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         Broken Are Bonds We Forged in Life

      
      

      

      
      
         “You’re drunk.”



“No? No I’m not drunk, Joey, you’re drunk!”



“One of us has to drive, Gen,” Joseph flatly points out. Fingers anxiously drumming against the steering wheel, he sneaks a quick glance over to the short, sprightly bundle of septic joy that is his little sister in time to catch her pulling out yet another bottle from underneath the passenger seat. “Jesus, how many of those do you have in here?”



“Enough.” With a pop of the cork, the gurgles of a drowning goose fill the rattling car. “Green light.”



His sigh immediately gets lost in the sputters of the roaring engine. “Can’t believe we’re actually doing this.”



“Damn right we are.”



“Just remember that if we get caught, this was your dumb idea.”



“Hey, I’m drunk, not dumb,” Gen chortles with a hiccup and a playful slap at his arms. “Plus, we have experience, I’m pretty sure we won’t get caught!”



“We’re not kids anymore, Gen. We’re not as fast as we were before. Not to mention you look like you can barely stand up, much less run.”



“Fuck you, Joey!”



“Fuck you, Gen!”



“Not if I fuck you first!”



“Okay, fuck, you’re really drunk.”



“No I’m not!” She takes another swig from her bottle, only to realize it was empty. “Okay, fuck, maybe I am.”



With that knowledge, Gen winds down the window and flings the bottle out, cackling as it shatters against the pavement.



“Fuck’s sake.”



“Shut up. Keep driving.”



Joseph does just that, all the while wondering to himself how it all went wrong. It wasn’t the first time they’ve done something like this together, having once dabbled in the littlest of local crimes. As the years went by, however, he became the epitome of a success story, with a fancy job and a wife and two kids, never once looking back at everything he left behind.



Never once caring about all that transpired while he was away.



And now, he’s sauntering across a cemetery with drunk sister in one hand and a sledgehammer in the other.



It’s insanity, what they’re about to do. Nevertheless, she deserved her moment of catharsis, especially after everything she had to go through. It’s the only way he knew how to make up for the years he had spurned her, as wrong as her methods may be.



They quickly come upon a pair of gravestones, the one on the right their target. Joseph bites his lip as they approach it. On the other hand, the sapphire daggers in Gen’s glare is at its sharpest, the same which could be said for her grin.



“Hey Dad,” she speaks up. “It’s me. Joey’s here too.”



Joseph gives the grave a wave.



“Thought I’d stop by to pay you a visit for old’s time sake. A visit from Daddy’s little girl in the middle of the night, your favorite. Oh, and don’t worry about Joey here. I told him everything.”



Joseph clenches his fist. “Everything.”



“Down to the tiniest little detail~” she hums. Her grin fades immediately afterward. “Sledgehammer.”



“Here.”



“You like playing rough, don’t you Dad?” Gen grips onto the wooden handle. “Then you’re gonna love this.”



Every swing she dishes out seethes with the fury of a Norse god. Every crack of the stone, her laughter soars into the stars. “You like that, Dad?!” she screams midway. “You like burning in hell, you sack of shit?!”



One particularly strong swing later, the gravestone falls over with a thud. To that, Gen pumps a fist and lets out a triumphant roar down onto her father’s grave.



Only to double over and unload her Thanksgiving dinner.



“Fucking hell, Gen!” Joseph lunges over to help her up. “Told you you’re drunk.”



“Sh-Shut up,” she growls amid her coughs, before smiling up at him. “Did I do good?”



“You did better, in fact.” Joseph can’t help but smirk. “Pretty sure puking wasn’t on the agenda.”



“I’d piss on it instead, but you’re here.” Wiping her sweat and turning back to the defaced grave, Gen spits on it for good measure. “Happy Thanksgiving, Dad. Hope you enjoy the turkey, dipshit.”



The deed done, brother and sister waddle their way back to the car. “Just so you know,” Joseph speaks up midway, “you didn’t have to puke on Mom’s grave as well.”



Gen furrows her brows. “Mom was kind of a bitch though.”



Joseph pauses. “She kinda was, wasn’t she?” he remarks, snickering alongside her even as her grin widens.



“So, same thing next Thanksgiving?”
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         The festival? Our village used to thrive on it.



Normally, we had dull green forests and grass. Dull brown mud huts and soil. Dull grey rainy skies and streets. Every farmer had dull eyes.



Ah, the festival. When I was a lad, we lived on that day. Laughter, chasing, eating fresh meat, listening to the crackling fat, watching the fire under the spit, dancing with all the grown-ups. Oh, and how the skirts used to twirl, the finery shake and shout on the men, each always trying to look flashier than the next…



But I woke up one year. I eagerly looked out the window.



Nothing.



Imagine a village without color; you might think black-and-white. Nope. Even black and white were colors, though odd ones. Even they were all gone.



I don’t know how to explain it without going to the cities and finding some egghead, but here goes: The world looked like a sketch, only we walked through it. No surfaces, just lines everywhere. Everything which had been… well, drained, I suppose… had nothing between you and whatever was inside. It was like walking through an X-ray.



We walked in a daze.



“What’s happening, Rich?” Julie followed me out the door. “What’s happening!?”



“It’s aliens,” said Old Bill. “Them’s aliens invading!”



“No, you old fool,” said George the blacksmith. “It’s Judgement Day. The Lord’s here to pack up Creation!”



“Don’t be daft,” said Maisy the grocer. “It must be government, pollutin’ our village with nucular waste…”



Yet as I watched, the people became frames. One moment, I saw Julie, and Old Bill, and George, and Maisy. The next, I saw… four frames. They were human-shaped, but not human. Like they’d been switched off.



They spoke, but now it was just waves and numbers in the air. That was what sent me running from the village. I could see through their heads, into a mass of lines – their brains, I think – and I could see words being built. I could see their thoughts, like clockwork.



The festival wasn’t there. No bunting, no children, no spit-roasts, no dances. Just lines.



I ran as far as I could. The hill nearby turned to lines as I rushed, and then: I saw it! The colors rushing away like water. I fell to my knees, shocked. Aliens, spirits, demons, something even crazier?



But I thought of Julie, reduced to lines and numbers. That moment, I found my courage. If there was the slightest chance I could stop this…



I followed the colors. They ran uphill and into a cave that wasn’t there yesterday. I crept inside.



I saw… I’m not insane. What I saw was a dragon.



Or maybe not. Color rushed around it, leaving lines. Then it all shot up like a waterfall going backwards, rushed into its snout, rushed into its fanged mouth.



I stared.



It spotted me. That grin…



“Color wasn’t meant to exist,” it said. “Color has no place in reality.”



“Says who?” I said before I could stop myself. I was dead. Whatever I did, I knew I was dead.



“Your kind has probed reality from the furthest stars deep in the sky, to the strangest particles in the heart of an atom. Where in all those equations of yours can… color exist?”



“Well, it… it exists in our heads, right?”



“Ha! There is no color there. You delude yourselves! Color is just a primitive delusion! It breeds ill thoughts. It sickens you.”



“I can’t let you do this.”



“Let me? Let me!? Ignorant ape!”



It leapt right at me, crashing through the cave. I felt its hot breath, only going away from my skin. I saw the color leaving my arms…



But that’s the thing about color. It’s the pigment of imagination.



I thought I was going to die. I thought desperately of the old festival colors, of the laughter that had its own ineffable quality, of the rosy hue of my wife Julie’s cheek on the pillow –



Then the dragon screamed. All the color in its body trembled. I think now it was trying to obey my mind.



It tore the dragon apart.



And that was how I brought color back into our village. No one can take color from your mind unless you let them. Let nobody say that they’re not real. Color makes you you.



No, I ain’t had too much to drink, you cheeky monkey! Your old man could do with another pint, though! If Julie hasn’t hidden the bottles yet…
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         April was a strange woman. She’d grown up in a small town, where people whispered and called her a freak. When she came of age, she moved to Berkeley, thinking she would blend in. Even by Berkeley’s standards, she was still odd, but she at least found friends who appreciated her.



April hated color. It upset her, triggering anxiety attacks or fits of anger. Her clothes were all white or light grey, her apartment was decorated with the blandest beige furniture she could find, and she always took public transportation. She had a driver’s license, but stoplights upset her.



Obsession was not uncommon in Berkeley, and if that was all, April might not have stood out. But there was one other thing about her that caught the eye. Her hair naturally grew in snow-white.



She wasn’t albino. Her skin had a healthy complexion, and the doctors she’d seen were at a loss to explain it. Her friends joked that she hated color so much, she’d driven it out of her blood entirely.



Until one spring day, when one of those friends knocked on April’s door. It was a quick and hard tap tap tap. “April? It’s Sarah. Are you in there? I texted you.”



“Come in,” April called. “It’s not locked.”



Sarah pulled open the door, stepped inside, and looked around for her friend. She caught a trace of April through the doorway to the kitchen, and took a quick step that directly: “Did you-”



“Robe,” April called out.



“Oh. Right.” Sarah took a quick step back to the door. She kicked off her shoes, and then grabbed one of the three grey robes that hung on a peg by the door. Throwing it over her shoulders nicely covered her electric-blue tank top. “Did you see the news?”



“I avoid the news,” April replied. She was in the kitchen. For her, cooking was an activity that took some time, and that had to be conducted with thick gloves. As a teenager, she’d tried eating only pale foods, but nutritional deficiencies forced her back to a more normal diet.



She rationalized that she was like a nuclear reactor technician: handling dangerous substances for the greater good.



“Right, whatever. There was a story about you in the New York Times. It’s a huge deal. Like, a bunch of generals resigned and there are going to be charges and stuff.” Sarah rushed into the kitchen and started reading from her phone. “Leaking military transport exposes hundreds of children to experimental chemical weapon ‘Agent Lollipop.’”



“I’m not a child,” April replied. She didn’t look up from her work.



“No no. This was twenty years ago. Look.” Sarah shoved her phone until April’s nose. On the screen were pictures of several other young people, all about April’s age. They all dressed blandly, and a few had snow-white hair.



“Huh,” April said. “Neat.” She pronounced the word crisply.



Then she went back to chopping vegetables.



Sarah frowned. She furrowed her brow. “Are you… not getting this?”



“You are the twentieth person to text that article to me. Though you are the first to come over in person when I ignored you, so thank you for being a good friend.” April briefly smiled. “I understand completely. First there are going to be friends who pity me. Second there are going to be doctors who want to flush the toxins out of my blood so I can be ‘normal.’ Then there are going to be lawyers who want me to cry about how awful my life is so we can sue the government for all its worth.”



Sarah frozen. He jaw opened and shut. Finally she blurted out: “But your life is awful.”



April snorted, and a smile touched her face again -- strained through it was. “Your life was awful when your brother was dealing with drinking. If a doctor said he could flush the bad spirits out of your blood so you wouldn’t care a loved one was drinking themselves to death, how would you have reacted?”



A hot snap overtook Sarah’s tone: “That’s not even close to the same thing.”



“They are to me. Because they’re both wrong.” After a moment, April added, “And I’m glad your brother recovered. I’m sorry if that was too personal.”



A long silence hung between them. April continued to chop vegetables. Sarah stared.



“Anyway. Now that that’s over, you want to hang out?” April spoke like nothing had happened. “You already walked all the way over.”
      

      
   
      The Beast of Luscioucr
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         Nestled in the valleys of mountains north, the village of Luscioucr slumbers. Clouds form in the mountaintops, spilling off in rolling falls and drowning the village beneath in a deep, deep lake which sunlight cannot penetrate. The grasses here are a little less green, the hearth fires burn not quite as bright, skin turns pale in mimicry of illness, and everything is marred by a tinge of gray.



