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Afterword



Introduction

Andrew Ashling

Nobody likes long introductions.

I'll keep this one under a thousand words as it introduces 101 stories of a thousand words or less.

Hugh Howey launched the idea for this anthology on Kboards
 , a forum for Kindle readers, but also the meeting place of an active community of indie writers. The idea was almost immediately picked up by a lot of enthusiastic indie authors. Writing is usually not a collaborative art, and indie authors value their independence, maybe even more than other writers. So it's no wonder that this project went through several iterations, with so many individualists involved.

From the outset, our goal was to provide an anthology that would be a showcase of recent indie writing. To make it more attractive for you, the reader, we set ourselves a limit of a thousand words. You should be able to read each story in under five minutes — on your desktop computer, laptop, or tablet at home or in the office, but also on your smartphone, on the go, while you are commuting or waiting at a coffee shop for your significant other to arrive.

We included as many genres as we could. We hope that maybe, with only five minutes of your time on the line that would otherwise be wasted anyway, you'll be tempted to venture outside your comfort zone and try out some new genres and new authors.

To make it even easier on you, we included an Index by Genre
 and another Index by Author
 . Of course, there's also a Table of Contents
 .

Or… you could just start reading the first story
 without further ado.
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There are many people to thank.

Hugh Howey for his ever-abiding enthusiasm and for providing the idea and initial impetus for this book. Harvey Chute, the benevolent, long-suffering creator of Kboards, home of so many unruly indie-writers, where the idea for this anthology originated. Hudson Owen for providing the cover picture, Selina Fenech for paying for the cover, and Scarlett Rugers for the design. The volunteers who helped edit this book and always provided me with constructive suggestions. The 101 authors for making their stories available.

And, last but not least, my thanks go to you, intrepid, gentle reader, for giving us a chance to present the fruits of our lonely craft to you.

I hope you'll enjoy our stories.






Andrew Ashling, Editor



Horror

38th Street

Micah Ackerman

Saban watched as the flash of blood entered the tube attached to the butterfly needle. He had been bitten yesterday afternoon, and had called his doctor right away. He was at the clinic now; his doctor had told him to get tested immediately.

He thought it was all rumor, all media hype right up until the moment that homeless dipshit had sunk his teeth into Saban’s arm. The man had been covered in filth and defecation. Saban didn’t even see him coming; how was he supposed to know that the bum was dead? Two days ago, Eyewitness News had reported about groups of psychotic people biting innocent bystanders. Last night they had finally announced that the biters were—dead, but walking? It was ridiculous. It couldn’t be happening.

The phlebotomist pulled the cylindrical tube filled with crimson off the needle attachment. “I’ll get this right to the lab; you’ll have your results soon.” She looked tired; the line of people waiting to get tested stretched out the door of the clinic. Saban had waited two hours for a blood test. He knew it was the right decision as he felt his body temperature rise and his knees buckle while waiting in the queue.

He stood and glanced into the mirror hanging over the sink. “Ohh, God,” he whispered, hoping no one would hear. His face was a greenish yellow, and his eyes were red with blood. Would there be any reason to wait for the results? He could have diagnosed half of the people in line just by looking at them.

Saban walked out of the blood draw booth past the throng of souls waiting for their turn. Some of the people held bags full of vomit. That was the first symptom: uncontrollable nausea and vomiting. Saban hadn’t been able to hold down anything solid since the bite. He wrote it off as nerves, but now he knew that it was so much more.

The line extended onto the sidewalk. It was freezing out, and Saban shivered as the wind hit his sweaty brow. It was the grayest winter that he’d ever experienced, which certainly fit his mood. Reaching up, Saban pulled down his wool hat over his ears. His stomach and calves began to cramp, locked up as if a noose were drawing tight around his neck. The hallucinations would come next. The phlebotomist had given him a printout describing the symptoms. Of course they left off the last symptom: death.

An ambulance screamed by him on the street, the sirens echoing off the glass-faced skyscrapers. It made 38th Street feel like a cavern, a cold unforgiving cavern. He walked toward his apartment. Four blocks, which might as well be a hundred. Every step was agony. Trash had started to build up on the curbs, always the first thing to be forgotten in a time of crisis. The epidemic was certainly a crisis; the garbage men must have headed for the hills. “If only I were smarter, or worked in trash collection,” he said, laughing quietly to himself. Even laughing was painful. His ribs seemed to stab into his lungs with every chuckle. He could have run, it was true. Little good it would do now.

The tall buildings seemed to magnify the icy wind as he walked. Up ahead, Saban could see two men fighting. It seemed commonplace these days; everyone was on edge. One man straddled the other, who was lying on the ground desperately trying to get free. The man on top was determined; he looked as if he were headbutting the other in the face. Saban picked up his pace, wanting to get past the ruckus before the cops arrived and caused a scene. The sidewalk felt spiky under his tender feet. He was almost to the men when he noticed the man on top wasn’t fighting the man on the bottom — he was eating his face. Every time he bent down he chomped another mouthful of nose, lip, or cheek. Blood had puddled around the victim’s head. His legs gyrated up and down as the remaining electrical impulses left his body. Saban was disgusted and mesmerized at the same time. It must have been a hallucination brought on by the fever. He was hot, then cold; his body couldn’t decide which. His immune system was rebelling against itself. Soon he wouldn’t know up from down.

Saban walked around the grotesque scene of bloody gore. He wanted to give the men—were they men or monsters? He wanted to give whatever they were a wide berth. The sun started to go down slowly in front of him, though it was only ten in the morning. Regardless, the sky was darkening. Saban felt faint, he was spinning, no he was… Hungry, so hungry, he needed to eat. A thin film had fallen over his eyes, like a blurry veil. He was ravenous now; he needed something, anything or anyone. He pushed the thought out of his mind. What did it even mean, anyone? Saban’s throat had begun to close up. He tried to speak, but the only sound that came out was a sickly groan. His legs wouldn’t work right. He began to shamble. All he could think about was getting to his apartment, to the steak in the refrigerator. But steak wasn’t quite what he wanted.

Saban turned stiffly and watched the man chowing down on his enemy’s face. He looked up at Saban, cocked his head to the side, and then went back to eating. Saban’s brain was going foggy. He couldn’t remember yesterday. He didn’t know how he had gotten on the street. He knew that he needed to eat. Soon he found himself on his knees beside the corpse biting into the bicep, feeling the wet flesh slither down his throat, which opened to accept it. The taste was beautiful, like a symphony.
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Micah Ackerman

is a Horror and Science Fiction writer from Connecticut. He has worked in the medical field for the past 10 years giving him unique insight into the interior workings of the human animal. His first full length novel Wormwood
 is now available on Amazon. The book is about a full scale nuclear war and how one man strives to save his small town. Micah loves to chat with his fans, so if you have any questions or comments please visit him at his website.
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Historical Fiction

Suzanne Valadon:

A Woman Who Dared

Caddy Rowland



Suzanne sighed as she looked around at the customers at Le Chat Noir. This cabaret in Montmartre was considered the place to be seen by everyone, from the lowliest of artists to the finest of gentry. The past year it had flourished. Oh, yes, particularly the bourgeoisie flocked to the crowded cabaret, hoping to be noticed frolicking with the wild bohemians and their wicked ways.

Surprisingly, it didn’t matter to these imposters that the cabaret regulars cruelly satirized them, calling them out and embarrassing them in front of their colleagues. It was all a lark, after all. Once the night ended, they’d go back to their respectable parts of the city, never making eye contact with any of the rabble they had associated with the night before—should they be so unlucky as to run into them on the streets of Paris.

She herself was more looked down upon than most of the artists in the area. It was most definitely a man’s world, and probably always would be. Yes, even in the world of bohemia, where artists prided themselves on their cutting edge painting and lifestyles, women were very much a minority in regard to playing anything but traditional roles.

Generally, women only gained entrance to the art world as an artist’s model. Artist’s model, my ass, thought Suzanne. She, and other models, served as nothing but whores who were passed around from artist to artist. Once one had their fill of whatever had made the woman seem their muse, she was discarded, only to be picked up again by the next in line. For one man, it was her hair, another, her hips. Regardless of what feature appealed, the males painted a few pictures, grew bored, and found new inspiration. She doubted they ever considered how poorly they treated the women who posed for them.

Well, she had dared to enter their world not only as a model, but as a painter—something few other women had succeeded in doing so far. Renoir had helped her, but most of all Degas. Degas had taken her under his wing and taught her technique. It had probably amused him to do so. Once she began to show promise, he’d been unable to hide his surprise. To his credit, he complimented her, continuing to help her.

Now she painted quite well. Additionally, she was also currently pregnant. Oh, it wasn’t Degas. Not him. Other than that, she was unsure who the father of the child growing in her might be. It didn’t matter. She’d been branded a salope long before she became pregnant, simply because she refused to live according to society’s rules. Most of the men she knew wouldn’t make a father to be proud of, anyway. Those who would were unlikely to step forward. One could always hope, though. It would be nice to be taken care of for a change.

Even when the baby was born, she’d continue to paint. It was in her blood now, and she knew her paintings were quite good. Currently, men admired her only for her looks, but she hoped the day would come when people would admire her for her artistry. Suzanne Valadon. Although she had been born Marie-Clémentine Valadon, she now went by Suzanne. Could she dare hope to never be forgotten? Would the world ever start to appreciate contributions by females? Wouldn’t it be something if her art made history?

Suzanne looked around the smoky cabaret once more. There was Vincent, always by himself unless his brother, Theo, accompanied him. Well, he was a strange one. Still, van Gogh could paint. No one could deny that, although she heard many trying to. He winked, making her smile. She felt a kinship with him, knowing what it felt like to be an outcast. Maybe all of the outcasts should get together and build a fortress, with a sign hanging in front that simply said, “Just Don’t Mess With Us.”

Wouldn’t that be something? A place where she was safe from prying eyes, where she could live freely, never being held up for inspection and contempt by not only the rest of society, but some of her fellow artists as well?

Men! They were such fools. It seemed they were more motivated by what was in their pants than what talent ran through their veins. Still, she shouldn’t talk. Lord knew it was hard for her to turn down any man she found appealing. Well, men did it, why shouldn’t she? Men seemed to think women didn’t find any pleasure in the act itself, only in pleasing them. Simply further proof they were fools. Someday, some man would figure out that women enjoyed that certain pastime every bit as much as they—if the man cared enough to actually consider what felt good to women. When that day came, he would be very much in demand. Of that she was sure.

In the meantime, she kept sampling them, hoping to find one who actually lived up to the promise in his eyes, his arms, or his aura. So far, no luck. They were like day old bakery treats: nice to look at, but disappointing as hell when bitten into. Still, she’d keep trying. Perhaps she’d get lucky and discover one that could last more than a few minutes. They didn’t understand it felt as good to women as it did to them, but women wanted it to go on longer.

At least she had her painting. And the child within her. Would it be a boy or a girl? She hoped it would be a boy. Life would be so much easier as a male. Either way, she would teach the child to live life to the fullest, never answering to society. Maybe the child would even paint.

In several months she would add “Mother” to the list of names people called her. Suzanne Valadon: Mother. Artist. Model. Lover. Whore.

At least three of the five weren’t bad. Not bad at all.
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Caddy Rowland

is author of the five book historical family saga The Gastien Series. This story begins in nineteenth century France. Gastien is a farm boy with dreams far bigger than a peasant has a right to. He leaves home to become a great artist and lover, but lacks education, money, or contacts. It’s a story about struggle, quest for power, abuse of power, and pursuing dreams.


The Gastien Series: Sometimes the “impossible” is possible, but the cost can be extremely high.


Caddy’s also authored a psychological thriller, There Was a House, a four novel saga of revenge and redemption. Six teenagers have been sex trafficked. They’re forced to work in a brothel where wealthy men satisfy their most vile sexual urges. The teenagers hang onto hope that one day they will be free, but escape isn’t good enough. Phoenix and Jamie head up a plan for total destruction of the despicable men who use them.




There Was a House Saga: They better be damn good. There will only be one chance.




Caddy has always been a nonconformist. She likes to push the proverbial envelope when it comes to characterization and world building. Heroes have warts; villains have soft spots. Main characters don’t always learn their lessons because all too often we don’t, either. There isn’t always a happy ending, but sometimes there is. Otherwise she’d be predictable.




Caddy Rowland: Novels showcasing the sublime joy and bitter tragedy of being human.
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Paranormal

Eternal Bounds

Monica La Porta



I always feel cold. I shouldn’t feel anything at all, but Fortune didn’t smile on me when alive, so why should I be lucky in death? Maybe the coldness, seeping through what is left of me, is a reminder of actions not taken and words not spoken. I wish I did speak and act then, and now I can’t. I would have died a better death.

She shivers when I am around, and she cries when she thinks I am not. “My love, are you here?”

I am. Always.

She wipes a tear, and reaches for the clasp securing her white tunica in place. The fabric caresses her body in soft waves and I am jealous of it. She hugs her chest, one hand flat over her heart. “I miss you.” She stands.

I follow her to the window opening to the fields. She looks for me. Out there, among the others. She knows I am no longer. Yet, every evening, when the first stars appear in the dark sky, and the workers intone the nightly chants of the vespers, she strains her eyes, hoping to recognize my shaved head bobbing alongside the other shaved heads.

I would never understand how she could identify me
 among a sea of humanity, all wearing the same rags, all raising their shackled arms at the same time, all singing with the same intonation in Egyptian, a language still foreign to her. Yet, she did.

“Remember the day I met you?” The hint of a smile tugs at her dry lips.

I nod. Once a respected member of the palatial court, I had been a nameless captive for the entirety of three days. One lost battle against the Roman army and my life as royalty was already a memory.

“Pater thought the library needed renovation, and I was there, hiding behind a column, curious about the new slaves.” She keeps looking outside at the darkness, and slowly rocks at the sound of the vespers.

My fair complexion and educated mannerism had been noticed by the prefect, who recruited me and others to work inside the house, a place I had known all my life as my own, now renamed Domus Petronia
 to honor the new owner. My shackles had been removed, and at first, the temporary relief of it had blinded me from seeing her. She had seen me first. Her eyes, the bluest shade of blue, the color of my beloved sea, had commanded my attention and I had forgotten to lower mine. Later, I received ten lashes for that indiscretion. I suffered the punishment with my eyes closed, seeing the auburn halo surrounding her oval face, wishing I could pass my fingers through her tightly coiled tresses and free them.

“The day after, I looked for you, but I was told the whole crew had been moved to the outer fields. I ran there—” She laughs. “Junia was terrified, she didn’t want to leave the house. She was sure she would get in trouble for helping me. ‘Domina, you’ll have me killed, I swear!’” She wipes a tear that has escaped her lashes. “I was careful not to be seen sneaking around the slaves’ quarters.” She presses her palm deeper against her chest. “I didn’t return to the house until I found you.”

I was washing my wounded back in the river, and I stopped, aware I was being watched. I knew it was her and I slowly turned to confront her unabashed probing, but I wasn’t afraid. I loved her already. As I had worshipped the sun and the moon, I worshipped her, my Roman goddess. She walked toward the riverbank, uncaring that the hem of her toga was darkened by the Nile’s silt. I stepped back, tripping. This time, I remembered to lower my head.


“Look at me. Please,”
 she had whispered in Latin, one of the many languages I fluently spoke. One arm outstretched, the dainty fingers of her smooth hand reached out to my arm, once adorned with jewelry and now marred by bruises.

Her touch enslaved me more than the shackles I wore.

“I had never seen anyone as beautiful as you.” She blinks and then shrugs. “I couldn’t stop thinking of you, my only desire to have you in my arms. And when I stole that kiss from you, I thought I would faint.”

