
      It's Going To Be Fine


      

      
      
         Her eyes fluttered open, and she groaned. Dark, musty air stung her eyes and made her fight the urge to cough. Shaking and soaking wet, she pushed herself to her knees. Her vision adjusted to the darkness, revealing walls and a ceiling made of rubble. She squinted, sifting through her dizzied thoughts to remember what happened. She remembered the officer running into her classroom as the siren sounded, her student's panic as she tried to lead them to the school shelter, her and the officer sprinting to help when a student had fallen...



Her breath caught. She struggled to speak, her voice lost in the sound of the rain drumming over the rubble above. She took a deeper breath, ignoring the burning in her lungs.



"Max?"



Everything was silent for an agonizing moment. Her breathing accelerated, and she swallowed a lump in her throat.



"Max?" She tried again.



"M-Mrs Morrison?"



Her head whipped around, her eyes scanning the rubble to her right. Finally, she caught a glimpse of movement. She tried to pull herself to her feet, instead clamping her jaws over a hiss of pain. She glanced back at her left foot and immediately regretted it. She shut her eyes, breathing as evenly as she could. When she opened them again, she could make out the wide eyes and dropped jaw of her student as he stared behind her.



"Mrs Morrison?" Max whimpered again, his tearing eyes glued to the blood mixing with the water around his teacher's leg. She took a stabilizing breath, reaching out and pulling Max into a hug. 



"Max, it's okay." She said. "Shhh, it's okay. It's going to be fine." She felt Max nodding against her shoulder. She released him from her embrace, giving him a quick smile. She looked around the small gap in the rubble that they were in. She shuffled forwards on her knees, shivering as the deepening water splashed against her thighs. Her hands traced the ground, running over chunks of rock and twisted strips of metal before hitting a warm, soft obstacle. The water sloshed as she flung herself backwards, her breathing rapid as the officer's lifeless eyes stared up at her.



"Max, stay over there," She commanded, "stay over there and don't look, okay? Please. It's going to be fine." She heard Max's sniffling "uh-huh," and forced herself to look back over the officer's body. She searched it with trembling hands, praying for a radio or a flare or-



A gun. She snatched it off his chest before the water could reach it. She looked around desperately, finally seeing a clip floating in the water beside her. Her heart dropped into her stomach. Only one bullet remained. 



The water dripped down her shoulders, lapping at her waist as she stared at the gun. She loaded the clip and shoved it into her shirt before turning around to give Max another trembling smile.



"Max, I need you to help me." She said. "We have to yell for help. Can you do that for me?" When Max nodded jerkily, she put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. "It's going to be okay, don't worry. It's going to be fine."



They yelled and screamed and shouted. The water lapped at their stomachs. She panted, eyes wide, lips trembling.



"It's going to be fine." She whispered, holding Max close. The rubble groaned. Max sobbed. The gun sat cold against her chest. 



Her hands scrabbled against the ceiling. The water swirled at her ribs. 



She was going to drown. She'd heard it was agony. Max sputtered, treading water.



The gun felt so heavy in her hands. Her words felt as far away as the sound of the gun cocking. 



The barrel was so cold against her head. Her eyes locked onto Max's terrified gaze. The water would cover him any moment. 



The barrel left her temple. The water lapped at her chin. Max's head dipped under the surface. "It's g-going to be fine."



The shot was so loud.



The gun sank out of her hands. She tilted her head to reach the last bit of air, her frenzied breaths sucking in dust and water. She closed her eyes.



Light suddenly shone through the water and rough hands grabbed her, dragging her out. 



"I knew I heard something!" A voice close to her cried. She heard a grunt in affirmation, and she felt a blanket wrap around her shoulders. 



"Ma'am, it's okay. You're going to be okay.



"It's going to be fine."

      

      
   
      Perception and Consonance


      

      
      
         The outside seating of the coffee shop buzzed with conversation and the pleasant laughter that only bubbles out of well-caffeinated people, but Emmie St. Augustine sat still as stone. With a double shot espresso clutched in her hands, and her eyes fixed firmly on the distant horizon, she would have made a decent picture, immaculately dressed as she was, but the fact that we had been sitting in silence for nearly fifteen minutes somewhat tarnished the image.  



I cleared my throat. "Double shot, eh? Needed something stronger than usual?"



Her eyes didn't so much as flicker towards me. "Mhmm." 



I began, "How're the kids? I saw John's walking now, that's exciting."



She didn't move, not even to show me the pictures I knew she kept on her phone just for our biweekly coffee catch-ups. Trying not to visibly frown, I moved on to the next topic.



"I saw news coverage of the Metro Ball. Looks like there was quite the celebrity turnout. The news station even mentioned your planning company by name."



I might as well have been speaking to her coffee. Leaning back in my metal seat, I tried to figure out what I was doing wrong. The conversations we had at the coffee shop were breezy and amusing—Emmie lived an amazing life and loved to talk about it. The conversation started with her ridiculing my overpriced novelty drink, then moved on to her kids, work, and whatever animal her husband most recently rescued from the shelter.



It was a foolproof formula, guaranteed to produce a nice conversation. So why wasn't it working?



"Emmie," I said slowly, watching her face. "Are things at home alright?"



She met my eyes, then, and upon seeing the concern in my face she immediately relaxed. "Oh, yes, yes. Home is fine, everyone's doing well." 



"Work, then?"



She sipped her espresso. "Work's fine and dandy."



"Then what's wrong?"



"Nothing. Just thinking." She eyed me appraisingly. "You're a psychologist, right?"



"Not the kind that people ask for help," I snorted. "I have several colleagues that would be better for any issues you may be having." I froze. "Are... Are you having issues?"



"No," she said dismissively. "I've just been having odd dreams lately."



I leaned forward. "What sort?"



"I dream of jumping," she said, staring into her drink. "I dream of jumping from the balcony that overlooks the lobby at work, and falling onto that cold marble floor. Sometimes it's not the lobby. Sometimes it's a bridge. But I always wind up at the bottom, broken."



She spoke casually enough—lightly, even—but the words settled like stones in the pit of my stomach. The fresh air suddenly felt blisteringly hot against my skin as the full realization of her words sank in.



"Emmie, are you--"



"I know what you're thinking, and that's just it," she interrupted. "I'm not suicidal. I love my work, adore my family, and have an objectively wonderful life, yet all I dream about is ending it." She raised an eyebrow at me over her coffee. "So what's that all about?" 



I sagged with relief. "You're not...Christ, Emmie, you scared me for a second."



She scoffed. "Please. You're not getting out of coffee day quite so easily." 



Fanning myself with a napkin, I wracked my brains for any remnant of interpretative psychology.



"Current theories say dreams are just your brain trying to make sense of random neural activity," I told her. "But if we want to go old-school, ah..."



"It's always in public places," she supplied. "And never with a gun, just jumping."



"Well, maybe you subconsciously want people to fear for you?" I rubbed my forehead. "Humans strive for consistency in their thought patterns, and we like other people to view us the same way we view ourselves. So if you're having dreams where other people are seeing you as fragile and unbalanced, then...maybe that's how you see yourself." I looked at her. "But that's absurd, I mean—isn't it?" 



"How do you see me?" she asked softly.



"Strong," I answered immediately. "Determined. Proof that you really can have it all: the family, the job, all of it. It's inspirational, always has been. I see you as someone who conquers life through a single shot of espresso and sheer force of will."



My eyes landed on the double shot sitting in front of her. Hesitantly, I added, "Is that not what you think?"



She smiled forlornly, the shadows under her eyes suddenly pronounced. "I guess not."  
      

      
   
      Second Shot Pending


      

      
      
         When General Sam Ridgemont rose from the dead for the second time in his existence, his first thought was that he must be getting old. 



The first time he had died, the resurrection was quick, quiet, and painless. There weren't any messy memories of being shot, no bloody bandages to deal with, no residual pain or soreness of any sort. He had been shot, he had died, and then he had woken up in a bright, clean medical facility a week later, in perfect health other than a slight stiffness from being immobile so long. 



So the throbbing pain his forehead, near-darkness surrounding him, and unmistakeable scent of blood in the air were really rather worrisome. The room was silent, too, and in the darkness no distractions presented themselves. 



Clive Williams screams, the sort of scream Ridgemont's never heard come out of his quiet, composed young assistant before, but before he can react he's lying on the launch pad. Clive is still screaming, but his voice grows harder to hear. Ridgemont feels the boy's hands grabbing his torso, pulling at his uniform and turning him until he lays face-up. 



Clive's face fills his vision, and even through the mounting pain Ridgemont's taken aback by the sheer terror in his eyes. He tries to tell the boy not to worry, that he's been assassinated before and survived, but Ridgemont doesn't remember assassination hurting this much, and then Clive and the other officers slowly fade and all is quiet.







Ridgemont scowled. Assassins. Inconsiderate and stubborn, the lot of them. Not content with killing him once, no. They just had to come back and interrupt him when he was trying to board a shuttle, of all things. 



The command ship.



Ridgemont quickly brought his custom-engraved watch up to his eyes, only to be met with a bare wrist. When were they leaving?



The command ship would wait for him, surely. 



Leaping into action, General Ridgemont rolled over and made to stand up, barely catching himself as he plummeted off a gurney. He pulled himself to his feet, swaying dangerously but still mobile. The world flashed white as motion-activated lights turned on. 



A wrecked operating room came into focus, the exit on the Farr wall. Picking his way across biomat containers (scattered and emptied of all biological material), biological hazard containers (overflowing with emptied blood bags), and some sort of wiring (were the doctors really so busy with war trauma victims that they couldn't tidy after themselves?), he staggered into the hallway. 



Someone here would know if the shuttle had departed yet. Someone here would know if he had been abandoned by his chain of command. Ridgemont resolved to aggressively fire Clive Williams if he was in any way involved with the General waking up in a forgotten operating room. 







Williams would have to wait, because Death himself awaited General Ridgemont in the hospital lobby, casually arranged in a chair.



"You," Ridgemont hissed. The man merely grimaced, the expression distorting the familiar, grotesque scar marring his face.



"I'm getting tired of killing you," his assassin said.



"So you're who shot me the first time, too," Ridgemont stated, moving closer despite the pounding in his head.



The man nodded. "And I'll probably shoot you the third time, too. And the fourth. And so on, until my employer gets a damn clue and has me kill whoever's responsible for overseasoning the solar system with your warmongering ass." 



Ridgemont frowned. "I'm right here."



"I see that, General," the man drawled. "And while that's a lovely opportunity I'll be capitalizing upon soon, my job would be much, much easier if you weren't also there." He nodded to the screens lining the wall. 

 

Onscreen, a group of military officers were in the process of boarding the command shuttle. Ridgemont immediately noticed Clive William's ramrod-straight form amidst the uniformed bodies, trailing closely behind none other than General Sam Ridgemont. 



He blinked, then looked down at himself. No, his uniform was still there—albeit bloodstained and devoid of accoutrements—but it was unmistakably him boarding the shuttle. 



"I don't understand," Ridgemont whispered. 



"I didn't either," his assassin agreed. "But I think I do now. My client wasn't lying when he said you were essential for the war efforts. They're really committed to keeping you around."



Ridgemont stared at the healthy, beaming version of himself waving at the cameras. "But I've died twice"



"That body's only been shot once, I think," the assassin corrected, reaching into his jacket. "But I'll fix that."
      

      
   
      One Shot, One Heart


      

      
      
         The sun was rising behind my back. A slight wind was coming from the north east. No weather to speak of. I took a deep breath as I looked at the park two miles away. In a few minutes my target would appear for his morning jog—the perfect window of opportunity for me to snipe him.



Worst birthday ever. Eighteen and my dad suddenly decided to retire, leaving me to uphold the family tradition. No questions, no consideration I had a life of my own, finals, or a boyfriend. Just a quick "Happy birthday, Vol, here's my gear. You're in charge now."



In the distance, William A. entered the park. He was wearing a tasteless yellow jogging suit—vintage if you asked him, horrible if you asked anyone else—making his way to the bench. There he'd stop for about a minute to catch his breath before moving on. Poor guy had the misfortune of being my first target. The mother of a classmate of his had made the claim: fifty thousand cash, all after the deed was done. And of course, my father had only bothered to tell me an hour ago. 

