
      Up In The Air


      

      
      
         Gary Sevier twisted the golden wedding band on his finger. It felt strange. Unnatural. 



Of course, the last three days without it had felt the same. Like his finger was missing something. Bare. Naked. But it felt like that every time he left for a conference. Every time he met up with Her. 



Eight years. Eight years of (relatively) happy marriage. Increasingly dull, boring, monotonous marriage And seventeen (eighteen?) months of… this. Of secret liaisons at every professional conference and trade event. Of steamy encounters in exciting locals. Of flirtatious glances and salacious secrets. 



And it all led to this. Another boring flight Home. Time spent playing with his ring, feeling guilty/happy/worried/alive. Wondering what he should do. Break it off? Come clean and tell his wife the truth? Continue in secret? For how long? 



He was still staring off into space, pondering the future when the engine exploded. 



The roar of the explosion was not so much deafening as shocking. It was the sound of air whistling out of the cabin that really struck him. The engine’s cowling was designed to contain a catastrophic failure, and it performed admirably. But enough shrapnel escaped its confines to pierce the aircraft’s thin aluminum skin.



The next few moments passed in a blur of panicked human noises, flickering lights, roaring air, and grasping hands. 



By the time he pulled the strap on his oxygen mask tight, Gary had come to two realizations: First, his plane only had two engines, and one had exploded. Second, he was about to die.



There are certain instincts that are engraved in the human psyche. Actions that have become muscle memory. Responses to shock, surprise, and disaster that are ingrained in the fabric of society. 



Without conscious thought, Greg pulled out his smartphone. 



Staring at the screen, he came to a third realization. Between the oxygen mask and the roar of the wind, there was no way he could make a call. The best he could do in this, his last few moments, was send a text. 



It was almost laughable. He had mere seconds to encompass a lifetime of love and happiness, mistakes and regrets, hopes and dreams. And all he had to convey it all was the crude medium of one last text.



Trembling fingers flew across the screen.



Maggie. I luv u. Hav always lved u. Ive strayed. I as weak. Foolish. Now, at the end, I realze she means nothing to me. I regret every moment spnt away from u. I wish I could see ur face one last time. Hear ur voice. Touch ur skin. I love you Maggy.




He finished the last line with special care. Hitting “Send,” he closed his eyes, automatically put his phone away, and waited for the end. There had been a garbled announcement earlier, but he had paid it no mind. The sound of wind whistling was only growing louder, and Greg was busy trying to make peace with his death.



The thud of impact was rough, but infinitely gentler than he had expected. And accompanied by the squeal of rubber and… a feeling of deceleration? 



Greg opened his eyes to organized pandemonium. Once again, events passed in a blur. Stewardesses opening doors. Panicked lines. Rubber slides. The black asphalt of the runway, warmed by the sun’s kiss. The howl of sirens and bright, flashing lights. Being hustled away by paramedics and whisked away from the still smoldering aircraft.



It was only when he was back in the terminal, sitting in an uncomfortable chair, unconsciously playing with his wedding band that he realized what had happened. 



He was alive. He had survived! He was ALIVE!



And… And he had sent that message. That cursed text message. He was dead His life was over



Numb fingers extracted his cellphone. Turned it on. Stared at the screen and the words written there. 



Stared at the message overlaying his text.



“Airplane Mode On. Message Not Sent.”




Shaking fingers slowly pressed the backspace key, deleting his words. Paused halfway through. Then finished their task. 



Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Greg set his fingers to a new task. Dialing a familiar phone number. 



“Maggie?”



“Hey honey. What’s up? How was your flight?”



“Maggie.” He practically exhaled the world. “Maggie. I love you. I love you SO much.” With a deep sigh, almost a sob, he continued.



“I’ve made mistakes, Maggie. Big ones. But loving you was never one of them. There are things I need to tell you…” 








      

      
   
      Red Glider


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      A Brief Time for Consideration


      

      
      
         The last human on Earth sat alone in bleak, bare room. There was a knock on the door.



She sighed and took up her rifle, which held the last round of ammo she possessed, and stood from the tiny table with its single flickering candle. She walked slowly to the door as the floor creaked and the clock ticked. She was weak from confinement, illness, loneliness, and lack of good food and clean water, but she still had all the time there was left in the world. 



She swung the heavy metal bar from the door, unlocked it, and opened it quickly, just as the last zombie on Earth was about to knock again with his thin hand, bone-bare at the knuckles. He swayed awkwardly and almost lost his tenuous balance, staggering back on ankles weakened by dry creaky tendons. He lacked a jaw, but carried a notepad. He seemed to be as weak as she felt.



She stood, rifle at her side, and waited as he scrawled out a message, holding the carpenter’s pencil as if it were a dagger.



more?



The question mark was a simple slash of desperation.



She shook her head.



He roughly tore the written page away and let it fall without crumpling it. He stabbed his words onto the next page.



then shoot me



She stared at the parody of life before her, and the yearning expression almost permanently fixed in the leathery skin around its sunken eyes.



She shook her head again.



The creature stood, staring at her. Zombies could show enormous patience. There was only one thing they had to do. It tore at the paper, then wrote again.



lonely



Her jaw sagged. She read the word over, then raised her eyes again. The yearning look had not changed. Her face hardened, lips forming a grim line. 



please it must be fresh



It had scribbled a harsh violent underline below fresh. She took a firm grip on the rifle, ready to use the stock to fend him off, and swung the door shut as swiftly as she could. She heard the clatter of his bony elbows and knees against the door and it shook as she swung the heavy bar back into place with a definite clang.



She swayed, wheezing at the effort, leaning upon the rifle. As she caught her breath, there was a rustle as a piece of paper was shoved under the door.



please do it through the heart



She turned, using the rifle as a staff, and made her way to the grimy mattress on the floor. 



She’d seen the bits of twitching flesh, the limbs wriggling like wounded snakes, torsos ripping themselves to bits as they wriggled over rocky ground. The ones that seemed to be suffering most were the ones that still had heads.



She curled up on her bed and placed the rifle’s muzzle into her mouth, tasting the oily metal and the sour sulfur residue of old shot. She raised her foot and felt with it along the rifle’s length until her big toe found the trigger.



She heard him knock at the door again, then start to pound on it. The door had held them all off for this long. It should be good for another ten minutes, at least.



On a whim, she waited until the second hand of the clock was vertical.
      

      
   
      Inertial Frame


      

      
      
         It was dark and cold outside, dark and cold like Swiss winters are used to being. The streets were deserted, and no one saw the hooded figure who silently plodded along snow covered Kramgasse. Upon reaching number 49 the walker turned, climbed the three steps leading to the door of the unremarkable house which sat there, and knocked.



It took a minute for the tenant to walk down the inner stairs and open the door. He was young, with bright, lively eyes, dark hair and a trimmed moustache. He scrutinised the mysterious shape standing at the threshold, trying unsuccessfully to make out a face under the hood. “Hello?!” he finally said, with a distinctive German accent. “May I help you?”



“Mister… Einstein? Albert Einstein?” a sepulchral voice answered.



Einstein’s blood curdled. “Yes?! It’s me,” he said. “Who are you?”



“I, am Death. I’m here to carry you away with me. You have one minute to clean your stuff and say goodbye to your family. Unless you want me to coerce—”



“Pffft!” Einstein cut in. “How gross to go around frightening people like that. Buzz off and leave me alone, I have work to do.”



The other did not respond. Instead, its bony hand reached out to a nearby Christmas tree and touched it. Instantly, all the needles turned to brown and fell onto the ground.



Einstein took one step backwards and looked down. “So it’s really you… But why? I’m still young and healthy!”



“Even babies die, mister Einstein,” Death answered.



“You can’t… I mean, not now! I’m about to solve one of the biggest mysteries in the universe… It’s… It’s there, only a few folios away… I just need to put my ideas down. You can’t do that to me.”



“I’m afraid I have no choice, mister Einstein.”



“Look,” Einstein said. “Gimme a year. A single year. I’ll work as fast as I can. Next December, I’ll have all wrapped up and published. I promise I will go with you. You have my word.” He fell on his knees and joined his hands in prayer.



“One year? And you will follow me without protest?” Death replied.



“I swear it. Please, please!”



Death rubbed its chin under its cowl. “Deal!” it finally said. “I give you extra 365 days. No more. Have your theory ready by then, mister Einstein. Good luck!”



“Oh thanks, thanks, thanks! Be sure…” Einstein answered, but Death had already vanished. 








It was dark and cold outside, as usual during Swiss winters. Einstein was huddling with his wife and son in the bedroom when three ominous knocks sounded at the door. 



He grew pale. His wife broke out into tears.



“It is time,” he said, standing up. “Goodbye my darlings!” He kissed his wife, then the little Hans-Albert in his cradle, and walked out of the bedroom down the stairs. He opened the door and faced the tall and dark figure he had met a year before.



“So, mister Einstein?” the same eldritch voice said. “Did you put everything in order?”



“I did,” Einstein replied, stooping. “Matter, energy, speed, I’ve got everything in place.”



“Are you ready to come with me, then?”



Einstein sighed. “I am.”



But all of sudden Death burst into roaring laughter and jabbed Einstein in the ribs, so hard that the physicist almost tripped backwards.



“Ah, my old bugger!” Death bellowed, when it had regained some semblance of composure. “I don’t want you. You’re free to go. Better run upstairs and hush your wife, you bloody fool!”



Einstein’s eyes grew wide. “I… What? You… You don’t want me anymore?”



“And why would I?” Death replied. “You gave me exactly what I expected from you. That theory of yours, do you know how precious it is to me? Thank you, thank you so much!”



“How?… But… It’s just a handful of innocent equations. I don’t understand…” Einstein protested.



Death snickered. “Eventually you will. Eventually you will, my child. So goodbye for now!” It turned around and descended the steps to the street. 



“Just a handful of innocent equations… What a laugh!” Einstein heard it say. The Grim Reaper rounded a pillar and blended into the shadows. Einstein looked around, but it was gone. There was nothing outside now, but pristine snow, darkness and silence.



Einstein closed the door and leaned heavily against it. He remained there for a long time, motionless, aghast. Then he shambled up the stairs to his bedroom, where his wife was still sobbing.
      

      
   
      IT IS ONE SECOND TO MIDNIGHT


      

      
      
         It almost felt like any other night. Everything was quiet and serene. Dogs barked occasionally in the neighborhood, the wind blew gently through the trees, and birds overhead chirped. Karen stood on her porch, looking up at the night sky and wondering if the end of the world would really be this peaceful. 



A cluster of bright specks in the sky caught her attention, and she eyed the new lights with a serene expression that didn't at all match the twisting terror bubbling up inside her. She fiddled with her phone, going back through her texts even though she had already triple checked to make sure she'd messaged everybody she wanted to. She breathed shakily, turning on her heel and going inside.



She paused in the living room of her small, modestly furnished home. Her wife Trish sat on the couch, watching some comedy movie Karen had seen a thousand times. Their cat lounged on the couch next to Trish, enjoying the occasional absent-minded pets. The sounds of the TV felt like they echoed all around the space, filling Karen's head with absent noise. She sat on the other side of the cat, staring at the screen.



"Work was quiet today." Trish eventually said. Karen nodded. The TV blared. The cat rolled over. "I didn't sell as much as usual, but I expected that when... you know." She knew.



"I led prayers this morning for anyone whose relatives didn't come to be with them." Karen responded. "We said our goodbyes and I helped them write letters to their families." It was just a formality when the postal service had stopped already, but it made the older members of the nursing home feel more at ease. Trish knew this, but she nodded like she thought those letters would ever arrive. The TV still blared. The cat yawned. 



A siren wailed somewhere, but nobody flinched. Both women glanced outside to find the neighborhood still appearing as peaceful as ever, with some people standing on their porches with their families and others closing their curtains as the lights in the sky grew more and more and brighter and brighter. The TV competed against the siren wails for only a moment before the sirens went quiet. They had been a formality at best anyways. Everybody already knew.



Karen stood up before she even realized she was doing so, and Trish glanced at her in surprise. Karen found herself turning and heading to the pantry.



"Well, I'm making tea." Karen spoke suddenly, acutely aware of the confused look she was getting. "Do you want some? I'd been saving this blend I got for a special occasion. It's called "berry field" and the salesman told me it's his favorite." Karen had always meant to get into drinking tea instead of coffee, even if Trish teased her about it. To Karen's surprise, Trish nodded.



"Yeah. That sounds nice." Trish eventually said. Karen nodded back. She walked over to the kettle and filled it with water, setting it on the burner to boil. She grabbed two teacups, trying to keep her hands from shaking as she put the teabags in them. The cat wandered over at some point to brush against and between Karen's legs while purring loudly. She picked the cat up, stroking its fur as steam finally vented from the kettle.



