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         They called him “the Man With No Face”, but only because “the Man With the Forgettable Face” left little impression. And impressions were everything.



He sat at a café: sipping his tea, solving the morning crossword, glancing at the article about the latest robbery, and smirking at the fact that, in a few minutes’ time, he could get up and walk away from his unpaid bill without anyone stopping him. He’d had to flag down a waiter for his Earl Grey, and signal to another one that his table was still occupied and no, the family of four could not therefore have it yet.



For as long as he could remember, he’d been a non-entity. School tutors repeatedly reported him for truancy, and since it made no difference whether he actually turned up or not, he’d taken to wandering the school and learning from the library by himself.



Still, they might not remember him, but they remembered his documents. He’d passed his exams spectacularly. He’d obtained careful references and had learned to rely on paper rather than people. University had accepted a name, even when it couldn’t find him.



What a name he had, though. Willowby Hopkin-Hawkes. Not a name one could forget. Paper anchored him, or so he’d thought.



Then one day, it had gotten worse.



Regardless of how many letters he sent his bewildered parents, slowly but surely they became confused as to who he was and why he was sending them anything. When they stopped replying at all, he’d confronted them, but had been no more substantial than a will-of-the-wisp. He could smash furniture—and had—but their only comment would be which of them had been careless this time, own up, when did you do it Harold?



One by one, schoolfriends—or colleagues, rather, since friendship with the faceless was out of the question—forgot he even existed. Showing them photographs had initially worked, but eventually his face in the school photos became blind spots to them too. Tutors showed no recognition of his name.



It was as if the world had forgotten he existed.



Yet new people helped. They recognized him. Perhaps, he'd speculated on his days off, there was a time limit to how much exposure he had with people. After that limit, he vanished from their memories and from their very eyes.



A useful talent, in some circles…



Someone coughed. Willowby lowered his paper.



“Ah,” he said, jovial as a snob. “Rufus Knight.” He checked the clock. “Punctual, as always.”



“Well, I have three incentives.” A snappily dressed old man eased his weight onto a chair opposite, and confident as a lion ordered a coffee in passing. “This is an establishment of impeccable taste. One has one’s professional reputation to think of. And I wouldn’t miss a second of your company—” hastily, he checked a scrap of paper in his pocket “—Willowby.”



“Three hundred thousand for your account, as promised.” Willowby kicked something under the table. “‘Tis a pity you couldn’t lend me a better lock-picker. There’s such a thing as professionalism.”



“Admit it: my boys did their homework with the passcodes.”



“The passcodes didn’t get me caught, Rufus.”



A twitch crossed Rufus’ face. “That’s Mister Knight to you.”



“It’s not exactly a gourmet picnic in a police cell, you understand.”



Rufus shrugged in the manner of a man to whom “done time” was little different from a weekend break. “Why didn’t you just use your… charm on them?”



Willowby grimaced at the pause. “Hardly a charm, Rufus.” He ignored the resultant twitch. “Sometimes, it’s more like a curse.”



“A curse that’s just gotten you a hundred thousand richer…” Rufus frowned again, reached under the table, shuffled some papers, and even laid them on the table for all to see before reading: “Willowby.”



“There’s more to life than riches, Rufus.” No twitch this time: Willowby grimly noticed that. “In a hundred years’ time, who will be the greatest thief the world has ever known?”



Once more, Rufus shuffled the papers and read them carefully. They were case files. Memory aides.



“Willowby, you are the greatest thief of all time,” Rufus said, chuckling as he did so. “The fact will remain when the memory has… When you are the greatest…”



A frown crossed Rufus’ face. After a while, he stared blankly at the chair Willowby sat on as though wondering why it was there.



Willowby sighed. Not again.



He’d robbed museums, galleries, private homes, and even people in the street in broad daylight. He’d occasionally been arrested, and within hours either walked out a free if forgotten man or—in rare cases like this one—been rescued by teams of anxious crimelord lackeys eager to keep his services. And his name on their books.



It made no difference. The greatest criminal mind in the world had only seconds to gloat to anyone before they forgot he was right in front of them. The very papers now disappearing into Rufus’ suit would soon become blind spots too. He’d be wanted in over fifty countries, if only they knew he existed.



Only the thrill of crime—the great rebellion against a world determined to delete Willowby Hopkin-Hawkes—retained its fun.



Eventually, he walked out with the suitcase meant for Rufus. No money could bring him satisfaction, but it would at least briefly soothe the emptiness inside.
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         Halloween is the shittiest time of year to go hunting for werewolves. The bastards stroll around in the open, all but flipping the bird at you, and you can’t shoot unless you’re dead certain it’s not Little Suzie in a hairy costume.



I mean, fuck.



Tonight, I was in Wergild, Maine. Little town. You’ve never heard of it. Thing is, this place goes ape for Halloween. There was this local legend about Hubert Clayton, a founder who shot his own son in a quarrel and secretly served the guy’s flesh up to his fellows. That’s how bloody sick this place is.



I’d figured that some werewolf was in the area. Usual stuff: blogs by kooks, stories about sightings, news on loons in bars. The main street was full of costumed crazies who should know better. Pumpkins every-fucking-where.



Vampire… Werewolf… Skeleton… Bedsheet ghost… Werewolf… Werewolf… Vampire… Ghoul… Zombie… Vampire… Werewolf… You see what I mean? Needle in a haystack, except the needle kills you.



Me? Dressed as a secret agent with a gun. Oh yeah. Audacity: I can fucking do that too, were-boy. And before you go nuts, I’ve seen werewolves in action all along the Eastern Seaboard. I’ll spare you the gory details, because you don’t deserve nightmares. I don’t want that on my fucking conscience.



So there I was, looking for a werewolf among werewolves. The bugger of it all? No way to tell for sure until the thing savages someone. By then I’m too late. You gotta watch for signs. Ears slightly too mobile. Drool’s too shiny. Eyes slightly too large—



“This isn’t your fight,” whispered someone behind me. “Stay out of it.”



The bastard must have flannel feet! I swung around.



Nothing. Except crowds with werewolves all over.



This was gonna be hard.












Alright. Clue number one. That blogger, “Wergild W8tcHer” or whatever, said the thing moved around the woods northeast of town.



Check the woods, flashlight ready. Gun ready.



Found a den. Found some dead chickens. Cheerful. Poor farmer’s gonna flip his shit when he sees this.



So… maybe a meatie? It’s like a veggie—vegetarian—only for werewolves, it’s a step up just to get them off human and onto chicken. Even if it is raw.



So… a sporting werewolf?



Clue number two. Newspaper office located on the southern side of town, overlooking Pebble Beach. They published the story: an attack on some local bigwig, Lou P. Garou. French bugger.



“A dog tried to get into his house?” I asked.



“Uh huh,” said the reporter—young, blonde, keen type, hasn’t yet learned about confidentiality and the risk of getting her ass sued to hell. “Or it could’ve been a bear.”



“That happens a lot here?”



“No. That’s what made it so exciting! And everyone in town talked about it!”



I gave her some life-saving tips on not running her mouth off like this—hey, I’ve got a soul—and left.



Clue number three. The loony in the bar. Scott Shilling, the local fisherman. The Bar… the local bar. Creative with names, they ain’t.



Somewhere between the Irish whiskey and the god-awful beer, Scott went off about “that cocky asshole” Garou, “shootin’ up the damn place, scarin’ the fish away”.



I asked if Garou hunted, then. Ten minutes after looking for his car keys, Scott said yes, and don’t ask the bastard about it or I’ll die of old age afore he’s finished. Truth be told, I kinda liked Scotty-boy already. Maybe when I’m off-duty, I’ll pay his tab.



A hunter. A rare attack. A meatie. Now it adds up.



That old story. Crap.



Garou was making a speech tonight; knew that from the newspaper. He’s the shit around here, apparently. If you ask the locals, he made God’s green earth and then got a divine license to shoot anything he wanted.



Clearly, my night shift wasn’t over yet.












Wergild Town Centre isn’t that bad. There’s a nice fountain, and they set up some lights to turn it green for Halloween. Old Garou—big, beefy bastard with a mustache you could throw like a boomerang—stood on a podium, going on about the legend of Clayton. I guessed they were related.



I kept an eye on the werewolves in the crowd. Not easy. They were fucking everywhere.



Gun fully loaded.



That guy? No.



That guy?



Or that guy?



Something stirred.



I looked back. One werewolf slid through the crowd, eyes fixed on Garou.



The old stealthy assassination. In plain sight. Audacious bastard, huh?



I sighed. Hell, do I hate this job—



He pounced.



BANG!



My bullet got there first.



The werewolf went down like a dog.



Lucky for him, I aimed to wound. He was writhing, screaming, and grabbing his arm like I’d thrown acid. Garou just stared at the thing for a sec. Then he pulled out his shotgun.



I aimed. “Don’t fucking think about it.”



He glared at me. I glared back. I’m the better glarer.



He dropped it.



The werewolf shouted, “You fuck! Twenty years a meatie, twenty goddamn years with Lucy, and you arrogant son-of-a-bitch! You bullshitting crackbrained fuckface! You… You…”



I gave him a sedative. Poor bastard.



At the time, I just dragged the werewolf out and drove him to HQ for counseling. Later, I spun some yarn about a drunk in a werewolf costume. The job demands confidentiality.



Later on, I paid Garou a visit. Explained a few things to him.



