuffin.



Death even gave her a fatal peanut allergy, for crying out loud, and she still finished her blasted sandwich and meandered on back to class.



He tried and he tried, but Death could not kill Brooke Johnston. 



Pimento cheese now reminded him too much of peanut butter.







At long last, Death snapped. He barged up to her apartment and banged on the door, throwing company noncontact policies to the wind. He struggled to restrain himself from screaming into her stupid immortal face when she opened it. 



He did, however, draw himself up to his full height, pull his Cloak of Eternal Despair from the shadows, and inject his voice with the Tortured Mewlings of Condemned Souls as he thundered, "Brooke Johnston, your time is up. I am here for your immortal soul."



Brooke Johnston merely blinked at him. "I already paid in full."



It was Death's turn to blink in confusion. "What?" 



"Yeah." She folded her arms. "I finished my payment plan back in undergrad. You guys said it would cover the next fifty years. It was a back-to-school special, I think."



"You... You sold your soul? To who? Satan?"



She raised a brow. "Well, yeah. He was the only one buying. How else was I going to get through college?"



Death stared at her. He stared at her for a very long time.



Eventually, she shifted uncomfortably. "Look, if you don't mind, I'm trying to eat lunch--"



Death turned on his heels and stormed off to Hell. It was time to have a very long, very angry conversation with Satan's demons about inter-department communication. 



And also to see about increasing the prevalence of peanut allergies in the population.
      

      
   
      Two Messages


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Attack of the Fifty Foot Doughnut


      

      
      
         With a shriek that could shatter the air,

Indescribably vast, the éclair

Levels buildings with ease.

Oh, the smashing of trees

And the wailing of souls in despair!



Was it science gone rogue or gone mad

That created a pastry so bad?

Though the scent is divine

And the glaze extra fine,

The destruction it wreaks is too sad.



Is the city forsaken and lost?

Are we paying the ultimate cost

Of consumer demand

For the huge and the grand?

Or perhaps if we only had flossed...



Either way, it's our custardy doom,

Full of sugar and mayhem and gloom.

I had thought I would die

At the teeth of a pie,

But it— Wait. There's a whoosh! There's a zoom!



Look above! It's a bird! It's a plane!

No, it's not! It's a guy! That's insane!

It's a hero in tights

All ashimmer with lights

And his lip simply curled with disdain!



"Are you kidding? A doughnut?" he cries.

"I refuse! They go straight to my thighs!

Now, a savory treat,

I could possibly eat,

But a doughnut? I won't!" Off he flies.








So the rampant destruction goes on

As we cower all night till the dawn

Brings a sight we had spurned:

It's the hero returned!

The reaction? A groan and a yawn.



"Not again!" comes a shout from below.

"You're a jerk and a finicky schmoe!

Unprofessional slob!

You can find a new job!

Go away! Take a powder and blow!"



"You'll forgive me," the hero replies

With a guttering flame in his eyes,

"If I don't have a taste

For this glutinous paste!

I prefer something meaty with fries!



"But I bid you, my friends, to fear not!

I have sworn I shall never be caught

Unaware anymore!

I shall give it what for

And will trounce it! Behold what I've brought!"



He unlimbers the edge of his cape

And exposes a conical shape.

As we strain, blinking up,

Someone shouts, "It's a cup!"

Which it is. We all stand there and gape.



"That's correct!" And with fingers upraised,

He explains it, completely unfazed:

"For with coffee in hand,

I can lick any band,

Be it cruller or sprinkled or glazed!"








In the carnage that follows, the rules

Of decorum are slaughtered like fools.

Every street is awash

In a flood of ganache,

And the custard is standing in pools.



Through the strewn-about boulders of cake,

People stagger and wish it were fake.

Did the hero survive?

Could he still be alive?

Will his victory bash be a wake?



I can hear someone sniffle nearby;

Then again, and they raise up the cry:

"Is that coffee I smell?

Over here! What the Hell?"

And I see him. I cannot deny.



He's expanded, so nearly a sphere,

When I rush to his side, it's unclear

If he's breathing.  "Hello?

Are you living or no?"

But he belches: "I am, though I fear



"It'll take me some time to digest

What I found of its brain and the rest

Of its ganglion bits."

With a wobble, he sits.

"So remaining in place might be best."



We construct him a hut out of pine,

And for weeks, people wait in a line

To say thanks for his deeds

And to see to his needs.

But he grins: "Just a sandwich is fine."
      

      
   
      A Case of Sandwiches


      

      
      
         "Look," Theo began for the seventh time. "I just want my sandwich. Please!"



"But I've already given you one," the ethereal entity responded from across the table. "You asked for one, and I—"



"Sandwich!" Theo repeated. A small vein pulsed on the side of his temple. "Bread, ham, and cheese! Possibly mustard or onions. Not sand witch!" He waved his hands in the air. "You know, food? The kind normal people eat!" The ethereal entity mouth budged, only to be cut off an instant later. "Don't you start again!"



"I don't see what the big deal is." The ethereal entity shrugged. "Seems perfectly fine to me."



Theo groaned. Being a teenager was difficult enough—college applications, crappy internet connection, grumbling parents—without him having to be exposed to Everest doses of weirdness. The entity across him, more light silhouette than entity, took another swig from his beer then left the bottle floating in mid-air.



"Here you go, sweetie." A gold-skinned girl placed a large dish in front of Theo—four sandwiches, perfectly arranged, each cut in half. "Enjoy." She smiled, looking at him expectantly.



Theo froze. Just being close to her sent chills down his spine. What would his parents say when they saw her! What would his friends say? Sure they would be jealous for a minute or two, but then the questions would start—questions to which he had no sane answer. Her clothes, her hair, her very skin were straight from a low budget sci-fi movie.



"Something wrong?" She leaned closer, causing Theo pull away, chair and all.



"See? She even brought you a sandwich!" The ethereal entity clapped. For a moment, Theo almost thought he saw it grin. "What's more perfect than that?"



"She's a Sand Witch!" Theo raised his voice, yet not too much now that the "witch" was standing next to him. "Her clothes are made of sand!" Mom is going to have a fit! "Just look!" He pointed at the floor. Several trails of sand were clearly visible going from the table to the fridge. "Who'll clean up after her?!"



"I could—" the girl began, only to have Theo continue.



"And a witch!" He looked around nervously. He didn't want some nosy neighbour to come storming in and go on a tirade about political correctness. "Do you know what happens in stories with witches? People around them end up dead or transformed to pigs!"



"Hansel and Gretel." The girl crossed her arms.



"Huh?" Theo blinked.



"In that story the witch dies." The witch grabbed one of the sandwiches from Theo's plate and very demonstratively took a bite. "And you don't need help turning into a pig!" She leaned over him, her nose almost touching his. "I can read your mind."



Crap! Theo looked to the side flustered.



"Wonderful!" The ethereal entity stolid up, then finished his beer. "Everything looks fine here, so I'll be on my way."



"Wait!" Theo shouted, but it was already too late. The entity had disappeared in a flash of light leaving him and "his" sand witch in the kitchen. There was a long moment of silence. "But I just wanted a sandwich." He looked at her, pleading.



"And I just wanted a Boye," she replied, sitting down in the nearest chair.



"A boy?" Theo's cheeks fluster once more.



"A magical poodle belonging to a prince of Rhine." The girl took another bite of her sandwich. "I'm not exactly thrilled either."



"Ah." He nodded as if the explanation made any sense. Quite stupid really, since she could easily tell it didn't. "So what happens now? We start going to flea markets and fortune tellers? We try to get the glowing guy back and fix—"



"Oh, shut up and finish your sandwich," she laughed, licking the tips of her fingers. "You got what you wanted. Tomorrow we go shopping for poodles."
      

      
   
      Nobody Move


      

      
      
         All she wanted to do this afternoon was settle down in a window seat at the sandwich shop and read Ta-Nehisi Coates's latest book. She needed a break from Wollstonecraft, because if she were to read another FemLit book this week, she would have to write a newspaper editorial just to get it all out of her system.



The noise of the store door slamming open stunned her in the middle of deciding between olives or green peppers for her sub sandwich, and for a moment, her mind could not make sense of the following words.



"Nobody move!"



Moving was impossible anyway. Her muscles had frozen in place when she caught sight of the gun, a huge lump of black metal much like the massive pistol her father had showed her at the gun shop.



As the young man continued to shout and wave his gun around, some small portion of her frightened mind could not help but draw a contrast between the oppressed minority children who had always been portrayed in her college classes against the muscular young man with the shiny gold chain and wide, dark eyes. Her paralyzed terror broke as he grabbed her purse and backhanded her when she did not give it up fast enough.



"Down, bitch! Everybody, put your wallets in here! Now! Move it!"



He jabbed the open purse at the other customers waiting in line, but swung his gun to point at the terrified cashier. She was the daughter of the owner, and always had a pleasant smile when tipped, but she was completely immobile now, frozen while staring at the gun and the man holding it.



"Gimmie the fucking cash in the register or I'll blow your brains out!"



The sharp tang of metal and blood filled her mouth. This was not the way it was supposed to go. She had given up her purse. He was supposed to go away now, not kill the poor cashier for not moving fast enough.



Her right hand fumbled down to her beltline as she hooked her fingernails under the flap of what looked like a fat cell phone holder or music player attached to her belt. With a snap, the Sneaky Pete holster flap gave way and practiced muscles in her hand dipped inside. It was warm from her body heat and seemed so small compared to the huge pistol in his hand, but days worth of practice and boxes of ammunition had given her the muscle memory which still remained even though her mind was unable to form a coherent thought.



