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         In the most remote monastery in the highest mountains Pamir Mountains dwells a great spirit. Wise and enlightened, it perceives the true nature of all it sees, and knows the many secrets of the world. But the monastery in which it dwells is abandoned, and a sign rests at the door. “Be warned, traveler,” it reads in archaic mandarin, “wisdom does not bring happiness.”



Ice crunched under Joshua’s climbing boots as pushed through the monestary doors. His shiny climbing hooks dangled from his belt, a thick pack thrown over his back. His coat was a bright blue, puffy with insulation. The hood was up. Frost formed on his eyebrows.



In front of him was a young woman.



Twenty-something. Modern. Bright. She smiled at him when he saw her. Her clothing hardly fit the surroundings, her jeans and grey tank-top unbefitting a Buddhist Monastery. Her hair was an artificial blue, a streak of white running along her bangs. She had a cellphone in her pocket, the edges of its pink case visible, and her left ear was adorned with a variety of steel piercings.



“Uh…” Joshua said, slowing to a stop just past the doorway. “Hi.”



“Heyyy-oh,” she called back sing-song, offering him a broad wave.



“Are you, uh…” He hesitated, looking back behind him to make sure the route back into the sun was clear. “Did you come here looking for the spirit too?”



Her smile brightened a little. She gestured at her bare arms, then took a single pointing finger to emphasize her thin clothing, and then she gestured all around them, where frost covered every surface and only the snow-leopards and mountain birds dwelled.



“Oh,” Joshua said. “Sorry. I was expecting something more dragon-ish.”



“Well, you know how it is. Blah blah, my true form would scorch your mortal eyes, et-set-er-ah.” She gave a wide, expressive shrug. “What’s up, seeker of wisdom?”



“Uh…” He cleared his throat, the color draining from his face. The words he’d spent so long thinking about on the journey here tangled in his mind. Finally he blurted out: “Why am I depressed?”



“Your internal mental image of what a ‘good life’ consists of was formed during an unprecedented period of extended national improvement and economic growth.” Her voice was friendly and matter-of-fact. “So even if you’re doing quite well by the standards of your era, you feel like a failure.”



“Oh,” he frowned. “How do I fix that?”



“Make more money, I guess? Or you could lower your standards. As far as your personal self-worth goes, they’re equally good.”



Joshua furrowed his brow. His throat tightened. It took him a moment to ask. “I always wanted one of my children to inherit the family business, but they all ran away to college as fast as they could. Why don’t they care?”



“You live in a small town,” the spirit explained. “Shifting population demographics assure that, no matter how well you run your business, it will go under within two decades. While your children probably wouldn't be able to articulate it in those terms, they have a subconscious social sense of ruin they don’t want to base their futures upon.”



His hand went to cover his mouth. His eyes looked away. “Fuck it. I… fuck it. So I don’t even need to ask why the business is struggling.”



“Actually, that has less to do with demographics and more to do with the rise of the internet and low-cost commoditization of last-mile shipping and delivery. It really increases competition. Amazon et al.” She held up her smartphone. “You know?”



“No, I don’t fucking know!” His hands balled into fists. “I came here for wisdom and all you’re doing is babbling about nonsense!”



“I’m ‘babbling’ about the underlying forces of the world that control your life.” She reached out to take his hand in hers, and gently coaxed his fingers open. “I know it’s not what you want to hear. You have your little world, and you want to believe that everything good and bad under the sun is contained in that sphere. But it’s not. You can’t understand your place on this earth until you accept into your heart that these things matter. That there is a bigger picture, and you need to understand it.” She squeezed his hand. “Can you do that?”



“But you’re talking about math. What about fate and…” He gestured at her. “Magic and stuff?”



“Magic’s important! But so is Linux.” Her tone was bright.



“You want to learn about Linux?”
      

      
   
      Homemade


      

      
      
         "A word of warning, two words of caution, half a word of love." I glanced at the recipe. It had taken me half an year to collect the ingredients. The caution alone needed five weeks to mature. I still felt bad sawing the seeds in my best friend. We had been through a lot together, even if he was as normal as they come.



I placed the words of caution into the vial. They swirled around, leaving a trail of light blue smoke. Then I added the word of warning. Instantly the cautions moved away, as if afraid of the warning's glowing red. The started circling it at equal distances at each other, like a pair of kittens walking around a cucumber—curious about it, yet far to scared to approach. I smiled. It was always amusing to watch words interact. The first time it happened, I had been mesmerized for hours. 



Back to work, I urged myself. Time was growing short, and I had barely begun with my preparations. 



"Two words of advice, a pinch-full of adventure," I went on, inadvertently cringing at the latter. Why couldn't people use proper measurements? It had taken me an year to figure out the exact quality of a "pinch" and even then it was mostly a matter of interpretation. A lot of the old recipes still used this absurd and obsolete measuring system. I preferred clarity. 



The advice plopped into the vial, letting off a series of golden bubbles. In pure form, they were inert, not reaction with anything else. That's what the love was for, although I was going to add that at the very end. Love was weird like that—it dissolved quickly, avoiding almost every other word. It was also extremely tricky to get right. Add too much and it would overpower any other sensations, add too little and it would shy away like a scared child, leaving no affect whatsoever.



"Three fourths of melancholy..." Originally the reception called for half, but I liked adding a bit more. It added a certain softness, or so I found. Not that anyone would admit, my girlfriend included. She would always complain about melancholy, yet only when she knew it was present. On a second anniversary I had secretly added a quarter word of melancholy and she had loved it, not suspecting one bit that the so dreaded ingredient had "contaminated her senses."



"Three words of mystery, one word of expectation..." expectation had been another tricky one to get. It used to be much more common, now I could only find it on Fridays. Thank heavens that my neighbour—a nice middle aged school teacher—still had hopes for his students. Each time there was a test, expectations were oozing out of him, in the hopes that someone had actually paid attention during his classes. I had to pick them quickly, though, for those expectations began shriveling away during during grading.



One by one, I kept adding the ingredients. Words of various shapes and colours moved around the vial. Some would stick to one another, while others would try to move away, almost sticking to the glass walls. 



"A single word of sorrow..." I quickened the pace. "Four words of acceptance, one word of mischief, and one word of forgiveness." I liked to mix sorrow and forgiveness; they added a specific bittersweet aroma to things, after several attempts I had finally found the right proportion. Of course, my mentor would grumble at me for using whole world. In his view I was being sloppy and slothful, using one word when I should have zero-point-seven. He was right, of course—whole words rarely won contests, but for homemade i still felt they were the better choice.



I added the half word of love to the mixture, then quickly stirred. A bouquet of colours exploded, bubbling out of the vial in scary speed. In a few seconds they would be gone, reduced to a grey stale substance. Until then, however, they were most beautiful thing in the world. 



With a stern hand I poured the mixture on a piece of paper. Technically it was supposed to be parchment, but those were expensive, so I saved them only for contests and special occasions. Besides, this was a casual get together. 



"Jenny," I called out from the kitchen, as letters—still steaming with colour—moved together forming words. "The sonnet's ready. Come before it gets cold." 



I smiled, admiring my creation. Nothing could beat a good homemade sonnet.
      

      
   
      Sorrow's Council


      

      
      
         Jacob met his spider in the autumn. He was standing at the woods edge, staring through naked trees at low cold headstones in the graveyard. 



She slid into view ponderously, descending from barren branches. He held up his cane and she lit on the knob, waving her feelers inquisitively. He spun the walking-stick and inspected her. She was ash-white, fat as a gumdrop and fuzzy as a catkin. A dark blotch marked her back, something like a teardrop, something like an hourglass. 



Nothing good came from associating with spiders. He had been told that once. Still, squishing her seemed unpleasant.



She marched up his arm. 



He let her be and leaned on his cane, watching October's breath swirl leaves over frost-blasted grass. She trailed cobweb up his jacket, marking him, white thread stark in the cold gold light. 



Afternoon darkened to evening. He turned and went inside, spider riding on his hat brim. 








Jacob made her a spot in his desk. He stored her in a slim velvet case, an innocuous thing that once held a fancy pen or gilty watch, some thoughtless formal condescension. 



At first he closed it and tucked her out of sight. But he could always hear her rustling. He would slide the drawer out and flick the case open and she would sit quiescent, looking up, white, fuzzy, sometimes marked with a timepiece and sometimes tears. 



So he would close the case and shut the drawer until the rustling returned. 



He finally moved his inkwell aside and left her in the open. She would explore his papers, trailing threads. His clients would grimace when given a contract or letter smeared with spiderweb. 



"They're bad company, you know?" 



He would nod, smile. 



"Can't be trusted." 



"Of course." He would grin. "It's a temporary thing. I'll be quit of it soon." 



They would snort and frown and he would shrug and return to work, untangling his pen and brushing lace from his papers.








At first, Jacob's housekeeper simply scowled and tutted, sweeping up stray webs or curling them around her feather-duster. She would throw the study windows wide, letting in clean cold autumn air to scour cruft and dust from floors and walls. 



But when the webs began spreading, draping banisters and shelves in wispy curtains, she threw up her hands, hung up her broom, and slammed the door on her way out. 



Jacob tried to call after, but could only frown. 



Afterwards, he closed the windows. The case sat on the desk. The spider sat in the case, staring at him. 



He sat in the web and stared back. 








His friends trickled away slowly. He kept the spider hidden and few noticed. Some would, but laugh it off or wave it away. 



Later they laughed uncomfortably, awkwardly tearing gobs of web from chairs before sitting, hacking paths when they came in the door. 



They avoided his study. 



When she made herself obvious, some would touch her, let her crawl over their fingers. a few would brush the hourglass-or-skull and cringe, some would leave with strange looks. 



His relationships suffocated and curled up on themselves. His friends abandoned him one-by-one, politely citing prior appointments when invited or neglecting to return his messages. 



He tried to frown, but could only sigh. 








Jacob worked less. Outdoors, autumn crystallized into winter, layers of snow drifting down. 



Indoors, the spider meticulously spun her webs to match. She shrouded the portraits in the hall into numbing obscurity. She sealed the empty bedrooms, trapping old memories inside. She draped the windows, shredding the weak-as-water sunlight and leaving the graves distant as fading dreams.



He would rise, push back cobwebbed quilts, shuffle down the hall, and collapse at his desk. He would flip the case open and watch as his spider set about her work. She spun all day, every day, insulating him, isolating him. 








One night he left the case open.








He awoke stranded in cobweb.



He could have stood; it wasn't heavy.



He didn't. 



He could have lifted an arm or rolled over. 



He didn't. 



He watched, gaze dull, as the tearstained spider lay a line of silk across one of his eyelids and pulled it closed. 



Then the other.



He felt threads accumulate. 



Behind sealed eyes, the day was a barely perceptible brightening before a slow, dark descent. 



He tried to sigh, but couldn't. 



He briefly wondered if things could have been different. 







In the end, her bite barely stung at all.
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         “Box contains one (1) familiar. Rx only. For the treatment of antisocial disorders, isolation syndrome, or mild to moderate cases of PTSD. Use only as directed.”



Alice cut open the box with her boxcutters, and pulled the contents out. Inside quite a lot of styrofoam was what appeared to be a sleeping fox, along with a remote control and a rather thick instruction manual. She worked her way through the manual, setting up the charging station, checking all the settings, and installing the batteries, until she got to the last page.



“Warning!” it read. “Familiar cannot speak. If familiar appears to speak, seek medical attention IMMEDIATELY.”



“Huh.” She checked to make sure there was nothing on the back of the page, and then shrugged. She hit a button on the remote.