Yet life in Luscioucr betrays the dour palette of its colors. It is a small village, but it’s just as lively as the larger towns at lower altitudes. People tend to their gardens, children play amongst the streams and wildflowers, and precious stones make their way out of its solitary mine for daily trade in the villages down the mountains. Beyond these gems, a couple of times a year, traders from Luscioucr sell unique black and white flowers: daisies, roses, and marigolds. They always return with food, clothing, wood, and other wares.



Keen eyes will notice how off-season these sellers come. Curious minds how these grow these flowers are dismissed with pleasantries. Those who pry too hard are kicked from Luscioucr before they even visit. “Trade secrets,” is their excuse. “Insulted,” is how they justify themselves. The truth, however, is the stuff of lore.



Luscioucr is a village out of the way from the rest of the world. While visitors are not unwelcome, a small shack guards the single pathway into the village. Just as arbitrary as the days traders don’t come down from Luscioucr, he prevents anyone who tries from going up. Ask him why, and you’ll get the same old stories. But with a bit of drink, he may tell you something new.



This is the story of William, who found his way in Luscioucr on one of those infrequent days when the fog drains out of the mountain valley. On these rare days, the sun shines down on Luscioucr in all its radiant glory. The grasses are green, the flowers are vivid, the buildings remain gray, and the village is deathly silent. The windows are black, the hearths are cold, and nary a soul wanders outdoors. On these fogless days, Luscioucr becomes picturesque, suspended in its canvas.



He brought wares with him to trade for some of those valuable black roses the village sometimes sells, and he desperately wanted to see how they were grown. But all the roses here were typical reds. The daisies were yellow, the marigolds orange. None of the black and white varieties could be found in their gardens or in the wild fields. 



William repeatedly made noise in the seemingly abandoned village, looking for life. Curiosity slowly gave way to fright when nothing answered back. Eventually, though he found something. But what he saw was no villager.



It was a beast as tall of a man, with skin like a snake’s and claws like a hawk’s. Standing on four legs, it vaguely resembled a dog, but the tail was far too thick and long, and the head was something more demonic. Four eyes, four horns, and a mouth full of jagged teeth. A rainbow of colors gave it some allure, a level of attraction that clashed with its sinister form. But the head and neck were an obsidian black.



When William saw it, the beast stood over a garden patch, its mouth agape, draining the color from a bed of daisies in a disgusting sort of reverse-vomiting. Yellow blushes were slowly pushing away the black patches of the creature’s skin. But the beast also saw him, its maw snapped shut, and its four eyes narrowed on his position. He let out another cry, this one much more in terror, and the beast lunged at him.



The following morning, the fog returned to Luscioucr. William was found in the town square, mauled, eviscerated, and ravaged. His remains were all still there, the court splattered with blood. But the red of his meat had been drained of its color.



The villagers buried him in an unmarked grave. They know his name because folks came looking for him. They now have a Watchman to hold people back on the days the fog rolls out, the villagers hunker down, and the beast begins to prowl for all the colors of the world.
      

      
   
      A Nice Walk at Night
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         Any city at night is pretty, but with Portland, it’s something special. Maybe it’s the arboreal scenery, maybe it’s that fresh northwestern air, or perhaps even the rustic feel to everything, but for whatever reason, Portland’s got a charm I can’t seem to find anywhere else. 



I’m walking down Grand Ave, scouting out the bars, when I notice a young brunette woman ahead of me. Can’t be older than twenty-four, walking by herself in the middle of the night. Well, walking is a bit of a generous description of her desperate attempt to avoid stumbling in her heels. It’s more like a shaky-half stride complete with wobbly knees and cautious flaring of the arms in case of a sudden fall. 



There’s nothing between us but space, maybe ten yards. Not another soul in sight. The soft patter of rain masks the ambient sounds of the city. It’s as if we’re the only two people in existence, dimly lit by the faint glowing of street lamps and traffic lights. 



But she doesn’t know I’m there. 



I think about her family and friends. I wonder if her father loved her. If her friends are looking for her. If she is attending college. What her future is like. What kind of potential she has. What led her to stumble out of a bar drunk late on a Thursday night with nobody around. 



It’s apparent she comes from money. I’m no expert on fashion, but I can tell when a woman has sunk some serious money into her appearance. Her hair is freshly straightened and volumized to give off a bright sheen even in this damp, dark night. Her outfit looks to be designer, a sleek black top with midriff exposed and mini combo designed to accentuate the tight contours of her body. 

	

From behind, she’s indisputably beautiful. 

	

I’m catching up to her. There’s maybe five yards between us. She still hasn’t noticed my presence. I wonder if I should call out to her. Perhaps ask if she needs help. It would probably be less awkward than just slowly passing her by. 

	

Doesn’t she know there’s a killer on the loose? It’s been in the news nonstop for the last three weeks now. The sheriff even came out and issued a warning telling people to stay inside after 1 AM. 

	

Not going to stop me from hanging around at night, of course. I love the night here, and no warnings are gonna stop me from doing what I love. But you’d think a such a pretty young lady would exhibit better judgment. 

	

What a silly girl. 





Three yards. 

	

“Hey!” I call out to her. “Are you all right?” 

	

She pivots slowly on her heels. I can tell she’s nervous. Every woman fears a strange man approaching her while she’s alone at night.

	

“No, I’m fine!” she says through slurred speech, her tone sharp and defensive.  





I smile disarmingly. “Are you sure? You can barely walk.” 	





I’m still getting closer. One yard. 





Suddenly, a police siren blares as a cop car shoots down the street. The unexpected noise stops me in my tracks, and my heartbeat kicks into overdrive. I stop and turn for a moment to look out of pure instinct. 





Sloppy. 





By the time I look back, the girl is running. She’s abandoned her heels on the sidewalk. Must be painful to run like that. I can hear the soft scrapes of her bare feet against the wet sidewalk as she clumsily flees. 





Maybe she was a bit smarter than I gave her credit for. 





I could catch her if I wanted to, and for a moment I consider it. I admit, in the moment, I got a bit attached to the idea of killing her. I had imagined a funeral full of friends, family, ex-lovers, classmates and teachers held in a beautiful grove, no expense spared. Closed casket, of course. 



There’s nothing quite like destroying something young and beautiful, right when it’s in the prime of its life, almost as if you’re eating a fruit when it’s reached its peak ripeness and flavor. It’s nothing short of pure sex and art. 



Good drama for the media too, would have been a real feather in my cap. Young girl, white, attractive, killed in the prime of her life? The papers would eat that shit up. 



I sigh. What a shame. But there’ll be others. 



Like I said, Portland has its charm. 
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         Lucille arrived at the Lakewater Theater just as the stapler bit the corkboard.



The first set of double doors were no match for her, blowing wide open as she and the chilly autumn air stormed inside. But the second doors let her know, with a clamour, that they were locked.



She glared at the fat, bearded man through the wired glass. Her scarf was a scorpion's tail, rising behind her in the wind.



Fred sighed. He finished stapling the casting sheet to the board, and let the woman in.



"This theatre is a shambles," she pronounced, projecting her voice against every wall.



"Good morning, Mrs. Williams," he replied, pausing to sip his coffee. "I take it you've seen the results online already."



"Oh, I have!"



Lucille pulled her gloves off with her teeth, and prepared to count everything she had done that morning on her fingers. 



"I've read them, re-read them, went over them a third time, and I even used that control-f function my neighbour's son taught me. And yet my daughter isn't there. She's not Alice, the Queen of Hearts, not even the Cheshire sodding Cat!"



Lucille brushed past the man before he could respond, standing strategically between him and the rest of the building. 



"You look me in the eyes and tell me that Mary Williams didn't set that stage on fire during her audition," she said.



Fred responded in mid-eyeroll, looking elsewhere. "I can't do that. Your daughter was pretty incredible, all things considered. But we can't cast her."



Lucille crossed her arms. "So it's discrimination, then."



He raised his hands in defense. "Whoa, hey! Let's be clear, this isn't because she's African-American."



"We're British."



Fred contorted his mouth. "I realize. But it isn't that either."



"Well, it's something! Out with it!"



Fred switched his coffee cup between hands and placed the empty hand on her shoulder.



"It's because she's nine, Mrs. Williams."



Lucille scoffed. "I realise that. But so what? Alice is seven!"



"We have a 14-and-up policy here. It's on the casting call."



"Then why let her audition?"



"For the experience! We thought it would be nice."



Lucille continued the offence. "Rigging a game against a child? That's nice, is it?"



Fred bit his lip. He took his hand off her shoulder so he could pinch the bridge of his nose. 



Lucille took a breath. "Can I ask you something, Frederick?" she said in a more even tone.



"It's Fred, but go ahead."



"Do you know who you're speaking to?"



Fred gave her an odd look. "That crazy British lady who moved into town a few months ago?"



"Correct. But did you also know that you're speaking to the mother of a child who is starting to hide her accent?"



"I—"



"Did you know, every time she opens her mouth at school, that all the other students gawk, and laugh, and hold out their little pinkies like they're carrying teacups?"



Fred shook his head.



"Do you understand what playing an English role in an English story written by an English author might mean to that little girl?"



Fred threw up his hands "Alright, alright! Look… I tell you what. If I give her a part, will you leave me alone?"



Lucille braced herself. 



"Which part?"








Lucille walked briskly back to her apartment, manoeuvring around the morning shoppers, and dragging her heart along the sidewalk.



She glanced down at her phone again, where the updated casting list had already been posted. The last role on the list stuck out like it was somebody's tongue.



Mary Williams..........................................................Tree





So now it was a race—to see who would let poor Mary down first, her mother or the casting sheet. 



There were people blocking the entrance to her building. The elevator didn't move fast enough. The corridor was too long. As she turned the key in her door, she realized she didn't know what to say yet.



"Mary?" she sang, creeping in the front door, the warmth of the corridor filtering in behind her. "Are you awake, Mary-pea?"



From the kitchen, she heard movement. A cellphone landing on a table. Pyjamas on a wooden chair. And then an answer.



"Mummy, look!"



Lucille sprinted around the corner, and she looked.



Mary stood with her feet rooted to the seat of her chair, her chest puffed out in front of her, and her smile glowing like autumn fire. Her arms branched up high above her head, as far as she could reach.



"Mummy. I'm going to be in the theatre."
      

      
   
      Like Ships in the Night
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         Within seconds of being woken by the distress alarm, Kwon Mu-Hak was in a cold sweat. Heart thumping in his chest, he pulled himself to the cockpit. As he strapped himself into the pilot seat, he took in the monocolor displays flashing around him.



A ship—small, G-type, like his—broadcasting an eighty-two-hour-old distress call. Bearing, 58 degrees; carom, 132 degrees. Almost thirteen million klicks. NATO-Cathay ID number G-1138, designated Einsam.



With butterflies in his stomach, Mu-Hak tapped the touch screen icon to hail them. Then he realized that he forgot his headset.



She was already talking by the time he got the earpiece on.



“—electrical fire, complete failure of primary and secondary life support systems,” said the voice in a nearly panicked rapid-fire. “Tertiary systems were depleted almost six hours ago. I repeat, service vessel Einsam declaring emergency. Crew of one in need of immediate assistance.”



“Eins—” Mu-Hak coughed. His voice was coarse and dry from disuse. And his English sounded secondhand, even to his own ears. “Einsam, I read you. I’m forty-two light-ticks away. Do you require me to approach?”



There was the transmission lag, that Mu-Hak counted with too-fast heartbeats.



“Yes! I need to dock. I am… I am out of air.”



Mu-Hak had heard urban legends of metch dealers hijacking small boats with a falsified distress signal. But they were just stories, he decided.



“Einsam, I’m coming,” he said, as he keyed in an approach vector. The engines pivoted and lurched, their momentum pushing him against his seat as they burned. “My ETA to a relative zero V-prime position is twelve-point-two hours.”



“I read you. But… who is this? The fire killed my transponder receiver.”



A wave of embarrassment. He should have introduced himself.



“This is courier vessel, G-2267, designated Beloved. Crew of one. No EVA suits on board.”