She brought it up and clenched it in a two-handed grip the way her father had trained her.



The first shot was a surprise to the both of them. He did not seem to be hit as he turned ever so slowly, gun in hand. Her eyes were still locked on his huge pistol as the finger of her right hand moved again, first forward, then back. All she could think of was the people at the firing range calling her little revolver tiny and weak, with the scattered holes across the target almost never inside the rings. 



But he was much closer.



A red splotch blossomed on his chest with the next shot, even though it did not seem to slow him down. It had only taken one bullet to kill any number of people on television or movies, and she could remember the protests of her teachers about trigger-happy cops or vigilantes filling the corpses of their victims full of bullet holes.



The next two shots blurred together as he finished his turn, stumbling and starting to fall with the deadly black pistol falling out of his hand. She lowered her aim as he dropped and fired again, the last shot passing through his side and blowing a hole in the floor as he landed in a welter of blood.



In the resulting silence, mixed with the screams of the other customers, she could hear a clicking noise which only stopped when she finally quit pulling the trigger. The stunning explosions of gunfire still rang in her ears and the stench of burnt gunpowder made her cough, but she watched as the body of the man she had just killed stopped moving. 



He breathed out his last breath in a bubbling froth and just lay there as she sucked in her first breath in what seemed like forever.



I just wanted a sandwich.



I just wanted...



I just...
      

      
   
      The Call of the Kitchen


      

      
      
         It was an abomination. An aberration, spawned from what unholy, swirling pit of twisted despair I could scarcely imagine. No god could conceptualize this, no mortal comprehend it. Its very existence battered at what remained of my sanity.



Its form was horrible: a horrific conglomerate of every conceivable evil arranged haphazardly into a bestial mockery of reality. Sloppy and amorphous, it appeared to undulate under my gaze, for my eyes could find neither purchase nor reference on its surface. No top, bottom, or distinct side could be ascertained. The mere observation of the thing threatened gastrointestinal distress.



The background offered no respite. Endless planes of white assaulted my vision, encapsulating all I knew until there was only the horror in the center of my attention. I could not stand to regard it, yet neither would my eyes be diverted! What sadism has been brought upon me!



Even worse than the sight was the stench. I care not to dwell upon what living matter must have been sacrificed for this darkest of ritualistic construction. Seared, rotting flesh met my nostrils, accompanied by the tang of blood and black, bitter smoke. This, too, was combined with salty sulfurous fumes originating from unknown parts of the terrifying monstrosity. My nerves screamed in protest, and yet there it remained, offensive in the highest of degrees!



The effect on the rest of my senses I have not the words to describe. I can say only that it was detrimental. Unearthly wails of deceased brutes echoed through the underworld to curse the thing’s continued being. My head rang and trembled in the wake of such a dastardly presence, futile in its attempts to rationalize its continuation.



What cruelty to allow this into the land of the living! Begone, hideous atrocity! Begone, foul bane of the midday meal!



“Yo, Jake! You okay? You’re kinda staring, and it’s starting to creep me out.”



The owner of the voice knows not what he has done, what destruction he has wrought. I dare not remove my eyes from the hellish creation as I articulate a reply: “I can’t believe you would put salami on white bread. You know it would go better on a rye!” 



“Hey, I got an idea: I don’t tell you how to live your life, and I get to eat my lunch. C’mon, just bring ‘em in, man. The show’s about to start!”



“Your funeral,” I growl, and snatch my plate off the counter as he mirrors my motions. I could swear I hear his sandwich growl back in response.
      

      
   
      The Sandwitch


      

      
      
         The lights were dim and the windows were caked with a layer of dust and grime. As Rowan sat on the stool at the counter, waiting, she traced a curve with her finger across the glass surface. She just let her finger move wherever, picking up a thin layer of dust as it went along.



"Order 16!" called a voice from behind the counter. Rowan looked up, brushing a strand of hair out of her face, to see a tall blonde man approaching. "That's you, right?"



Rowan looked down at her receipt. "Yeah, that's me."



"Perfect." The man looked at her strangely. "Your sandwitch will be out here shortly."



"I'm sure it'll be delicious," Rowan replied, though she looked concerned. "I was just wondering..."



"Yes?" the man asked, looking at her expectantly.



"What type of sandwich is it?" Rowan asked. "The menu didn't exactly say..."



"It's a sandwitch, ma'am," the man replied plainly. "There aren't really many different kinds." With that, he moseyed off towards the back of the store.



Sighing, Rowan adjusted herself on the stool and looked over her shoulder. There were a few folks sitting at tables, mostly looking inward towards the centre of the room. Towards Rowan, though they merely looked with a cautious curiosity. It wasn't often a new person came in and made an order, and certainly not one as young as Rowan.



"Alright," the man said, reappearing once more behind the counter. This time, however, someone much shorter was following close behind him, almost out of view. "Here is your sandwitch." Then, he stepped aside.



Behind him was a shorter girl, whose sandy-brown hair cupped her face and whose ruffled white shirt stood out against the deep brown of her skin. She looked to be about Rowan's age. "Hey," she said in a scratchy voice. "How's it going?"



"F-fine," Rowan stammered, her face growing red. She turned to the man. "What's going on? I thought I ordered a sandwich."



"A sandwitch, girl—mind the 'T'," he said. "This is what you ordered, this is what you paid for, and this is what you're getting."



Rowan raised an eyebrow, but looked back up at the menu. Sure enough, there were several oddities; in particular, she noted that the Gaelic names in the "Spirits" section likely weren't alcohol-related after all. "Ah, damn," she said. "I really need to start looking where I'm going."



"S-so you don't want me?" the sandy-haired girl stammered.



"Oh, no, I didn't say that!" Rowan exclaimed sympathetically, though her face was still a burning red. "Please, come with me, and let's hang out!"



"Are you sure?" the girl asked, biting her lip. "I don't want to be a burden if I'm not wanted."



"Nonsense," Rowan replied, reaching a hand forward. The sandy-haired girl glanced at the appendage for a moment before taking it in her own, and slowly Rowan helped her climb   over the counter. Once they were both standing together, hands still clasped, they both walked out the doors, only smudging a small amount of grime with their shoulders as they walked past.








"Where do you wanna go?" Rowan asked. Her head darted back and forth as she spoke, looking out for any sufficient nook or cranny.



"Hmm..." the sandy-haired girl replied. According to her, she was named Tiffany—and Rowan thought that was a pretty name indeed. "How about up there?" Tiffany asked, pointing to the roof of a small shed. Rowan nodded and the pair rushed over, Tiffany lifting Rowan by her feet and then allowing Rowan to pull her up. They both sat on the corrugated metal, looking down on the townsfolk walking about the street.



"So," Rowan said finally "I need you to show me."



"Show you?" Tiffany's cheeks were pink, but nowhere close to Rowan's.



Rowan nodded. "That you're a sandwitch."



"Okay." Tiffany screwed her eyes up in concentration and sat there motionless for a few moments. Rowan stared intently, waiting; what she didn't expect, however, was that Tiffany would lean in and give her a little peck on the cheek.



Blushing furiously, Rowan didn't know what to do. And yet, she didn't have to; as soon as Tiffany pulled back, the sky coursed with a flickering blue light and that's when the sand began to rain from above. It fell heavy and fast, the grit crushing and pushing into everything below.



Within minutes, the entire area was covered in the soft white dunes, looking very much as if it had always been that way.
      

      
   
      Just Another Shift


      

      
      
         I stood at the counter, cash register in front of me, flickering neon lamps above. The cold and uncertain light didn't the scene I was looking at any favors, except maybe making the disgusting display seem less real.



As far as I could see there was pallid flesh squirming and trembling in a mass of bodies. It was like looking through a haze, undefined contours making it difficult to understand where one ended and the other began.



From behind me, I heard the sizzling of meat on the hot metal. It had become the soundtrack of my life. Little bits that overlapped and repeated themselves eternally. The thump of the lump of what could generously be called food if one had only a passing familiarity with the concept, the fizzing of grease on the blackened slate, the scratching of the spatula removing the charcoal. Thump, Fizz, Scratch. Again and again and again.



The worst part was probably the stench hanging in the air. Sweat dominated over everything else, but in the middle of it I could distinguish the cheap cologne of the manager, the feces from the employee toilet and the burnt fat. I could almost smell cancer. A whiff of chlorine briefly overpowered the rest before being crushed under the history of decay that had lorded over my prison for so long. Somebody had tried to clean the bedlam that was the kitchen. Probably a newbie, Barbara if I had to guess. She hadn't quite worked out how the "family" works here. I would laugh at the risible idea that something could be ever done to improve our little corner of damnation if this place hadn't killed all my feelings—except for dread and loathing—ages ago. The world on this side of the cash register was filth and lard. Demons dwelled here and humans squirmed in the cage waiting for the Company to process them.



I focused my attention on the thing standing in front of me, forever kept at arms length by the counter but with power over me nonetheless. A Customer.



My face contracted in a rictus smile, muscles tensed and not an ounce of joy reached my lips. Putting on a cramping mask was all I could do to not throw up.



There was my lord and master in all its glory. The manager may have been my warden, the upper echelons of the Company may have been the ones yanking my chain, but it was the Customer that decided my fate a thousand times at day.



Rolling waves of fat around the throat. Pale complexion with thin veins drawing a map of sadness and loneliness through the almost transparent skin. Craters and pustules made the landscape of its face a fractal testimony to the futility of existence. I was sure that sooner or later those tumorous coagulations would become more of an individual than the mass that had bred them.