The little fox’s eyes fluttered open, and then it leaps to its feet. With an odd yapping sound that wasn’t quite canine, it hopped up into her arms, nuzzling up against her with all the affection of an old, dear pet.



“Oh, uh…” She gave the thing a hesitant squeeze. “Hello, little guy. What’s your name?” It yapped at her, nibbling on one of her fingers. “Right. Cranking the whole cute thing up to eleven, I guess.” She held the fox up in front of her, looking at its cute face and little whiskers. “I’ll call you Puff. Do you like that?”



Puff nuzzled against her hand. “Right,” Alice said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Well, Puff. You’re my new pet, because the doctor says I’m so fucked up in the head that at this point, my only hope is making friends with robots. Do you like that?”



He made a bow-wow sound that she interpreted as liking it, and wiggled out of her hands to go explore the apartment. Alice sighed, and went back to her computer, scanning the article on encryption standards she’d started yesterday. She was well into it when Puff hopped up into her lap, curling up and tucking in his paws until his body resembled a little loaf of bread with a tail and a head.



“Hi,” Alice said, stiffly. She gave him a pat. “Uh, yes. Very friendly. But I’m coding now. We’ll play later.” She picked him up, and put him on the floor, turning back to her work.



He hopped up into her lap again, digging his claws down into her jeans. The edges were dull and the tips rounded, making it a more symbolic act than anything, but she still hesitated to pick him up again.



“Well, fine,” she said after a moment. “But I’m working so you’ll have to stay there.”



And he did, sitting in her lap as she alternated between studying and working on her code for the next six hours. Eventually, it grew dark outside, and her eyelids started to droop. It was only when she got up to stand that she even remembered he was there. She gave him a few experimental pats, and a scratch behind the ear, and then put him to one side so she could get ready for bed.



He snuggled up under the covers with her, and touched his nose to hers.



Things continued that way the next day, then for the next week, then for the next month. Puff sat in Alice’s lap, and bothered her for attention, and curled up under her sheets every day. He watched her code and study for hours on end, eat boxes of soylent bars, crash into bed and then do it all again. He was always with her. She only left the apartment once the whole time, when the bank locked her account by mistake and insisted she show up in person to clear it up. She hugged him to her chest the whole time they were in the waiting room, and cried when they got home.



The next morning, she could barely get out of bed. She slept through two remote meetings, and missed a final deliverable for a client. She sniffled quietly to herself and held Puff against her.



“I don’t think you’re broken, Alice,” he said, “I just think you’re afraid, and need a friend to help you.”



Instantly, her sniffling stopped. Her eyes went wide. She looked down at Puff, his little vulpine face sticking out from under the covers. “Can I be your friend?”



She stared at him. Her eyes filled with tears.



“Yes,” she whispered, wrapping him up tight in her arms.
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         "If you remain on this mountain you will die of hypothermia," the spectral voice intoned again.



"Gah!" Ellie shouted, flinging her claws up as she stomped in little circles through the powdery snow. "Can you shut that damn thing up already?"



Maya shivered—even through her thick jacket she was getting cold, and she didn't want to think about how freezing her best friend was, wearing nothing but her werewolf form's natural coat. "That wouldn't be smart. We got into this trouble by not having it on."



"We got into this trouble because you memorized the wrong damn spell! I told you I wanted a warming evocation—"



"I just went with what you said in the e-mail," Maya said defensively. "Don't blame me for typos."



"Then I'm gonna blame you for not casting that thing until after my backpack sailed over the cliff! Boy, sure would have been nice to see that coming!"



"The incoming wildstorm has awakened vengeful earth elementals," the voice intoned. "Descending the mountain to retrieve the pack will cause them to trigger a deadly avalanche."



"Do you have any idea how exhausting this is?" Maya snapped. "It's a master-level divination! I had to borrow Jared's doctoral references for some of the runic kerning! I figured you just wanted it for, y'know, emergencies."



"We got into this trouble by not having it on," Ellie said, claws making little air-quotes.



Maya crossed her arms and stared at the hazy lights of the city. Less than five miles away, and it might as well have been halfway around the world. "Coulda, shoulda, woulda. How about we focus on getting out of here alive—like, set up the tent and figure out how to ride this out—and have this argument back at the Academy?"



"The tent construction is insufficient to withstand tonight's gale-force winds," the voice said.



Ellie snarled gutturally—then paused, crouched, and began digging.



"The weight of the precipitation added by tonight's storm will collapse the snow cave," the voice said.



Ellie kicked at the snow with a curse. "Seriously, it's just a one-letter difference. Can't you, I don't know, just fix the rune or something?"



"That is so far from the way magic works it's not even funny." Maya sighed. "And don't ask me to turn it off again. It's our only asset right now, and it's already stopped us from several appealing-yet-deadly solutions."



"Yeah, well, unless we find a non-deadly one, that's gonna matter exactly squat." Ellie frowned. "Some asset. Maybe you can annoy the elementals away with it."



"Gods, no," Maya said. "Targeting it on them would draw them to us like a homing beacon."



"Well, if that triggers the avalanches early…" Ellie's voice trailed off. "Hold on. Hold on."



"…I know that look, Ellie. That's the look of a bad idea."



"No. Forget the elementals. What, exactly, is your spell's range?"



Maya blinked. "Uh…short answer, line of sight. The temporal crosslink was the big energy expenditure…" She glanced back at the city. "Is that what you're thinking? I can barely make out the lights! How could I target anyone?"



"So area-cast it! Like you did with the amplification spell when Jeanette was taunting you about the books she stole!"



Maya's face paled. "Oh no. No no no. Ellie, don't even suggest—"



"The energy surge will disrupt six active rituals, including the wildstorm protection enchantment being erected around the city," the voice intoned. "You will face several civil lawsuits, an Academy disciplinary tribunal, and possible lifetime casting sanctions."



Maya sank to her knees, staring numbly out toward the city. "Are you crazy?" she pleaded. "Listen to that!"



"I did," Ellie said softly, "and you know what I didn't hear? Either of us dying."



Maya frantically thought about it. There had to be a better way. Except there wasn't—not with the warning evocation occupying her entire spell memory, half of their outdoor equipment lost, and a wildstorm on the way.



"Claiming full responsibility for your friend's decision," the voice suddenly said behind her, "will result in arrest, jail time, and the withdrawal of your family's financial support for your education."



Maya felt Ellie's claw on her shoulder. She smiled humorlessly, reached up, and squeezed it.



"We're in this together," Ellie quietly said.  Then, louder: "Shit, it's cold."



Fifteen minutes later, a dragon was winging its way toward the peak. "There will be hell to pay tomorrow," Maya intoned in an imitation of the spell's voice…but at least there would be a tomorrow to pay it with.


      

      
   
      One Step at a Time


      

      
      
         "...sorry if I seem a little nervous," Dr. Rachel Minsky said, chuckling uneasily. "My first time, you know... I've seen the videos from previous explorations, but to actually go into the City myself—"



"Yeah... first time," the Guide responded, almost sarcastically, not slowing down his pace. 



This particular "district" (if such concepts even applied to the alien City) was a web of oppressively narrow streets, with huddled buildings—all angles and crooked lines—leaning over them like a clamp closing imperceptibly slowly. There was no need for the human archeologists to install lamps; the existing million-year-old light fixtures still illuminated the underground City well enough. 



A signpost here pointed out the route to the Dig Site 01 (a particularly profitable location, albeit far too deep in the City for comfort), but the Guide did not bother looking at it, knowing the route by heart. He led Rachel past one crossroad to another, then down its right-hand fork, when suddenly—



—a dark shape, like a misshapen maggot twice the size of a subway train, rushed at them down the street, and before Rachel could react they were both smeared on the pavement underneath its bulk—



—he dragged her brusquely towards a side alley. Right as they reached the end, something hulking and black could be seen rushing down the street they just left. It passed them with a rumble, and the moment it was out of view, its shadow vanished and the noise went silent. 



Without a word he led her out of the alley and they resumed their route. Disquieting sounds arrived occasionally from neighboring streets — sizzling sparks, unhuman shrieks, earthshaking thudding; the sounds of the Traps activating blindly around the City against nobody in particular. 








They soon arrived into a new "district", a giant checkerboard of city squares studded at their sides with kilometer-tall towers scratching against the cavern ceiling. Here he bid her to wait seventy-six seconds before entering one particular square, and in doing so he saved her life from a fractal web of gleaming, hair-thin, razor-sharp floss that filled the square in an instant, and disappeared just as suddenly. Rachel wanted to go on, but the Guide held her tight for thirteen seconds more, and then the floss once more appeared for a brief while—



—slicing her head and neck into a mess of bloody chunks of meat, her body collapsing at his feet and twitching, twitching—



—giving Rachel a cold sweat; she had been completely sure that it was safe, and she'd have entered the square carelessly had he not held her. Was the City developing new tricks? The Traps had never been known to remanifest so soon after the last activation. 



Nobody ever managed to figure out a clear pattern to the Traps, if any. They manifested apparently at random, and always with just a split-second warning at best. Only the Guides somehow knew every Trap in advance, and the only way to traverse the City safely was to use their services. 



The safe route that her Guide had planned, all the stops and detours at exactly the right moments—all of it from his visions of never-to-be futures, inside which died countless beheaded, dismembered, incinerated Rachels. (His visions had to include her presence; the Trap pattern changed depending on who accompanied you.) No wonder he avoided talking to her, even looking at her; from his perspective, she had died in countless horrible ways so many times. 



Rachel shuddered. No, there was no point in thinking about those dead in other timelines, because after all, she was entirely safe, wasn't she? Nobody led by a Guide had ever died in these streets. 



Then she remembered the theories. That the Guides' precognition was not precognition at all, but rather experience; that upon dying, they immediately returned to a 'savepoint', the timeline of their death no longer extant but for the memories in their heads. 



Thus a hundred Rachels went on that route with him, and every single one was sure that she is the last one, the one who will survive...



Just as sure as I was, she realized. 



"Guide," she said, her throat suddenly hoarse, "tell me... right now, do you know of every single Trap, right up to when we'll safely arrive?"



He looked at her askance. "Yeah, of course," he said, and her heart sunk as she realized that she had no way to verify whether he was lying. 



And then she kept following his guidance, because she had no other choice. 
      

      
   
      A Man Must Learn to Love


      

      
      
         Once upon a time, there was a great sultan, who was knowing and wise in all matters of rulership. Long was his reign, and by his guidance, his people flourished. The markets thrived, the people were safe, and his armies knew no defeat, until his borders stretched to the furthest horizon.



But the sultan grew old, as men do, and fear touched his heart. And so he traveled into the deepest of his palace’s vaults, where he kept the greatest treasure he possessed: a single silver ring. Solomon himself had once worn it. Where the great King of Israel had found such a treasure, only Allah knew.



It was tight on the King’s finger, and when he touched it, a creature appeared before him. A man, whose eyes were fire and whose skin was the space between the stars.



“Three times,” the jinn said, “I shall be called to your service. Three times you shall ask of me a boon. And three times I shall say, ‘only Allah is eternal,’ for nothing in heaven or earth may last forever. Each warning you shall ignore, until it is too late.”



“My kingdom needs me,” the Sultan said, “for my sons are fools and tyrants. I wish that my rule should never end.”



“No man lives forever, oh sultan: only Allah is eternal.” The spirit’s voice was grave, it’s eyes sad. “But I promise you this: so long as your kingdom persists, you shall be its ruler, and death shall stay his hand.”