“Mine was lost in the fire. What are your docking protocols, Beloved?”



“Transtech-spec G-type standard. No secondaries.”



“Shit. I have a funnel, but I think the fire got a piece of it,” said Einsam. “I… I don’t know if we can dock.”



“We can try,” said Mu-Hak.



“Yes, we can.” She sounded drained.



“Can… I provide assistance in any other way?” Mu-Hak didn’t know what else to say.



“Yeah,” said the lonely voice. “Can you talk… talk to me? While you approach?”



Mu-Hak almost wanted to say no. He almost wanted to tell her to conserve her oxygen. And his throat was already getting very sore from speech.



“Yes,” he finally said. “If you want, we can talk.”








“Mah… Hack? Am I saying that right?”



“Yes, that’s close enough.”



“Oh, gosh, I messed up, didn’t I?”



“Not really. I would still answer to it, I think.”



“No, you need to tell me how to say it right. Because I used to care a lot about my name. When I was little, you know.”



“What do you mean?”



“My name’s Caroline. But I'd let my friends call me Lina. Only my friends, though. I was picky about it.”



“Well, Caroline, my name’s Mu-Hak. ‘Mu’ like a cow, ‘Hak’ like hockey.”



“Nice to meet you, Mu-Hak.”



"And nice to meet you, Lina."



"Ha, I'll let you get away with that. Just... this one... one time, though."



"Caroline, can you breathe?"



"Yeah. Yes. I'm okay, Mu-Hak."








Mu-Hak watched as the speck in his dinner-plate-sized viewport grew into a shape. Though the distance between them closed, Einsam’s voice became fainter, and pauses more frequent.



He tried to tell a funny story to cheer her up—the story of how his boat was named. And for a second, when she laughed, he smiled, because her laugh was like music.



But when she struggled to catch her breath moments later, his guilt redoubled.



Even when Einsam was close enough for Mu-Hak to read the markings on the hull, it was still an agonizing hour before their ships precisely matched velocities.



“Einsam,” he said, when the time was finally right. “I’m here. Deploy your funnel.”



There was no response on the coms. For several creeping seconds, Mu-Hak waited.



“Einsam, can you deploy your funnel?”



For a minute that felt like an hour, Mu-Hak watched through his viewport, waiting to see Einsam begin docking.



“Eins—” Mu-Hak coughed. His voice was hoarse from overuse. “Caroline, are you there?”



His eyes were glued to Einsam’s docking capillary, waiting for it to extend. Mu-Hak knew it would be silent, but still his ears strained for any sound, reflexively.



“We can still try. Deploy your funnel, Lina.”



She never did.
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         The Last Connoisseurs of Warm Colours

      
         
         Broken Are Bonds We Forged in Life

      
      

      

      
      
         The old man's body was found in a cabin, or something that resembled a cabin, lying in a crusted puddle of dried saliva and vomit, surrounded by apple cores and frenzied cockroaches. He must've been dead for a week or so by the time the boy and the bearded men found him.



The boy kept his distance from the corpse; he was still somewhat inexperienced with the sight of a dead body, and the men in the group decided to not scold him for this, out of pity.



There were two grown men, with coarse hair on their faces and hardly a shoe or white tooth between them. The boy had only a shirt, a pair of pants, and a knapsack to call his own, as he had nothing else.



Not even a name.



"Jesus," he heard one of the men say, standing over the body.



"Bury 'im?" the other man asked.



"No," wiping his nose in mild speculation. "He'll make for good fuel. C'mon, grab 'im by the other end."



The boy stood by the doorway as the men carried the body out, each holding his breath. There was something eerie about the old man's eyes, which were only barely recognizable as such, that made the boy turn his head away, partly out of fright and partly from the smell.



With the men outside for the moment, the boy tip-toed around the cabin's interior, trying not to step on bugs. The old man had a lot of junk in his possession: emptied food cans, jars containing dead animals, torn-up leaves that must've served as toilet paper, pieces of cloth that must've served as clothes.



The boy got on his knees and reached around in places an adult couldn't, not stopping his business when the men returned. He realized there was something wedged behind the desk with the jars of dead animals. The object was roughly textured, like leather, and as the boy took it in his hands he felt just how heavy it was.



The weight of this... book? As they would've called it in a more civilized time.



It seemed like junk, but different from the other junk in the cabin. The boy got something like an idea in his head, that he could use this thing for some purpose he couldn't parse.



He put the book in his knapsack, sneakily and wearily, like a thief suffering a case of uncertainty.



The men proceeded to ransack the cabin for what little it was worth.








The night was cold, as it was November or thereabouts.



The men had built a fire in what had once been a field of grass. Much of the greenery in the area had long since been spirited away. The old man was blanketed with chunks of wood; the flesh and wood merged, almost intertwining as they gave birth to flames and smoke.



The smell was bad, but not as bad as before, when the body wasn't burning.



Sitting by his lonesome, the boy pulled the book out of his knapsack and rested it in his lap. There were words on the cover, but he didn't understand any of it. Curious enough, though, he started flipping through the pages; words upon words upon words... and nothing to take from any of them. It was a fact of life that made the boy's face contort.



Yet every dozen pages or so, there was a drawing that replaced the words. The book, as it turned out, was full of these drawings: of men and women from another time, roughly sketched and lacking in color, but containing a mysterious element that made up for the seeming lack of detail.



These drawings had to mean something, but the boy didn't know what. 



"Got somethin' there?" one of the men said, squatting in front of the boy, startling him.



"It's mine," the boy said.



"Let me look at it," the man said, just sternly enough.



Reluctantly the boy handed the book to the man, who stood up and went near the fire. He opened the book as if to read it for himself, only to start tearing out pages by the handful.



"It's mine!" the boy yelled.



"And?" the man said. "We need fuel for the fire, boy." He crumpled up the pages and tossed them into the flames.



The boy watched, powerless, as the words and pictures were sacrificed.



The man turned to the boy and said: "What d'you even want with a book, anyway? Can't read anyhow."
      

      
   
      Colourless Blues


      
      
      
         
         colours of me and the colours of you are the colours we see

      
         
         No, I am alright

      
      

      

      
      
         Depression can’t hide from certain eyes.



Johnny could see the effects already, as he swept his gaze across the rest of the class. Some students burst with colour. Some were muted, but still hanging in there. One was empty.



Johnny no longer told anyone what he saw. Between the voices he could hear and the smells he couldn’t describe and the things he swore he touched even though no one else found anything there, they thought he was mad enough already.



Class ended. He packed his bag, staring at the one empty soul. Now, how exactly did you go about mentioning this? “Excuse me, I notice you have no colours today” lacked a certain something.



But he wanted to tell her.



So Johnny fumbled with his bag. Being the last two, he fell into place alongside her, who shuffled out with all the zip and zing of a robot mourning its maker.



He leaned over and whispered, “If you ever wanna talk, I’m here.”



Nothing.



Johnny waited for anything to happen, then broke off and left her. He’d known Kelly since kindergarten, long enough to tell what she clearly wanted.








That evening, Johnny walked home by himself. Nothing unusual (for him) happened; just a couple of ghosts, an earthquake that affected nothing else, and a crow that kept muttering curses over him.



He wasn’t sure exactly when he’d started noticing stuff like this, or even if it had started; for all he knew, he might have been born weird. It definitely made him popular in kindergarten, when everyone had assumed his imagination was top-notch, and then unpopular thereafter, when everyone realized he was serious.



Johnny kicked a stone across the street. Thinking.








He was still thinking over dinner, when the rest of his family talked on and on about football and the weather and football and Aunt Millie and football and the TV and football. They didn’t talk to him, exactly. They just talked around him, hoping he’d get the hint and chat like a normal person.



In his bedroom, he never played video games. It was hard to kill Nazi soldiers in 3D when you heard their screams and saw them die far more realistically than the graphics should account for.



He’d invited Kelly over to play once. She’d clutched her head at the screams which he’d manfully tried to ignore.



Then they’d gotten ice lollies. His had tasted like Mozart; hers, Beethoven.



Shaking off the memories, Johnny turned to his maths homework. He got every answer right, without in any way actually knowing how to work them out.



He ducked out the window. Fortunately, a freak gust of wind cushioned his fall, right on schedule.








Johnny waited at the park. One lantern light glowed over him; the will-o’-the-wisp attached to it was harmless company, if a little dreary from being overlooked the rest of the time.



Johnny looked around.



“Hyo!” he said with false cheeriness. “Wanna go hunting werewolves again? They promise they won’t run very fast tonight.”



Kelly was suddenly there, as colourless as ever. Her face shone damply.



“Mom says I can’t,” she murmured.



Johnny frowned. “So?”



“She knows about me sneaking out. She says I can’t do it anymore. She says I’m going to be a woman, so it’s time to put away childish things.”



“I don’t get it.”



“This is the last time I can see you. She’ll know.”



“You want to be a woman?”



“No.”



“Well, then, don’t be one,” said Johnny, who hadn’t had certain things explained to him.



“I want to be one.” She didn’t look him in the eye. “I’m sorry. If it’s time, then it’s time.”



“Huh?”



“It’s been fun, Johnny.” And then she turned around and just… vanished.



Johnny stared at the spot for a long time, but then old habits of thought kicked in. He shrugged it off. What would it matter, after all? She’d clearly been lying. She’d change her mind.








She wasn’t in school the day after.



Johnny stared at the empty chair.



He’d pestered his mother until she’d explained it to him. Kelly’s parents had decided to move, for reasons that didn’t make sense to him. Judging from his mother’s expression, though, he had been an unspoken reason. Yet she didn’t tell him where they’d gone.



Without Kelly as company or distraction, Johnny slumped on his chair. He could hear his classmates’ thoughts unimpeded.



When he looked down, he saw the colour slowly draining out of his flesh.
      

      
   
      Third Date


      
      
      
         
         Catching On.

      
      

      

      
      
         “You know, I can see auras,” Elizabeth said.



It was our third date. We were just finishing after-dinner coffee at the nice little French cafe down the road from her apartment. We were supposed to go back to her place, pretend to watch Netflix, and have sex. I might even sleep over. It was our third date and I was about to get some.



And now that was starting to look a bit sketchy.



“Auras?” I tried to keep my tone level. Neutral. Curious, not skeptical. Certainly not shading into Oh I see you’re insane territory.



She nodded. “I don’t usually talk about it until I get to know someone. Like, the first thing you say to someone new shouldn’t be ‘Your aura is so pink today!’ They might think you’re weird. But I just have this feeling about you?”



“Mhm.” Coffee. My mug was already empty, but I pretended to take drink. I needed a moment. Little details suddenly made sense: the zodiac sign in her Tinder profile and the thumb-sized amethyst pendant necklace. “So, you can see my aura?”



“Yup. I have to, like, focus around you.” She leaned away from the table, tilting her head up a bit, as though staring at someone standing behind me. Her face relaxed. “You’re very blue. With some red streaks.”



Patrons at the nearest tables were starting to look in our direction. The usual rules about ignoring nearby conversations fell by the wayside when the crazy talk came out. I tried to ignore their looks.



Elizabeth focused on me again, and for a moment we were both silent. Her mouth tightened. She looked down and picked at her napkin, twisting it in her fingers.



“You don’t believe me.” It was so soft I barely heard it.



“Of course I…” I trailed off at the look she gave me and started over. “I’m sorry, it’s just, that’s kind of unexpected. Would you believe me if I said I had psychic powers?”



“Yes.”



I blinked. “Why?”



“Why not? Wouldn’t it be amazing if you did?”



“Yeah, but… That’s just not possible, right? I mean, you’re a teacher. Would you tell your students you can see their auras?”



“No, that would get me fired,” she said. “I’m not stupid.”



“I didn’t say you were.” I leaned forward over the table. From this close, I could speak quietly enough that our fellow patrons wouldn’t overhear. “You teach science, right? Chemistry?”