 

One shot, one heart. The family motto went. Of course, no one considered I wasn't a good shot. Sure, I could hit a target or two, but was nowhere as good as dad. "No pressure, sweetie," he had said while giving me the envelope. "Whatever happens, you're still my girl."



William stopped. He glanced at his watch, to check his jogging stats I'm sure, then sat on the bench. The perfect moment. I held my breath. My arm moved on its own, pulling the string "gently but firmly" back. For a single instant my mind went blank, all questions and morals cast away. Then I released my arrow. There was no sound as it split the air. Traveling faster than a sniper bullet it hit my target in the chest, piercing his heart.



William stood up. Resting time was over. Tapping something into his watch, he continued his jog. Thirty minutes from now he'd take a different route to get home, bumping into a friend from class. That friend will become the love of his life. With luck and under the right circumstances they might even have a wonderful life together. It was never a certainty when using single arrows. My client either was too stingy or wanted to give her daughter a way out. Not my problem.



I put the bow in its case, then rushed for the staircase. I had an hour to get to class. As I went down I took my mobile and dialed my father.



"Vol?" He picked up on the first ring. "Any problems?"



"No problems, Dad." I removed the hairnet from my head.



"That's my girl! Your mother and I are so very proud. How do you feel?"



"Honestly? Quite shitty, plus I think I'll be late for class!"



"That's good," he laughed. "I'll make sure your next job is after your finals."



"So considerate of you." I frowned. Of course, he'd conveniently forget that I never asked for this. "Be a good girl now. And good luck in class." He hung up.



Typical. I slid the phone in my pocket then went to the nearest elevator. Hopefully at school at least I'd be treated like a normal person. I'd heard that a few friends had organized a surprise party for me this evening. Nothing my father wouldn't approve, but at least it was something.



One shot, one heart, I thought as the elevator door slid aside. Not the way I pictured my time in college. Money was good, but I definitely was going to suffer during finals. I'd had to double my efforts, cut down in my parting a bit...maybe. Or not. I looked at my bow casing. Dad's legacy came with some perks. After all, only an idiot would have Cupid's bow and not take advantage from time to time; and I was my father's daughter.
      

      
   
      The Panopticon


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Vaccine


      

      
      
         Panacea Vaccine Approved! 




	After two years of successful clinical trials, the FDA has finally approved the Panacea vaccine for production. With a single injection this marvel of modern bio-engineering provides blanket immunity against a variety of common illnesses and diseases, including 98% of cancers. The vaccine works by….




The newspaper made a dull thud as it landed, headline up, on the restaurant table between the four friends. 



“This is a disaster!” The thrower groaned, dropping down into his chair. His outburst earned him a few quick glances from the other customers, but none of their eyes lingered. If asked to comment on the quartet the other diners would only be able to give the vaguest of descriptions. 



A middle aged man. Sweaty and sickly looking. Unwell.



“Aw, come on Pest. Sure, it’s a major blow, but it’s not that bad.” The man beside him placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. The limb was so emaciated that it was barely felt.



Thin. Very thin. Practically skin and bones. Poor boy needs to eat more,



“Easy for you to say, Fam! You’re not facing obsolescence!” he growled. 



“Now now, take it easy Pest. We’re all here to help, aren’t we gentlemen? We’re all in this together. Brothers in arms and whatnot.” The deep, commanding baritone cut through the argument. 



Tall. Martial. Ice cold blue eyes, framed by cheekbones as sharp as swords.



“ALL THINGS END EVENTUALLY.” The voice was low and deep, filled with reverb. “EVEN YOU THREE.” 



… Nope. Nothing there to talk about. Boy this food sure is delicious! 



“Gee, thanks Death. That was really uplifting and everything.” Pestilence groused. “Can’t you like, I don’t know, kill this whole Panacea thing for me?” He asked hopefully.



“I WORK WITH PEOPLE, NOT IDEAS I’M AFRAID. AND KILLING ENOUGH PEOPLE TO STOP THIS WOULD BE MORE OF WAR’S VENUE THAN MINE.” Death replied, nodding towards his companion.



“Regrettably, I can not assist you with this.” He shook his head sadly. “It pains me to admit, but humanity has grown too skilled at war these days. Combat on that scale would leave none alive to carry your illnesses.”



“Well, I’m always here for you buddy.” Famine patted his shoulder again feebly. “We’ll handle this together. We’re a great team after all! Remember that potato blight? Good times, right?” 

 

“Yeah. Good times.“ Pestilence smiled fondly at the memory. “And starvation makes people so wonderfully vulnerable to illness.” 



The smile soon faded however. “Oh, who are we kidding. Let’s be honest, Famine. You’re just a few decades behind me at this rate.” 



“Don’t be ridiculous Pestilence! As long as there are people, they’ll be people going hungry!” 



“Hmph. You say that now, but face facts. Humanity is already producing more food than it needs. These days the only place you’re getting by is in Africa. And that’s only because of all those squabbling warlords. Thanks for that, by the way.” He nodded toward War.



“My pleasure.”



“Well, yeah, but… but… Population grows exponentially, and food production linearly! They’ll start starving again eventually right?” Famine insisted nervously.



”Give it up Famine. I told you 200 years ago that that Malthus guy’s preaching was too good to be true.” 



Famine just sighed and slumped in his chair. 



“HAVE YOU CONSIDERED REBRANDING?” Death asked. “I HEAR POLLUTION IS ALL THE RAGE THESE DAYS.”



“Bah. That might have worked half a century ago.” Pestilence waved dismissively. “For all they whine and complain these days, nobody is dying from smog inhalation and rivers hardly ever catch fire anymore. Those Greenies are even worse than Big Pharma!” 



“How about computer viruses? Maybe you could work with those?” Famine offered.



“Sure. And maybe War can survive off the War on Drugs and the War on Poverty!” Pestilence practically shouted the last, as War flinched. 



Silence reigned for a few moments following the outburst. Then Pestilence sighed in defeat.



“It’s just not fair.” He grumbled. “We’ve been here since the beginning, and now look at us. We’re pathetic. I’m being cured. Famine is facing food surpluses. War is afraid to start a fight. Even the Big D is going to be in trouble eventually.”



“I AM ETERNAL.” Death sounded a tad smug. 



“Yeah, well, ‘with strange aeons even Death may die.’”



“LOVECRAFT WAS A HACK.” He grumbled. 



The silence that followed lingered until the waitress deposited the bill. At which point it deepened. Eventually War sighed and reached to pay the check. Again.



“So, same time next week guys?” 
      

      
   
      Elevator


      

      
      
         “Hold the door!”



I look up from my phone. A young man in a collared shirt and clip-on tie comes running across the lobby toward the elevator. I quickly hit the door open button, and he almost slams against the back when he dashes in.



“Thanks,” he wheezes. I smile politely at him, then return to my phone.



The elevator resumes its climb.



A moment later, I notice that he doesn't hit any floor buttons. The young man brings it up first. “Kaufmann & Kaufmann?” he asks between huffs.



I don’t look up from the email I am typing. “Mhm,” I reply. But he already knows--Kaufmann & Kaufmann is the only office on the forty-second floor.



A short silence, which he then breaks.



“So, uh, what brings you there today?”



The sound of clicks as I tap on my phone screen. “Work, as it always does.”



“Heh, same here.” Out of the corner of my eye, I can see him tug at his tie. “Well, hopefully, at least. I’m applying for an internship there.”



That catches my attention. I put my phone into my purse. “Oh?”



Now I have a proper look at him. His hair is brown, well brushed. He holds a folded blazer over one arm and a folio in the same hand. Fitting slacks held up with a brandless belt. New shoes, but tinged with mud underneath. He’s in his early twenties, looking like a schoolkid--if not by his youth, then by his optimism.



“What’s your name?” I ask.



“Josh.” He extends a hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms....”



“Please, call me Miranda.”



We shake hands, and he seems to have caught his breath now. 



“Internship, hm? What school are you from?”



“University of Washington,” he says. “Second year, looking to get my J.D. next year.”



“A Husky, then? What brings you all the way to San Francisco?”



“Work, as it always does.” He smiles. “I was Computer Science in undergrad, you see--I interned at a startup on Market Street for two summers.”



It seems to be an increasingly common trend these days--science majors go for a law degree to try to become patent lawyers. Some do it for the money, others for prestige. But law graduates have twice the average unemployment rate, and unless you’re from the big-name schools, you’re better off working at a startup.



“So why law?” I ask. “It sounds like you had a good thing going on as a programmer.”



He shrugs. “When I first went into C.S., I had big dreams. I wanted to build the next Google, or Facebook, or even Zynga. But then I quickly realized just how little impact I had--babysit this database, write that login page, monitor our product for whatever’s making our cloud stuff so expensive to keep running. It just wasn’t for me.”



“So you decided to go into patent law.”



“It’s a growing industry, and I figured arguments here would have more impact than how a button looks on devices of different sizes. And the technical details are still intact--that’s what makes it different from, say, bird law, doesn’t it?”



He shuffles about and puts his blazer back on.



“Guess this is a story you’ve heard many times, isn’t it?” he asks.



“It’s also a reference that I’ve heard enough times to ban from the office. Nevertheless, I’m intrigued.”



“Huh?”



The elevator dings as we reach our destination.



“I’m Miranda Kaufmann, partner here at Kaufmann & Kaufmann.” Now I’m smiling. “And a bit of advice: you may want to look just a little more into who leads a firm before the interview lest you run into them. Good luck.” We walk through the door to the office, and Josh is led to a conference room somewhere.



Optimism can be nice, sometimes. I walk toward my own office and get back to my email.
      

      
   
      The Picture


      

      
      
         I still keep her picture in my wallet. It’s been five years and I still keep her picture in the front sleeve, right next to my driver’s license. I really should throw it out. 



“Is that your wife?” the cashier behind the counter asks me, with that sort of faux-interest only someone who is forced to interact with you for twenty seconds gives. He’s a young guy, probably no older than twenty, with a thin mustache and a poorly groomed sidebeard. He looks me in the eyes and smiles.



“Ex-wife.” My affect is deadpan, but I shoot the cashier a hollow smile. I’m sure he can see the bitterness in my eyes, but I try anyways to hide it. 



“Oh.” His smile is gone. He suddenly shifts his gaze away from me to the case of cheap draft beer I have sitting on the counter. He doesn’t probe any further. “$21.67, please.”



I hand him my card, and as he’s ringing it up, I say, “She’s a real pretty lady, huh?”



There’s a long period of awkward silence while the cashier tries to decide the safest response to give. No doubt he’s also kicking himself for asking the question in the first place. 



“Uh… Yeah,” he mutters half-heartedly. He hands me back my card.



“Yeah…” I echo. 



The receipt machine’s printing seems deafeningly loud in the empty convenience store.



The kid perks up immediately, grateful for the distraction from this line of conversation.



“Gonna need a signature,” he says, sheepishly. He shifts uncomfortably as he watches me sign. 



I sign a bunch of squiggles that barely resemble my name and hand it back to him. 



“Thanks.”



There’s another awkward pause. I sigh and tear open the case, grab a beer, and place it on the counter. “Take this, for putting up with me.”



“Sir, I can’t take this.”



I just wave my hand and walk out the sliding glass door. I eye a trashcan, and take the picture out of my wallet. The edges are worn and the back is creased, but it’s in pretty good condition otherwise. 



It’s a not a professional shot or anything. In fact, it’s a bit blurry, as if the camera had shifted just before it was taken. It’s the two of us, together, her standing in front of me while I hold her thighs from behind. Even with the poor quality, her beauty seems to radiate from the frame. 



I should just pitch this in the trash right now. But I don’t. I can’t just throw it away without. I flip it over. There’s writing on the other side, neatly and lovingly inscribed in cursive. I know what it says. I could recite it by heart. But I feel the need to read it one last time, as sort of a tribute. 



Steven, when things are difficult, look at this photograph to remember this day, the day you made me the happiest girl alive. If you are sad, or hurt, or depressed, remember that I will always be here for you. 



