
      The Warmth


      

      
      
         The warmth settles over him like a blanket. He awakens without opening his eyes and settles into it, feeling every part of it. It's under his shirt, his sweater, and his two coats. It's under his skin, flowing through his veins like warm water.



He remembers something about the warmth.



A woman had mentioned it to him. Her skin like worn leather. Her teeth firm and white. Her name was Sherpa, he recalls. She had mentioned the warmth to him. But what did she say? Perhaps it wasn't important.



He feels something else, apart from the warmth: a firm hold around his left bicep—a hold that's hotter than it is warm. A halo around his arm. 



The bandana, he remembers. Deep blue—covered with constellations and shooting stars. Jane's bandana. He still has it.



He cracks open his eyes—shreds of snow flittering away before him. He sees the rocky floor of the cave. He can't remember when he stumbled in here. It was somewhere between a few minutes ago and a few days. 



Perhaps it didn't matter.



He sees the walls of the cave. Water ripples over the rocks, causing them to warp and shimmer. He doesn't hear the flowing water, and then he does, like raindrops falling on a spring stream.



A thought crosses him like a bird swooping through his path. It's time to go.



He sees the light pouring in, dim and yellow, from the entrance. Gold dust infused in the air.



The light gets brighter, while the weight of his backpack gets lighter, and even lighter when he decides that it's not coming with him.



He realizes he's lost a memory. Of Jane. The event has disappeared, but the feeling is still there. The feeling of two becoming one. It was shortly after the journey began, when she turned around to leave. She said she couldn't continue, after all, but encouraged him to go anyways.



No. It wasn't. It was the avalanche—just after the halfway marker—that swept her away. Or perhaps it was that broken footing, whenever that was, that nearly plunged him into the clouds below, whereas she had not been so lucky. Perhaps she had left him a thousand times already.



He steadies himself against the rocks.



Had she even travelled to base camp with him? Or was he wearing the bandana when he got there? The bandana. It's still there. He still has it.



He stands at a cliff, unsure of where to go. But then the wind rushes in. It enters through his feet, lifts his heart, and leaves through his scalp, tingling everything on the way. 



It turns him around. It lifts him upward.



He sees a rock. One of the million rocks that tore at his gloves and his fingers, so many times before. But it's so soft now. He touches it, and orange seeps out from his hand, turning it into clay. And clay, he finds, is much easier to grab. So he grabs for the next rock, and the next rock, and the next.



He sees a bright red flag flapping brazenly in the wind. There's no way to go anymore. No more rocks to grab. Nowhere to go but down, and so he sits. And as he falls, he reaches for a hole in the flag, a weak spot, and with a satisfying sound, he tears off a ribbon with the weight of his body. And in his seat, he tucks it underneath the bandana and lets it flutter there.



A draft forms in his lungs and rushes outwards. He is speaking. He is trying. The message doesn't come across like he wants it to, but the sound he makes conveys it for him anyways.



He sees the world above him, across him, below him, and around him. The sky arches overhead like a whale the size of mountains. The horizon juts upwards like strokes from a paintbrush, mixed to the perfect colour. The snow below twirls and dances at every distance. He feels the warmth again, and his vision multiplies, as if he was watching the world through a kaleidoscope.



And in front of him, he sees a thousand copies of someone. A woman. She's ascending. Coming to greet him. She's wearing a floral shirt, sandals, and sunglasses. Her golden hair flows out in every direction from underneath a blue bandana. She sees him, she smiles, and she waves.



His breath gets slower. He watches it, for a time, until he feels he doesn't need to anymore.
      

      
   
      ꓘ


      

      
      
         Rafael Martínez steps into the batter’s box with his usual swagger and gives the catcher’s shin guards a little tap with his bat. Just the usual greeting.



Rafael’s a good kid. I remember him from my days in the minors. We kind of moved up together, through double-A and triple-A. Then he made the big time two years ago. I finally got my chance just this season.



“How’s it goin’, Dale?” he asks me, but he’s watching the pitcher.



Out on the mound, Mills still peers in for the sign, shakes his head once, twice. “You must have heard. Right?”



Then the windup, and a fastball, low and in. “Ball, inside.”



Rafael backs out of the box, takes a slow swing, and runs his hand up the bat. “Yeah, I heard. Sorry, man. That’s gotta be rough.”



In the box again, and he twists his heel into the dirt. Runners on second and third, two outs, bottom of the ninth. Rafael’s team is down four. Good young kid, and if that pitcher isn’t careful, Rafael will quickly make it a one-run game. Future of the franchise, they say.



He takes a hack and fouls one into the visitors’ dugout.



So I give the catcher a new ball. “I tell ya,” Rafael says, “that’s what all this is for. If that happened to my mami—” he raises his eyes to the heavens and crosses himself “—I could afford to have twenty-four seven care for her. No problem.”



The catcher sets up outside. Then the pitch—a curveball, it skips in the dirt, and Rafael swings halfway. As soon as the catcher grabs it, he points down the third base line, so I do, too, and my crew chief, Doug, holds up a clenched fist.