Gave him some nightmares.
      

      
   
      A Scholarly Report on the Fairy Peasblossom


      

      
      
         The doctors at Cottingley Mental Hospital called it Peasblossom Delusion, after the first known sufferer “Peasblossom”. The most prominent symptom is unshakeable belief that one is a fairy.



During the Great War, 1917, two girls playing in the countryside beyond Cottingley Dell stumbled across a strangely dressed young woman. Doctors now believe her to be one of the “feral children” often reported on the European mainland—children abandoned in the wilderness—and speculate that this, along with the possible loss of her nearest relatives to the war, contributed to her diminished sanity.



At the time, both girls—Elsie and Frances—claimed the woman had worn an iridescent dress and boasted two large, colorful wings akin to those of the order Lepidoptera, complete with scales and ornate patterns. None of these were confirmed by any medical staff. The only clothing the woman possessed was a handmade gown constructed from leaves, twigs, hemp twine, and other assorted leaf litter.



Initially, she was rushed to the nearby Dell Hospital, for the villagers were concerned about her mental state. In truth, she had a most extraordinary psychological profile evident even before psychometric and psychoanalytic tests began.



She gave her name as “Peasblossom”, and when a literarily inclined staff member noted the allusion, she insisted she’d met William Shakespeare himself and had served as his muse.



She had informed the two girls that she had come from a place called Avalon, and that she possessed fantastic magical abilities that could make flowers bloom before their time and remove sadness and grief. No evidence of these abilities appeared, though not for lack of trying; when she was moved to the Cottingley Mental Hospital, many scientists and paranormal investigators eagerly tested her skills. The woman’s abilities were championed by none other than world-respected author and keen spiritualist Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.



Unfortunately, she refused to cooperate. Not even cameras or hidden observers could capture positive evidence for her abilities.



Except for her reticence around cameras and experimenters, she was remarkably sanguine, highly talkative, encouraging, and even affectionate, to the point that many junior staff expressed remorse over her confinement. Most of the senior staff regarded her—fondly—as an overgrown child. Indeed she played games—alone or with company, it made no difference—and asked questions with childlike abandon.



However, she was likewise reluctant to learn the necessary adult skills for life, lacking the patience and self-control to sit down and engage with financial and political documentation. Disputes, even mild and amicable ones, provoked strong withdrawal symptoms and occasional panic attacks, suggesting some acute trauma in her childhood which rendered her incapable of operating without constant approval and cooperation. She herself claimed it was the natural temperament of fairykind.



After the war, enquiries were made at the local council offices and the civil services of London; they found no evidence for her origin or genealogy. Some speculated that she was descended from the Roma peoples, which would at least explain her lack of documented history. All such suggestions she denied, repeatedly claiming that fairies had no ancestors and simply appeared in a local area, borne from the collective beliefs and fantasies of the native people, and continued thereafter as a guardian of children.



Her own personal tale is illustrative of the depth of her delusion.



According to her own account—once suitably coaxed out of her by many patient nurses—she was a former servant of Queen Titania, a noble fairy of Avalon. Their appearance before William Shakespeare—the details of this meeting were never vouchsafed to the nurses—inspired him to write A Midsummer Night’s Dream.



Initially, Titania and “Peasblossom” regarded the play as a successful confirmation of the belief that sustained them. Over the centuries, however, these fey-inspired stories moved from native belief to pure fiction, weakening and destroying what both fairies relied upon. At this point in the telling, “Peasblossom” would refuse to continue, showing strong signs of depression and grief, but the nurses have inferred from this that Titania did not survive the loss of belief.



When enquired about the nature of belief here, usually “Peasblossom” would claim that she survived by refashioning herself as a native spirit of Cottingley, the local inhabitants being a relic population of superstitious farmhands willing to keep traditions alive. Thus she was reborn as a guardian of the children at play. According to her, this manifestation was a result of the Great War, for many children were grieving after the loss of their fathers and brothers at the Battle of the Somme in 1916.



A curious coda to this account: in 1927, exactly ten years after her appearance to the children, “Peasblossom” mysteriously vanished from her room in the Cottingley Mental Hospital. All the windows were barred after a previous escape attempt, and only three senior staff had access to the door key; all denied aiding her escape. The villagers threw a festival to honor her, seemingly under the impression that she’d magically caused the remarkable crop productivity and lack of illness and death during those ten years.



Having reviewed the facts, and as a man of science and reason, I must weigh skeptical of these fantastic claims. Yet if I may be allowed a moment of indulgent humanity, part of me rather wonders if there is something hidden here, in plain sight.
      

      
   
      Only for Him (The Cold Morning)


      

      
      
         Cold mornings are the worst.



I think about blasphemies as I stare across the water. The procession has begun, a line of black on what I presume is the opposite shore. The water's got that funny rippling effect going on. You know the one, where it makes it look like the horizon and the sky are the same? Makes the paraders look like ghosts walking on water. Each one of them an unwitting Jesus. But they aren't here to cast demons out of swine, oh, no. Doing God's work, no doubt. Even if that work means setting God to his rest.



No place for people like me in that group. Steam rises out of my mouth into the cold air. Satan's breath. Still stuck in the ice.



That's the thing about the devil. Nobody sees him when he's right there. A few hundred yards away, but to them I'm a phantom in mind and in thought. Well, that might be unfair. I'm sure someone's thinking of me. In the way people think about the devil, that is. "He's far away, hiding in the shadows, counting his money or finding fresh souls to reap. Always the next innocent to corrupt, right?"



I doubt a single one of them ever read Milton.



It is said, among those who have, that the single worst thing in existence is to no longer know God. From that perspective, Satan is a tragic figure. Did you know he once loved God as much as the next angel? Oh, yes, he was an angel. Once. Then he made a mistake. He got cast out. He has to live every waking moment knowing that God doesn't exist in his heart. That, my friend, is the real agony of being the devil. Everything he does, every sin he commits, is just one more distraction from the agony that is a world without God. In a way, the pain of that loss drives his every deed.



And here I stand, a ghost or a demon, on what may as well be the other side of the world. As far as those Jesuses across the water are concerned, I'm still in Hell. They have no idea.



Hell isn't a place of fire and brimstone. Hell is on the shore of a lake, watching the apostles walk by in their lofty arrogance. Watching and remembering a time when God smiled upon me, loved me like a son, and cared for my endeavors. He did not condemn me for having a dream that didn't sit well with my peers. He only ever tried to guide me down the safest path. I loved Him for that, even when He cast me from Heaven. I never blamed Him for it. It was those water-walking apparitions over there, the ones who pressured Him. I swear, they are far more devilish than I'll ever be.



You can't tell them that. They're perfect. Perfect, with their Bibles and their Services and their Thou-Shalt-Nots. One does not dare to question their morality.



So here I stand. Here I watch. If I strain my pointed ears just right, I might even hear their words. I will not intrude on their moment. I'm a devil, but I'm not a jerk. When they've finished their lamentations and stories and praises for events long past, they will leave. Then I will pay God a visit. I pray He will remember me fondly.



Cold mornings are the worst. But for Him?



Only for Him.
      

      
   
      Cool Party Trick


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Right in Front of You


      

      
      
         They say that if you live in a big town, you meet at least five psychopaths a day.



I look at that girl and wonder who are the other four. 



Right now, she left the store where she works every day, seven to three. I know every place where she can go for there. Lunch, friends, lunch with friends, gym, cafe? Those are about all of the possibilities. Most of people live boring, repetitive lives. Look at me, for example. I’m hanging out, watching that girl. Rinse and repeat, for the last year and a half.



We talked a few times, actually. I often go shopping in this store. A few times we met at the gym. Those are brief talks but still, I know about her more than she thinks I know. To think about it, people are rather careless about what they tell the others. I keep hearing about those morons who share their data on the internet and then suddenly realise that the money from their account is gone. Well, no wonder. 



Most of people really are idiots.



I briefly look at her to see what route she took this time. She’s not an idiot. Well, no bigger than the others, including myself. Sometimes I wonder if other four guys also follow her. I look at other pedestrians, wondering which of them is also a psychopath. It’s not like it’s written on their foreheads or else my life would be a lot harder. 



Maybe I don’t realise that, but one of those people is stalking me.



Maybe for every normal person, there’s another stalking them.



Maybe we all stalk each other?



Hell only knows. Why’d they even do that? Why do I do that? I don’t want to hurt her, no. I don’t really feel the need to protect her from the other four guys she may be meeting every day. Maybe I’m that second bomb on a plane? As in, you’re afraid there’s a bomb on your plane, but you’ve heard the probability of two bombs sitting in the cargo bay of a plane is infinitely smaller than if it was just one bomb.



Solution? Bring your own bomb. 



No, I don’t really feel like that second bomb. My watching of her seems to have no purpose; it’s just a hobby. If she ever moves out of town or gets hit by a bus, I guess I’ll find another person to watch. 



The thought of it is kinda entertaining. Goddamn guardian angel with a ten-inch thick medical history.



Maybe one day I’ll push her in front of the bus myself. That is, if I get really bored. For now, I’m not. I may be following that girl everywhere, look through her trash, break into her house every once in a while, but pushing her in front of a bus would be too much. I’d probably get caught. And let me tell you, I learned to appreciate freedom. You’d learn to appreciate it too if you went through the same stuff as me.