Dead eyes that told a story of failure and of a stolen future. That was probably the worst of it all. Inhuman, glassy and small eyes sunken in a bloated face. It was like staring into the soul of a pig.



Then it spoke and I had to rethink my previous evaluation. Crooked teeth and a breath that made whatever came out of the kitchen seem a spring meadow became my world for a few, terrifying instants.



It was a drawling abomination of communication, a farce of the concept of exchanging ideas, an insulting joke thrown in the face of God.



That I understood what it wanted was probably a sign that I had passed too much time in my prison.



I sighed, looked the demon in the face, then turned around and screamed "A Double Seared Sinner Special with extra Cheese!"



As I returned my attention to the Customer and the never ending procession of abominations that waited for service I caught a glance of the gray wasteland outside. I swear could almost smell the brimstone. Just another shift in Hell.
      

      
   
      The Mission of a Lifetime


      

      
      
         “This is it, the biggest job anyone has ever taken on. We will be up against the most rigorous security ever designed by man. A veritable army of mercenaries surround the compound and patrol every accessible route in and out, a laser fence surrounds them and don’t get me started on the amount of electronically locked doors between you and the vault. That last part is of course the most important, if we can get past everything else the vault door will stand between you and our prize. Intel says that this vault is completely impenetrable without activating five fingerprint scanners simultaneously throughout the entire compound.”



I looked up at my commanding officer as he went through the details of our upcoming op. I was lucky enough to be picked for this mission, one that if we succeeded would place us all in the history books. Nothing of this magnitude had ever been done in the history of Earth and I would be on ground zero. 



“You have all been tested and picked as the strongest of our great and powerful military forces. But not only that, you all have the tactical awareness and skills to make yourselves the ultimate operatives on the planet. Now what we ask of you will be difficult and not all of you may return home, but for those of you that fall your comrades who continue in your absence will know of your heroism and will spread their tales amongst all those they meet. Everyone who stands in this room right now will have their names go down in history as the greatest heroes who ever lived! What do you say to that men?”



“And women!” A voice called out from the middle of the line.



“Ahh yes, and women. My apologies Sergeant Baker.”



We all chuckled at the words of our Sergeant and Lieutenant, they had been holding onto this joke for a very long time. 



Our eyes scanned over each other, ensuring that we all were in top shape for our mission. We stood there, the seven most highly skilled soldiers in the army’s history preparing for the mission of a lifetime.



“So what does you say men… and women?”



“Hoorah!” A chorus of voices answered back, my own adding to it.



“For who do you fight?”



“For our country and for our fellow man!”



“In the field what are your objectives?”



“Protect our brothers-in-arms and complete our mission!”



“Good good, I think you’re ready!” 



With those words we broke formation, readying our combat gear and personalizing our kits to suit our individual skillsets. A fist lightly bumped into my right shoulder and I looked over to the owner.



“So are you ready?” He asked me.



“I was born ready, nothing will stand in our way and we will bring back our target.”



“Good. I would hate to lose a brother. Not over the president's damn sandwich!”
      

      
   
      Cooking with Wheeljack


      

      
      
         The young man entered the familiar workspace that had been designed with giants in mind. “Hey Wheeljack,” he greeted its dedicated occupant.



“Spike Witwicky, hello. You have arrived at the most fortunate time. I have something to show you!” Vibrant colors flowed through the fins around the white transformer’s face.



“Yeah, I bet, but listen. I was making my lunch across the hallway and I popped out of the Ark to make a phone call-”



“I am very sorry,” Wheeljack apologized. “I forgot to program the security systems to allow your cell phone signal through our shield-”



“Yeah, yeah, no problem, I know you’re busy and you’ll get to it, but this is important. I got back and my lunch was gone. So either you guys have some very large rats here or some thief is sneaking around. Have you spotted Sideswipe lurking around here?”



“There is no reason to fret,” the autobot inventor said. “I took it.”



“You did?”



“Yes!”



“...Why?



A metal digit rose up in imitation of the human gestures the Cybertronians loved so much. “This is exactly what I wanted to show you. I have been watching this fascinating series of your pop culture called Star Trek-”



“Star Trek?” Spike asked, disbelievingly.



“Yes. Have you heard of it?”



“I might have. What about it, and what does my food have to do with it?”



“It is a fascinating show. The science is at times laughable, and of course the presumptions about intergalactic relations and culture are not grounded in reality in any shape or form, but nevertheless it appeals to me immensely. The adventure and journeys the crew undertakes, and the principles it operates under speak to my very spark!” the Transformer gushed. 



Wheeljack’s only methods of portraying his emotions outwards were the glow of his eyes and fins, as well as his body language, which he tended to be very expressive with, and right now he was practically dancing under his very own light show.



“It is an old series as far as your culture goes however. I hope it didn’t meet the fate of the Firefly show you told me about,” he continued, sounding fearful.



“I think you’re pretty safe. Anyway, my lunch? I do need to eat today.”



“Oh, yes. Forgive me. A device the crew has available in the show is called a “replicator”, a wonderful device able to materialize any meal or drink on demand. I have noticed that your species hasn’t constructed anything close to it so far, so I took the liberty of-”



“Wheeljack. What. Did you do. To my sandwich?”



“Nothing as of yet,” Wheeljack said in an assuring fashion. “I am not able to achieve what your wonderful kind has imagined so far, but I can do something near-identical. I needed a sample to create a template from and-”



“Dude! I’m hungry. Did you… dissect it?”



“Of course not. I have simply entered it in my prototype. It is finishing the scanning process as we speak. Soon enough you will have not one, but two sandwiches, with the option of making more on demand with the press of a button.” Wheeljack presented with flair a machine that looked too much like a vandalized microwave.



“It was just a ham and cheese sandwich,” Spike said. “Not really the most glamorous of sandwiches if that’s what I end up eating all the time.”



“A minor problem,” Wheeljack said. “We can easily scan and install more options in the future like peanut butter and jelly- ah, the scan has finished. Remember this moment, for it marks a new page in human culinary history. We revolutionize the world of kitchen appliances with the press of this small red button-”



The machine’s back exploded all the way to the wall. Flames erupted from the sides. Metal groaned, oil burned, and plastic melted.



“Oh dear!” Wheeljack snuffed the flames with a fire extinguisher he always kept close for reasons known to everyone in hearing range of the engineering lab. “I must have made a miscalculation somewhere or forgot to tighten a screw-”



“Wheeljack. Please,” Spike said, hopelessly. “Look, I just want my sandwich.”



The Autobot opened the small door of the “replicator” with care, peering carefully inside. His fins lit up in muted colors. “How do you feel about toast instead?”
      

      
   
      Food and Magic Doesn't Mix


      

      
      
         I watched as my kitchen descended into chaos, the ingredients I had been handling had taken on a life of their own. Bread was flipping itself end over end, somehow climbing up benches and walls before flinging itself off the counters or cabinets that framed the small room. Butter would clump up and suddenly launch itself at flat surfaces, leaving a distinct splatter mark wherever it hit and countless vegetables were rolling around on the floor. 



It all started with what I thought was a great idea. I mean what could go wrong with a little spell? Channelling the magic of this world wasn’t very difficult once you knew how to find it and I was learning quickly, each small experiment had gone off without a hitch. Only now did I realise that I may have gotten a little cocky. A simple come-to-life spell like I would cast on a broom and direct it with my thoughts, instructing the ingredients to form in a simple pattern and presto, a sandwich ready to eat and I wouldn’t have to lift a finger.



But fate can be a fickle mistress and I truly realise that now as I dodge a glob of butter that would have splattered all over my face. I pulled on the magic of the world again, trying to suck out the come-to-life spell and channel it’s power back through my body. As an aura began swirling around my fingers it fizzled out, my spell failing and my kitchen continued to revel in its chaos. A leaf of lettuce shuffled across the counter slowly and so I moved to grab it, crushing it as my hand slammed down.



When I moved my hand away it continued, slower than before but still very obviously moving. With an angry grunt I opened my pantry, pulling out a garbage bag and closing it behind me as I turned to face my kitchen again. Swiftly I grabbed the lettuce leaf I had already slowed down, dumping it in the black plastic bag before looking for a new target. I spied a single piece of bread climbing the wall above my sink and lunged, my hand falling short as it dropped its purchase on my black and white tiled walls. When it landed in the sink however it immediately stopped moving for a moment, allowing me to easily snatch it up and add it to the garbage bag.



An hour past as I fought with the ingredients over control of my kitchen, each one eventually succumbing to my anger fueled search. The bag was rustling and twitching in my hand now, so full was it with the living bread and vegetables that I had gathered inside that I wondered how I had gotten myself into such a stupid mess to begin with.



The last piece of bread was soon collected, it had been hiding itself on top of the cabinets on my walls and with it I dropped to the floor and sighed. Quickly I tied the top of the bag, sealing it in case one of those tricky ingredients tried to escape its plastic prison. I sat there for what may as well have been hours, replaying the same thought through my mind.



Don’t fuck around with magic.
      

      
   
      Years Ago


      

      
      
         My stomach grumbled for the third time.



I slouched in a chair, eyes fixated at a monitor far too bright for its surroundings. The heater had failed weeks ago. I didn’t care.



Another click of the mouse. I was lost in its realm again, reading something by some nobody in Mississippi. Something about a perfect world with white picket fences and sunny weather seven days a week. Something so awful and saccharine that years ago it would have made my brain hurt. But nowadays it was better than what I was living with.



My stomach grumbled again.



Reluctantly, I pulled myself from the chair. I forced my legs towards the kitchen, but I only got an uneasy stagger in return. Objects and useless trinkets were strewn around the room, forcing me to pave my way around the mayhem. The eerie glow from the screen was enough to illuminate the far walls.