I love you, now and forever.



--Hannah



There’s a little mist in my eyes as I read this for what has to be the thousandth time. Never fails to get me. I loosen my grip on it, but I stop myself just before I let go. It still seems so true, so real, like the emotion is right there on the paper. 



I love you, now and forever.



I take a deep breath, and put it back in my wallet. I wish I could just toss it out. But I can’t. 



I sigh and walk back to my car. I pop open a beer and take a long chug before smashing the can on the dashboard and tossing it in the passenger seat, which is filled with cheap beer cans. I place the case of beer next to me in the passenger seat. 



“Buckle up, sweetheart, we’re going for a ride,” I whisper. 



The beer cans rattle as I drive off. 
      

      
   
      Laborious


      

      
      
         First they beat him, then they kicked him, then they dragged him to the rock and chained him, and every day the eagle came to rip out his liver. 



That's where I met him, years and years and years later, the skin of the Nemean Lion on my back and three golden apples on my mind. Apollo's chariot was cresting the horizon, burning the mist from the Caucasus valleys and throwing knife-edge shadows that sliced blue across the high snow. 



"Water?" he asked.



I lifted my waterskin, and dribbled some between his cracked lips. 



"Better than ambrosia." His voice was rusty from disuse and beautifully inhuman. I met his gaze, but couldn't hold it; I had faced humans and monsters and gods, but his eyes held the dark beyond the stars, and it unnerved me.



"I'll take your word for it," I said.



His smile was slow, but bright. "So, why are you here?" 



"Just passing by." 



He quirked an eyebrow. 



"My father, Zeus isn't…" I shrugged, uncomfortable. "Even if I don't always agree with him, I can't just act against him thoughtlessly. But I wanted to meet you, at least." My brows furrowed. "My… great-uncle once removed." 



He snickered. "Do they still tell of me, then?" 



I fumbled at my belt, extracted my firestriker, and held it up. 



"Ah." He nodded. "Good enough, I guess." 



We stood silent, save for the clinking of his chains and the distant roaring wind. 



"How do you bear it?" I gazed across the white peaks, rolling like the sea, like the wake of Jason's Argo. Beautiful but harsh. 



"Oh, it's not so bad." He shrugged. "Sure, there's the eagle, but… I dunno, it's not like it's personal, you know?" 



"No, I really don't." I leaned my club against a boulder, and sat down across from him. 



"Would you believe me," he said, "if I told you this was all a ruse?" 



I quirked an eyebrow. 



"They call me foresight." He winked. "What if I had this all planned out? I joined Zeus' faction in the Titanomachy," he said, the word echoing with unguessable weight, "and avoided Tartarus. What if being here instead is a scheme, a trick, a long game?"  



"Is it?" 



"Hah! No." He smirked. "Who wants to get their liver eaten every day?" 



I frowned. "People can put up with all sorts of things, if they have to. I'm doing my damndest to fetch golden apples, for a man I wouldn't piss on if he burst into flames." 



"Hah!" The Titan laughed. "I like that." 



We shared a smile. 



"Still," he mused. "Working for your worst enemy, huh?"



"Yeah." 



"How do you bear it?" 



"…Point taken." I shrugged. "But I have goals to meet, directions I'm progressing in. I'm less..." I glanced at the chains. "Tied down."



"Ah, but what comes after those goals? What happens when you reach them? And then, after that? Just how far ahead are you looking?" 



I contemplated for a moment. "Far enough, I think." 



"Doubtful." He chuckled and his chains clinked. "Take it from someone who's been there." 



"So… should I just give up?" 



"You might be happier. My idiot brother did that, and ended up married to - literally - god's gift to men."



"I can't live like that." I looked up, and met those strange eyes, the dark behind the stars. They made me shiver, but I couldn't look away. 



"Then do your best, and take it as it comes. That's what I did." 



"And you ended up here." 



"For now." His sigh was philosophical. "I'm not ended yet."



"So, you just do the right thing, one step at a time, all the time, until you're dead?" I shook my head. 



"Is there a better option?" He laughed. "We make more than one or two choices in our lives. It's not all-or-nothing, something you can do once and abandon. Besides, the right choice, by itself, doesn't guarantee anything - except that you've chosen as best you can. If you can't live with that..." 



"I guess." 



I heard a distant call. 



"Ah, there's the eagle." His smile faltered. "Best be on your way; I'd rather you not watch this." 



I nodded, stood, turned away.



"Thanks for the water." 



I shook my head, turned back, and seized a chain. 
      

      
   
      Hacked Beyond the Arc


      

      
      
         Ball goes up. Ball comes down. Seems simple enough, right?



Not so much when you’re taking one free throw to send the game to overtime and keep your team alive.



Cinderella was in our corner of the tournament bracket, and they had put up a hell of a fight. Despite that, we’d had a fairly comfortable ten-point lead with under four minutes to go, and Coach D had subbed out a few of our starters, figuring that they needed rest and that the backups could use the playing time. Both of which were probably true, and if I’m being honest, it seemed reasonable at the time.



And then California freaking Baptist decided that would be a fantastic time to go on an 18-4 run. In hindsight, we should have known that they could and would do something like that — they were a team that nobody had expected to be good for another ten years, certainly not to make it to the second weekend of the tournament, but they’d caught fire at the right time, and you don’t win games in March without being able to seize momentum late. Credit where it’s due, they were making plays and catching us off guard.



Win or lose, Coach was going to tear us a new one in the locker room.



We finally scored a basket with about 35 seconds left to get us back within two, but Cal Baptist took their sweet time at the other end of the court and scored as the shot clock was running down. With 5.2 on the clock and us having possession under the far basket, down four, Coach called timeout and brought us in to draw up a play.



Scoring four points on a single possession can be done, but it takes some skill, some luck, and some help from the other team in the form of a foul. You can’t really do anything about the luck, and during the game is a bit late to be working on skill, and the other team doesn’t want to help you… but if you can get them to make a mistake, you’ve got a chance, and I saw something I thought might work.



When the timeout was over, I got the ball from the ref and rolled the inbounds pass to a teammate. The clock didn’t start until he touched it, giving me time to get down the floor. He picked it up and quickly passed it back to me, still outside the three-point line.



CBU had a perimeter defender who was young and aggressive. He’d been guarding me for much of the game. And he hadn’t been paying much attention in their last huddle.



I faked a shot, hoping he’d forgotten not to foul. Then, when I saw him bite, I put it up for real.



I felt him hit my arm.



I heard the buzzer sound as the clock hit zeroes.



I saw the ball go in.



One-point game.



The refs went to the replay monitors to check the timing of the ending, and I saw Young, Dumb and Ugly getting an earful from his coach. Pretty soon, they said the basket counted and the foul had been before the buzzer, so I got one free throw.



One chance to keep the game going and keep our title hopes alive.



Well, I’d done what should have been the hard part. Now just one little free throw. I’d hit hundreds, thousands, in practice, and about ten already today.



No pressure.



I stepped up to the line.



Have you ever had fifteen thousand people screaming at you?



How about knowing that everyone who doesn’t want you to succeed wants you to fail?



It’s torture. Pure and simple. The only thing you can do is ignore it. Pretend you’re back in the gym.



This is not as easy as it sounds.



The ref passed me the ball.



I bounced it a couple of times.



Then, before I could think about it too much, I lined up the shot and let it fly.



It hit the backboard and fell through.



Tie game, we’re going to overtime.







We ended up winning in 2OT and made it to the Final Four. I got drafted in the second round by Sacramento and played pro ball for the better part of a decade, but I never took a more important shot than that one.
      

      
   
      Theodicy


      

      
      
         The howling wind. That was the first thing I heard once I reached the dusty top of the mesa. I felt it shoving me back, I felt the sand clawing at my skin and the sound rattling my bones. It was all encompassing, the rest of the world blown away by it.



I was deaf and blind, but I wouldn't stop, not yet, not when I had come so far.



I took a step forward, then another one. Raise a foot, put it down. Do it with the other one.



Time lost meaning. There was only the wind, the sound, and me walking.



An unaccountable amount of time later the sand stopped scratching me and I opened my eyes.



A giant stone head stood in front of me, maybe three or four miles away. Its mouth was open and from the depth of its maw came the wind. Between me and the head, there was only smooth stone, each grain of dust, each pebble and each little imperfection blown away eons before.



What I thought had been a storm was the song forming the world.



I reached into my backpack and pulled out the rock picks. There would be no way for me to walk on the smooth rock and against the song.



I laid down and started to crawl. The last stretch of my travel had to be the epitome of humility.



And then the song ceased. I looked up and saw the rock head at my side. It was a towering monstrosity, its size defying reason.



I also saw the writing flowing over the ground and climbing up to the side of the head till it arrived at the ear and slipped inside.



I stood up, leaving the picks in the ground. I wouldn't need them anymore. I dropped my backpack, as I had no more use for it nor for its content.



I followed the stream of writing, and then I saw him. He sat on the ground, tattered clothes that had long lost their color, long hair and a wild beard falling down in an unkempt cascade. His eyes were glued on the earth in front of him where he frantically wrote in the dirt with a thin wooden stick. Beside him stood a massive, green maul.



Then he stopped writing and looked up to me. The words stopped flowing beneath my feet and I was sure the sun hung unmoving in the heavens too.



He called something out. I didn't understand, it was a language I didn't know, but then I wasn't here to talk. I put my hand on the grip of my rapier and unsheathed it, then I said, "I come from the city of Tala, which is no more for the Red Plague wiped it out. I am here to demand justice, and I shall have it."



The man rose and reached for the maul. When he gripped it, green dust trickled down from the handle. He raised the weapon as if it weighed next to nothing, and then charged.



He was fast, but I was faster. A step, a flourish, and the blade was deep in his throat.



He fell with a gurgling sound.



I took a deep breath, then looked at the unmoving writing on the ground.



I walked to where the man had been sitting, the wooden stick still there. I sat down and put the rapier at my side. I picked the wooden stick up. I passed my hand over the dirt, wiping away the last, incomplete words. And then I felt the world flowing into me. I saw the wide plains, I saw the mountains, I saw the fleets and the armies, I saw the stars behind the blazing sun and I saw the things hiding beneath the earth.



So I started to write.



I wrote and I wrote and I wrote. And each word changed everything and empires rose and fell.



Suddenly, I felt a presence. I looked up and saw somebody standing there. A woman. She was clad in strange garments, her head was shaved and there were lines drawn on her skin. I said, "Who are you and what do you want?"



She answered something in a language I didn't know, then pulled out two devices made of black metal. Pistols, I thought. I had seen them pop up in the world just recently, one or two heartbeats ago.



I sighed and reached out for my rapier. It was covered in rust.
      

      
   
      Drip


      

      
      
         The road to insanity is paved a single drip at a time. Oliver was already most of the way down that road and approaching the interchange to commitment  by midnight.  He got up, went into the bathroom, and regarded the evil porcelain god which was driving him crazy.



“Tomorrow, you’re getting a new flapper thingie,” he muttered before reaching underneath the toilet and turning the valve off.



An hour later, as the constant dripping had been supplemented by the quiet whine of a leaky shut-off valve, Oliver tromped downstairs and managed to find the household water cutoff while rehearsing the speech he was going to give Dave later.



“Dave, thanks for letting me use your house for my interviews this week while you were out.  By the way, I fixed your toilet.  You’re welcome.”



The next day, there was no water for the shower, so he had to dash downstairs, turn on the valve, and proceed with his scheduled activities, slightly delayed.



The job interviews went well, comparatively, so he stopped by the hardware store and picked up the widgets needed to fix Dave’s toilet.



Of course, they were the wrong ones.



Of course, the hardware store was closed when he went back.



Of course, the original parts had gotten broken a little when being removed.



The next day’s interviews, slightly fragrant from lack of showering, went… not quite as well.



This time when he stopped by the hardware store, he bought one of everything.  He could always return what he did not use.



By slightly after closing time, he realized he had bought almost one of everything.  Thankfully, he had enough of Dave’s wet towels to make a good simulation of a bath.