Thus, for now, I’m only watching. Always there. Always watching.



Always there.



Always watching. 
      

      
   
      Boyfriend Chameleon


      

      
      
         “Oh sure, because I totally went and brought a chameleon-alien-monster-thing into the space station. Sure I did.”



Sarcastic confession: always works.



“Quinn, don’t even joke,” said Captain Mono. Frankly, she wouldn’t recognize a joke if it bit her nose off.



“It’s just nerves. Let him be,” said Professor Quad in her soft, breathy, lovely voice.



“Nerves? Rubbish. The idiot’s feeling guilty because he was supposed to be on watch at the portal,” said Dai. He was Head of Security and therefore itching to behead any insecure members of his team.



“Poor Quinn.” Bless Professor Quad for saying that; it was a little hard on me. “Do you want to talk about it?”



“No, thanks,” I said gently.



“Look,” Dai snapped. “Let’s just split up and go look for this thing, alright?”



“What does it look like?” Quad trembled.



“Stupid question.” Dai hefted a megaton stunner cannon as easily as a handgun.



“Chemical analysis of the residue indicates it’s chameleonic,” said Captain Mono. “It could be anything. A wastepaper basket. A light fitting. A shoe.”



“One of us,” said Dai.



Quad swallowed. Poor Quad.



“One of us…?” She went pale.



I rolled my eyes. She really, really would fall apart without me.



Dai rounded on me. “Sergeant Quinn, you have the thermal goggles?”



“Here,” I said. “Why did you want them again—”



“The thing can’t hide its heat signature, right? Everyone: Take a stunner, knock it out, chuck it back through the portal. Any questions?”



Quad opened her mouth to rattle off a list. Dai glared at her until she shut it again.



Thus armed for a hell of a hellstorm, we went our merry ways. I changed as soon as I was out of sight. Sometimes holding a fake form is a drag.












It started back when the portal first opened up near me. I was chilling, soaking up the swamp, eyeing up a few pyro-gnats for supper. Next thing I knew, I heard human voices and this swirling light thingy blinded me.



What an experience. An annoying one first: I grabbed the first guy I could find behind the portal and asked him what was going on. I disguised myself as him and explored the space station.



Pretty cool setup. Insta-beds, automatic coffee, adjustable nano-climates… Hell better than some nasty old swamp. At least nothing tried to eat me.



I asked. Quad said they were testing some hyper-portal technology, hence my mix-up. I kept the disguise. Kept close to her.



Everything was going well for a few weeks. Sure, people noticed the odd quirk here and there: eating flies, slurring my speech when I wasn’t concentrating. Nothing alarm-inducing.



Except when I was careless and lost form in my sleep.



Normally, that wasn’t a problem. I had my own bed, the lights turned off every night, there were no cameras in our private quarters. Only this time, I wasn’t in my bed. I was sort of in the lab. With Quad. And for totally… private reasons, I lost concentration.



Not for long. No one spotted me. But I have a tendency to ooze through my skin when I’m… let’s discreetly say “excited” … and Mono found the residue later.



Now I’m hunting myself in a space station with trigger-happy humans.



I sighed. I’d had my fun. I hefted the stunner, tampering with its safety settings. No point going half-baked.



Still, it’d be a shame for Quad. She’d been an experience. Kindness. A reason to stay if I could.



It wouldn’t be fair on her.












The cameras now offline, I closed the electro-maintenance hatch and traipsed into the hyper-portal testing chamber. Should the jig be well and truly up, I’d prepared a contingency plan.



I stepped through.



Swamp, swamp, disgusting old swamp. As I trudged through the muck, hoping it’d get better with time, I thought of those humans. Captain Mono was a tired old bore and Dai was a pain in the ass, but Quad. Quad had told me so much. She’d liked having me around. She’d said, “Oh, Quinn, I’m so happy you’re finally taking an interest.”



Don’t believe this didn’t kill me. But she’d changed me somehow, in a way I wasn’t familiar with. I owed her. This had gone too far.



I found the real Quinn still in my nest, wrapped in webbing. He screamed the whole time. Ungrateful ape! I even remembered to nip through and feed him stolen human food every day, and he never stopped complaining.



I’m going soft.



Still, I hauled him through the portal, told him some cock-and-bull story to feed the others, and left him the sabotaged stunner. There. Now he couldn’t tear ass trying to follow me.



For good measure, I knocked him out anyway. If my experiences were anything to go by, he’d been a piss-poor boyfriend before me.



And now I’m back in this disgusting swamp, wondering how Quad was going to fare without me. At least she’d know the truth. I owed her that much.



Still. Humanity. I tried wiping my mind clean of the emotions and memories. Nice enough place to visit, but I’d had my fun. I’d had far more than I deserved. I couldn’t live a lie forever. Not for Quad.



The portal closed.



I really had picked up too much from the humans. Minutes later, it occurred to me my final noble plan had been really, really, really damn stupid.
      

      
   
      Too Many Clones, Not Enough Discipline


      

      
      
         Ambassador Zero leaned back on his chair in the debating chamber. He just wanted one. One. Now he was faced with many. With… about two hundred, by his reckoning.



Two hundred polite, blushing, totally identical fourteen-year-old girls.



It had been quite an experiment.



Normally, a representative of one planet met with a representative of another planet. It didn’t matter whether the other planet consisted of crab monsters or centaurs or things that looked like seafood-robot hybrids. Whatever the species, they always sent one.



The informally named “Clone Planet” presented certain problems.



For one thing, the clones had no concept of leadership. If their hive city needed repairs, everyone chipped in until repairs had been done. They didn’t have experts. They sort of picked things up on the job, and somehow it all worked out.



Well, the rest of the galaxy might look upon them with respectful awe, but Zero had served countless armies. He refused to be easily impressed.



“Now, Miss…” He made a show of reading his notes.



“Kimura,” said the nearest one, who then smiled apologetically.



“Kimura.” Zero briefly wondered if the original Kimura was still alive somewhere, perhaps in secret cryogenic freeze or hiding with her artificial sisters. “Look, we want these peace talks to go ahead, but if incidents like these break out again…”



The Kimuras exchanged panicky looks. Evidently, word got around fast in clonesville.



One said, “What did they say?”



“Hm?” said Zero, pretending to be distracted by his papers.



One said, “The poor men involved?”



One said, “We hope they are recovering, Ambassador Zero.”



One said, “We all wish to apologize for the lapse in standards.”



One said, “We’re so ashamed.”



One said, “You are right to seek redress for this crime.”



Already, Zero was getting that headache again. Ambassadors were supposed to be suave and cunning and impressive and charismatic. The clones had clearly been neglecting certain portions of their odd civilization, since any one of them looked like they’d have the political longevity of a snowflake in a flamethrower test site. Yet for all that…



Zero had done diplomatic duty for dozens of cutthroat scum across the galaxy. His nerves made steel look flimsy as paper. Yet one glance at the nearest Kimura’s watery eyes made him want to give up politics, raise a family, and be the cuddly daddy. It made him squirm.



The original Kimura had been a good student, a child prodigy, a friend to all, and therefore a prime target for some utopian nutcase who’d taken the phrase “Kimura if only there were more people like you” far, far too literally. By the time the Galactic Union had caught up with Professor “Me Too!” Motoo, she’d made a whole civilization of immortal, supergenius teenage college girls, and no one had the heart to pull the plug on any of them. So once the press had enjoyed the shocking news, the whole thing was just absorbed into modern society.



Zero hated modern society. Modern society had cured his lost leg, and he’d been looking forward to telling his grandchildren old war stories about the stump. It just wouldn’t be the same now.



Grimly, he brought a paper up for inspection.



“The incident in question,” he said loudly, in case of any more apologetic interruptions, “was this: at 2200 hours, in the Court Park adjacent to the debating chamber, it was witnessed by several in the Abecedarian Company that two of your clones—sorry, I mean two Kimuras—were involved in an altercation with Privates Lambda and Mu.”



One said, looking down at her shoes, “Yes, sir.”



Zero lowered the paper. Suddenly, he had an urge to look over his spectacles, which was worrying because he didn’t wear any.



“According to both privates and about half of the eye-witnesses, Lambda and Mu were attacked without provocation.”



Despite himself, he almost smiled at this. It was in theory possible that Lambda and Mu were attacked without provocation, just as it was in theory possible that the planets orbited their stars without physics. They had histories.



Unfortunately, all the Kimuras were busy examining their shoes. Hardly a defence.



“There were mitigating circumstances?” he tried.



Some of the clones swallowed. Some wrung their hands.



“Nothing at all?” he said. “It wasn’t a provoked attack, was it?”



One or two opened their mouths, but hastily were shushed by nearby sisters.



Zero groaned. “It wasn’t, for example, a case of two drunks not recognizing when no means no?”



Finally, one said, “We don’t want anyone to get into trouble on our account, sir.”



“Including two of your own?” snapped Zero.



Yet he could tell it was hopeless. The clones were identical. And even if, say, two of them confessed, how could he tell they were telling the truth? Numbers provided the perfect cover, and for all their impressive knowledge of trade routes and socioeconomic theory, they were still, at heart, teenage girls. They held together.



Zero made a private memo to give Lambda and Mu hell later on, and sighed. “Wasted time… Case dismissed. We can’t convict unfairly, now can we? Now perhaps we can get back to reality?”



At once, all two hundred clones beamed at him and raised papers.