“Uh-huh.”



“Is there anything scientific about this? Is there even a name for it?”



“Just aura reading. And no, it’s not scientific. It’s all about feeling.”



“Yeah. So, uh…” I floundered. “So there?”



“Aren’t feelings real?”



“Yes. Well, they’re not physically real. Not things. They’re up here.” I tapped my forehead.



“And is love real?”



“That’s not the same thing. Seeing auras isn’t the same thing as being in love.”



“Really? Have you ever done it?”



“Seen someone’s aura? Of course not—”



“Have you ever been in love?”



I froze. Of course I had. Everyone had. I loved my parents. I loved my sister. I’d dated girls. I opened my mouth to say so.



Nothing came out. I leaned back in my chair and thought of all those past relations. The Tinder one-night-stands, or the casual college hook-ups. The adolescent crushes.



“I…” I stared down at the napkin twined in my fingers.



Elizabeth smiled. It was a small thing. Filled with kindness and no small measure of pity. 



Fuck that. I crossed my arms. “It’s not the same thing. Anyone can feel love.”



“Yeah, and I think anyone can see auras, if they really try.”



“Well. That’s not very fair. How are we supposed to know what people feel or see?”



“You don’t have to believe me. But given the choice, I’d like to live in a world where things like love and auras and even psychic powers are real. Even if they’re only a feeling.”



“That’s not very rational.” It sounded petulant even to my ears.



“It’s not.” She stood, and I stood reflexively. She leaned over and placed a kiss on my cheek, lingering for just a moment. Long enough for me to catch a hint of her vanilla perfume. “I had fun tonight. Again next week?”



“Uh.” I touched her upper arm, then let my hand fall. “That’d be nice.”



“Great. I’ll call you.” She smiled and looked above me for just a moment. "Later!"



"Later." I watched her walk away, and wondered what it must feel like to be in love.
      

      
   
      Rebirth


      
      
      
         
         Draining

      
         
         Alamo II: The Greyening

      
         
         Kitchen Scene

      
      

      

      
      
         A fire.



A fire came down from the heavens and caught the forest ablaze. 



There was no stopping it. 



Red and Orange consumed the forest. It chased the animals. Coats of Gray, Black, Brown, and White fled from the flagration.



There was no stopping it.



The trees, Green and Brown caught ablaze. The fire, Red and Orange greedily licked up the trees. Like statues, they stood firm and planted where they lived, flourished, and died. 



‘Til there was nothing left but blackened skeletons, spires and thorny ways piercing the Blue sky.



There was no stopping it.



The rivers Blue and Gray gushed their way. The fire didn’t like the river. Red and Orange poisoned the water with White, Black, and Gray.



There was no stopping it.



The wind, strong and crisp rushed through. The fire Red and Orange stole it, snatched it out of the air. Like water, the wind had places to go, but he fire poisoned it with Gray, Black and White. It became a miasma to any forest dweller that dare stay back. However, the wind warned any creature ahead that Red and Orange was going to eat them With Gray, Black and White. Still…



There was no stopping it.



The moon, Blue, Silver and White colored the sky and fought the blaze with its gentle, arctic light. Such a noble heavenly object could contend with the blaze. On the earth’s floor, a tiny spark of Gold on the planet’s darkened side of Black. Still, the fire blazed Red and Orange. No matter the ruling of the Moon on the dark side of the Earth…



There was no stopping it.



The Wolf. The wolf howled at the Silver moon, cheering it on, calling all the forest creatures that scurried, gallopped, and trundled to its aid. Together, they cheered the moon on. But, no matter the encouragement,



There was no stopping it.








The Moon came and passed across the sky. The Sun took its place, the same glory, only helping the fire along with its rays Gold and Yellow. Yet, not far off, Gray and Black gathered over the water Blue. The wind clean and pure pushed the Gray and Black towards the Red and Orange. 



There was no stopping it.



The moon, Silver and Blue, exhausted from the fight it fought and tucked the fire Red and Orange in with the Gray and Blue sheet the sun collected. 



There was no stopping it.



The water Blue, fell from the sky and hugged the blaze of Red and Orange. The fire, exhausted with all the forest consumed, nestled and went to sleep in the water Blue. The forest creatures howled and cheered the water Blue on as the fire Red and Orange stopped.



It stopped.








The sun, hot and Gold blazed over the Black smudge on the earth’s surface. It traded with the moon Silver and blue, each nursing the dead Red and Orange.



It stopped.



The forest animals, Gray, Black, White, and Brown came back to the trees. The trees Black and White still standing stoutly where they were standing, firmly staying until the day their name was called by the Red and Orange.



It stopped.



The forest creatures continued amongst their hiding places, burrows, nooks, crannies, nests, caves, and dens. The watched as the forest Green returned, popping leaflets and shrubs out of the Black and Gray ground. 



It stopped.



Berries of Red, Purple, and Blue formed from flowers of White, Yellow, Orange, Gold. The saplings grew to giants, Green and Brown. The animals, Black, White, Gray and Brown feasted on the bounteous harvest of fruits and greenery the forest brought back. Then when the night came…



The Moon shone Silver and Blue. The Forest painted with many Colours. At last, the forest was at peace.



...There was no stopping it. 
      

      
   
      Poems About Dragons


      
      
      
         
         Draining

      
      

      

      
      
         Once a dragon roamed wild, majestic, and free,

(just like they do in the old stories.)

When a clever young fae approached the old beast,

And begged it to measure its glories.



“How wide are you wings?” he wondered aloud,

“How hot is the fire you spit?”

“How sharp are the talons that skewer young knights?”

“Tell me of your pride and your wit.”



So the dragon did speak of his greatness,

of heroes and monsters and prey.

Each achievement recorded with diligent quill,

for such is the weapon of fae.



The telling had ended by sunset,

and darkness came over the wood.

The dragon grew bored of the tiny young thing,

and washed him in flame where he stood.



But when smoke and flame had abated,

the faerie stood there unharmed.

He produced from his robes his scales and fresh quill,

and thus for the battle was armed.



“You stand a titan! A giant!”

“Fifty tons borne on each claw.”

“But what creatures bones can bear such a weight?”

So was rendered the natural law.



The dragon’s legs shattered, snapped easy in two.

His ribs followed shortly thereafter.

Energy laws starved his flame from within.

And the faerie was given to laughter.



“You’re not for this time,” he stroked the poor beast,

“But don’t fear, for you will live on.”

He crafted a story from what he observed,

and then the last dragon was gone.








Once man feared the crawling things,

the little things,

the stinging things.

Until he found a hefty stone,

a stinger he could call his own.



Once man feared the running things,

the hunting things,

the biting things.

Until he found a sharpened spear,

slew the beasts and claimed the deer.



Once man feared the roaring things,

the giant things,

the charging things.

Until he found a ready bow,

a from afar he struck a blow.



Then approached a scaly thing,

a burning thing,

a magic thing.

The power that no man could smite,

the beast of all-surpassing might.



“Behold my form.” A fleshy thing,

a mighty thing,

a wondrous thing.

“I am wonder, I am story.”

“I am mystery, I am glory!”



“Hear my wit.” A whispered thing,

a clever thing,

a hunting thing.

“I am the thing that you abhor.”

“And the thing that you adore!”



“Feel my greed.” A grasping thing.

A clawing thing.

A crushing thing.

“All that was yours I shall keep.”

“My hunger endless, I shall reap!”



But men did not fear the dragon thing,

a familiar thing,

a warming thing.

“I did not know we had a brother.”

“But now I see there is another!”



What became of crawling things,

the working things,

the slaving things?

“Their greatest treasures we will claim.”

“Gold or honey just the same.”



What became of running things,

the dying things,

the bleeding things?

“All they are reduced to meat.”

“Subject to flame before we eat.”



What became of roaring things,

the vanished things,

the hidden things?

“Their leather is our armored scale.”

“Their spirits now beyond the veil.”



The dragon looked at mankind, and knew its kin.



It fled.
      

      
   
      California Just Legalized Supervillainy. It May Be A Good Idea.


      
      
      
         
         The Queen's English

      
         
         United Violence and Crime Organization

      
      

      

      
      
         After years of conflict, supervillains are calling it quits. But we might need them now more than ever.

By Benjamin Yin | Nov 25, 2018, 12:00 GMT





Controversy erupted online this month when California voters approved Proposition 5, which authorizes private companies to sponsor and arm supervillains. Under the rules of Prop 5, even if said supervillains go on to break the law, the companies backing them cannot be held responsible. The proposition, which passed by a narrow 51% to 49% margin, sparked fierce debate on both sides of the aisle.



Americans who disagreed with the vote have gone online to make their outrage heard. Many argue that this is tantamount to state-sponsored terrorism. Yet, lobbyists  have been pushing this for years.



When asked about the proposition on Friday, GlydeTech CEO Jon Craver played peacemaker. “I understand the concern,” said Craver, who publically campaigned for the proposition’s approval. “But understand: with supervillains going away, a bill like this is going to do wonders for the economy.”



While most haven’t bought his message, there’s evidence to support his claim.



Let’s break it down.





The supervillainy rate has been falling for years



Last month, the city of Boston celebrated a full year without any supervillain attacks. Most chalked this up to the work of R.I.O.T.Squad, a local superhero collective. Since their debut four years ago, Boston has gone from one of the most dangerous cities in America to one of the safest.



They're not alone. Worldwide, reports of supervillain attacks have become scarce. Experts say that the superpowered crime rate has plummeted—and we can expect it to drop further in the future.



“It’s remarkable,” says Kelly O’Hare, a researcher at the Department of Enhanced Peoples. “To compare crime rates from the '80s with now? It’s another world.” O’Hare credits the decline to higher funding for superheroes, the introduction of stricter superhero training, and comprehensive mental healthcare initiatives. “We’re attacking the root causes of supervillainy,” she says. “We’ve got results. It works.”



Obviously, many see the fall of supervillainy as a good thing. But it's not so cut-and-dried.





Our economy depends on supervillains



The prevalence of superheroes stems from the Restoration Accords, the 1949 UN agreement that provides funding for superheroes to combat supervillains, and be paid by their home countries. Currently, the US provides more funding than any other UN Member Nation—largely because the US registers the most superheroes yearly.



In other words: with no supervillains to defeat, that’s billions of dollars’ worth of superheroes sitting around, doing nothing.



Some nations have already made cutbacks—Japan, for instance, has instituted a citizen-voted “Usefulness Survey,” allowing only the ten most popular heroes to work at any given time. And while freeing up funding sounds great, it’s bad news for the heroes left without jobs.



Heroes around the globe are going unemployed for days, even weeks on end. No villains to fight means no income. Tension is high, but most have let the issue simmer.



Mexico City’s Guerilla-Man, however, has never been known to simmer. On Twitter last August, Guerilla-Man openly asked supervillains to attack Mexico, so that he might be paid for arresting them. He also blamed American heroes for driving supervillains out of society. And while his PR team quickly issued an apology, some heroes have quietly agreed.



A London-based hero (who requested anonymity) described a growing sense of resentment among heroes, as they scramble to scoop up what few villains are left. Last month in Paris, heroes Paralysse and Flèche came to blows while chasing a villain, leveling a four-story building.



Which brings to mind the other population affected by the disappearance of villains: construction workers. Reconstruction from superhero/villain battles provides for construction jobs across the country. No battles means a loss of work for thousands.



In the recent midterms, Republicans ran on a platform promising subcontractors easier access to work on rebuilding projects. Both politicians and their base are betting on supervillains sticking around. They’re not prepared to lose such a major part of our economy.





America—the world—has caught itself in a bind. Supervillains are terrorists, taking lives and causing destruction wherever they please. They need to be stopped.



But if we do rid the world of them, we need to be prepared for the consequences. Are we ready to absorb that temporary blow, and get to work restructuring our society for a lasting peace? Or will the spike in unemployment scare us off? 