A livid voice in my brain demanded that I turn back. Back to the sugary realm of merriness and cookie-cutter neighbours. I clenched my eyes shut, trying to push the thoughts away.



At last, I reached the kitchen and turned on the lights. The lights flickered every few seconds, blanketing the drab grey walls in darkness. Hidden in an alcove was a stove that hadn’t been used in months. The dried stains of tomato purée were still uncleaned.



I grabbed the table by the edge before I could stumble. For a while, I leant on it, taking greedy breaths. My legs continued to shake. Years ago, I could run a half-mile without much effort. But now…



I reached out the fridge door and yanked it open. Inside was a loaf of sliced bread, margarine and a few slices of cheese. I took all three of them and returned to the counter as hastily as I could, almost toppling.



I unknotted the packaging surrounding the bread. The thick slices of bread fell like dominoes. I took a slice from the loaf, keeping a hand on the counter. It felt overly dense and firm, almost unchewable. Pinching it didn’t make any difference. My hand released its grip, and the bread hit the counter with a small plonk.



Unsteadily, I unwrapped the slice of cheese. Mould had grown near a corner, turning the sickly cheddar yellow a dark green. I tore away the mould with a fingernail and flicked it somewhere else.



This left the margarine. A butter knife was lying on the counter as well, amidst piles upon piles of scrunched-up paper. There was probably even more on the floor. One of them was a guide to making a Hangman’s Noose. I was stupid then; I couldn’t commit anything to memory. Nor could I follow through.



They were from years ago, back when I had an unsatisfying job. It must have been retail. If only I knew what I had coming, then maybe…



I lifted open the lid and scraped the knife against the margarine. Still keeping one hand firmly on the counter, I sloppily lathered the margarine on the bread until the entire slice was coated in the thick, fatty substance.



Finally, after laying the slice of cheese on the margarine layer, I placed on it another slice of bread. It looked decent, at least. I couldn’t imagine how worse my own face looked.



Without any further delay, I firmly bit into it. It tasted of sand: tasteless and revolting. The margarine and cheese didn’t fare any better—there was a slightly rancid taste amongst the soft yellow centre. I wanted to throw it away.



My stomach grumbled once more.



Reluctantly, I continued with miniscule nibbles, retching at each one. It didn’t taste any better at the tenth than it did at the first. Yet it was good enough to sate my stomach’s complaining.



I hadn’t noticed that I was leaning further and further back by the second.



Suddenly, I fell on the unforgiving wooden floor. My body rattled like a shockwave. The burning pain coursed from my spine. I clenched my eyes shut and opened them just as quickly. They were drier than a desert.



Years ago, tears would spill from my eyes. Like a pitiful whelp, I’d curl up into a ball, wailing and whimpering at the pain. I’d lie there until the manager called, furious. Only then would I finally lift myself from the ground, tears streaked on my face.



But now I merely grunted softly as I lay on the floor. I couldn’t bring myself to care.
      

      
   
      Magnificent


      

      
      
         So you have a few questions on how Manny makes his legendary sandwiches huh? Well don't just stand there! Come with me into the kitchen! It's no secret! All cooking takes love and you must love your food if you want it to taste great! So, let's get started!



You start by making the base. Toasting the two halves of French bread in a conventional oven. For just a few minutes, of course. To grant that crisp crust to the bread. That heavenly scent, that would drive a real chef mad with desire and inspiration. For me, it just signals the start of a toiling task. 



The next step brings about some special meat. A large bratwurst sausage, smoked to perfection and cut in an unusual way. In half, lengthwise! For what is bologna, perpperoni, and salami anyways, if they are not a sausage, huh? The same meat, different preparations. Lay it flat across the base to make a very bold filling. 



Next will be the cheese! Now this is special. What? You think none of this is simple? You watch! It's something special altogether! Why not place some love in to your cooking, no?! Take some fresh hollandaise and pour it along the base. The juices soak into the bread and add much more flavor. What is hollandaise sauce? Oh! You poor poor, boy! You have not been eating well enough! It's simple egg yolk mixed with lemon juice over a light fire. Eh! For me, I add some provolone cheese into the heated hollandaise to melt it right before we set it. It's marvelous on bread.



Next we take a frying pan and do a little waltz with some beefsteak tomato and red onions in a light drizzle of balsamic vinaigrette. Just until the tomato slices wilt and the onions change slight coloring. Just enough to have them hug the meat. Drain a bit of the juices away and slather the mixture right on the bratwurst pieces. 



After the meat has met it's partner. We blanket the couple in a lovely wrap of romaine lettuce. The long leafy branches of this vegetable brings about a much easier time to make sure these two love birds sit cozy as we finish completing the family. See the stalks? The middle part of the branch? They're sweet and add more balance to the meal. It's a must with how spicy sausage can sometimes turn out to be. Ah ha ha!



Now for the final part. And oh! It would be a sin not to do this. Take the top end and smother the sliced side with a light coating of some pesto mayo. Now if I have to explain myself to you one more time, I'm going to be adding more meat to a future masterpiece! With you included. It's just a simple combination of light mayo and pesto. And then we just form the union right there. And now we have our 'Magnificent' Sandwich.



Now for you! It may have been quite the show. But for me, it was strenuous holding back all this time from completed perfection. Now if you excuse me! It's time for the last step. Sandwich to mouth. Bon appetit!
      

      
   
      Paradise City


      

      
      
         Welcome travellers to Paradise City the forgotten jewel of the West Coast, home of glimmering beaches, stunning scenery and the highest population of metahumans in America. Whether you are visiting our many museums, dining at restaurants whose tastes span the galaxy, or even meeting your favourite superhero there’s never a dull day in our fair city. 



Founded in 1968 by Dr. Narcola as a planned community for his race of mutant super-gerbils, Paradise City has grown explosively to welcome peoples of all races, creeds, religions, species, states and dimensionalities. With the tragic loss of Seattle to the space between spaces, Paradise City is now the fourth largest city on the west coast and is only growing as the Consortium of Steve increases its numbers logarithmically (applicants not limited to people named Steve). 



Though we lack the depth of history other cities in the region can boast, Paradise city more than makes up for it in both quantity and quality. Downtown you can visit the melted paving slabs where the President of the United States was vaporised in the Irrathi incursion of 2022. You can then sample the finest hamburgers in the city in the refurbished bridge of the downed cruiser that fired the fateful shot. If seafood is more your speed, by the waterfront you can find any number of restaurants perched on the carcass of the Leviathan, though don’t worry, the food is far fresher than the legendary beast. Paradise City also boasts innumerable memorials and gardens to remember the brave heroes that fell fighting such beasts and the civilians that were caught in the crossfire. 



Speaking of our heroes, who could forget Paradise City’s thirty (and counting!) superhero teams. From the world renowned Team Righteous, to the Also In Attendance League, each and every secret base is available to tours between ten and four. If you are very lucky, or merely spend more than twenty minutes in the Financial District, you may even see your favourite hero squaring off against their arch nemesis as the malevolent malefactor once again attempts a daring bank robbery. Please note, that villain lair tours are also available between ten and four but under no circumstances should you visit both in the same day. 



After a busy day in town, Paradise City has a pulsing nightlife. Club Bite is simply the hottest place on the waterfront, and definitely not a front for a sinister cabal of vampires. For those of a more classical bent and willing to make the trip to the outskirts of the Forest, Wyld is a local legend with music that is simply out of this world. Don’t get too caught up in the dancing, though, you may never be able to leave. The world renowned Siren Cruises are also available for those of a nautical bent, and their party boats set sail every midnight, returning who knows when. 



Exhausted from a long night out you’ll want somewhere comfortable to rest your head. Paradise City’s hotels are the most modern in America, after the previous hotel district was destroyed by the impact of the Helena meteor. Overlooking Crater Bay, the hotels are well known for the stunning vistas, attentive staff and daily rates that simply can’t be beat. Every hotel comes with a sumptuous pool, complimentary gym access and a reinforced fallout shelter in the basement. Do not attempt to stay in any hotel named after a State. 



By now on your journey you may be considering leaving us, but first, you must visit the Paradise Strip, home of the most souvenir stores per cubic inch in this quadrant of the galaxy. The beating commercial heart of Paradise City, it is the perfect place to pick up a memento of your visit to our fair city. Freeze rays are always popular, providing cold drinks on the go or a speedy way to escape from your relatives, but there are many other fascinating objects for sale. You may never had thought you needed a Jaeger, but with the number of monster attacks increasing daily, now is the time to buy. Stock is always priced to move in Paradise City as shops rarely last more two weeks. 



With all you have heard about our beloved city we are sure you already have your bags packed, we know ours are, and from everyone at the Paradise City Tourist Board we wish you a speedy journey to our shores. 



Proudly sponsored by the Consortium of Steve, the friendliest hive-mind this side of Rigel.
      

      
   
      Rain


      

      
      
         The wind hit my face with menacing might. I gripped my coat tightly, hoping in vain that it could keep me dry against the rain. I walked as fast as I could following the three men, but with enough caution as to not slip on the wet rocks.



“Sorry to be a bother, but is it going to take much longer before we arrive?” I yell, trying to make myself heard above the roaring sound of waves and howling winds.



“Just a few ways ahead, laddie,” the old man at the front said without looking back.



I was grateful, really. The storm had caught me completely unprepared, and with every hotel in Westray fully booked, the old man had come as a saviour. Mr. MacDermid, as he had introduced himself, informed me that he had a farm just north of town, with plenty of space to spare for the night.