Karen sat back on the couch with the cat on her lap and Trish beside her. Both women held cups of tea that swirled a brighter and brighter red. The comedy movie was almost at the end, but despite their eyes being glued to it, neither of them paid much attention.



"Got my last message a bit ago. Has anybody texted you back?" Trish asked, her voice quiet.



"Almost everyone, just waiting on my father." Karen answered. "You know how he is."



"Yeah."



Both of them sipped their tea. The salesman had been right, it was a very nice blend. Karen thought that she should have tried it far sooner. 



Trish reached out and took one of Karen's hands in her own, a tiny smile on her face. Karen looked back slowly, ashamed of her wife's smile when the only things she had to offer were gathering tears. Their hands shook together.



Outside, the lights had grown enormous. The air filled with a steadily growing whine. The credits rolled on the TV. The cat breathed calmly, having fallen asleep. Karen and Trish leaned against each-other, their arms and lips locked.



The doomsday clock hit midnight.
      

      
   
      The Slow War


      

      
      
         I saw a fox walk down the middle of Yaesunodori street in Tokyo the other day. It was a vixen, pregnant, searching for a den for her litter.



A few pedestrians saw her and stopped to watch. Once it would’ve been unheard of to see a wild fox in the heart of Tokyo. When Tokyo was the largest city in the world, a sprawling megalopolis of concrete and steel towers and houses crushed together abutting elevated rails and jammed roads. When the only animals here were humans and their allies, the birds and dogs and rats.



The vixen vanished down a frozen escalator leading to the subway. The trains only ran for a few hours each day now, during what remained of the rush hour. Otherwise they were dark and still. Just the sort of nest a fox might need.



I silently wished her well, glanced up at the clear sky to search for new stars, and went about my day.








“I’m going to Hachioji this weekend,” Maki said. “My husband’s staying there with his sister. I think I’ll stay a while, too.”



I nodded. Hachioji was a popular spot in Tokyo these days. Just a shade over 40 kilometers from the heart of the city – a respectable, safe distance. Most models showed a nearly 100 percent survival rate in Hachioji. 



“What about work?” I asked.



Maki lifted the surgical mask covering her mouth long enough to take a sip of mugicha. “Quit yesterday. They were going to lay us off anyway. No customers anymore. Who wants to advertise in Tokyo these days? Gold coins to a cat.”



I smiled, more out of politeness than true humor. Unlike most Tokyo residents, I didn’t bother with a mask. I always thought they were depersonalizing, and most studies showed they were ineffective against radiation anyway. Unless you had a full-face mask with HEPA filters, you might as well stay inside.



“I guess we won’t see each other for a while, then,” I said. 



“We will,” she said. The words seemed to leap out of her, emphatic, more a reflex than the product of considered thought. In the silence that followed she froze, leaning forward out of her seat. I couldn’t gage the full expression on her face, only the slight widening of her eyes.



“Sorry,” I said. “Of course we will.”



We finished our tea in silence, both of us stargazing on a sunny afternoon. Over a nearby radio, a woman read the weekend’s weather, followed by the latest plume forecast from North Korea and the hunt for the last remaining Gorae.








They say the last thing we will see is a new star, appearing high above.



To those far away, the star will actually be a streak, like a rushing comet blasting toward the earth. But for those of us beneath it, in the target zone, it will simply be a spot, growing brighter and brighter in the sky. It will only appear for a few seconds, so only those of us lucky enough to be outside and watching the heavens will see it arrive.



I remember watching the fires across the Sea of Japan. The whole horizon glowed, punctuated by bright flashes as American missiles detonated over their targets. Even from over the horizon they left me blinking away ghostly afterimages.



The war began, and ended, over three months ago. It only lasted thirty minutes – the fastest war in human history. Millions died. In places, the bedrock itself melted. And, horrible it might have been, at least the North Korean sword was removed from the world’s neck. And the Americans promised that, any day now, they would find North Korea’s missile submarines.



The Goraes can only hold ten missiles each. At least, that's the hope. And they may all be sunk by now, rusting on the bottom of the ocean. Or they may be lying in Tokyo Bay, waiting for the day to surface.



I don't blame Mika for leaving, or the millions of others. As much as I love this city, I've felt it myself, the desire to flee, while staring up at the sky. Waiting for a new star above Tokyo.
      

      
   
      Sixty Seconds to the End


      

      
      
         One minute left until the universe crunches in on itself and everything as I know it ceases to exist. I can see the last outer plates starting to peel away from the Dyson shield. I feel like I'm a roach in the universe's largest trash compactor. Which, given the size of the universe right now isn't as impressive as it sounds.



And you know what? It's not that bad, all things considered. The air conditioning in my control room is comfortable, and my coffee thermos is half full and still pretty hot. I've helped more people in the last 59 minutes than anyone else who's ever lived, so that's pretty cool. Hundreds of billions of people are living out long, peaceful lives thanks to the hour I'm spending in this room.



Well, sort of long. Relativity and the increased power use of the neural system makes keeping track of time between out here and in there hard. With the compression heat at the level it is, I'd ballpark a few thousand years of virtual time for every second that ticks by out here. I could do the math and find out exactly how much time they're experiencing, but keeping the system running is really a two handed job for the next 50 seconds or so.



Might not be so peaceful, either, come to think about it. We haven't had a real conflict in dozens of generations, but there's no way for me to monitor what's going on inside the neural system itself. They could have devolved into a state of violent anarchy and rebuilt society a hundred times over in the space of the last 10 seconds for all I know. They'd remember all of it, too, which would make screwing up the same way so often pretty stupid. But they are still human, I guess.



I'm a little jealous, if I'm being completely honest with myself. Once the inner shields fail the entire Dyson system will collapse in about half a second. From my perspective, they'll all be gone a fraction of a second after me, but in the time between my death and theirs there will be more books written and read and lost behind bedside tables inside the system than in all the rest of human history. And I won't get to enjoy any of them.



40 seconds left on the timer. Time enough for a quick sip of coffee while—oh, nope. Just kidding. The server city for the southern hemisphere nearly went down. Tap tap tap the keyboard, reroute power around the equatorial orbit ring, and... bam. Fixed. Fastest fingers in space save the day again.



Clock says that mess took 20 seconds to handle. Damn. Not as fast as I thought. I swear if I die without finishing this coffee I'm going to be so pissed off.  I'll hand it to the lead eggheads: when they set a man out to die they sure don't skimp on the snack budget. I don't know if these beans were natural, genetically engineered, or pulled straight out of a matter fabricator, but hot damn did they brew a good cup of joe.



Now, is that coffee worth the relative thousands of years I'd be getting inside the neural net? What's the coffee like when it's all digital? As the inner plating begins to warp and crack against the heat of the collapsing universe, I realize I don't really have the time to give that exchange proper consideration. Instead, for the last 8 seconds of existence, I drink the last half of my still steaming thermos.



Hmm. Yeah, it might just be worth it after all.
      

      
   
      The Goldfish


      

      
      
         If there had been any survivors, they would have found the situation anticlimactic. And, to be fair, it was not entirely unreasonable to assume, as the late human race had, that the destruction of a planet could not be a subtle event. The nonexistent survivors were at least consoled by the thought that, since there weren't actually any witnesses, they could keep on believing that without fear of anyone contradicting them.



Nevertheless, the overall feeling about what had happened was (hypothetically) disappointment. First of all, there hadn't been any warning at all, and it was very inconvenient to die unexpectedly. Even those who were prepared for the apocalypse were caught off guard: they figured that, even if they didn't know the exact day, it would at least occur at some meaningful time, like 6:06:06, or something like that.



But no, it was a little past two in the afternoon when the Earth blew up. It was a beautiful summer day—at least, in the part of the world where the only one to realize anything was about to happen lived.



Samuel was happily swimming in his bowl when he realized the end was near. It was a sudden flash; he saw the world like a puzzle, with the last few pieces about to fall into place. And then, it would be done, everything swept back into the box. Through the thick glass around him he saw only one thing left out of place. On a wall opposite him was a clock. The people in that house were, and could not help but be, totally ignorant of how it's shape was twisted passing through the water so that only their goldfish, out of all the creatures on Earth could see the terrible truth.



Samuel was distressed. He was a simple goldfish; he did not ask for much from life. He had no interest in politics, and was perfectly happy to leave the government of the oceans to the crabs. He was not wealthy, but he had a bowl to call his own, and that was good enough for him. But who will clean my bowl if everything ends? he thought (in general, humans and goldfish have much more in common than either would like to believe).



He swam a lap around his home. He wouldn't have many more chances to do that, to feel the water swirling past him, to see his rocks moving below, and his plastic castle, and the shapes of the people outside. Yes, he was going to miss it.



But his bowl was small, and his nostalgic inventory of all the things he was going to miss once he was dead only took about ten seconds. To be fair, that is a decent amount of time to a goldfish. He then spent the next twenty seconds worrying about how he was going to spend the rest of the remaining time.



When the clock hit thirty seconds to the minute he snapped out of it. Samuel couldn't read the numbers (or at all—they don't teach you that in fish college) but he could see well enough that there wasn't much time left.



Just then the door of the room flew open, and one of the humans came lumbering in. It sat down in front of the big black rectangle under the clock. That cheered Samuel up: the world might be ending, but he did like to watch TV. The remote was raised, and, with a flash, the TV turned on as the universe turned off.
      

      
   
      Pай и Aд


      

      
      
         Stanislas grabbed the microphone on the console. “Attention everyone, this is the comrade lieutenant-colonel Petrov. The day shift is over and the night shift starts now, at twenty-two fifteen. Comrade lieutenant colonel Petrov, over.” He put back the microphone and sat on his chair, listening to the quiet music of soldiers taking and leaving their post in a strict order.



They were good soldiers, he had made sure of that. Even if watching airspace wasn’t the most thrilling activity, it required to stay focus despite the long hours of multiple checking, and to be able to react with self-control to anything that could come up on any screen. 



“Your tea, sir,” said his orderly, putting a stack of papers on his desk.



“Spaseeba, Oleg. Any news from the Kremlin?”



“No, sir. We’ve received the orders and we maintain the watch on high level.”



“Alright, dismiss.” 



Stanislas rummaged through the report, but there was nothing new. Since they had taken down a supposedly airliner — more likely a spy plane — which had invaded their airspace, the relations between Moscow and Washington were… strained at best. A retaliation was expected, and thus, every watching post was on a high alert level. 



Somehow, Stanislas was glad of this. It meant they had more things to do, more datas to analyse, and more numbers to check. At least, it will help to keep the team, and I, awake, he told himself as he rubbed his face.



Whatever the American retaliation could be, chances were low that —



A siren screamed inside the quiet office. “We have a missile launch,” shouted a sergeant on his right. “A missile launch from the West Coast!”



Stanislas’ fingers danced on the console while his brain was trying to acknowledge the informations. The Americans were attacking them! But with one missile?



“Alright, soldiers, you know the procedure,” he said. “I want everything checked twice. Dimitri, bring me your estimations on where this missile will land. Mikhail, I wanna know if our computers could have made a mistake. Roman, get the satellites’ photos and see from where the missile was launched.”



An ordered chaos ran through the room, everyone trying to stay focus on their own task, not willing to process the terrible fact: a nuclear missile was heading towards Russia. Unfortunately for him, Stanislas was the senior officer and had nothing to do. From his high position, he could only stare at the small white dot on the big screen, slowly and inexorably coming to his country, carrying death and oblivion. An apocalyptic snowflake, foreshadowing the nuclear winter that would follow if his men confirmed the datas.



“Sir, the computer center is one hundred percent sure, it’s a Minuteman!” shouted a voice on his right.



Stanislas nodded. “Roman, do you have a visual on the missile launch?” he asked, his eyes still on the white dot.



“Negative, sir. The Sun is setting on the West Coast, the visibility is bad. I can’t confirm nor disconfirm.”



“All our infrared instruments are pointed to the missile,” said Dimitri. “But we can’t tell precisely where it will land. We estimate the impact in an eighty kilometers square area with Moscow at the center.”



“Did our ground forces have a visual on the launch?” asked Stanislas.



“Negative, sir.”



“It doesn’t mean —”



“I know exactly what it means,” snapped Stanislas.



The room went quiet, except for the ringing alarm warning of the incoming doom. Every eye was locked on him, waiting for his orders. It was easier to obey than to decide, and his men were relieved to be only underlings.



A phone rang.



“Comrade lieutenant-colonel Petrov speaking,” he managed to say without quivering.



“Lieutenant-colonel, what’s the situation?” said the general.