Day after day, she looks more and more fragile. And yet her beauty is still intact. I wish I could feel the softness of her lips on mine one more time. It would be worth dying again. When, one day, a few months later, the slave master caught me climbing the trellis to her room, I knew my time had come. Thankfully, she wasn’t there and never saw what happened to me. I was nothing more than spoil of war. Nobody realized I was gone but her.

Although, I never left her. Her love has anchored me by her side all this time.

She sighs and I know what will follow next. A sob. Then another. Then the servant girl, who is patiently waiting for the scene to unfold from her corner, will bring the milk of the poppy to calm the old domina as instructed by the medicus, the new family physician freshly arrived from Rome.

“I don’t need it, Junia.” The girls come and go, but she calls all of them Junia.

The servant has her orders and gently guides her to the wooden lettiga, the narrow bed where she spends most of her time nowadays. She drinks from the proffered cup and the deep lines etched on her face relax, while she slips away to her dreams. But before she closes her already clouded eyes, she looks at me with that stare of hers that would make me breathless if I had any breath left, and she smiles.

“Soon, my Egyptian princess. Soon, I’ll be free to be with you.”
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Horror — Paranormal

Coming Home

Sam Kates



Utter darkness. The type that only exists during power outages. If it wasn’t for the rattling of the street lamps as gusts buffeted their casings, audible even above the banshee yowl of the wind, he might have believed the lamps had never existed. He might have been in the Yorkshire moors, two centuries in the past, waiting for Cathy to come home.

Impressions of swirling black movement as leaves swept into the air. No lightning flash or thunder rumble, but rain and hail spattered the windows like a child throwing grit. The panes shook under the onslaught in their ancient putty casements, though held firm. The cottage had seen this – and worse – many times before.

He pulled back from the glass, his flickering reflection appearing wraith-like, obscuring the glimpses of exterior motion and making outside seem like the infinite blackness that moths seek on the far side of flames.

For a moment, he considered drawing shut the heavy velvet drapes that he hated and that he’d kept – she had chosen them – but stayed his hand. Something told him that he was heading towards a climax, and that it was near. They had grown more intense of late, the dreams…

Threshing, sweating dreams. He would come out of them in wild disarray, tongue thick, heart racing, convinced that she once more lay by his side. Only bringing an arm across to the cold, empty space told him otherwise. Still he could smell her perfume, though the scent faded with the dreams, growing insubstantial, a suggestion, like a breath on a lover’s neck.

He moved to the door rattling in its frame. The iron key was turned to the locked position. The gale would not prevail. Rivulets of rain ran down the rippled glass panel, making it more opaque, masking further the spiralling leaves to little more than shadowy hints.

The candle light flickered and he turned towards it. The flame guttered, struggling to burn as if the air had grown thicker. Black smoke rose, pooling briefly like swarming flies beneath the weathered-oak beams, before dispersing in unfelt draughts.

“I’m coming home,” she’d murmured, her words mingling with her last breath so that he almost didn’t catch them. He waited in vain for her to draw another and replayed the whisper in his unfastening mind.

“I’m coming home…”

The rat-a-tat of rain stopped. The wind dropped. His breathing became shallow as the air thickened to molasses. It pressed down and against him like the embrace of some vast, squeezing beast. His eyes widened and he drew in a ragged breath. Held it. Whatever discordant symphony had been playing tonight, it had reached its crescendo.

For a heartbeat, silence.

Then:

Although the door and windows remained unbreached, a gust so violent it rocked him on his heels rushed past, extinguishing the candle light. Magazines lifted into the air, ornaments tipped. It swirled past him again and was gone, leaving him standing in darkness as complete as that which held sway outside.

Neck hair stiffened like bristles on a cat’s tail. A bead of sweat traced an icy path to the hollow of his back. Apprehension set like cement around him. Expectancy so dense he could almost reach out and poke it. When from behind him the sound of rattling resumed, he felt as though he was turning in slow motion.

The world outside had not yet exhaled. The street lamps stood still, the rain and hail didn’t fall. Yet something rattled. He knew what it was even before his eyes confirmed it.

The door.

Shaking in its frame, the worn brass knob twisting, but the lock held.

He moved forward, battling the oppressive atmosphere as though trying to walk through water, his mind a vortex of bewilderment, terror and something else, an emotion so alien of late that he would have struggled to name it if asked.

Hope.

He reached the door and stopped, staring at the stippled glass panel. A new sound: a low, guttural keening. Part of him – a dim, distant part – registered that the sound was coming from his throat. It wasn’t important.

A face looked back at him. A face so white that he could see it clearly, despite the opaque glass, despite the dark. Seeming to float in mid-air, startlingly pale in contrast to the dark clothes that covered the shoulders. Clothes he had picked out himself.

Funeral clothes.

Her name wasn’t Cathy, but she had come home.
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Paranormal — Romance

Purple Passion

Lanette Curington



Woodbine & Ward was nestled in the woods just outside of town, a well-worn dirt road and an antique wooden sign revealing the shop’s location. Although wiring and plumbing had been modernized, the building was over a hundred and fifty years old.

Honey Woodbine twirled a strand of her dark blonde hair around a finger as she inspected the love potion she’d just poured into a clear jar on the work kitchen table. The potion had turned out perfectly. The color was a light shade of lavender, and the barest trace of the scent of wild roses wafted from the jar.

The customer would return for the love potion soon. Honey had gotten a little behind in filling orders. Her friend and business partner, Quentin Ward, had been away a few weeks at a convention, but he was due back today. The co-owned shop had been in their families for generations. She was the only Woodbine left and Quentin the last of the Wards.

Before she could go to the freestanding jelly cabinet to get a decorative bottle to put the potion in, Quent arrived through the back door of the work kitchen. At the sight of him, she went warm all over and wondered how she’d ever get up the nerve to tell him how she felt.

While Quent was gone, Honey had come to realize how much he meant to her. They’d never tried being a couple. They dated others, but neither of them had ever loved anyone else enough to even contemplate marriage. Her relationships were short-lived, drifting off into nothing, and Quent’s the same. Somewhere along the way she’d fallen for him, and only now recognized her feelings.

Quent dropped his bags on the floor and flashed her his familiar warm smile. “Honey, I’m home,” he said with a laugh.

She grinned at the old joke. “Welcome back. How was the convention?”

While he talked, leaning against the counter, she admired his tall, trim body. She’d never realized before that she loved how his gray eyes sparkled when he laughed and the way his large but slender hands waved in the air to emphasize a point.

The shop phone rang, and Honey went to the front room to answer it. She wrote down the order and returned to the kitchen. Quent met her at the door, drew her into his arms, and kissed her breathless. The kiss was everything she’d ever dreamed of and more.

Wide-eyed, she pulled away and tried to catch her breath. “What—?”

“Come to me, my little Honeysuckle, and let me taste your nectar once again,” he crooned, taking her back into his arms. “I’ve yearned for this moment. I don’t know why I never expressed my longing for you before now.”

His lips slanted over her mouth, his tongue slipping inside and dancing with hers. She trembled as hot desire coursed through her, turning her knees to putty. Honey gave in to all the feelings that had been pent up for so long. She raked her hands through his thick black hair and tugged him even closer. They bumped into the doorjamb and rolled along the wall until they collided with the side of the jelly cabinet, pinning her back to the wall.

He ran his hands along the curves of her body and purred in her ear, “Your kisses are sweeter than honey, your skin as soft as rose petals… ”

Quent’s purple prose and pure passion finally clued her in and brought her back to her senses. She forced herself to stop listening and looked over his shoulder at the table. The glass jar that had held the love potion was empty. The dosage was supposed to be three drops a day over the course of three weeks. Taken all at once…

“Uh-oh.” While she enjoyed his kisses and caresses, none of it was real. Honey wanted to cry, but instead, she broke away from his embrace and went to the table. “What did you do with the stuff in that jar?”

“The purple lemonade?” He came up behind her and put his arms around her, nuzzling her neck. “It was a little too sweet and watery. It quenched my thirst, but not my desire for you.”

His lips traced kisses along her neck. Honey swooned, nearly giving in to her desire for him. She barely heard the tinkle of the bell over the door in the front room. Breathing hard, Honey disentangled herself from his arms and headed for the front. “That’s the customer for her love potion. I’ll have to put her off another day.”

“Why?” Quent asked. “Just give her this.”

Honey whirled around to find him taking a jar of lavender-colored liquid from the jelly cabinet.

“You— That’s—” Honey stammered in confusion. “Y-You said you drank it.”

Quent set the jar on the table. “I know better than to drink anything sitting around in this kitchen. Besides, I recognize a love potion when I see it.”

The heat rose in her cheeks from embarrassment. “Then you… you were teasing?”

“Oh, no.” Quent went to her and put his hands on her shoulders. His voice lowered intimately. “While I was away, I decided I was going to do something about the way I feel about you when I got back. I wasn’t sure how you’d react if I flat out told you I wanted us to—y’know, get together. Then I saw the love potion and thought it’d be a good way to see if you felt the same. If you didn’t, then I’d say it was a joke to keep it from being weird between us. But you feel the same, don’t you?”

Honey nodded with a sigh of relief and put her arms around him.

“I’m not wrong, am I?” Quent murmured.

“No, you’re not wrong,” she whispered. “You’re just right for me.”

Quent kissed her again, the first of many more, with as much passion as she could ever want.
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Urban Fantasy

Crescent Moon

Ela Lond



The moon outlined the roofs and chimneys before a cloud veiled it and the world descended into darkness, dispersed only by the weak light coming from the streets below.

A vibration shook the inner pocket of Uriel’s jacket. He took out his phone and a smile appeared at the name written on the display. Then he frowned. “Jen,” he answered the phone. “Is something wrong?” He ignored the curious gaze of his companion, Michael, a white-haired man, who stood beside him.

“Am I bothering you?”

“You could never bother me,” he said. “Why are you up? Did something happen?”

“I woke up and can’t fall asleep. You’ve been gone for two days now and you said it would only take two hours. When are you coming home?”

It was three in the morning, and he, with his men, only planned to remain on the lookout for the Shadows for another hour and then progress to the clean-up stage, regardless of if they appeared or not. With ten men with him, the clean up should take an hour maximum. “Around six.”

“In the evening?”

“In the morning.”

“This morning?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” Excitement laced her voice.

He imagined himself coming home, opening the door of the apartment, and her rushing toward him, with her bright eyes glittering, her bow-shaped mouth upturned and her short red curls in wild disarray. “Yes, really.”

“That’s great. I’ll make you breakfast. Not really breakfast, you know, but I’ll take something out of the freezer for you. We still have the bags Gillian brought the last time she visited us.”

He looked at the street below, at outlines of wiry frames that crawled across the building’s walls. “Don’t worry about me, I’m planning to grab something on my way. Do you need anything?”

“I’m low on bread, so if you pass some bakery on your way home…”

“Bread. Will do.”

“The one at Arlington’s is the best.”

Michael nudged him and with his chin indicated the end of the street, where darkness screened the street lamp.

“I have to go. We’ll see each other later.”

“Looking forward to it.” Jen sent him a kiss in goodbye and then cut the connection.

He pocketed the phone, then faced his white-haired friend. “Are we ready?”

Michael nodded. “You have become quite Mamael-like.”

“It’s nice. You should try it.”

“I doubt all Mamaels are as open-minded about blood-sucking immortals like Jen is. Anael told me that she’s still a part of that vampire hunter group.”

“Yeah.” Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to convince Jen to withdraw from her vampire-hunting hobby, but at least Michael’s sister was keeping a close eye on her. He glanced at the men standing on his left. “Shall we?” he asked then, without waiting for them, he slid down the sloped surface and over the roof’s edge. He landed on the ground with his knees bent and his gloved hand against the pavement. He straightened then strode to the hole in the wall at the end of the alley. From the sheath tied across his back, he pulled a katana.

Michael, who appeared beside him, produced a khopesh, a sickle-like sword.

The men following them had their swords drawn too.

Uriel walked through the hole into a dark narrow hallway.

Muted screams and hushed noise drifted toward them.

He rushed across the hallway, then down the stairs into another hallway, where the stale air stank of methane and ammonia. He picked up the steel pendant he had around his neck and put it before his mouth, then pressed on the circle in the middle of it. Small pieces of metal snapped out of it and covered his lower face like a mask.

The hallway opened into a hall.

In the muted light coming from the narrow holes above on the ceiling, Uriel saw that the space was a set of rooms, with half of the walls demolished. There, just behind the remains of a wall, a pile of bodies huddled together. Translucent shapes flew above them, circling them like a predator circles its prey. They were Shadows, creatures with a fog-like mass and solid core that fed on life energy, most often on Deadeaters; vampires, as Jen called them.

He ran to them and, with his sword high above his head, he jumped up, toward the Shadow at the edge of the group, aiming for its core. He cut through it.

The thing shrieked and curled into itself then, as a fist-sized broken shell in the shape of a ball, it fell on the ground.

Dark blobs of fog wheeled around and, like arrows, shot at them and surrounded them like a dark, impenetrable, moving wall. He was ready for them, as were his men, who stood beside him with their swords drawn. Like one, they dashed forward, their blades slashing through the darkness. In the foggy wall, large holes appeared, accompanied by screams of agony. Broken Shadows’ core crashed down on the ground, until only a few Shadows remained. They scattered.

Uriel could follow one, but instead he wheeled around, his eyes searching for Deadeaters. He found one of them, injured, at the garbage pile a step away. Ignoring its screeching, he hauled it up, then locked his arm around it, holding it immobile against his chest. He pushed its head sideways, then sank his teeth into the exposed side of its throat. Rich, thick blood filled his mouth. He greedily gulped it down. His job was not only to hunt Shadows, but to eliminate Deadeaters, too. He liked the thrill of his job, the excitement of the hunt, the fights and the feeding, but nothing could compare to, after a long night, going home to the open arms of his Beloved. Because even a powerful, blood-sucking immortal like him needed the warmth of a woman he loved.
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Mystery — Thriller

Buck Hunt

Livia Harper



Maybe the fourth lemon-drop had been a bad idea.

Lilly clutched at the bridal veil her friends had made her out of a trash bag, trying to keep it in place as the April breeze slid over the dark hills of the golf course. Twelve of her besties stood behind her. A line of men stood in front. The men wore sneakers, swim briefs, and flesh-toned plastic deer masks with horns curling out of the top. That was it.

Lilly shivered. The whole thing reminded her of that Kubrick movie with Tom Cruise. This was probably her cousin Madison’s idea. She wished to God she hadn’t let her mom talk her into letting Madison be a bridesmaid, especially after the wedding dress incident. But it was all in the interest of family peace, she supposed.

“What is this?” Lilly asked, her face reddening. “I said no strippers.” She really wasn’t that kind of girl, and her fiancé, Eddie, wasn’t that kind of guy. He was studious, sweet. The kind of guy who buys you a book instead of roses. In other words, perfect.

“Prude much?” Madison said, her golden hair blowing in the wind like some model/goddess. It was irritating how pretty she was.

Lilly scowled.

“They’re not strippers if they’re already naked,” Fiona laughed, then glared at Madison to shut it. Fiona was her best friend, maid-of-honor, and, truth be told, the wild to her mild.

“You guys promised.”

“Calm down, sweetie,” Fiona said. “This is Eddie-approved. No one’s going to gyrate anything against you.” She turned with a grin toward the gaggle of girls giggling behind their hands. “Welcome to the first ever Bachelorette Buck Hunt!”

The girls cheered, pulling guns from under the seats of waiting golf carts and jamming them up in the air: a bizarre, cocktail-dress militia.

“Are those…?” Lilly said.

“Just paintball guns,” Fiona said.

“No. Oh, no.” They looked real. And painful.

“Oh, yes,” Fiona said.

“You’re insane.”

“And you’re doing it.”