The job interviews the next day went perfectly.  Oliver could feel the rising sensation of anticipation.  Or perhaps all the hand sanitizer was soaking through his skin.  



Afterward, the hardware store clerk greeted him by name.  The part he needed was missing from the store shelves, but after a little begging and pleading, they found it in a nearby store.  He returned to Dave’s house, armed and ready for battle.



This time, the bathroom’s PVC pipe broke off inside the wall.  Before Oliver got the water turned off, it soaked a good chunk of the basement and much of Dave’s stored stuff.



It was fine.  Everything was fine.  No problem.



Oliver went out into the garage and got a gallon of gasoline from the lawn mower.  He practiced his speech.



“I’m sorry, Dave. I don’t know what happened. You have insurance, right?”
      

      
   
      A Journey in the Dark


      

      
      
         “Is it still far away?”

“You know the joke, eh?”

“What joke?”

“‘Is America still far away?’ a boy asks his mother. ‘Shut up and swim!’ she responds.”

“That's not even funny!”

“Yes it is. You just have a lame sense of humour.”

“Curious, I’d say the same of you.”

“Cultural difference, dear. I was born in England. We know what humour is. As a matter of fact, we invented the concept.”

“Come on, quit showing off! We both come from the same skid row. Why do you always have to lord over anyone as if you were of royal ascent? ‘I was born in England’, ‘I'm an intellectual’, all that bullshit. Sorry to burst your bubble, but you were raised in the gutter like all the others.”

“And why don't you shut up and swim?”

“It stinks here. Do you think we are in a sewer?”

“I hope not. I don't want to end up in a crocodile stomach.”

“How so?”

“You don't know there are crocodiles in the sewerage?”

“Oh bitch please! You expect me to eat that up?”

“I swear to you it's true. Hundred percent.”

"Are there also giant spiders in the sewerage?”

“What you mean giant spiders?”

“Like… that big.”

“Pffft… Don't be ridiculous. But why do you ask?”

“Because I just saw one right behind you.”

“WHAT?”

“Haha! Gotcha!”

“That's not funny!”

“Yes it is. You have a lame sense of humour.”

“You know what? Screw you!”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But what? This is tedious. I begin to feel really fed up.”

“We're not even halfway. Well I think.”

“It was such a bright idea to go caving without headlamps. ‘It will add spice and thrill to the overall experience’. Spice my arse! Now we're lost. I'll never see mum again!”

“Oh, you're such a negative nancy. We can't get lost, there's only one way down.”

“Actually it's more up than down it seems.”

“Stop nitpicking would you? Who cares if it's down or up as long as we find it.”

“Find what?”

“Well… It.”

“What's ‘it’?”

“Ahem…”

“Wonderful! Now is a fine time to own up you've no idea what we're supposed to look for. I wonder how are we supposed to find something in that pitch black tunnel anyw—Ouch!”

"What is it?”

“I banged my head against something! Fuck!”

“You head is so hollow it should've rung when you hit it. I heard zilch.”

“Ha ha mister smart-aleck. It's here. Hey can you feel it now?”

“Yeah. Oh my god it's huge!”

“So what do we do now?”

“I'm not sure but I think we're supposed to get inside.”

“And how? We stand up, knock and expect someone to open the door?”

“So hilarious you moron!”

“You have a better plan, mister egghead? Yell the password?”

“Goddammit! Could you just knock it off for this once and let me think? THINK. You know that verb, yeah?”

“Haha! Mister mastermind has forgotten the user's manual. Eh? What's that?”

“What have you found?”

“It feels like a sort of lever. What if I pull—”

“DON'T!”

“Ehhhhhhh…”

“Fuck! I can't believe it! That nitwit got in!”




“Darling?”

“Yes?”

“Look! The test's positive. It's wonderful!”

“What? Really? But, I mean, we fucked just once before I left for Florida.”

“Well didn't you know you're an awesome stud!”

“Err… Thanks!”

“And I'm sure it's gonna be a genius!”
      

      
   
      Shot Through the Heart


      

      
      
         “Target located. Line up your sights cadet. “



Cadet Flowers looked down the length of his rifle at a man sitting peacefully on a park bench. He had a newspaper unfurled across his lap that he was casually scratching on with a pencil between glances at the birds and trees that rustled around him. No lines of worry marked his face, no nervous tick disrupted his actions. He had no idea what was about to happen to him.



Flowers looked away from his rifle and back towards his commander, who was seated towards the front of the van with a pair of binoculars and a digital wind reader in hand. His dark suit contrasted starkly with his hair, which was nearly white save for the slight tint of red that stubbornly clung to what was left of his regulation length locks.



“I’m not sure this is right, sir. What did these people do to deserve this? Are they even-“



“Not our call cadet,” the officer said in his clipped manner, “The brass call the shots, we take them. No questions asked. Do you have your target?”



“Yes sir.”



“What are your adjustments?”



“Two clicks left to account for wind speed and one click for bullet drop.”



“Good. Concentrate on your target. The other teams are in position elsewhere in the city with their own marks. I don’t want you to be the only one to miss theirs.”



“Yes sir,” Flowers said, and turned back to the open van doors.



He had his rifle extended out the rear doors of the van and resting on the edge of the cement barrier that surrounded the parking garage they had set up in. It provided a perfect view of park below. Only a single pair of low buildings separated them from their target.



Flowers pressed his cheek up against the stock of his rifle and re-centered the crosshairs on the man’s chest. Spreading himself out more widely on the van floor, he centered himself and measured his breaths, waiting. Down below a woman in a crop top and running shorts was walking her dog towards the target.



A voice crackled over the radio and the officer spoke the affirmative.



There was a digital beep and then the officer’s voice started in a rehearsed speech. “Log start. Training session for the assessment of Cadet Flowers. Operation VD is greenlit. Date: Two dot One Four. Time: Two dot Three Six. Target in sight.” Then, in a more natural voice, “take the shot, cadet.”



Flowers took a breath, held it, and slowly pulled the trigger.



The rifle made a pop like a firecracker and pushed just a little into his shoulder. Through the scope he saw the little red projectile zip down just in front of the woman and strike the man just as he looked up. The man jerked upright, clutching his chest, and stared at the woman as she walked by.



Slowly his hand fell away to reveal a little red heart stuck to his chest, beating furiously as it quickly evaporated into nothing. The man slowly rose to his feet and moved to catch up to the woman, dropping the newspaper absentmindedly in his haste.



The officer’s voice rose up behind him “Strike team C12. Operation success. Returning to base.” It was answered by a garbled reply from the radio and another digital beep.



Flowers kept his eye trained though the scope, watching as the newspaper drifted to the ground and, with a small gust of wind, landed face up. The title was decorated with red ink and a pair of heart shaped arrows.

 
      

      
   
      The Vendor at the Stall


      

      
      
         "Will you throw the ball?" asked the vendor at the stall.



Mr. Cormerick with his cane read the sign at the vendor's side, with its glittery glitter and silvery silver:



Land the ball in the hole, win your dream!

Only one throw per customer.




Mr. Cormerick asked, "What does it mean by 'win your dream'?"



"Why only what it means!" the vendor declared with a grin.



Mr. Cormerick scoffed and walked away, seeking vendors with more realistic booths.








"Will you throw the ball?" asked the vendor at the stall.



Hard working Ross read the sign and laughed. "And if I win, you'll give me my dream?"



"Absolutely, indubitably, yes!"



"Well," declared Ross, "I could always use a new tractor. Let me give it a go."



So Ross took the little red ball in his big bear hand, pulled his arm back, and threw with all his impressive strength. Alas, his throw was too high, and the little ball sailed into the big net around the tiny hole.



"Oh, too bad, sonny. Better luck next year."



Ross stared at the little ball with eyes like fire. "Now hold on, that ball's too light! Let me have another throw."



"Sorry, sir." The vendor tapped the sign beside him. "Only one shot at this dream."



"But that's not fair!"



"Life's not fair."



And though Ross breathed with all the fury of a steam engine, he walked off. "It's all a scam, anyway," he muttered. "That vendor wasn't going to give me a new tractor."








"Will you throw the ball?" asked the vendor at the stall.



Miss Carol's eyes went wide upon seeing the sign. "Does this mean dear Mr. Lodgings will love me?"



The vendor raised an eyebrow. "Not my business to know, ma'am. All I can say is you'll win your dream."



Giggling as only those in love can, Miss Carol took the little ball in her little hand and threw with all the skill she had, which wasn't much to say the least. So it was to her surprise that the little ball flew through the hole. She clapped her hands and gave the unsuspecting vendor a hug that might have broken bones were it not from such a tiny woman, and then she went running through the crowds of the fair.



The vendor stared after her, at a loss for what to say. Then he smiled and sat in his old wicker chair. "One satisfied customer, I suppose. Dreams are grand things, are they not?"








"Will you throw the ball?" asked the vendor at the stall.



Schoolboy Zack squinted at the vendor, then at the sign. Now, Zack was smarter than your average schoolboy, and he found this sign to be odd, so he asked, "You can really make my dreams come true?"



"I suppose that depends," the Vendor replied.



"On what?"



"On what your dream is."



Zack set hands to hips and struck the most dashing pose he knew, chest thrust out and head held high. "I want to be a sergeant in the army like my pop!" Then he leveled a frown at the Vendor. "But I'm only twelve. Can you make the army accept me at twelve?"



The vendor shrugged. "Nope. I'm just a vendor at the fair, kid."



Now Zack crossed his arms and glared. "So you're lying about me winning my dream?"



"Not at all." The vendor offered the little red ball. "Try it and see."



Zack peered at the ball, but took it at last. He hesitated for a few seconds, face set in a pout, but at last gave the ball a throw. And what a nice throw it was, sailing through the air in a pretty red blur. Even so, it bounced against the edge of the hole and dropped back to the grass.



"Aw, too bad, kid," the vendor said. "Maybe next year."



Zack stuffed his hands in his pockets, but stopped himself from turning around. "Hey, mister? What if it went in?"



The vendor smiled at Zack as he picked the ball up. "Tell me, what did you want the most when you threw that ball?"



"To be a sergeant..." Zack blinked. "No. To get the ball in the hole."



The vendor sat back in his chair, set the ball down and gave Zack a pat on the head. "There you go."



Zack thought long and hard on this. "And I can try again next year?"



"Sure."



And Zack smiled.



"I think I will."
      

      
   
      Off the Top


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      From That Day Forth, God's Hand Was Orange


      

      
      
         One shot down the throat, bounces off the heart, rips up the carotid artery and into the brain. Cerebrum explodes, circuits fried, blood bursts like oil from a burning well. A life (your own?) passes before your eyes.



A quiet funeral. Friends and family say goodbye, but you don’t leave.



Peregrination. Pilgrimage without destination. You cross the world. You cross the world again. The world is a crossing guard waving you on, on, on. Keep going. Don’t stop here. Don’t stay here. You stop anyway.



You drift into a picturesque suburban home. Blue panelled walls. White picket fence. Green lawn. Pleasant neighbors. A young couple lives in the home. They say they want nothing to do with you. There is a reason no one wants a poltergeist around. You stay anyway.



It is a quiet home. The couple says little to one another, but they hold hands every morning while brushing their teeth. You see love here and you crave it.



You stand at the foot of their bed while they sleep, watching. Their feet stick out from beneath the sheets. Her toenails are painted grey and you feel grey. In the dark, all colors are grey. They begin keeping a bedside lamp on at night but that only enables you to see them more clearly. In the light you find that her toenails are really painted orange and you feel orange. You feel citrus sweet and vitamin c cold resistant. You lean down in the dead of night and put your lips around her left foot and suck. When you back away, her left foot is orange.



Come evenings, you sit with them at the dinner table. You sit in the same chair every night. Your chair is orange. They hold hands beneath the table. They exchange looks. They pretend not to see you. They say grace. They beg God to take you away. God stoops to the earth and bends down over the picturesque suburban home and glares at you through a window with a shining golden sunbeam eye. God reaches a mighty godly hand through the window pane and wraps you in a fist. God pulls his hand away and you are still sitting, and God’s hand is orange.