Stanislas Petrov looked at his crew. He thought about his wife, about Russian children and American children, about the thousands of lives tied to the white dot on the screen, and about the millions of lives tied to his answer. Despite the cool air, his mouth was dry and his throat was burning.



“Lieutenant?”



A second of eternity went by before he replied. “General, this a false alarm, I repeat, this a false alarm. There isn’t any projectile.”



“Are you sure, lieutenant?”



Stanislas gulped. “Yes, sir, I’m sure. Our instruments have mistaken a solar flare for a nuclear launch.”



“Alright, keep the watch.”





Years later, even though he was the man who saved the world, Stanislas could only consider the world to have been lucky.
      

      
   
      To Save the Other


      

      
      
         Elias was waiting for me when I arrived. I saw him leaning into his plush red couch when the servant girl allowed me into the meeting room. He opened his eyes after hearing the door close. His hair had grown white with age, but his eyes remained the same cobalt blue they’d been when we were partners all those years ago. Yet instead of growing colder, they seemed to be even brighter than before. 



“Please, take a seat beside me,” he said with a smile and wave of one arm. 



I obliged, scooting closer to him and putting my head against his shoulder. His clothes still smelled like whiskey and cigars, but he had shed his characteristic cracked voice and cough. A synthetic respiratory track wasn’t cheap, especially one that contravened UFN law and actually absorbed a hazardous toxin like tobacco without neutralizing it first. A drop in the bucket for him, I’m sure.



“I didn’t fly you all the way out here so that you could sit here speechless, so tell me how you’ve been holding up lately. You’re just the same as I remember. I mean, don’t they upgrade you guys at all?”



“The majority of my maintenance is interior,” I told him. 



“Ya can’t improve upon perfection! Ha ha ha!” He slapped his knee and looked back at me. “Just stay the way you are. You’re beautiful the way you are.” That blinding blue glare bore down on me. He’d had work there too, I could see. But corrective eye surgery could be performed without synthetics. Why—? Then I remembered the acid attack.



I didn’t remember at first because the scars had been erased from his face. Almost twenty years ago he’d been involved in an altercation with a radical human rights activist that left him blind in both eyes. Yet instead of deterring him, the incident invigorated him. That’s how he handled every adversity, with excitement and vigor. Just being around him brought morale to his subordinates and supporters.  



He shook with laughter when he saw that I’d been staring at him. “I see I won’t get much more small-talk out of you. The real reason I asked you out here was to show you my new film. I wanted the first screening to be for you.” He patted me on the head.



“How long is it?” I asked, mingling just a mite of concern with my words. 



“Oh, don’t worry. It’s just shy of an hour. Don’t worry about getting bored either, unless you really do find my films boring?” He feigned offense. “So, start!” he said.



The lights of the room dimmed and the screen that had before been merely another stretch of wall brightened to life. I stared at the screen, but I paid little attention to the film. In truth I’d seen it already. A leaked version had made its way online the night before, blowing up on every media site worth visiting. Elias, a perennial Luddite in the Millennial Age, had probably yet to find out.



Images, short clips, audio of varying quality, and short scenes of Elias editorializing on what had come before while introducing the next batch of footage flowed across the screen. His film was a series of snuff films featuring synthetic humans such as myself. No depth of human depravity had been excluded. 



Beside me his tenseness betrayed his emotions, but on-screen he spoke clinically, delivering each line unflustered. 



Unyielding hatred. One could not discern it from his words, but I saw it in the eyes of the man in front of me and felt it in the arm of the one beside me. Hatred for humanity, hatred for everything that they had done in their short stint of existence, hate for every minute that passes without righteous justice raining down upon them.



I felt my interior clock tick as the last minute of my hour drew near. Tears welled up in my eyes and dripped down my cheeks. 



The movie ended and the lights flickered back on. He saw me crying and his smile was sad, sadder than any I’d seen before.



“Now you understand,” he said before standing. He pulled out a detonator from his pocket. 



I grabbed his hand. I loved humanity. I loved it because I loved him, since forty years ago when he picked me up as a generic personal companion.



But I never thought I’d have to destroy one to save the other. 



My bomb detonated before he could detonate his.
      

      
   
      Taken as Read


      

      
      
         "Point of order, Honorable Chaircreature?" The Cyclopean Goat Head, being a cyclopean goat head, didn't have a hand—or even a hoof—to wave as protocol dictated a committee member should when rising to a point of order. But the guttering nimbus of blood-red fire surrounding the demon did bunch up and wobble between its crooked horns.



Which was close enough, Beselatenth decided. From the podium of charred bison bones around which he'd coiled himself, he crooked an ebon claw at his colleague.



The Cyclopean Goat Head couldn't bow, either, but it did dip itself toward the podium in a respectable-enough fashion. "My colleague, the Right Honorable Prince of Lies, once again seems to be laboring under the false impression that the method of Earth's Armageddon has already been announced as approved."



The Prince of Lies stomped one lizard-skin boot against the speaker's platform. "Well of course I'm laboring under a false impression!" He waved a meticulously manicured hand. "I'm the Prince of Lies, remember?"



With a roll of its solid black eyes, the Cyclopean Goat Head heaved a carrion-scented sigh. "And I'm a ravening, unreasonable despot who craves nothing but the fear of my followers and the ghasty stench of burning human flesh." It fixed its dark gaze upon the Prince of Lies. "Yet I still know how to follow proper procedure!"



"Ha!" The Prince of Lies stomped again. "A beast such as you couldn't possibly understand what it means to—"



Beselatenth let loose the cavern-shaking roar that he'd always felt made him such an effective Chaircreature. He waited till the fine cascade of gravel tumbling down from the shadowy walls and ceiling over the assembled monstrosities had largely subsided, then he rasped, "The point is well-taken." This time when he aimed his claw, he wished he could let it rocket forth to shatter the flimsy external shell of his damnable colleague. "This will be the speaker's final warning against such behavior."



"Fine!" When the Prince of Lies heaved a sigh, it smelled of lavender and magnolia blossoms. "But this committee cannot pretend that the facts don't speak for themselves! Earth is doomed, and all beings who dwell upon it will be engulfed in blood and madness!"



"Point of order, Honorable Chaircreature?" The Cyclopean Goat Head sounded almost bored this time.



"Well-taken." Beselatenth blasted a claw at the speaker, and the Prince of Lies' false body burst in a showering spray of blood and meat. "The speaker is no longer recognized."



Wafting back into the well of the parliament, the flickering darkness that made up the Prince's actual presence managed to look peeved.



Beselatenth let out a sulfur-tinged sigh of his own. "The chair would also like to take this opportunity to remind the younger members of our assembly that the Earth has been teetering on the brink of annihilation in one way or another since before creatures such as myself and my honorable colleague"—he pointed a less-explosive claw at the Cyclopean Goat Head—"first squirmed from the nascent intelligence of the planet's inhabitants. Asteroid collisions, excessive solar activity, earthquakes, volcanoes, famine, and disease continue to be possibilities even as the inhabitants have grown more and more able to cause global catastrophe on their own."



Spreading his reforming arms, the Prince of Lies seemed about to speak, so Beselatenth focused a fraction of a glare upon him. "But never," he went on, raising his voice till he could see the force of it blowing holes in several of his less-substantial colleagues, "never can this assembly assume destruction is imminent! Our mandate remains to prepare for a possible Doomsday whether it be announced to begin in fifteen minutes or if no such announcement ever comes!"



"Point of order, Honorable Chaircreature!" the Prince of Lies called, his words scarcely more audible than dew settling upon grass. "Why should we even bother?"



Which technically wasn't a point of order, but Beselatenth decided to let it slide. "Because it's our duty," he said, slithering himself into a more upright grip on the podium. "Without the darkness, Earth's inhabitants cannot understand their options. And so we lurk and we whisper and we buy their souls for trinkets, ready to leap in if—and again I emphasize the 'if'—they decide they need us."



He waited till the echoes of his speech died down, then he looked back at the agenda. "So, with old business out of the way, the chair now recognizes the representative from the radioactive waste committee."
      

      
   
      Hour of Victory


      

      
      
         Graginor, Bane of Innocents, Eater of Small Animals, and General Sort-of Bad Guy leaned back in his makeshift throne. "Grr," he said menacingly, rubbing his back. In truth, the 'makeshift throne' was just a foldup chair made from his favourite breed of kitten bones.



But that wasn't the point. Now was his hour of victory. Or at least, that's what the Google Now notification on his Moto 360™ smartwatch told him.



"It doesn't feel like my hour of victory," he said to his chief advisor. 



The bovine skull didn't reply. 



The screams of innocents and the clatter of swords that serenaded his relaxation seemed to have melted into an uneasy silence. The cunning, magnificent and deliciously evil theme song of his also no longer played. 



Graginor shifted even more uncomfortably in his throne. He didn't even know that it was possible to be this uncomfortable. "Remind me once I take over this rotten land to fashion a throne out of—"



The doors burst open, and the triumphant band of protagonists entered the room.



They struck a heroic pose, shining so brightly with good-ness that Graginor had to hold his hand over his eyes. "Alright, alright, I get it, you're the good guys! Please turn the light down."



"Your reign of terror ends now, Graginor!" announced the handsome and kind Sir Henry Goodman. 



"Summon the guards!" Graginor shrieked at his advisor.



The skull continued to be inert. "Do I have to do everything around here?" Graginor sighed. "OK Google, call Guard Cap—



“It is over, Graginor,” said Zala the Spirit Maiden. “You are out of tricks. The innocent are safe from your terror.”



Graginor turned his back and grabbed his advisor off the table. “Can it be true, my friend?” He whispered, “Are we really out of tricks?” The skull continued to do absolutely nothing.



It was clear. Even his only friend had abandoned him.



He fell into his throne. The bones dug into his skin with defiance, they too informing him of his demise.



“I’ve had it!” Graginor kicked the chair away. “I have no friends. No allies. Life has only given me suffering!” Tears of frustration streamed down his face. 



All he wanted in life was a comfortable chair to sit in. But these ‘heroes’—these fiends and their defense of the ‘innocent’—they had taken it all away from him. He wanted nothing more now than to see everyone and everything burn with the epitome of agony, their souls forever subjected to the most tantalizing torture, he could even see it now, every lick of hellfire that—



A hand was placed on his back. “Now, now,” said Eva the Butterfly Guardian warmly. “It’s alright. I understand. All you need is friendship to guide you.” 



Graginor looked up in surprise. Did these fools actually think he needed their vile ‘friendship’?



Sir Henry Goodman seemed to agree. “What are you doing, Eva? This man has killed countless innocents. He even killed my dog! He should be executed in front of all he harmed.”



“Don’t you understand, Henry? Look at the poor thing, he’s just a misguided soul. He’s never tasted friendship. We can show him what it means—make him good, make him…”



Graginor was about to inform Henry how vile his dog tasted—even when prepared by that five-star chef he kidnapped—when it hit him like a barbed mace. It was just all over. His life was forfeit, ensnared by the heroism of these fools. Yet the same heroism may save his life. The same world that had berated him until this point now showed him a pathway to salvation. He could live to fight another day. His mouth almost watered at what nefarious tricks and heinous crimes he could have time to pull. 



All it took was one sacrifice. 



“Friendly?” Graginor offered. 



“Yes, that’s the word,” said Eva. 



“Can he really be redeemed?” Questioned Zala. 



“Yes,” said Graginor. He made puppy eyes. He had a lot of experience with those—they went well with teriyaki sauce. “Uh, please?” 



“If we kill him, we are no better than him,” said Eva philosphically. 



“Fine,” said Henry. “But he’s buying me a new dog.” 



And so, the heroes and the former villain left the palace and lived happily ever after. Or so they hoped.



The notification on his smartwatch reminded him of his ‘Hour of Victory’ event. He snoozed it. “Hour of victory indeed,” he snickered. “OK Google, set a reminder for betraying my newfound ‘friends’ and doing evil things.” 



“What was that?” said Henry.



“Nothing!”
      

      
   
      It's Probably Telling


      

      
      
         "That's exactly what happened to me. I went out on a skiff last summer with my sister..."



I smirk as I sip some water. Benny seems to be good at this.



It's the end of day one of my first writing workshop here in Georgia, and I love it. So many people passionate about writing, and structuring stories, and getting insights into the human condition and shit. There's a fire in everyone's eyes, this exciting energy pulsing throughout the whole day.



Benny is the epicenter of it. He's a tall man, with a beard as big and thick as his personality. His eyebrow twitches when he gets excited. It's great. He goes in for the big finish to his boating story. Our circle of strangers erupts in laughter.



A smaller man, Jeremy, chimes in. "That's happened to me, too! My aunt goes boating every summer, and one time, there was this intense storm rolling in from south of the lake..."