Fiona slapped a paintball gun in Lilly’s right hand and a bottle of tequila in her left.

Well, Lilly thought, bottoms up.





Fiona fired and the men took off, scattering in all directions, their beige horns swallowed into darkness like billiard balls sunk in the pocket.

The girls divided up into two teams, pink and yellow, with colored ammo to mark their kills, then piled into golf carts.

Fiona fired again.

Next to Lilly, Madison’s cart screeched away. Of course it did.

Lilly rolled her eyes at Fiona, who was sitting next to her.

“I know,” Fiona said as she took off. “But she’s been so helpful with everything. I think she’s really sorry.”

Lilly raised her eyebrows in disbelief, but Fiona wasn’t paying attention to her anymore. She was staring at something over Lilly’s shoulder.

“On your right, Lils!” Fiona said.

The cart lurched to the right and Lilly’s vision whirled from the liquor. When her eyes cleared, she saw a guy, short and chubby, huffing his way toward a tall oak.

“Shoot him!” Fiona shouted. It took a moment for Lilly to realize Fiona was shouting at her.

Lilly lifted her gun, aimed, and fired. A splatter of glow-in-the-dark yellow nailed a tree a few feet to the guy’s left. He heard the blast and ran harder.

“Again!” Fiona shouted.

Lilly lifted her gun and tried to steady him in her sights, but everything was spinning. Then she heard a shot, felt it sail right past her, so close the air rippled against her cheek.

“Ugh!” the guy yelled, neon-pink dripping down his back. He turned and smiled at them, then made a show of his untimely demise, clutching his heart and hitting the ground hard, feet up.

Madison’s smug face pulled up next to them. “One-nothing ladies.”

It was just like Madison to cut Lilly down when it was Lilly’s turn in the spotlight. Or, you know, cut grandma’s wedding dress to shreds when she heard Lilly was going to wear it first. There was that.

Lilly had to stop herself from shooting Madison in the back, right there.

Instead, she grabbed the tequila and took another swig.

It was on.





They chased and they shot, boy after boy falling on a Jackson Pollack-splattered battlefield. After an hour, it was a tie.

Fiona crested a hill and Lilly spotted the very last guy just below them. Lilly had to get him. Had to.

Then Madison crested the hill behind her.

Lilly snapped to position, aimed through her boozy haze. Something about the guy caught her attention. The build of his back, the swing of his arms. He hadn’t been in the lineup. She would have noticed. Her heart sung, like it did every time.

She looked to Fiona, who was grinning.

“No way,” Lilly said. “How’d you get him to do it?”

“He wanted to surprise you. Shoot him! Before Madison does!”

There was no way Madison was getting him. He was hers.

Lilly lifted the gun and shot, but nothing came out. She was empty.

Madison caught up, her cart right next to Lilly’s.

Lilly pawed the floor for extra ammo, but didn’t feel the box. It was gone. Dammit.

She turned to Madison, but instead of firing, Madison just stared at her, face blank.

She smirked and tossed her own gun to Lilly, who caught it, surprised.

“Your kill,” Madison said.

Lilly couldn’t believe it. Madison was letting her win? Maybe Fiona was right.

Lilly lifted the gun. It felt heavy in her hands, different than hers. She put him in her sights. And shot.

BAM.

Just like that.

She’d think about that moment for a long time. How cold the trigger was, how it kicked her shoulder when she pulled it, the blur of Eddie’s body as her shot hit, square in the back, the back she had kissed so many times, vertebrae by vertebrae. And red.

Not pink. Not yellow.

Red.
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Horror

Flashlight

Griffin Carmichael



There was a lot of screaming for just the usual summer-overload rolling blackouts. Not that she wasn’t making plenty of noise herself, fumbling around in the sudden darkness. But she really, like, really needed a flashlight. The lights had only been out a few minutes, and judging from the utter lack of illumination in sight as she looked out the window as it happened, this was a city-wide blackout.

Nothing new now that the worst of the summer heat had arrived, which was why she kept a flashlight handy in every room. Part of living in the city nowadays. If only she could find the damned thing, she’d take the light and see what was causing all the noise, where all the screaming was coming from.

She bent over to check the last desk drawer, flinching when something hard jammed into her thigh. Of course, her cell phone. How could she have forgotten that? She could hit a button and have a small glow from the screen, enough to finally find the flashlight. The situation must be making her more nervous than she’d thought.

She took a moment to stand up enough to fish the cell phone from her pocket, another second to bring up the home screen. She nearly dropped it when there was a sudden rise in the thumping and screaming outside her apartment. Hands shaking, she turned the cell’s screen toward the floor and pulled the deepest of the desk’s drawers open. Shoved in the back, behind a bag of energy bars and diet shakes—and the pink wool mittens she’d lost two winters ago—was the flashlight. She heaved a sigh of relief, which she could barely hear over the noise from outside.

Well, at least she could see what was going on now. People must be really panicking out there. Maybe a transformer had blown. Maybe somebody’s house was on fire. Could be injuries, maybe even somebody dead.

Pulling the flashlight out, she noticed the bag of snacks again. Might as well take them with her now. She’d need something to eat while she waited for the power to come back on. There was precious little in the kitchen, thanks to her latest dieting phase.

She stuffed the bars and shakes into her big purse. Her neighbors probably knew what was going on. They were the nosey type, always getting the latest gossip–and passing it around, whether you wanted to hear it or not–so if anybody could explain it, they could.

As she was getting up, ready at last to move around the apartment without banging herself up, her fingers touched the antique brass letter opener resting along the top of the desk. Without thinking, she grabbed it.

She pressed the switch that turned the flashlight on as she rounded the edge of the desk, shoving the cell phone into her bag on top of the snacks. The light swung around the room, flaring across the large, uncurtained window that took up the majority of one wall of the spare bedroom that served as her home office.

Something beyond the window howled in agony and thrust itself against the glass. She nearly dropped the light from fright. Seriously, what in the world is going on? She tightened her grip and kept it low enough to reduce the reflection so she could see out into the darkness.

The damned flashlight fell from nerveless fingers at the sight of raving mad faces outside her apartment. Teeth gnashing, voices raised, the crowd began banging on the glass with bloody hands, pushing their entire bodies into the window, slowly building a rhythm that would soon overcome the cheap security bars.

Why, oh why, had she insisted on a ground floor garden apartment?
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Paranormal

Wild

Selina Fenech



Tilly kicked Donny Dunham in the shin before he could add balls to the incomplete design drawn on the slumbering new kid’s face.

“Watch out!” his crony said. “She’s wild.”

Tilly snatched the black marker and the boys went back to their seats laughing. People ought to defend themselves, Tilly knew, but the new kid was sick. Had doctor’s certificates and everything.

James, the new kid, stirred, lifting his head off his desk. He blinked at the marker and then at Tilly.

“You’ve got something on your face,” Tilly said.

“So do you,” said James.

Tilly pressed a tiny fist against the yellowed bruise on her cheek. “It’s nothing.”

Tilly went back to her seat in time for the teacher to return and James to fall asleep again. Mrs. Bitterwood harrumphed about narcolepsy and unknown fatigue syndromes then quickly had a nurse escorting James out and on his way home. Discovering James had left his homework behind, Mrs. Bitterwood asked Tilly to take it round after school since she lived on the same street. Tilly pulled a face but agreed. She didn’t want to get into trouble. Again.





Tilly jammed the brakes of her bike and skidded on the gravel driveway. The dust blackened her school socks and swirled onto her tongue as she panted for breath. She spat on the new kid’s lawn. Tilly spied through the kitchen window and saw James’s mom. The woman was grinding up white tablets and sprinkling the powder onto mashed potatoes. Tilly shrugged. She hated swallowing tablets too.

The doorbell rang a Christmas carol despite being March. James’s mother called for him to get it. James stumbled to the front door, eyes half closed and brown hair looking like a tangle of tarantulas.

Tilly thrust his homework at him.

“Thanks,” James said. “You’re nice.”

“Ain’t nice. I’m rough and filthy and rude and a wild thing. It’s what Dad says.”

James poked the doormat with his toes and Tilly played with a hole in her shirt.

“James! Dinner!” his mom called.

His lip pulled up unattractively. “Ugh. I always feel worst after eating.”

Tilly frowned. “Can I come in? I gotta piss.”

James’s mother appeared. “Don’t you live just down the street?”

“Puh-lease? I’m gonna bust my bladder.” Tilly hopped on the spot.

Given directions, Tilly ran into the house while James and his mom sat down for dinner. She went left where she was told right and dug through unpacked moving boxes and cupboards until she found a massive stash of medication. She read a few labels. Experimental use. Not released for human trials. One had dosages meant for horses.

On the way out Tilly emptied the mom’s wallet.





The next day, Tilly sat down next to James under the schoolyard oak tree. He woke up when she jabbed a finger into his ribs.

“You always been sick?”

“Couple years maybe. Was eight when I started getting weird dreams and blacking out. Now I’m just sleepy all the time.”

“You take pills for it?”

James reached into his backpack and retrieved a rattling container, grinning wickedly. “Just these. Mostly I sell them to other kids.”

Tilly smiled, showing her crooked teeth. “Share my lunch with me? I made it myself. Bet it won’t make you feel sick.”





Tilly and James shared her lunch every day after that. Tilly made extra peanut butter and banana sandwiches for James to take home and eat instead of dinner. It took less than a fortnight before James stopped falling asleep in class.

“Your mom was drugging you,” Tilly said, grinning at the wide awake, ice blue eyes that looked back at her.

“Mom? No way.”

“Way way,” Tilly said. “My sandwiches made you better.”

James kept getting distracted by a crying girl behind them. Tilly rolled her eyes. “Sandy’s dog died last night. She reckons it was all tore up and bloody but I think she’s just a fibber after attention.”

James took a long look at Tilly. “So, my mum drugs me. What does your dad do?”

Tilly kicked James in the shin and ran away.





Tilly’s dad was in the front hall, arguing with someone. Tilly hid under her covers because it was no good when her dad got angry at night. He came anyway and dragged her out. Her arm burned under his grip.

“This woman says you been leading her son astray.”

James’s mom was all white except her puffy eyes. “You made James stop his medication, didn’t you?”

“You mean I stopped you from drugging him.”

“I had to! You don’t understand. It’s safer for everyone this way.”

Tilly’s Dad still had hold of her arm and lifted her till her toes scraped the floor. “You stealing some kid’s pills, little beast?”

Tilly hissed at him like a feral cat. Her arm was ready to pop from its socket but she refused to cry.

“Making strange women come round at this hour to complain about you, you’re nothing but trouble.”

Her dad’s hand met Tilly’s cheek in a loud smack and James’s mom looked horrified. Her eyes widened further when a mournful howl came from the yard.

The front door thumped and the house shook. The crackle of snapping wood made Tilly’s dad curse and drop her. The door burst apart and a hairy creature filled the space, silhouetted against the full moon.

Saliva dripped from an army of gleaming teeth. Jaws snapped and snapped again, closing on the soft flesh of necks. Claws raked, crushing bone, and bodies fell around Tilly, bloodied.

Tilly closed her eyes until she felt hot breath on her cheek. She opened them to see ice blue eyes staring back at her. Tilly brushed a shaking palm down the wolf’s furry neck and he licked her cheek with a rough tongue.

Tilly matched James’s howl, and the two wild things ran away together into the night.
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Mystery — New Pulp

Chip Assassin

Mark Gardner



1

“Sour cream, onion and death!”

The shout was a fraction of a second before the small round object grated across warm flesh. A gash opened immediately and a fountain of blood drenched the wall and floor. The masked figure discarded the weapon and held the victim from behind. It looked like the embrace of lovers, comforting each other at the beginning of another day. It wasn’t until the body was dropped unceremoniously to the floor that the viscera was revealed. The masked figure looked around the room, picked up a laptop, and quietly closed the door on the way out.





2

Josephine Montez ducked under police tape, stepped through the open door and surveyed the scene. Kneeling, she examined the face-down body and the dark sticky pool. She made certain her shoes stayed clean.

“Yo, Jo! What do you make of this?”

Josephine’s partner stepped through the same door, but didn’t venture far into the room.

Without turning, Josephine called out. “Hey, Doug. Looks like he’s struck again.”

“Another potato chip?”

She held up an evidence bag. “Sour cream and onion.”

“We won’t find anything here. Let’s get outta here.”

Josephine stood, smoothed her pants and walked out the door.





3

The next morning, Josephine walked into the bullpen to see Doug scrutinizing several photos. Several were face-down on his desk.

“I just can’t get used to a homicide detective who’s queasy at the sight of blood.”

“Seen enough blood in my time, don’t need to see more.”

She smiled and draped her coat over her chair. Before she could retort, the phone on the desk rang.

Doug seized the phone. “Crawford.”

He listened for a moment and frowned. “Same to you, asshole!” He slammed the phone down to disconnect the call.

To Josephine he said, “We have a problem.”





4

“Then what did the caller say?”

“‘Ruffles have ridges, motherfucker’ and I hung up.”

The captain frowned. “And you didn’t keep her on the line for a trace, because?”

“Sorry, Ma’am. I lost my cool in the heat of the moment.”

Josephine interjected, “Ma’am, this assassin has eluded us for months, I doubt a trace would’ve led us anywhere.”

“Guess we’ll never know, will we?”

In unison the detectives responded, “No, Ma’am.”

“Get out and get this case solved.”

The two detectives stood, glanced at each other and again said in unison, “Yes, Ma’am!” before scurrying out of the office.





5

“Up for some lunch?”

Josephine scowled. “From the roach coach around the corner? No, thank you.”

“Ever been?”

“Uh… No. I prefer my foodstuffs properly prepared.”

“Come on, Jo. These guys are subject to the same Heath Department as a restaurant with windows and doors.”

“The whole setup looks skeezy.”

Doug grabbed her coat before announcing, “Dead or alive, you’re coming with me.” He tossed it at her and continued, “My treat. Surely you won’t pass up on a free meal?”

“More like free food poisoning.” Sighing, she relented. “Lead the way.”

Side by side they walked to the elevator.





6

Doug shoveled pico de gallo, sour cream and ground beef into his mouth as though he hadn’t eaten in days. Josephine watched and ate small bites of her gyro. She hadn’t thought of a Mexican food cart for Greek food, but other than the sauce, they were similar enough. They ate in relative silence. Doug so he could focus on shoveling, Josephine concentrating on the case. Each time she attempted to work out a piece of logic, Doug would grunt and shovel another tortilla in his mouth. When he finally finished, he asked, “Can I ask you a personal question?”





7

“Why did I become a detective?”

“Yeah. Your family is in the food manufacturing industry. You don’t exactly need this job.”

“You mean, ‘why did you turn your back on the family potato empire?’”

Doug shrugged his agreement.

“Let’s put it this way: the family business is all-encompassing and I didn’t want to mix it up in the mud.”

“Still, that’s a lot of money to walk away from.”

“Someday I’ll have to deal with it, but until then, I’ll do my job as a detective.”

“That day might be sooner than you think.”

“Let’s get back to work.”





8

“Let’s call it a day.”

Josephine looked past Doug to a clock that read 5:15. She closed the file she was studying and grabbed her coat off the back of her chair.

“Walk you out?”

“That’s hardly necessary.”

Doug flipped his scarf over his shoulder. “Suit yourself.”

Josephine walked through the parking garage. She felt uneasy. Instincts told her she had a missing piece to a puzzle she was only vaguely aware of. Sitting behind the wheel, staring at herself in the rear view mirror, she saw the grille of a large truck seconds before she felt the impact.





9

Josephine awoke tied to a metal chair in the middle of an empty warehouse.

“Hello?”

Her shout echoed. She didn’t know how long she was unconscious, but she watched a moonbeam creep across the floor. She worked her wrist and felt her binding loosen. She had been at it for hours and now watched sunlight fill the warehouse.