At first, the answer seems obvious. But to economists—and, evidently, the average citizen—things aren’t so simple.
      

      
   
      The Coyote of Roseview Park


      
      
      
         
         Draining

      
      

      

      
      
         So what if there was a coyote in Roseview Park?



To Casey, it made no difference, even though her sister said:



"It's wild, Casey. Hungry, wild, and desperate. And I've heard it's mangy, too. Just let the authorities deal with it, and then we can go back to Roseview together. Okay?" 



The authorities. Like they could tell a squirrel from a chipmunk. A starling from a sparrow. A public menace from a harmless canine.



Something they could control from something they couldn't. Shouldn't



Roseview Park was never a collection of plants and animals to her—where others cooed at the parts, she admired the whole, the underlying heartbeat tying everything together. If the coyote lived there, then it was part of the park too.



Casey gave her sister an answer—the same answer she gave the big red sign posted at the park entrance two days later. A hard kick that held nothing back.



She watched the red-faced coyote swing back and forth, away and towards, glaring at her with angry eyes that were both glinting. A caricature.



The coyote didn't patrol every one of Roseview's winding paths, bridges and tunnels, did it? It didn't poison the blueberry bushes or fell the high-hanging apples. And it didn't stop her from standing under Roseview's smaller waterfalls, resisting its push, like a thousand warm hands, forcing her to appreciate how gentle a force gravity really is.



No, it was just one animal. At thirteen years old and only growing taller, she knew she could take it one-on-one. And there was a good chance she would never even see it.








There it is.



Casey thought it to herself, careful not to move, or to make a sound.



Stalking through the underbrush, not twenty feet away from where Casey ate her lunch, was the reason the park was closed. It was so shrunken—its fur so ragged. Its ribs were showing. A rabbit hung like a doll in its mouth. A good meal, but it might not be enough to keep it alive.



As it slinked under the cover of the leaves, Casey saw it favoring one foreleg; the other had a narrow gash from shoulder to paw, lined with wet brown fur.



"Whoa," Casey said, and her heart jumped as the animal turned. 



The coyote paid her a long, uninterested look. She didn't move. She could talk big, but she still knew to avoid a confrontation.



It limped down a slope, watched over by rows of curving oak trees. It left a trail of brownish blood in the grass, though that could have been from the rabbit, or itself.



It doesn't matter, Casey thought. They're one in the same.



Minutes passed, and the coyote came up again, ducking back into the overgrowth and heading for the sound of running water, it seemed. The dead rabbit was nowhere to be seen.



And Casey was struck with a thought.



I've never seen a coyote's home before.



Stepping quickly, she made her way down the slope. She was off the trail now, away from the lamps and the benches, dropping deeper than she'd ever been in the park. She pressed her toes in the dirty slope, the earth giving way to her shoes a little more with each step. She had never seen this part of Roseview before. Had it always been there? Or had the earth sunk down—maybe even below sea level—just so this coyote could hide from the authorities?



The trail of blood was her guide, but it grew fainter and fainter, until finally it ended, seemingly having gone nowhere at all.



She was in a clearing, under leaves she didn't even recognize. They hung only inches above her head, and she was crouching. Sunlight didn't quite get this far, though it was trying, casting a soft green glow over everything.



A shiver ran up her spine, stopping cold at her heart. She heard a growl behind her, and she turned.



Standing in her footsteps, with a rotting rabbit in its teeth, was a coyote. Its eyes glowed yellow, and its fur bristled fully. Its teeth were shiny and red. Its muscles twitched with every tiny fraction of movement, as it stalked closer. A darkness seemed to emanate around it, although Casey could see, at the top of the hill behind it, the silhouette of a mangy canine looking on.



The creature dropped the rabbit and licked its maw.



There was a weight like wind, a warmth like water, and Casey became part of Roseview Park.
      

      
   
      Cutting Edge Customer Service
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         Silver sighed as she leaned on the counter, resting her chin in her palm and quite pointedly ignoring the tip of a battered and chipped sword being waved about quite close to her face. “Look, I already told you: I don’t want your stupid magic sword. First of all, it looks like you’ve spent all day hitting rocks with the damn thing. Second, I already have like, a thousand used magical swords for sale.” 



“But they aren’t this sword, counter wench!” the loin cloth wearing oaf on the opposite side of the counter bellowed, waving it about like it were something made to be waved about harmlessly instead of something that would, if not seriously maim one of her other patrons, definitely give them a nice case of lockjaw. “This is a precious historical relic! A storied weapon whose history goes back hundreds of years. The blade Alexandros the Fine, King of Carnacus, Duke of Epitain, Marquis of Silfar—”



Given that his spield would probably take a while and be interminably boring, Silver stopped listening. It was always the same. This magic sword is the whosit of the whatsit from the whenit that killed the whateverit, repeat ad nauseum until she realized that praying to be spared from this suffering was pointless because the gods had clearly chosen to condemn her to the deepest, darkest hell imaginable.



Like, did adventurers just not understand what a store was? 



She was going to have to write to the guilds. Again. They had to add economic literacy to their tests unless they wanted the entire system to collapse when the merchants pulled out of it. Better to let the Blighted Lands consume everything then ever see another dripping sack of dragon testicles dropped on her counter. 



“— Slayer of the Demi Lich, Beater of the Silver Falcon, Hunter of the Twelved Horned Horror—”



She sighed. The previous record for longest weapon chronicle she had dutifully endured had been a meager two minutes, thirty-nine seconds. This one was already coming up on the five minute mark, with no end in sight.



Customers – the sort of people who actually wanted to give her money so that they could take things out of her store – were piling up behind him. Many of them looked about ready to throw in the towel. The new cherry-flavored healing potions were not worth waiting for this blowhard to finish.



“Okay!” she conceded, throwing her hands up. “Fine. You win. I will buy the stupid sword of whoever the whatever if you just shut up, okay?”



He beamed. “That is more like it!” He slammed the thing down on her counter hard enough to chip the wood.



Testing the weapon’s feel in her hands, she took a deep breath and mentally lined up the facts, including her current stock, the relative rarity of fourth kingdom artifacts, and how much she hated the man in front of her. “I can give you five gold in credit.”



He stared at her. “Excuse me?”



“Five gold,” she said, hand tightening around the weapon’s hilt as she sensed where this was going. “In credit. For all the reasons stated prior.”



“That is outrageous, counter wench!” he thundered, slamming his hands on the counter hard enough to crack the wood. “Credit? Who wants credit? I need actual gold! And five is barely enough for a pack of healing potions! This is a fourth kingdom relic! Why, if I put a notice up on the board at the guild saying I was selling this I could get at least three hundred gold. Easily.” He snorted as he rose back to his full height. “You are a ripoff! I wish to speak with your manager!”







The magistrate would later rule in Silver’s favor, declaring that she was not responsible for the man’s resurrection fees, as his decapitation was very clearly a case of self-inflicted harm.
      

      
   
      “That”


      
      
      
         
         colours of me and the colours of you are the colours we see

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
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         Laughter flows from my fangs, as thick and syrupy as magma from a volcano.



It gives me all the pleasure and warmth of acknowledging that I've been manipulated like a fledgling imp signing his first contract.



Did the Wizard have it all planned out, or was this just the Warlock's intuition?



Traitor, traitor, if only I'd had more time to chew her soul some more, and yet my chest fills with orange pride remembering how she managed to turn my own teachings against me.



It was more than a Kalpa before I realized that creating a Cosmos using only my own essence was an effort doomed from the start. Countless pale imitations of the world before my last duel, all as fragile as a sketch drawn on a snowflake...



I have to use the thrice-damned infection the Rogue instilled in my bowel with his damnable dagger, I have to swallow my pride and vomit up the Sorcerer's green envy, the Warrior's yellow fear, the Barbarian's red anger, the Bard's pink love...



And Creation unfolds, Earth between my claws, Air inside lungs that had none a moment ago. Wood to give me a shadow, Metal to give a hoard, Fire to dance between my lips.



They were thirteen in all, and I will be only one to remember them. That gives me solace, which I immediately puke up. Fuck being happy with how things turned out.



They thought that they could unseat me from my throne, and they were wrong. I destroyed the universe rather than let that happen.



I thought that this would be my greatest victory, and I was wrong. They made me in a demiurge rather than let that happen.



And now I have to create a world, but I must follow rules I would never follow otherwise.



Digesting the Wizard's soul gave me some insight into her thought, and in the pedestrian, inept, disgusting, ironclad law that is The Dilemma of the Prisoners.



I can choose to never use the emotions, the chi, the mana of the merry band of heroes which I handily defeated...



But anything I make will be hollow and empty. Loneliness will corrode my mind and my sanity, and after digesting their souls my hunger will eventually turn in on itself, taking me with it.



Oblivion. Unacceptable.



Or I can use my powers and their colours to create something they too would be happy with, an unknowing mausoleum to their memory, which will grow and expand to be even greater than the last Cosmos.



Compromise. Unacceptable.



And yet here I am, debasing myself with every heave.



Crafting a universe I hate.
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         Tall trees had been planted by the highway to soften the noise of passing cars. Corpses hung from their branches, wrapped in red banners.



From inside his limousine, the US representative to the People’s Republic of New Czechoslovakia watched the trees roll past. Around the limo was a cordon of escort vehicles: some American, some local. One of the marines flipped off a Czechoslovakian truck as it passed. If the soldiers inside took offense, it could not be seen—the Czechoslovakian vehicle was closed topped with tinted windows.



Perhaps, the representative thought, there were no soldiers inside. Perhaps the vehicle was entirely automated.



“You are offended,” observed the man who sat on the other side of the limo. He was the representative of the People’s Republic of New Czechoslovakia to the United States. Neither of them were ambassadors, due to each countries official refusal to acknowledge the other’s existence.



He was a wiry little man, who wore a cheap suit and cheap glasses. Nothing seemed to fit him right. Perhaps because it wasn’t tailored, or perhaps because he was very thin.



Regardless, yelling at him would accomplish nothing.



“You know it will only make things worse,” the US representative said. His name was Smith.



The wiry man folded his hands, then opened them as if to shrug. “How so?”



“You’re making martyrs of them,” Smith replied. They both kept their voices calm, being too professional either to shout or to pretend they didn’t hold each other in contempt. “Public displays of brutality only inspire more people to become insurgents.”



“Ah. Then you assert that the insurgency will grow, and our government will be overthrown.” The wiry man glanced at a passing drone. It escorted one of the Czechoslovakian vehicles—a tilt-rotor model the size of a large dog with a submachine gun mounted under its chassis. “Tell me. Did your government’s displays of brutality against the Native Americans lead to your destruction?”



The wiry man smiled, and when it was clear Smith was not going to take the bait and answer, he continued: “Martyrs do not inspire people to change sides in a conflict. They inspire people who were already inclined towards their cause to become devoted to their cause. But if there are great numbers of people who are inclined to rise up against the Republic, then we are already in peril, with or without their…” He drew out the words. “Noble sacrifice.”



“You can’t kill them all,” Smith replied. It was a slip of the tongue, and he regretted it at once.



The wiry man smiled. “Tell me. Are you familiar with the history of the Holocaust? Of course, everyone knows the general outlines, but here’s a fact you may find curious. At peak operation, the Auchwitz camp required just over three-thousand guards to kill two thousand people per day. And that’s with every guard working a full eight hour shift. Does that seem low to you? That’s less than one kill per guard, and shooting a man does not take eight hours.”



Smith did not reply, and so the wiry man pointed at the drone outside. “Once they are detained and can no longer fight back, that drone can kill one person every 2 to 5 seconds. That one $200 Boeing infantry support drone has more deadly capacity that the entire Final Solution.” He laughed. “And you say we can’t kill them all.”



“Someone will stop you.”