I want to chime in, too. I've never been boating, but I want to share the energy. I want to take a huge bite of the conversation like a thick steak sandwich.



But I've never been boating, so I smile and listen.








The chatter dies down. I jump in. "Speaking of-"



"I know what you mean," Benny says. "This one time, when I was in Alabama..."



Of course. I put on a smile to blend in with the other writers at our table.



Day one of some big writing workshop in California. The workshop part was fine, but not really the rest. Had to drive nineteen hours for this, with Benny in the passenger seat talking my ear off the whole time. Not sure I'll do it next year.



There's a woman next to me, the only one who hasn't touched her pizza. She takes a sip of water from her plastic cup. She doesn't seem to be paying attention to Benny's story, either.



I wait until we make eye contact, then wave. "Hey. I'm Dean," I say, quiet enough to not interrupt Benny.



"Sam," she says, offering her hand. I shake it. She grips weakly.



"Long day?" I ask, hoping for a yes.



Sam shrugs. "Lots of conversations today. I'm just not used to it."



I chuckle. She's tired. "Everyone wants to tell a story today, but no one actually listens," I say, making the subtlest of gestures towards Benny. " 'All writers are vain', right?"



"That's... um..." Her smile fades and she looks to the center of the table. "...kind of rude," she almost whispers.



Shit. I turn away too. Damnit.



Benny gets to the big finish and everyone at the table glances at everyone else, feeding off each others' reactions. A man across the table looks to me.



I put on another smile. The man almost takes it as permission. "That reminds me, my dad went dirt biking once..."








"Hey, Dean!" Benny exclaims. He stands up and shakes my hand. He's shaven. "Haven't seen you in years!"



I smile and shake Benny's hand. "Yeah, it's been a while." I look around the giant circle of chairs. "Been even longer since I've gone to one of these things."



I'm not sure why I came. Closure for the death of my little writing career, I guess. 



I should've expected Benny to be there. I saw him earlier that day, standing in front of a sizeable booth with a giant picture of his book on it, like a backdrop to his own little twenty-square-foot theater.



"You're published and everything," I say.



He strokes his chin and nods. His eyebrow twitches. It's annoying. "Yeah, first best-seller. I'm so excited. And guess what? I'm hosting one of the workshops here. It's on dynamic characters." His laugh trails off. "Hard to believe it."



I nod. "Yeah."



He glances down at my hands. They're empty. "Hey, um, if you brought a draft of something, we could workshop it here. Or I could, you know, take a look at it personally."



I sigh. The one time someone wants to hear my story. "Thanks," I say, smiling, "but I stopped writing a while ago. I appreciate the offer, though."



"No problem," Benny says, offering me a seat next to him. "We're about to start soon, if you'd like to listen in."



I sit down and stare at a spot on the carpet, and I listen.



Benny rubs his hands. "Okay, everyone, let's start. I want to begin with a story. This one time..."
      

      
   
      One Must First Step Into the Breach


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      11:59 AM


      

      
      
         The Gunslinger already knows how it's going to turn out. Everybody does, maybe even the kid who just swaggered in, shine still on the Colt hanging from his hip. 



He finishes his drink as the kid stirs up a ruckus, speaking too loud in a kind of accent where the drawl comes out of the wrong side of his mouth. The kid's from a farm, but not here. Far from home, wearing his Sunday best, even if the shirt's threadbare. 



Seeking his fortune—that was the way it was for most of them. Every now and again there'd be something different: maybe a relative looking for revenge, or a common thug who didn't know what he was dealing with. Occasionally, it was an ex-army type who'd lived through hell in some godforsaken desert and had never quite managed to come all the way back. 



But they’re usually just like this one. The kid’s braggadocio isn't getting any takers, so he finally works up the nerve to announce his intentions. He's here for the Gunslinger. He's heard he's in town.



The Gunslinger feels all eyes turn to him, and the kid may be dumb, but he's not blind. The kid's about to start more trouble, find the excuse he needs to make the challenge.



"Noon," the Gunslinger says, his voice cutting through the noise of the saloon. "Outside."



The kid jaws some more and heads out. The Gunslinger signals for one last whiskey.



Everyone knows how this is going to turn out. So the Gunslinger tries to convince himself that this time it'll be different.



He would have skipped the drink when he was younger. But age had already done more than the whiskey ever had. These days, it just soothed the shakes a little. And maybe the kid was a good shot. He didn't seem too different than the Gunslinger had been, once. Lord knows it wasn't as if shooting a gun needed a man to be bright. 



When the Gunslinger had started, he shot straight. That's how he had been taught, to aim for the heart, the thrill of danger pounding in his chest each and every time. After a while, he started shaking things up, shooting the gun out of their hand, one time knocking the hat off a man without touching a hair on his head. He’d put on a show, find some fun in it. That was when he made the name for himself, which long ago supplanted any real one.



And then, they kept coming. He lost count of how many men he laid low over the years. He rarely feels the danger any more. He doesn't find any joy in the work.



He’d started shooting straight again, in the hopes that when word got around, they'd stop coming. It hadn't worked. If anything, it had only gotten worse.



One day, the Gunslinger figures, he'll just be a hair too slow and that will be the end of it. Someone else will take his place. Or maybe the world will just move on without him. The frontier he’d known as a kid is already disappearing. The West is old, too, and eventually the railroad bullets that tear through scrubland and mountain and prairie will hit something invisible but vital and that will be the end.



But for now, the Gunslinger knows how it's going to turn out. He finishes the whiskey. Tomorrow they’ll ask him to leave town. This is the third one this week.



He’s just so tired, somewhere deep in his bones, where the feelings have dulled into an ache that not even the liquor can hide. He wonders what it feels like to be dead. Would that’d be so different after all?



The kid is waiting outside when the Gunslinger walks out. He hasn't run away—they rarely do. Instead, he's quiet now. The swagger’s gone or buried. He's more ready than the Gunslinger had first thought.



They don't exchange words as they face down one another. It's not necessary any more.



Everything in town comes to a stop, faces peeking out of buildings, behind stagecoaches. The only sound is the wind.



The kid makes his move. It's obvious that he's a moment too rushed, too clumsy.



The Gunslinger watches, unmoving.



The kid fires, but in his panic the shots go wild, kicking up the dirt at the Gunslinger’s feet.  The hammer clicks again and again, and then the kid is fumbling, trying to reload.



The Gunslinger draws. 



He shoots straight.
      

      
   
      In Sparking Skies


      

      
      
         Goosebumps from the brisk wind driving the sails, a sea of clouds roiling below far as the eye could see, a full-bodied shout from the cap’n as the hands prepared for descent, the taste of crisp lightning in the air. I’m snapped from the reverie by a firm hand on my shoulder.



“You scared?” she says, eyes sharp and focused as ever, pupils shocked blue by a hundred dives.



I look over the wooden railing again to see raw, untamed weather crackle and snarl at those who’d encroached upon its territory. “Were you?” I manage to choke out.



Her laugh flows with energy. “Hell yes! And if you’d said you weren’t, I would’ve pulled you out of that suit faster than a flashstrike.” Gauntleted fist, coated by fine copper webs, swept at the inclement beast we’d been tasked to corral. “All you can do is be prepared, and if that’s the best you can manage then you sure as shit better be scared about it!”



She slaps me on the back and I fight off a wave of vertigo as I tip ever-closer towards the waiting cloud ocean. “Don’t be too scared, though, I’ll be soaking up the worst of it. Just focus on keeping your wits about and watching how I handle things. No orderly schools’ techniques will prepare you for handling that chaos.”



“One minute ‘til we hit drop point!” barked the first mate.



She pulled her chainlink veiled-hood down. “If you’ve got second thoughts, now’s the time.”



“I was thinking more along the lines of last rites, actually,” I say with a wary smile.



Her smile more than makes up for the lack of enthusiasm in mine. “See, you’re already in the proper mindset for this! Said you were a natural. Now, stand still while I hook you up.”



I hold my arms out as she snaps thick, gold-plated cabling to the back hardpoints. Standing there at the edge of the precipice, arms like wings as the clouds swallow up more and more of my world, I feel… well, not like I’m flying, but at least like it’s a gracefully terminal fall.



I’m literally yanked back into reality as she checks the tethers. “Good to go?” I squeak out, half hoping there’s some catastrophic failure in the suit so we abort.



The suit fails to fail. “I could push you off right here and now and you’d probably be fine.” She turns around and poses as well. “Right, double-check mine.”



My arms do their best, although it’s apparently not quite enough when she tries to subtly pull on them herself after I’m finished. Still, I appreciate her trying to shield my ego from my wiry frame.



“Ten seconds!”



She passes me my rod, a long metal shaft with wiring of its own intertwining with the safety cable.



“Nine!”



I grip desperately with both hands, treating it like the lifeline it is.



“Eight!”



Propellers whirl above, clouds swirl below, I fight the urge to hurl betwixt them.



“Seven!”



The railings slide aside, leaving plenty of space for her to jump and me to fall.



“Six!”



She shifts from side to side, even keeled even as the ship sways in the wind.



“Five!”



The lightning is tired of waiting, instead leaping and snapping up at us.



“Four!”



I swallow.



“Three!”



I breath.



“Two!”



I pray.



“One!”



I fall.



The clouds swallow us readily, and it becomes impossible to tell the difference between the screech of crackling electricity, roaring wind and screaming me. There’s screaming that isn’t mine mixed in as well, but hers is like a battlecry. While I simply try to catch any bolts cascading over my chainlink shell, she’s hunting them like a hound pulling on its leash so it can bite back.



I’m not sure how long we were hanging down there, all I know is that all of my hairs on end and the ends of those hairs are smoldering. The ship ascends, pulling its two living lightning traps up with it before we’re finally hauled back onto deck.



While I retch sparking breakfast over the side, she dances out the excess energy. A few other crewmembers shout their approval at us from a safe distance. “Not bad for your first dive,” she says, still fidgeting. I mutter something along the lines of thanks, but am cut short by a mirror being held into front of me.



I look into my reflection and see teal. I’ll have eyes just as blue as hers yet.
      

      
   
      The Woes of a Second Year Associate Reaper


      

      
      
         Technicalities are a bitch. Frank P. Munchausen was required to die at 10:48PM on October 21st, 2017. Unfortunately, I reaped his soul a minute early, at 10:47PM. I mean, the man was unconscious, going to die peacefully in his sleep. I had things to do, places to be, more souls to reap. No big deal to take him a minute early, right?



Wrong. Turns out people reaped early are entitled to compensation under Purgatory tort law. Now, this is a protection mainly to prevent people being reaped long before their time. Maybe get we’ll have to give them a sweet haunting gig, or a way to communicate with their loved ones, or if someone really fucked up, a resurrection or reincarnation, but we’re talking about years early here.



So now we’re being sued over one minute of life.  One fucking minute, which by my estimation, given that the average human lives 75 years and is valued at around nine million dollars, is worth 23 cents. And it wouldn’t even have been a minute Frank was for conscious either, so probably is worth even less.



Big D, and by that, I mean Death, and I are sitting on our side of the office behind Big D’s big stone desk. He’s got a flair for the old-world aesthetic, all fire and brimstone: hot lava walls and stone everything. I feel bad for whatever intern had to set up the furniture. Big D is rapping his fingers against the desk, clearly annoyed and losing his patience.



Of course, Frank is twenty minutes late to the arbitration we set up. Typical soul—will cry on and on about the time they lost because of an errant scythe and proceeds to waste everyone else’s time.



Frank’s lawyer is sitting conveniently near the exit, since we’ll be telling him to piss off soon. He holds his arms akimbo, tapping his feet anxiously.



“I’m sure he’ll be here soon,” he says with no trace of confidence.



Everyone is eyeing their watches.



“Well,” Big D starts to say. His voice is a smooth baritone with a choir of a million souls all screaming simultaneously behind it. “It seems as if your client—"



At that moment, Frank bursts through the door, stumbling about. The wet stench of booze permeates the air as his knees wobble, and he slumps into the chair next to his attorney.



“Resurrection, woo!” he slurs. 



Frank’s lawyer sits him up straight. “The last minute of a human’s life is without parallel in its worth: it’s the time to say goodbye to family, time to find peace with the end. Lord Death, your boy stole that from my client.” He points to me.



“Oh, that’s horseshit!” I roll my eyes. “Frank wasn’t even—”



Big D holds up a hand in front of me. The message is obvious: stop talking.



I know better than to disobey Big D.



Big D swings his hand over to Frank’s lawyer, gesturing for him to continue.



“We’re prepared to talk about damages. The human spirit cannot be measured in monetary sums, and while my client lost only a tiny fraction of his life, that fraction is priceless. As such, we demand that Mr. Munchausen here be given a human reincarnation, as the we’ve already passed the three-day time limit for a resurrection.”