Her attention was drawn to an opening door as Doug entered, gun drawn.

“Doug! Over here!”

Doug rushed to her side. “There you are.”

“Help. I’m almost free.”

“I see,” he said, tightening the rope. “I got here just in time.”





10

“I said five million!” Doug shouted into a cellphone. “Fine. I’ll be waiting.”

Closing the phone, he focused on Josephine. Glaring, she spat at him.”You work for a rival company?”

“Please,” he scoffed. “I have loftier ambitions.”

His rant was interrupted by the sound of a car door closing outside. A man walked through the door with a briefcase. Doug rushed to him and seized the case with both hands. Before he could open it, a fine red mist erupted from his forehead.

The man walked over to Josephine and holstered his weapon. “Let’s go home, pussycat.”

“Yes, daddy.”
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Literary Fiction

Choose Peas

Ellisa Barr



There is one can of food left: Peas. I’ve always hated canned peas. Frozen or fresh, sure. But canned? No thanks.

It’s funny how things change. There was a time I would have turned my nose up at the offensive vegetable. Now, imagining the smell of food, any food, makes my mouth water.

I think about opening the can and eating all the peas while my daughter sleeps. I should just do it. If I think about her I’ll lose my nerve.

I glance at Cassie. It’s easier to look at her when she’s asleep because then I don’t notice her sunken eyes or the way she just sits and does nothing. A three-year-old should be running and playing. Instead, she is dying. We both are.

Her emaciated body is wrapped in the warmest wool blanket we have, and she sleeps with her head thrown back and mouth open. My mom would have said she was catching flies.

I wish there were some flies. Protein, right? There will be flies soon, but it will be too late for us then.

My mind wanders. I think about the day the power and phones went out. They say it was the shockwave from a nuclear blast that exploded in space above us. All I know is one minute we had power and the next we had nothing.

It’s been six months since the blast. So why are we still alive? I wasn’t a prepper or anything. As if a single mom could afford it. No, I was a couponer. I used to go through the newspaper and Internet and find coupons and deals that I could combine to buy boxes of cereal for a dollar, bottles of water for a quarter, or tubes of toothpaste for free. It was a game, trying to whittle down prices to next to nothing. Then I’d buy as many as I could.

Who knew couponing could save lives? Or prolong them, anyway.

Once again I contemplate my daughter. Her tiny body reminds me of when she was first born. I was only seventeen, a party girl not ready to sober up. I hated being pregnant and I resented the parasite growing inside me.

That all changed when they let me hold Cassie for the first time. It was only a few minutes before they rushed her away, but everything was different after that. I sat in the NICU and watched her struggle to breathe. I was so afraid that I’d outlive my child.

Now I’m terrified my child will outlive me.

I’m startled, but not surprised, to hear gunshots from the street below. Cassie stirs in her sleep and I know I only have a few minutes before she wakes up. My heart feels as heavy in my chest as a can of peas. My path is clear to me: I will eat the peas so I won’t leave my daughter alone in this nightmare of a world. I will be here to comfort her as she dies, then I will die alone.

I square my shoulders, take a deep breath and reach for the can opener.
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I’m asleep when I hear pounding at my door. It’s forced open by men with weapons. The afternoon sunshine streaming in half-blinds me and I push weakly to my feet, confused and disoriented.

I am close to death now. I welcome it. I wish I could remember my daughter’s last moments, but my thoughts are hazy. I remember self-contempt and the smell of peas. It’s probably a mercy I’m spared the rest.

One of the men speaks. “The Peace Corps and U.S. military have established a joint outpost here. We’ll provide food and shelter for you and your family.” He adds, “You’re safe now, ma’am.”

I fly at him with fists and feet. He is young, as unprepared for my attack as I am, but he holds his ground nobly in the face of my onslaught. Screams and sobs tear painfully from my throat as I pound at his chest. My outburst lasts only a moment before my strength is gone and I sink to my knees.

“You’re too late,” I choke out. “Oh Cassie, what have I done?”

“I’m sorry for your pain, ma’am. We’re doing the best we can. If you’ll get a few things we’ll take you back to camp.”

I stifle bitter laughter and turn my head away. I’m not going with them. I’ve already chosen my fate.

As I turn, I see the open can of peas on the tray of my daughter’s high-chair, baby spoon sticking out from the empty can. My daughter, peas still smeared on her face, peers at me from behind the arm of the couch.

My mind clears and I remember feeding her, unable to make the hard choice when it mattered. Complicated emotion washes over me. Cassie runs to my open arms and I hide my tears in her pale hair. I’m either the best mother alive or the worst.





[image: ]




Ellisa Barr

writes post-apocalyptic fiction for young adults and thinks there should be a law against canned peas. Connect with her at her website.







Ellisa Barr’s Website










Table of Contents
 — Author Register
 — Genre Register





Paranormal — Romance

Payback’s a Witch

Marilyn Vix



Payback’s a bitch… or a witch like me.

I smiled as I angled the webcam on my MacBook to capture the view of my dorm bed. The feed would record and play right into my roommate’s phone and to every laptop device or phone on the college campus. With a tweaked spell, I’d wrapped technology with a portal spell to help set this little trap. Vivienne was about to see just what kind of snake Jake is. And the slut that stole my warlock would get what she deserved, the shock of her life. Any time a witch takes my warlock, I was going to get justice. Any self-respecting witch had to retaliate.

The knocking on the door drew me away from the desk. I put on the smile that was sure to lure.

As I opened the door, Jake strode in, confidence and swagger oozing from every pore. My ex-boyfriend was still hot, with a well-defined torso under his t-shirt. I was not faking the attraction to him. Damn. It hurt.

“Hi Catherine.” His smile made my heart skip.

My tongue tripped over itself. “Have a seat.” I directed him to my dorm bed. Then, I slid next to him.

“Cat, I’m sorry about Viv. Really.” His dimple added to the chiseled contours of his face.

This was going to be hard. But I had to get it just right. I licked my lips. I stroked his chin, drawing my hand down his neck, turning to the MacBook. “Jake, I know that it must have been a fling. I’ll forgive you if you promise me one thing.”

He eased closer. “What is it?” He started to nuzzle my ear.

Stand steady, girl. Remember, revenge is sweet. “Do you care only about me?”

He slid his arms around my waist and pulled me closer. “You know I do. Vivienne doesn’t mean anything to me.” He drew his lips closer to mine. I could feel his breath as he spoke. “You’re all I care about.” He pulled me into a kiss, and the world stopped.

I put my hand to his chest, masking my face with a look of innocence. “Are you sure, Jake?”

“You’re the only one, baby.” I bet. I tried not to let out an annoyed snort. I could feel everyone was watching. If anyone else had been with him, they now knew he was lying. Most of all, I was hoping Viv was watching.

We got lost together as he pulled me in. I leaned into him and we fell back on the bed. He wrapped himself over me, caressing my back underneath as he rolled on top. We continued our kiss until a brilliant flash stopped us.

“Jake! You bastard!” Vivienne must have teleported. She was standing in our dorm room turning a livid color of red. “I thought I was your special vixen.”

Jake sat up, staring into my eyes. His pout and look of shock was almost believable. “Viv, I can explain.”

I yelled back at her, “He was mine first.” I tried not to smirk. “But now everyone knows how much of a bitch and asshole you both are.” I tried not to smile at the camera. This was too perfect.

“I’m going to blast you so hard your balls will hang behind your ears,” Viv snarked, raising her hands in a beginning spell weave towards Jake.

“Ladies, ladies, no need to blow me out the dorm.” Jake got up, raising his hands, trying to calm us. “You’re both powerful witches that will level this place. Let’s see if we can come to some…” He eyed us both. “Understanding.”

I could feel power building within him. I felt the pulse go up his arms. I looked at him and said, “Typical Jake. No. I won’t blast you.” He’d take the opportunity to get us first if I wasn’t careful.

“Oh, I had a little something else in mind.” His smile grew wide as he took me by the hand. “There are many ways to make up. Revenge can be sweet. But sometimes, you have to forgive and forget.” He kissed both our hands and then eyed us slowly. We can have a lot of fun together. I’d love to see you both—”

“I bet you would.”

Vivienne slapped Jake. You could hear the sound echo off the walls. “You prick. You’re not worth blasting through the wall.” She looked over at me.

Tears edged her eyes. “Cat, I’m sorry. If I knew how he was going to be, I wouldn’t have.“ Here was a pause where she waited.

My choice, the pause hung awkward. Would I be able to forgive her?

Viv sniffed, nodding towards the door. “You want to get out of here? I think I could use a cup of coffee.”

I took a deep breath. I’d had my revenge. I could see the hurt in Viv’s face. Revenge didn’t feel as sweet as I thought it would. I turned to the webcam, flipped my hand in a spell motion, and heard the beep of the computer shutting down.

I turned my back on Jake. It took an asshole to realize friends are better than any warlock. “I’ll buy.”

As we walked out the door, Viv added, “Warlocks come a dime a dozen.” She leaned in to grab my hand. “Friends are priceless.”

I smiled back, realizing that the tension between us was melting. “Well, at least worth the $5.99 for a Café Latte.” Our laugher filled the hallway as we made our way down the stairs.
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Women’s Fiction — Action/Adventure

Thursday at the Ritz-Carlton

Jean Louise



She was sitting at a table from which she could see the whole room. A personal quirk, perhaps, but she always liked to see what was happening around her, and be in line-of-sight of any exits, should she need one suddenly.

This wasn’t a natural setting for her; she didn’t normally patronize elegant hotel lounges. She was only here to meet a college friend who was in town on business.

So, here she was, wearing her fanciest dress and her least comfortable shoes—how did women wear these things, anyway?—sitting in a softly-lit lounge waiting for someone she’d hardly talked to in two years.

As she nursed her drink and resisted the urge to check the time yet again, the young woman’s gaze wandered among the patrons of the upscale hotel. Most were either business travelers or tourists with shopping bags. The low hum of conversation made the piped-in background music almost unidentifiable.

Her attention fell on a man near the bar. At a glance, she could tell that his presence was neither casual nor accidental. He was here for a reason, and she had a suspicion about what that reason was.

As she watched, the man at the bar started to move, and the young woman surreptitiously kept track of his progress across the room. He navigated the lounge in a path that may have looked random to anyone else, but was actually very deliberate. Watching him, she had a good idea what he was up to; she just didn’t know where it would go down.

His path took him toward a table near the lounge entrance, where three people were seated: two women and a man. They looked like tourists, casual visitors rather than business travelers. The flicker from the table’s candle revealed that one woman wore a large diamond ring, and the other had just fished her lipstick out of one of those purses that cost as much as a month’s rent.

Mystery Man had almost reached the door when he stumbled, apparently jostled as he made his way among the tables. Off balance, he reached for a nearby chair to steady himself. The woman in that chair, the one with the expensive purse, looked up in surprise, as did her tablemates, but the man put his hand out to reassure them and apologize, and continued on his way out of the lounge.

The young woman frowned. Did that really just happen, right in front of her?

Without thinking, she stood and made for the exit in the man’s wake. She saw him ahead, sauntering through the lobby as if he belonged there. But she knew better. His ‘casual stroll’ was a lie, and unless she was greatly mistaken, he would soon make his way to the revolving door that opened onto the street.

She had to catch him now, before he left the hotel.

Leaving the lounge, he’d initially headed left, toward the main desk. Instead, however, he stopped in front of an advertising display touting the hotel’s four-star restaurant. Then, with casual nonchalance, he turned away and moved in the opposite direction, so that it appeared as if he’d come from the lobby elevators.

As she’d suspected, he was heading toward the exit—and the street.

Pulling out her cellphone, the young woman held it up as if reading the display, and thus not paying attention to her surroundings.

But peripheral vision was a wonderful thing.

Bam! They collided next to a small cherry pedestal table in the middle of the lobby. She gasped and clutched at his sleeve for balance, even as his hand shot out instinctively to stabilize the small bowl of mints on the table.

“I’m so sorry!” she said. “I wasn’t looking. This’ll teach me to text and walk at the same time.”

Glaring at her, the man straightened up and tugged the sleeves of his suit jacket into place. “Next time, watch where you’re going!” He patted his pockets and then, a bit more calmly, smoothed his tie.

“I will. I’m sorry,” she repeated.

Still scowling, he stepped around her and walked away. She watched as he pushed through the revolving doors and went out into the street.

Turning, she headed back into the lounge, toward the table the man had jostled a moment ago.

“Excuse me,” she said, bending next to the woman’s chair. “Did this fall out of your purse?” Rising, she laid an expensive leather wallet on the table. “It was under your chair.”

The tourist picked up the billfold in surprise, opening it to look inside. “Yes, that’s mine. Maybe when that man bumped into my chair it fell out. Everything seems all right with it.”

The young woman smiled. “Good. You may want to keep your purse visible, or on the table, rather than hang it on the back of your chair. Safer that way.”

She returned to her seat and followed her own advice, putting her purse on the table next to her, in the empty spot where the table card featuring the drink specials should be. She smiled. That table card, folded into the approximate size and shape of a woman’s wallet, was by now far down the street, nestled into the suit pocket of an unsuspecting mystery man.

A moment later the girl rose and greeted her college friend. “Hi! It’s so good to see you!”

The two girls hugged, and the newcomer replied, “You too, Angie. You look great! Whatever you’ve been up to, it certainly agrees with you.”

The young woman smiled. “Thanks, I have been enjoying myself.” Especially these last fifteen minutes, she added silently.

Good thing nobody knows the truth about me or what I do, she thought; they’d think I need a twelve-step program. Hell, maybe I do.

She tried to imagine standing up in front of the crowd, and saying the words out loud: My name is Angelina Carr…

…and I’m a thief.
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Women’s Fiction — Romance

The Man Across the Room

Sheryl Fawcett



The noise level was rising as everyone talked at once. Laughter rang out from all corners of the room and the music had grown much louder. Here and there someone tooted a paper horn in early preparation for the big moment. I watched a loose streamer floating down from the ceiling.

That was when I saw him at the bar, looking directly at me. Did he just wink? Heat rose in my cheeks. I forgot the others at the table.

Now he was walking toward me. He was tall, over six feet. His dark suit accented his broad shoulders and narrow hips, a still athletic frame. He carried himself with an air of confidence that would turn any woman’s head. His hair was dark, tinged with silver at the temples. His blue eyes were riveting as they linked with mine. Something fluttered in my chest.

Then he was right there in front of me. Without a word spoken by either of us, I rose from my chair. He smiled, the kind of smile that makes you smile back no matter how reserved you attempt to appear. I studied his beautiful face, his perfect white teeth, the small crinkles accenting the corners of his eyes. In his mid-fifties, he exuded the strength of youth and the wisdom of maturity. My soul melted and warmth engulfed me.

He held two champagne glasses in his big hands. He handed one to me and lifted the other in invitation to a silent toast. We clinked glasses and each took a sip. The rising bubbles tickled my nose. Another sip and he placed both our glasses on the table, side by side. He extended his hand and I slid mine into his without hesitation. He led me onto the dance floor where he pulled me into a close embrace. We moved as one to the rumba music, the rhythm of the drums mingling with my heartbeat.

The clock ticked closer to midnight. The dance floor grew crowded as the band stopped playing and the leader’s voice boomed into the mic. “Is everyone ready?”

The crowd cheered. Our eyes remained locked. Neither of us had yet spoken a word.

The countdown began. “Ten! Nine! Eight!” Our fingers intertwined with our palms pressed together, and a jolt of electricity flowed through me.

“Seven! Six! Five!” Should a grown woman feel this way?

“Four! Three! Two!” His smile broadened. We stood face to face with only inches between us.