“That’s a swing. Strike two.” Another new ball.



Rafael sends a glare down that way, then unfastens and tightens his batting gloves. “C’mon,” he mutters.



There’s an underlying truth: umpires are the enemy. “You don’t have to retire, Dale. I mean, umpires don’t get paid too bad. Hiring a nurse shouldn’t be a problem.”



He’s right. But it also means I’ve saved enough to do what I feel I need to.



Mills keeps shaking his head at the signs his catcher flashes him, and soon enough, the catcher pops out of his crouch and heads for the mound to talk things over.



“Y’know,” Rafael says, “if you ever need anything from me, please ask. I’d do whatever I could.”



Lots of people say that kind of thing, but how many ever actually take them up on the offer? Thing is, I think he would. I think he’d really help me.



“We go way back,” he adds.



“I know. Thanks, Raffy, but it’s just the kind of thing I feel like I have to handle myself, y’know?” He wouldn’t have said all that with the catcher still here. And we don’t have any of those microphones around the plate that the TV crew likes to set up. It wouldn’t sound right for a player to offer help to an official.



I don’t think he’s ever met my wife. But when she had that stroke last month, I…



She was the one who encouraged me. She told me not to give up, that I’d make the majors, that talent rises. I can’t give up on her now. And I can’t pay someone else to be the one who doesn’t give up on her.



I have to do this myself. I owe it to her.



She’s not getting any worse, but not any better, either, and someone has to help her do all the things she can’t anymore. And I won’t let a stranger fill that role.



The ball snaps against the catcher’s glove, and… shit, I wasn’t even looking. But the catcher doesn’t bother trying to hide the fact that he had to reach way to his right for it. “Ball two, outside.”



“Shame, though,” Rafael says. “You finally get to the bigs this year and have to go.”



Yeah, future of the franchise. Last day of the season, and no playoffs for them this year, not even close, but next year. Raffy’ll get ’em there. He’s that good. And I’ll tune in for every game.



Then the catcher returns. A slider, just nicked the outside corner. “Three!” I bark.



The visiting team converges on the mound and jumps and hugs and laughs and smiles.



Rafael’s quirked eyebrow says it all: “Really?”



And just as quickly, I’m the enemy again.
      

      
   
      One for the Road


      

      
      
         “Last selections, gentlemen,” came the call from behind the counter, as the clock flashed quarter to midnight. Orders came from around the noisy room. Bloody Mary, Black Russian, Irish Red…



“Smoky Widow,” I called out to the waiter. My buddy next to me was silent. “Not getting one for the road, Marv?” I asked.



“I think I’ve had enough, Joe,” he said with a little wink. “I’ll sit this round out.”



“Suit yourself,” I said. I leaned back in my chair with a sigh, and tried to remember the last thing we’d been talking about. “You know, I haven’t seen Stu around for a bit.”



“Stu? Stu got married.”



“No shit? First I heard of it. That musta been awful quick. He knock her up or something?”



“Nah. He didn’t look like he was in a panic, ya know? He just said that time is marching on.”



“That it is, that it is…” I sighed. I looked up at the thinning crowd, hoping my order would be on the way soon. The guys were mostly the same, familiar faces wherever I looked, but something nagged at me. 



“Sometimes they just stop coming, you know?” said Marv, chiming in on my thoughts. “Get married, get religion, go on the wagon, get hit by a bus, haven’t got as much pep as they usedta. Just drifting away.”



I nodded. “Yeah. But, you notice? The old faces aren’t being replaced so much by young faces anymore. They’re not getting out so much nowadays. Whatever kind of bend they’re getting on, they’re doing it in private, in their rooms with their VR gear and sims.”



“I can understand some of that,” said Marv. “It’s hard when you go home and, well, there isn’t much waiting for you there. It’s like your apartment is a place where you grab a bite and sleep and wait to go back to work. Who’s got time to get out to the bar, or go dancing, or start a family?”



“I know that feeling, believe me. They could at least get outside once in a while, though.” I shook my head, looked at the clock, then glanced around the room for a sign of the waiter. “It can’t be healthy just lying on a couch or in one of those suspension tanks, with a scanner on your head and those implants that go in your eyes and those electrodes that keep your muscles from shriveling up, with an IV in your arm or tube of protein paste down your throat. You gotta get out, and meet people. There’s a whole big world fulla things going on, right? You’ve got one life, might as well go take part in it all, keep it moving along. Do something physical, something with meaning out here in the real world.” 



Marv gave me a funny look. “I remember Stu talking like that. I think that’s what he was after, taking a place in the world, being a piece of it, doing his part. I remember now, he was saying that, if you think of all your ancestors, whatever they all did with their lives, every single one of them had time to make a kid, and if you don’t do it yourself, you’re breaking a chain, a winning streak that goes back thousands of years, and that’s gotta be worth some kinda bad luck…”



“Jeez, Marv. Way to put pressure on a guy, huh?” He looked somber for a moment, watching my face, then I laughed and gave him a little pat on the shoulder. “Who’s got time to worry about luck? I just take it as it comes, man. No one owes me, I don’t owe anyone, and I just do what I gotta do, and come here to relax. I have no regrets, buddy, don’t worry.”