We reached an agreement, and after a few shared pints, we headed for the property alongside his farmhand, a pair of heavy men who went simply by Smith and Murray, before the storm reached its peak. Still, we found ourselves plunged in a heavy downpour, made all the worse by the uneven consistency of the trail that led to the farm.



While I hadn’t been expecting Buckingham, I was still somewhat put off by the rundown appearance of the house. A small, two storey mishap of wood and stone held together by sheer stubbornness by the look of it, but far be from me to criticise when help is being offered so readily, especially when the alternative is sleeping in a park.



I shook the coat off of me as soon as I entered, the garment had been so thoroughly soaked that it eliminated any chance of providing warmth.



“Up for some scran?” Mr. MacDermid said.



I doubted for a moment, trying to make sense of the slang, before nodding. “If it’s not much of an inconvenience, I’d love to eat something before heading to sleep.”



“That’s a cannie lad,” the old man said.



Before long, we found ourselves sharing a modest meal of fruits and sandwiches. Simple but it did the trick. The trio seemed to be nice fellow, and for a moment I was able to ignore the chilling cold that came with the storm.



Just as I downed a slice of pear, the entire structure shook with unabated anger as the storm picked up strength.



“That ain’t well,” Murray said, standing up from the table.



“Easy there, boy,” Mr. MacDermid whispered in a calm tone, but I noticed he too was eyeing the roof with wariness.



“I think it may be for the best if we call it a night,” I suggested, and my partners nodded in approval.



I reached forward to grab one of the sandwiches from the plate. Or at least tried to.



Thunder roared outside, and with it the house itself seemed to quiver in fear. The four of us were frozen in our spots, eyes darting from one to another, expectant of what would happen next.



As if to taunt us further, the house shook once again, and now the walls themselves shook, as did we once dread settled.



“Smith, Murray, hold ‘er still,” the old man yelled, and the younger men immediately ran to opposite sides of the kitchen, pushing their weight against the walls. Mr. MacDermid for his part ran to the door and stood under the frame, sparing nary a thought before ordering me to do the same.



I scrambled to my feet in fear, knowing I didn’t have much of a choice.



“Blast it all!” I scream as I leaned on the fourth wall, “I just wanted a sandwich!”
      

      
   
      A New Transaction


      

      
      
         “Look, I just want my sandwich.”



The man eyed me from underneath his dirtied baseball cap with a predatory gaze. He seemed jumpy, like the barest whisper of movement from me would set him into action. But what that action was, I did not want to know.



He might have been a burglar thinking that my little café was an easy target. But now that every transaction was done through their Government appointed living wage cards, what was left to steal? The worn down chairs? The rickety ceiling fan? The peeling wallpaper?

  

The man placed cash: solid pieces of metal that chinked on the bar. I looked at the near antiquity, completely stunned at the barely remembered sight before I realised what it meant.



This man did not want to be tracked.



He looked at me, his fist clenching and unclenching. It was at that point I realised just how big he was underneath the full body jacket. And I did not mean tall. I was tall, but he was the kind of big that could crush my rib cage with a hug. And then I realised he said something.



“I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I tried to avoid his piercing gaze. My God, those were bullet holes in his jacket!



“Can I have it?” he half asked, half growled.



I realised I held the sandwich in my hand, the smooth plastic container flexing in my grip. My chest heaved as I looked beyond the shadows that covered him like a shroud, beyond his piercing gaze, and to the bulge strapped around his hip, silently whispering immediate death to anyone that crossed him.



My knees turned to jelly and I propped myself against the counter. This was no ruffian off the street. This was certainly no burglar. This was someone much, much worse. “You’re him, aren’t you?” I breathed, “The Ghost.”



He looked me dead in the eyes, the intensity so overwhelming I barely noticed his hand sink to the concealed firearm. I froze. “I am just a customer,” he said. “Now can I have my sandwich?”



I could have just given it to him and ended this sorry state of affairs. If I had, he would have left and I could have returned to my happy ignorance and beyond the gaze of the watching State. But no. I had to open my mouth to the deadliest man the Government could not catch. It was because of him that the country was so messed up. It was because of him that they took control of everyone’s money. And it was because of him that the only patron I got was the taxman.



This man had singlehandedly ruined the country. So how could I pass up the opportunity to do what news reporters had failed to do in years?



I gulped. “W-w-why?” 



By the deathly stillness, I realised I had crossed the line. Bricks churned in my stomach to the point where I struggled to not just cower underneath my desk in a sobbing heap. I noticed his expression darken. His anger was not the explosive, break everything in my café, rage but a cold, simmering anger that brought forth the shiny wetness to his eyes. It was just another reminder of how dangerous he was.



“Because the Government lies to us,” he said. “It tells us that we are safe. We are not. It tells us that we are strong. We are not. It tells us that it is capable of making every decision for us. It is not. I fight to undermine their fortress of greed and wealth. I fight to return our world to the people.” He calmed down then, the tears unable to mask the fierce pride he held in his expression.

 

“But I am just a magician’s trick to lure the world into looking where we want them to. No, the real revolution starts with you.” He pushed the coins towards me, the tinny ring of metal on wood echoing through the small room. “Every transaction outside their control is another nick to their economic empire. Soon, we will end them using a currency they tried to kill. 



“So I ask again, can I have my sandwich?”



How could I say no?
      

      
   
      ...


      

      
      
         KRYSTAL




7:08am







yo



Hey girl





7:21am
 




yo?


Seriously Dave, you’re starting with yo?




Oh good, you are there



Look I’m coming over before work. I need to get some stuff.





Stuff?!?


Are you kidding, Dave?


This isn’t how things work. You can’t just storm out in the middle of the night and breeze back to pick up your old shirts!




Not after my shirts.

 



Urgh, don’t be dense.


You always do this.


Just tell me what you want for once.


Please, baby...




8:01am
 




I’m outside.



You in?



Krystal



Come on



Open the damn door!





9:21am
 




I hate talking to you when you’re angry.


You know that don’t you?


We’re supposed to be partners, but you always did prefer to solve your problems with force.


You didn’t have to hammer on the door. I the neighbours must think terribly of us now.
 

I don’t suppose you care.




12:41pm
 




I’m coming back after work. Open the door this time.





Say please ;)




>:(



Can you take this seriously?





I am taking this seriously. I’m taking this very seriously. It’s you that doesn’t seem to understand what’s going on.


You broke up with me, buster. That means you get the traditional box of your crap on the curb when I feel like it. If I feel like it.




I’ll be over at four





Urgh, come on, Dave. Don’t be like that. It's a joke. You remember when we used to tell jokes? We were always laughing.




You were always laughing





... I. Look, Dave I know we’ve hit a rough patch, but couples are more than their arguments, right?


Right?


Come on, answer me! You want your shirts back or what?




I’ll be over at four





Urgh... you’re going to make me apologize, aren’t you?


You know how I feel about that.


We’re supposed to be living in the future, not the past.


...


Man, that makes me sound like a bitch, doesn’t it?


Look, would it help if I said I was sorry?




2:29pm





no





2:54pm





No? No! Dave you don’t just get to give a one word answer.




3:01pm
 




Say something.




3:03pm
 




Come on, you bastard!


Answer!




3:06pm
 




This isn’t fair. I’m trying to bare my soul here!




3:11pm
 




I’m not going to yell at an empty room.




4:23pm
 




Open up.





You know I’m not going to.


If I let you in, you leave and never come back.


I’m not letting that happen.




It’s my house too. You can’t keep me out forever





Sure I can. I can stay in here for weeks. You know me, Dave, I’m stubborn.




I’m not playing this game with you. I know you can hear me





Yeah, I can. But this is the only way to make you listen. You just yell and scream and then disappear off with your friends for days at a time.


And this time you won’t come back.


Please... just give us a chance.




what was his name?





... You don’t want to ask that, Dave.




don’t tell me what to do. WHAT WAS HIS NAME!?





Please, don’t.




You fucked him at my FUCKING sister’s wedding! WHAT WAS HIS NAME!





It doesn’t matter! Don’t you understand? It doesn’t matter because I came back home with you!


It was just a bit of fun.


I never meant to hurt you




You never meant me to find out



Krystal. It’s over, let me grab my stuff and leave.





ARGH! What is so important to you in this crappy apartment that isn’t me?


I’m offering you a chance to take it all back.


To put everything right and you just want to walk away?




you could apologise





Then let us just talk. Please! If you don’t want to talk why are you even here?!?




I left a sandwich from the wedding in the fridge





A sandwich! You want your sandwich back and not me!?! Are you insane?


Well you’re not getting it! I already ate your stupid sandwich!


Now please, give me a chance? We can work through everything if we just try.


Please, Dave.




4:44pm
 




Dave, I can’t hear you any more. Does that mean you want to talk?


Please, it shouldn’t end like this.




4:49pm
 




Don’t let it end like this.




8:59pm
 




Dave, I’m


...

      

      
   
      Shan'wuy.ch


      

      
      
         With one final struggle, I climb up the cliffside. A sigh of relief escapes me before I turn back to face the horizon below. Dark purple clouds drift in every direction imaginable. I am proud that I’d managed the climb, especially with all those tentacles grabbing at me.



Turning around, I come face to face with my destination: an archway-like structure of jagged edges that shifts with every one of my eye movements. The stairs that make up the base materialize and dematerialize with every blink of my eyes. Pulsating tendril floors form as I begin moving forward. I turn back to face the cliff out of curiosity, only for my eyes to once again face the archway. 



There is no cliffside anymore. The inherent wrongness of the shifting realities before me makes what is left of my inner animal freak.