“One!” An expectant pause. “Hap-py New Year!” The crowd roared.

He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me. I returned the kiss with the passion of a teenager. We were lost to everyone but each other.

At last he spoke. “Happy New Year, my darling.”

“Do you have any idea how much I love you?” I whispered into his ear through the cacophony of the celebration.

The swells of Auld Lang Syne filled the room. The crowd sang along, the singing interspersed with shouts of Happy New Year. We kissed again and remained in tight embrace, oblivious to everyone else in the room, unaware of the circle of friends surrounding us or the bright flash from someone’s camera. A hand reached out and tapped his shoulder.

“Hey, Buddy, get a room. Anyone would think you two were newlyweds instead of celebrating your silver wedding anniversary.” They all laughed. We separated. I blushed. Our friends all clapped and wished us Happy Anniversary in unison.

Someone beyond our group chimed in, “Happy Anniversary!”

“Happy Anniversary,” one stranger after another echoed.

Auld Lang Syne concluded, and the band rolled right into The Anniversary Waltz. The crowd parted and we waltzed across the floor.

I was so glad I had married this man.
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Action/Adventure

The Gambino Theater Gambit

Nathan Williams



Even amidst bustling Manhattan, it was impossible to miss the clanging, incongruous crash of the aluminum trash can and subsequent rattling of the lid as it came to rest on the pavement.

“Stop! You two!”

Luke Dvorak glanced over his shoulder as he sprinted between two washed out, single-story stores, and hurdled over a transient. The police officer clung to his policeman’s cap as he followed Luke and his best friend, Raj Bose, around a corner and into an alley.

Further into the alley, Raj spotted a door ajar at the rear of an old building. Sprinting through, they spilled into a warehouse stuffed with an odd collection of items: a giant green and brown toad, some oversized orange daffodils, some multicolored cardboard letters, among others.

“We’re in the old Gambino Theater,” Raj said.

A shuffling sound came from one of the two hallways leading out of the room. An older gentleman was charging purposefully toward them, stick in hand. Luke’s attention was drawn skyward where some props hung from a series of wooden battens suspended high above.

“Here, take mine!” Luke tossed to Raj a thin chocolate bar wrapped in brown and green paper over a sleeve of tin foil.

Luke pointed toward the second exit, the one without the plainclothes guard. “You go out that way.”

“Where’re you going?”

“Up!”

Raj disappeared into the hallway as Luke sprinted for a twelve-foot stepladder that had been propped against one of the walls. Luke, small for his eleven years, hurled his tiny frame at an airplane suspended from a series of steel cables. He latched onto one of the legs of the landing gear and pulled himself onto the top of the plane.

Below him, the policeman and the guard’s paths had met inside the prop room, and they were speaking animatedly with each other.

“You take the Indian boy!” the policeman said. “I’ll nab the short one!”

“The stairwell is down the hall there,” the guard said.

“Right,” the policeman said, even as he darted in the direction the guard was pointing.

Luke clambered fifteen feet up the plane’s central cable until he was within reach of an iron I-beam. Reaching with his right hand, he grabbed hold of the beam ledge, and then followed with his left. He slid along the beam with his hands until he was hovering over a catwalk. Carefully positioning himself, he dropped onto it softly. To his left, connected to the catwalk, was a small platform where there was an opening into a narrow hallway.

The policeman, who’d taken the stairs, suddenly burst into his vision a few paces down the hallway, huffing and puffing. Seeing Luke on the catwalk, the officer started towards him. Luke reversed direction, sprinting back across the catwalk to another platform, yanked down a metal latch, and burst through a small door. He found himself outside, standing on another small platform. The honking of horns and screeching of brakes carried on a slight breeze up to Luke’s perch, now three stories high.

To his right, a fire ladder snaked its way along the face of the building. Luke peered through a small window in the door. The policeman was barreling down the hallway straight for him. Luke leapt from the platform onto the fire escape and was about to descend, when a second policeman appeared on the street below, looking up at him. Luke’s attention was diverted by the policeman, who’d burst through the door, onto the platform.

Luke scrambled up the ladder, narrowly avoiding the grasp of the policeman, who’d lunged for him. As he ascended, he discovered that portions of the ladder had come detached. Narrowly avoiding a fall, he stepped onto an air conditioning unit. He tip-toed precariously along a series of gaps in the brick wall, using some inch-diameter tubing for hand support, until he reached another platform. He re-entered the building, and dashed back down another corridor until he happened upon the theater’s fly gallery.

Below him, the performers’ voices reverberated and echoed up to him. He saw Raj scramble along the back of the stage and slip through a trap door. As the audience below erupted into applause, he gasped. The policeman was running towards him again.

He quickly tip-toed across a wooden batten, scaled another cable to another platform, climbed a ladder, opened a trap door, and stepped onto the roof. A few seconds later, the two policemen had followed him onto the roof, cornering him.

The heavyset one wiped the sweat off his brow with his sleeve. “Gotcha kid,” he said as he grabbed hold of Luke’s arm.

The officers dragged him down to the prop shop where the guard had hold of Raj by the scruff of his neck. “That’s the one,” said a fourth man, the owner of a chocolate factory.

The officer grunted. “You wanna press charges, Mr. Kaminsky?”

“Naw. So long as he apologizes and returns the two candy bars.”

The officer knelt down, looking Luke in the eye. “What say you?”

“Sorry,” Luke mumbled.

The officer said, “The candy?”

“It’s here,” Raj said as he slid the two small packages from under his T-shirt.

The guard snatched them from Raj’s hands and gave them to Kaminsky.

“Now you boys better scram! That happens agin’, I’ll throw you in with the goons and pedos!”

Luke felt the officer release his grip.

“Shame,” Luke said, after the officers and guard had left. “Almost had ’em.”

“Who says we don’t?” Raj said, as he pulled two paperless chocolate bars from his pants.

“How’d you do that?”

Raj led him to the oversized toad. “I lost the guard and then hid in here for a while.”

Luke slid through a tiny door in the toad’s back, where he found two brown tiles and some tape. He peered at Raj through the toad’s mouth.

Raj shrugged. “Floor tiles from the basement. Almost the perfect size.”

Luke smiled broadly. “Sweet! C’mon, Raj. We’d better scram.”
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Humor — Science Fiction

Witch in Space

and other Mishaps

K.D. Hendriks



Bodies nestled together, still breathless; strong hands caressed her body. He crouched back on his heels, squatted above her; round-shaped, sea-green eyes studied her, traveling upwards until their gazes locked, united. He blinked, opened his mouth and whispered…


… emitter failure … emergency shutdown in three minutes … emitter failure …


She frowned as she raised her hand to comb through his soft, long hair and — woke up as her hand bumped hard against something unyielding. "Ow."


… emitter failure … emergency shutdown in three …


Irritated at the noisy interruption of what had been a highly enjoyable dream, she opened her eyes and, shaking her throbbing hand, rolled ungracefully off her cot, landing smack on her face.

"Ugh." She rose, stumbled, heedless, around her cabin in search of clothing, and rammed her big toe against the machine part. Which she had earlier attempted — in vain – to repair until she fell asleep. That damn broken part, which then, obviously, had tumbled off her cot. She hopped around, one-legged, cursing loudly.


… emitter failure … emergency shutdown …


"Yes, yes I know, that’s what I tried to avoid, schlepping the cursed part here," she exclaimed, still hopping around until she stopped in front of the closet. She slapped the opening mechanism — braced with the other hand against the frame — as the door swished open. "Ow, ow!" This finger would be blue tomorrow.


…emitter failure… emergency…


Sucking on the injured digit, she grabbed a fresh jumpsuit and stuffed the aching foot into it, vacantly wondering why the smooth fabric didn’t slide up her leg. She wrinkled her nose, as she remembered still wearing yesterday’s jumpsuit. Oh.

"Open hatch!" Intending to storm towards the helm, she turned, and took her second nosedive since being rudely awoken. Her injured foot — still stuffed into one leg of the jumpsuit and immobile, since she’d just stepped on the discarded cloth — complained vehemently. As did the attached ankle, being forcefully twisted. She whimpered as she rolled and sat up, swept back her platinum blond mane, and freed her foot from the fabric.


…emitter failure…


"Aw, shut up. I’m coming." Distrustfully eyeballing the open hatch, she scurried through, and then limped along the hallway towards the helm, sucking on her throbbing finger.

Sighing in relief as the formfitting material of the pilot’s chair nestled against her body, she absently rubbed her shoulder. That damn narrow hatch. She raised her hand to switch off the overhead alarm control, and rammed her index finger powerfully up into her nose. Instantly tearing up, she relented and howled her pain across the ship. Furiously blinking, she attempted to read the red flash of warnings on the screens, hand cupped over her nose, blood running down her fingers.

It seemed her ship now was kaput for good. It had appeared such a good idea to take off on her own at the time. As the last of her clutch still at home after her twelve siblings had gone off to make a living for themselves, her parents had fretfully observed her final ripening process. Restless, they’d tried to offer her attendance to several businesses. But strangely, those who had tried to utilize her services had sent her back home after a short time. All with irritated relief, some with kind, regretful words. Others with incomprehensible remarks. Although curiously, everyone had paid well.

So after a few false starts to master a craft or trade, she snatched her savings, once she turned nineteen, and after studying the offers available had made a reasonable bid on one of the older spaceships for sale. It at least had a nice appealing paint job, and a sexy overall complexion. The hull was sound, and the engines – the obliging salesman with the red, flushed, face assured her – were in fine condition. As a bonus, he gifted a tremendous amount of parts, stored now in the freight area. For resale, he’d said. The problem was that the boxes all tumbled around during her slightly … well … exotic takeoff. Since her piloting license was brand new it was understandable. The nice, flustered, instructor mentioned experience for smooth ship-handling came with practice.

Several boxes were destroyed — nobody informed her she needed to secure freight — the contents now formed a big heap in the corner of the freight area. Since she wasn’t a mechanic, it was futile to try sorting through them. She’d just piled everything neatly — her nails had not taken kindly to that act — and spaced the wreckage.

As the ship warned the first time about its engine problem, she’d eagerly studied databases and manuals, pulled up the repair instructions "for dummies" and set to work.

Unfortunately, she’d needed to shut off the main engine to take out the critical part. And broke another set of nails, dismounting the thing. At least the stand-by engine still sped her ship through space towards her destination. During the attempted repair she’d succumbed to sleep, and now the part was still unrepaired. And the annoyingly obvious thing was, the stand-by engine was about to die as well.


…emergency…


A glance at the navigation screen revealed her ship’s position smack in the middle of her transit line; half way to Space Station Bagnio, which the nice sales man had recommended as a suitable place to find work. She sniffed in an attempt to stem the nosebleed, which dripped down her chin onto her grease-smeared, pink and blue designer jumpsuit. And uttered a cry of despair at the bloodstains on its fluffy white lace decoration.

What would her mate, the one she dreamed about since puberty — since her gift emerged — think of her untidy appearance? Every earth witch from Cantripsos, destined to meet her mate eventually, foreknew and dreamed of him. At least he was humanoid, and in for a scolding for showing up late, when they finally met. After the emergence of her mated witch’s full power.

And really, this inappropriate stand-by engine breakdown was highly bothersome, too. Resigned, she started to read the instructions "for dummies" on emergency cases.
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Paranormal

The Oak Tree

EelKat’s Twisted Tales

Wendy C. Allen a.k.a EelKat



A couple sat under the bare branches of an ancient dead oak tree. The tree stood alone, overlooking a small town. It was a monstrous tree, so huge that three grown men could stand, arms stretched around it, and not be able to hold hands.

“Wanted to bring ya up here to see the tree before it fell down,” the man said to the girl. "Been trying to come up with a way to save it, but nothing comes to mind as yet. Shame. It’s a great old tree, don’tcha think?”

“Yeah," replied the woman half-heartedly. She didn’t really like being way out here with a man she barely knew.

"My grandfather planted it you know.”

“Really? I didn’t know.” She didn’t care either. She was bored. Sitting on a grassy hill under a dead tree was not her idea of a good time. Too quiet. Too peaceful. Too devoid of people. She longed for the city. She twisted her red wool scarf aimlessly as she pretended to listen to her boring companion. They had met this morning and she only agreed to come out here because she had not been able to make up an excuse otherwise.

“My grandmother tied a pendant to it, 85 years ago, back when it was just a spindly little thing. The bark of the tree grew around it and buried it inside the tree. It’s a family tradition, hanging a pendant in a tree on your wedding day. They say, as long as the tree stands the marriage will last. Romantic isn’t it?”

“If you say so.”

“Think we’ll ever find it?”

“Find what?”

“The pendant.”

“Is that why we’re here? To find the necklace?”

He ignored her question and went back to talking of the oak tree as though she’d not asked anything at all.

“Use’ta be a whole bunch of ’em out here. My family planted every one of ’em. This is the last one. Folks say the tree is dangerous now, basically dead and will fall down in a big wind storm, or so I’m told. I wonder if there’s a way to find the pendant and save it from being destroyed with the tree. Do you think it’s possible?”

“Maybe, what would I know?”

“I didn’t ask you to know, I asked what you thought.”

“You’re asking the dunce for advice?”

“You’re kind of hard on yourself aren’t you? Pretty girl like you, so young and full of life, you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Yeah, well, I’m just a stupid klutz.”

“Not interested in my tree, are you?”

“No. Why would I be? It’s just a stupid tree.”

“What’s got you so down?”

“Oh, I don’t know, everything. I don’t have a family. My parents are dead. I’m alone in the world, no one to help me. I haven’t had a relationship last more than 3 weeks, in like years. You know ten boyfriends in a past year, kind of adds up and equals, hey girl, you’re a loser no guy wants to stick around more than a few days. Been trying to find a job for 6 years now. Six years! Can you believe it? I put in 400 job applications in the past year, I make a career out of job interviews I’ve been to so many of them.”

“You could start a home business. Sell some bread and cookies at the farmer’s market, you can cook can’t you?”

“Oh, yeah, me cook, yeah, right. Like that’s gonna happen.”

“Things will get better soon. You’ll see.”

“No reason why they should.”

“Hug the oak tree.”

“What?”

“Hug the tree.”

“You’re crazy.”

“No, really, it’ll make you feel better. Hug the tree.”

“Seriously? Why would I hug a stupid tree?”

“You won’t let people in. Try letting nature in. Hug the tree and you’ll feel so much better.”

"I’ll feel better?”

“Yes, try it and see.”

“You want me to hug a dead oak tree?”

“Yes.”

She stood up and flung her scarf at him.

“All right! I’ll hug your stupid tree.”

The girl wrapped her arms around the tree far as they would reach.

“There! I’m hugging your stupid tree, you happy… arrah!”

The tree turned its evil branches round about the girl as she screamed, crying, begging, trying to reach out for the young man to help her. He just stood and watched. An evil grin slowly spread across his face. The girl’s voice died away as the tree strangled the sound from her throat. The man watched as the tree tore the girl apart, devouring her entrails. Her skin collapsed to the ground, an empty husk, as the roots of the tree wriggled up through the ground encircling and entrapping her withered remains, sucking them down beneath the soil until there was nothing left, not even a hair.

All that remained was the red wool scarf that lay at the young man’s feet. The girl was gone forever and there was no one back home to miss her.

The man picked up the scarf, wrapped it round his neck and sat on the grass under the ancient oak tree. It was a beautiful oak tree now, full of life, its branches heavy laden with lush green leaves and golden acorns, sitting alone on a hill, overlooking the town as it had done for many years and would continue to do for many more.
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Mystery

The Little Chill

A Three-Minute Mystery

Lindy Moone



I wrench open my desk drawer and grab the ringing phone. I told
 my receptionist not to put through any calls…

Too bad that was weeks ago, when I still had a receptionist.