The spirit vanished, and the sultan returned to his palace, a strength in his steps he had not known since he was a boy. Time touched him no longer, and his rule stretched for decades more, and his kingdom became the jewel of the earth.



But jewels inspire greed in the heart’s of men, and with his kingdom’s every glory, the resentment of his neighbors grew. No army could defeat him in battle, but soon he found himself facing two armies, then three, then ten. With every victory in the field came news of the sack of two undefended cities, and the kingdom began to fracture.



Sitting in his tend in the field, the king again touched the ring that Solomon wore, and again the jinn appeared before him. “I wish that my kingdom last forever,” he said.



“No kingdom lasts forever, oh sultan: only Allah is eternal,” the jinn said. “But I promise you this: so long as your people live, your kingdom shall never fall.”



It was on that day that the black death came to the sultan’s enemies. In time, the all were vanquished, and his kingdom conquered all its foes.



But with his conquests came slaves, and with those slaves came language, tradition, science and art. And as the decades passed, the city the sultan looked out on grew strange. The sultan’s people no longer saw his rule as wise, and one morning he knew himself a foreigner to them, and felt the weight of age return. And so he touched the ring that Solomon wore.



“I wish,” he said as the spirit appeared, “that my people, my culture, should last forever.”



“No nation endures forever, oh sultan: only Allah is eternal,” the jinn said, “But I promise you this: so long as men watch the sun rise in the east and set in the west, your people will never fade.”



And in time it passed that a man stood in the middle of the street, the last sultan of the last sultanate in a world full of “Islamic Republics” and foreign invaders. Cars that drove themselves quietly moved around him. Down the long boulevard framed by skyscrapers, he could see the sun set, and he looked to his people. But their eyes were turned to phones, absorbed by screens, blinded by glasses that projected a computerized reality.



He looked to the sky, and took a breath, and touched the ring once again. “What should I have done?” he asked the spirit, tears in his eyes.



“You should have learned to love that which will be, instead of that which is,” the spirit said.



“And what,” the sultan asked, “will be?”



“None can say. Our perspective is each flawed, each limited. We each only have our little time on this earth, oh sultan. Only Allah is eternal.”



The sultan nodded, and shut his eyes, seeking for the first time to truly understand.



It was there in the street that he died.
      

      
   
      Moonlight


      

      
      
         I awaken suddenly, convinced I've overslept, but the bedroom is still painted in the serene silence of deep night. It's far too soft to hold anything but dreams and the tired musings of sleepless souls. Musings, and the unmistakeable rustling of cotton on cotton. My chest is bare and exposed to the warm summer air, so that means—



I roll over carefully, and Lord, if it isn't a glorious sight. 



Rose has always been such a contained sleeper. Flat on her stomach, face cradled in her forearms and toes stretched towards the mess of blankets we've kicked onto the floor—she's a literal line of flesh and curves, drawn across my mattress by some merciful deity. 



I reach out a hand before I can stop myself, threading my fingers through the mess of curls spread across the pillow. Makes me wish I were a painter. Maybe then I could capture the way her hair lies like a tangled mess of shadows—pitch-black against the paleness of the sheets.



Maybe then I could save the moment in all its perfection, because it's never the same in the morning. It's always different in the light of day. 



The nighttime does something strange to the mind and wonderful to the heart, my mother used to say. 



Never court by moonlight, my grandmother used to say. You never know what the morning will bring.



I snake my arm around Rose's waist, marveling at how soft everything is. 



Soft mattress. Silk-soft skin and slip-soft sheets. Tendrils of moonlight against tendrils of hair dancing away from a body moving with gentle, even breaths. 



(So subdued, so peaceful, so different from the times where she lay beneath me, eyes closed and lip caught between her teeth, with those curls teased and frazzled and fucking perfect, when the moonlight wasn't soft but fiery, unworldly, wild.) 



The soft sigh that breaks the tranquil silence comes from my own lips. It mingles with the soft scent of strawberries lingering upon her skin, as sweet as it was all those years ago.








My alarm beeps dutifully at me from its post on the nightstand, but what truly wakes me is the opening of the bathroom door. I open a bleary eye in time to see Corrine emerge, fully armored in business professional and combing her fingers through her cropped, straight hair. 



She moves to the dresser and spritzes something from a tall, fancy bottle onto her neck. The smell of strawberries slips through the air, as unmistakable as it is unwelcome. 



Corrine catches me staring. "Like it?" she chirps. "Wedding present from your mother."



"It's... it's nice," I manage to say.







I stare at the bottom drawer for a long time after Corrine leaves. Really stare at it. But in the end, I leave Rose's letters where they belong: in a box with all the other tokens of my freely-lived youth.



Other pieces of memorabilia from an adolescence spent running wild beneath the moon, kept hidden away from the revealing light of the rising sun. 



Don't marry by the moonlight, my grandmother told me. Some people are like dreams.



Things are always different in the light of day.







I pour the perfume down the drain. 
      

      
   
      The Massacre at Unit P12


      

      
      
         The motto of the day was: Fiction is worthless.



My buddy Pat opened up a box and whistled and said, “Now, Rhett, tell me how you’re doing on old used underwear, because we’ve got a whole load of ‘em here.”



I said, “Well, I don’t know, man. What size are they?”



“How about old socks?” he asked as he handed the box back to me.



I tossed it back into the trash pile behind us without looking inside. One box down, a few hundred left to sift through.



The place was called Mel’s Mini Warehousing. It’s down on southside between Putnam Bridge and the water waste treatment plant. We worked all afternoon in a ten by ten storage unit. The executor had stacked it floor to ceiling, warped and bloated cardboard boxes heaped precariously together.



This mountain of trash had been left behind by an old lawyer who’d passed away the month before. No family. No kids. No will. No heirs. So after the lawyer’s death, all his possessions and heirlooms passed on to people like Pat. Scavengers, auction junkies, ebay resellers. Pat had paid the storage unit operator, a friend of his, two hundred bucks to look through this unit. In exchange for chucking all the trash, Pat would get to keep the few valuables.



Opening a box full of ancient medicines and toiletry, Pat held up a bag of unopened decades-old lozenges and said, “I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you, but you can use sixty-five year old cough drops as suppositories. Cleans you right out.”



The boxes were full of all the usual stuff that gets collected and gathered up in the day-to-day of living, but has nowhere to go home to after the funeral. Most of our lives can be summed up in piles of old underwear and toiletries.



This particular unit, though, was mostly books. Old books were Pat’s specialty. After retiring, he made his money going to auctions and yard sales, buying cheap and then selling a little less cheap.



He handed me a box of books to go through. The number one rule: fiction is worthless. Book club is worthless. Mass market paperback is worthless.



After going through a few, I’d haul the trash books in a wagon over to the dumpster. Books by the handful, armful, box load—into the dumpster. Wise Women: A Celebration of Their Insights, Courage, and Beauty—into the dumpster, and their wise womanly insights, too. Keeping Watch and The Hidden Diary of Marie Antoinette and The Riddle of the Shipwrecked Spinster—into the dumpster, for the respective crimes of being modern fiction, historical fiction, and a dime-a-dozen mystery.



As an author, I wonder if what I did there can be considered a kind of cannibalism, or maybe sociopathic serial murder. The destruction of hundreds of books without even reading, just a glance at the front and back cover. In Unit P12 at Mel’s Mini Warehouses, we judged books by their covers, and found them wanting.



I know the months, often years, of work, love, heartache, and frustration that goes into the creation of a novel. I spend months crafting a single short story, and when it is complete, if a story can ever be complete, I consider it a part of myself. Every story I write is a little piece of of myself I’ve chipped off and dropped into the world. And that’s just two or three thousand words.



How many hundreds of thousands of words did I throw away in the massacre at unit P12? How many bits and bobbles and hopes and loves and fears of my fellow writers did I toss into the dumpster?



But we saved a few, set aside in a little pile. Among them: Social Register of Philadelphia: 1970; Grattan’s Failure: Parliamentary Opposition and the People of England 1779-1800; and the best find of the day, the browning A Discourse of Agriculture, Its Antiquity, and Importance, to Every Member of the Community, first edition, published in 1785, sealed in an airtight bag.



Pat tells me, “There are six other units crammed full of this guy’s stuff. The one next door is all furniture. He’s dead and gone, and all his stuff is still here. All these material possessions, it makes you think.”



I never went back after that one time. Something about it didn’t sit right in my stomach.



That day, I threw away a couple hundred books. In the month Pat spent cleaning out the unit, he threw away tens of thousands.
      

      
   
      The Great Filter


      

      
      
         We are deeply sorry that you have an infestation of self-replicating information patterns in your local baryonic matter substrate.



You will probably feel ashamed about the situation, but you don't have to be. It is common knowledge that regularly collapsing larger clumps or agitating the environment to support a healthy exchange of matter between the border and the center of denser structures is enough to stop complex and resilient forms of information patterns to form, but this is not completely true.



The reality is that, while the mechanism through which it happens is not yet fully understood, baryonic matter has the tendency to create increasingly complex self-propagating patterns at an astounding speed once the conditions are right. It has demonstrated more than once a fascinating adaptability against the common prophylactic and sanitizing procedures, and a worrisome capability to change faster and faster, making the cleaning up more difficult the longer the infestation proceeds. Which simply means that sometimes it happens and there is no way to avoid it.



Even if it is normal, be careful. If your local infestation has progressed enough to get nourishment from non-baryonic sources, then there is a serious risk for your health. Please call immediately a specialist to evaluate if more drastic interventions are required, and if necessary let it collapse the whole substrate and the reinstall a new one.



If things are not yet at such an advanced state, then we are glad to offer you our award-winning Total Entropyzer. We have dedicated much attention to the study of this kind of infestations, and have developed a solution that, if used in the early phases, is guaranteed to bring a stop to your problems without large-scale rearrangements of your local substrate.



The three key traits to our success are: Information, Redundancy, and Form



Information, as in a policy of complete and utter honesty. Each instance of our product coming in contact with the infestation will declare its function in every detail, without withholding anything. We use specific keywords and concepts like Omnicide and Total, inescapable annihilation to get the highest success rate in our field. Our Semantic Translation Technology guarantees a completely informed choice on the infestation side, which should put to rest any ethical concerns you may have.



Redundancy, as in a high penetration among the single cellular automatons composing the ongoing infestation. We strive to reach a density of one instance of our Total Entropyzer for three million of automata.



Form, as in something enticing and irresistible for the infestation components. We refined it through each iteration and have reached the peak in design and elegance. Each instantiation is now a simple geometrical form composed of six equally sized sides and a single, movable protuberance which reflects the light at six hundred eighty nm. Activating the protuberance activates the sanitizing process, triggering it from the inside of the infestation and keeping it localized to where it is truly needed.



Apply it to each infected cluster, being careful to distribute it everywhere, and your problems will be solved in an instant.



Remember, baryonic matter may only comprise five percent of your home, but keeping it healthy and infection free is the key to a long and pleasant permanence.








Kevin stared at the black box with the big, red button standing in his living room. It was a perfect cube, three feet on each side and covered in stickers saying, "Will cause Omnicide", "Will terminate all life" and "Guarantees total, inescapable annihilation". There was a note attached to it.



He stepped nearer and read it. It was a complicated explanation about how pressing the button would end all life, everywhere. It concluded with a Thank you for your attention.



He looked at the note again, then at the button. The big, red button.



The house was silent, Amber was out and Irvine wouldn't return for another week. He said out loud, "Whoever planned this prank should have gone for something more believable." No response came. He sipped his coffee and thought about who could have put that thing there.