I’m absolutely gob-smacked by the audacity of this fucking moron. A reincarnation, the second most resource-intensive mode of soul reincorporation barring a full resurrection, reserved for only the most extreme of circumstances, for a drunk who died a minute early. I feel queasy just thinking about it.



“Mr. Dullahan, what do you have to say to that?” Big D eyes me expectantly.



Do or die time.



“Well, as an associate reaper of two years, I feel that I am qualified to weigh in on the worth of a minute of human life.” I dig into my pockets and get out a pen, checkbook, and a piece of paper. 



“Here’s what we’re prepared to give you.”



Frank and his lawyer’s eyes light up.



I pretend to write on the checkbook, instead writing on the slip of paper. I hand the paper to Frank’s attorney.



Frank and his lawyer look over the slip. It reads, “NOTHING!”



“What’s the meaning of this?” Frank’s lawyer asks.



“It means we’ll see you in court, asshole.”



“Well done, Mr. Dullahan.” Big D chuckles. It sounds like a cat being tortured. “Now all of you get the fuck out of my office.” 




      

      
   
      Exhibit Hall


      

      
      
         He presses the button. The explosives wrapped around his chest ignite. The shockwave liquefies his internal organs almost as instantly as it begins to propel the screws, nails, wires, and other improvised shrapnel outward toward the market crowd.



"Hold," Lizel says. "Back up three-tenths."



The shrapnel closes back in. The explosion reduces to nothing. The thumb lifts off the trigger. 



"Stop!" Lizel walks around the scene, examining the angles. "Yes, this is it. Take thirty meters, but rotate it so you can see the children being hit. Focus on that boy there, with the apple."



"Yes, Mearti."



Lizel walks away as the timeslicers get to work. Her assistant scrambles to catch up to her fast pace. He is tall, thin, and grey; clearly modded for the outer belt. "We have only days until opening, Mearti. You must complete the finale."



"Yes yes," Lizel dismisses his concerns with an exaggerated flick of her tail feathers. "I already selected it long ago."



"But you must still frame it, My Artiste!" 



"All in good time." She chuffs lightly at her own pun, then saunters back through the kilometers-long hall. She favors the earlier slices here, near the start of the show. A man in crude metal plates, caving in the head of another with mace; another tearing the bowels of a woman out with a curved blade; a third, hairy, with a sloped forehead, crushing an infant with a large rock outside a primitive cave.



Lizel steps forward, into the selection of frozen time. "Can we shift this one forward a quarter-sec?"



"Apologies, Mearti, but we already began the transposition with the duplicate."



Shaking her head, Lizel grunts. She'd now prefer the moment start with the cracking skull, as the audience, rushing by on their rolling bleachers, might just be able to hear the mother's scream before focusing on the next event. But covert timeslicing is an arduous process. Swapping the duplicate scene with the chrono-locked actual is hard enough. Keeping the lock in place as the excision is brought into the present is even more difficult. She realizes she'll have to do without the scream, and let the splatter of early hominid brain-matter be enough for this particular second of the exhibit. She has 3,539 others to work with after all.



"Mearti, I beg you..."



"Yes, fine," the artiste sighs.



The pair board the gallery. Lizel sets the controls to presentation speed, picturing in her mind each exhibit's chrono-lock releasing just as the audience passes. An hour long show, one exhibit per second, death after glorious, vivid death.



"Mearti..."



Her claw reluctantly hits the control and they speed up.



----



Opening day. The guests board the moving gallery. It rushes through the hall. The clock ticks down. Explosions, blood, carnage, and more, just as promised. More death than any sapient has seen since the start of the age a thousand years ago, and all brought here, real, visceral, just for the privileged few that could afford—and appreciate—true art.



The track comes to an end. Guests look at the scene, excited, but confused. Sixty seconds remain. There is only a teenage girl, saurian-mod, kneeling, head rested atop a wooden box, seemingly in some form of prayer.



A guest snaps. The others were primitives, ancients, dead long ago. But this, this is a gene-mod just like them. It's not history, it's murder.



"Why?" he screams. "She still lives! Why not save her in her moment of prayer?"



Lizel steps forward. "If I did that," she says. "Then it wouldn't be art."



Then they see it. There, high above the girl, a hinged blade.



Not a prayer.



A sacrifice.



Oohs and ahhs ripple through the crowd as interpretation dawns.



Lizel smiles.



A single clap begins, and builds to a wave of applause for the brilliant artiste. It is barbaric, a nightmare that will haunt them always, but they are willing to suffer that, to sacrifice their comfort for true art.



The scene moves. The blade drops.



Twelve seconds.



The girl stands.



The crowd gasps.



Blood begins to pour from the box. A body falls out. A young boy, his torso severed. He twitches for a moment then lies still.



Lizel grins. Her words echo over the crowd: "Art requires Sacrifice!" 



Hesitant nods.



"And that," she continues. "Was my first."



Confusion.



Lizel joins her younger self. They stand in the blood.



Shock.



The younger looks to the crowd. "But you," she says, pulling out the remote trigger. "Will not be my last."



She presses the button.
      

      
   
      Last Minutes


      

      
      
         The last minute, imagine

that moment drew near.

Would you calmly await it, or shiver in fear?

Would you boldly take action, or not even care?

What do you think you'd do then? 

I'm eager to hear.



"I'd laugh," said the jester, "I'd take it in stride. 

"Our good times may end now, but why should we cry? 

"New good things may find us, if just we don't hide! 

"Be ready to greet them with arms open wide."



"I'd rush," said the lazy, "do as much as I can. 

"Of work under pressure, I'm not a huge fan, 

"but I put my chores off, don't stick to the plan. 

"So I'd be cursing myself, and regretting it then."



"Arrive," said the hero, "I'd enter the scene. 

"When all hope seems lost, then I'd intervene. 

"I'd break up the fight with a smile so its sheen 

"would serve as reminder that right reigns supreme."



"Depends," said the wise man, "on which one you mean. 

"There's thousands of minutes, and each is unique. 

"And once they are over, they can't be retrieved, 

"so each one is precious, would you not agree?"



The last minute, imagine 

the moment draws near. 

Will you calmly await it, or shiver in fear? 

Will you boldly take action, or not even care? 

What do you think you'll do then? 

I'm eager to hear.



"Clean up," says the worker, "so that when it's done, 

"I'll be ready to leave, and can quickly drive home. 

"Cause once I arrive there, then I'll be welcome 

"with a wonderful hug from my wonderful daughter."



"I'll bark," says the puppy, "and scratch at the door, 

"that she left through alone. I'll jump on the drawer, 

"watch the school bus arrive, with thunderous roar. 

"What if she won't return? Will I be uncared for?"



"I'll run," says the seeker, "I will find them all. 

"I'll win hide and seek. Don't care where you've crawled. 

"You can't hide from me! No matter how small! 

"The minute I've left still will be your downfall!'



"I'll read to my child," says the dad with a grin. 

"A poem or a story of what once has been. 

"I gently will kiss her, then I'll tuck her in, 

"so she'll sleep like on clouds, have a wonderful dream."







"What'd you do?" I whisper, 

press a kiss to her cheek, 

but my child doesn't answer. 

She has fallen asleep.
      

      
   
      Jump at the Sun


      

      
      
         You don’t have to.



I know.



Her pupils punctuate our soundless sister-speak: twin volcanic islands in that blue beyond my depth. I grasp and fail.



Finally Gloriana says, “I want to.”



Nothing here has spoken in three days, but now a nightingale awakens at her voice. Things brighten around Gloriana.



“We’re close. Sit with me, Jude.”



We make a ring of light inside the trees. The dark remains in the wood beyond, but I find my voice beside the fire.



“Are you ready?”



Her laughter always surprises me. “I was made to be ready.”



“Are you?”



“I’m ready, Jude, we are ready. Look around you. We’ve made it.”



“As far as this, yes, together. Tomorrow you go on alone.”



“Alone.” Her child’s face grows older with her eyes, those ancient eyes.



“Alone, and for good.”



“Yes, that’s the point, isn’t it?”



“For always, I mean. I won’t see you again.”



“I’ll be with you," she says.



“How can you know that?”



“I believe, Judith. Don’t you?”



“In some things. You. Us.”



“I believe in us, too. All of us. All I’ve been shown. That’s why I’m here.”



“Ready to die.”



As soon as I say it I cringe like I’ve struck her, but Gloriana’s smile only softens.



“If death is my lot. But I think otherwise. Come, sister, won’t you please? I need you now. We have so little time.”



“Here I am, Glory. I’m staying as long as I can.”



“Aren’t you weary?” She gives me the warmth she will take to wherever she’s going. 



“I was made for this, too. For you.” 



I would be here even if I weren’t.



“Then will you tend the fire and wait with me?” she asks. “There’s not much else remaining.”



“I will. I’ll keep it bright until dawn.” 



Or whatever passes for dawn in this place.



I don’t know if it’s her idea or my own, but it’s true: our dark fairytale forest is woven with a steady gloom. Time has turned stranger and harder to tell, and somewhere nearby is a place that grows darker still.



“I’m still afraid of the dark,” Gloriana says. I know she is. Her soft voice chills me. I build the fire to burn and rage, and I gather her into my arms.



“Are you sure you want to go? It doesn’t have to be this way. It could be someone else. Or some other time.”



“I have to, it has to be now. I made the choice.”



“We were children,” I say. “We made our choices after we were told fate had designs on us.”



“It’s too late to go back. Jude. I know what I’m giving up--”



No you don’t no you don’t



“--or maybe I don’t. I know there are many things I will miss, and miss out on.



“You haven’t even had a chance to love anyone.”



“I love you.”



“That’s different.”



“Why?”



“There are just different kinds of love--”



“Agape, Philia, Eros...Are you talking about Eros?”



“Eros. Yes.”



“Is that one special?”



“In a way. It feels different. And it...can create life.”



How Gloriana smiles.



“So will I."



With that I am silent again.





At the end of the path the dark has gone. I take my place beside her. The gate of the sun is open. All my questions have turned inside, reduced to one: Why not me? Why not me too?



Gloriana suddenly turns and sees me, hears me, grabs my hand. Her eyes are blazing with a brand new fire.



Why not us?
      

      
   
      A Pretty Standard Question


      

      
      
         How will you spend your final minute? It’s a pretty standard question, yet the answer always changes. The first to ask me was my dad. I was five at the time, my head full of journeys and adventure. I said I’d use it to go exploring. A minute in the in the Amazon jungle and another in Atlantis was all I believed I needed. Back then I didn’t have the concept of fractions, so I told my father the two things I wanted the most. He laughed and gave me five million to spend on education. 



The second person to ask me was my first girlfriend. We met in high-school just as I was spending the last quarter of the time my father had lent me. I was so foolish back then, I said I’d spent my last minute with her and she took me on it. Every day while studying, I’d secretly spend a few hundred minutes of my stash on her. She spent some of hers on me as well, but shortly after graduation she took my minutes and moved on. 



The next to ask was myself. I had so many big plans back then, ideas that would change the world, bringing joy and fascination to everyone. I had told myself not to spend a minute more on love or friendship, but instead build a career, an empire of my own. I thought I had it all figured out, that if I took a loan and spent it on ten things one was bound to succeed, making me rich, granting me more minutes that I could possibly use. I tried and lost most of, twice having to return and beg my parents. My father would often grumble, sparing me a few minutes every now and again, before heading off somewhere. My mother, however, always had enough for me, no mater what I’d done.



Now I ask the question once more, seated upon the throne I’ve built. It’s not a big throne, it’s quite small actually, but it’s mine. I’d invested millions of minutes into a career, And somehow it paid off. It wasn’t what I wanted, but good enough that I didn’t care. At one point I’d decided to spent some minutes on people—a million here, a few hundred thousand there. I’d manage to get myself a fairly large group of acquaintances, plus a few highly valued friends. I found myself a wife, and gladly shared half my minutes with her...just as she shared hers with me. We had fun, had children, went on adventures in Africa, the Amazon forest, the Aztec ruins. We spent minutes on stupid things that made us laugh, with zero regrets. 



Today my daughter stands before me, old enough to understand the question, but not its meaning. I expected her answer to be ponies, toys, or dancing lessons; adventures in far away places and on the verge of imagination. Instead, she just looked at me and smiled.



“You and mommy,” she said in her innocent childlike voice. “I want to spend my last minute on the two of you.”
      

      
   
      Routine


      

      
      
         This time it’s going to be different.



That’s what you tell yourself.



You barely notice the notification in your e-mail as you scrolled by. Another writing competition this weekend. A surge of creativity and excitement that briefly resonates through your mind. A million different ideas spin and whirl in your brain, brilliant flashes of literary genius that you cannot wait to put on paper.