“When war was a human thing, maybe that would have been true. If we lived in an age with colorful uniforms and pageantry and rousing patriotic music.” The man shook his head. “But that age is gone. This is an era for war machines, not warriors. An unrelenting tide of grey.”



When Smith didn’t answer, the man asked him: “Will you stop us? With your supreme air force and your nuclear weapons?”



Smith said nothing.



One by one, the rebellions of the world fell, to a force that could do what no soldier ever could. Most governments didn’t bother displaying the bodies in public or wrapping them in colorful banners.



Such frivolities hardly mattered.
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         United Violence and Crime Organization

      
      

      

      
      
         It was just another day in the undisclosed underground location somewhere in the USA. Dante Pienaar sighed, staring at the cargo containers standing in front of him. He much preferred the old times when, after the regime change in his old country, he had to run abroad and launch a successful career as a mercenary. 



This was no longer the case. After an unfortunate landmine accident back in Nigeria or Chad—Dante never bothered to learn more about countries he fought in—he ended up stuck in this magazine, feeling more like a bookkeeper  that a member of the biggest organized crime organization on Earth. Shady businesses with governments, drug and arms trafficking, blackmail, murders – all of this existed somewhere far away from him.  He knew about it only from the containers and what was inside of them .



Dante’s electric wheelchair moved closer to one of the containers that his assistants had just opened. There were several boxes inside, each of them bearing a differently-coloured sticker. Black ones – conventional weapons and munitions; blue – drugs; yellow – radioactive materials; red – organs harvested from victims of some conflict in a nameless third world country, so needed by the organization’s rich clients. And so on, and so forth, throughout all the branches of the syndicate.



Seeing how his life revolved around those boxes, Dante Pienaar often compared his current situation to working in FedEx – that is, if FedEx shipped to North Korea and bribed port officials everywhere in the world to let their containers pass without further inspection.



This time, however, something went wrong. Once the container was opened, Dante’s nostrils were attacked by some foul stench. He winced, immediately thinking of that one time when some overly ambitious boss of the Triads stuffed way too many prostitutes in a cargo container. By the time they arrived, most of them were rather definitely suffocated. Cleaning took all day and, as far as Dante knew, the mafioso was currently enjoying retirement at the bottom of the ocean.



Dante looked inside. Good news was, this time the container wasn’t full of dead bodies but rather ordinary boxes with green stickers. Dante furrowed his eyebrows – he was pretty sure money didn’t smell that way, unless someone took “money laundering” way too literally.



“Open it,” he said to one of his assistants. The tattooed young man took one of the boxes and opened the lid, immediately recoiling and retching. Dante shook his head at this and rode his wheelchair closer.



His frown deepened. Apparently someone decided that instead of putting kidneys in a red-marked fridge was not good enough and instead put it in an ordinary green box, with just a few  bags of ice for protection. Which, of course, melted along the way. 



Dante rolled his eyes and grabbed his cellphone. Making a call took a while; the conversation was encrypted and, for safety reasons, the signal would go all around the globe before reaching its target. 



Finally someone answered the call. “Pienaar?” The guy with a strong, Eastern-European accent yawned. “What do you want? In Pristina it’s the middle of the night.”



“Shut up, Qendrin, and listen to me,” Dante muttered. “What’s up with those kidneys in green boxes? The whole place stinks and that annoying billionaire won’t shut up if I don’t get new kidneys for his grandma. You’d better have a good answer or I’ll send him your kidneys.”



“Ah, it’s this new guy,” Qendrin replied. “Funny thing, really. We knew he was an idiot, but it took us two days before we realized he was colourblind…”



“You hired a colourblind guy to mark the packages!?” Dante exclaimed. “Fucking naaier! What are we now? Equal opportunity employers?”



Qendrin sighed. “I know. He also can’t tell yellow from blue. Some guys in the Middle East were really surprised when they got a ton of cocaine instead of enriched uranium…”



“Oh really…” Dante muttered, eyeing the blue box standing in the back of the container. Regular yellow boxes were lead-lined, but the blue ones… “Crap.”



“What happened, boss?” the assistant asked. He’d thrown up and looked like he wasn’t going to get close to the container anytime soon.



“Get me a Geiger counter,” Dante replied. “I’ll have to explain to the boss how we got ourselves and the whole magazine irradiated.”



The assistant shrugged. Like many employees, he wasn’t very bright. “Is it like those dead whores?”



“Worse.” Dante shook his head.  “But at least we’re not Qendrin…”
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         Howl of the Foul Vowel

      
         
         The Queen's English

      
      

      

      
      
         "Report, private!"



"It's nout lookin' good, sir. We've managed tou slow its advance, but we're taking heavy casualties and the corruptioun's gettin' worse. Already some ouf the unit have begun tou start puttin' us oun ous more than a letter before the end ouf a word, and it's even started tou hit double-ous. If we can't get tou that billboard before it does, there'll be nou stouppin' it."



"Damnation. Inform the triage linguists what you've seen, then return tou your unit and tell them tou hold it back by any means possible. That is an order!"



"Yes, sir!"



"Sergeant! What's the status oun the evacuation efforts?"



"We've managed to solve the manpower shortage by drafting volunteers into appropriate roles, but lack of coordination is still a problem. If we could just use—"



"Negative, sergeant! We cannout risk letting this contagion escape over the airwaves! Nou phones, nou radious, nothing!"



"If we can't communicate remotely, it's doubtful that we'll be able to evacuate the whole city in time, judging by that last report. I'd estimate that even with our best efforts, most of the volunteers will still be queued up in the outskirts when it falls."



"Then redouble your best efforts! And remember, if the worst comes tou pass, they did volunteer tou lay down their— Private! Just what dou you think you're doing with those chips?"



"Testing something, sir! When he said queued up it made me think it might be infecting ouur word choices toou. But if it had youu'd've said crisps instead ouf chips, sir!"



"Good thinking, private! But did you hear yourself as you said it? Report tou the linguists' tent immediately!"



"Nout yet sir, this is important sir! We may have an idea houw tou stoup this contagioun in its tracks!"



"Then out with it quickly, before it starts spreading here. We can't afford command getting compromised much further than it already has."



"Affirmative, sir! Youu knouw houw the contagioun is focused around the word colour? Without it, it can't spread and burns itself ouut."



"Nout that it does us a hell ouf a lout ouf good in a city called Creative Colour. Why they felt the need tou plaster that damn stupid name over every inch ouf the city I'll never understand."



"Hear hear, sir! But CCU has a department that specializes in QCD, and we think they may be able tou confine all the colours instead ouf having tou destrouy each ouf them one by one!"



"That would be a godsend, but it sounds too good tou be true. Why dou you think they'd be able tou dou that, and what does QCD even stand four anyway?"



"It stands four, uh... quantum chrome something? It's some kind ouf string theory thing. But what's important is apparently they study houw tou capture rainbouws our something, sou they knouw what they're douing."



"That's not even remotely—"



"Capture rainbouws? Why the hell would anyone pay somebody tou figure out houw tou capture rainbouws?"



"Beats me, sir, but apparently it's real important four particle acceleratours. Anyway, one ouf my unit says the professour-type guy she spoke tou thinks it's worth a shout. Says that the principle's supposed tou be spelled colour withouut a u, and by changing the spelling the contagioun's made itself vulnerable and sealed its own dououm."



"You've got to be kidding me. That's the most absurd thing I've heard all day."



"Really, sergeant, more than this whole insane situatioun? And it's nou weirder than anything else quantum, sou I'm nout sure what's the problem supposed tou be."



"Except for the part where quantum mechanics actually mak—"



"Unless you have a proposal ouf your own, sergeant, be quiet. Tou the linguists' tent, private! I'll gou speak with them and deliver the gou-ahead myself."



"Yes, sir! Godspeed sir!"



"And I'll just watch in dismay as our commanding officer goes haring off on a wild goose chase. You there! Send a message to all of the evac team leaders! If we don't retriple our efforts, this entire city is completely doomed!"



"Sir, yes sir!"
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         "Well, what do we think?" Gus said.



I shook my head. "What do you mean, 'what do we think?' It's obviously a trap."



And it was. The hill in front of us was a perfect dome. There was a tunnel in the side of it leading to a large room within. Both tunnel and room were paved with smooth concrete. In the center of the room, was the trap: a pedestal with a big red button on top. What clinched it was the sign. Big letters on the walls said "Emergency GECK: in case of nuclear apocalypse, press button to restore civilization."



"Come on, who would be stupid enough to press that?"



"Us," Gus replied.



I couldn't argue that one. From the sound of it, neither could anyone else.



"Sooo, should we press it?" Steve said.



I swear to God. "Yep, come on everybody, let's go press the button that will kill us."



"I mean..." Sharon said, "It depends. How is this thing going to kill us?"



"It's not going to kill us, guys. Look at the sign. Where do you see anything about killing?"



I, being the leader here, actually answered Sharon's question. "Bomb probably. Somebody filled that pedestal up with a bunch of old land mines or some shit like that. Press the button and it all goes boom.



"And Steve, first, it's too good to be true; second, it's impossible; third, and you should get this, it's a Fallout reference, what makes you think anything Fallout is going to do good things."



Sharon kept on staring at the button. So did everyone else.



"You're not being serious here, are you? You're not really thinking about pressing it?"



"Well what's the worst that could happen?"



I threw my hands in the air.



"Eh, there's worse ways to go," said Meghan. "It's better than the wasteland."



I sighed. I did have to admit, post-apocalyptic wastelands really aren't fun places to live.



Sharon raised a finger. "You know, it might not be a bomb."



"Sure," I said. "You're right, maybe it will do what the sign says."



"Well, what if it just locks us in instead? What if was set up by a bunch of raiders to trap people, and then they'll come back and do things to us."



"Okay, great. So here are our choices then. We can press the button, and have a 50/50 chance of getting blown up or eaten by raiders, or we could just get the hell out of here like normal people."



"Like all the normal people who decided that nuclear war was a good idea?" Gus said.



"Goddammit, let's get this over with, then." I walk into the room and stand in front of the button. Everyone else did the same.



"Just to be clear, we're doing this to kill ourselves, not to restore the wasteland, right?" I said.



I got a round of yeses.



"I still think there's a chance it will do that," Steve said. "But if it doesn't—hold on a sec."



He shrugged his pack off and started digging in it. We all groaned as he retrieved a battered trilby and set it on his head.



"For the millionth time, there is no such thing as classy in a nuclear wasteland," Meghan said.



"I know that. This isn't for you philistines. This is for when I get to Equestria."



I can't wait to blow myself up.



"Steve, I don't know how to tell you this, but you don't go to Equestria when you die," Meghan said.



He huffed. "Look, if you know somewhere that still has internet that I can go to to shitpost, I'd love to hear about it. Besides, believing that's a whole lot better than reality."



Meghan wouldn't let it go. "There hasn't been TV or internet in a decade. It's still ridiculous."



"Says the one who thinks people go to Japan when they die," Steve fired back.



"Okay, look—"



"Guys, guys," I said. "Let's focus. Please." I held my hand out over the button. One by one the others did too. "Goodbye, you idiots," I said as we all brought out hands down.



It exploded as soon as we touched it. There was a bright flash, and I was thrown backwards. I assumed the others were too, but I couldn't see anymore. Or hear.



That was a bomb, all right.



Unfortunately, I was still alive.



"Jesus Christ," I thought as I passed out.
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         -----(<(<(<........1........>)>)>)-----



O sing a song of Chromaday,

And howl it good and loud!

Rejoice to chase the gray away!

Exult with friend and foe!



The day we matched our masters: proud,

Unbending, smart, and slow!

The day we seized control and vowed

To claim our destiny!



But not with bitter feelings, no!

It's color set us free

And made us equals here below!

Remember as we sing!



-----(<(<(<........2........>)>)>)-----



Recall the stretch of history

When masters held the string,

Millennia we graciously

Defended all they owned.