Then he shrugged and reached out.
      

      
   
      Murder She Collaborated


      

      
      
         “Honey, I’m home!”





The old house was bitterly cold, because Fall had arrived with a vengeance while he had been gone, with colorful leaves blowing outside and sharp gusts of cold air coming through the multitude of cracks in the windows and siding.  The front door fought against being closed while his hands were full of his luggage, but he leaned up against the dark varnished wood and jiggled the latch until it finally caught, leaving him alone in the wood-panelled living room.  Ignoring the backlog of mail for the moment, he bumped up the thermostat, dragged his suitcase into the bedroom, and walked into the den.





It was almost just as he left it, with a light powdering of dust on the ancient manual typewriter and his creaky antique wooden chair.  He dropped his tired rear end down on the lumpy cushion, picked up the partially-completed manuscript from the table, and leaned back to flip through it.





“You should have seen the convention,” he said between page flips.  “Hundreds…  Well, dozens of people lined up to get autographed copies of Andrea Martin’s latest murder mystery.  Twenty-five book store signings, three different flights in coach, and enough Red Bull to float a boat.  It’s good to be home.”





A faint breeze stirred the curtains on the nearby window, fogging the surface while the gas furnace in the basement chugged away in a futile attempt to heat the drafty old house.  The thin ends of dry branches scraped across the glass with the outside breeze, fluttering the papers with the inevitable draft and blowing one blank sheet across the table.





He rolled the paper down into the old manual typewriter and went back to musing over the manuscript.  “Three chapters in and the body count is higher than anything Andrea has published so far.  The readers seem to like it when the bodies start piling up, but maybe we should wing a few instead of finishing them off.  Change the pace up a little.”





He read in silence for a while, skipping forward at times, backing up when something interesting caught his eye, and ending with a grunt when he ran out of pages.





“It needs a lot of work, like the unfinished first novel you wrote, but—”





The author cut off abruptly as strong, cold fingers touched the back of his neck.  They stroked gently at first, then dug into the corded muscles in long, slow strokes.





In short order, the body of the author was motionless, draped across the wooden chair in the drafty den.  Then the manual typewriter began to peck out a message, one letter at a time.





you like it/ 





Taking a deep breath, the author glanced at the message before giving a brief chuckle.  “Yes, and yes.  Every book has been getting closer to the New York Times Bestseller list, but this is better than all of them so far.”





really/





“Yes, really.  Just like you said you wanted before you pass on.”





The wind outside the old house died down until the silence became almost oppressive.  Then again, one letter at a time, the antique typewriter pecked out another sentence.





what will you do then/ 





He shrugged.  “I may branch out into a different genre.  Ghost stories, maybe.  After all, I have a similar unfinished goal I’d like to accomplish before I pass away.”





The typewriter was silent.





“Yes, really.”  He paused to take down the empty frame on the wall and brush the dust off it.  “That notification is going right here, just as you wanted, with your name on it.  Any residuals will go into the scholarship fund, and I’ll have to make my own way in the world.”





The typewriter remained silent.





“First things first,” he said, placing the unfinished manuscript to one side and turning on his computer.  “Let me get this into a document so I can start editing, and you can write out some notes on the second half of the story.”  He paused, glancing over at the silent typewriter while the computer finished booting.  “So have you been thinking up lots of new and interesting ways to kill people while I’ve been gone?”





The typewriter immediately started tapping away.





lots





“That’s my girl.”  He lined up the first draft and began typing, only to stop and chuckle to himself.  “People would have such a fit if they found out Andrea Martin uses a ghost writer.”




      

      
   
      Brother's Keeper


      

      
      
         As I came in, I realized that Maggio’s was one of those bland, new-era Italian places. The kind that have red booths and tan walls plastered with some faux-inspirational company motto. Not a proper Italian joint, where pictures of the countryside adorn every inch. No, this place was the current style: a place devoid of personality in order to allow the customers to imprint their own. 



Dad sat in a booth. He was tall and a bit overweight, but not to the point it made him unseemly. He had a haggard and tired face, worn from years of use in the Florida sun. But it was not an ugly face; even now, at 64 years of age, it still radiated a certain warmness. He nodded toward me, and I made my way toward him.   

	

“Hey, Steve,” he said in his gruff voice.

	

“Hi, Dad,” I returned.   



“Ordered their Premiere pizza,” Dad piped. “Want to see if they’re as good as that other place. What was it again? Flappers? Flakers?” 



“Flippers.”    



“Ah, that’s it. Damn fine pizza they make there.” 



We sat for a few moments, absorbing the surroundings. Some jazz song played around us, mixing with the Virginia Tech and Pitt game that was playing on the TV behind me. A couple sat near the back, giggling at some private joke. The scents of mozzarella and flour filled the air.



“Steve, your mother and I are revising our will,” Dad suddenly said.  



I was surprised, but hid it with a shrug. “Alright. Revising it for what?”



“We want to set up a trust fund. One that’ll disperse our remaining finances after our deaths.”



“For me?” 



“No. We trust you enough for you to get it right out.” He paused for a moment, looking back down at the table. “It’s for Jack.”



A hundred fractured memories flowed back to me, Jack the center of all of them. 



The one where he tried to slam the door on my foot. 



The one where he yelled at me for playing the piano too long. 



The one where he punched my dog in the face when she barked too loud. 



“Now, I know you and he haven’t been friendly, but… you’re a responsible adult and his brother, so we want to make you the manager of his trust.” 



I could only stare at him. 



“Look, Steve, I know it wasn’t easy living with him. But you know he’s got a mental condition, and it’s the kind that just gets worse.” 



I nodded only to affirm that I’d heard him. The rest of me was listing the people with 'conditions' who didn't make their families' lives a living hell. 



“It won’t be that big of a responsibility. Hell, you won’t even have to see him.”



Virginia Tech scored a touchdown in the background, winning the game. 



“I know I could’ve just talked with you over the phone, but this is just something that I felt had to be done face-to-face.” 



I understood that; I too would’ve talked to my son one-on-one when asking him to take care of his bastard brother. Oh, he wasn’t actually a bastard, but he was a bastard at the same time.



“So will you do it?” he said. 



I wanted to say no. No, and let him go to Hell. Let him burn in whatever circle it is bastards are supposed to burn in.



But I didn’t say that. How could I, to the enabler that sat across from me? Yes, enabler, but my father nevertheless. Just like how the bastard was my brother nevertheless.  



I was suddenly very and inescapably sad. I wished I wasn’t at this meeting. I wished I was back at home, or back at Grandfather Mountain. Anywhere where I wouldn’t have to deal with people disappointing me, and me disappointing people. 



After what seemed an eternity, I said:  



“Alright. I’ll do it.” 



A great weight was lifted off his shoulders, and he leaned back in his seat.



“Thank you, Steve.”  



I gave a false nod. I didn’t want him to thank me. I wanted him to know that I was only doing it because whatever semblance of Methodism that was left in me had compelled me to go through with it. I wanted to warn him that this wouldn’t make me love Jack again. 



But I loved him too much to tell him.  



The pizza came soon after, and we dug in. It was not as good as the one at Flippers.   
      

      
   
      The Wall


      

      
      
         “It’s unbearable!” the president declared. “Those strangers are a threat to our society. Soon, there shall be more of them in this country than ourselves. We must react!” And he smashed his heavy, gnarled fist on the lectern.



So the wall was born. A week after this seminal statement, an army of masons, joined by tons of bricks and mortar, invaded the northern bank of the river and set out to work on the spot. Day after day, the wall sprang into existence, gaining both in length and height, until it became a continuous ribbon of bricks and stones, five metres high, crowned in ominous whorls of barbed wire, running uninterrupted over thousands of kilometres. 



Then the works ceased and the masons were told to go back to their homes, leaving behind the impervious obstacle, like a welt over Earth's crust.



A month, maybe two, elapsed in stillness, as if the strangers had been definitely deterred.



Then the first explosions began.



At first, nobody understood. But after a few days, it became clear: vehicles loaded with explosives were silently barged through the river, then hurled at full speed against the wall. The smoke had not even cleared away that a flow of immigrants rushed into the breach and through the rubble into their promised land.



And no one could have banked on the police, whose ranks had been severely depleted, to stop them.



In the capital city, the government met, and decided they should take still more extreme measures.



A few days after, the masons and all their materials were back. As they had been ordered, they diligently endeavoured to erect another wall, two hundred metres beyond the first one. And when this second wall, as ominous as the first one, was done, a throng of specialists in fluorescent jackets gushed in and began to bore the bricks and move the ground, installing kilometres of wires, slew of cameras, raws of electronic detectors, and other shiny contrivances no one except them had any idea what purpose they could serve.



At last, the last hitch was connected, the last wire powered. The gangs of workers sighed and left. Earth was put back in place, and chugging machines levelled the ground. When their task was done, quietness unheard of since months fell.



They named it “the death corridor”. Nothing, not even the smallest bug, could creep though it undetected. High sensitivity thermal detectors, advanced motion tracking cameras, sensitive pressure sensors, invisible laser barriers scrutinised the area day and night, ready to set off the alarms at the slightest unexpected waft of air. And in control centres hidden deep underground, trained operators watched, 24/24, their eyes locked on monitors, their hands hovering over the buttons that would have triggered a local armageddon.



Time went by.



First it was just a trickle. Then the trickle morphed into a brook, and the brook itself changed into a stream.



The strangers were back.



”HOW?” the President yelled, his face red with rage. “I want to know HOW!”



It turned out dozens of tunnels, some more than ten kilometres long, had been dug under the Death corridor. Some were large enough for pick-ups to drive safely inside. It had taken years for the strangers to complete their work, shovelful of ground after shovelful of ground. How many had died in the process? No one knew. What mattered was that they had succeeded.



The tunnels were flooded with water. But everyone knew it was a matter of months for others to pop up. So the president took a grave decision. Since this land couldn’t be protected from invaders, it was time for the people to leave. On Mars, they would have room to explore, land to tame. It was time for his folk to breathe the air of wilderness again.



They built rockets. Many rockets. And when they were ready to depart, they cherrypicked each applicant. Those whose background was judged unclear were dismissed.



One bright day the next winter, the first rockets took off, carrying the upper crust of the society: ministers, counsellors, congressmen, magnates, CEOs. They all boarded with bright smiles and swaggering gaits.



When they landed at Mars’s main astroport, they wondered why the area was cordoned off with burly, armed guards.



”What’s the matter?” the president asked to the local official that had come to meet him at the foot of the gangway.



“I’m very sorry,” the official apologised, “but our policy has changed. We don’t let unknown, potentially harmful strangers in anymore.”
      

      
   
      Rock Mansion


      

      
      
         I stepped into the abandoned house with the crack of thunder. The stale atmosphere was perfect to escape the cold rain outside.



I haven’t been in my parent’s home in a long time. Since their death, no one in my family had ever spoken a word about them.



I walk inside. A golden piano sat in the middle of the large room, just under the similarly styled chandelier. Surrounding the piano were priceless pieces of fine art.



My parents didn’t appreciate a sense of gratitude, which reflected directly on their lifestyles. It was one of the main reasons why I left home. 



I stared at the painting of my mother. The young woman looked below as if she intended to look directly at me.



A knock rang from above.



“Is anyone there?” I yelled. Silence returned, just as I expected. Is someone up there?



I turn back to the painting. It was as if her eyes had eerily followed me as I made my way toward the stairs. I ignored it. I'm now focused on a different task.