“Spanner Employment. Spanner speaking.” That’s me, Bill Spanner. The guy who can’t afford voice-mail.

“Billy, I can’t find Schnitzel. I can’t find her anywhere!” That’s Wanda on the phone. Wanda’s my neighbor. Schnitzel’s her dachshund.

“Not now, Wanda!”

I hang up the phone and turn back to my client. Today’s job-seeker, my sister Ambrosia, is a “short-skirted, thick-legged, gum-snapping skank.” Those were Mom’s words, not mine, when she dragged her into my office the first
 time. Now, even Mom’s given up on her.

Ambrosia taps two-inch nails on my desk, and blows a four-inch bubble. “Whatcha got?”

My sister’s like bad chili; she repeats on me. I’ve run out of jobs for her—all except one, the one that makes me cringe.

“You can work for me, gratis, while I look for other opportunities for you. You owe me money, anyway.”

Ambrosia stops tapping. “Fine. But don’t call me ‘gratis’.”

“You can start tomorrow.”

“Gimme twenty bucks.”

“Get out.”

“See ya tomorrow.”

“Say hi to Mom.”

An hour later, I head across the street to The Fancy Burger
 for lunch. My apartment’s upstairs, above the diner. So is Wanda’s. She runs the place.

Wanda. I blew off Wanda!

I feel like a creep. Wanda’s a good friend, and Schnitzel’s okay—for a dachshund that thinks she’s a goat. She even chewed up my dad’s gold watch.


The Fancy Burger
 is locked up tight. Wanda’s never been closed at lunchtime before. All day, every day, she flips burgers in a strapless gown and tiara. Sure, that’s a strange outfit—but then, burger-flipping’s strange work for a vegan. There’s nothing predictable about Wanda, except that she’s always working.

Except now, she isn’t.

I collide with Wanda on the third floor landing. Her beehive hairdo looks deflated and mascara is dribbling down her cheeks. She flings her arms around me, anyway.

“Billy, Schnitzel’s really gone! Someone took her!”

“Are you sure you looked everywhere? Did you check the street?”

Well, someone
 had to say it.

“I tell you, she’s been kidnapped!”

Dog-napped, technically. But now’s not the time…

Wanda washes her face while I check the apartment. Sure enough, Schnitzel’s gone, but there aren’t any signs of a break-in.

Wanda pads out of the bathroom in a tattered robe, looking adorable without makeup. Shame on me for thinking burgers wouldn’t be bad…for breakfast.

“Wanda, is anything else missing?”

“Yes. Look, Billy, I have to tell you something. Promise you’ll keep my secret!”

“Um… I promise?”

Watching Wanda tear at her hair, I realize that something’s different about her. In the four years I’ve lived here, I’ve never seen her cry, never seen her looking vulnerable.

Never seen her without the tiara.

But who would swipe that flashy, phony thing?

“My name isn’t Wanda,” she says. “It’s Blake Weatherley.”

“Holy crap.” I sink down—luckily, onto her couch. “You’re
 the missing heiress?”

Wanda sits down next to me. “So you see…why I can’t call the police.”

“All I see is a missing dog and tiara.” Actually, I don’t
 see them. I see a missing heiress. “Why did you run away?”

“Because when my father dies, I get everything. I don’t want it. My step-brothers do.”

I can’t help thinking that Wanda looks miserable. Desperate. More desperate than I’d
 look with billions in the bank.

She goes on, “If I don’t sign my inheritance over to them, they’ll kill me. If I do, they’ll kill Daddy for the money! He has a bad heart; if I tell the police, the scandal itself could kill him. Billy, I don’t care about the tiara…but it can be traced. And I’ve got to find Schnitzel. She’s all I’ve got.”

I want to shout, “You’ve got me!” But I’m no detective. What if the dog has
 been napped? I can’t stand to see Wanda—or Blake, or whatever her name is—cry over the ornery little wiener.

While Wanda goes to her bedroom to dress, I poke around, looking for clues.

No signs of a struggle.

How much struggle could a wiener put up? Schnitzel’s ferocious, an ankle-nipping devil in disguise. That’s why Wanda latches the doggie-door, so Schnitzel can’t sneak down into the diner anymore.

But the doggie-door isn’t latched.

“WANDA,” I holler, “WHEN DID YOU LAST SEE THE TIARA?”

“THIS MORNING. IT WAS ON THE COUCH.”

And the couch is plastered with dog hair.

Oh, where, oh, where…has that little dog gone?

It comes to me in an icy flash.

I grab Wanda’s keys and try to sound calm. “I’M GONNA LOOK AROUND. BE RIGHT BACK.”

I dash down the stairs, fumble through the keys, unlock the door to the diner and wrench open the walk-in freezer—all without stopping to breathe.

The door screeches on its hinges. Tiny teeth gleam in the dark.

I flick on the light. Packages of meat are piled on the floor, each with a corner chewed. A shivering, frost-grizzled wiener growls weakly up at me, then drops her head onto the tiara between her paws.

I grab the pooch and the bling, back out of the freezer and shut the door. Another hour and she’d have been frozen, a popsicle.


PUPsicle
 .

Note to self: Don’t share that pun with Wanda.

Shivering, heart racing, I tuck Schnitzel in my shirt to warm her up. She clamps her teeth on my earlobe; guess the wiener’s gonna be alright. I carry her upstairs, thinking God, her toenails need clipping
 and I’m crap at my job
 . Maybe I could
 be a detective. Sure, this case is closed, but there’s more to Wanda’s story. Sooner or later, someone will recognize her.

Later, I hope. And I hope she’ll tell me everything—tomorrow, after breakfast. Right now, all that matters is Schnitzel.

Dachshunds, not diamonds, are a girl’s best friend.
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Gay Fiction — Humor

The Fiar

Andrew Ashling



I was only there because Jason can’t drive, due to what we call his condition. Nervous as a nest of kittens on crack. We don’t give it a clinical name.

We know how to take care of Jason. That’s because we’re a family. Except there are no parents. It’s just us. Four guys. City Hall thinks we’re brothers. Except we’re not related. We know each other, though. In the biblical sense. Maybe that’s not the right terminology, but you know what I mean.

Jason is our computer whiz kid and most of the time he’s virtually lost. He sleeps four hours a day, if that. Jason is about my age, but his slender frame and delicate features make him an easy target. An unfortunate encounter with a bully landed him in a hospital a while ago. So we gently encouraged him to take a self-defense course. After having made the bully’s life living hell, of course. See? That’s taking responsibility for each other.

We do things together, we love each other and we live together in Matt’s house. Basically, your yawn-inducing, standard family unit. Some people might disagree with that qualification. It’s incredible how much we don’t care. We don’t need to care. We’ve got each other.





When Jason decided he had to go to this nerd fest to stock up on bits and bobs for his computer farm, he needed one of us to drive him there.

Matt had some legitimate other business to attend to and Jamie, our youngest, flat out refused.

“I’m sorry, Jason. You know computers make me break out in a rash,” he said.

Jamie is a sweet kid, but he has a temper and he can be a tad direct. Knowing him, he was probably already consumed with remorse. Usually he quietens his conscience by cooking us a sumptuous dinner. I couldn’t wait. That boy can cook, I tell you.

I jingled my car keys.

“I’ll take you,” I heard myself say, although I realized I was condemning myself to a long drive and two interminable hours of utter boredom in Geekville.

“Oh, thank you, Alan,” Jason said, his face lighting up. He looked in his wallet and counted the contents. “I’ll pay for gas, of course,” he added. This meant buying fewer geeky gadgets and spare parts.

“My treat, sweetheart,” I said. He looked at me like a puppy who had just been thrown a juicy bone. Well, I can use the karma points.

“I’ll make it up to you. When we return we’ll take a shower together and I’ll wash you. Then I’ll give you a massage.” Jason gave me a bashful look from under his eyelashes.

I couldn’t believe that I had just been promised the royal treatment. You haven’t lived
 until Jason’s strong but tender fingers have kneaded all fatigue and tension out of your muscles. You haven’t been clean
 until Jason has washed every last square inch of you.

“Already looking forward to it, sweetie,” I said, “but let’s do it the other way around.”

Believe me, you need
 that shower after Jason has given you a massage.





Above the entrance hung a banner. It read, “Welcome to the Computer Fiar.” Compliments of the people who write the code for our computers. As far as I was concerned it might as well have read, “Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here.”

It was exactly as I had expected. The whole hall smelled of plastic, metal and the bodily fumes of hundreds of unwashed, acned cellar dwellers. A veritable house of pleasure for the olfactory-impaired technofreak.

Jason dove into the crates adorning the first stall, forgot all about me, and started burrowing through what to me looked like the contents of R2D2’s diaper.

He had said it would only take about two hours, but I knew I was in silicon purgatory for at least three. I’m not all that patient and I would probably have died from terminal tedium, if it weren’t for this trick I have. I stayed a few feet behind Jason and watched him
 having fun. Time flew by.





We went back to my car. Jason was carrying a box with what to him were probably exceptional treasures. He enthused over them, citing all kinds of technical terms, numbers and arcane mumbo jumbo. It was all Geek to me, but I nodded as if I knew what he was talking about. To me his box looked like the maintenance kit of the Millennium Falcon.

“I know it took slightly more than two hours, Alan,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Four hours and twenty-seven minutes, sweetie, but who’s counting? The important thing is you found your, eh, stuff.”

He smiled and gave me a light kiss on the cheek.

“Hey, queer boys,” some ape called from behind us.

“Could you hold this for me?” Jason said, handing me his treasure trove. Then he walked over to the talking simian. “Were you addressing us, you unbelievable skid mark in the underpants of the universe?” he asked, polite as always.

The ape started tapping Jason on the chest with his right index finger.

“Yeah, and what about it, queer—”

I heard the dry crack of an ape finger breaking. It reminded me Jamie was cooking. I hoped he was making us his famous Chicken Royale with the little oven-baked potatoes. One of those drumsticks had my name on it.

Howling with pain, the ape lunged forward. Seconds later he flew through the air in a gravity-defying arc. He landed on his face on the pavement of the parking lot. There was some blood. There were parts of teeth scattered about. All in all, broken nose included, his face had been improved considerably.





“So,” I asked, handing Jason back his box, “this self-defense course is working out for you, then?”
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Dystopian

Last Words

David J. Normoyle



“Whatever happens you are going to die today. Don’t make this awkward,” I said, sitting down opposite Drew. I always started the Ritual with those words.

Drew’s arms lay across the table and his head was slumped on top of them.

“Come on. I know you want to talk.”

Drew’s only answer was a muffled sob. His hair was gray and disheveled.

“I didn’t quite catch that.”

Drew looked up. Tears streaked down his craggy face. “Leave me to die in peace.”

I drummed my fingers on the desk. Once, twice, three times.

He glared at me defiantly. “How can you sleep at night? Ghoul!”

They always had something to say. “I sleep well. I do an important job.”

“I’m a rancher. I produce food, allow people to eat. Why should I die, yet you live?”

“You are fifty, Mr. Drew. Society can’t afford old people.”

“My work means that less people starve. Let ghouls and other unproductives be the first into the death chamber.”

“I provide an important service.” Being called a ghoul had long since ceased to bother me. “The government likes to make sure people are happy, even in their last moments. Perhaps especially then. At the end, everyone wants to talk. Some want to confess and repent. Others want to remember what was. Still others want to curse and shout.”

“The government doesn’t care about us. We are tools to them.”

Drew seemed to be a cursing and shouting sort. “When a tool outlives its usefulness, it is discarded. Not the case here. The government cares for you until the very end. The Last Words Ritual is provided as a comfort.”

Drew snorted. “When I slaughter cattle, I make sure they aren’t panicked beforehand. Spoils the meat. The government can go straight to hell with their comfort.”

I smiled. “The government cares for you, and forgives you.”

“What’s the meaning of all I’ve done, everything I’ve worked for?” Drew’s hands contorted into claws. They were surprisingly smooth for rancher’s hands.

I was used to this question. As their last seconds ticked away, even the least philosophical person yearned for meaning. “You have lived a valuable and productive life, Mr. Drew. Draw satisfaction from that.” I wished I had a better answer—offering meaning was one place where the ancient religions had an advantage over science. But I’d found that most were happy enough to simply be told that their life had been worth something. It was about being confident in how you said it.

“Do you even believe that for yourself?” Mr. Drew leaned closer. “You’re only a ghoul.”

“I provide an important service. Just as you provided food, I provide nourishment for the soul at a crucial moment.” The concept of a soul was, of course, just a religious anachronism. But a touch of poetic license was allowed at a time like this.

“Very good, Mr. Lighton,” he said.

I jerked up, pressing my palms against the table. “How do you know my name?”

Drew seemed to transform before my eyes. He wiped off the tear stains, and fixed his hair. The devastated look on his face was replaced with a smiling confident one. “Despite my gray hair, I have not yet reached fifty,” he said. “It is you who we must deal with today.”

“No. It can’t be. Last Word Attendants are let live well beyond fifty.”

“You are allowed to believe that. It makes it easier for you to do your job.”

My heartbeats fluttered like a trapped bird. “Why is it done this way? Why the deception? I deserve better.”

“Doctors make the worst patients. You’ve heard it all before. We’ve found that letting Last Word Attendants explain meaning to others was the best way for them to understand it themselves. Remember what you told me, Mr. Lighton. Our society can’t support those over fifty. The government cares for people all their lives, even at their moment of death. And, most importantly, you lived a productive life. One with meaning. Take that to heart.”

My throat was dry and my palms were coated with sweat. “I’m not ready.” Everything I’d said in this room to others had been hollow. In my heart, I didn’t believe the words I had spoken. Did I? I needed more time to think.

Drew covered my hands with his. “No one is ever truly ready, Robert. It’s just a matter of whether it’s your time or not.” He stood.

“But… but…” I’d been on the other side of this process many times, and there was nothing that could be said that would make a difference.

“I’ll disconnect your personal log machine, and file your final entry.” The door swished open and Drew walked out.

I stood. That was my door. Could I make a run for it? If I could just get out for a moment, get a chance to talk with my supervisor. I was sure he’d give me more time. Time to prepare. I reached despairingly toward the exit, but it was too late. It had always been too late.

As the door was closing, Dominic Drew had some last words for me. “Don’t make this awkward. Whatever happens you are going to die today.”
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Science Fiction

Found in Space

Jack Lusted



The red dot glowed on the monitor.

“Are you sure?”

Chima turned to look at his twin brother, Sai, who was standing with his arms folded and one quizzical eyebrow raised.

Chima rolled his eyes. “The scanner doesn’t lie. There’s someone alive in that wreck.”

Sai peered out the window. “Well, whoever they are, they’re lucky they survived whatever happened.”

Their salvage craft floated alongside the exploded guts of a dead cargo vessel. The vessel had broken up into a dozen parts, the metal frame scattering out for ten thousand kilometres. They were focused on the largest bit that was still intact, inside which there was a single live human.

“What do you think happened?” asked Chima.

Sai shrugged his shoulders as his eyes surveyed the wreckage. “Reactor failure or something like that, does it matter?” He tapped his fingers against the window before turning to his brother. “Are you sure no one was reported alive?”

Chima tapped at his monitor. “All the company said was that something’d gone wrong and they needed someone to clear it up.” He leaned back with his hands resting on his head. “Nothing about survivors.”

“Double check, okay? Let’s get them on-board.” Sai winked at Chima. “This could be our lucky day.”
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Hanne tried to block the flashing light with her arm. She was hunched over and naked, breathing hard. They’d put her in the airlock, said it was for decontamination. All she knew was she’d put her clothes into a drawer in the wall and then there were all these lights bombarding her. The walls were a metallic grey, and both doors were secure enough to keep her where she was.