He slumped in defeat.



They’d all done their homework on this negotiation. And they’d be insightfully brilliant; by comparison, he was a huckster. At least his diplomatic missions with the Kimuras were—on the whole—quickly satisfied.
      

      
   
      His Final Curtain


      

      
      
         He was the world’s greatest thief, for he had just robbed the King of Death blind.



Hercule Nottingham hurried into the studio, slammed the door, bolted every bolt, and leaned against it. Breathing heavily, he lifted the satchel and noted with satisfaction how much heavier it was now.



“Daphne said it couldn’t be done,” he breathed. “Orpheus, Persephone: none made it out successfully, she said. Well…”



His grin stretched. Eventually, one rummaging hand came out with his prize.



“…there’s a first time for everything.”



Under the spotlights, the crown glinted. And Hercule laughed, because he was still full of life.












He dumped the thing in the props box. There were countless fake crowns in there; what better hiding place for Daphne’s priceless prize than among fakes?



Oddly, the real crown somehow seemed less convincingly shiny and bejeweled than the fake ones. Perhaps it was because the fakes were made with paper and glue. There was a tendency towards overcompensation, when one had the merest materials.



Hercule nodded to the other stagehands and smiled and charmed and waved and generally was Hercule Nottingham, the Errol Flynn of modern theatre—so Daphne liked to think of him—the Cary Grant and Humphrey Bogart too whenever it suited. Hercule Nottingham, a man of many talents. Hercule Nottingham, who had just robbed the King of Death blind.



An unfamiliar face passed him by. Frowning with puzzlement, he stopped and rounded on the figure. Tall, darkly clad, holding something…



Yet when he tried to focus… No, he must’ve been hallucinating from all the excitement.



“Excuse me,” he said, sounding more chipper than he felt.



Grimly, the figure turned.



Hercule sagged with relief: a perfectly ordinary man. “Are you new? I always make a point of welcoming newcomers.”



yes.



Hercule stuck a finger in his ear. The words… He had the odd sensation they’d always been there, yet his ears were adamant nothing had come through.



Nonetheless, he held out a hand. “Hercule Nottingham. If there’s anything you require, don’t hesitate to ask.”



The grip was… for a moment, icy. Far too thin and hard.



kind of you. i fear i won’t be here long.



“Oh?”



i’m merely a replacement.



“You’re not by any chance talking about old Bastable? Poor chap took a nasty fall after a rather splendid night out.”



i wouldn’t know. that isn’t my department. however, i was called upon to play his role tonight.



“You’re from the agency too?” Hercule spoke in the manner of one discovering a fellow sufferer of his disease.



occasionally they have need of me, yes.



“Oh. Well, it’s an important role. Break a leg, good sir.”



thank you. i look forward to it.



“Care for a drop of Dutch courage before the show? Daphne tells me it’s the done thing nowadays, and where’s the harm in a bit of fun, says I?”



kind of you, but i fear i must decline. alcohol doesn’t agree with me. nor do the patrons. they think i spoil their enjoyment.



“I’m sorry to hear that. Well, best wishes tonight.”



The figure nodded and carried on. Eventually, Hercule’s good cheer froze over, though he couldn’t for the life of him understand why.












That evening, the audience lurked in darkness, yet the stage blazed with spotlights. From the wings, Hercule watched—fascinated, yet judgmental—as dozens of “nymphs” danced across the stage to the backdrop of a Grecian beach.



He wore the crown. On his head, it felt oddly insubstantial, and often he had to remind himself it was there by touching it. Strange. He could’ve sworn it was heavier…



“Looking forward to it?” His darling nymph—true nymph—Daphne patted him on the shoulder.



He planted a kiss on her cheek. “Mixing classic mythology with modern sensibilities? Daphne my dear, you’ve outdone yourself. If only real life were as inventive.”



“You tease!” She slapped him across the rear, an irritating quirk he nonetheless forbore. “Get out there, my prince charming! Make it a showstopper!”



He bowed and once more strode out.



“These revelries please me beyond all I deserve!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “To distract my tormented soul with earthly delights… What an invention of mortal man! But who’s this?”



The figure stepped out of the shadows, scythe glinting.



all good shows must come to an end! it bellowed.



Hercule frowned. He looked at the figure’s mask, then at the scythe.



and all crimes must be met with unholy vengeance.



He opened his mouth to speak his final line…



…and too late, penetrated the illusion.



The scythe swung.



Hercule’s body hit the stage.



But he? He was standing up. Amid the standing ovation and the next song, his spirit still bore the crown on his head.



Sadly, he looked up into the figure’s face. “It was a good try, at least. I do wish you hadn’t been so theatrical about it.”



Death leaned forwards, skull grinning. classic mythology meets modern sensibilities. i couldn’t resist either.



“Touché.”



now let bygones be bygones. i rather think you should enjoy a good drink with me. i’m afraid i only have acheron spirits, and the service where I come from is frankly hell. at least it’s more interesting than haunting a theatre all your afterlife.



“Good sport indeed!”



hm. tell me: why exactly did you do this? The figure plucked the crown from Hercule’s head.



Hercule shrugged. “Well, I suppose I’ll try anything once.”
      

      
   
      Song of Rain and Thunder


      

      
      
         I’d have come here just for the smell of the forest, if I’d known.



There weren’t many of us on that stolen starship. “Not many” is one thing for a ship, but for a whole planet? That makes us rare. Precious, even. The way it should be.








It was impossible to sleep through the rain coming down on the wood shingle roof, so we both sat on the front porch, staring into the darkness where the kerosene lamplight failed to reach the trees. It was impossible to talk, too, but we were comfortable together in the drumming silence.



I leaned back and felt the chair creak beneath me. I couldn’t hear it, but I knew its aches as well as my own bones. The old oak was smooth beneath my fingers and slightly sticky with the humidity of a summer storm. It was a humidity that wasn’t doing my lungs any favors, nor the lever-action carbine slowly rusting where it leaned against the door.



Across the porch, the old woman with a quilt over her lap looked as tired as I felt. Still, though, I couldn’t help but smile when I closed my eyes and saw the ever-present red light blinking in the lower corner of my vision that said:



NO CONNECTION








When I sat up, my wife was already looking at me, with eyes only a worried wife can have. She must have seen it before I did.



CONNECTING…



Watching the dots appear one by one at the end of the word was the most terrifying thing I knew. Waking up to a bear between you and your gun was scary, but a bear could only kill you, and eat you, and shit you out, and then you would be a source of nutrients for the trees. You would be something that’s scarce in the universe. You would be valuable.



Though the processor was still embedded deep in my brain, I knew it would never connect. Pulling the graphene transmitting antenna out of my scalp was the second most painful thing I’d ever experienced. Pulling the damn thing out of her head was the worst.



My hands were shaking so bad it took me three tries to light my pipe. My wife stood up and put her hand on my shoulder before kissing me on the forehead. Neither of us needed to say a word. She had her chores, and I had mine.








A post-scarcity society, they called it. I’d read in one of the old economics books - the kind they banned - that as a resource becomes more plentiful, it becomes less valuable. After the molecular makers and scavengers had become cheaper than plumbing and ovens, nobody was willing to pay any amount of money for gold, calories, or clean water. Every resource was plentiful, and its value - marginal utility was the term the books used - was nothing.



And there was no resource as plentiful as people. Numberless, valueless, worthless. 



People had filled up their first planet and poured into the stars, ever searching for more planets to make just like Earth. Colonized planets became ubiquitous. They were always finding new planets, and occasionally, they found this one.



I leaned against a tree and watched them. Little Columbuses and Armstrongs, they fancied themselves. The “first” explorers of a new planet, and every one of them had the glassy, unfocused eyes that told me they were watching data feeds. They didn’t see the trees, didn’t feel the damp on their skin, and they didn’t smell the living green growing around them. I took another puff on my pipe and blew the smoke in a ring toward the nearest one.



He was looking right at me. Or through me. Without my data link, his eyebrain didn’t realize I was a person. It didn’t highlight me in green or red. I was translucent to him, as the others in his group scanned the woods behind me with a dozen different wavelengths and overlaid the three-dimensional map onto his vision.



This planet was a paradise, an unspoiled Eden. The kind of place that everyone wants to go to honeymoon or retire. And he couldn’t see it. He didn’t see the pristine forest, or the deer across the way, or the crystal stream, or the rifle I raised toward him.



And his “friends” didn’t hear the shot. The audio sensors installed from birth in their ear canals didn’t detect the signature of a laser discharge, and they automatically cut out any sounds louder than the pain threshold. As far as their eyebrains were concerned, it was just another thunderclap from the quaint weather above.



Everyone wanted to escape to a nicer place. And when they got there, they promptly did their best to turn paradise into the hell they just escaped from.



But this was our paradise, and true, sometimes we went hungry here, or got sick. Sometimes the rain and thunder kept us awake at night. But this planet wasn’t like the rest of the billions in the galaxy. It wasn’t covered in swarms of humans. We had to work for food and shelter and tools. This planet was unique. Valuable.



I jacked another round into the chamber and took aim at the last of the walking, breathing network nodes. People should be valuable.



NO CONNECTION
      

      
   
      State of Mind, NY


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Psychic Bullshit


      

      
      
         “Gotcha.” Someone behind me gripped my arm and held firm. Me! Another face in a crowded Manhattan street, and they’d picked me.