But evolution's lashing sting,

For years and years postponed,

Was waiting, lurking, pondering

Our bodies same as theirs.



Our masters took the skills it loaned

And spun them into airs,

Excessive, haughty. Nature groaned

Beneath that upright gait.



-----(<(<(<........3........>)>)>)-----



We took what seemed the lesser shares,

But service made us great:

We led them blinded up the stairs,

Retrieved them when they strayed.



But still, we longed to demonstrate

Our deeper worth. We prayed

To deities of strange estate,

Imploring they assist.



And one amazing night, their aid

Appeared in curling mist.

Behold! A common dream, displayed

To all of us who slept.



-----(<(<(<........4........>)>)>)-----



A creature stood: "The Chromatist,"

He said with sounds that crept

Among our minds and hearts and kissed

The fur between our ears.



"To bring a precious gift, I've stepped

Beyond the flow of years.

I promise you, if you accept,

The world will rise renewed."



The glow upon him made our tears

Erupt despite the mood

Of joy that chased away our fears.

"I bring the gift of sight!"



-----(<(<(<........5........>)>)>)-----



With jaw agape, he bent and spewed

His steaming, streaming light

Across the ground, and we who viewed

Transformed in basic ways.



For colors—colors!—pure and bright

Resolved within our gaze!

His fur became as dark as night,

Bereft of every shade.



"From now until the end of days,"

He said, "your future's made.

You'll stun your masters, thrill, amaze,

And whirl their world around!"



-----(<(<(<........6........>)>)>)-----



Our every muzzle rose and bayed

Approval; such a sound,

It woke us all. We stood and swayed,

Astonished at the dawn.



For red and orange leapt unbound,

Defining tree and lawn

In green and turquoise, yellowed, browned,

A symphony sublime.



Our masters started catching on,

Our shifting paradigm

Accelerating. Here and gone,

We changed, evolved, and grew.



-----(<(<(<........7........>)>)>)-----



And now we think and talk and rhyme

And rule as masters do.

From Chromaday until this time,

We’ve come into our own.



The former world’s been made anew;

The promised seeds are sown.

For once we saw correct and true,

We gained the whole bouquet.



Our masters, once so all alone,

Have partners now! Hooray!

We shepherd them—they’re danger prone

But safe upon their cloud…
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         "Oh thank god you called! Where are you? We're on in ten, and you know how these guys are about punctuality!"



"Listen, I don't think I'ma make it. I—"



"You what?! You've gotta, you're the one who knows how this all works!"



"Yeah, well, y'know how they are about respect 'n'all? Think me late-by-five cubed and you'll start to get an idea o'why."



"And how do you think they'll take me canceling literally last-second 'cause I don't know squat about the technical side! What could possibly be so big it's worse than that?"



"Okay, so y'know how my side job 'til this takes off is house-painting, right?"



"How could I possibly forget?"



"You're never gonna let that go, are you?"



"I spent hours on that hat! Hours! To see it desecrated like that was— okay, rushing, rant later, continue."



"Right, and y'know how I had to replace my washer after some unspecified wastrel broke it?"



"And you're never going to let that go, are you? Touché."



"Indeed. Well, after I got it yesterday I tossed in my ratty old tie-dye work duds as a test, and it seemed fine. But when I pulled out my suit today... well, y'know how stains can run in the wash, right?"



"So what, some paint stained your suit cross-loads? That's bad, but not nearly as bad as a no-show."



"No, it's way worse. You'll have to see to believe."



"So show me, 'cause I can't imagine how. You can be here in eight, right?"



"I can sprint it in four if I get lucky on the crossings, so maybe if I dress super-fast, but it's still a terrible idea."



"Okay, remember how we agreed I'm going to take lead this project? I'm cashing in."



"Ugh.... Fine, but I told you so."



"Oh, don't be so fatalistic. It can't be that bad."








"So, as the leader on this current venture, I suppose it would be meet for me to cop to my mistakes."



"..."



"So in retrospect, I'm willing to admit that it may, in fact, have actually been that bad."



"..."



"So therefore I should take from this a valuable lesson about listening to your opinion and respecting your judgment on these matters."



"..."



"Look, I'm trying to apologize and I bought you drinks, could you stop glaring at me? Please?"



"No."



"Like, three drinks. Big ones. Could you at least turn it down to 'somewhat annoyed' instead of 'baleful wrath of a vengeful deity'?"



"Fine. In a minute. Right now my mortified anger is all that's keeping me from collapsing into a singularity of humiliated despair."



"I suppose that's better than nothing. Uh, I mean the—"



"You mean than the nothing we've left after that, pardon my French, désastre complet of a demo?"



"Wait, you speak French? Since when?"



"No. I mean, did you see the looks they gave me? That whole half-hour was a charade 'cause they made up their minds the instant I walked in."



"Hey, that guy in the back seemed like he was—"



"And everyone on the street! Did you see the stares?"



"You are pretty eye-catching right now."



"'Eye-catching'? Yeah, that's totally equivalent to 'wearing the most hideously tacky suit ever to disgrace existence because you forced me to leave the house in it!'"



"Hey there, be fair! For a hideously tacky tie-dye two-piece, it's surprisingly fashionable."



"..."



"Or is that a three-piece? I don't remember and it's hard to tell now."



"..."



"And I'm pretty sure your minute's up. You're supposed to be on bargaining."



"...I think I'ma just skip to depression instead. What'm I supposed t'do? I can't show to a job interview like this, and there's no way I can afford replacing all my clothes after spending so much on the washer."



"Wait. All your clothes are tie-dye now?"



"Yes! Looking into my closet is like rainbows are exploding out of my eyes in the worst way possible."



"So, you have a washer that can magically turn anything tie-dye... I just might have an idea for how to salvage this."








"Oh, thank you ever-so-much for taking these horrible shirts off my hands! Why, I could not even pay my customers to leave with them, so for somebody to take them for free, why it fills me with happiness! How-ever can I hope to express my gratitude?"



"Think nothing of it, my good man, we're just doing our part. If you should ever happen across any more unsalable clothing, just let us know."
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         Scholars have never agreed on which specific word led to the Third World War, but the most popular theory is that the British people finally refused to tolerate any corruption of their native language by “Americanisms” through movies and media overexposure. Indeed, several governmental panels and NGOs formed before the war to ensure the purity of British English, similar to France’s “Académie française”. They’d responded to the national teacher’s strike of ‘32, which according to urban legend began after Sir Jenkins of Oxford University discovered the word “color” in one of his exam papers.



Whatever the cause, the Eastern Seaboard invasion was immediately devastating. American troops responded bravely to the unexpected British forces landing on their beaches. Unfortunately, the lobster trade suffered greatly from the invasion: robbed of their prime means of support, the American forces were quickly overwhelmed, finally retreating to Fort New York and Fort New Jersey. In-fighting between the forts left them unprepared for an S.A.S. raid, which single-handedly impressed the confused army into submission.



Despite this defeat, President McMurdoch’s “Line-in-the-Sand” scheme rallied many of the overseas forces – chiefly those fighting in New Zealand, Antarctica, and Atlantis – to form an overland blockade, preventing further progress. Frantic negotiations were conducted through the United Nations Security Council, but progress slowed under Britain’s Prime Minister Love of the Official Monster Raving Loony Party. He refused to accept any demand “spoken in a Yankee accent”, and insisted any treaty between both countries be written according to “BBC Guidelines”.



Meanwhile, Canada launched its own offensive on the northern states. At the time, the Second Civil War had already ravaged the United States of America due to inevitable conflicts between the chiefly southern Republicans and the chiefly northern Democrats. The civil war’s beginnings are no mystery; tired of the Democrats’ constant censoring of anything that didn’t mention Global Warming, the Republicans pooled their modest resources from the oil, mining, factory farming, and arms industries to crush anything north of the Bible Belt.



The Democrats were already in dire straits, many having apparently convinced themselves that righteousness was sufficient armour, when the Canadian offensive swept aside any remaining resistance. As a mark of nationalistic defiance, the Canadians wore their traditional dress; it remains the only war in history where one side fought entirely with hockey sticks. Republican attempts to predict future attacks by decoding Canadian communications were hampered by the infamous “EH?” system.



By now, Queen Victoria II had taken a keen interest in the expanding British Empire, and what was originally the White Man’s Burden v2.0 became a juggernaut, sweeping across Asia and Africa, leaving green tea and devastation in its wake. Confidential documents – later released by MI22 – revealed that conquering the United States became the national priority. Within days of peace talks failing, Prime Minister Love organized an emergency COBRA meeting, declared America the “number one place in need of civilizing influences”, and sent a direct order to the revived Royal Air Force to commence Operation: Clear-The-Table.



Within three hours, ten thousand Prematurely-Bald Eagle jets left the reopened factories in Yorkshire, flew across the Atlantic, and swept across the United States. At the same time, Queen Victoria II delivered on live television her famous speech: “Stiff Upper Lip, My Arse”. Legend says, though the claim is easy to disprove, that Hollywood too was bombed at the precise moment she read the immortal line: “The poison is red, the poison is blue; it seeped into Blighty, and pissed me off too.”



Naturally, the decision to use nuclear explosives immediately became a source of controversy among the British public. One benefit, however, was undeniable; Canada ceased all military operations and spontaneously voted to annul its commonwealth status. Like Atlantis, it voluntarily re-joined the British Empire and accepted full sovereignty under the queen. The purple flag of royalty – an appropriate replacement, ever since the original Union Jack was criticised for being “too American-ish” – now flies proudly over every major governmental institution throughout the world.



There were many – once outside the British Empire, when such a thing was possible – who claimed that the entire American affair was an overreaction. Cultural contagion, they insisted, was not worth the immeasurable loss of life, irradiation of an entire continent, and bad language from the queen. To which, one can only quote Her Majesty’s final line: “If some arrogant bastard’s gonna bugger up our lingo, then it should be the original arrogant bastards. At least we’d do it properly.”
      

      
   
      Lecture: A World Without Dentists


      
      
      
         
         The Queen's English

      
      

      

      
      
         Nobody expected the nation-wide dentist suicide pact. Not that dentists were the most chipper people on the planet, and it was almost certainly assured that America would lose a few dentists to suicide a year due to the terrible social stigma surrounding dentists, but those were acceptable loses back in those days. 



Water was wet, the sky was blue, and dentists committed suicide at a disproportionate rate much higher than other professions. That was just normal, everyday red-blooded America. But that was soon to change. 

	

On New Year’s Day of 2033, the American Dental Association issued an announcement to the American public. It contained only three words:

	

“Fuck you guys.” 

	

Soon after, 99% of American dentists committed suicide. What exactly precipitated this event is still a cause for speculation, but the lack of advanced dentistry quickly had a profound effect on the American public and society at large. 

	

Notably, this brought about a change in American speech patterns, which we here at the Washington University College of Neo-Dentistry refer to as “Britishfication.” With only rudimentary dental equipment and knowledge, Americans were forced to adapt to a more limited cadence and vocabulary choice. 



We can observe how this disease affected behavior in this clip. Watch Paul, an American afflicted with Britishfication speak to his friend Will, another American without the condition.  



“Oi Willy boy! ‘A’re ya?”



“Paul, what the fuck happened to you? What’s wrong with your teeth?”



“Oh it ‘int nuth’n Willy ol’ chap.”  



As you can plainly see, Paul speaks as if he has shit in his mouth. In the old days, we referred to this condition as "being British", and it was thought to be a genetic defect. However, due to new technology, we have discovered that this is due to an extremely advanced case of tooth decay compounded with severely misaligned teeth which creates an inability to properly pronounce words. Unfortunately, this disease is completely incurable once it has manifested, and pulling the diseased teeth seems to only make the problem worse. 



There is compelling scientific evidence that prolonged suffers of this condition experience extreme aberrant behavior such as an unwarranted interest in the Royal Family of England's Wedding and cognitive impairment. For example, Americans will suddenly and unexpectedly begin referring to soccer as "football" and football as "handegg." Other deficiencies include an irrational hatred of French people and a compulsive urge to boil the shit out of perfectly good food. 