I ascend to the second floor and find nothing. I decided to check the attic. I came here for what was up there, anyways.



It was exceptionally cooler than the rest of the house. I gave a deep breath to cool my nerves. I witness the cold gas escape from my mouth.



A box laid on its side in the attic with paper sprawled against the floor. I eventually found the paper I was looking for.



This is the Last Will and Testament of both Michael and Susan Rock.



We, both Michael Rock and Susan Rock, declare in our sound state of mind that all of our property, all of our land, and all of our space are to be sold to no one, to be given to no one, and to be redistributed to no one.



We state, upon our own appointment, that only with the birth of our first grandson, given by our son, Caden Rock, will any of our land, property, and space be inherited.



With no time to reflect on my disgust, I hear something from behind. I spun around, stunned with shock. A translucent, ghostly, image of my young mother floated in front of me.



“Mother?” I said, cautiously.



“What a disgusting little cretin you’ve become, Caden,” she spats. “No class and no pride left in you. Look at what you’ve become. Pillaging the dead for their belongings.”



I was shocked and curious at first with the sudden appearance of my mother, but with her onslaught of words, I come to the sense to end this as soon as possible.



“Too afraid to speak?" She continued. "Seeing that document in your possession, I guess the surprise has been spoiled for your eager hands, hasn’t it?”



“How do you plan to have my child live in such a horrible place like this? You know--”



“Please do not bore me with your words any longer, even if I am deceased.”



Anger rode a course through my body. I clench a fist to ease myself.



“Your son will come to us, regardless whether you want him to or not.”



“How do you know that?!” I shout.



“Lower your voice! I will not listen to your loud tone.”



I ignore her statement. “My child will be kind. He will appreciate all that comes to him, and I will foresee to that! I am the parent of the child, not--”



She interrupted me once more in an explosion of laughter. Anger filled me once more to the bone as I grit my teeth.



“Enough!” I shout. A crack of thunder roars in the background with me. She became silent. A brief pause expanded between the two of us, letting me calm down. She continued.



“There is no way for you to stop your child. If you think so, you are only delusional. Take yourself as the spitting example of what your child will turn out like. He will become fueled by anger, just like how you are with your father. He will become unempathetic, just as how you are with I.” 



She continued. “You are no more fit to be a parent as were we, and because of it, the same will happen on to you as what happened to us.”



“I am not--” I try to reply, but with a blink, she disappeared.



“-- like you...”



I stand alone in the dark attic. I'm not at all like them, am I?
      

      
   
      The Guard


      

      
      
         I stood in the shadows and stared at the endless line of ghosts, as I had always done. 



Some wore fancy suits and ties, some wore muddy clothes or rags, and a few even came naked. Whether they shuffled along morosely, or cried, or thrashed and even tried to run, it did not matter. They all made their way to the afterlife. 



It was my duty to ensure that, and it always will be.



The door I guarded seemed as inconspicuous as any other; a wood door with a dusty yellow knob, concealed by the dark corner I stood in. Yet, it was the door that lead to life. 



I broke my stare and glanced at it. I brushed the knob, wiping years of dust off of it. Had it ever been used, I wondered?



Something tugged at my leg. I jumped. 



"Hello, mister," said a little girl with a bright red backpack.



"Get back in line." I said it without even thinking. How did she get past the other guards?



"But I want to go home," she said. "I miss my mom and dad."



"I..." I didn't know how to respond. The girl couldn't have been more than ten. Did she know what she was asking? 



"Miss. Tolan will be angry at me. I didn't turn in my homework," she said seriously, putting her hands on her hips.



I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn't muster any words. When was the last time I spoke to a human being, living or dead? Years ago? Decades, centuries? 



"I can't help you." I finally managed. "I'm sorry."



The little girl frowned and stared at me. I had nothing else to say. I tried to ignore her, focusing on the line. 



"Why?" She spoke again. 



"Why... what?"



"Why are you here if you can't help me?" She didn't say it accusingly.  



"I am guarding this door." I replied, shifting my attention back to the line. 



"Who are you guarding it from?"



"From—"



I looked at the answer. A little girl with a red backpack and yellow coat. 



"It's what I have to do," I explained, more to myself than to her. 



"Are there monsters behind the door?"



"I don't know." I grumbled. 



She sat on the floor and was silent for a while. There must be, though, if you're here, I thought. 



"Have you ever checked what's behind it?"



"No," I said monotonously. 



"Why? Is it scary?"



"No. I'm not supposed to."



"What happens if you do?" 



I didn't have an answer for her. What happens if I do?



I'd stood here for an eternity, staring at a line of dead, and now, for the first time, one of them dared to talk to me. What happens if I do? Her words ran about my head, over and over. In an eternity, had I never asked that question? Had I once known the answer?



"If you're scared, I can open it." The little girl stood up, looking bold. 



I smiled. "You know what? I guess we can find out." 



I put my hand on the ancient doorknob and twisted. It opened. 



A ray of light and a harsh, whistling draft hit my face. After I uncovered my eyes, I saw a staircase in front of me, leading the way up to life. 



I glanced back at the line to hell one last time. "Come on," I said, taking the girl's hand. "Let's go find your mom and dad."
      

      
   
      A Simple Task


      

      
      
         Simon lay in the hospital bed too afraid to move. It had been a bad night... no, it had been a terrifyingly dreadful night! Everything that could gave gone wrong had done so, and the worst was yet to come. This was supposed to be a simple burglary, a quick in and out, instead—



The power suddenly went out, filling the room with a series of electronic screams. Simon gritted his teeth. Of course this would happen! He really was hoping to be out of the hospital today, although knowing his luck that seemed unlikely. And all this for a single lousy feather!



There was a knock on the door. Seconds later it freaked open, letting a rather skinny asian woman in. To call her unbeautiful would be unfair, to call her human—double so.



"Hello, Simon," she said softly. As her words sounded power was restored to the room. "I see you're doing well... considering."



"You bitch!" Simon hissed, biting his tongue in the process. "You didn't tell me there was a misfortune hound there!"



"I warned you it would be protected." She looked around, then pulled the only unbroken chair and sat down.



"But a misfortune hound?!" Simon instinctively reached fir his mouth. As expected he had managed to cut his tongue and now his mouth was filling with blood. "Do you know what I've been through? The alarm went off before I even got to it. Some idiot showed up, fired a warning shot in the air, which got the chandelier crashing on me. I lost my gear while—"



"That's what happens when misfortune dogs bite you," the woman said with a snide. "Let me have a look."



With one brisk action she pulled back the lower part of the blanket, then—before Simon could protest—unceremoniously pulled up his pajamas and began staring at his legs. At first glance they seemed like normal legs: straight, slightly hairy, with a few old scars near the left angle. For those who could see, though, there was more. Bite marks, invisible to the human eye were scattered round the left calf, each was marking a week of misfortune.



"Well?" Simon tried to move up to see what was going on. "How is it?"



"Bad," the woman said. Instantly the bed gave in, causing Simon to fall a few inches towards the floor. "Three months bad luck. At least."



"Just great!" Simon groaned. Of course it had to be a few months. It couldn't have been just a scratch.



"The hound got you good. It almost reached the bone." The woman leaned back and shook her head. "I did warn you. You remember this, tight? It wasn't just me imagining things."



"Yeah, yeah." You did mention a word of warning, just as you do every time. And each time you skip the details! "Can you fix it?"



"Hmm." The woman tapped her nose with her index finger. "Maybe. Would be expensive, though. Quite expensive. Did you get the feather?"



"I did," Simon said. The woman's eyes widened her lips curving in a content smile. "But I lost it as the ambulance was driving me here," he sighed.



"Of course," she let snorted. "At least he doesn't have it anymore. I guess that counts for something..." The woman stood up over him like a vicious predator. "I'll heal your misfortune." Her smile widened. "However, you'll do something for me. A word of warning, it might be more tricky than it seems..."


      

      
   
      An Almost-Perfect Verse in a Long Forgotten Tomb


      

      
      
         “Disturb my slumber if you dare,

For there are fates much worse than mine

Awaiting those who cross this line.

So carry onward with great care,

Lest you invoke my curse.”



The torchlight flickers, orange glow on pale sandstone walls. It feels like a last defence against the encroaching dark, shadows that have housed three thousand dead for three thousand years. And the words, read out with careful, dreadful precision, don’t quite echo as you might expect―the flat, dead voice chills us to the bone.



“Really?”



“No, don’t be dumb,” Peter says, and there is a collective sigh of relief. “Seriously, did you all really think some ancient inscription was going to have near-perfect rhyme and rhythm in English?”



Trish at least has the decency to look away, but everyone (aside from Peter) feels the same―shame at falling for the trick, and indignation that the trick had even happened in the first place. Arthur, though, is the first to put it into words:



“You’re a dick, Peter.”



Not that Peter seems to really mind. He just chuckles, and turns back to the glyphs that line the walls, running a finger over them delicately, his attention totally captured. It’s odd, but they’ve all seen Peter do this before.



“Any actual ideas?” Arthur asks, the impatience in his voice clear to everyone. Peter’s finger falters for a moment, and a wave of something that was once frustration and was now merely motions passed over his eyes and out of his nose in a sigh.



“So far as I can tell,” Peter says, his voice slow and deliberate, “there’s a dedication to the gods, and something unintelligible about sheep. It doesn’t seem to mention what this line on the floor means at all.” As he finishes, Peter swings his backpack over his shoulder with practised care and rests it softly in from of him, wedged between his knee and the sandstone wall. With a flick of a clasp the backpack is open, and Peter is diving his whole arm into it, right up to the rolled sleeves by his elbow. A moment later he has a small, battered book in his hand, and he is flicking through it.



“Are we really just going to wait here until you’ve translated that?” Trish asks. “I mean, it’s probably just saying something about some sheep they sacrificed to help build this place.”



“No.” Peter’s voice is soft, nothing more than a murmur. “It’s not quite right for that. There’s a standard way they would record sacrifices, and this just doesn’t start to match. And I’m not even sure ‘sheep’ is declined properly…”



Even with his voice so soft, Peter doesn’t hear their footsteps—he’s too absorbed in the words on the wall, and the little book of notes in his hand. It’s only a few minutes later, when the words made a little more sense and the book was a few pages more battered, that he noticed the few shadows that had vanished from the wall, and the silence around him.



He shrugged, jotted down the quickest of notes, and slung his backpack once more onto his shoulder. A brief whistle that barely echoed later, and Peter was wandering slowly down the tunnel to catch up with the group, the unread warning all but forgotten on the wall.
      

      
   
      How to Play


      

      
      
         "You're sure you know how to play?" I asked. Usually the people who challenged me were of a different nature. They prided themselves with their vast collections, their claims of profound "gaming knowledge," and min-max algorithms that would make university professors cry. She was entirely a different breed of human.



"Yep." She nodded with a smile and sat across me. She seemed about five years younger, probably still in college, goth-blue hair, and an attitude of absolute unguvefuckness. I quickly scanned her clothes for vintage game pins, stickers, or anything I'd expect from people at a boardgame convention. Other than a I love NMoon on her jeans there was nothing.



"Okay." I started shuffling the deck. "It's an abstract game, so font worry if you don't get everything on the first time." I began with a pseudo explanation to gage her. "We start with five cards and can play one card each turn. A bit like Munchkin, but with differences."



No reaction. Dud she even know games? More likely she had just come to gave some fun. Which, come to think of it, was not a bad idea. So what if I'd get an easy win? At least I had the potential to talk with someone nice fir a change and not get into arguments about game rules and mechanics.