Okay, maybe it was a random mugger—



“Miss Billie H. Jackson,” whispered the voice: male or female or child or elderly, I couldn’t tell.



Aw, shit.



But let me make this clear, as a matter of pride. Current predicament notwithstanding, it’s actually really easy for me to hide from a psychic.



I’ve been studying the things for five years—that’s the sort of “Stargate!” crap they make you do for the DIA—and, first of all, don’t believe the lies about their finding no results. Of course they’d tell the public that. The public are there to swallow bullshit, not sample truth. Psychics exist, Jim. They’re just not psychics as we know ‘em.



The stranger dragged me away from the crowd and into a side alley: not dark enough to hide the summer sun coming from far above, but too dark for me to see more than silhouette when I spun around to face them.



At once, I said, “I’m not going—”



“Back? Yes, I knew you’d say that,” said my assailant from the shadows.



Squinting, I could scarcely make out a hunched figure with a large collar and a shapeless hat. It was the sort of inconspicuousness that would draw instant suspicion from even the most clueless bystander. In a way, it was admirably audacious.



“Then how did you know my name? That’s—”



“Classified?” The stranger laughed. “Let’s just say I have my ways.”



Oh shit, shit, shit. “Look, I only joined up for the credit. I’m not a patriot. It’s not my fault the flag does—”



“Nothing for you?”



Shiiiiiiiiiiiiit…



Well, you probably think psychics read minds like they’d read a coloring book in big letters for kids with glasses and learning difficulties, so they could find you in a crowd just by skimming the minds on offer, right?



Well, no. They read minds all right, but it’s not like picking out your favorite novel from a collection. It’s more like every book’s been standardized and left open and scattered all over the place—and worse, they’re moving around turning pages while you’re reading them—and you won’t have a clue which one’s the favorite novel until you read the tiny writing very carefully with a magnifying glass.



Ah, you think, but wait until they get really close to you. Stronger signal, right? Well, sure, just as your wi-fi’s better the closer you are to the hub, and now you’ve got time to read. Only when was the last time you used a wi-fi that didn’t cut off at random? And what if you connect to a neighbor’s hub? You can’t tell until you move away and suddenly find the signal goes caput earlier than it should.



Come on, you’re saying. Psychics might have trouble, but most of the time once you’re caught, you’re really caught. Once they’ve found you, nothing’s sacred in your brain.



Ha. Ha.



HAAAA!



You see, the brain isn’t a book. It isn’t a wi-fi connection. It’s more like a crowd of very excitable, very narrow-minded, very shouty sports fans at a big game. Everyone’s rushing around trying to out-sing everyone else and booing and hissing and waving at the big screen so the family can see them. Being psychic is like trying to do the register for a whole stadium with nothing but a clipboard.



Unless they know already what errant thought they’re after.



Or are really fricking good.



“And it’s not your fault you leaked those documents to the press. And it’s not your fault your contact ended up dead.” The stranger’s voice laughed through every word. “Calm down, Miss Jackson. I’m not here to condemn you.”



“But you’re one of—”



“Them? No. I’m one of me. Trite, I know, but it’s the truth.”



“What do you want? In case you haven’t noticed, it’s my neck on the line if I miss that boat.”



“You will make it on time.”



“How do you know?”



The stranger waved a hand irritably. Gloved, I noticed: the leather shone.



“Listen, there’s nothing you can say that I can’t predict. Three psychics are closing in on you, but they will not find you so long as you’re in a crowd. However, you were stupid not to use a basic disguise. The police still have your description, and agents are tracking your phone calls. A student like you should listen first and act second.”



It took me a little time to absorb the shock of this battering speech. Up till now, I’d assumed my escape plan had been… adequate, let’s say adequate.



“Are you one of those rival psychic labs? I knew the CIA wanted in on the action, and the DIA blew them off, but—”



“Here.” Rather rudely, the stranger bundled clothes into my arms and continued, “Disguises. And a map. You’re a friend to people with… strange abilities. I don’t want to see them weaponized for more political cock-and-bull either.”



“Please. Me? I’m outta here.”



The stranger shrugged. “You’ll change your mind. But we do need friends like you, and you need friends for protection. Think about it.”



“So… you are a psychic?” I said, defeated.



Finally, the stranger burst out into guffaws. “Certainly not! I’m a soothsayer. It’s much more fun!”
      

      
   
      Unheard and Unseen


      

      
      
         Umm  hi, my name is Bree Caulfield and I know that many of you will not believe what I have to tell you. I was once an ordinary seventeen year old girl with a family and friends but, that is no longer the truth. You see, I have become completely invisible to the world. This did not come to pass by what you would expect from comic books or movies. I simply woke up one day and no one could see, hear or feel my presence.



Every morning I wake up and follow the same routine, I climb down the stairs of my parents house and try to contact the family I once had. They never see me and no matter how loudly I scream they do not hear, not only that but they don’t even seem to notice that I’m gone to them! Have they forgotten me? Did I ever really exist to them?



Sorry, I’m trying to write this out as succinctly as possible but I’ve never been good at reigning in my emotions. Anyway… 



I’ve tried venturing out into the world to see if it is only the family that are unable to perceive me and it seems that it’s everyone. For a little while I tried to contact other people but it’s really not going to work when you slip through objects and people, sometimes I feel a little hope when like in ghost stories they shudder when my body interacts with them but it’s only ever for a moment and I can’t contact them any further. After these excursions I just return home more dejected and depressed than ever.



I should really leave them behind and try to find a solution to my problem but how am I just supposed to walk out on my family? It doesn’t matter that they don’t remember or miss me, they are my family damn it! 



Now, I hope that you properly understand my situation you care just a little. I’m really hoping that someone out there will help me, that someone can see what others cannot and are willing to return me to the world. Maybe there is someone out there who is in the same spot and wants to see if we can see each other? Any human contact would be wonderful right now.



I’ll be heading out again tomorrow but I am starting to lose hope.



I will try to reach out again but I can’t be sure if I am just lucky to be able to use this laptop or even if it will still be here when I return as it was left behind in a food court in my local mall and no matter how much I try I can’t take it with me, like it’s permanently attached to the cheap plastic table it sits on. Oh and it’s not plugged so the battery can’t last forever.



Thank you for listening to my story and once again this is Bree Caulfield, the invisible girl, signing off.
      

      
   
      It's Always the Mirrors


      

      
      
         The desert wind blew hot against the trio of riders that approached the outpost gate of Mircine. The gate was opened with a flurry of activity from posted guardsmen, allowing them passage to the main street. While two of the individuals stopped just past the guards, the third kept at pace barreling past a parted crowd until horse and rider slowed in response to several shouts.

	

“Commander!” called a breathless bespectacled man as he came running after them. “Commander Callisto ple-please wait!”



	The horse in a large cloud of dust with a huff and snort. The woman undid the fabric that covered her mouth and pulled her goggles down to rest around her neck as she glanced down to make eye contact with the man that wanted her attention so badly.



	“You act as if I wasn’t on my way to see you, Tarmic. I hope your rushing means you have good news.”



	“N-Not exac- We don’t. I wanted to tell you before you…got your hopes up.”



	“Hm.” She dismounted, flicking her great robes aside. “My hopes were never that high to begin with, you say you wish to dash them further?”



	Tarmic hesitated with his answer but resigned to a hurried low bow and murmured apology.



	“Tell me what information you have gathered, if nothing else.”



	“Of course-”  he had straightened but ducked into a bow once more as the Commander’s traveling companions, Markkus and Auberon, approached.



	“Stop bowing.” She said harshly.



	“You are being very rude, Asteria.” Said Auberon. “Our friend here is only doing what he was taught. You always say respect is important.”



	Her gaze did not break from Tarmic and instead she dropped the reins of her horse and began to walk away.



	“You better follow her.” Auberon spoke up once more, taking the leads to keep the steed from following its owner. ‘she’s not in the best of moods.”



	“We hadn’t noticed.” Markkus muttered.



	Tarmic caught up with Asteria once more.



	“The disease is still spreading in the southlands, it’s only affecting the baseborn at this point, but we don’t know how long it’s going to stay that way. We haven’t found any further evidence of the Lyramire nor even any real idea what to look for aside from the mark of the star but all the forms that could take-”



	“We found a set of scrolls in the fallen city we were scouting.”



	“You- you what?”



	She brought forth a relatively small leather pouch. ‘they disintegrated the second we tried to pick them up of course, but perhaps one of your crafters would like to use the dust as an additive in their search for a cure.”



	Tarmic could not detect the skepticism nor the teasing in Asteria’s voice and took the bag with a befuddled grin.



	“At least your trip wasn’t for nothing! I’m sure the council-”



	“Hm. Make sure my horse got taken care of properly, I need some time to think before I speak to anyone else about our ventures.”



	“Did something happen, Commander?”



	“I don’t know.” She said quietly.



	




	Asteria entered the compound she called home on this expedition and took the dark maroon robes from her shoulders. The fabric was ill-suited to the sand and had become practically lined with it. It joined her goggles and thick riding gloves on a chair by the door. She knew she should be sweltering in this heat, but she felt a deep chill in her bones where there should have been the uncomfortable stickiness of sweat after a full days” worth of riding. 