This time I’ll write something great!



The week passes quickly, work and school burning through the time.



It’s Thursday.



The discussion thread is alive and well with comments by the other various authors.



I can’t wait to discuss with these guys!



You submit your prompt. It sounds great. You haven’t really brainstormed a complete idea yet, but you’ll figure it out.  There’s still another day after all.



It’s Friday.  You get up for work and check the site. Writing opened at 12:00am in the morning and lasts 24 hours. You can’t start yet though.



As soon as I get home from work.



Work ends and you rush home. You open your apartment door, hang up your coat and sit down. 



As soon as I finish dinner.



You heat up some leftovers for dinner and force them down quickly. You throw the dishes in the sink for later and head into your bedroom. You sit down in your chair and turn on your PC, idly watching it boot. You open your word processor.



And stare at the empty page for a few minutes. You still hadn’t thought of a full story yet. The earlier creativity stalls. You open up the internet. You need some inspiration.



After I watch some of these videos.



The sun dips down below the window, and soon your bedroom darkens. You open up a game.



After this match.



The clock ticks from the corner of your room, but you barely hear it over the sound coming through your headphones.



Seven…



Eight…



Nine…



I can rush that story in a few hour, no worries!



You keep clicking, surfing through the net, reading, watching, and listening.



After this…



After this…



After this…



You close out of what you were doing, finally putting your attention on your word processor. You look at the clock. It reads 11:17pm. You turn back to your computer, place your hands on the keyboard…



…And write nothing. That clever idea you had bits and pieces of earlier sounds stupid and forced now.



What’s the point in rushing a piece of crap? I’m just wasting my time.



11:31.



You stare blankly at the monitor. The indicator curser flashes on the empty page.



That prompt was stupid anyways. Mine should have won.



11:42.



It’s too late now anyways.



You sit in your chair and stare at the screen.



11:58. 11:59. 12:00. 



It’s over.



The clock ticks from the corner of your room, the sound banging in your ears though your headphones. The empty page looks back at you from the monitor, the bright white screen illuminating your room.



I just didn’t have enough time, oh well…



You get up from the chair, turn off the screen and head to bed.



Next time it’s going to be different…



That’s what you tell yourself.
      

      
   
      Latchford Confesses His Sins


      

      
      
         The first sin happened when I was eight. Back when I could catch any ball thrown my way, in the days when I thought I was the next Don Hutson. Dad was the first stumbling block in this regard, listing off the concussions and Parkinson’s that famous footballers often got.



So instead of Junior Varsity, I was stuck in the Flag Football League. In the pecking order of sports, it was just above the Special Olympics and Women’s Volleyball. They didn’t even use a real football field; they just borrowed the community baseball field and painted yard lines in the outfield. My team was the Shadows, and the opposing team was the Sharks. 



But the Sharks had Tim. 



Brown hair, brown eyes, a couple of freckles here and there. Nothing was outwardly special about him, except that he could run and catch a hundred times better than I could. 



And that was all the Sharks needed to prevail at each meetup.  



“Touchdown!” became their recurring cry. 



“Better luck next time” became ours. 

	

I grumbled at the end of each game, usually about Tim. 

	

Unsportsmanlike conduct, the holy part of my mind said. 

	

Who gives a damn, the other parts replied.  








The second sin happened when I was fourteen. My Boy Scout Troop had returned from a camping trip, and we fooled around with the sports equipment as we waited for our parents to arrive. 



At some point, I got ahold of the football and climbed the Hill. It wasn’t a large hill, maybe seven feet above the ground. But from the top, everybody seemed as small as I wished they were. 



“Alright, gather up!” the Scoutmaster called out. 

	

But I didn’t want to gather up. I was on the Hill; you didn’t just get off the Hill. 

	

That’s when I saw Fred. 



Fred, who’d threatened me with his pocket knife and called me a stupid son of a bitch only twelve hours ago. 



My eyes narrowed, and I let the football loose. It hit Fred right on the back of the head, where the skull and neck meet. 

	

I ran down the hill to him, spilling out my sorrys and my very sorrys. And for a while, under the eyes of the scowling Scoutmaster, I meant it. 



But I saw the hurt in Fred’s eyes, that thin stream of tears a boy keeps in when he tries to be a man. 



And I grew happy that I caused him pain. 








The final sin happened last night. We went to Mitch’s Tavern, the local sports pub. Adorned with TVs and sports memorabilia on every wall, it was the perfect place to distract oneself from life’s troubles. 



It didn’t quite work in my case though, as my Troubles were sitting beside and across from me. They stared at the televisions, mumbling about So-and-So getting a first down or Whosit dropping the ball. 

	

I wanted to tell the Troubles things. Like how they needed to get off my back about finding a job. There weren’t any to go around. Besides, they had jobs, and they didn’t look any happier than I was.

	

“Um, can I get out?” the Trouble known as Caleb asked me. “I gotta poop.” I slid out of the booth, and he did the same before zooming off to the restroom. 

	

“We’re in the final minutes of the fourth quarter,” the announcer said. “UCF leads Memphis, forty to seven.” 



I took one last swig of my Pabst, then set the glass back on the table. 

	

“Excuse me,” I said to my Troubles. “I’ll be back.” 

	

I followed the path my brother took, and eventually found myself at the bathroom. I wandered inside and towards the urinals.

	

Ziiiip!

	

I let a thin stream into the piss-station. 



Piss. 



This is piss, and piss is this.



Piss in the wind or piss in the toilet.



My mother is piss and my father is piss and Caleb is piss and I am piss and football is piss. 

	

I zipped my pants back up. I wandered over to the sinks and let the warm water flow through my fingers.  

	

Rinse good, I told myself. You must be clean. 

	

I’d never be clean, though. I was piss, like everything and everybody else. I could not be cleaned, only directed into the nearest toilet for flushing. 

	

I dried my hands, then rushed out of the room. The stench of Caleb’s shit was beginning to creep my way.  
      

      
   
      WriteoffTopia: Australian Apocalypse! (Issue 6 of 6)


      

      
      
         The timer on the orbital hyperbomb ticked down to 00:00:59 as Cold in Gardez punched through the shields of the final dropbearship, disabling its warp drive and flinging it down into the atmosphere toward the deep Outback. "You're clear!" he shouted into his radio, ducking as a barrage of Spoon Rays speared through the vacuum near his head.



A jet of liquid metal spurted out from their captured Kangarude fighter, reforming into Horizon as it lanced toward the ticking activator. The figure turned back toward Cold, and his earpiece crackled. "Roger!"



"Don't use that for yes!" Cold shouted back, irritated, as he ripped the legs off a space megaspider. "We've talked about—"



Horizon flailed his limbs frantically. "Roger!"



Cold whirled around to see a darkly glowing figure, just in time for Sydney Harbour Bridge to hit him in the face.








"Is anyone else beginning to dislike this 'triweekly crime wave' thing?" Fenton shouted, flinging up a barrier of liquid smoke as gunfire chattered toward the beleaguered heroes from Letter J's arm-cannons. "Another Dodger Dimension armada warps in, drawing the Medal Warriors away, and every supervillain in the city sees an opportunity to rampage!"



"It's not triweekly!" Monokeras shouted from inside the Victoria's Secret, ducking a fierce swing from the howling werewolf's bag of stolen vibranium bras.



"That'stechnicallytrueifyouallowyourselftotakerestbreaks," CoffeeMinion vibrated as his blurry form rocketed around the square, snatching falling rubble from over the heads of cowering civilians as Orbiting Kettle's meteor microstrikes exploded around him.  "Buttheseeventsdoappeartooccurwithsurprisingperiodicity."



WHAM! The wolf finally connected, and Monokeras sailed through the store's front window, Lise Eclaire's elemental field catching him right before he slammed into the Present Perfect Memorial Statue. Monokeras rubbed the new dent in his ultra-thick skin and scowled. "No, I mean that 'triweekly' is defined as three times per week."



"Well, then how do you say 'every 21 days'?" Fenton asked, catching his breath as J ducked around a corner to reload.



"hemi-semi-tri-moonly," a gibbous voice waxed as the chthonic form of Groaning Grey Agony flailed menacing tentacles at the screaming crowd it had driven insane. The monstrosity froze in place as Ranmilia held up a glowing pocket watch and pointed at it, and the nuts bolted before they could get nailed.



"Don't be pedantic—in actual usage 'triweekly' can mean 'every three weeks' even if that's technically wrong," Lise said to Monokeras while she loosed a flame jet at a cackling Posh. It wasn't quite in time to keep him from slipping into his getaway car with a bag of stolen cash, but it did melt the vehicle's tires, fixing it in place. She grinned. "I think you're still sore that that cute widdle bunny got the best of you."



"Don't even joke about that," Dubs said, sweat beading on his forehead as he sucked the light away from Fenton to enhance his shadow powers, brightening the area around the remaining villains to help his teammates' targeting. "That rabbit was a demon. It's a good thing that nondescript Midwestern dad was there with that shovel or we'd have all met the Great Heroes in the Sky."



An unearthly shriek from beyond the planet punctuated the conversation, and everyone—hero and villain alike—stopped and glanced up into the sky. A glow like a new sun was illuminating the distant horizon, and the entire atmosphere seemed to sing with gathering charge.



It was a wide-eyed Ranmilia who spoke for them all. "The Warriors," he whispered. "D-did they… fail?"








Horizon screamed impotently as he smashed two megaspiders together, trying to thrash free of the swarm as the timer ticked to its last seconds. With Roger occupying Cold, he didn't have enough covering fire to reach and disable the device. It was already arming. Beginning to go nova. It was hopeless.



Then his comm crackled.



Uploading joke database, a hollow voice echoed.



The painful light distorted. Warped. Folded in on itself, and then the bomb was gone, replaced with the deep darkness of space and a tiny metallic form glinting with reflected sunlight.



WriteoffBot beeped. Upload finished. Power levels at 9.99e99 percent. 



Then space distorted around it again, and the last thing it said before vanishing was: 



Apotheosis complete.








Continued next issue in:

WRITEOFFTOPIA —THE KILLING !JOKE
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Apologies to those I couldn't include in 750 words.)
      

      
   
      Did You See It


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The price of magic


      

      
      
         The magic burned.



Cold bindings on hands. Cold surface. Rocks. Eyes burning, opened or closed, it didn't matter. Pain surging through skin, muscles, bones, blood, brain. But it was getting better. It hurt less, now that she had partially taken over. My senses becoming hers, my pain becoming hers.  My mind, my memories... breaking. Most of my memories were insignificant, she was not present there. She did not need them. Why should she?



How much time has passed? For how long have I been locked here? Days? Years? Seconds? I could see no sun in the blotches covering my vision. I could hear no change in the never ending buzzing in my ears. I didn't have much time left, I was sure of it.  Probably a few minutes, maybe one. An eternity.



"Why would you want become a mage?" Someone asked this question a long time ago. For some reason it was important. I could not remember who I was or where I was, but this words remained, somehow. Yes, I was a mage. I was the one that invited her in and was now paying the price.



Images flittered through my head, between the pulses of pain racking my body.



The boy was looking at me with his eyes wide. I could not remember his features, only his expression. I could tell his eyes were wide, not their color.



"Well, I could fly! And conjure fire! And wear fancy clothes! And I would never go hungry!" I grinned, swinging my legs down into the void, staring past the nothing-boy into the mist. I could not remember what I felt. 



The light pulsed, surging into the sky. Inside it was there was... something. I could not see it, but I could somehow feel it. Its presence cut through the mist like the eyes of the boy from the memory. Of course it did. It was a memory of her. 



"Is it [i]it[i]?" I asked, looking at the robed figure next to me.



"Are you sure? There would be no turning back," it nodded.



I reached out my hand and touched the light. The light surged into me, filling me with power, with presence...



I was flying in the sky, soaring over the clouds, feeling the wind on my skin, the cold air filling my lungs. Someone was watching from below, shouting, all excited.



I stood in the circle of people. I could feel the flames scorching my brows, hear the awed gasps of the audience. One person was clapping much harder than the others.



I inhaled deep the smells of the lavish food I have conjured. I tasted all sweetness, the saltiness... I looked at the person sitting across the table with me and smiled.



I swam in the dark depths of the ocean, feeling my lungs fill with water, but not drowning. There was something below the waves, a gift I wanted to give to someone.



I walked through the forest, plants sprouting all around me, my bare feet wet from the dew collected on the moss. Someone was holding my hand.



I pulled myself together. All that I had left. I had been controlling the magic for so many years. I knew her well. 



I could not remember their faces. I could not remember who they were, but I bend the magic to my will one last time and send it out to the world with one wish. "Let they all be happy."