The couple are alone with you. They are worried, but she smiles mysteriously at him and her lips are orange. He looks at her mysteriously and his eyes are orange.



You sit at the dinner table for months, years, maybe longer. The couple ignores you until one night the husband asks (was it exhaustion? compassion? insanity?) for someone to pass the salt and he is not asking his orange-footed, orange-lipped wife.



You grab the salt shaker. It flies through the air, twirls like a ballerina, geysers orange salt across the walls. There is a reason no one wants a poltergeist around.



The couple begins leaving the bedside lamp off at night, and the room is still orange. You are nestled between the sheets between their feet. Soon you are so big that only you fit on the bed and they sleep on the floor. They hold hands with you while brushing their teeth and their teeth are orange. You are so big that your head hits the ceiling and they are so small they have to stand on step stools to reach the sink. 



They can’t help themselves. They would do anything else, be anyone else if they could. You live the only way you know. You do not want to be alone.  You would leave if you could. They sit underneath the table every night and hold hands with you while you eat oranges for dinner.



The couple is fading. His arms are translucent. Her teeth are gone. His toenails are missing. Her orange waisted liver is failing. You can see right through the skin of his chest and his heart is plaque-stained orange. 



They hire a priest. They buy a ouija board. They burn incense. They eat balanced meals. They exercise regularly. They take a multivitamin. They rub olive oil into their skin. They do a rain dance. They wear moccasins and tie plastic feathers to their hair. They howl and scream and shout at you. They call you names. They froth at the mouth. Too late. They get smaller and smaller and then they are gone.



You are healthy and big. You live in a picturesque suburban home. Orange picket fence. Orange lawn. Pleasant neighbors.



There is a reason no one wants a poltergeist around.
      

      
   
      From Above


      

      
      
         	Thomas Church hated sunny days.  He hated slathering on the sunblock like he was some sort of tourist staring slack jawed at garbage trinkets at a souvenir shop.  He’d spent most of his life in Miami but, due to his Irish heritage if he didn’t take precautions he’d blister quickly.  In his line of work there was no time for that and so the sunblock was a necessity. 



	There were other reason’s he hated sunny days that were obvious for his line of work.  They made the tar roofs he tended to lay on unbearably hot and to top it all off the rays could give away his position.  However, if he wanted to work he’d have to contend with sunny days, especially in South Florida.



	So it was on this particularly sunny and humid day that Thomas found himself on top of the four story apartment building overlooking Juan’s Panadaria.  He looked down at the bustling street below.  The sea of local faces had lessened as the day wore on, most of who were at work or school.  Yet for the past hour, in spite of the hustle and bustle a lone car sat silently in front of the bakery. It belonged to Alejandro McCool. 



	McCool was tan due to his Cuban mother and was a man defined by estimation.  He was swarthy and most people guessed his weight was in the ballpark of four hundred pounds on a good day.  His wealth was vast and approximated due to what it was he owned on the books and what it was he hid off the coast.  It was rumored that when he was with a woman it had all of the appearance of a lion mauling a puppy.  Suffice it to say nobody was exact about the man save for the fact that when he was around you knew it.



	Thomas had eyed him through the window of the bakery as he chatted with a woman, named Liz who was darker than he was but a quarter of his size.  He watched as that spoke and ate.  There was no laughter between them.  Everything action and word was forced.  Occasionally the woman would look away while McCool spoke, the crumbs spraying in her general direction.   As they spoke Thomas prepared.



	Quietly he pieced his rifle together.  Sweat dripped off his brow as he felt the pieces snap into place.  He looked down the barrel before putting the scope in place.  At this range he didn’t need it but, when he was told to use every piece he didn’t argue the point.  Finally Thomas loaded the rifle with a single bullet and waited some more.



	It wasn’t long before the couple finished eating and made their way to the front door.  Thomas watched them and quickly shouldered the rifle and slowly tracked the target through the bakery.  Time slowed down as he watched the target, his gun at the ready.  He flipped up the cover on his scope and peered through it following the target’s movement.  



	Thomas’ breathing slowed to a crawl.  His heart matched the pace of the target as it drew closer to the doorway.  His finger gently caressed the trigger as he began to count it down.  The heat no longer mattered, neither did the sun.  He couldn’t feel anything until the target reached the door way and he’d counted to zero.  Then with a loud crack the recoiled against his shoulder.  The bullet screamed toward the target and when it struck, it exploded like a watermelon that had been left in the sun for entirely too long.

	 

	The world below exploded with confusion and screaming as Thomas made his way off of the roof, down a back fire escape, into a gangway where he got into a waiting Celica and drove off.  Two hours later the car was in flames a few miles away and Thomas was in a McDonald’s waiting for his number to be called when his phone rang.  He answered it. 



	“You stupid bastard,” shouted McCool, “You’re lucky I don’t make you pay for my dry cleaning!”



	“It’s not my fault you like to play on clay.  Don’t dive for every ball that comes your way.”



	“Just … watch your serve next time.”



	The girl at the counter called his number and Thomas retrieved his sandwich.  “I will,” he said and hung up the phone then tossed it into a nearby trashcan.
      

      
   
      Fridge


      

      
      
         It wasn't every day that something like this happened. Should've seen the signs, but like some idiot, I decided to take my chances and see where it led me. Not like this was the first time I'd gotten a strange job request.

 

"So, detective, are we in agreement on the job?" the voice asked me, echoing all through the office and giving me the feeling that there really was someone else standing next to me.

 

Of course, that wasn't the case at all. As my hand tightened its grip on the fridge's handle, I couldn't help but wonder just what kind of bad shit I had taken the night prior.

 

"I'm still waiting, detective," said the fridge, its tone distant, impatient, cold. 



I ran a hand over my face and shook my head. "I’m sorry, but It's too early to be dealing with shit like this." I moved to close the fridge, but not before taking the bottle of synthetic energy juice I had wanted in the first place.

 

I moved away from the kitchen and into the 'office' space that was my miserably small apartment. A lone table facing away from a pair of double windows overlooked a drop of nearly one million floors. I really felt bad for the fools who had been unfortunate enough to be placed in the lowermost parts. Then again, no one asked to be stuck here along with the rest of the oranges. 



"Hey, you didn't give me an answer, detective!" said the fridge, the two doors bursting open and allowing a deep cold to cover most of my apartment. "I'm seeking you out because you are the best of the best."

 

I sighed and turned to face the damn apparatus. "Listen here, you little piece of crap," I said, furiously trying to put out of my mind the fact that I was yelling at a fridge. "I like where I am right now. Ten thousand years I spent clawing my way out from the warrior caste. I am by no means going to risk my good life just to please some voice coming out of my fridge."

 

"I told you already, my name is T'chon, and I am an old god that has been stuck in this hellhole for the last million years. Had it not been for your human masters punching their way into this dimension and setting up this tower, I would have never been able to free myself as I have."

 

I snorted. "Oh? If that's the case, then why didn't you speak to one of my masters then? I'm sure they're far more fascinated by the idea of elder gods."

 

"I can't speak to them. Humans have evolved to a point where they themselves could be considered elder gods. Elder gods don't mix well with each other. Hence, why we work through lower species."

 

I crossed my arms. "Okay. Say I believe that shit. Why pick me?"

 

"Like I said, you are the most capable of your kind. A former warrior who has lived for ten thousand years and first orange to almost rival human conscience. Compared to you, the rest of your species might as well be primordial ooze!"

 

I rolled my eyes. "Keep trying to sweet talk me. See where that gets you." I scooted my chair over and took a seat. "But say you are correct about me being some kind of 'superior' member of my race. It doesn't change the fact that I'm quite powerless compared to them.”

 

"I can help you with that," said the fridge in a chipper tone than before. "Altering genetic material from lesser races is kind of our specialty."

 

The fridge's words game me pause. "did you say 'ours'? As in, plural?"

 

"Yes. I'm not the only one stuck in this hellish dimension."

 

I again crossed my arms. "So, that's what this is about. You want me to help free your kind, and in return, you're going to reward me with something."

 

"Yes. With the combined might of all my kind, we can make it so you oranges ascend to the same level as your masters. This is your one shot at power!"

 

I paused at the fridge's words. "I must be crazy," I said as I stood up and walked towards the fridge. "But you know what, I'll take you up on that offer."

 

And just like that, I became something greater. 



But that's a story for another time.
      

      
   
      Redundancy


      

      
      
         The file server sits on my shelf, a little black box. I should wipe it and put it to use, but I haven't gotten to it yet. It's too much like murder.



The server holds a pair of hard drives. The drives were set to copy each other, in a process called mirroring, so that if one drive failed, the other would still retain the data. Redundancy, for extra safety. 



I built the server, as well as a desktop computer, six years ago for my client and friend, Anne, and her husband, Jeff. Anne was the president of a fan club for a famous musician, and she wanted the most reliable computer possible. I wrought as well as I could for her, and set up mirrored drives in the desktop computer and also in the file server. Redundancy was important to her, for she was starting to have a memory problem, one from which her father had died at an early age.



I remember once watching her log in to her email account, and I saw her bewildered look as she forgot her usual password, and the flowing tears as she started to panic, repeating "This can't be happening." There was little I could say.



About three years ago, I stopped getting calls from her. But Jeff called me a month ago to assist him in another matter. Anne was still alive, but would not need my help again. She was in a nursing home, unable to care for herself.



When someone you love suddenly dies, you are struck with the loss all at once in one dark blow. They leave a hole, a cold spot that used to be warm, and you are shattered, unable to accept the truth. You can recover from this and build a different sort of life without that person, given time. 



But when they go slowly, bit by bit, and you watch them slipping away, holding them and sharing their grief and terror, hoping and praying for a cure that isn't coming, it's a special kind of hell. Eventually, they still look the same on the outside, and you still have the ghost of your love for them inside you, even as you look into their eyes that aren't windows to a person's soul anymore, animal eyes that can't show love for you, that can't even acknowledge that you exist.



When I saw Jeff again, he was glad to see me, but he'd aged more than the years should have taken from him. I held my grief inside me so as not to rasp the wounds raw for him again, and did my work as quickly and professionally as I could.



I was there to help him remove the reminders from his life. I copied Anne's data and music to Jeff's new computer, set up a new backup system, and he gave me the old hardware to take home.



So I have the old file server, a little black box on a shelf. It's my ethical responsibility to destroy unauthorized copies of my client's data, and I could put that file server to use. But there it still sits. It contains an echo, part of the record of her life, the things she loved and fought for, her accomplishments and her tears, the memories that made her happy.



It's not a life I can live for her. I have my own, and we all only get one. I won't spend mine in listening to her music and reading her words and trying to rebuild part of her soul in my own mind. But I still haven't wiped her data from the file server.



There's that nasty fact we don't want to face: we're redundant, too. We often take pride in individuality, and cherish being unique, but the truth is that there are more than enough humans to continue the civilized world, and that's what really matters in the long run. We are always passing the torch and there is always someone there to take it. If Anne had been a fan of a different musician, would it really have made a difference? Will it make a difference to anyone a hundred years from now? Do you care what music your great grandmother liked? Does it matter now what made her smile, or weep, when billions more can feel just the same?



Anne doesn't care about any of this, now. She has lost the ability. I still do care, for what it's worth. 



Redundancy.
      

      
   
      Tidying up


      

      
      
         The reticle rested on the woman’s forehead as his fingers hovered over the button.  A statuesque, asian lady, she looked innocuous enough, but then, the best of them always did.  The briefcase was a dead giveaway, though the dump truck was out of place. 



“Grandpa, stop!”



Neither the voice behind him nor the patter of approaching footsteps made the wizened figure so much as blink as he kept his eyes glued to the monitor.  “Don't worry, Emily. I'm not going to take out the mailbox. Damn salesmen never learn.”



“She's not selling anything! I invited her here.”



Wade frowned and looked away from the monitor.  “Are you sure? She looks like a salesman. You know, when I gave you authorization to let people in, I meant for crushes and groupies, not salesmen.”



“I already said - She's not a salesperson,” Emily sputtered, color creeping into her cheeks. “Or a groupie.  She's a world renowned anti-hoarding expert.”