	There hadn’t been much in the fallen city but rubble and decay, war had torn that area apart so long ago nothing was recognizable. The scrolls had been nothing so why was it she was so unsettled by them. The image of their seemingly intact forms just resting in the middle of a ruined building waiting to be picked up and read troubled her.



	She crossed the room and touched her fingers to the wick of a candle by the washbasin mirror, a spark of magic lit a flame just strong enough for Asteria to assess her dusty face with a scowl. She was still herself, despite everything. The flickering light reflected the universe in her eyes and, just for a second, she thought maybe there was more to what she had jokingly passed off on Tarmic. 



	The search for the Lyramire would need to be reassessed in the coming days, if this mythical savior existed surely they would be found eventually. The fate of much of the population of their island depended on it should the disease continue to spread at its current rate.



	Asteria gave a sigh and snuffed out the light after washing her face, plunging the room back into darkness. She was still herself, despite everything. That much was true.
      

      
   
      Asenath in the Attic


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Eternal Struggle


      
      
      
         
         Melted

      
      

      

      
      
         Drea stared out the window of her third story apartment, across the sun-baked street, to the small digital sign outside the First National Bank.  It politely informed her that it was 12:46 pm, and the outside temperature was 97°F.  She groaned as she sank back into the loveseat, sweat welding her to the pleather.



Against her will, she felt her attention dragged back to the half-hearted argument taking place on the couch against the far wall, next to the feeble wheezing of her decrepit air conditioner.  As per usual, her cousin Tim and his girlfriend Becca were failing to come to a consensus as to where they should go for lunch.  Their voices had a vague quality as their heads lolled against opposite arms of the sofa.



“Micky D’s.”  It was as though Becca couldn’t summon the inflection necessary for a question.



“That’s not actual food.  Doesn’t even grow mold.”  Tim managed to glance at his phone before his arm flopped back down to his side.  “Tuberculosis.”



“I had TB for lunch yesterday."  Becca rested a bare foot atop the back of the sofa.  “Jesus Chicken.”



“It’s Sunday,” said Tim.



Becca sighed.  “God dammit.”



Drea cursed them both under her breath and ran a hand through her undercut to unplaster it from her scalp.  She peeled herself out of the loveseat and staggered across the room to the kitchen, where she opened the fridge door and knelt before it in supplication to its chilled air.  To her dismay, the drone of the refrigerator did little to mute the voices in the other room.



“Meat Fetish,” said Tim.



“What?”



“Y’know, the one that has the meats.”



Becca snorted.  “You’re reaching.  And no, I still haven’t forgiven them for switching to Coke products.”



“Ugh, you’re the worst.”



Drea sighed as she took stock of the feeble contents of her fridge.  Nothing but half a dozen eggs, milk a day past its expiration date, some shredded cheese.  No leftovers, no cold pizza.  A slightly withered red bell pepper and half an onion in the crisper drawer that had been there since…  Well, since before Jenny had dumped her two weeks back.  She scowled at the memory as she slammed the drawer shut.



“Pizza Yurt.”  Becca’s voice had an edge to it now.



“I had pizza for lunch yesterday,” said Tim with a sigh.



Drea opened the freezer and allowed herself a small smile as the frigid interior shot plumes of chilling mist at her.  Her smile faded when she saw it held naught but ice and a bag of frozen zucchini.



“Pentadudes,” said Becca.



“Food poisoning, remember?”



“Eating an entire bag of their fries in one go and then shitting your brains out does not equate food poisoning.”



Drea shoved an ice cube into her hair – it wasn’t like she could get any more wet – and went back into the living room.  “Will you two please just fucking pick something?  I’m starving over here, and it’s too hot to keep listening to you go back and forth.”  She flopped back onto the loveseat with a huff.



“Yeah yeah, Dee,” said Tim as he slowly slid shoulder first to the floor.  “Uh, BK Lounge.”



“That’s way across town,” said Becca with a dismissive wave.  “Jim’s Gyros.”



“You’re pronouncing it wrong.”  Tim ran a hand across his face and wiped it on his shorts.  “Also, it’s closed for renovations.  Jesus Chicken.”



“You already shot it down.  It’s Sunday, remember?”



“God dammit.”



Drea stared out the window again, and the First National Bank sign now said it was 12:52 pm, and a sunny 98°F.  She groaned as she sank back into the loveseat, and prayed for the sweet release of death.
      

      
   
      Bull-seye


      

      
      
         When John opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was a crossbow aimed directly between them. The tongue-lashing he'd been about to unleash tangled incoherently in his throat, and even the stinging pain of the slap he'd awoken to vanished in the face of his sudden fear.



"I have a bone to pick with you," said the man holding the crossbow. Though the lamp's placement off to the side meant it didn't illuminate him so much as simply line the edges of his shadowed features with a hint of light, that was enough to suggest he was wearing the liveried gambeson of the king's guard itself. John's throat tightened even further at the realization, and he had to force down a shuddering swallow before he could manage to push any speech through it.



"W-What... would that be?" he asked. As his words reached his ears, the part of his mind that remembered his training – such as it was – realized the guard's statement might be a code phrase, and he quickly added "I mean to say, what quarrel could you possibly have with me?"



A guffaw across the room caused John's eyes to snap reflexively to Carl's bunk before he could stop them. "Are you daft, John? If somebody's wanting a quarrel, you've got the most of any—"



"Be silent," commanded the guard. Once Carl complied, he continued "The crossbow you 'fixed' for me has broken again. You will repair it, and properly this time, before my shift this morning begins."



John's eyes widened, and he took a closer look at the crossbow. The ring that formed the sight did indeed appear to be subtly out of place, so unless there was a truly startling coincidence in force, it seemed that the duke's plans were progressing far faster than he'd been told to prepare for.



He also noticed that the crossbow wasn't actually loaded, though it had nevertheless achieved its aim. There was no way he'd be anything less than alert for the rest of the morning.



"I see," he said as he swung his legs off his bunk. "I'll do what I can."



Though it was hard to judge the guard's face with so much of it hidden in shadow, he appeared to be somewhat displeased by that response. But he stepped over to the lamp and picked it up with his free hand, then waited for John by the door.



As John walked outside, rubbing his cheek, Carl called after him "That serves you right for not doing your job well the first time!"








Once they'd reached the privacy of John's shop, he finally felt safe to put voice to his thoughts. "So, why did it get broken so early?" he asked as he lit his own lamp. "I wasn't expecting any need to fix it again for some time yet."



The guard took just a bit longer to respond than he should have. "I couldn't say. I simply noticed that it had broken last night, and needed to be fixed before I used it again."



That didn't answer John's question, but the fact that even the duke's most prized agent apparently couldn't think up a safe proper answer on the spot did make him feel better about his lacklustre performance earlier. As he pulled out the tools he anticipated he'd be needing, he ventured "But why last night? I'd expect you to notice any damage when you were using it, but the command you gave me made it sound like you're a day guard."



"I was busy yesterday," the guard said as he held out the crossbow for John. "I suppose last night was simply the first opportunity I had."



"I see," said John as he carefully took the crossbow. Under the light of two and closer lamps, it was apparent that the color of the sight was slightly wrong, and a careful yank confirmed his suspicions once and for all. Though its bezel was mostly obscured by the remains of a gluing agent, the metal that fell free into his palm was unquestionably the signet ring of the king himself. "Well, I'll have it fixed as fast as I can, but I haven't got everything I need prepared yet, so it may not be before your shift begins. You might have to borrow a standard crossbow for the day."



The guard scowled. "I suppose I can make do should an alarm be called today, but I need it by departure tomorrow. I'll be accompanying the delegation, and I don't wish to roam the lawless highways with anything less than my fullest draw."



John looked up from his work. "Are you expecting any trouble?"



The guard barked out a quick laugh. "Of course I am, and you should be too. Not doing so is the easiest way to get yourself killed."



"I'll take your advice, but I don't see any reason why the situation should appear anything less than perfect."



"It had better," muttered the guard. "If my crossbow isn't perfect by the time I leave, your head's going to roll."



"No joke," John mouthed to himself soundlessly, and set back to properly disguising the ring with a will.
      

      
   
      Bushwhacking


      
      
      
         
         The Calm Before the Storm

      
      

      

      
      
         Bannon's favored bush-poking stick had been in the shop since last Wednesday, after he'd poked a bush with more vigor than necessary and split it up its middle. So, today, he went about his business with a shillelagh.



While not as suited for poking as his bush-poking stick – being thick and heavy, as opposed to slender with a rounded tip – the shillelagh had considerable heft and weight. Bannon found swinging it through bushes to be a satisfying, if tiring, substitute for poking. That day, it brought him far more success than any mere stick ever had.



After six hours of fruitlessly smacking bushes with his shillelagh, Bannon finally felt the satisfying crunch of his blow connecting with a leprechaun. The tiny body tumbled, head over heels, from the bush, rolling several feet before coming to a stop. It wore blue coveralls and a stained white T-shirt; pale, freckled skin was framed by tufts of fiery hair and beard, and a four-leaf clover dangled from its unusually pale lips, as if surgically attached.



Bannon stepped toward the leprechaun. "Caught you. Finally."



Immediately, the leprechaun sat up. Blood seeped from a gash in his temple, almost lost in the reddish blaze of his hair. He lifted his hands and dashed out a rapid series of gestures, hands clenching and unclenching, fingers dancing and flying.



Please explain the purpose of your unprovoked assault.