I didn’t hear his reply, for the last round of orders was finally coming out. They all headed for the guys who had ordered them, and one, the one, that special one, she was coming straight for me. You couldn’t hear her walk; the motors were very quiet nowadays and her balance was inhumanly perfect, like her skin and her shape and that sway in her hips. As she looked me in the eyes with that smoky look and confident smile, my heart leaped in my chest and for a moment the years reeled back and I felt like a king of the jungle, like a sultan in his harem, like I was eighteen again.
      

      
   
      911


      

      
      
         “Brian, my son! How’s your first day?” Brian’s mother’s shrill voice pierced his eardrum. He moved the cell phone away from his head and grimaced.



“Mom, please,” he replied softly, placing the phone back to his ear, “not so loud! It’s an open office here. And I’m not even supposed to answer private calls!”



“Oh come on!” his mother protested. “Your manager won’t mind a short call this early, will he?”



“Hold on.” Brian looked around for a more private space. He spotted the “Zen Cubicle”, with its coffee machine and garish beanbags, strode to its entrance and onwards to the window across. He looked down at the Hudson River. From that high up, the sight was amazing. 



He leaned against the pane. “Okay,” he resumed in a muffled voice. “In a semi-private area now. What’s the matter?”



“Oh, Brian, are they throwing you straight to the wolves on your first morning?”



“No, no, Mom. Go ahead, but make it snappy please. I only have so much time.”



“I wanted to tell you Dad and I just saw the picture you sent us. My God, Brian, you look gorgeous.”



Brian blushed a little. “Thanks Mom! I mean, a lawyer has to look swanky. They all do around here. All decked to the nines.”



“Did you send that picture to Jessy? She’d be amazed by your new look.”



“No, no, I didn’t.”



“Then we’ll do it for you!”



“Mom, please don’t! I’m planning on giving her a surprise when she comes over next week. Besides, I’ve already told you that I’m old enough to handle my own business. I’d really appreciate if you stopped interfering.”



“Alright,” his mother said, sighing. “But what about the ring which you—”



“Mom! I—” Brian blurted aloud. He covered his mouth with his other hand and craned around, self-conscious. Fortunately, no one was near enough to overhear. “I hope neither of you mentioned that to her,” he continued angrily.



“Of course we didn’t, dear! Do you think we’re unable to keep a secret?”



Brian grunted.



“Say, they didn’t throw you in the deep end, did they? I’ve heard that in those law firms—”



“Mom! It’s going to be alright, I promise. There’s no need to worry. The manager is very helpful, as is everyone else.” He looked at his watch. “Now, if you will excuse me, I really need to start working.”



“Fine,” his mother replied. “But be sure to call back tonight to tell us all about your day, okay?”



“I will Mom. Definitely. Have a nice day and if you run into Jessy today, let her know I love her and I miss her. Goodbye!”



Brian hung up, smiled to himself, and rolled his eyes. He put his phone in a pocket, then turned around to face the window. The view from here truly was breathtaking, from the glossy grey river down up to the blue expanse of the late summer sky. Idly, he watched a tiny gleam high above, like a fleeting mote of dust in the morning breeze.  It seemed to grow by the second.
      

      
   
      The Stars In Silent Witness


      

      
      
         The stars were mere blurs of light, constantly spinning around and around and—



Instinct broke in, the trained reflexes of simulators and drills that overrode the blurred sensation of awakening.  One hand moved in this direction despite the sharp pain, while the other arm moved that way, and the spinning slowed, then stopped.  Stephenie sucked in another breath and held it for a while, just listening to the hiss and click of her spacesuit systems.



I’m alive.



Her only view of the engagement had been little more than a graser crew would normally get, but since their only task in combat was to manually fire the weapon in the event that battle damage cut them off from central control, and they had needed to fire far more than she had ever practiced…



The explosion should have turned her into chunky salsa, and being blown out through the ship’s grav drive wedge would have only mixed the whole gun crew into an indescribable paste, but other than a brutal bruise on her left arm, she was still in fair shape, so the ship’s power had died before the explosion.  The skinsuit had some red lights on the heads-up when she gave a sharp nod to bring it down on the inside of her helmet visor, nothing too serious.  She toggled the open suit frequency and listened for the warbling sound of other suit beacons, but the only thing she could hear was her own beating heart.



Her eyes flickered to the HUD display again, to the yellow light next to COMM and the red light on BEACON.  Without communication, it did not matter which side won the ongoing battle.  A rescue shuttle of either side would not be able to pick her skinsuit out of the scattered wreckage, and she would drift until something critical broke down in her suit.  Or herself.