They are waiting for me. They know I have come this far and have rolled out the welcoming carpet. But I have not spent the equivalent of eons training in the dreamlands just to give in to old instinct and turn tail. They have something of mine.



Beyond the archway, I can see a whole other world. Curiously, I peeked behind the structure, but there is nothing but a void. The entryway—some kind of stable slip gate by the looks of it—called to me. 



I step through the gateway. In a blink of white light, I appear in a vast expanse of red stone and endlessly tall spires. Above me exists only a green void that stretches into forever. Even the spires have no end in sight, vanishing into fine points up above.



With a deep sigh of defeat, I decide to move ahead. They were really making sure this was as uncomfortable as possible.



Eons pass by as I move ahead. I can tell because every once in a while, the ground changes right under my feet. I see simple life growing, becoming complex and sentient. They begin to move around me as blurs, ignorant of my presence. But every once in awhile, one of the entities notices me. They lose track of all things around them and quickly get left behind by their peers. At that point, they do nothing but follow me like baby ducks, all the while withering and wasting until they turn to dust. 



Hundreds of thousands join me over the course of my travels, but their numbers gradually dwindle as they advance beyond their mortality. Eventually, they become one with the cosmos and become elder beings themselves.



After untold eons, I reach a new structure. It is as ancient as I am in this realm. The curvy hallways and slick stairs lead me up, down, sideways, and through pockets of reality where my body ceases being third dimensional altogether. At one point, I cease to exist physically, only to return younger. The centuries-long walk down the hallway does provide time enough to age back to my original state, but it is an experience I do not wish to repeat anytime soon.



At last, I reach them. Upon a throne of liquid-solid they sit, in a form that my unevolved self would have once found comforting. They had a smile on their thousands of lips, shrouded by a cloak of pure cosmic miasma. A million and one arms lay folded beside them, waiting for me. They know why I am here.



The first pause in eons. I stretch out a hand and point at them. With lips I had not used for untold lifetimes, I speak to them. 



“Did you take my sandwich?”



They laugh with their thousand mouths, their form shifting in and out of reality. Their speaking would have been lost on the ears of mere mortals, but translated, they reply: “Was it yours? I could have sworn I made it several universes ago. You sure you aren’t mistaken?”



I another step forward. “Give it back, or I swear I will trap you in the center of a black hole for the duration of two and a half universes!”



With a sigh, they give me back the sandwich. “Take it,” they say. “Root of T’char isn’t my favorite flavor anyway.” 



I snort at the lie and take a bite of the sandwich, chewing it nice and slowly. It only takes me four chews to realize the horrible truth: 



The sandwich is not mine.



The revelation drives me into madness. Pure, unfathomable madness. Man was not meant for such flavor.



 
      

      
   
      This Sandwich Is Amazing
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      You'd Think She'd Have Seen This Coming


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, in a magical desert kingdom, lived a king who was terribly jealous. So ridiculously jealous, in fact, that upon pain of death, he was the only male allowed to acknowledge that women even existed. (You might wonder whether this would cause problems with keeping the kingdom alive for more than one generation, but LOOK, A DISTRACTION.)



Anyway, as this was a magical kingdom, many of its citizens were mages. Unfortunately, owing to the king's insane jealousy, every male mage was slaughtered at birth. There was a magical academy for women in the capital, but years ago its head had gotten upset with the king and run off into the desert. Rumors swirled that she lived alone with her cauldron, brewing mighty potions and dispensing revolutionary advice. The men, meanwhile, grew up to be laborers, or farmers, or to join the Kingdom Guard or the Royal Messengers.



And overseeing it all was the king's spy corps. Certain women were born gifted with the greatest magic of all, that of Second Sight, able to remotely view anything within the kingdom's borders. Anytime a male and female fraternized, they would know, and his guards would immediately be dispatched to execute the man. The head of these powerful seers was known as the Look-Eye, and their logo was an unblinking white eye on a blue background.



But even with his spies, the king was unhappy: their vision couldn't penetrate the vast, lifeless desert. The sorceress of the dunes continued to elude him, no matter how much Second Sight he threw at her, no matter how many soldiers he marched around under the grueling sun.



So one day, the head of the king's spies began work on an item that would help her channel her powers: a handheld stick of solid oak. After weeks of painstaking carving, it was finally ready, and with her new casting implement in hand, she turned her vision toward the dunes. She gasped, and her eyes flew open. Badly shaken, she summoned a messenger to relay her vision to the king—a messenger who, as luck would have it, was secretly the lover of the rebel desert sorceress.



The messenger dashed into the throne room.



"My king!" he cried. "The Look-Eye just—"



"TRAITOR!" the king bellowed, and chopped the messenger's head off.



The moral of the story: Don't mention a woman to the jealous king, you dumbass.
      

      
   
      RESPONSIBILITIES FOR CANADIAN


      

      
      
         “Look, I just want my sandwich.”

The employee behind the glass counter stared at me, a scared look on her face. This shit always happened.

“Ma’am, I just want my sandwich. That’s all I want. Just give me my sandwich and we all go home safe.

Still though, she remained stock still, an expression of sheer terror stuck to her face. I waved the gun for more emphasis. Once more, I repeated myself.

“I just want my sandwich okay?”

The counter girl remained frozen and quiet, like the rest of the sub shop. At least, until some asshole broke the silence.

“Jesus fucking Christ Heather! Just give him what he wants, okay?! Just give him a sandwich!” someone in the shop screamed.

I turned and stepped over the people lying on the floor in the lobby. 

“First of all, my sandwich. My sandwich is not a sandwich, it’s MY sandwich. Second of all, who said that?”

Silence. Whoever had the balls to speak up a moment earlier definitely didn’t have them now.

“I’m asking a question, and I want an answer. Who said that?”



Of all the people, I wasn’t expecting this guy to stand up.

“I did. I did and I’m sorry. I’ll make your sandwich. I’ll make it however you want. Heather’s new, she... she doesn’t know how to do it… it’s her first day.”

“No, she makes it. I don’t trust you now. What if you spit in my food?” I advanced on him, keeping the gun centered on him.

“Sir I’m not going to spit in your food… just... please stop pointing the gun at me,” the greasy man in the dingy yellow polo squeaked out. 

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m the manager,” he replied.

“Well Mr. Manager, I’m having an unsatisfactory experience in your store.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that sir.” He kept stepping back as I kept moving forward and prodding him with the pistol. “How can I resolve this?” he squeaked out, pressed against the wall.

“You can get this very nice lady to make me my sandwich, okay? You’re gonna do me a favor, and you’re gonna go behind the counter and help Ms.”—I pointed the gun at the girl behind the counter again. “Heather, it’s Heather.”— “Help Ms. Heather make me my sandwich. Okay? Can you do that right quick?”

The ratty man nearly slipped on the garish linoleum, so quick as he was to get behind the counter.

“Okay, you can help her, but she makes the sandwich,” I decided. I didn’t trust him; he was an asshole. Fuckhead spoke out of turn. Lucky I didn’t kneecap him.

“Okay, you gotta ask him what bread he wants.” The ratty man was whispering in her ear.

“S-Sir, what bread would you like on your sandwich?” The girl was stuttering, but at least she was trying.

“I want a six inch, Italian herbs and spices, Italian BMT with some meatballs, Swiss cheese and some pepper jack, toasted of course, and load me up on all the veggies. I want the Siracha sauce too. Cheddar sun chips and an Arnold Palmer.”

The girl stared at me dumbfounded until her sleazebag manager grabbed her and directed her around the kitchen. In a few short minutes my meal was ready.

“Thank you, that wasn’t hard at all.” With those parting words I left the store. The way rat-face’s knees were knocking he’d need orthopedics in a couple of years.


      

      
   
      Exactly What You'd Expect


      

      
      
         "Lookie here, kid, I don't want any of this guff. Just gimme the sandwich, and I'll be on my way."



I frowned. This man—an older gentleman, somewhere around eighty years old if I had to hazard a guess—had been standing across the counter for about fifteen minutes. Thank goodness no-one else had come in yet, but my manager was on his break and nobody else was working this shift. "It's as I said, sir; we only sell pastries. But I can point you in the direction of a lovely sandwich shop down the road—"



"No, no, I know I've gotten a sandwich here before," the man said, crossing his arms. "I'm pretty sure it was on rye, with avocado. Don't quite remember what you called it, but I know it was here."



"I don't know what to tell you, sir," I replied, leaning with my elbow on the counter. "My manager will be back in twenty minutes, though, so if you want to come back..."



"No, I can wait," he replied. I half-expected that he would step back and take a seat at one of the few tables, giving me a little space to breathe. But—alas and alack—he just stood there by the counter. I rubbed my temples, trying my best to look visibly irritated, but he seemed to be ignoring me.



It was about then when the bell by the door chimed and a pair of young women walked in. "Good morning," said the one on the left, and I smiled and bid them a good morning as well. And then they took their place in line, right behind the older man.



"No, no, I can help you," I started, beckoning them forward.



"I'm still in line," the man grumbled, glaring daggers.



"It's fine, we can just wait," the other girl said, visibly confused. She turned to her companion and began speaking in Spanish.



"Sir, I... I'm going to help these other customers while we're waiting for the manager to get back." I stood back up, looking to the girls. "What did you say you wanted, exactly?"



"Could we get two muffins?" the girl on the left asked, pointing to where it sat in the glass display case.



"Certainly," I said, bending down and pushing open the back of the shelf. A few moments later, I had retrieved the muffins, placed them in a small wax-paper bag, and handed it to the girl. "That'll be four ninety-nine."