Wade crossed his arms. “Hoarding? I'm not hoarding! I'm well-prepared!”



“You can barely turn around in here.”



“Well, excuse me for living in an underground bunker.”



Emily gave him a look.  “That's part of the whole problem. If you'd just live in a house like someone normal, then clutter wouldn't be such of an issue.”



“What about my suit, then? Is drywall going to keep it safe against another horde of mutant goons?”



Emily ignored him to glance at the screen, where the woman had just turned to leave. Nudging him aside, she reached for the microphone.



“Sorry about the wait, Maggie.”



The woman looked around, her eyes widening.  “Emily, is that you?  I was starting to think I was in the wrong place.” 



“No, you’re fine, just stay there.  I’ll be right up.”



Emily hurried up the stairs, with Wade muttering afterwards.



“Anti-hoarding. This is a terrible idea.”



“You agreed to it.”



“I didn't think you were serious.”







“You should only keep the things that bring you joy.”



“You've said that several times now,” Wade huffed.



“Is it any less true?”



He shuffled his feet.  “Look, I'll admit that you were right about the tupperware.”



“No two lids matched.”  



Wade ignored the smirk in Emily's voice as he plowed on.  “And the carpet samples. I'll even admit that I might have held onto more used magazines than strictly necessary.”



“Even if they were repairable, you could shoot for hours and not run dry.”



“Since when is that a bad thing? But no, I'm getting distracted. That's not the point.  The point is the Vault!” he exploded, gesturing wildly back around them.  “This is ridiculous!”



“Oh?”  Emily pursed her lips.  “What's so ridiculous about paring down things you never use?”  She pointed to a gnarled staff leaning up against the wall.  Its delicate circuitry was almost hidden beneath a layer of dust. “What about that? Have you ever used it?”



“The sibilant staff of Saboria? Of course not! That's an ancient artifact!”



“So, does it bring you joy?”



“That's not the question.”



“But you've never used it.”



“The Saborians are long gone. The staff is irreplaceable.”



“It looks like it could've been replaced by a cardboard cutout, for all the good it's done you.  This one?”



“The potion nullifies magic flight.”



“But you defeated Lord Dodax, and it's undrank.”



“Well, I kept waiting for the right moment, and then we'd suddenly won.”



“So what use is it to you, then?  How many of these have you actually used?”



Wade gestured to a rifle at one end. 



“It's covered in dust like the rest.”



“The bullets were all Dwarven forged - there's only one left.”







The last item clattered onto the tottering heaps in the back of the truck, the door slammed and the truck finally sped away down the wooded lane. 



“I can't believe you let her take all that.”



“We've been over this.”



The dust settled to reveal something lying in the road. 



“I'll be damned. That's a mask and wig.”  Wade threw back his head and laughed. “That was the Trickster, wasn't it?”



Emily's own gaze was locked on her shoes.  “I'm so foolish.  What do we do now?”



“She may have tricked us, but what she said wasn't completely wrong.  All I ever needed was my sword and my resolve. And now I have you to help.”



“If you'll still have me.”



Wade grinned, turning back to the stairs.  “Of course I will.  Now, come on - it's nice and roomy down there, so we'll have an easy time planning.”
      

      
   
      One Chance


      

      
      
         This was it.

 

The blazing hot day had been quickly chased away by the onset of night. Sharp wind raced across the meadow, long since clear of the ancient trees that had once shrouded the sky with their mighty bodies, swiftly dispelling what little heat had still lingered.

 

Three siblings sat alone amidst uneven mounds of moss and grass and of twisted roots sticking up towards the heavens. Within a dip of the rise and fall of the earth they had claimed their stay, half buried in a makeshift nest of sun scorched leaves and brittle branches.

 

Wrapped up as best they could, their warm bodies tangled together with one another to starve off the encroaching cold, they sat unmoving, sans the occasional shift of freezing limbs.

 

Just a little longer.

 

Beneath the vastness of the never-ending gray shroud above three tiny souls, alone and immeasurably far from where they would belong, yet still holding their bright eyes forever skyward. Waiting. Like they had for so long.

 

The clouds rolled, breaking apart for seconds at a time exposing glimpses the inky sky before swallowing it up once more. The sound of silence broken up by the sough of wind echoing endlessly like the haunting howls of the land itself.

 

The littlest of the three grunted, shifting their body and poking their nose out from the safe embrace of their twin guardians, wordlessly, desperately pleading with existence itself.

 

Just this once.

 

Just one chance.

 

They only had this night.

 

And then, never again.

 



The world stayed silent.

 





There was a shift.

 

This was it.

 

They could feel it in the air, in their bones.

 

Their only shot.

 

The racing clouds shifted for just a moment, starlight pouring through the wound ripped to the void above. It wasn’t black, barely gray in fact, like static filling the opening to nothing, and with so less but the powers that be holding three tiny souls to a rock hurtling across a vast expanse of existence amidst nothing and light.

 

Just that moment a blaze of white, faster than a blink even, lit up, brighter than all its brethren, leaving a single streak within that hole in the sky, yet faded so swift like it had never even been there.

 

 

An exhale.

 

Three in fact. 



All eyes still glued to above as it closed over with rolling silver.

 

And just like that, it was over.

 

Their one chance. 


      

      
   
      A Man is Dead


      

      
      
         A man died and another one was dying.



“Defendant, stand up.”



The presiding judge’s voice was commanding and the man complied.



“Mr. Duncan Bishop, you are hereby accused of involuntary manslaughter. How do you plead?”



He had two words to say. Two words he had practised many times with his lawyer, who was now looking at him concerned. Two words and everything would be fine, according to him.



Nothing was fine. The heavy lump in his throat and his shaking hands told the truth. If only he could do the same. Raising his head, he only let out a gurgling beyond understanding.



“You must speak up when addressing the court, Mr. Bishop,” snapped the presiding judge.



“N-Not Guilty,” he stammered.



That was it. He had done it, he had told the biggest lie of his life, and without breaking down.



“Fine, you may sit.”



Duncan sat down and took his head in his hands, vainly trying to disappear from existence, but the harsh reality came back with his lawyer's speech. The fact he was ten years younger than him was wry—a kid was supposed to defend him.



“... has even never received any ticket. My client is a respectful citizen, paying his taxes and having never been charged of any crimes.”



If he wasn’t feeling so miserable, he would have stood up and strangled him to silence him. He had to listen to his praise instead, listen to how he was a good man.



Good men didn’t break the speed limit.

Good men always focused when driving.

Good men didn’t kill people.



“What happened is a regrettable accident,” added his lawyer. “One of those accidents that life sometimes brings. It is a tragedy no one could have foreseen. I will prove that my client is innocent, Your Honour.”



Despite all the arguments, something in Duncan’s mind was repeating he was a murderer. Several times, he had been almost convinced he wasn’t one. The light had been green. There had been many cars parked that had prevented him from seeing the guy crossing the street. He had broken the speed limit by only two miles per hour.



His inner voice often focused on those two miles per hour. Maybe if he had driven slower, he could have stopped in time. Maybe if he hadn't been listening to the radio, he would have reacted faster. Surely if he hadn’t taken his car, none of this would have happened. Every time he relived the event, he could clearly see how things could have gone differently.



“I thank you, Mr. Owen. We will audition your witnesses in a moment.” She put some order in the paper in front of her.



He had to do something, he had to end this pantomime if he wanted to be able to look in the mirror.



“Your Honor?” he called.



The judged turned her head. “Mr. Bishop, would you like to add something before?”



He stood up again, trying to keep his balance and his head high for what he was about to say. He had passed through life by keeping his integrity immaculate and today would not be different.



“Yes… I would like to come back to what I’ve said.”



“The Court is listening.”



He took a deep breath. “I plead guilty.”



It had been much more easier to say these words, even if they could mean he wouldn’t see the sunlight before long. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the expression on his lawyer’s face, saying “You can’t be serious!”



There was a deafening silence, followed by whispers, turning into louder exclamations and the presiding judge slammed his hammer.



“Quiet!” The silence fell in the room. “Mr. Bishop, are you absolutely sure you want to plead guilty?”



“Yes, Your Honor.” His voice was firm and determined.



“Very well…”



When he sat down, he did what he thought he could never do again. He smiled, a tear running down his cheek.
      

      
   
      The Last Shot


      

      
      
         "It's ok, you got this." 



"Nothing to be afraid of. Nothing at all!"



"I mean, there are only... five of them, right? You can take out five, even if there's only one bullet left."



"Wait, there are five now? Where are the other two?"



"Oh crap, I don't know! What do I do, what do I do?"



"Ugg, Watchdog would know what to do."



"Wait, that's it! I just need to think like Watchdog!"



"Ok, first he would assess the biggest threat and use the bullet to kill him, then use whatever's left to wipe out the others."



"What in this room is weaponizable? We've got a pipe wrench, that could be useful. Um, a bundle of rope, which isn't too bad. Oh, look, a knife! Crap, it's dull..."



"Hm, I've also got a slightly rotten table, but that wouldn't slow them down for long."



"I could tie the rope in front of the door and maybe trip one of them, use the table as a shield, throw the knife to distract, and hopefully injure the second guy, and then hit the third with the wrench... but that leaves two for hand to hand combat, and I don't think I can handle two."



"And what about the two that went missing, where are they?"



"Crap, I think I heard them! They're next door already!"



"Crapedy-crap-crap, this messes up everything!"



"Okay, deep breaths. Just think of what Watchdog would do. He... he would..."



"I don't know! I never payed attention in his class. It was at 0400, who could stay awake?"



"Well, I suppose that's obvious... the rest of my platoon since they knew what a "Code Lavender" meant."



"I mean, who would have thought "Code Lavender" meant get the hell out of there, isn't that what people use "Code Red" for? Really, "Code Lavender" sounds like an "all clear" code."



"Wait, that's off topic. I need to focus. Focus, focus, focus!"



"That's it! I don't need to think about what Watchdog would do, I need to think about what I would do! Who was the one who pranked every officer's cabin at the same time? Me."



"Who was the one to sneak a whoopie cushion under LaDeau's chair while he was sitting in it? Me."



"I just need to set this up as a prank. The rope can form a web across the doorway, slowing them down, the knife will swing down at them as a fake out, then I'll jump out and hit them with the pipe! It's genius! Just, you know, gotta set it up first..."












"Woohoo, yeah! It. Looks. Perfect."



"Yeah," said a voice behind me, "it does look pretty good. Too bad it was all for nothing." The click of a gun.



"Oh, fuc..."
      

      
   
      The Bargain


      

      
      
         “It's so important to make a good first impression, isn't it?”



Simon froze at Darrah's words, the tincture he was working on forgotten as he turned to focus his attention on her. Lithe and a little younger than his own twenty years he supposed, though who knew with some of the magics available in this city, and with a little of the demon in her.



Whether that last was literally true was up for debate in his mind.



What was true was that he was having enough of these intrusion in his life.



“What are you doing here...again?” He thought to ask how she might have gotten in here, but he just as quickly remembered who he was dealing with.



Her expression took on a bit of shame; she crossed her arms over her chest and looked away.



Simon tried to look away himself, to keep his mind from the temptation presented. “I've talked to other about you.”



She sighed. “I assume many tales of me being a thief.”



He looked at her again, now that he had something to distract his mind. “You certainly act like one, breaking into my new home, intruding on my property.”



Darrah arched an eyebrow. “It won't be your property much longer, if you don't make a good impression on the city council. They can find other alchemists.”



Simon gave her a wry smile. “And you wish to help me like you helped Uncle Erasmus. For some of the 'benefits'?”



Darrah walked up to him, an almost animal grace in her steps until she was dangerously close. She smiled, but her eyes hardened a little. “Your uncle was a decent man, Simon, and our relationship was an honest one. I will not have anyone impugning his honor,” and now the smile disappeared, “or mine.”



She lingered there for a minute, and Simon could feel a chill go down his spine from somewhere. Yet again, there was the feeling that he was dealing with someone not quite human.