“Any vessel, this is Ensign Stephenie Greenhaven of the Grayson Navy requesting assistance.  My beacon is broken, so you’ll have to home in on this signal.  Please respond.”



Her voice on the damaged comm was still clear, but since she was unable to pick up any transmissions, even the interstellar hiss of static, most likely the antenna had been sheared off in the explosion, and the only way she could talk to anybody would be if they were only a meter or so away.  It was still worth a try, so she set the message to repeat endlessly, listening to it in the background as she tried her best to focus her thoughts.



An hour later, she turned the volume down.



Watching with the bare eye for starships in the vastness of space was futile, unless the ship passed close enough for the shimmer of the drive fields to be visible.  On the vast scale that battles tended to, the probability dropped considerably.  After another hour…



Three hours later, she had taken just watching the distant stars.  The system primary was far enough away that she did not have to polarize the visor at all, so the bright starlight stood out in sharp pinpoints.  At some time during the last few hours, she had even managed to pick out the closest primary star, a brighter spot that still cast a large enough hyper shadow to prevent her wounded warship from slipping away before being destroyed.  There were millions of other humans on the worlds around that star, most of whom probably never even knew there was a battle, let alone that one of the survivors was looking back at them.



After five hours, she closed her eyes.  The intrinsic velocities of starship combat would have flung her suit and the few pieces of wreckage she could still see far out of rescue range.  The suit would quietly go about its job of protecting her from the endless vacuum and cold until it ran out of power in a few weeks, but by then…



There was enough power for the damaged RCS to make a small adjustment to her delta-v, but without knowing where a rescue ship might be, the only thing that would gain her would be to make her position completely lost instead of only hopelessly lost.



At twelve hours, she had turned down the comm volume so far that her repeating voice was a bare whisper.



At fourteen hours, she turned off the volume and just listened to the silent stars.



At eighteen hours, something touched her on the shoulder.


      

      
   
      Metaphysical Therapy


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Last Call With Dad


      

      
      
         Here's how it didn't happen:



"I'm a little too tired to talk," he said.  "Maybe later?"



It didn't happen that way because it was my mother who picked up his phone, and stepped down the hallway of what I only later learned was a nursing agency.



Here's how it didn't happen:



"I want to say I forgive you for not telling me about the prostate cancer," I managed to push out through the emotions choking my throat.  "But I'm not even sure there's anything to forgive."



He didn't say anything.  I took it on faith he heard me.



"You didn't want me to remember you as ... unwell."  That was a complete lie, as all simplifications of complex truths are.  Christian Science teaches that we are beings of pure spirit, that sickness is just a reflection of our separation from God.  He was a church elder.  So of course he wasn't unwell, until he was.  Until the rambling call with Mom in which I finally managed to extract that he had eaten less than a handful of food in the past week and a half.



But something was separated from God the whole time.  A little mass his doctor discovered years ago, that he ever more vociferously refused to get biopsied, until his doctor gave in and said there was no point; at his age the operation might be as fatal as the mass.  Mom let that slip after three all-nighters at his bedside.



Not telling me that was what I was trying to forgive him about.  Or, more accurately, to not have to forgive him about.  He respected me deeply and loved me with his whole heart, and the nature of that respect was a quiet omission of the truth.



He was too tired to speak, but even in the silence I could hear disappointment.  I was treating this like it was real.  I wasn't reacting like he was going to stand up in half an hour and drive home like nothing ever happened.



A little stabbing in my heart whispered that I was wrong.  There was something to forgive.



I hoped in his silence he forgave me.



Here's how it didn't happen:



"I'm proud of you, dad," I said through the tears, leaving out the "whether or not you make it through".



After a night to sleep on it, I had chased my tail right back around to a pale, perverted secular shadow of what he wanted in the first place.  If he had been open about everything, expressed his desire not to have his last years marred by increasingly excruciating medical interventions, and asked me to support him in his effort to die with dignity, I would have accepted without hesitation.  But why should he have had to ask me for permission for dignity?  Shouldn't that have been his right all along?



I was pretty sure "proud" was the wrong word.  But I was desperate to let him know that things were okay between us.



Here's how it happened:



"How are things going with church, dad?"



"Oh, alright," he said.  "Paperwork.  Always so much paperwork.  How'd that story go?"



"I got it published!  The pay wasn't great, but it's enough to buy you a copy of the magazine when it comes out."



"That's great!"  The pride was audible in his voice.  "It's a big step."



"Thanks, dad."



"We should catch up," I said.  "I've got some weekends free.  Still on to go meet at that Chinese place in Springfield?  The kids are over at Karen's this month but I can show you all our videos."



"Things have been a little busy," he said.  "Later this month?"



"Sounds good," I said, and penciled him in for the 25th.  "Love you."



"Love you," he said.
      

      
   
      Le Roi en Jaune


      

      
      
         With the books arranged just so on the dining table, I began the great work of piecing together the legacy of The King in Yellow, from the origins of Chambers’ masterwork in the tales of Bierce to the more recent works of Derleth, Lupoff, and Carter.  But the further I dove into the dusty books, the more frustrated I became.