The older man, who by that point was standing off to the side, merely watched as the girl handed me a few crumpled bills and I put them in the cash register, handing her back a penny. He shot her an odd glare as she bade me farewell and hooked arms with her companion, walking out the door.



Once they were out of sight, he stepped back in front of the counter. "What are you doing?"



"I don't know what you mean," I replied, shrugging. "I'm doing my job."



"Don't get smart with me, kid. I know you just wanna turn me away, but you can't," he said smugly.



"Oh, why's that?" I asked, humouring him.



"That's discrimination," he replied. "You can't do that, you know."



"Well, I guess you got me there," I replied, though I knew his argument could never hold up in court. "Stay as long as you like, I guess."



It was nearly half an hour until my manager came back, pushing the glass double doors both inward as he entered the store. "Hey, how's it holding up?" he asked, nodding towards me.



"It's... fine," I replied. Part of me hoped he wouldn't ask about the old man before going into the back, but no.



"Who's this fellow?" the manager asked, gesturing towards the man. "Are you being helped?"



"No," the older man said grumpily. "All I'm trying to do is buy an éclair, but this kid won't give me one."



My manager turned to me with his hands on his hips, looking confused. "Huh? Why not?"



I blinked. "Erm... he said he wanted a sand—"



"Oh, come off it," the manager interrupted, rolling his eyes. "Go to the back, and we'll have a talk after I get this man what he asked for."



So, as I didn't want to lose my job, I did what I was asked. I didn't lose my job that day but as the manager chewed me out, I wondered just what exactly that man had been playing at.
      

      
   
      A Little Piece


      

      
      
         The summer greets the windows of a simple classroom. Glazing it's several students sitting upon their desks as they quietly wait upon their grey professor. 



Tugging along his blazer the simple man prepares his lesson as the younger crowd of people wait in suspense. Armed with pen and paper, ready for the upcoming lecture that would soon take place.



To their dismay, their mentor pulls out his own brown paper bag and centers it along his desk. The students become baffled as they give him puzzled looks as he stares back at them hoping some type of inspiration would seep forth from their absent minds.



"Well? Tell me what you see here." the grey man stood behind his desk. Bracing his hands along the edge of the furniture awaiting his reply. From the back of his room came an answer, filled with an irked tone.



"Your lunch?" the answer came yet as a question itself.



"Wrong!" with a flick of his hand he turned the bag onto its side, spilling it's contents of a plastic wrapped meal. "Let's look closer!" calling out to his class he waved his arm out in display of the luncheon delight. With no answer following up afterwards from his confused audience, the teacher shook his head and unwrapped his lunch. Showing off a basic sandwich within his open palm.



"A sandwich?" cried out another.



"You aren't wrong, but not what this lesson pertains to." voices filled the air as light sounds gave way to a sudden wave that displayed nothing but confusion. "This is history! Let me tell you why, that this simple thing! Is a great example as to why History is so well respected. That History is something worth studying. And why History can make a person better."



Several of his onlookers shook their heads, unimpressed by these antics. Unaware of the lesson at hand and clearly showing signs that they believed this man was indeed insane.



Presenting his hand for his next set of words he began his lesson.



"This 'delectable morsel's' history. Is shrouded in mystery. And 'mystery' is one of the main points on why we study History today. To uncover mysteries." this phrase piqued some people in the room. More of the proper students taking down notes as they kept a shrewd gaze. Listening intently, though their attention would soon falter if he had not gotten his point across.



"They say the sandwich, was invented by many countries. In Dutch, they first created the sandwich utilizing flat bread they used as a mat for holding their food. This 'Trencher' as they called it was either discarded, given as alms to the poor, or as dogfood. Some even ate it as a post meal snack, with the sauces from the meal adding flavor to the bread. Today we call this trend an 'open face sandwich.' "



Pen began to scribble and fill the room, though barely as the class slowly returned their attention to the complicated professor.



"The Jewish people, use to take matzah bread with herbs and lamb and eat a wrap during Passover. Even the English, have claimed to have created such a complex delicacy. So the story goes. A duke was having dinner with several royal members and told his servers 'Bring me fine thin cut meat and tuck it between bread'. This intrigued his guests so much, that each one had told their servers 'Bring me what Sandwich is having'. And so forth from that day on the tucked meat was named after the duke."



The room seemed to have a different impact. Students lit up to the lecture and the teacher smiled at them. Continuing his speech as held up his own piece of history for his onlookers.



"Many take claim to it. Many have even improved the sandwich over time. 'Improvement' is just another fine thing we come across looking at History. The creativity of man is never ending. In fact this sandwich is just one example. From a simple binding of bread and meat to burgers, hot dogs, gourmet subs, to calzones. This practice alone, shows what history can bring to us. It is a lesson that incites us, to move forward. To create and further develop."



Hands scrabbled as they wrote down his words. "We can find this example is many things. From weapons evolving from a knife to the complex tank. To even transportation from the wheel into the jets we use today. History. Ladies and gentlemen is a great gift."
      

      
   
      Academy of Junior Gods


      

      
      
         They slammed their badges on my table. No "hello," "come with us' please," or any other standard bullshit people used these days.



"Just waiting for my sandwich." I leaned back. I could see they both had guns, the heavy forbidden type that made walls look like Swiss cheese. Not the type of people to get intimidated. The taller one flipped the safety off. I could literally smell his eagerness.



"Guys, I just want my sandwich." My muscles tensed up. Instinct flushed out whatever calm the alcohol had brought me. "Hey, can you hurry it up, buddy?" I shouted at the bar. There was no one there.



Of course. I'd roll my eyes, but with two geared up idiots in front of me I preferred not to. Last time some little piece of shit had seen that as an opportunity and had taken a shot at me.



"You're Simmic." The shorter one placed an infopad before me. His uniform was dull and grey, almost invisible under his gleaning battle armour. "Purifier of worlds," he spat my title out with hatred I'd only heard once before. "We want you to leave."



"Fine." Fuck the sandwich! Probably tastes like shit anyway! "I'm gone."



I tried to stand up. Two guns instantly pointed at me—one at the head, the other at the chest. The tall one smirked. It's his moment now. His eyes sparkled with the maniacal gleam of one who can taste glory on the tip of his tongue.



"Academy of Junior Gods," he mocked as he spit on my face. 



"Please don't." I clenched my first. Why must it always end up like this? For once I wanted to enjoy a sandwich among people, not locked up in the Academy's bunkers. One lousy sandwich! Is that so much to ask.



"Did you stop when Saturn 7 asked you the same?" He squeezed the trigger.



The whole world around me vanished, bursting like a soap bubble. Sound, vision, smell, all had gone. No shitty little diner full of smelly hicks and slutty girls laughing at stupid jokes, no glorified lead-spitters with delusions of grandeur, just darkness, agony, and rage.



You motherfucking piece of shit! I felt my atoms explode as a surge of energy pulsed through my very core. A cocktail of hatred and pain ripped through whatever shreds of self control I had left. 



"You motherfucker!" I snapped his arm as my face reconstructed. His gun started leaving his hand, but I caught it in time. "Do you know what a junior god is?" I pressed onto his trigger finger shooting his parter's head clean off, along with half the wall behind him. "Do you?!" I shot twice more.



Finding itself without three walls the diner creaked in a final effort to remain upright, then collapsed upon us. At this point pain didn't even matter. Things were already in motion—I would purge this planet of every sentient being, leaving it bare for recolonization. That's what I did, again, again, and again.



"Do you even know what it takes to enter the academy?" I shot his legs off along with mine. Unlike him, however, I remained standing. He convulsed, the amount of pain bringing him into shock. "You have to wipe out an entire fucking race!"



His body exploded as I fired the final shot. The gun was useless now—its owner dead it had initiated self-lockdown mode. I cast it aside like a useless piece of junk, then made my way through the remnants of the diner, searching for signs of life. I didn't find any, but there was something that caught my attention: a phone lying in the rubble. The display was cracked and the casing was barely holding it together, but it seemed to function. Shit on a stick! I picked it up. Carefully, I typed in the number and waited.



"Hello?" a male voice asked. My eye twitched. I hated making these sort of calls.



"Dad, it's Jenny." I tried to sound natural. Some daughter I am. "Sorry about this, but I won't make it for the holidays this year..."
      

      
   
      Deliberate Act


      

      
      
         	The scratching at the door woke Captain Philips up. It was a loud, deep scratching noise, and for a moment he thought that he back in his flat in Lancaster, and that Robin’s dog Mindy was scratching at the door, waiting to be let in. 



	He blinked, attempting to marshal his thoughts. There was something wet running down his face and into his eyes, so he wiped his face with his hands. His hands were slick with something red. He tried to stand up, but something held him down. He was strapped into his seat? He checked the chair on his right. McAllen wasn’t there, which wasn’t right. McAllen was the copilot, he helped fly the plane. He was always supposed to be in his seat. What was that the seat was stained with? It was a very dark crimson color soaked into the fabric. Why?



	There was a pounding throb in his head. Fragments of memory started to come back. Philips and McAllen entering the cockpit, running checklists, taking off. They had been cruising for a short while and the attendants had started the meal service. McAllen wasn’t in the mood for the airline’s food, so he’d bought a fancy sub sandwich from duty free and asked an attendant to stow it. There’d been a confusion though, as meal service started, and Philips remembered McAllen’s words oddly clearly. 



	“Look, I just want my sandwich.”



	With that McAllen gotten out of his seat and opened the cockpit door. The next moments were hazy. All that Philips remembered was being slammed against his harness by an overwhelming force and that his head had cracked against the windscreen. The rest was a blur.