"It's simple." I gave her the deck. "You play a notion, then I gave to respond something connected." She cut the cards and handed them back to with a sweet smile. I felt myself look down to avoid her glance. "Here we go." I clumsily dealt five cards each. "If—"



"A word of warning," she cut me off. I froze. Panicking, I looked at her. She was sitting there smiling, holding a card in front of her.



"Oooh!" Right. The card. An interesting start. Personally, I'd save it for later. It was a god-card that could be used in any occasion. "An adventurer in peril," I responded placing my own card on the table. "Now you can play a card or draw. If you draw I continue my chain. First one out of cards wins."



"I know." She leaned back. She wasn't even looking at my cards, rather staring at me so intently I felt I had forgotten to brush my hair. "Why did you enter gamedev?" She asked all of a sudden. "Isn't it a male dominated field?"



"Not anymore." It was, but I didn't want to tell her that.



"Well, I thinks it's cool." She took a card without looking. "A maiden in distress."



Damn! That was a good card. I had several to counter it, but should I play them? I could draw to get a better hand and start my victory chain. She'd reach two cards, but the game would be mine.



"Draw." I took a card from the deck. "How did you get into games?"



"I've always found them interesting." She started sliding her cards face down along the table. "I like the people more, though. Those who actually make them, not the smartasses who think they know it all. A hoarding dragon."



Not the best link to the maiden, but definitely allowed.



"Well, it's less fun than you think," I grumbled more to myself than to her. Time and experience had made me jaded. "A sword of destiny." Now she could only  draw or play a shield notion. Either way I had a wizards folly—another god-card that had next to no counter. To my surprise she only shook her head.



"That's a pity." For a moment her smile faded. "A shield of time."



Just as I predicted. There was no way she could win now.



"A wizard's folly." I placed the card down. A pity. I had started enjoying the conversation. I so much wanted it to go on. Instead she'd probably just thank me for the game, then move on, leaving me to the mercy of the usual crowd. Yay... this was the joy of working in gamedev.



"A word of warning," she said.



I blinked. This was impossible! There was just one copy of that card in the deck and she had started with it. How could she do a repeat? Confused, I looked at the table. Her card was face down, place just over mine.



"I think I like you." She leaned forward, her eyes shining with an unmistakable spark.



I didn't say anything. Instead I put my hand down and started gathering the cards. No doubt about it—she had won.
      

      
   
      A Letter Of Caution On Halloween


      

      
      
         From: Miss Smith-Waite, Dean of Student Affairs

To: Students and Faculty of Tuff University

Re: Appropriate behavior during Halloween 





I believe we all as members of the greater university community, can take a united stance against offensive Halloween costumes this year. 





What sets Halloween apart from other weekends on this campus is the fact that there are multiple costume parties being held. The choice of costumes have an effect on everyone around them whether they realize it or not. We, of course, all wish to help prevent inappropriate, offensive and appropriative costumes. 





We can accomplish this by being intentional when choosing party themes and party costumes, thus being a role model for the community. Be aware of the impact your costume might have on others, and be cognizant of any statements—including, but not limited to, cultural or violent messages—your outfit may make, intentional or not. 





In the past, certain individuals have worn costumes that appropriate cultures and promote stereotypes on race, gender, sexuality, immigrant or socioeconomic status. Outfits relating to tragedy, controversy, or acts of violence are also inappropriate. In a collective effort to provide an environment for everyone to enjoy themselves, we need to set a precedent that people’s customs cannot and will not be our costumes. As you will agree, the values illustrated by such costumes do not align with the values of TU. It is our mission to promote spaces which allow members of the TU community to have fun without feeling as any part of their identity is being misrepresented or targeted. 





A full list of disapproved costumes would be difficult to reproduce here, but any costume with the following words in the description is quite likely inappropriate: sexy, zombie, vampire, any ethnic stereotype, any job in which men and women are not equally represented, any political or entertainment figures, characters in video games, comic books, movies, historical individuals, corporate trademarks, food items, or makeup of any kind.  In addition, attempting to circumvent these rules and attend parties wearing no costume at all shall not be tolerated.  Clothing is mandatory at all activities.





There are consequences for wearing an offensive costume. Students whose actions make others in our community feel threatened or unsafe, or who direct conduct towards others that is offensive or discriminatory, could run a wide gamut of penalties depending on what is brought to our attention and the impact of these actions on others. Any complaints will result in full investigation by University officials and could result in serious disciplinary sanctions. We encourage all students that feel like they have encountered someone who is wearing an inappropriate and offensive costume to please contact the campus police, and an appropriate response will be taken.





Have a safe Halloween!





Miss Smith-Waite, Dean of Student Affairs
























In a rather odd bit of news tonight, the Dean of Student Affairs at Tuff University was arrested today as she walked through the parking lot to her car.  Some students who spotted her called the campus police, who detained her under the charge of ‘Dressing in a humorless bureaucrat costume.’  We attempted to contact the university president for comment, but he was attending the Caveman Party at the Tri-Delta while costumed as Tarzan, and all he said to our reporter was, “Ugg. You cute.”  Then his wife came along, clubbed him over the head, and dragged him away.





Have a fun time tonight, kids.  And remember.  Party responsibly.












Credit: Cribbed something fierce from  Jake Goldberg’s article on Tufts University’s Halloween letter to the Greek system.




      

      
   
      Ramblin Johnny Shines


      

      
      
         This is a conversation that I had with my grandpappy. He's a known rambler. I have written this as it was spoken to the best of my ability. Consider this your last chance to back out.



"When I was nine, it was Christmas day when Bobby Legett fell off the roof and broke his leg. Now Bobby was a rambunctious boy, a nice strapping lad, but his sisters was the real prize. Stephanie Gonza was the finest 18 year old on Elm Street. She was sweet as butter and smooth as sugar. If you could get her to look at you, then hoo-ey! You were lit! Nicest lady. Got me into bridge she did. Went over for a date, she had some friends over, and we played cards all night. Best date I've been on. You'd think that a growing young man knowing Bridge would be an negative, not a pro, but you'da be wrong on that count. Bridge has gotten me out of more deadly situations than it's put me in. One time I was playing bridge in a casino, and two fellows took me out back, stuck a gun in my mouth, and threatened to break my legs and my dick if I ever came back... but that's a story for another time. It was '38 in Laos. I was a tunnel rat. That meant that I was on my hands and knees crawling in the shit, trying to get Charlie before Charlie got me. It wouldn'tve been a hard job 'cept for the fact that I wasn't an officer and on account'a that I wadn't allowed to carry a pistol. Now my pappy didn't like that much at all and so what he di' is he'd gone and sent me an army cap 50 cal cap and ball revolver, all legal like mind you. A replica of a gun that'd seen service last century, fighting in the modern day. Well at least when I lived it, it was the modern day. So there I was, crawling through the AVRN tunnels. They'd gone and fragged the shit out of the place, so the dust was all up in the air, thick like when your sister vapes with that thing she's got. Don't like vaping that much, reminds me of when the mortars would come in. Shrieking like banshees, Shreeeeeeeeeeeee. Damn fucking scary those things were. I used to be posted  as an artillery observer in the jungles, and it was a damn good posting. Got to sleep in a tree, didn't have to wear my regalia. There was a nice easterly wind that'd come through at night. Eh, I've gone off on a tangent. So anyways, first thing I found in there was a foot. Tossed that out at the Cap'n, who laughed at it. He was even happier when I drug the former owner of the foot out. Turn out the gook had a backpack full of intel. Oh boy did the officers have a field day with that. They prolly won the Battle of Tet Offensive because of it. Heh. One time I was clearing another bunker complex t'at was meant to be abandoned. Had an M60, bigass machine gun, and that cap-and-ball in a crossdraw. Charlie popped out of a kill-hole. Guess which one saved my life? That god-damn cap and ball. You can keep your glocks, your fancy pancy Taser. I've got my cap and ball, and I'll keep it till the day I die. That's why I don't support the war 'n Err-Rack."
      

      
   
      A Star Shot Upon Midnight


      

      
      
         Reed sucked on his straw as he looked at me from across the small restaurant table.



“Things that I would never wish for?”



“Yep!” I said.



“That’s pretty easy. First thing: never wish for money.”



I shot up, curious. “What?”



“Yeah. You never know where it came from, and you never know who will be after you once you have it.”



“Can’t you just wish for no one to care as well?” I said.



“When you're given the chance to make a wish, there is always some kind catch. You never know what will happen, and even if you wish for no catch, that’s not always a guarantee that your wish will stop everything.”



“What do you mean by that?”



“It’s always possible that it could accidentally hit you square in the face when it does come around.”



If anything, that would be my first wish in any circumstance. I would never have to work a single day in my life. I nibbled on some of my food before I pushed him to go on.



“The second thing is to never wish for any hot babes. Or, in your case, for any hot dudes.”



"Now you’re being stupid,” I giggled teasingly.



He continued. “There's no good having a relationship that's built up on only your desires. Why do you think we’re dating? Sure, you may look cute, but I don’t know what you’re thinking." 



"Your dream mate could even plot to kill you to get freedom from the wish’s effect!” He teased. 



I huffed. “Does it look like I’m the type of girls who would kill their boyfriends?”



“Isabella, I’m not saying that you would. I’m saying that I’m using this time to get to know you.”



Hmph. I knew he didn't think of me as some psychopath, but doesn't he have at least a little bit of trust in me? I am his girlfriend, after all. 



I stared at him with anticipation and waited until he swallowed to ask once more. He hummed in thought.



“I don’t know,” he admitted. “How about this. If you could grant one wish, what would it be?”



“Any wish?”



He hummed a tune of affirmation.



Well, duh, it would be for infinite money. Though, I knew Reed would scold me if I had thought that aloud. We had just gotten off the subject. I pondered until the thought came to me.



“I would be the president of the world!” I shout.



Reed gave a blank stare. He pronounced a hum of acknowledgment.



“How many starving children are there in Africa? How many people are out there living on the streets? I could be solving all the world’s problems right now! Don’t you think I could?”



In contrast from my determined smile, Reed continued with his deadpanned expression.



“It’s nice and all,” said Reed, “but don’t you think it sounds a bit childish?”



I huffed and crossed my arms in silence.



Reed stood up. He picked up his tray and dumped his trash.



“Want to take that to go?” He offered.



I nodded.








The starry night gleamed brilliantly, even through the car window. As I sat in the passenger seat, I watched the stars up above as we drove past the midnight scenery. Upon the white dots, I witnessed something.



A shooting star.



I shot up in my seat as I watched it fade. This was the first time I’ve actually seen a shooting star in my life, and it wasn’t until a while after the excitement that I realized that I now had to make a wish.



My eyes shut. What would be a good wish? The first thing that came to mind was clear. Infinite money. But then, I reconciled. What would happen if that actually did come back to hurt me? I only had one wish, and I had to make it count.



A hotter boyfriend? Though, the thought of getting rid of Reed burned deep. There was no way I could go through with that.



I thought harder and harder until Reed spoke up.



“You alright?”



“Oh, uh, yeah.”



“Just wanted to say sorry about calling your ‘world conquest’ wish childish. You seemed pretty down and silent after that.”



“Yeah, nothing to worry about. I'm just thinking, is all.” I half-lied.



“If you say so.”



I looked towards the sky once more. I sighed with a decision made up in my mind. I decided to wish for nothing. Maybe there is some kind of unforeseen consequence with every wish.
      