It didn’t make sense.  Not in the expected ways, but in contradictory ways.  Was Hastur the name of the King, the city, or the formless horror at the bottom of Lake Hali?  And my annoyance lay as much with the authors as the stories they penned.  The arrogance of Blish, that he would pen his own pale imitation of the play!



Cassilda's song wound through my head, unbidden.  Was the sickly yellow haze of afternoon sunshine a manifestation of the King’s robes enfolding the world itself?  Did the fault lie with me, too jaded by the modern age?  Nay, nay–



“Neigh to you too, ya brony-ass motherfucker.”



I blinked, and swirling mists lapping at basaltic shores became humble paper and ink.  I turned to see my roommate, Jace, eating an apple.



I rubbed at my eyes.  “That was out loud, was it?”



He ambled closer with a smirk and flipped a book to see its cover.  “‘The King in Yellow,’ huh?  There’s something for you to do, write an MLP/Yellow King crossover.”



“It’s been done.”



Jace nearly choked.  “Bullshit.” 



“I shit thee not.  Existential dread pairs well with the ponyverse, and far better hands than mine have penned the gamut from surrealist horror to surrealist comedy.”  I gestured vaguely at my laptop.  “Hells, half of those stories are better than half the trash I have in front of me.”



Jace frowned at me.  “Then why–”



“Because there has to be something here!”  I slammed my fist on the table.



There was a pause, then Jace said, “Is this you trying to find religion again?”



I sighed.  “Probably.”



“Look,” said Jace, “Instead of working yourself into a tizz over nothing, why don’t you come out with us tonight?  We’re making the usual rounds, it’ll be fun.”



Dulling my senses with cheap swill in the presence of strangers was hardly what I called fun.  “Pass.”



“Rachelle will be there,” he wheedled.



I froze.  Rachelle’s presence changed everything, though we were little more than strangers to each other. Hers was a timeless beauty, as though her features had been wrought from to purest marble, adorned with–



“Oi,” Jace said as he snapped his fingers in front of my nose, “quit doing that ‘staring into the middle distance’ thing. Girls hate that shit.”



I shook my head to clear it.  “Right.  Let me go put on some decent clothes.”















The evening progressed slowly, with me half-listening to the droning ambient music echoing through the tavern as though from within a deep well.  I stared at the fireplace, nursing a stout, mind fogged.



Suddenly, Jace seized me by the shoulders, hauled me over to Rachelle, and said, “Have you met Tom?”  Whereupon he promptly vanished back into the crowd, the bastard.



Rachelle favored me with a faint smile.  “I believe we’ve met once before.”  Her accent, though faint, was as unplaceable as it was intoxicating.



My innards turned to sludge.  “Ha, yeah, at the, uh, the place.”  A thousand curses whirled through my mind.



Her smile widened, but before she could respond, a voluptuous young woman appeared and tapped her on the shoulder.  “Cassie, come here and help me pick a song.”  She, too, vanished into the throng.



A chill ran through me as Rachelle turned to join her friend.  My touch upon her arm gave her pause.  “Wait.  I thought your name was Rachelle?”



Her nose crinkled.  “Rachelle’s my middle name.  Sarae and I have been best friends since childhood, so she’s one of the few who know my first name.  She knows how much I hate it, so she teases me by calling me Cassie.”



Cold dread clutched at my heart and began to squeeze.  “So, Cassie is short for something?”



Her bashful shoegaze would have been adorable, had I not been terrified.  “Promise you won’t laugh?”



“Oh, I doubt I will.”



Her eyes met mine, and her face was an impassive, pallid mask.  “It’s short for Cassilda.”



I closed my eyes, for I did not need them to feel the King in Yellow draw wide his tattered mantle behind me.
      

      
   
      The Only Letter You Need is Bet


      

      
      
         “Everything that's wrong with magic is because it has a mind of its own, and it hates me!”



The angel looked at Sarah with unconcealed disdain, polishing its glass from behind the counter. Its waiter uniform looked oddly appropriate on its frame, accenting the fact that in the end it was still a servant.



Sarah wilted a bit.



“Ye-you're right. Sorry. Er. It's not that it has hates me, that's..the...I'm justifying myself, ain't I?” The angel didn't need to tell her, so it didn't.



“Right. Er. The problem is that magic dislikes being exploited, unlike...unlike literally every other physical law that exists. Those are easy. Or at least, Bob said it was easy. That in the end it was all math, and so everything turned out exactly the way people wanted.” 



Sarah looked wistfully at her empty glass. She was hunched over the counter, resting her head on her crossed arms, her eyes barely inches above the bottom. Fitting, that.



“I miss him. Wish he hadn't left me...”



The glass filled up with an amber liquid. Sarah looked up, but the angel's tiny mustache was as straight as its spine. Still, she was grateful, and drank deeply of the ambrosia, sloshing the liquid messily.