	Confused, but now more focused, Philips turned in his seat to look over the cockpit, but his breath hitched in his throat at what he saw. McAllen, or rather his bloodied body, lay propped against the cockpit door. The once white and crisp uniform shirt was torn in places and filthy with blood.



	Philips tried to process the situation. McAllen, a guy that he’d known for years, partied with, gone clubbing with, bitched about corporate with, been friends with… was dead. Something had come into the cockpit and attacked them, and judging from how bloodied McAllen’s hands were, looked like McAllen had fought it off, before succumbing to his wounds. Philips looked at McAllen’s face and shuddered. Eye staring ahead, from a sunken in face, gazed right back.



	Tearing his gaze away from the body’s haunting visage, he looked around it, at the door. It was locked tight. The door scratcher had stopped scratching and was now butting against the door, rattling the frame with each hit.



	Settling down in his seat, wincing with every thud against the door, Philips evaluated the situation. Something had come into the cockpit and attacked them. Currently, it was outside of the locked cockpit. He needed more information. He checked the small monitor that gave the view of the cabin. It was a bloodbath, bodies thrown against each other, the walls of the cabin painted with blood. No one was moving, the entire cabin still, save for the chitinous dog sized creature that was pounding on the door, putting more weight behind every blow. A plan wormed its way through Philip’s mind.



	He sunk into his chair and considered it. It was diabolical, it was unethical, it was morally wrong. But he had to go through with it. In the event of a terrorist hijacking, the cockpit door stayed closed and the pilots kept control, no matter the cost. Someone might’ve still been alive in the tangle of bodies that littered the cabin, but Philips had a duty to bring the plane down safely. If anyone was alive, in a few minutes they wouldn’t be, nothing would. Morbidly, he prayed that everyone was already dead so that his conscience might remain clear. His next actions would save him or damn him.

He grabbed his oxygen mask from above his head and donned it, turning on the oxygen. Next he turned off the plane’s pressurization system and opened the outflow valves. The air in the plane rapidly thinned. Within moments alarm bells rang out, meant to warn an unsuspecting pilot of a quick death from hypoxia. Philips ignored them, simply silencing the alarms. The plane, having rapidly unpressurized, was now an environment unsuitable for life. 



	Philips slumped back in his seat and solemnly keyed his radio.



	“Mayday, mayday, mayday. Aloha One-Three. Crew incapacitation…”


      

      
   
      Scratch


      

      
      
         Alright, start with three cups of flour, all purpose is fine.  Yeah, you don't need that fancy Antares stuff, they’re just trying to push it.  Whole wheat?  Seriously?  … You can substitute a cup, but only if you want to be laughed at.  No, of course I haven’t.  Look, I just know, okay?



One and a half teaspoons of salt.  Check in the hold, that stuff we got off the last merchant.  Iodized?  Sure, use that.



Yeast.  Okay, now in the pantry, there’s a safe.  The combination is 17, 64, 3, 2, 80.  Bring me the jar with the red star on it.  



Great.  Measure out a quarter teaspoon of it – careful.  Mix all that together.



Of course not, I’m supervising.



Now, liquids.  Three quarters of a cup, plus two tablespoons of water.



This bit’s my favorite.  One quarter of a cup plus two tablespoons of beer.  Let me see…  Heisler, Norbecker, Duff, Pawtucket…  No matter how many, there’s never enough!  Grab a tablespoon of each, will you?  Ha!



…Nah, don't worry, I'll take care of any extra, you just get mixing.



What do you mean this tablespoon is bigger than the one for the water?  It's a Muton spoon.  Of course it's bigger!  You can’t use a wimpy spoon for beer.



What? I’m busy.  Oh, uh, a tablespoon of white vinegar.  No, it doesn’t matter.  Not the Muton spoon – are you touched?



Look, I said don’t worry about the beer.  I’ve got it.  Start mixing already.



No, there’s still some dry stuff at the bottom.  Keep going, you’ll get it all.



Yeah, just like that.



Alright.  Now it’s gotta rest for twelve to eighteen hours.  We’re near Rigel, right?  Great.  Should be just enough time to pop in and make a little withdrawal.











Don’t worry about it, happens to all of us eventually.  Couldn’t have guessed that that frigate was packing a pair of fusion cannons. Quit lubbin’.  You want to waste all our hard work?  Yeah, I’m sure.  It’d take a god’s own luck to track that last jump.  And we got the goods.



Look, I knew what was in the cards when I signed up.  Happened to my Captain, his Captain.  Happen to you some day, too.  You want this or not?  Take notes, then.  Won’t be repeating myself.



More important?  You already know how to do the other stuff.  I’m no Mondatta – this’s as profound as I get.



Need some paper next, something that can handle high temp – supposed to be parchment paper.  Fine then, grab one of the maps.  No, not that one, we never found it.  Okay, but not like that, just use the back.  Grab the oil from the corner shelf so the dough won’t stick.  Oh?  Use some flour, instead.



No, you’re supposed to flour the board first.  Technique?  Ha!  Just mash it around, knock the bubbles out of it.  How many times was that?  Only supposed to be a dozen, but ought to be fine – recipe's pretty forgiving.  Let it sit for a bit, hour and a half.



Me?  Not going to matter.  I’m fine right here, just going to lie back.  Alright, now the dutch oven.  What?  Well why the hell did you do that to it?  It’s fine, just dump out the nails.  What about a trap case?  Just need something that can hold the steam in and take the heat.  Yeah, that pot'll do.  Rust?  Ha!  Not gonna be my problem.







What?  Already?  Yeah, of course I’m still here.  Set the oven for five hundred, toss the pot in.  No, not the dough.  Let me know in a half hour.







Huh?  Oh, oven’s hot.  Good.  Turn it down to four twenty five and drop the dough in.  Lid’s on, right?  Thirty minutes.







God that smells good, don’t it?  Harlock himself couldn't've done any better, I say.  Pull the lid off, give it another twenty.







What?  What?  Yeah, of course I’m still here.  Stop yelling.  No, none of that either.



See that crust?  God that takes me back.  V-blade will work fine, so long as you cleaned it.  Good.  Wouldn’t want any seasonings.



Jelly and peanut butter are on the top shelf.



What?  You don’t?  …  Fine, I think there’s a fillet in the back of the freezer, maybe some tartar sauce.  Just nuke it.  Seriously?  Well put it out already!  Ugh. Never understood how someone could like those.  Smells like catfood. 



Well, whatever.  Hope your under has better taste when your turn comes.
      

      
   
      Look, I Just Want My Sandwich


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Beelzebub's Koala


      

      
      
         I hunger. 



It is so very cold now. It has been so long—so much time between then and now—that my memories of food and warmth are little more than a dream. I dream of a time and a place where food was thick in the hot ocean of rock where I laugh in the magma of my world.



Food. I quiver slightly as I banish the thought. I am so very, very hungry. 



I am not hungry; merely cold. So I wait.







My nose betrays me. I smell food—food, high above me… near the surface. I remember chasing floes of it to the surface once, long ago. The surface frightens me, but before fear sets in I am swimming, driven by my terrible hunger.



The magma cools further still and hardens to solid crust. I shiver against the bitter cold and unfold my claws. I can smell it—scent so strong I almost dismiss it as a hallucination. Almost.



I breach the surface and I gasp. At first from the horrible, frigid void—there is nearly nothing pressing against me and I can feel my skin contort, constricting me. My joints become stiff. My claws seize against rock, desperate to keep from falling away into the abyss.



All this is forgotten as I notice the smell—the smell! Beneath, it was simply a tantalizing impression—a ghost of a prize. Here the scent of food overwhelms me and I drift—no, stand—in awe. The scent is so rich, so overpowering, that I cannot imagine how I could not have smelled it sooner.



My legs are moving before I am aware that I wished to move. I hunger, and there is food.







There is a stabbing pain in my side. Did I hit something? I feel nothing to hit— Again, a pain! I back away and press against the rock and listen…. I hear them—dozens of them! What are they? So light and soft that I scarcely can make them out, but they swarm around me and—ouch!—they bite at me! Why do they abide the surface so?



I swipe at them and they turn to mush in my claws—hard on the outside but cold and soft inside. Curious. This seems only to anger them, as their biting intensifies. They are small and weak and my food is near–they will not stop me.







A wall stands in my way—rock that is not rock, holding a void within. Hollow… a word without meaning before now. It crumbles beneath my claws. The food is so very close now—so close that I am nearly dizzy at its scent.



More of the soft biters are inside! These are softer still—were it not for my claws I would not be aware of them at all.



It is before me. My food is here, encased in a shell of pure crystalline rock. I bite and claw at it, the warmth of food washing against me, teasing me. Here, there are seams—tiny creases in the casing!—and I pull at them feverishly. I am so hungry and so cold, and the soft things continue to bite at me, but all this fades away as I tear at this metallic shell.







Food.



Food is in my mouth and it is hot and delicious and I must be dreaming. Never has anything tasted so sweet. I take another bite and I chew and I know it is not simply from the hunger that it tastes so—nothing before even remotely compares to this. I am ecstatic—drunk—as I take a third bite. My skin swells against the horrible void of the surface and the biting pricks of the soft things. I laugh.



Though the food fits within my claw, I cannot eat even half of it before I cannot eat any more—I am full and hot in a way I have not known since the world was young. I fold it tight against me and I dig.



I dig through the crust; I swim through the mantle, ever downwards, the food at my side. Down and down, laughing, dancing, and singing, I swim; down so deep that I can barely stand the pressure where the magma is almost warm, and I rest. I sing and I swoon and I sleep.







Cradled by rock and my food in and against me, I rest, and glow, content.
      

      
   