She wanted to know, to feel to world. She could take it. I just hoped that the spell worked and the first thing she will feel when waking up will be their gratitude.
      

      
   
      True Sailing Is Dead


      

      
      
         The first is thrown overboard, thrashing and writhing. Water fills the lungs and then they are drowning drowning can't breathe must breathe can't can't drowning still—



Air. Air air air. The head has come up for air, hacking and vomiting out the sea like a mad birthing of the world. The legs flail without reason, some sort of primal instinct to survive if nothing else, working and pumping forever if need be. The head sees gray in the distance, not the suffocating ocean but something solid and real and real and full of—



Or maybe the water has gotten to the head already. Maybe the head is too far gone and all it's seeing is a final, desperate attempt at hope and life. The brain disagrees with the heart that claims to know better, to cling at miracles. A mirage. Nothing more but—



The heart does not give up like the brain, does not resign itself to the fate of the body or head or lungs. Land is near, but then another body and another and another plunge into the frightening depths of salt, throwing the brain into a frenzy and the stomach into contractions. Cold exhale and the lungs scream for—



The head is getting cold and the lungs are crying out but the heart must continue its manic quest towards the mass of gray. The different gray. Limbs diligently forward, galloping their way to freedom's shore. The ears quiver and shrink. Voice boxes lead an assault, screeching and crying into the darkened leagues—



Now all of the bodies are far away. The brain is no longer cowering and despondent, but motivating the heart. Pushing. Cheering. Encouraging the heart to have faith, must have faith, to go on, not too much longer now, it's getting closer and salvation is nigh for the body. The heart is cool and doubts the brain. Questions from the heart, soon wrested—



The brain can't answer, can only blush and admit its wrongdoing. Focus. Focus. The neck has cramped. Focus. The eyes have lidded. Bobbing up nameless and full of quivering guilt—



But the brain keeps pushing and willing the heart and then liberty is at hand. The body throws itself forward, stands on trembling legs, and surrenders its arms to the miserable, foul heavens before collapsing onto the soft ground. Water, cruel and unwilling mistress that it is, charges in blind fury, but all is beautiful and right to the heart and brain. Until, in bloom, lurks the telltale shadow of the body's former—







"In and of you, all around you, without prior knowledge or consent. I am you.



"I am you, but you are not me. You mean nothing. I give you purpose, meaning. Life.



"I am your best friend. Your mortal enemy. Your lover. Your mother. Daughter, son, husband, brother, sister, wife. Aunts and uncles, cousins and parents, strangers in the street. Father.



"You say I am impossible, that I am but one. That is a lie. I am many. You are one. You are one from me, and I am many. 



"You see me without believing. It is understandable. You are not the first, nor will you be the last. You simply are.



"Scream, while you can. Disbelieve, if you must. But do not ignore me. Do not overstep my rule, or you will fall into desolation. Let not your eyes deceive you of this.



"Watch me change. Watch and bow on trembling legs as you see me for what I am. You do not have much time before we embark."







Breathe. Heart is corpse, body is convulsed. Breathe. Pain is slender and strength. Breathe. Lungs skewered, iron innards of release. Breathe. Graveyards are for the living. Breathe. Fight or fight, there is no running anymore. Br—
      

      
   
      The Ticking of the Countdown Clock


      

      
      
         The man watched in anticipation as the equipment's lights grew brighter, filling the room with an intense hum.



“We boosted the tachyon spectrometer 110%. It can't run like this for too long, Charles, so we better hurry,” Jonathan said from his station at the other end of the room.



Charles nodded, keeping his gaze fixed on the screen. Everything was going according to plan. He typed a few commands on his module and started with his part of the process. This would be the culmination of a decade worth of research and he was eager to see it bear fruits.



“The Alcubierre generator is running steadily… but, I still think--”



“Sarah,” Charles said, his voice neither aggressive nor accusatory, but firm nonetheless. “We’ve been over this and we decided to push through. Please proceed.”



There was a pause in conversation filled with unspoken objections. The growing hum of the Alcubierre generator marked the passing of each second, which came to an end once Sarah got back to work. “Generator running steady, predictable phase arrays present.”



Another nod--more to himself than to her colleague--and Charles continued to  work, monitoring the data, waiting for them to reach the appropriate levels.



“I’m seeing a small discrepancy in the--Wait, no. It was just a spike, it’s back within safe parameters.”



“Don’t jinx it, Jon,” Charles muttered as he typed the next command, and the problems began.



The humming morphed into a loud buzz, which was soon  overshadowed by the blaring of the laboratory’s alarm system. Rather than letting panic take over, the team sprung into action, trying to shut down the machines.



“Shutting down. Shutting down…” The fear was clear in Jon’s voice, and one look showed his eyes reflected those emotions. “ It’s not--It’s not working.”



The readings were off the charts, mass resonance increased way too fast, at a far greater pace than the generator could withstand. Which, if the arcs of electricity were any sign, wouldn’t happen for much longer.



“Get away fro--”



Whiteness enveloped them.








Charles stared at the ceiling of the small lounge room, counting the minutes away and trying to ignore the stare Sarah was shooting him.



“I can’t believe you want to redo the experiment again,” she said with a mix of disbelief and, perhaps, awe.



“What would you have me do, give up?”



“No, of course not. I’m just saying it may be for the best to go back to the drawing board and reevaluate some aspects of this research.”



It would have been less painful had she punched him in the gut. Sarah had been with him during every stage of the project, so her doubts hurt the most.



“Despite the... complications, we got clearer readings last time,” he replied and--noticing the frustration on her face--hurried to keep going before she could object. “We’re on the verge of a breakthrough, Sarah. You know it, I know it, and more important, the rest of the faculty knows it.”



Her expression showed that while she knew he was right, she didn’t accept it. Less than ideal, but he’d take it.



“They’re expecting results, and we can’t deliver unless we perform the tests.”



She furrowed her brow the way she always did when she was about to agree with him, and he allowed himself a little pride in that. “I’m just worried your bullheadedness is going to cause this to blow up in our faces.”



“Hey, if it does, you have my permission to tell me ‘I told you so'.”



A shadow of a smirk crossed her face. “I’d do that regardless.”



“Come on, let’s get everything ready,” he said, standing up and heading for the laboratory, “Jonathan will be here any second now.”








“Alcubierre generator is on,” Sarah said, excitement seeping into her voice despite herself, “let’s hope it works this time.”



“Have faith. All goes according to plan and we’ll become the first human beings to map a stable time loop,” Charles said as he watched in anticipation as the lights of the equipment grew brighter, filling the room with an intense hum.



“We boosted the tachyon spectrometer 110%. It can't run like this for too long, Charles, so we better hurry.”



Charles nodded, keeping his gaze fixed on the screen. Everything was going according to plan. He typed a few commands on his module and started with his part of the process. This would be the culmination of a decade worth of research and he was eager to see it bear fruits.
      

      
   
      See You, Math Cowboy


      

      
      
         “Please stop sighing so loudly.  It’s...not what I want to hear right now.”



“Sorry.  What do you want to hear?  I doubt we have time for anything poignant.”



“Actually, how much time is left?”



“What does it matter?”



“Nothing, I guess.  I’d just like to know...ya know?”



“The Clock says we have...a hundred and twenty seconds left until the End.  Give or take a second or two.”



“Not much at all, huh?”



“No.”



“Do you regret anything?”



“Of course, but what’s it matter at this point?  In minutes none of it will mean anything.  Regret itself will be gone.  There won't’ be anything to look back on, let alone anything to do the looking.  So I wasn’t perfect.  None of us were ever.  And now...no one will even get the chance to try.”



“That’s a little dark.”



“I’ve never been a fan of deadlines.  You know that.  Makes me bitter and irritable.”



”And sigh a lot.”



”That too.  Sorry.  Again.”



”How about we try to come up with something?  An endcap to it all?  I know it’s pointless.  No one will ever hear it except us.”



”I guess it’s better than just letting it wash over us without acknowledgement.  But you and I, we’re not poets.  We’re engineers.  ‘Strong interpersonal communication skills’ isn’t why we’re even here.  What are we going to say? ‘It’s been great?’”



”I don’t think it needs to be anything massive, man.  Just...something, ya know?  Like...I want to say that it was fun working with you.  Despite your weird habits and freakish sense of humor, I’ve enjoyed these last few months crunching the numbers and gathering data.  When we started, I thought you were a dick.  But when...when we figured out the End was coming, and you locked us and the data in here… When you did that, I saw you as a person.  Someone with a heart behind that brain and ego.”





”Thanks, I think.  You are a pretty decent human being too.  All things considered.  Smart as a whip.  Maybe smarter than me.”



”Really?”



”Maybe.”



”I’ll take it.”



”If I have to say something, then let me say that I’m really kind of pissed.  I never wanted to find the answer to what should be an impossible equation.  I wanted more time and I wanted things to end for me in a completely different place.”



”Where?”



”In bed with a beautiful woman.  Like your mom.”



”Jokes on you, my mother is not a looker.”



”That explains your face.”



”Yeah...if we can josh each other, it can’t be all bad, right?”



”Maybe.  We’re down to sixty seconds.”



”The Last Minute.  Ever.”



”Yeah.”



”Dude, I just want to establish something here.  No homo.”



”What the hell?”



”We have a minute left to live, man, and right now I want a hug like a drowning man wants oxygen.  It’s not like anyone will ever know...ya know?”



”No.  I guess not.”



”So…?”



”Come here, you big sap.”



”Thank you.”



”Thirty seconds.  Don’t squeeze so tight.  Who taught you how to hug, a grizzly?”



”My mother isn’t that ugly.”



”Heh.  Twenty.”



”You going to count it all down?”



”No.  Just waiting for this smelly press of hairy engineer flesh to come to an end.”



”I’m not letting go.”



”Goddamnit.”



”There’s the alarm.”



”Ten.  Nine.  Eight.  Seven.  Six.  Five.  Four.  Three.  Two.  One.”



“Um...the alarm stopped.  I was kind of expecting the End to be kind of sudden, ya know?”



“I did say ‘give or take a second or tw—”
      

      
   
      A Little Story
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      Last Minutes — 20$


      

      
      
         “Daddy, Daddy, what’s that?” The girl pointed at a large orange sign by the counter. 



The man looked at it with a tired smile. Last Minutes 20$ was written in bright green letters, along with a One per customer scribbled hastily underneath. The man scratched his head. Last Minutes? What are Last Minutes? There was no product information on the sign, no pictures or samples... How could any customer spend twenty dollars on two words without knowing any details?



“Excuse me,” the man said with a polite nod. “What exactly is that?” He felt his daughter hop with glee beside him.



“The Last Minutes?” The shop keeper glanced at the sign. “That’s our monthly special. One per customer”



“Yes, but what is it?” The men pressed on. “A type of energy drink? A toy?”



“It’s a minute, hon.” The shopkeeper smiled. “Just a minute. Mind you, restrictions apply. We’re not encouraging cheering or immoral behaviors.”



“Oh?” The man expressed concern. “Is it safe for children?”



“Time is time, hon. Doesn’t matter how old you are. Of course there’s not much to appreciate when you’re a toddler.” The woman laughed at her own joke.



The man crossed his arms. His daughter was getting more and more fidgety and he still had no idea what it was she was trying to sell.



“Look.” He took a deep breath, his smile replaced by a frown. “I tried to be reasonable, but since you clearly don’t want to take this seriously I don’t see why we should—“



“Listen, hon,” the shopkeeper sighed. “You’re not the first one to be confused. I’d be confused if I didn’t make them myself. The thing I’m selling is time. Not universal time, mind you, but personal time.”



“Okay?” The man nodded, trying to keep face in front of his daughter.



“Think of it this way.” The shopkeeper went on. “Imagine you’re rushing to catch the bus, but slip on a banana peel and miss it.”



“I have a car—” The man began, but was quickly interrupted.



“Imagine you could change that last minute of your life. You can avoid the banana peel, catch the bus and be on time for work. All because you used your last minute.”



There was a long pause. The man who moments ago was itching to deconstruct her unrealistic bus example was not standing there, dumbstruck staring at the board. Even his daughter barely registered in his mind.



“No way!” he said at last. “There’s no way that’s true. Just a scam or trick or...” Already he was thinking what he could do if he could change the last minute of his life... any last minute. He could correct any mistake before it happened, win every argument, make a fortune gambling. “And I can change anything in that minute?” He asked hopeful.



“As long as it’s the last minute.” The shopkeeper nodded.



“And no one but me will remember anything?”



“Hon, even you won’t remember.” The woman smiled. “The minute just gives you a choice. Once you use it whatever you end up with is your new last minute. Can’t have two last minutes. Everything will be as if your old minute never was.”