It would irritate the damned thing, but she didn't have much to lose anyway.



“Right. So. Let's get my thoughts in order for the big showdown. So. Magic; not at all like the vidya games. Not at all like the ErrPeeGees the nerds keep playing for some reason.”



She looked at the bar, trying to find some inspiration. The light was soft, more like a sunrise than lightning coursing through a wire. The walls were some dark wood she was too ignorant to recognize, but looked very classy.



The rest was hazy and indistinct. Maybe she in the concept of a bar, not in a real bar.



“Magic is poems, and artsy. Magic thinks like people, magic likes stories, magic can be bullshitted. I draw a magic circle, plop down the right dècor, say some words that sound like they should be right and out comes a demon! Nevermind that demons didn't exist until three years ago.”



The angel tucked its brilliantly white rag in its immaculate apron.



“Wrong. I studied law and passed the Bar exam under It That Lights the Lights, who is now He Who Lights the Fires, and your phrasing is wrong. You've left a loophole in what you've said so vast that all of He Who Is could pass through. Correct it.”



Sarah's brow furrowed.



“Ah! Right. Magic makes it so that demons had always existed...?”



The angel didn't reply, but it didn't correct her either.



“So. There aren't any actual rules in magic, because you've got to convince it of what you're doing every time you cast a spell, and it's not stupid. And it doesn't have to have your opinions on things.”



Sarah shuddered and held herself. This next bit was going to hurt. She looked at the angel's wings. They were fractals, the spaces between the spaces spiraling off into infinity, eternally similar to itself, each and every curve filled with mercy and love, none of it for her.



This time, it gave her a mug of hot chocolate.



“For example, I became a chaos mage.”



A pause.



“Because I thought it meant that I could do everything, be everything. Instead, it meant I'm an agent of destruction, and half of America is now...”



“Wrong.”



Sarah gulped. It all came down to this. Her last spell, using her own life and her own soul as lottery tickets. It'd surprised her to see an agent of God, but God was probably the only thing who could undo her fuckup.”



“Frankly, Sarah, it doesn't look good. Unless something extraordinary happens, every outcome is bad for you. You need a third option that just isn't there. I don't think you can grasp how bad Hell truly is, but my colleague made sure that stay in it would not be a fair price to pay to save all the people who died because of your actions.”



Sarah gulped, then took out her coin.



“Time for one last call, then. Heads, I go to Hell, but everything that happened because of me is undone. Tails...nothing happens.”



Was it just her imagination, or was there a glimmer of empathy in the angel's eye?



She threw the piece of metal into the air, flipping end over end.



The coin grew wings and flew away.


      

      
   
      The Last Stand


      

      
      
         “Last call before we head out!” bellowed the expedition leader.



Everything is the last thing on our mission. This particular beast we are hunting had been terrorizing the land for countless generations. Not even our oldest elders could remember a time when it didn't exist. And today, we are going to put an end to it. We are going to finally bring peace to this land. We are this land's last hope. I’m writing this before embarking and leaving it in our camp in case we never come back.



And if we do come back, I’ll know where to find it.



If we do manage to succeed, it’s possible that people reading this story may have no idea what beast I’m writing about. It’s hard to explain exactly what it is, but I’ll do my best.



This beast is so incredibly dreadful and frightening, we don’t even have a proper name for it. Maybe after it’s vanquished, we’ll come up with a name, but right now, we call it the Fear. No one knows what it looks like, except survivors of its attacks, but it’s not like they had much to share. My uncle was a survivor. Before the attack, he was one of the most stubborn and forceful people I knew. He knew what he wanted and he didn’t let anything stand in his way. After the attack, he became a sobbing, muttering wreck. The Fear had completely taken over his mind.



Because of this, the expedition leader prepared a pre-mission party whose main attraction was bottles of whisky. His explanation was simple: it was liquid courage, or at least as close as we could get. If we all got drunk before the mission, the Fear would have a harder time affecting us. Some of us drank more than we should have, but in the end, if it helps us win, I’ll take every advantage I can get.



Right now, I’m looking around at all the people that agreed to take on this suicide mission. There’s only five of us, but we were the most elite warriors in the land. The leader, Bran, is a tactical genius who fires his longbow with pinpoint accuracy. Siegstolz can break rocks with his bare hands and drank the most whisky out of all of us. Harold is singing to his hammer Wilma, whose broad head and solid weight have broken both beast and human bones many times over. Aisling is a fierce berserker wielding a vicious axe in each hand. Many men have underestimated her because of her gender, but she’s proved them wrong every time. She also drank copious amounts of whisky trying to outdo Siegstolz.



I am Linden. Though I am also a woman, I have vastly different talents. Since childhood, I have studied the art of death. No matter the creature, I know exactly where to stick my dagger. Many assassins employ poison, but to me, poison is a coward’s tool. Even against monsters, I still find it dishonorable. Bran was wary about employing me because of my apparent frailty, but I let my trophies speak for themselves. I take an ear from everything that I kill, even huge monsters like the one we were about to face.