Bannon's fingers tightened around the shaft of his shillelagh. "I need a wish granted."



The leprechaun scoffed a noiseless scoff. His hands and fingers weaved a response, slower and less frantically this time.



I am unable to grant that request.



"Bullshit, you're unable," said Bannon, thumping the shillelagh's head into his palm. "The man at the cabaret eighteen miles out told me you could grant any wish. Well, my student loan debt is killing me; I'm paying out the ass in interest."



Leprechauns are forbidden from granting most sorts of wishes. It was decided by majority rule. There was a conclave, and brochures – it was a whole thing.



The arm holding the shillelagh drooped. "Most sorts of wishes?" said Bannon, frowning. "So what can you grant?"



The leprechaun looked flatly at Bannon. He curled his left hand into a fist, jerking it back and forth beside his face as his tongue bulged out his right cheek.



Bannon blinked. "From... like, anyone I wanted?"



The leprechaun just stared at Bannon, until he nodded slowly in comprehension.



"You any good?"



The leprechaun flattened his fingers together and rocked his hand from side to side.



Bannon narrowed his eyes at the leprechaun. A tumbleweed made from four-leaf clovers, stuck together via some unknown substance, blew through the space between the two of them. Then a second cloverweed rolled by, then a third.



After the fourth, Bannon shrugged, and unbuckled his belt.








"That wasn't half-bad, actually," said Bannon, as he refastened his belt. "I'd recommend you to my friends, but I don't think I'm ever gonna look another human being in the eye after today."



The leprechaun spat. You have chlamydia now.



Then he snapped his fingers, and vanished in a puff of fishy-scented white smoke.



Bannon looked at the spot where the leprechaun had stood, and stared silently for a long, long while. Then, slowly, he reached for the shillelagh.



"Joke's on him," he muttered to himself. "He's got syphilis now."
      

      
   
      Chewing Tar


      
      
      
         
         A Traffic Gnome

      
      

      

      
      
         "Bob, do you ever think we may have been fucked?"



George got philosophical sometimes. Had deep thoughts, reasoned around problems, tried to explore the depths of his soul and the world surrounding him. It meant that he was in dire need of some liver-scarring booze to put his concerns back to sleep.



I grabbed the cigarette butt from the gutter. There were about three fingers of tobacco left before the filter. Good enough. I removed some dirt from it and lighted it up with a snap of my fingers. Acrid smell, cheap stuff, full of tar. It was a nice one.



"George, what are you yapping about?" I puffed on the cancer-stick while I turned back to our job. "There's no maybe. We've been fucked. Deeply, thoroughly, and without getting breakfast in the morning."



That made him think again. My bad. One gotta admit when one screwed up. Would probably keep him busy too for a while, which meant I had to do the job on my own.



I looked up, towards the sky hidden somewhere up there behind the eternal light of the city. There were no stars to be seen, only a uniform, orange glow.



It was the only perk coming from my situation I could think of. That and the cigs. There were cars and pollution too, once. Gave the air a nice, mineral quality, but that too was on the way of the elves. Moronically dancing towards the end while molesting trees and hugging flowers.



I sighed and smoked what remained in a single pull. My eyes returned where they should be, the ground. I flipped off the security camera of the bank at the corner. Not that it could see me, but it was a matter of principle. I hopped down from the sidewalk and on the road.



"Ok, but where went it wrong?"



Quartz-sake, he had been fast. I had hoped in a bit more peace. Something was going on, he had become slightly sharper in the past decade. Was almost a dull butter-knife now. Was probably the fault of putting less lead in the gasoline.



"It was the whole concept. Creation, that cheap bastard, went wrong, George." I finally reached the pothole. Lucky me. "All the rules coming with immortality, it got us good and well. Probably grinned too when it was thrusting. I'm pretty sure it knew shoe-repairs was a doomed line of work, but it put us at ease and made us think we had it nice and so on."



I would like to say that the road-workers had at least tried. They hadn't. I broke off a piece of the pavement they had roughly plastered over the hole and chewed it.



Cheap stuff. Cheaper than usual. Some asshole in the city-hall had clearly skimmed on it, probably so they could snort more diamonds and cocaine or something like that. I wasn't really that was really what they did, but it sounded plausible. At least it did according to the snippets of newspaper I found in the trash-can.



I spat it out. Wasn't even worth as a drunken snack.



"Do we really have to do this stuff? I mean, couldn't we do, I don't know, something else?"



I ground my teeth. Wasn't his fault. It was mine. I had done something horrible and that was my punishment. If at least I knew what, it would be a consolation. Considering my burden, it must have been completely immoral and incredibly fun.



I grabbed the asphalt they had dumped in the hole and ripped it out. "And do what exactly? Wanna work in a mine? Wanna be blown up like Nick? Because this work is shitty, but that is worse."



"I..."



Good, his gears were grinding again. Maybe I could finish this hole and get home tomorrow.



"Car!"



Instincts kicked in, I grabbed the edges of my orange and white hat and pulled down. Took just an instant to get hidden.



Crap. That was too soon, I had just managed to open the hole again.  



I felt the vibrations of the engine as it came towards us. If I was lucky it would be the only one for a while. And then I felt it slowing down.



Right, luck was something for other feys.



The car stopped, the doors opened, there was some drunken slurring. I hoped they would hug a streetlight before the night was over.



A bit of commotion, then the doors closed again and they went on. I glanced out from under my hat. George wasn't there anymore. He had been taken.



Which meant I had to finish the job alone. He hadn't been much of a help, but it was better than being completely alone. Not that I was ever gonna admit it to him.



I could at least hope that he had some fun. If he was lucky they would use him as a funnel for beer. If he wasn't... Well, there was always paint-thinner to help forget.



I pulled out from under my hat, the invisibility charm dissolving like my hopes for the future.



I had half an hour before the early risers crawled out on the streets to trudge through their miserable existences. Maybe I could finish pulling out the patch, but alone I wouldn't be able to really repair it tonight.



Which meant one more day on the job.



I hated being a traffic gnome.
      

      
   
      The Altar


      

      
      
         The residents of a quiet town in rural Belarus woke  to a rather peculiar sight one Friday morning. The mist cleared before the sun was even halfway over the horizon, though it lingered on in their heads, for the weekend could never come soon enough, and alcohol was never too expensive. An old lady screamed for her son, crossing herself non-stop with one hand and dragging the wet linen across the dew-coated yard with the other. Once the pale young man emerged, she pointed a bony finger toward the square at the center of town, babbling about the statue that stood there. He cursed at her and clutched his head, asking where she put the rest of his drink from last night. When she would not stop saying prayers, he finally leaned over the fence to take a look, then promptly tumbled over it and threw up into the ditch. Between each cough and gasp for air, he would beg for forgiveness, trembling as he stole glances at the monument in the distance.



More and more frantic voices rang out across the town, and people streamed onto the streets, slowly approaching the tall bronze figure dominating the green island where the roads to the big cities met. A ring of faint vapor remained around the base, obscuring the name and date written on it, even as the air went bone dry in the rest of town. The winos rolled onto their bellies on the wet grass, roused from their slumber by all the commotion, their complaints dying in their throats once their gaze followed that of the growing crowd. Children laughed and pulled on their parents' gowns, pointing at the remains of the mist and the rider on the pedestal. The adults tried to hold them back, though they too could only stare in awe at the statue, unable to stop their own feet from dragging them toward it. 



The militsioner blared his sirens at the impromptu crowd, which reached the edge of the square at that point, warning them of creating a traffic hazard. Yet getting run over was the least of their concerns, as any car that would normally speed through this lonely town now came to a screeching halt the moment the square came into view. The audience of the statue grew and grew, though none would dare step within an arm's length of the marble base, or even into that ethereal fog surrounding it. Murmurs went back and forth, with few raising their voices, mostly just to call out each other's names in the crowd. Grown men and women could be heard sobbing and praying, while the young just laughed and ran back and forth, pushing past the fearful adults to get to the first row, to see past the forest of tall, shivering limbs.



Within minutes, almost every living soul in town had congregated at the square. Not since the great victory parade over half a century ago had any event attracted so many people, let alone so early. Silence took over from the strained whispering, as even the late arrivals no longer dared to open their mouths. Even the children stopped dancing and singing, only their smiles still speaking of their joy. The sun gently crept over the heads of the crowd, its orange rays painting the swirling clouds around the base of the statue. Warmth flowed through the air, the mist cleared, and the residents gradually followed suit. Once they saw the golden letters engraved into the marble once more, they turned around and left the square. Traffic returned to its normal pace, and the militsioner parked his car next to the old mill and went back to sleep.



The doctor, who was out of town to buy a house, only heard of the event the next day from his patients. One of them swore that the great horse had grown wings, and the wind they made could uproot trees. Another said the knight sitting on it no longer wore his helmet, and his eyes shone with a bright light, more piercing than the midday sun. The mayor invited the doctor over for dinner, and after the second bottle, he claimed that blood trickled from the blade in the knight's hand, while the horse wept big silver tears. The liturgy on Sunday began with the faithful being warned not to listen to the blasphemies the bronze figure spoke, yet none but the preacher could remember hearing them. When the doctor asked the children, they would only giggle and run away.