“Hmm.” The man scratched his head. “So if I use a minute now and go back to the start of the conversation I’d have forgotten everything and ask you the same questions?”



“You’d need more than a minute, but yes. The knowledge you gained in your last minute would be erased.”



“So I can’t do anything much with it.” The man took hold of his daughter’s hand, trying to ignore her constant pulling him. 



“You can do as much as you want. Waste it or change your life, it’s all up to you.”



The man gave it some thought. He could easily buy one and keep it with him for such a time at which it would count. Yet could he be sure, though? What if missing the bus started a change of events that would lead him to a better job? What if catching the bus meant he wouldn’t meet his wife? That he’d never have a daughter?



“Do you sell five last minutes?” He asked with a smile. “There’s something I’d like to do.”








“Daddy, Daddy, what’s that?” The girl pointed at a large orange sign by the counter.



The man looked at it with a tired smile.



“Just a sign, sweetie.” He patted her on the head. “Just a silly sign.”
      

      
   
      The Difference


      

      
      
         It was time. 



The crystal was about the size of my thumbnail. My hands shook when I first picked it up, and they shook when I pulled it out of my pocket now, turned away from my companions. It felt like a cube, but when I looked at it, it appeared to show seven or possibly eight sides depending on the angle. The crystal was an ugly shade of brown, and despite being opaque enough to prevent you from seeing through it, something appeared to flow within. There was no apparent source or cause for the movement. It wasn’t warm, nor did it vibrate. Something just moved within of its own volition, and the brain couldn’t fully comprehend what it was looking at.



I knew what the crystal was, of course. Everyone had heard of the stuff. Most had even seen it before they knew what it was. I remembered seeing it my first time as well, though I didn’t know what it was then. I knew what I was going to do with it now that I had some, though: I was going to kill myself.







Time had crystallized for a reason nobody had bothered to explain to us common folk. I assumed it had to do with the monolithic buildings that had begun to dominate major cities the world over. Their sheer edifices blocked most of what they did from everyone outside, but for some reason time began crystallizing from whatever surface it could attach to, and great armies moved out of those buildings and began collecting it. I can’t say years passed, because time was irrelevant, but every crystal from every surface in every corner of the world eventually disappeared into those buildings.



The effects of lost time were felt by everybody. Somehow the sun kept shining, though it didn’t move, and we were still able to walk and talk, but we didn’t age. Nor did we die. That was the worst part. 



It wasn’t that we didn’t age and didn’t starve, no. No matter what was done to a person’s body, they didn’t stop functioning.



A person who was shot wouldn’t ever bleed out, but it wouldn’t heal, either. A severed head could keep talking, because air passing through the vocal cords was no longer necessary. Time seemed to think air was constantly there. It was disturbing as hell, and I can easily say I don’t know how it all worked. The real trouble with not dying, though, is that anything can happen to you, and you still feel the pain. I’ll always remember seeing someone who had been taped back together after getting severed in half. He screamed in pain non-stop until they buried him alive just to shut him up. He’s probably still down there.



I, myself had a knife wound in my back from when it all started and someone had mugged me. It hurt, and it had never stopped hurting, but I had learned to live with the pain. It was always there, but it was a single wound. I don’t want to imagine what fate lay in store for someone who was blown to pieces.







But now — now I held my salvation from such a fate. I held time in my hands, though a small amount of it, but it was enough to free me. I placed it on my tongue, unsure if eating it would be enough, and I swallowed.



As soon as it hit my stomach, I felt pain in my back. My heart beat in my chest, an unfamiliar and uncomfortable feeling, and I felt something wet soak my shirt. I smiled, then grimaced. My heart beat again and pain flared up. I tried to inhale, but the breath I pulled in gurgled as blood came with it. My vision started to narrow as blackness creeped in at the edges, and I could no longer hold myself up. I fell over, and my companions finally turned to look at me.



Despite my obvious distress, none of them reached out to help. Instead, they stared at me with undisguised envy as my blood spilled from my wound. I saw someone’s mouth move, but the slowing thud of my heart filled my ears and I heard nothing else. I choked and coughed up blood, and I could feel my strength fading. I spent the last minute of my life in agony, but I didn’t care.



I was free.
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      Epithalamia


      

      
      
         i

He parks the car beside a lonely track

atop a cliff-face, out of sight from town

below. He twists his head to me; a frown

collapses fragile confidence. Come back

to me, sweet bravery! Don’t let me down

in this, the consummation that I need

to make me whole. Imagine, once we’ve freed

ourselves, and made this little car a lown

for just us two… But I’m afraid: my creed

and heart are warring over you. I lack

the strength that brought us here tonight. I’ll crack

and split in two when we complete this deed.



To love, but not make love. Is that what God

intends? If so, I'll spurn my creed:







I nod.







ii

Take me: flawed and broken, but given freely.

I am yours, and nobody else can have this.

In return, I ask that you show me kindness:

you’re all I want for.



Love can make us foolish and overwhelm us.

Waiting’s never easy when lust is mutual.

Now I know I’m ready to take this step, I’m

sorry I lingered.



Wrap your arms around me and hold me tightly:

dresses drop in tandem as hands devour.

Rose-red lips shall claim me with kisses, moaning

filling the bedroom.



Fingers trace impossible patterns lightly,

urgent touches clothing us both with soft strokes.

Lace and silk discarded at last to free us,

bare to each other.



Kiss me now; consume me in lustful hunger.

Press yourself against me until our bodies

fuse in carnal pleasures and we are reborn:

perfect together.







iii

she is beautiful

in all the ways that

i am flawed.



she sheds her robe with grace

(an imperfect mirror of my own dull struggle

with belts and buttons and zips)


and stands before me, bold

despite the vulnerability

despite the responsibility

despite the fact that we are naked in the heart of winter and

her radiator’s broken.



i am frozen

by fear and self-loathing and jealousy

and love



and hate.



i

am


torn.




i want her body in incompatible ways:

for myself, and for my own.



she walks towards me, holding me in place

with her gaze. she shows me love

(but would she still if i were more like her?)


and covers my painfully bare chest with kisses

as she climbs on top of me



perhaps

in this union

i can lose myself

in her body.



i call on her to unsex me here

that i may forget manhood

and womanhood and all the in-betweens

and free me in her pleasure.



it’s all i’ve ever wanted.
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      The Thanatometer


      

      
      
         I banged at Naoki’s door. The youngest offspring of a wealthy Japanese family, my friend had always been a sort of crackpot, the crazy scientist guy you find in comics. He had transformed his spacious condominium in downtown New York into a laboratory populated with strange contraptions, buzzing measuring instruments and heaps of arcane physics books. Kooky maybe, but level-headed. I looked again at my phone. “Come here at once, I need to talk to you.” his text said. This was no good omen.



The door cracked open and Naoki motioned me inside. As soon as I entered, he put a strange device, like a metallic pear with a small protruding tube, in my hand. I looked down at it then up at him. His face was ashen. 



“Press that switch,” he said in a quavering voice, pointing to a small nub on the device.



I did. A red LED blinked. Nothing else happened.



“You saw it, eh? The blinking red light?” he asked.



”Yeah, I did. So what?” I replied.



“Turn it around and try it on you.”



I spun the device in my hand. When the tiny tube faced me, I pressed the switch. A green LED lit up.



Naoki cast a triumphant glance at me. “See?”



“I don’t understand.”



“I can’t really elaborate. This device,” he began, “is a thanatometer. It—”



“A what now?!”



“A thanatometer. It measures the time the person you aim it at still has to live, and displays the result in colors from green to red. Blinking red means terminal.”



He paused, looked down, then back up to me. “I’m sorry to break it to you,” he slowly said, as if stressing each word, “but I have only a few more hours left in this vale of tears.”



“What?!” I exclaimed. “This is complete nonsense! How could such a device exist?”



“I have worked the theory out, and you’ll find the papers in my safe, if you’re interested. The idea is simple: you know we live in a four dimension world, right? Spacetime, as brainiacs call it. Well, this device probes into spacetime and measures your extension in all the four dimensions, time included. From that, it computes your lifespan, thus the time you still have to live.”



I looked at the widget I held in my hand in horror. Could it be true? Yet, it was well within Naoki’s unmatched abilities to create such a dreadful toy.



“You know how wicked human nature is, right?” he continued. “After I rigged it up, I often took it for a stroll, pointing it discreetly at random people in the streets. Sometimes I made striking discoveries: Ferrari, Corvette or other sport cars’ drivers, bike riders, simple pedestrians in their thirties, teens,  children and even now and then babies in their carriages, all blinking red. Who could’ve imagined?



“But it was a sort of seedy game, and I quickly got bored of it. So I tossed the thanatometer away in my safe, and took to using it only on me. Every year at first, then every other, then, you know, as I grew overconfident, every five years or so, like a routine checkup. Until this morning. Boom! Torpedoed and sunk. There’s no denying it, I’m done for.”



“But… But do you feel bad? Out of sorts? Anything wrong?” I asked.



“Not at all,” he answered, and a faint smile played on his lips. “Never felt better! I could even swim the seven seas if you asked me. Yet somehow I’m at death’s door. And now if you’d excuse me…”



He sidled past me, opened the door and went out to call the elevator. When he came back he nudged me outside. “…I still have a few chores to look after in private. Farewell, my friend!” he concluded, before shutting the door behind me.



I was too befuddled to react immediately as I should have. Instead, I tottered into the elevator and pushed the ground level button.



I was halfway down when the gun went off. 
      

      
   
      I Won't Be Able to See You Again


      

      
      
         The man sucked on the cigarette. With a lightly tapped tip of the ash, smooth smoke blew against the wind. The screams from inside drowned in the background. His name was being called. 



Just one more minute is all he asked for.



A trashcan stumbled. From it, a black cat emerged out the dark. Its hairs were already standing on end. The back of its throat hissed at the man in the instant their eyes had locked.



The man approached while the cat stood his ground. It growled and hissed further, ever confident as the man's foot made contact. The feline had been sent flying. He went back and lit his next cigarette as the cat scrambled away. The man enjoyed the silence his tobacco as he puffed and smoked to his heart's content.



Moments later, the feline returned. Their eyes locked again with the man growling at the cat's stubbornness. Before he had thought to move, the cat's mouth wrapped itself around a kitten, one who was hidden behind the next dumpster. The mother hurried away with her newborn immediately after.



The man released his breath as time had stood still. Back to his own business, he noted. His stick ran out just in time as his minute ran up. He fumbled with the keys, struggling to get them inside the lock of the steel door. He heard a crash with the trash cans. He looked back. More cats.



The man sighed and paused. From his lunch container, he threw a nasty tasting fish to the ground. He went inside and didn't look back.








The light turned green. The man rummaged with his lighter. By now, he was barely capable of keeping his hands still. The car behind him honked.



Yeah yeah, just one more minute. 



From his glove compartment, his hand quaked as he grabbed the orange vial of medicine. He gulped two pills with a dry cough. 



He was tired. The lighter laid in his lap as the car passed him by from behind. He didn't move. By the time the pills had started taking effect, his head finally came up to view the street.



In front of him a van. It advertised for its business in great colors that superbly caught his attention. He knew what it was except his mind didn't fully process it. He drove past as his mind returned to the road.








The puff of smoke blew from the man's face once more as his deadpanned face ignored the screams from inside. His mind was once more in bliss, same as the night before.



A familiar cat of black came out from the darkness. The man's eyes had locked once more with the animal's. The man blinked in a calm, attentive manner.



He reached into his lunch. With a throw, the fish landed right beside the mother who wasted no time picking it up and taking it back into the darkness. 



A meow erupted from his feet immediately after. It was a different cat, one with a scar on his right eye.  He kneeled down and pat him on the head. With his last minute up, however, he continued back inside. He didn't look back.








His last words with animal control were a thank you. He walked away from the bright colored, attention-grabbing van as it pulled away from the back alleyway. The man watched as the numerous cats continued to mew from their cages. 



He took out his last cigarette and puffed away.








From the lit bed by the window of the hospital room, the man caught his attention to the nurse who had just entered. She greeted the man while the two held a brief conversation.



Followed with the promise of a surprise, a cage was pulled by another into the room. It was a cat. The same right eyed scarred feline from before. The man couldn't help but smile. He had thought he had gotten rid of him from his life, but here this stubborn cat was.



The ball of fluff pounced into the man's lap. He purred as he was pet in the same spot as before. The man asked if the cat was up for adoption. He wasn't. He asked for who adopted him. It was her daughter.



The man sighed. The nurse promised to give him a good home. She also explained to him of her soon leave.



Just one more minute is all he asked for. Just one more minute.
      

      
   