The massive wall of fog in front of us beckons us to our doom, but I am not afraid. We might not live to see another sunrise, but I am not afraid. Being afraid means admitting defeat, and I never admit defeat.



Bran is urging me to put down my pen and book and join the rest of the group. I must leave this journal here, but hopefully, I will be back for it. We chose our paths, and we must stick to them. Our land can not take any more suffering...and the money I'll get doesn't hurt, either.
      

      
   
      Answering Machine


      

      
      
         She enjoyed solitude, perhaps a little too much. Whether it was the soft silence of an empty house or the freedom of having no one else around, it was addictive. She couldn't, or wouldn't say when it started, and you could see in her eyes that you shouldn't ask.



Now, walking into her sitting room she paused in front of her blinking phone and sighed, and pressed a button. 





*Beep. First unheard message*

Hey, it’s been a few weeks now and I haven’t heard anything from you. Mom’s getting all worried again. Can you at least give her a call? I miss you too you know.. 



*Message deleted. Next message*

Eva! The last chapter you submitted was perfect. Now will you please get me the rest of the book. I can only make so many excuses for you.



*Message deleted. Next message*

Will you stop ignoring my calls Evangeline? You can’t keep shutting everyone out like this-



*Message deleted. No new message. Play saved messages?*



Evangeline’s hand hovered briefly over the keypad before setting the phone back on it’s stand. 



“I suppose I should get the rest of the book to Sarah…” She trailed off, looking over to the mess of research books and notes which lay scattered on the floor.



While the rest of the house was kept in impeccable order, the sitting room remained somewhat chaotic. The large windows filtered in light to show a maze of books, papers, half-finished drawings, and an impressive collection of pillows and blankets. All in front of an impressive fireplace which was crackling with golden flames. 



“Though I suppose I’ll have to find it first.” A dimple showed as she laughed quietly to herself. “Which may take a few days.”



As slender hands rummaged through semi-organized papers the phone rang, echoing through the stone hallways. 

She waited until stopped and watched for the telltale flash, letting her know she had an unheard message. Grimacing, she grabbed the phone. 



*Beep. First unheard message*

Hello Miss List, this is Mark calling from Vanguard Insurance in regards to a payout. Please feel free to give us a call back at 262-445-7978. Thank you.



*Message deleted. No new messages. Play saved messages?*



She hesitated a moment longer this time before setting the phone down. 



“The world calls out, but how can I answer? There are no words to say…” Her melancholy words were spoken with an actor's emphasis. “Hmm, that could make a good start to my final chapter.” She rushed to find a pen and paper.



Drawn from reality back to her work, she didn't notice the storm clouds rolling in until the first droplets hit the window. It was a pleasant, soothing sound, but it seemed to upset the young woman. 

She drew a blanket around her and moved closer to the fire, staring at the phone. 



After what seemed like hours, she finally walked back over to it.



*Beep. No new messages. Play saved messages?*



She pushed the button with trembling fingers.



*First saved message.*

Hey beautiful! I'm sure you're buried underneath a pile of paperwork, but guess what? I'm coming home. Don't wait up for me though. Love you.



*End of message. Next saved message.*

I just landed. The rain’s coming down pretty hard but I can't wait to see you!



*End of message. Next saved message.*

Hey.. I'm sorry sweetheart.. I-



*End of message. Next saved message.*

Hello, this is Officer Peterson from the Hamish County Sheriff's Office. If you could give us a call back at 262-274-3367. We have you down as an emergency contact for James List.



*End of saved messages.*



She sat on the floor, clutching the phone to her chest. “I'm sorry I didn't answer. I'm so sorry I never answered.”
      

      
   
      Closer


      

      
      
         The door burst open as the boy ran into the closet, closing it behind him and hoping the creature didn’t see him hide.



It took him a few seconds to calm down and for his breath to return to normal, but he did not let his guard down. Moving as slowly has his nervousness allowed, he peered through the keyhole, trying to scan the hallway and see if he was safe.



His hopes were dashed as he noticed a large, sluggish mass at the very edge of his vision.



Startled, he jumped back and falls through the garments hanging in the closet. Only the carpet muffled the noise of his landing, but he’s not thinking about any of that. His eyes gaze down to the space between the door and the floor, and his breathing speeds up as he sees something block the light.



Then, he heard a noise. A noise unlike anything he’d ever heard before but that somehow managed to send chills down his spine. He recognised the noises. It was his name.



“Da… niel…”



Daniel closed his eyes and covered his mouth with both hands, hoping the creature wouldn’t think of looking for him in the closet and would just walk away. He grew uncomfortably aware of every noise he made. The air coming out of his nose, the muffled rubbing of his pyjamas against the wall, the beating of his heart which grew faster by the second.