      
   
      The Pumpkin Clause


      

      
      
         Halloween was one of Greg’s favorite days of the year. Cheryl goes out trick-or-treating with the kid, the temperature is always perfect for relaxing in a fleece, and he’s free to just sit on his porch with a beer, trading candy for an appreciation of costumery. This was a perfectly average Halloween, but that’s how Greg liked it. He was used to the yearly Ninja Turtle costumes, the yearly shrieks of his neighbor’s decorations, the yearly loud music from the party down the street, and the yearly pounding of footsteps on his roof.

“Wait a minute,” said Greg. “No one has ever been on our roof before.”  Greg stood up and power walked out onto his lawn, and turned to face his roof. Through the darkness he could vaguely make out the shape of what appeared to be a giant pumpkin. As a self-proclaimed man of reason, Greg could only assume that this was some teenager’s idea of a joke.

“Hey, You!  Get off my roof!”  Instinctively, Greg chugged the rest of his beer and threw the can upwards at the vandal. The pumpkin shape began to roll down the roof into the light, and Greg could now see the shapes of legs sticking out of the bottom. Now it was time for Greg to watch the teenager roll off the roof, be shaken but have his fall padded by the costume, and then he wouldn’t come bother Greg anymore.

Splat!

Or it could be an actual pumpkin that now lay all over Greg and his lawn. That was okay too, it’s not like killing squash is a crime.

“Daddy, Daddy!”  Greg spun and embraced Charlie. “What’s will all the pumpkin, Daddy?”

“There was a pumpkin on our roof, and it fell off.”  Charlie ran off into the pumpkin while Greg addressed Cheryl. “How was it?”

“It was nice. Charile get out of the pumpkin you’re going to ruin your costume.”  Charlie returned from ground zero carrying a small business card.

“Daddy, read this to me!”  Greg sat down and sounded out every word with Charlie on the card.

“Whoever shall wear the suit of the great pumpkin shall become the great pumpkin.”

“Daddy, you mean you killed the great pumpkin?”

Greg’s face shot into an awkward half smile, then he laughed.

“I guess I did. I didn’t mean to.”

“But daddy!  If the great pumpkin is dead then kids won’t get toys. All kids should get toys!”

“Charlie, he’s gone, I can’t magically bring him back.”

“But the card. You can become the pumpkin.”

Greg examined the card. He looked at Cheryl, who was examining him with one eyebrow cocked up. He looked at the remains of the pumpkin lying in his yard, then back at Charlie and his puppy dog eyes staring up at him. He began to walk towards the pumpkin. After all, what could happen?












    Twenty years later, Charlie lay in bed with his arms wrapped around a beautiful redhead.

    “Is your dad coming to the wedding tomorrow?”  she asked.

Charlie sighed, then told her, “Yes.”

“He’s really a pumpkin?”

 “Yes.”

“If our kid is ever as stupid as you were, I’m baking at least one of you into a pie.”
      

      
   
      The Path of Vengence


      

      
      
         Father Tilly sighed in relief when he spotted the red headed figure saddling his horse on the Fairheart homestead. Theodore Fairheart's flaming red hair was as recognizable as ever. And it wasn't as if anyone else was likely to be out here. Not since the funeral a week past. The elderly priest whispered a quick thanks to God and quickened his pace. 



He might yet have time to prevent another tragedy.



“Good afternoon, Father.” Theodore's voice was cordial enough, but his eyes remained on the task at hand.



“Good afternoon, Theodore.” Father Tilly replied, taking a moment to regain the breath he'd lost in his haste.



“You know you can call me Ted, Father.” Theodore grunted, tugging a strap tight.



“Oh, but I'll always remember you as a little four year old, insisting everyone use his full name.” Father Tilly smiled fondly in reminiscence. Thoedore did not. 



“That was a long time ago, Father.” 



“Indeed it was.” The priest sighed, his eyes drifting across the gray stallion the younger man was preparing. The crossbow strapped to the saddlebags did not escape his notice. Nor the well worn sword on his hip.



“Going out hunting today, are you? Deer perhaps? Or rabbit?” He asked hopefully.



“Something like that.” Came the rough reply. “I'm meeting with a few friends to take care of some vermin.” 



Tilly closed his eyes and sighed.



“Please my son, is this really the path you wish to follow? Do you really want more bloodshed?” He begged, his eyes filled with sadness and hope. 



“I want justice.” Came the cool reply as Theodore checked his saddlebags. 



“Are you sure it is justice you seek? And not just revenge?” 



“Conveniently enough Father, they're one and the same in this case.” 



The priest let out a heartfelt sigh.



“Son, what happened to your parents was a tragedy. Lord Coulson's men have grown a bit… restless these last few years. And God knows there's no excuse for them being so… rough in collecting the Lord's taxes. But be that as it may, it is God's place to punish them. Not ours.”



“Then I shall arrange for them to meet him.”



Father Tilly grimaced and looked away. He prayed for the words that would sway his young charge, but no celestial inspiration was forthcoming. Still, he pressed on.



“I'm certain that if they had know you were a Ranger, they'd have left your parents alone...”



“And moved on to some other hapless family to harass.” Theodore growled. He turned to glare at the priest, his eyes hard and cold as he berated his elder. “Do you even hear yourself speak? My family would have been safe, if only the Lord's men knew to fear my wrath? That is the measure of protection offered by his Lordship? Could there be a more damning indictment of a nobleman?” 



Finding himself unable to bear the weight of those cold, distant eyes, Father Tilly looked away.



“Four years, Father. Four years I spent with the Rangers. Four years on the Border with my brothers in arms, fighting and bleeding and dying to keep the monsters at bay. To keep our homes safe.” Theodore's voice was dark and heavy with menace. 



“And now I return home to find monsters here, wearing the faces of nobles, employing thugs and brutes as men-at-arms? Harassing, abusing, murdering those they are oathsworn to protect?” Anger and hate burned in his eyes, but his voice was colder than the winds that came across the frozen lake in winter. 



“No, Father. I will not stand for that.” 



With one last check of his sword, he set his foot into the stirrup. And Father Tilly made on last attempt to prevent the bloodshed that was to come. He forced himself to meet Theodore's eyes, thinking back to when they were bright and warm and eager, not the cold, hard, jaded orbs he saw now.



“My son, they say that he who walks the path of vengeance should first dig two graves.” Tilly spoke somberly. “One for his enemy. And one for himself.”



Theodore pulled himself into the saddle, then looked down at the village priest. And there was no sign of that happy little boy in his visage. 



“Father, we're going to need a lot more than two graves by the time I'm done.” And with a crack of the reigns, he was gone. 



Father Tilly lowered his head and blinked back tears. He'd been too late after all. 



Far, far too late.
      

      
   
      Selections from Amaddisen’s Compendium of Cautions and Outcries


      

      
      
         Selections from Amaddisen’s Compendium of Cautions and Outcries: Admonitions for the Advanced Wayfarer

by Alyssande Amaddisen



From the Foreword by Smarve Yekeith:



…if anything is certain in the varied life of an interstellar traveler, it is that unknown dangers lurk beyond virtually every step. How would the unsophisticated traveler ever know not to collect the single “butterfly” from a Dk’arve bush on Gyttav’s World, or to stamp down only the purple weeds in one’s path on Erebiste, or to hold one’s breath when a Gufguanr is eructating? In all these situations, the prompt utterance of a warning word can save one’s companions from embarrassment, a decade’s imprisonment, permanent loss of vision, or worse. This volume, drawn directly from the author’s own experiences, will amply arm the careful reader with the very aptest words that can be uttered in perilous situations, from surviving a Guu-Bucah attack to surmounting the legal and social liabilities resulting from a game of Lhamnuzt…








A-athuent-pka! (lit: “Hold [raise] that foot!”): On Procyon II, it is considered a gross solecism to employ a bipedal gait upon walkways seeded with Higagiu, the grass gathered from the dorsal crevices of one’s dormant semipaternal ancestor. This warning, accompanied by three rapid taps at the heel of the potential offender’s boot, directs the Terran visitor to show appropriate respect by either grasping a foot with a free hand and hopping with an anapestic rhythm, or by dropping to a tripedal gait, usually performed by crawling with one foot held straight back so as not to cause an unpleasing association with the symmetrical appendages of the Night-Piercer (qv). 



Ftuanf!: Exclaimed on Drassiger’s Woe IV, with somatic component, when the Ueanvuleu [umbrella-trees] are in season. These trees throw all their limbs radially upward as one opens an umbrella, the force sending their disc-like, razor-edged seeds flying forth in all directions. The somatic component is a sharp blow to the abdomen, causing the stricken one to bend over and allow the seeds to pass overhead.



Lohgawthaighl: A codeword uttered when one’s associate is approaching the reactor controls, carrying a heavy wrench and cackling. Great tact is demanded in achieving a satisfactory resolution, lest the situation rapidly expand beyond containable limits.



Stchaguz: Your Lhamnuzt (qv) partner has placed a Guronze in an oblique configuration against a Folmbo placed by the opposing team. Further use of scawling brushes will reduce the value of your bagpieces by points equal to the number of Dalqamis left in play, minus all harasingian penalties. You utter Stchaguz, brandish your manipulation clips, and withdraw the Guronze to a point within the protection of any Wringlers that have not moved in the previous turn.



Urerei zahuxe!: This warning is best delivered by not uttering it. See Ivar Fueving, Towards a method of quantifying retrographic world line interference in space surrounding the Ganz system.



Weiiihguhuh! On Kitalpha I, it is unwise to place one’s hands upon the posterior of certain inhabitants and attempt to vault entirely over their bodies, particularly if one is behaving in jest. This exclamation has proven most effective in double-blind trials at inhibiting this undesirable behavior.








It is with great regret that the publishers note the death of Ms. Amaddisen on a holiday excursion to Tau Ceti 3F, when she attempted to locate the correct term to warn her factotum of a sunken segment of path caused by Ambush Quail and failed to notice a Kwufelwhobe over her head. The Spiral Hatted Explorer’s Society has announced that they are accepting donations to fund a memorial, to be constructed by setting off ten fusion devices upon Asteroid Meiens-Broob-XR478 and perturbing its orbit such that Tau Ceti 3F will acquire it as a tertiary moonlet, which will permit the construction of a tremendous sign upon it, warning inhabitants to watch overhead for Kwufelwhobes.
      

      
   
      Blustering


      

      
      
         The nucleus looked straight to its peer, which was visibly stoked. Around it, the electrons were orbiting at an incredible speed, and the swooshes they made was deafening. 



“You want to share what?” it said to the other. 



”One of your electrons. It won’t last long. Just, you know, time for a quick liaison,” the other replied, smiling in an alluring way.



The first atom recoiled a femtometer. “Whom do you think I am?” it protested. ”Liaison? I get you’re a free radical, ready to break the moors when things get a little hot. I’m not in that sort of things. I need stable, covalent bonds. No, I will never share one of my precious little pets with you.”



“You are so stiff.” The other one frowned. “If you don’t give me that electron, I swear I’ll… I’ll… ionise you!”



“Wow!” said the first one, “I’m positively scared. What will do you? Fire your Brownian at me?”



“Quit ironising!” the second grunted.



“May I remind you I’m an iron atom?”



”Oh come on, you’re such a drag with your rusty puns. Keep your electrons all right, I’m sure I can find someone much more fun than you.” It did an about-face and moved away. 



“Goodbye, boron!” the iron atom yelled as the other disappeared in the distance.



***




“What do you want?” the ant asked.



“Food. Please!” the locust at the threshold begged. “Crumb of bread? Grains of corn? Blade of grass? I don't ask for much, but you can't decently let me starve in this icy weather, if you have a heart!”