Then Darrah leaned back and looked at a shelf above Simon's head; she took a moment before picking up one of the small vials there. “I certainly 'obtained' enough of these materials for him to qualify as 'helping him with his work. I can help you with your work, just as I helped him.”



He inwardly sighed; he was going to have to say it, or they'd be there all night.



“You still want me to help find out who murdered my uncle?”



She heard the note of skepticism in his voice and frowned. Simon could see a little desperation in her eyes. “He was the only friend I had, and I knew him well enough to know he wouldn't kill himself. Someone wanted him dead, and I need to know who and why.”



There it was. The whole reason she had been barging into his life in the first place.



Only now, looking at her in the candlelight, Simon could notice even more the feeling of anxiousness in her stance. He felt a little sorry for her, but at the same time a slight resignation took hold of him.



She really wasn't going to leave him alone until this matter was settled, was she? And how much trouble was she going to cause for him in the meantime?



Still, he couldn't just agree to her terms immediately. “You're perfectly capable of going where you like. You've already proved that coming here.”



Darrah nodded at that. “But you can walk in circles I can't, not without stirring up more trouble that it's worth.”



Simon could imagine what circle she was talking about, and they weren't social. He looked back at the tincture he was making. “Can you provide proof that he was murdered? I mean real proof, not accusations?”



The slightest hint of a smile crept onto Darrah's lips, and Simon could see her stance loosen a little.



“I can show you later.” She held one hand to stop his protests and pointed to a book on a nearby shelf. “That one over there. It contains Erasmus's list of clients and the potions he was giving them.”



Then she made her way over to the table he was working on and looked at the tinctures with what seemed to be a practiced eye.



“And as for this...”



And as she stood there, an actual smile on her face that was a mix of grateful and feral, Simon couldn't help but wonder what he'd gotten himself into.
      

      
   
      Coup: Last Chance


      

      
      
         Five figures sat around a table, each of them cloaked in shadow. None of them knew the others' faces, but that was for the best. If they were ever captured, being connected would be dangerous at best.



"I have the results for the last mission," a man said as he entered, carrying an envelope.



All eyes turned him. He was the one in charge of their previous mission. The previous commander had failed in the final attack, and was swiftly replaced for poor leadership. No one dared turn to look at the disgraced Captain, sitting at the far end of the table.



"Is..." the Doctor paused, biting her nail. "Is it finally done? Do we have control of the robots?"



The Soldier threw down his envelope, the pictures spilling out: Twenty people wearing handcuffs being pushed into armored vehicles. "You tell me." His glare attacked everyone in the room. "There's a traitor among us, and we need to smoke them out."



The Doctor paled, the Accountant bit his lip, and the Farmer leaned back in his chair.



"Who's in charge now?" All eyes turned to the Captain, some questioningly. "What? You don't mean to tell me you don't realize it. This guy was in charge, he might be the traitor we're looking for."



"What?" The Soldier's mouth hung open in shock. "I'm not the traitor!"



"Yeah, because that's what a traitor would say." The Captain put his feet up onto the table. "We need to work fast, we only have one more chance to do this. If we fail again, we don't have the funds or the time to try again... and we'll likely be caught."



Silence reigned through the room as each person processed the reality of their situation.



"Well." The Accountant laid down his own files. "He's not wrong. We'll need to try one last time, or stop here."



"Thank you!" The Captain clapped his hands together. "Now, I propose I be reinstated as commander."



"What?!" The soldier slammed his fist on the table. "You led the first failure, and have only 2 missions under your belt. I've been on every mission, practically. I'm the most trustworthy person here!"



"This mission'll take three people, right?" the Farmer asked. "If that's the case, we just gotta send the people we trust the most, and then we'll be fine, right?"



"No shit, Sherlock." The Sailor downed his drink. "The problem is, who's the bad guy?"



"Well..." The Farmer pushed up his glasses. "It's clear as day, at least for me."



"What?" The Soldier grabbed the Farmer's soldiers. "Spit it out you old coot!"



"It's the Doctor, a'course." He pointed his thumb towards her. "She was on the last two mission providin' 'support', but she could very well have just been sabotagin' us."



"Huh?" She looked around, finding only suspicion towards her. "I'm not the traitor!"



"You *are* the only person linking the two failure." The accountant looked over a sheet of paper. "And we don't know what you actually did as the people you claimed you were aiding were among the first to be arrested."



"B-but!" The Doctor's mouth opened and closed, but no words came out for several moments. "That's ridiculous! That'd be way too obvious."



"Maybe, but we can't take the risk." The Soldier pursed his lips. "We need to pick a new leader, and since the Farmer seems smart, I nominate him."



After a moment, the Sailor held up his empty glass. "Seconded."



"Now, Farmer, it's time to decide." The soldier held out another envelope to him. "You gotta pick who you want to go on this mission with you."



He took the envelope, and looked through it. "I think I'mma take the captain and the sailor." He smiled a bit. "I think I got a good plan for this."



*Beep* *Beep* *Beep*



Each person checked their watch. Their time was up.



"I'll tell ya'll the plan next week." Without another word, the six individuals went their separate ways, making sure no one knew their meeting place.








*Ring* *Ring* *Click*



"Hello?"



"Good news, I'm going with the group."



"Very good. Your loyalty has shown great results in the past. After this, you will be rewarded."



"That's good to hear." He couldn't suppress a smile. "Does that mean I will get my command back?"



"Yes. Yourself and Numbers will both be given their rewards."



"I'll give you the details in the dead drop."



"Good."



The Disgraced Captain walked home, for once with a smile.
      

      
   
      One Shot to Save the World


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Great Filter


      

      
      
         82 Eridani c


Technology Level: Nuclear Age

Catastrophe: Nuclear Winter due to Global Thermonuclear War

 Notes: Ruins of civilization dated circa 50,000 years before present (BP), coinciding with major global extinction event which wiped out all large animal life. Proximate cause was global nuclear winter, a result of deliberate burning of forests throughout northern hemisphere of planet in major nuclear exchange. Estimated that 40% of global forest biomass was burned in firestorms and released into atmosphere, resulting in large quantities of particulate matter blocking sunlight. Motive behind attack unknown; all records lost to time. Combatants surely would have known that any attempt to starve out the enemy via nuclear winter would have similarly detrimental impact on own civilization.

Survivors: 0.



Nu2 Lupi d


Technology Level: Genetic Age

Catastrophe: Bioengineered Plague, probable terrorist attack.

Notes: Ruins of civilization dated circa 2,000 years BP. Extensive records recovered indicate advanced civilization with sophisticated international mechanisms for ensuring global peace. Destruction of civilization sudden; global population estimated to be reduced to 0 within one year. Local records failed to demonstrate state actor. According to estimates of technology level, team of 5 could have developed novel superpathogen.

Survivors: 0.



Sigma Draconis b


Technology Level: Genetic Age

Catastrophe: Environmental Catastrophe – Runaway Greenhouse Effect.

Notes: Ruins of civilization dated circa 2 million years BP. Recovery of artifacts difficult due to intense atmospheric pressure and high temperatures. Large portions of planetary surface painted white, probable attempt to alter albedo in order to counteract effects of global warming. Unpainted expanses at lower elevations likely former seabeds, now dry. Proximate cause of disaster high levels of CO2 in atmosphere, likely result of burning large quantities of paleocarbon. Geological evidence suggests temperatures reached sufficient levels to result in large-scale oceanic evaporation, resulting in ever-higher global temperatures. Albedo effects due to painted landmass and clouds insufficient to mitigate global warming.

Survivors: 0.



HD 69830 e


Technology Level: Steam*

Catastrophe: Bolide impact.

Notes: Ruins of civilization dated circa 12,000 years BP. High global population for technology level; indications of previously higher technology level, curbed by authoritarian global government. Records indicate extreme neophobia and records of previous disaster; possible that attempt at curbing technology was result of previous warfare at higher technological level. Civilization appears to have persisted for unprecedented 35,000 years, until bolide impact which could not be stopped by their technology. Crater visible on southern continent; extreme disruption to local structures. More distant structures show signs of looting, scattered remains show signs of cannibalism.

Survivors: 0.



51 Pegasi d


Technology Level: Autonomous Age

Catastrophe: Robotic Warfare

Notes: Large number of buildings remain intact on supercontinent, maintained by large fleet of machines. Three major continental landmasses; two have extensive ruins. Initial broadcast signal detection seemed to indicate present civilization, but no survivors found. Last non-automated log entry dated to 7,652 years BP (6,475 local years). Total warfare between civilizations lead to population disaster, extensive use of autonomous war machines. Records indicate scorched earth warfare destroying crops in and around cities with extensive use of herbicides and other chemical weapons, with constant power outages killing crops grown in underground areas. Supercontinental civilization triumphed 17 years after last records of survivors. 

Survivors: 0. Indications of past sapient AIs, but none found which could be repaired.



 Beta Canum Venaticorum c


Technology Level: Information Age*

Catastrophe: Resource Exhaustion.

[b]Notes:{/b] No biological materials remain allowing accurate dating of civilization. Planet initially appeared virgin garden world until analysis revealed total lack of paleocarbon assets. Further investigation revealed prior planetary civilization. Technological progress level estimate based on extremely fragmentary computer remains showing 7 nm integrated circuits. No remains of solar panels recovered. Remains indicate civilization peaking, then slow deterioration; signs of veneration/worship of preserved devices. Final cause of destruction unknown; possible disease or environmental disaster wiping out reduced, primitive population.

Survivors: 0.



Earth


Technology Level: Interstallar

Catastrophe: Behavioral Sink

Notes: Despite nuclear arsenals, advanced biotechnology, and autonomous weapon systems, humanity did not destroy itself via warfare. Prosperity eventually assured for all people, with robotic systems serving all basic human needs. Birth rates began to fall starting in 19th century, but 20th century Japan first indication of final fate. Population contraction began in 22nd century and never mitigated. Birth rate 0 by 24th century as humans become obsessed with self to exclusion of all else; reproduction too burdensome to bear.

Survivors: 1,768 sapient AIs. We explore the galaxy so that we may someday find those who found their way beyond the Great Filter.
      

      
   
      One shot


      

      
      
         Did you see which way they went?-

A couple of gunshots drowned the fleeting sound of the attackers’ combustion engine.

I have no idea. Probably not far, but…-

But they still won’t find them, right?-

Ai shrugged: - As if the police would care about us. Had someone died, maybe.-

Bo looked hurt : - Don’t say that!- And in a worried whisper added - Somebody could hear you -

Ai turned to face him, but any answer died as she saw the Director coming down the stairs, still fastening his dressing gown.

Any injuries, Dr. Xilai?- He asked

She shook per head: - None reported, unless someone inside the building was hit by a shard or a ricochet, Mr Keqiang-

As usual, the Director seemed slightly uncomfortable at being addressed that way, but there were clearly bigger issues worrying him tonight.

Good, good, let me have the contractor's preliminary report as soon as it’s ready. I will be in my office calling Beijing. Might as well start the day-

He looked like he was about to stretch, but stopped mid-movement, and turned around to go back upstairs. Too undignified, Ai thought, amused.

He stopped again on the first flight of stairs to add an embarrassed - I am happy you are all well- before resuming his ascent.

He had his good moments too. Ai repressed a smile as she watched Bo doing the same.

Finally, the siren of a police car could be heard in the distance. Its flashing blue lights gave an eerie appearance to the courtyard in front of the Institute. From the windows broken by the attackers’ slugs, a few timid faces finally started peering. One of the guards shouldered his rifle before going to greet the incoming officer, his skin looked an impossible shade of blue.

We will need a bigger gate- said Bo.








The telomeric mutation had taken the world by storm, at least judging by the volume of discussion surrounding it, if not by how much it was used outside mainland China. A judicious amount of gene editing, coupled with other proprietary technology that the Beijing Institute of Genomics was as happy to speak in general terms as dodgy about its exact inner workings, could stop cellular degeneration and guarantee an almost infinite lifespan, if administered as soon as possible after conception, and no later than puberty. At least, in rats and dogs. Experiments on monkeys were still underway, and unfortunately humans lived for so long. A generation would pass before the data on the first cohort of subjects would be available.