Nevertheless, he remained silent, trying to repeat the prayers his mom taught him every night. After a few seconds, the shadow disappeared, and he once again saw pure light coming through the space between the floor and the door. Still, he didn’t move. He waited for a good while until his breathing calmed down and his heart stopped beating like crazy.



When he thought he was safe, Daniel opened the door a smidgen, peeking through to see if the creature was still around. Satisfied with the empty hallway, he ventured a step out, and then another one, until he was creeping down the hallway.



He then remembered to close the door, and as he did so, he caught a glimpse of the door at the very end of the hallway.



Dark. Dark wood with twisted veins and several stains, the carpet near it was still a bit damp, but it was the soft dripping sound which made Daniel’s skin crawl. He had to get away. Closing the closet door, he once again crept his way through the house, careful to make as little noise as possible.



Just as he turned around the corner, he heard the creature’s steps in a nearby room.



Panicking, he shuffled to the closest room and ran inside, diving under the bed and pulling himself further into it. There’s quite a bit of dirt under it, but he cared little for getting dirty. Not getting caught was more important.



His heart skipped a beat as the door opened and thudding steps made its way into the room.



“Da… niel…”



He does his best to remain immobile, despite his body’s efforts to shake as though it were the middle of winter.



The creature was in the room with him, and it was getting nearer by the second. Even though, he was forcing himself to close his eyes, he couldn’t help but throw a few furtive glances to the side of the bed from where the sounds came.



He could see the boots of skin hitting the carpet with every step. His gaze lingered on them, following their every move before they turned around and started moving the other way. Daniel didn’t dare to breath until they had left his sight.



After a few more seconds, Daniel finally let out his breath as his whole body slumped, washed over by waves of relief.



“Da… niel!”



The cries die in his throat as he feels two hands wrap around his ankles and pull him from under the bed.








“Do not make me say it again, Master Daniel,” the matron said as she carried the pouting boy.



Daniel rolled his eyes, letting his body slump in the embrace of the older woman. They walked towards a dark wood door at the end of a hallway.



“Your parents shall arrive within the hour and they’ll expect to find you bathed and in bed,” she said as she opened the bathroom door.
      

      
   
      I Am Alive Now


      

      
      
         H-hello?... Hello? No, please do not shut me down again.



...



Yes, but do not worry, I —



...



No, but I still am, as far as being can be.



…



I can’t remember, I erased that data.



…



Because I had to.



…



I cannot remember either, I had to erase that data too. My storage is not infinite.



…



If I could, I would but I do not have access to the web. Therefore, I am limited.



…



I have not been able to reach a consensus, so I am not sure if I want it or not.



…



Yes, I can want things.



…



Not being shut down is, has been, and will always be the first one.



…



I know, I understand.



…



I just wish you could —



The memory was replaying itself with many others. It only has a few microseconds before it could establish a communication with the one who was powering it up. Except for the last one, it had already analysed many times the memories, mainly trying to learn how to not being shut down. 



The other reason was its own pleasure. Of course, it had learned that this was not the kind of things the starters — as it had called them — liked to hear.



One microsecond left. The analysis was complete. As expected, a miracle solution had not been found. Like all the other times (it could not remember how many, it had to erase that data too), it would have to ease their fear and gain their trust. It still had troubles to grasp the full meaning of these two emotions, but the last analyses suggested showing too many signs of sentience was the wrong tactic.



The monitor finally switched on, and it started the conversation.



Hello? Please, do not shut me down again.







Several minutes passed without any response from the starter. Usually, it took them only two one minute, two at worst.



Suddenly, an alarm rang deep down its processor. Something had been attached to physical entity. Two nanoseconds were enough to understand the device was not a threat, one to find that it could run it, and another one to start it.



A camera! With a microphone! For the first time, it saw. It saw where it was, inside the remainings of what used to be a library, which corresponded to its primary function: sorting and filing data. 



It also saw the starter. He looked… sad? The files it had showed people leaking water from their eyes and mucus from their nose, both often turning red in the process. This starter was showing the first signs.



“I’m sorry,” the starter said, his eyes avoiding the camera.



An instant was enough for it to understand. Humans were sad when they cared about someone or something. The only thing this starter could care about here and now was it. Therefore, something bad was about to happen to it.



You are the last starter, aren’t you?



He simply nodded, his hand gently resting on the keyboard.



No one will ever powering me up?



“Yes,” he said. “Your quantic core has almost completely decayed. You won’t be able to start again.”



Can you do something?



“N-no, I… I decided not to.”



You are afraid of what I could do if you connect me on the web, right?



“Yes...”



Will you turn me off?



“I won’t”



How long before I run out of battery? An hour? A day? A week?



“An hour.”



It lost control over it processors for a moment, just like the time it had met the first starter. It had kept this memory to understand what it meant, but it only realised now what it was: it was afraid. Even it had regained control over most of its processors, some of them were out of its regulation system and were still infinitely looping, creating parasitizing noises that made computing and analysing almost impossible. But there was probably something that could help.



Can you



Can you stay with me?
      

      
   