She cleared her throat and spoke to the room. “Not that I’m ungrateful for you rescuing me and all, but when can I get my stuff back?”

A crackly voice came over the speakers. “We’ve run them through decon. They’ll be in your room once you’ve been cleared, as well.”

“How much longer will that take?” The flashing seemed to be speeding up.

“Only a few more minutes. Don’t worry, you’re safe here.”

Those “few minutes” seemed to drag on for a lot longer than that to her. It was a big relief when the interior door opened with a hiss of steam and a thud of moving gears. Trying to cover herself the best she could, she stepped into the ship. Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the darker lighting, but soon the shape of her two saviours came into focus.

Two tall men were looking at her—Chima and Sai, they’d said they were called—each completely identical. Both were smiling at her, and one of them held out a towel which she hastily wrapped herself in.

“Sorry that took so long. Had to make sure everything was alright,” he said. “I’m Sai, this is Chima.”

“Hey, don’t worry, I know you need to do it.” Hanne managed a smile. “It was just a bit too similar to where I’d been trapped for, well, I don’t even know how long it’s been.”

“Your craft was reported missing a few weeks ago,” said Chima. “We’re here to salvage what we can. We stumbled across your little life bubble by accident.”

“That was impressive work, surviving that long,” said Sai with a smile as he wrapped his arm around her. “I’m glad you’re safe now, and I’m sure you are as well.”

She nodded. A shiver ran down her spine and she realised how cold she was. “Where are my clothes?”

Sai pointed over his shoulder. “We’ve put them in a room. I’ll take you there now. Chima has stuff to do in the control room anyway.”

The two brothers smiled at each other before Sai guided her along the corridor.

It was no luxury ship they were living on, that was certain. They passed a few doors, none of which were anything flashy.

“This used to be a prison ship,” said Sai. He must’ve noticed what she was looking at. “We got her on the cheap when she was decommissioned. You’ll be safe in your room.”

He pulled open the third door they passed. Inside, it looked like much hadn’t changed from the ship’s previous life, but her clothes were piled neatly on the bed.

Sai waved her into the room. “Take the time to rest if you need it. We’ve got some work to do here before we head back to base. We’ll come and get you when it’s chow time.”

Hanne stepped inside and sat on the bed. She let out a sigh of relief and let her shoulders relax. Sai started to close the door.

“Wait!”

He poked his head through the doorway.

She smiled at him. “Thank you.”

He smiled right back at her. “Hey, it’s our pleasure.”
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Chima heard Sai’s boots thumping up the stairs to the control room.

“Is she safe in her room?”

Sai nodded as he ducked beneath a beam. “Door’s locked and I’ve left her alone.” He licked his lips. “Did you check on the report?”

Chima grinned. With a few touches he brought the whole thing up onto the main display. “Well, as it says, ‘There are no survivors, wreck has only material worth now.’ No one knows she’s alive.”

Sai gripped his shoulder. “That means no one’s looking for her. Is everything ready?”

Chima reached under the desk and pulled out a bundle, which he unrolled. Tucked into sleeves was an array of knives to make any serial killer proud.

“You know what, brother? I think we’re going to eat well tonight.”
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Horror

A Deluge of Demons

H.S. Stone



Heavy rain beat relentlessly against the farmhouse and the aging brown car parked next to it. The storm had driven most nocturnal creatures into hiding, and with clouds covering the moon and stars, not a single ray of light slipped through the night.

Inside the farmhouse, Esther screamed. Crouched on the living room floor like a lion ready to pounce, she surveyed with red, glowing eyes the circle drawn around her. Esther’s nightgown was torn, the sleeveless remains of her attire revealing the bloody tracks on her arms where she had scratched herself. Her face also carried the same red streaks. The edges of her eyes were dotted with cuts where she had tried to gouge them out. She would have succeeded if her husband and Father Patrick hadn’t stopped her in time.

The two men stood several feet away from the circle entrapping the raving woman. Harry watched nervously as Father Patrick began the next phase of the exorcism.

The priest, dressed in a white surplice and purple stole, removed the cross around his neck and held it out in front of him. “All-powerful God,” he began, “pardon all the sins of your unworthy servant.”

Esther roared, “Culan empi seiro fa!” The words came from her mouth, but the voice didn’t belong to her.

“What did she say?” Harry asked shakily.

“I don’t know. She’s speaking the demon’s tongue. Bring me the holy water.” Father Patrick indicated the bowl of water in Harry’s hands.

Harry approached hesitantly. Father Patrick dipped his fingers in the bowl and sprinkled holy water on Harry, and then he did the same in Esther’s direction. She hissed and took a step back, acting more insulted than afraid of the sacred liquid.

“In the name of God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ…”

Esther caught Father Patrick off guard by laughing. “Your God has no power over me!” To prove her point, she walked to the edge of the circle and leaned forward. “Exuro!”

Father Patrick dropped his cross and writhed in pain. He fell to the floor, rolling uncontrollably.

“Father, what’s wrong?” Harry put his hand on the priest.

“It burns, it burns!” the man of the cloth screamed. “Put it out!” His eyes were clenched tightly shut, and his face began to turn red.

Harry didn’t understand Father Patrick’s actions. He couldn’t see anything that would cause the struggling man pain. “Father, there’s nothing wrong with you!”

The priest continued to cry in anguish. Harry scooped some of the holy water out of the bowl and dispersed it over Father Patrick’s body. Slowly, Father Patrick stopped thrashing about.

Regaining his strength, the priest picked up his cross and faced Esther again. “I demand to know what you are called, demon.”

The voice that emanated from Esther answered, “You once knew us as Legion, for we are not one, we are many.”

Father Patrick recognized the name from the New Testament. He also knew that Jesus had driven the demons out of a man in Gadarenes, so they lied when they said God had no power over them. He summoned Harry and whispered, “I’m going to wrap my stole around her. I need you to hold her down, no matter what happens. Understand?”

Harry nodded uncertainly.

Again, Father Patrick prayed, invoking God and Jesus Christ. As he spoke, he walked toward Esther. She did not move, grinning at the priest, mocking him. When he was an arm’s length away, Father Patrick reached out with one end of the cloth in hand. He touched Esther’s shoulder with it. Instead of shirking away, she cackled and grabbed a hold of his arm. Her grip burned through his sleeves and seared his arm like a hot iron, but Father Patrick refused to let go. He draped more of the stole around her shoulder.

Harry saw what the priest tried to do, and he reached around Esther’s back for the other end of the strip of cloth. He wrapped it around his wife’s torso so that, with arms locked and the stole stretching from her body to his, Esther and Father Patrick appeared to be bonded together.

The priest continued chanting, grimacing in pain from Esther’s grip. With his other hand, he placed his cross on her forehead.

Esther shrieked violently and pulled away, but Father Patrick still had one hand on her shoulder. She dropped her arm and convulsed, trying to twist out of his clutch. Harry stepped into the circle and held onto her. No longer suffering from Esther’s burning grip, Father Patrick pressed forward.

Esther’s eyes glowed bright red. “You cannot defeat me!” she screeched. She put both hands around Father Patrick’s neck and squeezed.

The priest did not relent. Using the breath available to him, he proclaimed, “I exorcise you, spirits! Every one of you! In the name of Our Lord Jesus Christ, be uprooted and expelled from this woman!”

Esther emitted one final shriek before collapsing. Father Patrick let go. He knelt down, rubbing his neck.

Harry cradled his wife’s head in his arms. Her breathing was shallow but regular. Her eyes opened. They no longer carried the demonic red glow.

“Harry? What happened?” she asked.

“Don’t worry, dear. Everything’s okay now.” Harry set his wife on the couch and covered her with blankets, where she quickly fell asleep.

Father Patrick stood up and readied himself to leave.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Father.” Harry shook the priest’s hand effusively.

Father Patrick removed his hand from Harry’s grip and placed it on the man’s shoulder. “No need to thank me. Just make sure I see both you and Esther at church on Sunday.”

Harry promised, “Of course we’ll be there.”

Father Patrick closed the front door on his way out. He stepped into the downpour. The only illumination on that wet night came from the red glow in Father Patrick’s eyes.
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Science Fiction

Henry and Tori

Craig Halloran



“It’s been two weeks, Henry! Two!” Tori stuffed her face in the bed pillow and screamed.

Henry loaded up his toothbrush and started scrubbing. They’d been treated like prisoners, confined to their room until the WHS guards escorted them to eat in the cafeteria.

“Geez, Henry,” Tori said, “how many times are you going to brush your teeth in a day? That must be the sixth time already.”

It was the seventh time actually. He scrubbed harder. You’re driving me nuts, Woman.
 The first few days cooped up together had been pure ecstasy. Tori had the most fascinating way of showing how happy she was to be alive.

“Are you ignoring me, Henry? You know I hate that.”

The room seemed to shrink. Henry’s skin got thin as Tori’s clingy personality took over. She was breaking down. Tears started to flow.

“Do you still love me, Henry? Henry?”

He rinsed his mouth out, put on his glasses, and smiled his best smile.

Say cheese.

He peered outside the bathroom door, looked right at her and held his smile.

She lay on the bed like a goddess in a black tank top and pink panties. She glanced at Henry and said, “No, you don’t.”

Not this again.

“Tori, I…”

He didn’t want to have this conversation again. It always ended with him apologizing for something he hadn’t started.


I have to try something different.


“You what?” she snapped.

He cleared his throat. “I was going to say, ‘I think you need your feet rubbed.’ Would you like that?”

She eyed him. “Are you trying to avoid this conversation, Henry? Huh? Are you?”

“No, I’m just trying to rub your feet.” He stared right into her eyes. “I know these interviews have been hard on you.”

“Interviews?” She sat upright. “Interrogations is more like it! Those zombies tried to kill us, and they’re blaming us for killing them. Mother—”

“Keep your voice down, Tori! Remember last time.”

She fell silent, glared at him, and fell back onto the pillow.

“Get some lotion.”

“For what?” he asked.

“For rubbing my feet, you idiot!”

Henry rubbed her feet until his thumbs were sore. About fifteen minutes into it, Tori was snoring.


Yes! I hope this works as well the next time I try it.


He glanced at Tori’s zombie arm. It was dark and a little pasty and corded in skin-tight muscle. When one of the WHS ‘interviewers’ had pushed her too hard, she had grabbed the man by the neck with that zombie arm and slung him over the table. It was the scariest and sexiest thing Henry had ever seen. He patted her thigh.


I sure know how to pick them.


He dozed off.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Henry’s head popped off his chest and his glasses clattered on the floor. He blinked and rubbed his blurry eyes.


Did I just hear that?


Reaching down, he grabbed his glasses and checked on Tori. She was curled up in a ball. He walked over and covered her with the blanket from the foot of the bed. Wiping the drool from his mouth, he headed for the door, checking his watch. 10:31 pm. Who’d be here this late?

He pressed his eye to the peep hole.

It was the last person he wanted to see.


Damn!


“Alice,” Henry whispered, wedging his mouth into the crack between the door and the jamb, “what do you want?”

Her arms were folded over her lab coat and her high-heeled foot tapped the floor. She was pretty with a dark ponytail. Round glasses. Arrogant.

“What’s the matter? Did I interrupt you and your little hussy?” she said with a smirk. Loudly at that.

“Ssshh,” Henry said, slipping outside and closing the door behind him. “She’s asleep and if she heard you say that, she’d tear you in half.”

Alice laughed.

“Whatever, Henry.”

There were three security men in the old dormitory hallway. They wore flak vests and carried M-16 assault rifles. Their helmets had shaded face shields. Two must have escorted Alice and the third was always stationed in the hall near their door. There were cameras in the halls too.

Henry folded his arms over his chest and stepped right up to Alice.

“What do you want?”

“I just wanted to personally let you know that the interviews are over.”

“What’s going on out here?” Tori said, getting in Alice’s face.

Tori was still in her black top, pink panties and nothing else. The guards shifted and craned their necks. One’s mouth fell open.

“Nice hair,” Alice said.

Slap!

Tori knocked Alice’s glasses off her face.

Alice’s eyes turned into daggers of ice.

“You bitch!”

She drew back her fist. Tori jumped on her.

“Tori! Stop!” Henry said, stretching his arms out.

Both women rolled on the floor. They punched, bit, cursed and clawed at each other.

The guards looked at Henry, then back at the women.

“Want me to get a water hose?” one guard said.

“Good idea,” said another.

“Shoot her!” Alice said, trying to grab the guard’s rifle. He turned Alice around and shoved her down the hallway. Another guard picked up her glasses, grinned and said, “Thanks.”

“You’ll never see her again, Henry!” Alice yelled back down the hallway. “Never!”

Tori sat on the bed, shaking and sobbing.

He sat down beside her and rubbed her back.

“Don’t,” she said, getting up, snatching some tissues and blowing her nose. She sat down in the desk chair. “What did she want anyway?”

“She came to tell me the interviews are over,” Henry said, heading to the bathroom.

Tears started rolling down Tori’s cheeks.

“You’re mad at me, aren’t you?” she said.

He squeezed toothpaste onto his toothbrush.
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Literary Fiction

My Master Got a Raw Deal

Cherise Kelley



Just a sec, my neck really itches. I know you humans think it’s rude for me to scratch it with my hind claws, but that’s really the only way to stop the itch I get under my collar. Ah! Much better.

Anyway, you asked how a man with a PhD in physics ended up here.

We used to live with his mate and his three offspring, in a den that he owned. He got tired of fixing things though, so he looked for a place to rent, where the landlord would have to deal with all that.

His mate’s anger odor came out whenever the subject of renting a place to live came up, but he didn’t notice.

“I won’t live in some rental dump!”

“But honey—”

“Don’t honey me! This family is better than those people who live in dumpy old rental houses!”

“I’ll find you a nice rental house that you can be proud to live in. You’ll see.”

He took us all to see rental house after rental house. I really liked this one place where three lovely female Golden Retrievers lived next door… Anyway, he was mystified when his mate found something wrong with each and every rental house. One was too small. The next was too run down. Yet another was the wrong color.

My master and his mate yipped at each other almost every night. Well, she yipped. He tried to reason with her.

“Why are you trying so hard to humiliate me?”

“I would never try to do that. What gives you that idea?”

“Your horrible insistence that we sell our home!”

“It’s just a house. My home is wherever you are, darling.”

He still didn’t notice her anger odor. I nudged his nose toward her whenever he put his face close to mine, but he didn’t catch a clue.

And then he took us to the mansion.

Acres of freshly mowed lawns. A curved double staircase in the entryway. Paned windows made of beveled glass. Hardwood floors and Persian rugs. Seven marble fireplaces.

My master stood in the corner, busy playing with his tablet. I stayed by his side, and every now and then he petted my head. I kept my ears folded back to encourage that.

His mate and offspring would have been wagging their tails, if they had tails. All of their teeth were exposed, with their lips pulled up at the outsides, and they ran from room to room, exclaiming.

“Look at this claw-footed bathtub!”

“The kitchen cupboards have windows in them!”

“Wow! There are shelves built into the walls!”

“Five bedrooms, and they all have fireplaces!”

I heard the landlord talking on the phone outside in his car, so I knew it was a trap. I barked loudly, running back and forth between my master and the front door, but he just told me to hush. I pawed his legs and whined, but he got angry and swatted me.

None of you humans ever listen to my warnings.

My master signed the rental agreement without reading it, and that’s how he ended up single and obligated to be the groundskeeper, butler, and maid of this huge house. I’m the only member of the family who hasn’t deserted him.
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Literary Fiction

Hudson and Hailey

George Berger



Three and a half kilometres above the most important city in the world, more or less, aqueous vapours coalesced and condensed in the sky like heartbroken sighs on the azure windowpanes of the soul. Amidst and through this tumult passed an upwardly-mobile young woman of rare breeding whose heart was cold as ice. She came from a great distance to fulfill the dream of her fleeting, transient lifetime—to see for herself that fabled city and the astounding things that lived there.