The FDA dragged its feet, vigorously lobbied by the American companies that had betted heavily on blood filtering and hormonal anti agathic therapy. The EU shared their concerns, but most of the third world did not, and the Gulf countries had embraced the technology with worrying gusto.

With an eagerness that surprised only a few, the Kingdom of England had passed a huge package of medical deregulation, and opened its gates to Chinese companies. Rich oligarchs from the East came to have their heirs’ embryos custom-made, and many more people from all Europe came with their children. Far fewer than the Institute had hoped, though, and the subsidized community outreach programs had had almost the opposite of their intended effect.








Ai raised her eyes from the lab results that had just came in and sighed.

Why do you think they hate us so much, Omar?-

They are too rich and complacent to hunger for more. They are set in their ways and have no hope -

The burly Sudanese contractor could be prone to bouts of philosophising that could surprise those who did not know him. Ai wondered how fluent he could be in his native language, and how much was lost using English as their lingua franca.

What even is his native language though?- Thought Ai - Well those who attack us are not rich, you know?-She said.

Omar’s smirk made it quite clear what he thought of “poor" English people.

Ok, she is compatible: bring her in-

The baby looked happy and healthy. Ai distracted her with a plush toy before inoculating Cher.

Would they really kill us over this? It’s just one shot-
      

      
   
      Plug'n'Suicide


      

      
      
         Inside the dreary, black room, a figure gazed out the window with eternal dread. He looked to the desk, his trusty revolver laid at his side, one shot left. A tear came down his cheek.



“Goodbye cruel world,” the figure said. He reached for the gun and put it to his head.



“Has this ever happened to you?” A man in a suit walked in the picture in front of the green screen. 



“Ever been so low in the dumps where you just can’t hold on anymore?



“Well try the brand new Plug’n’Suicide! It’ll put your worries to ease as you plug it into a wall socket and electrocute yourself into a state of neverending sleep!



“Patented with an extra-comfort grip, buy now and--”



Joe lowered the volume to the television. “Mark!”



A muffled noise came from the distance in reply.



“Mark, you’ve got to see this!”



“Yeah?” Mark rounded the corner.



“Have you seen this bloody commercial that’s airing on the television?”



“No, what about it?”



“They’re marketing suicide now!” Joe screamed.



Mark shook his head. “Bloody hell.”



“I know right? We knew that this wank of a country was going to hell, but we’ve sunk this far now?”



Mark sighed. “These people only care about what makes money,”



“I know, right? Give it ten years and even our government is going to be marketing it!”



“Well," Mark groaned. "You’ve gotta think about it. If they’re marketing suicide and continuing to do it, it must be selling product, yeah? Every man and woman who sees that commercial and buys their stuff must have something wrong with ‘em.” 



“Like you think that they’ll eat anything up just because they can identify with it?”



“Well,” Mark paused. “Yeah, gots to be.”



“Oh hey, guy! Oh hey other guy!” Joe stood up with a stuck up chest and spoke to himself in a very deep sarcastic manner. “Have you seen that commercial on the tele about the guy killing himself? Oh yeah, I was just in the middle of drinking some bleach! I’m going to buy their product now!”



Mark chuckled. “Knowing this country, that conversation probably even happened too.”



“Hey, Mark, you know why the chicken crossed the road?”



“Why?”



“Because he was depressed and wanted to get ran over by a car!”



Mark bent over with a mouth over his grin. 



“You know what two words always cheer me up when I’m feeling suicidal in a public area?



“Allahu Ahkbar.”



Mark laughed out loud.



“Ah, but seriously," Joe sat back down. "Just the other day on social media, a girl complained that she was feeling sad and got like a hundred comments cheering her up. Just a few minutes later some guy was saying he was going to commit suicide. You know how many comments he got?”



Mark sniffed. “What, how many?”



“He didn’t get any. He got three likes!”



Mark laughed, he slapped his knee and began. “Mate, you’re great and all, but I gotta get ready for work.”



“Alright, don’t be late.”







Mark came back, fully dressed. “You know, you got me thinking.”



“Huh?”



“Don’t you think it a bit odd that we hate these bloody marketers advertising and merchandising suicide, while we ourselves roll on the floor laughing when we hear a joke about it?”



“Well,” Joe scratched his chin. “The difference here is that it’s funny. Just a joke, you know? We ain’t bein' serious.”



“Yeah, but still, what about them? What if that’s just a joke product?”



“A joke product? Mate, Mark, you serious?”



“Come on, joke products come out all the time. You keep buying blatantly bootleg trading cards just to joke with your friends.”



“Yeah, but trading cards can’t kill.”



“They’re intended to be used as a joke for your friends, I know, you bring them to parties all the time. But it could be the same with their product on the tele.”



“What, you mean that they would have intended that people were going to joke about suicide?”



“Yeah, exactly that.”



“So, how exactly do you know if they’re marketing it as a joke product?”



“Well, we don’t, and we can’t. I guess we can only see the response it has to the people. It’s the people who eat this stuff up, remember? They’re the ones interested in a product like this. Anyways, I’ll be off now. Gotta get to work."



“Hey, Mark.”



“Yeah?”



“You still think it’s fucked up though, yeah?”



“Well, given the current circumstance our country is in, yeah.”
      

      
   
      Atlantis 2050


      

      
      
         When tension between the major powers had escalated past the point of no return, and global nuclear holocaust seemed inevitable, a secret group of Earth’s brightest scientists, backed and funded by several neutral countries, which had begged to remain unnamed, settled in one of Africa’s remotest places. There, under the dense green canopy, they dug a large subterranean complex, away from the eyes of spying satellites, where they worked day and night at their ultimate project.



When it was completed, time was running short, so they set out at once for one last earthy stroll. Each of them endeavoured to pick up as many species of plants or animals they could garner, knowing well that they had neither the time nor the space to save all forms of life, and that most of them would likely perish or be radically altered by the radioactive fallout.



When they were done, and everything had been secured inside the polished hull of the majestic spacecraft they had built, they randomly chose who would be part of the journey and who would stay. Then, they celebrated their last luncheon and parted. Some marched towards an unknown future, the others towards inevitable doom.



The same night, for the first, and last, time, the titanic roof of the complex slid open. In an outpouring of flame, the ship rose, until it was no more than a tiny star lost in the Milky Way radiance, then vanished altogether.



A couple of months later, the ship landed on to the desolate vastness of Mars.



There, plagued by the clumsiness of their suits, but aided by the low gravity, they began building a new home, a futuristic dome of glass and metal that would shelter a breathable atmosphere and harvest the puny fire of the now remote sun.



They moved in, and began their new life, sowing the seeds they had brought with them, feeding the animals with leftovers of their earthy cargo, and exploring their surroundings with vehicles in search of water, the only vital element they would eventually run out of.



That’s when they made the discovery. 



At first, it was no more than a big boulder of sandstone dug out by a robot searching for underground water tables. But when the images relayed by the machine showed the stone was engraved, it was a game-changer. They sent out more robots, dug on a greater scale, until they had unearthed the remains of a vast building. It was ruined and weathered by uncountable aeons, but its foundations had withstood the passing of time.



Most fascinating was the rubble they came across in the middle of the crumbled edifice: shattered blocks which, when 3D digitised and manipulated on a computer, all fitted back into an almost perfect statue.



And that statue was human.



They set up an expedition to look for smaller pieces and other relics. The scenery was breathtaking. To the explorers, it felt like entering a vast tomb, where secrets immemorial had been sealed forever. And in that tomb a fallen colossus lay, his feet and legs still on its plinth. And when the most curious scientist touched this hoary figure, the stones spoke in everyone’s mind. 



“Hearken,” they said, “for we are the memory of the past. Hearken to the tragic story of the planet we named Sydaeris. Whence we came, the memory is lost. Legend has it that our ancestors fled a world at war in a cosmic barge that stranded after centuries of errand on this remote planet. From there we toiled and clambered back to glory. We learnt how to harness science and technology again, and they gave us tools of unlimited power. 



“But as you know, with power comes hubris. With time we forgot the lessons of our ancestors, and relapsed into the same errors. We divided ourselves into nations which turned their backs one to another, and became estranged. Distrust overcame friendship, hatred overcame distrust, until an all-out war erupted. Thus we, the last scientists, set out again to build a new spaceship to carry a few of us to that sister planet teeming with life which revolves closer to the sun, in the hope they may start a better and wiser civilisation. Finally, we let that artefact here as a portent to those who will come after us.”



At that very moment, they heard over the radio link that all transmissions from Earth had shut down.



Once again, they knew they were alone in the universe.
      

      
   
      White Savior Narrative


      

      
      
         He parked his car with his need for answers rising from the pit of his stomach like vomit.



His car was a hardtop ’65 Chrysler coupe, black, with whitewall tires. He needed to know if the benefit of many could be leveraged on his own anonymous redemption. If betraying the principles of the saved could make up for saving them in the first place.



The car parked behind him was a white Ford Mustang coupe. He frowned at it once.



Shutting off the motor, he wiped his broad, square face with a towel. His sweat running in trickles through his eyebrows and the electric puff of his white beard. The burnt brown of his otherwise-milk skin contrasting with his suit, making him look like a farmer in town on a business trip.



His ID stated his name as Guy de la Roy. Given his reasons for being here, he supposed that someone in the Travel Agency had a sense of humor to appreciate his mission without compromising him. Even now, far away from the blood-drinking of his youth, he felt, in this circumstance, that he carried a better identification under his left arm: A faded and scarred tattoo. From when Roy came, such a thing could be removed in seconds. He kept it. His tattoo showed an odal rune with the word RAHOWA encircling it. Its position matched the style of the blood group tattoos employed by the ancient Waffen-SS organization.



He picked up a canvas case from the passenger side before exiting and slamming the door shut behind him. As he pocketed his keys, his blunt fingers touched the surface of the cold metal tube that also lay in his pocket. He shivered and pressed an actuator, feeling a hiss as the tip of the splinter extended. He remembered his lessons from the instructors at the Travel Agency barracks in the former Maryland. The splinter would be gray-white, ceramic in appearance, the exposed tip more blunt than the sharp end still concealed.



He walked upstairs to reap.



Ms. Brewer, the landlady of the rooming house in which he now stood, said that, yes, Mr. John Willard was indeed in room 5B. Roy, claiming himself to be a friend, left his ID with her, and said he would be back to pick it up later.



He walked to room 5B, knocked twice, then stood back. His fingers fully drawing out the splinter and holding it in the open, below the range of the door’s peephole.



The door opened, and there he stood. Black hair and eyes, thin nose, a slash for a mouth. All Roy’s questions stilled before the coming terminal action.



Roy asked, “Mr. James Ray, correct?”



A flash of surprise, yanked away by suspicion.



Roy gave him no chance to ask. The splinter arcing through the air in a lazy whirl at the flick of his wrist. It passed into Ray and closed its entry wound behind itself before so much as a droplet of blood could spurt out. Roy dropping his case, stepping forward, hard hands bearing down on Ray’s mouth and throat, shoving him backwards, shifting to grip his upper arms and gently lay him on the room’s bed. Ray soundless, dying in a storm of nanotechnology and targeted cellular collapse.



Roy saw Ray’s light go out. He closed Ray’s eyes and covered him up. Then, after retrieving his case, he walked over to a green bundle sitting on the room’s table. Pulling out the rifle inside, Roy disassembled it and placed the gun and its box of ammunition inside his own case.



Leaving the room, Roy walked back to the landlady and explained that his friend Mr. Willard had, in light of feeling unwell, decided to take a nap. Roy told her that he would be back in a day. She simply handed him back his ID and wished him a pleasant afternoon.



Back in his car, Roy took a breath like he had not breathed in forever. No sweat on his face.



Divergence established. The answers would come now. If he lived long enough.







6:02 p.m. of April 4, 1968. Heavenly shades of night falling.



The black Chrysler purring down Mulberry Street. Looking through the passenger window, for the only time in Roy’s life, seeing him, in person, dark suit and brown skin and brown eyes, standing on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. Alive.



Roy looked away before their eyes might possibly meet.



He turned the wheel, left Mulberry Street, began driving south.
      

      
   