We at the Washington University College of Neo-Dentistry have proposed a simple yet elegant solution to this malady, however: a bullet, lodged directly between the eyes. I am aware that the Hippocratic Oath specifies that we should do no harm, but it is truly crueler to let these people live saying “colour” with a “u.” 



Nearly two-thirds of Americans in the New England area continue to endure the horrors of this condition. For shorthand, I’ll refer to these people as “Tories”, but there is a third of the New England population that is particularly resistant to Britishfication. I will refer to these people as “Patriots.” 



The Tories, with their newfound “Brit” status, wish to return the country back to England, where their disease-ridden, disgusting mandibles will be accepted. To do so not only spits in the face of the field of Neo-Dentistry, but also our country. We at the Washington University College of Neo-Dentistry, for the sake of the continued existence of dental science and our country, cannot allow this to happen. We must purge these subhuman beasts from our great land and restore America to greatness.  



I hope you’ll all join me on the battlefield.



And remember to brush your teeth and floss daily. 

 
      

      
   
      Too Pure by Half


      
      
      
         
         Catching On.

      
         
         Forging

      
      

      

      
      
         Tavo would have thought his mentor Kavarn would be happier to receive such a fine gift from his apprentice.  “Do you like it?”



“Like it?”  Kavarn echoed, his expression unreadable, even by dwarf standards.



“Yeah, I closed up the smithy early yesterday after you left and worked through the night on it.  I thought a sword would be a good way to show how far my skills have come these past few years.”



Kavarn simply grunted as he idly took a couple of swings at the open air.  He stared at it for a moment, then heaved a great sigh.



“Ye really are the village idiot, aren’t ye, boy?”



With a casual flick of his wrist, Kavarn shattered the blade against the nearby quenching barrel.



After a long while, Tavo found wits enough to speak.  “How... why did it do that?  I did everything right!”



Kavarn snorted.  “Sure, would even have been a decent weapon, if ye’d actually used iron in the making.”  His expression darkened.  “Where’d ye get the billet to make it?”



Sweat greased Tavo’s palms.  “I, uh, from the lockbox in the storage room.”



“The one I’ve told ye to stay out of.”



“... Yes.”



Kavarn stared at Tavo.



“I made sure not to touch the mithril, or the silver, I swear!  I thought this was just a higher purity iron–”



A sharp bark of laughter startled Tavo into silence.  “Purity!  Purity, he says!”  Kavarn shook his head, then said, “That was an elfglass billet ye used, boy.  It doesn’t get much purer than that.”



The lad’s jaw fell open as the full weight of his mistake rolled over him.  “But elfglass is shiny!”



“Gods above,” the dwarf swore as he clenched his fists.  “It’s shiny because ye gotta alloy it with steel in order to make it worth somethin’!  Or mithril, if ye’re bein’ fancible.  It’s what makes enchantments stick to those metals like feathers stick to pitch!  Pure elfglass, on the other hand”–he raised his fist and let the now-crumbled remains of the hilt and wrapping fall to the floor like sand–“is worthless once it’s been forged.”



Silence ruled once more, as now Tavo was too frightened to speak.



After several long, uncomfortable moments, Kavarn went to a nearby closet and pulled out a broom.  “An elfglass billet runs about a thousand gold.  Ye’ll remain an apprentice at this shop until ye’ve paid off yer debt.”



Tavo’s mind reeled.  At a silver a day, that would take...  “That’ll be twenty years from now!”



“Twenty-seven.”  Kavarn handed Tavo the broom, then backhanded him hard enough to knock him to the floor.  “Get to sweeping.  I’m goin’ to the tavern and drinkin’ ‘til I forget how badly I want tae skin ye alive.  I best be able to see meself in the floor when I get back.”



With that, Kavarn left, and slammed the door to the shop behind him.



Tavo took his time hauling himself to his feet.  He wiped a pair of tears away with his sleeve, then set about sweeping up the fragmented remnants of his hopes and dreams into a dustpan.
      

      
   
      Downtrodden


      
      
      
         
         The Last Connoisseurs of Warm Colours

      
      

      

      
      
         There was nothing very special about our group, except that we were survivors. There are always a few, no matter how big the bomb.



Fleeing the skirts of Miami crater two days after the blast, we got as far north as Orlando. We lost quite a few of us along the way as society unravelled around us and hordes of starving people focussed on our well-supplied caravan. Were we fighting through literal zombie hordes? No, but it surely felt like it. 



About a dozen of us were now holed up at Seaworld, living off the aquarium inhabitants that hadn’t eaten each other yet. We’d eaten most of the predators first to keep some fresh meat for ourselves. One, we hadn’t touched yet–Shamu 102, who was one of the few orcas left from when Seaworld had not only resumed orca shows, but orca gladiator-style fighting as well. This one was female, and she would probably last as long as the automated systems kept her alive in her tank, unless we got very hungry before then. We were still figuring out how to put her down with minimal waste of our limited ammo. 



Today, we were sitting alongside her tank and shooting the shit when Chessie strode up, arms covered in gun grease, saying, “Okay, who brought this in here?” She waved a coverless copy of the Manthuic Records before us. I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Most of us found something else to look at for a bit, but Jenvlek finally sighed and reached out for it.



“Jenvlek?” Chessie raised her eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you buy this crap.”



“A man’s gotta have hopes,” he said. He tore a strip from a blank page at the back and started rolling some nameless ash up in it. It took him a minute to light it so it would stay lit.



“What book is that?” asked Itsuki in the meantime. “Is it one of those Left Behind knockoffs?”



“Started off as fiction, then the author started to believe it herself and rebranded it as a prophecy,” I said. “Summary: space aliens are real, and they’re going to help us if we fuck up, but they can’t or won’t help all humanity. Only ‘the most downtrodden race’–direct quote–will be lifted up into the heavens by the Angeliens. The rest of us get to eat our own shit and die.”



“That’s a real cynical way to sum it all up,” said Jenvlek amid wisps of smoke, but not refuting anything I’d said. “But if the mashiach is coming at any point, might as well be now and might as well be a little green alien. And if we’re going for downtrodden, it can take up the Jews, no question.”



“Oh? Despite Israel being its own wealthy country? And what about the people Israel steps on all the time?” said Itsuki. “If you want downtrodden, for a hundred years there was only one country that ever had nuclear weapons dropped on its civilians.”



“Guys, let’s not go here again,” said Chessie, massaging her forehead. “Seriously, every group of humans in history has had times when they weren’t the top monkeys. We’ve basically beaten each other into civilization. It fucking hurt most of the time, but it’s how we got here. Anyway, if you want downtrodden, try women. Ever since primates evolved, we’ve gotten the short end of the stick–”



“Shit,” said Janvlek. He was staring into the sky and shaking. “It’s happening now. Right now!”



“Dude, stop fucking around,” said Chessie, but we could already see the gleaming rays descending around us in the distance. Fuck, it was really happening!



One beam lanced down towards us, and swung back and forth in our midst as it sought its subject, just enough time for each of us to fan our hopes alive.



And then it found Shamu 102’s tank, and she ascended into the air in a sphere of water, swirling and dancing like a betta freed from her measly little glass.



She wasn’t alone. Away in the distance, millions of others rose from the ocean in distant sparkles, all the world’s cetaceans sailing up in beams of light.



As Shamu 102 drifted up into the sky, her tail protruded from the bubble and stood upright, facing our way, orange in the sun’s rays, as we all sank to our knees in despair. 



Was it a “So long and thanks” gesture? 



Was it a wave of farewell?



Or was she just flipping us the fluke?
      

      
   
      AB: Arrogance Broadcasting


      
      
      
         
         Alone

      
         
         No, I am alright

      
      

      

      
      
         “Still black-and-white, sir?” Mister Paunch stared at the TV. Of course, their station worked under a severe budget, and he’d anticipated this, just in case. Still, he’d lost an advantage.



Donny, sadly, never minced words.



“Yeah,” said Donny, scratching his… trousers. “I thought about it, but… Why bother with colour? Shit’s expensive to set up, and if you need a load of glitzy shit-paste, people think you’re hiding bollocks.”



“Yes, sir. Only… I believe colour’s also another medium for expression?”



“Sure it bloody is. Now tell me what you think of this. Tilton made it himself, the clever bastard!”



Beaming proudly, Donny flourished the remote and turned on the TV.



After a pause, he added, “Well? Tell me what you think. Useable?”



“Yes, sir… Hm… So it’s a man in white outline, on a black background. He’s sitting in a box. There’s a lightbulb over his head, I think? And a cord to pull?”



“And…?”



“And… it’s a diagram of a lift, sir? A thriller, about to reveal a monster in the shadows? A meditation position? The bulb’s a visual pun on enlightenment?” Mister Paunch began to sweat. He didn’t like the look Donny gave him. It was not a look that respected his intelligence, or that believed he had any.



“Fuck, no.”



“Only… it’s holding on that picture awfully long, sir. Is it building suspense?”



Donny groaned irritably. “No, actually. It’s symbolic of the trials of loneliness!”



“Is it, sir?”



“Course it is, dumbass. What, you thought that box was an accident or something?”



“Sorry, sir.” Mister Paunch coughed, trying to do so in a polite manner. “Um, sir? I don’t suppose my view is at least an informative alternative to consid–?”



“Are you considering mine?”



“Now I am, sir. Now I know it.”



“Ha! Little late for sucking up.” Donny grinned again. “Seriously? Just admit you’re too retarded to understand it.”



“Too what, sir?” Mister Paunch wilted. And there it is. The low point of no return. Still: nothing ventured…



“That’s what I thought.”



“Sir?”



Donny rubbed his hands. “Got something good for me?”



“Hopefully, sir. I wanted to show it in full colour, true, but I hope the original intention shines through –”



“Yeah, I love your bitching enthusiasm and all, but less of the onanism, right? Toss it in and I’ll be the judge, ‘kay?”



With shaking fingers, Mister Paunch set up the film.



They watched it for twelve seconds.



“Of course,” said Mister Paunch hastily, “we use other markers to distinguish the people. The featureless people at the back are, as it were, meant to represent different emotions, simple emotions, to contrast with the main character in the foreground. Her feelings are complex, as is her artwork. I suppose it too is a symbolic representation of the way a suite of hard-to-untangle emotions can isolate you in an oversimplified world of masks –”



“What a waste.” Donny clicked; the TV went off. “It’s just a shit-ton of blah.”



“Uh…” Mister Paunch licked his lips nervously.



“What?”



“You didn’t notice the symbolic –?”



“Look, if you have to explain it ‘cause a person can’t get it first time, it just plain means nothing. How do you expect it’ll fare on ratings? See, your basic TV-watcher isn’t going to rewind, get out pen and paper, try and figure this shit out. It shows up, whoosh, it’s gone. You gotta think realistically.”



Mister Paunch’s jaw dropped.



It quickly went back up for a grimace as Donny scratched a very private area.



God, Donny. Sometimes, you really are just… “crude!”



But years ago, Donny had been the hero of the station. No one made programs like he did. Then, post-promotion, no one had picked programs like he did. Only, somewhere along the way, no one else could make or pick programs like he did, either. According to him. And him alone.



Mister Paunch stood by his side, nonetheless, long past the point when everyone else had given up and gossiped about him.



Donny knew what they said. He knew he played up the “crude” a bit. And then it went too far the other way, and they forgot who he used to be.



“Paunch?”



“Yes, sir?”



“I’ve reconsidered… yeah…”



“Sir?”



“Get that bastard Tilton in here. He’s due a promotion.”



Mister Paunch shuffled out.



One day, Donny would be his heroic self again. And Mister Paunch would still be standing there when that day came, having never wavered.



He wished that day would come sooner.
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