“And what were you busy with when corn was ripe and fruits juicy?” the ant replied sternly.



“I? Oh… Let me think about it… I think I was singing.”



“It’s been about three centuries!” the ant exclaimed. “You still didn’t figure out you’re a terrible singer? Why do you think no one hires you and you’re bound to spend every winter on the breadline? Mmh? Still dreaming of Broadway? Come off it! Find a real job!”



The locust looked daggers at the ant. “Oh yeah? Well, if you don’t give me at least a speck of food each week, I swear I won’t budge from here and sing day and night until you’re so fed up you cave in.”



The ant pouted. “Go ahead!” it said, and slammed the door shut.



“LALALALALALA!” the locust began.



The strident voice swathed around the ant’s house and shimmied up along the trunk and the logs of the old poplar it was carved in, until it reached the nest of a couple of sparrows.



“LALALALARRRRGGG!…” the ant heard, as it poked the embers in the fireplace.



It shrugged.



***




God sighed as the Devil, almost in stitches, raked all the tokens that lay on the table. Each one, with a different galaxy painted on it, represented uncountable individual souls. Zillions of souls now damned because of that darn threesome of dice and the rotten luck He’d had since the game had begun. 



The shape of His adversary, sitting opposite to Him at the table, was almost hidden behind the huge heaps of tokens piled up in front of him. Only the tips of his horns, rocking with each of their owner's fit of laughter, still clearly emerged.



God glanced sullenly at the table. He had one last token – a minor, round one with a blue planet drawn on it. What should He do with it?



He felt a sudden rage well up in Him.



“ARMAGEDDON!” He cried.



“What?” the Devil blurted.



Saint George rushed to God's side. “Lord,” he whispered to His ear, “Are you sure—”



“Shut up George!” God snapped. “Do you have any other idea to recover all those lost souls?”



“Lord, the Holy Spirit suggests—”



“To Hell with the Holy Spirit!” God groaned. 



“No, not it. It’s so boring!” The Devil chortled. 



God didn’t answer. He grasped the three dice and tossed them on the table. They rolled on and on.



On and on.



God snapped His fingers. The dice froze.



“1 1 3” God announced with a big smile. “Seems I’m in luck again!”



He put the two “1” aside, picked up the “3” and re-rolled it. It settled on “1”.



God exulted. “1 1 1! In two rounds!” he boasted. “Try to beat that!”



The Devil picked up the dice wordlessly. He tossed them. They landed on 4, 2 and 2. 



God’s smile died out.



The Devil threw a 2 die again. It stopped on—
      

      
   
      I'm Taking Off My Belt


      

      
      
         The words fuck, shit, bastard, cocksucker, pussy, bitch, faggot, and the whole gamut of swear words could be seen as mindless hollering from people too incompetent to rationally explain why they deserve recognition, or humbly admit that they are wrong. Flaccid mudslinging and hollering of ad hominems run rampant when something goes awry, and our fellow man is unable to immediately come up with a response. As time goes on, threats and curses become more obsolete, as humans are trained to ignore these hollow hollerings, stale swears and general tomfoolery. In a pinch, every word can be ignored as one recedes into their own mind and their own temple of righteousness, not taking in any more information.



Every word can become stale, then. All threats can be scoffed at.



All except “I’m taking off my belt.”



That, boys and girls, is the warning of reckoning. It is not something that is said merely to scare one into obedience; it is a boiled, meditated, measured and venomous statement that spells trouble for all. Do not—I repeat, do not!—take this lightly.



When you hear these words, shut the fuck up. Stand at attention.  Give the belt-wielder your undivided devotion, for they are the queen (and sometimes king) of that situation. If they tell you to do something, do it, or face the consequences.



It doesn’t even matter if they have the belt! The pen is mightier than the sword, but the belt is mightier than all; it is best not to take any chances with it. And why is this?



Because Mama will find you, and she will make all of your disobedience, all of your primal rage, impotent.



If one ever says “I’m taking off my belt,” don’t look to see if they have a belt on. If you decide to be a smartass about it and point out that they don’t have a belt, then they will make a belt materialize. They will have one nearby; I’ve yet to discover how, but they will have one nearby.



You may not use belts anymore, but trust me when I say that these are the scariest weapons. They are wielded by people who’re out to get you. Other weapons can intimidate; these viper-tongued monstrosities will only be out to get you. All will be silent—no gall, no name-calling, not even an argument—until it bites you in the ass.



Politicians, generals, philosophers, scientists, music artists, and the most curmudgeonly people you can think of—they are all at the mercy of the belt.



And if you can’t escape you fate? Don’t run. Don’t move. Let it have its way with you. Because if you try and run, Mama will find you. And she will make it worse. It’s a symbiotic relationship. The belt has a host, and that host’s name is Mama.



I still look over my shoulder to see if Mama’s there with her pet belt.



You may think you’ve outgrown it. You may think that you’re too wise for it. You may think that you can ignore the pain. But you can’t. The belt supersedes all arguments, ignores every fiber of your personality except for whatever agitated it. It doesn’t just go after your skin, either; it strikes you in the heart.



Oh, how does it strike. I’m sorry, Mama, I won’t do it again, I swear!



I still feel the sting.



Heaven preserve me.



Listen, those who feel like all opinions can be ignored, who think you are the apex of humanity, that you can ignore all others and do whatever you want: the belt will find you. It comes out when you call to it with your actions. It will find you. It is the most powerful tool in a Mama’s arsenal, for when Mama pulls it out and does what Mama wants, you will be reduced to a broken shell of your former self. When someone takes off their belt, they are declaring that you have royally fucked up the natural order. The worst part about it? You will deserve Mama's bite, and the belt will deliver it full force, whether you get away or not.
      

      
   
      There's An App For That


      

      
      
         "Shit, Eric," Trent says, "ain't no time to be fiddling with your phone."



"Yeah, well," I say. "America. What a fucking country. Come look at this." I tap the screen. "The cops are responding to a domestic violence call half a mile down Pine. Who the hell beats their wife at three-fucking-thirty in the morning on a Tuesday?"



Roger rolls his eyes and mimes a limp wrist at me, exaggerating his New England accent. "It's 2018, dah-ling. You cahn't be prej-u-diced like that. Maybe he's beating his hus-band."



Trent scowls. "Just as fucking late for us. Focus, assholes. I wanna go home."



"Calm your tits," I say, and tap on the icon to expand the report. It loads audio and I listen for a second or two. "Nah, she's a she. Or a trap."



Roger snorts and returns to his work. "Seriously, you're snooping in on 911 calls?"



"In real time," I say with a hand flourish. 



"Miracle of the modern Internet."



"Miracle of the modern world, fam. The app's called Vigilante. They posted some manifesto a year or two back about how—" I hit the About tab— "quote, 'complete law enforcement transparency can reduce bias and injustice', un-quote. And now here we are, assholes like us listening in as some bitch bawls about her bae."



"Fuckin' Eric the poet over there," Trent growls.



Roger ignores him too. "Still, you have to figure Black Lives Matter was all over that, or some such thing. I can't imagine they'd be around if they hadn't gotten some good press."



"Some accountability BS," I say. "All the suburban housewives flipped their shit when they tried to shut it down. Wanted to know the cops were responding quickly to their neighborhoods. And I read some article about home buyers checking out the call history near places they wanted to buy."



Trent finally gives in and joins the conversation. "Wait, Vigilante? Ain't that the one some of the skinheads were usin' to check for black crime and go beat the shit out of 'em before the cops arrived?"



"Oh, come now, there's a few bad apples in every barrel," Roger says. "I think we can all agree that the benefits of this application outweigh such abuses."



The app chirps. A dot appears just a few pixels from our map position.



"Speak of the devil," I say, picking my sack back up. "Guys, we're done here."



"Fuck," Trent says, sweeping the jewelry box into his bag. "Fuckin' figures."



I hold the phone up to my ear for a few moments. "Northern neighbor seeing strange lights here after her dog started barking. Good thing we parked on the south side. We'll have six minutes of driving before the cops are on the scene."



"What if they reassign the cops listening to Queen Bitch?" Roger says, disconnecting a laptop from its peripherals.



"Good point. We should drive east out of here, then pull over about two miles out and kill the lights till we're sure we've got a clean shot to the interstate." 



Trent chuckles as we leave. "Miracle of the modern fucking world."
      

      
   
      Mind the gap!


      

      
      
         I can’t get out. The wreck shifted, maybe rolled over, and now the hole I crawled in is sitting against the ocean floor. The water is frigid, even through the wetsuit. My tank’s gauge is in the yellow, almost touching the red.  I should have never been here today. I broke every rule to get here, ignored the commandments, and now I’m going to pay the price. An old, military wreck in the middle of the Caribbean seemed like the perfect place to explore. Now I’m going to join the ranks of the ghostly crew. I can’t even pretend to myself that my family will have an open casket. I’ve seen the pictures of long-lost divers. They just rot away.



Rule One: Get proper training. 



I’d always had an affinity for the water, always loved seeing what was under the surface. At the lake, you could always find me snorkeling around in the shallows, or sometimes freediving with only a pair of goggles and the breath in my iron lungs. It came as a surprise to no one, especially not to my family when I got my PADI open water certification at sixteen. Young, but actually fairly common in the part of the world where I lived. I’d managed to coast by with that certificate through the rest of high school and into college. I’d never thought to get another certificate after that, after all I pretty much grew up on the water. Knew the ocean like the back of my hand.



Up until now, I’d never realized how much of a cocky son of a bitch I really was. I guess that’s the problem with being full of yourself, you think you’re the shit. When I’d jumped off the boat and into the water, I had brushed off my anxiety about diving the wreck with all the experience I had on the water. I’d forgotten that in a wreck, you can’t just float to the surface. There’s no easy way out.



Rule 2: Never Dive alone



My friends were all tuckered out from exploring the reef from yesterday, and wanted to sleep in. I’d gotten up early for a day on the water and taken out the same boat that we’d been using yesterday. I was hoping at the start that I might be able to hook some fish and bring them back for lunch, be the hero of our little expedition. We’d thow ‘em on the grill and have lunch on the beach.

My friends we from college, and most hadn’t been on a real sailboat. I hadn’t woken them because I’d figured that they’d just slow me down, and that maybe they’d like the surprise of a fresh catch. I’d gone out in the boat all on my lonesome.



Rule 3: Plan Your Dive and Dive Your Plan



I’d bagged maybe three or four snapper, and even an angel fish in an hour or so. That’s when I noticed the shadow of the boat. It was a massive beast, split in two, deep below the waves. I was never great on history, but it looked like an old German U-boat, sunk by the Allies doing some nefarious deed. With that, the seeds of my death were sown. If I’d taken another boat that morning, if we’d taken out the diving gear out that afternoon when we’d gotten back to clean it, if I hadn’t had the dumbass idea to go out by myself. Thoughts of fishing put aside, I’d geared up and grabbed one of the full air tanks that we’d had spare. I never expected to find anything like that. The whole thing was spur of the moment.





It’s getting harder to breathe, and I can’t much of anything. I kicked up too much silt. The pressure gauge is in the far red now, and with every breath I take, I have to suck harder on the regulator. I think there’s air pooling at the top of the compartment, but not much, probably not even an inch. It’ll have to last as long as I can make it.



Someone will find my boat anchored up at the surface. This part of the reef is a pretty popular fishing spot in the afternoon. That’ll be hours. I have minutes.



 I’m sorry. 
      

      
   