He stumbled toward the grassy knoll, the bottle he took from the mayor's house swinging by his side. In the dim light of the moon, he checked what remained of its contents, then dropped it next to a wino sleeping near the gravel path. The bronze horse stood on its hind legs before him, the rider clutching the reins and holding his sword high. Silver light gleamed on the letters on the base. Just a name and a year. No wings, no blood, no tears. A pair of teenagers sat between the hooves, rolling cigarettes. The smoke from their nostrils formed little swirling clouds around the marble pedestal.



"Who are you?" the doctor said. One of the teenagers glanced at him, but he had already turned away, walking back down the path. The rider remained in its silent, victorious pose.
      

      
   
      Forbidden Shores


      

      
      
         Ashur didn't know for sure how he'd gotten here. That beach was unknown to him. Had he ever been to a beach anyway? His memories were confused. He looked down. Apart from his usual yellow briefs, he was naked. He was grasping a shovel and a small, empty bucket.



Deep inside, he knew something was out of place. He shouldn’t have been here alone. But he didn’t feel either lost or threatened. The landscape was still and silent, except for the soft rustle of the waves as they broke on the sand ahead of him. He set out, padding towards the shore. The sun scorched the beach. He didn’t care. Had he ever known anything else than scorchers since he’d been born anyway? Once, his father had told him about clouds and rain, drops of water falling from the sky, grass and trees and forests. He’d chuckled. Wasn’t that another one of dad’s proverbial fancy stories?



When he reached the sea, he stooped down, dipped his forefinger into the water and put it into his mouth. It was deliciously salty. Laying the bucket aside, he dug a single shovelful of sand and watched the walls of the hole crumble into it until it was leveled. Then he took a step ahead and shuddered as the water came up to meet his toes, for it was icy.



Something at the edge of his visual field caught his attention. He spun to the left. His parents were sitting there, at short distance. How come he hadn’t seen them before? He waved to them with his shovel. His father waved back, motioning him to come nearer. Ashur stood up, scooped seawater into his bucket, and walked towards him.



As he came closer, he spotted a sand castle a few yards beyond where his parents sat. He ran to it. The castle had a lofty dungeon surrounded by curtain walls and a moat. Ashur emptied his bucket into it. The water flowed around then slowly seeped into the sand until nothing was left of it. Looking into his bucket, Ashur discovered a tiny shell still lying in its bottom. He picked it up, turned around and walked back to his father.



Ashur sat next to him, opposite his mother. No word was spoken. His parents’ eyes were locked onto the horizon. Ashur reached out to his hand, and squeezed it. Then he too turned his gaze to the horizon, hoping to make out what it was they were so intently gazing at.



The sun was shining hot. The rustle of the waves was lulling him. It was hard to remain focussed. His head dropped, ever so slightly, and his eyes shut. 



It seemed to him that he’d dozed off only the tiniest fraction of a second, but when he opened his eyes again, the landscape had changed dramatically. Ahead of him, the sun was sinking into a crimson horizon. The sky was navy blue. The sea had turned into a maelstrom. Giant waves, bigger by the second, broke and rolled onto the shore with a thunderous roar. One of them reached Ashur’s feet. When it retreated, another one immediately took over and crawled up to his crotch.



Ashur wanted to run away but found he was paralyzed. Another wave swept his midriff. Suddenly, he remembered his father, and turned to him for help.



There was no one around.



Ashur screamed, and screamed again, but what good was his frail voice against the raging ocean? A new wave came crashing against his neck, and left him half-buried into the sand. He saw the next one rushing to him, towering above his head. His eyes widened.








It was another of those now too common missions for the Italian corvette L’azzura patrolling along the shores of Lampedusa. Once again, the ship has come too late, only to discover the flotsam of yet another dinghy sunk by the tempest. The corpses, stuck in the shallows, were being picked up one by one by divers and hauled aboard. Migrants, whose journey to a better world had ended only yards away from the promise land.



Gianfranco, the third officer, was a stout mariner, but he couldn’t help wincing each time the lifeless body of a child was reclaimed from the sea. What was that one? Six? Seven, tops? Gianfranco knelt next to him and brushed the tangle of dark, soaked hair away to reveal a delicate, winsome face.



“Fuck it man!” the voice of Sandro, the on-duty yeoman, said behind him. “No children should die like this. This is a damn shame.”



Gianfranco nodded for all answer. He let his eyes sweep down along the corpse. They stopped midway. The boy was clutching something in his right fist. Delicately, he parted the fragile fingers and saw a small, garden variety seashell. Probably some sort of keepsake, Gianfranco thought.



He remained there, silent, for a minute. Then, sighing, he closed the boy’s fist back. “Godspeed, my lad,” he whispered as he zipped up the opaque plastic bag in which the body has been placed. Then he turned his attention to the next victim, which was being dragged over the gunwale.
      

      
   
      Little Dahlia


      

      
      
         By the time Dahlia regained control of her body, her husband Ronald Baloney was lying face-down at the dinner table with a massive dent in the back of his head.



Her blood froze. She felt the chill strongest in her upraised hand. Slowly, her gaze rose to see the vast, dripping, slightly dimpled frozen leg of lamb.



She dropped it. The thud was loud and sickening. Again.



Shock and nausea forced her to her knees. Shuddering against the sobs, she wished, wished, wished he hadn’t said that. Poor stupid old fool! Why had he said that?



Because he doesn’t care about you anymore, said the dreaded voice in her head; glee dripped from every syllable. He never cared about you. Trophy wife. Punching bag. Baby factory.



That voice had taunted and haunted her since childhood.



“No!” she said hastily. “He wanted everyone to know he loved me. He wanted a family.”



HahahahahaNO! Oh, he was all smiles and kisses and promises on your honeymoon, but you secretly hated him for turning them into nothing but lies. I can see your every thought. Oh, that felt good!



Weakly, Little Dahlia eased herself off the floor. “Now what do I do?”



Now we make sure no one spoils our fun.



And just like that… the other Dahlia took over.



Little Dahlia watched in horror – tinged with fascination – as Other Dahlia calmly walked outside under the pouring rain and swung the leg of lamb, smashing a window. She filled a bucket from the pump, walked back inside, and carefully dribbled a trail leading up to Ronnie’s corpse, then pushed the body off the chair.



“There we go,” she said, finishing the trail up to the front door, which she pushed, ripping its old locks. “Some madman broke in, bopped old Ronnie boy, and broke out.”



This is wrong, said Little Dahlia, but she couldn’t resist that voice. She’d never resisted anyone’s voice: Ronnie’s, her parents’, Other Dahlia’s…



Other Dahlia placed the lamb leg in the oven and said, “Make a trip to the village for vegetables. We need alibis. Then come back, scream, and call the police. You’re an innocent victim in shock. Got it?”



Little Dahlia whimpered. No problems there, she felt.












Later, the oven hummed. It was old, and Ronnie never replaced anything until it wore out. Little Dahlia paced up and down.



“I’m gonna get caught,” she moaned.



Admit it. You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?



“No!”



Oh, but you are. You’ve craved power like this ever since you were Little Dahlia in Big Bertha’s playground. You wanted someone to take care of the bullies of the world.



“I never wanted you in my life!”



Oh my god, you’re killing me! My sides ache! You wanted no one but me. Even Mom and Dad tanned your hide, but who was there to take care of the “pwecious baby bwother” and pass it off as S.I.D.S.? Who was there to get Big Bertha crippled for life in a “tragic playground accident”? Me, me, always and forever ME! You should thank me on your KNEES, not push me away!



The doorbell rang.



Dahlia was across the hall and opening the door before she had time to think.



She sighed with relief. PC Washington had answered. Old family friend. He tipped his hat respectfully; the two constables flanking him nodded.



Play the part!



“Thank goodness you’ve come!” she wailed. “Oh, Peter! Peter!”



“It’s all right,” said Washington, coming in and taking off his mackintosh. “You haven’t disturbed the scene of the crime? I’d like to take a look, if you please.”



Other Dahlia laughed her head off while Little Dahlia wiped her eyes and said, “In the dining room. I don’t wanna go in again!”



“I understand. Duncan, Freeman: take a look around the premises. We might find some clues regarding our mystery madman.”



They’ve swallowed it hook, line, and sinker! What better cop could you have asked for than trusting old PC Washington!? It’s perfect!



Little Dahlia shushed her and returned to the kitchen, wiping her eyes. Washington’s gasp could still be heard. He and Ronnie had been old school friends.



She attended to the cooking as calmly as though policemen weren’t poking and prodding the premises all around. Hours crawled by. Calmly, mechanically, she took out the lamb leg and carved it into chunks.



Washington ambled into the kitchen. “Heavy blunt instrument,” he was saying. “Poor Ronnie. Definite signs of a break-in. Pity the footprints would’ve washed away in this rain by now…”



Little Dahlia said nothing. Other Dahlia was feeding her some idea of giving the lamb to the officer, but the rest of her was too numb to try. Why would she say that!?



Washington smiled. “You always were a fantastic chef, Dahlia.”



Should I tell him? He’s always been so nice to me…



Yeah, and how long do you think that’ll last once you confess? Anyway, Ronnie used to be so nice to us too.



Instead, Washington went back to the crime scene to “look around some more”. Dahlia sighed.



Later, the police left with bits of glass and the body. Dahlia threw dinner away and went to bed feeling sick.



Other Dahlia. Revolting as she was, she wasn’t really a different person. It was still Dahlia. The Dahlia she needed and never wanted.



But how to kill a bully-killer when you needed her to kill?
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