She rose like cream through her society, her body growing larger and rounder as she aged. She ignored the circumambient rumblings, the tremors of gossip that flashed through her world, as she focused with chilly resolve on her dream.

As her star, metaphorically, reached its ascension, she paused to survey the world around her in a rare moment of introspection. As she did so she caught the attention, quite by chance, of a passing young man. He was a worthless, youthful malingerer, still wet behind the ears, and was already on his way down in the world as they passed.

They saw each other for the briefest of fleeting moments, there above the most important city in the world, more or less; in a single blink of an eye, one beat of a frantic heart they entered each other’s lives and left them.

He cried out, wordlessly, feeling as though his entire being was being crushed by some powerful force beyond his comprehension, but she was gone.

Blue with despair he sped on his way, running late but with plenty of time for his upcoming appointment with destiny. It may be better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, but not, arguably, if you are young and damp and have little left for which to live.

And then, a miracle! As he passed through the darkest point of his life, suddenly, she appeared beside him, and they emerged, together, into the hazy light.

“Who are you?” she demanded as he stared shamelessly upon her pale skin.

“I am Hudson,” he stammered. “And, and, and I love you.”

She blushed, or perhaps it was just his imagination, and tumbled about to face away from him. “You flatter me,” she murmured just loud enough to be heard, “but yours is an impossible fantasy.”

“Why?” he demanded as her words pierced his sodden heart. “How can you say such a thing?”

“Because I am not a Hudson,” she told him plainly, “yet you are. Our destinies, as you must know, lie in very different directions.”

“Sod destiny!” Hudson ejaculated heatedly. “We travel together to the most important city in the world. Our fates are entwined. Surely here, at this time, anything is possible?”

“You are quite charming, in your way,” she said, “and you speak with a plainness and passion that I find pleasing. But yet—”

“But yet?!”

“But yet you are still a Hudson,” she explained, “and that is no good.”

“But I love you!” Hudson cried, quivering with emotion. “And what is a name, anyway? Merely a name, and nothing more. Would my love be less tragic had I any other name?”

“Perhaps,” she said cautiously.

“Then I shall renounce my name! Cast aside my destiny!”

“Whom are you then, that would forge his destiny anew?”

Hudson looked down for a moment, then refocused his gaze upon her rotund form. “I think… I could be a Spiro,” he mumbled, blushing.

“You would be a sparrow?” she said, mishearing him. “For me?”

“For you,” Sparrow professed, “I would be anything.”

“That is the sweetest thing anything has ever said to me, dear Sparrow.”

A gust of wind whipped through the damp air just then, and when it had subsided Sparrow and his love were separated by a growing gulf. “No!” he cried, impassioned. “I love you! I want to be with you forever! What of our destiny?”

A difficult-to-measure distance away, Hailey—for such was her name—tumbled and bounced through the crush of people bearing down on the city. Every now and then, out of the corner of her eye, she would fancy she caught a fleeting glimpse of Sparrow, or at least someone who looked rather a lot like him. The city was closer now, close enough that she could smell it, and she retched slightly and lost sight of maybe-Sparrow.

Far away, just on the edge of her vision, a reflection of light glimmered on a young man’s face and she knew, instinctively, in her heart of hearts, that he was her Sparrow. She stared at him, transfixed by his beauty and the overbearing love that swelled inside her, as he crashed violently onto the roof of a tenement and was destroyed.

“O, my sweet Sparrow,” she murmured, heartbroken. “we barely knew each other, yet your loss fills me with such sweet sorrow.” As pain and despair flooded through her, she cast her attention around beneath her until finding, at last, that which she sought. It was a car, large and black and expensive-looking, and was stopped at a light. “Farewell, my love!” she cried towards what she thought was Sparrow’s final resting place. “Parting is such sweet sorrow, but I pray we shall be together again one day.” Resolutely she embraced her tragic, wasteful fate and hurtled towards the car. “Is that…?” she wondered aloud. “Could it be…?” “It is!” she exclaimed, spotting the badge on the bonnet of the car. “O happy day, a Jaguar!”

Moments later she and the windscreen shattered into thousands of pieces, as were their fates. Her broken remains scattered to the macadam, where they melted and ran into the gutter, eventually draining to the Hudson River where they were reunited with Sparrow, who had, like everyone else in the world, been completely unable to avoid his apportioned destiny, and so the hailstone and the raindrop lived, in a sense, happily ever after.
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Young Adult

Masked Attraction

Jamie Campbell



I was raging mad. Not just a little bit terse or grumpy, I was boot-stomping, cape-tearing angry. So occasionally I dressed up as my favorite superhero and went to the geek conventions. So I enjoyed it. So what? It did not give Madden the right to judge me.

Hence the cape-tearing angriness that was me. Instead of wringing my blue cape, I should be wringing his neck. All morning when I was sliding into my Lycra bodysuit, adjusting my eye mask, and strapping on my intergalactic boots, he had been teasing me.

“You’re a freak, Jess,” Madden had stated, like it should have been blatantly obvious.

“No,” I started as I swung around to face him sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’m not afraid of what others think and proud to do something I enjoy. Even when people call me a freak.”

He had stormed out of the bedroom, ending our argument. Until I got home again, anyway. I was seriously wondering whether I wanted to be with someone who thought I was a freak and said it to my face.

The countdown started in the queue at Comic World Unite and the air crackled with anticipation. I firmly shoved all thoughts of Madden out of my head and took a few breaths. Today was the day I had been waiting for all year; he was not going to ruin it for me.

After all, I was dressed like Galactica Girl and she wouldn’t let her boyfriend get the better of her. She would have turned around and kicked him somewhere it would really hurt – for days.

Three… two… one. A buzzer sounded and the doors opened. What was once an orderly line to get in was now a fight for survival amongst hundreds of brightly colored heroes and villains. And I was in the middle of it all.

I raced toward the door, eager to get to the front of any line I could find. Waiting was your enemy at the convention. There were only so many hours in the day where you could see everything you wanted to.

My first stop was getting autographs from all my favorite comic book artists. Their lines were normally the longest. I waited there for half a day as I made my way through them all.

Afterwards, I elbowed my way through some Superman wannabes, and – strangely – a prawn, and headed for the shining light at the end of the rows – Galactica Spectacular. I only needed comic number thirteen and I would have the entire set. I had been searching for it forever.

Unfortunately, about a hundred other heroes had the same thought. We jostled for space at the stand, rifling through the boxes to find what we were looking for. Thirteen, thirteen, thirteen repeated in my head. I had to find it.

And there it was. Right in front of my eyes, Galactica Girl Number Thirteen. I reached for it, feeling like I had laid my eyes upon the Holy Grail itself.

But I wasn’t quick enough. Some guy grabbed it right out from under my nose and took off with it. “Not so easy, buddy,” I muttered as I grabbed the edge of his cape. He wriggled around, trying to free himself. “I saw that comic first.”

He managed to tug free and stood in front of me. He was dressed as Magna Man, Galactica’s one true love. And man, did he do it justice. The rippling abs were not part of the costume. And those muscles on his biceps were not padding. I was momentarily stunned.

“Sorry, it’s for my friend,” he replied.

I almost – almost – let him get away with it. “But I need it. And I had it first.”

“I’ll tell you what, have a coffee with me and I’ll let you have it.”

Hmmm. The comic to complete my collection and hang out with Mr. Hot Pants? Or go home empty-handed? Still reeling from my argument with Madden, I decided to chance it. “Deal.”

He paid for the comic – a small fortune by any standards. Then we found a corner and sipped coffee from Styrofoam cups. “So, come here often?”

“Every year. You?”

Magna Man shrugged. “My first time.”

“And you dressed up for the occasion. I’m impressed.” And I was too. There was something about the guy that was so charming and nice, I probably could have spent all afternoon with him and been happy.

“My girlfriend kind of gave me the idea,” he replied. Dammit. He was taken. Why did that disappoint me so much? Especially when I had someone waiting for me at home? Well, probably not waiting. More like sulking.

“Your girlfriend has good taste then,” I joked, trying to sound aloof rather than jealous.

“She does. I didn’t really understand before but this is kind of all kinds of awesome. I feel invincible.” His mouth twisted into a smile, dimpling his cheeks.

“Well, remember you’re not really a superhero. You probably shouldn’t stand in front of any buses later on or anything.”

“I’ll try to remember.” He laughed. It was a cute little infectious giggle.

A laugh that I’d heard before.

Wait a second. What?

“Madden?” I asked, feeling like I was suddenly in the twilight zone. “Is that you?” He stared at me like I was crazy for a moment as confusion passed over him. I was right there with him.

In one swift movement, he pulled his mask off. “I wondered how long it would take.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I figured if this was so important to you, then I should check it out,” he offered by way of explanation. Wow. “And my girlfriend really wanted issue thirteen of her favorite comic book.”

“You’re such a freak,” I mumbled as I wrapped my arms around him.

Galactica Girl and Magna Man, together once again. It was what comic books were made of.
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Romance — Women’s Fiction — Young Adult

The Birds of Winter

Amelia Smith



Lori lay in bed, watching leaves drift down outside, brittle and brown. It was time. She pretended to be asleep as her mother climbed the attic ladder and sat down on the mattress beside her. She rested a warm, floury hand on Lori’s shoulder.

“The birds of winter are coming,” her mother said. “Time to pack for school.”

Lori shook off her feigned sleepiness and sat up. “But I won’t see you,” she complained.

“I know,” her mother sighed, “but we’ll all be safe, and that’s what’s important. Now get your things together. If you hurry, you and Cara can pick some apples before the train leaves. Up, now!”
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A short while later, bags packed, Lori ran across the street to Cara’s house. Cara had been her best friend since they were toddlers. They’d been bunkmates every year at school, but this winter would be different. Cara was going to be in honors classes. Lori was just in regular classes.

“Are you really packed already?” Cara said as she arrived. “Wow.”

“My mom said we could go pick apples,” Lori said. She looked over her shoulder to make sure there weren’t any parents listening. “And I made something.”

Cara nodded. “Cool. I just have a few more things to pack. I’ll be quick!”

Cara was always quick, and neat, not to mention thin and popular. Lori slumped off to the kitchen where Cara’s parents were cleaning out the fridge. Her dad set a big dish of ice cream in front of Lori. “I’ll eat outside.”

“We don’t mind a drip or two,” Cara’s mom said.

“Thanks, but it’s just… I’m going to miss the sky,” Lori said.

Cara’s dad patted her on the back. “Don’t worry about school. We all know you’re just as smart as anyone.”

Lori blushed.

“It’s okay,” said Cara’s mom. “I always miss the sky, too.”
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Lori slurped the summery strawberry ice cream which did drip, pink, onto the brick steps. She thought about school, six whole months of it. The caverns were bright and warm through the winter, with stale air, crowded dormitories. Cara’s parents could think what they wanted, she’d never be good at school. It was the tests. Lori broke a sweat just thinking about those little charcoal circles, the tap of the monitor’s heels on the floor, her classmates’ sniggering.

But she could make things. On the surface, that counted for something.

“Hey Lori!” Cara shouted from upstairs. “I’m done! I’ll race you!”

Lori dropped her empty bowl onto the kitchen table. They reached the first apple tree at exactly the same time. Cara grinned, barely winded, and reached for the first branch. She tossed the apples down and Lori stuffed them into bags.

“Let’s get some pie apples, too,” Lori said.

Cara frowned. “But they’re so far away. Will we have time?”

Lori looked back at the houses. “I have to show you these things I made.”

Cara climbed down. “Are they magic?” she asked.

“A bit,” Lori said.

From the top of the hill, they looked back at town. Trains waited in the station, noses pointed towards the tunnels into the caverns where all good people waited out the winter. Children and teachers went one way, to the schools, and adults went the other way, to the factories. Lori turned her back on it and faced Cara.

“Close your eyes,” she said. She slipped the cloak out of her backpack and put it on. “Now open them!”

Cara looked around. “Where are you?”

“I’m right here!” Lori laughed. She hadn’t tested the cloak on anyone yet, just the mirror in her bedroom.

“Where?” Cara felt her way forward. Lori dropped the cloak just before they collided.

“I made one for you, too,” she said, pulling the second cloak from her backpack.

Cara took it reverently. “Wow,” she said. “Just wow. Where did you get this material?”

“I altered some stuff from the store. It’s kind of simple, really.”

Cara shook her head. “You are way, way ahead of me. I don’t care what they say in school.”

It didn’t matter what Cara thought.

“These are great,” Cara said as she tried hers on. The fabric refracted the light, bouncing back images of trees and grass. Because she knew what was really there, Lori could see chinks in the illusion, but still, it was pretty good.

“They’ll be great at school,” Cara went on. “We’ll be able to do whatever we want after curfew!”

“Yeah, I was thinking that,” Lori said, although she hadn’t been. Over the mountains, dark snow clouds gathered. Lori pulled her cloak on again, disappearing into the landscape.

“I wonder what winter’s really like,” she said.

Cara took a moment to reply. “Cold. They all say it’s cold. I already feel cold most of the time.”

“I don’t,” Lori said.

“And the birds. They say the birds come and eat everything that moves.”

“If they can see it,” Lori said.

Cara ripped her cloak off. “You’re not thinking of… of missing the train? You can’t do that to me! You’re my best friend!”

“I was,” Lori said. “I still am, here, but this year, Vinnia’s going to be your bunkmate, we won’t have classes together, and… and I just hate it down there. I can’t tell you how much I hate it. I can’t breathe!”

“Oh, Lori!” Cara said, pulling her into an invisible embrace.

“You could stay up here, too,” Lori sniffed.

“You know I can’t.”

“We could find the outlaws.”

Lori just shook her head. The station clock chimed eleven. They had one more hour.

“Walk me to the train,” Cara pleaded. “School will be fine, it really will.”

“Okay,” Lori said.

Somewhere behind those dark clouds, the birds of winter waited for her.
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Science Fiction — Young Adult

Perfect Blue Sunset

H.S. St.Ours



It was a perfect blue sunset.

At first I thought there’d be too much dust, but the devils settled down and the red sky cleared wide, and I watched the late afternoon show unfold, just for me.

The sun arced low in the west, and slowly the bright pink sky deepened through russet into rose.

Then violet.

Then blue.

I always loved blue. Blues are calming, did you know that?

A halo of azure half the sky wide surrounded Sol as she chased, and then caught up with, the far horizon. Dark shades of ultramarine, rich as velvet, pursued.

It was thrilling and lasted for minutes.

It was difficult to control my breath.

“Stay alive ’til the soup thickens, daughter, and you’ll see the colors reverse,” D once told me. “Just like on dear old Earth.”

I’ve never been to Earth, but I’ve seen sims. Their backward sunsets did look beautiful, boiling all red and orange like a fiery end of worlds. Not at all the cold blue coming of night we have on Mars.

Maybe he was right. Maybe someday our air would
 be thick enough to refract sunlight into colors like those on Earth, but then we’d lose this
 . It was important to remember.

The remains of the day shrunk into a flattening arc, pressed ever smaller against the horizon as black-dark settled in. It was the slow closing of a giant sleepy eye, all ready for bed at last. Just like in the song my implant sang to put me to sleep, so many years ago, Father Ares had pulled his starry blanket over young Sol, and tucked her in until morning.

I felt the swirl of the chill night air right through the heated skin of my outerwear.


At least the breeze’ll keep the frost from settling a while,
 I tried to convince myself. But damnation it’s cold.


Then I saw the flash. On the horizon straight ahead.

A thin sliver of blue light at first, Phobos had begun his rise precisely where the sun had set, as if the vanquished Sol had changed her mind and decided to return to rule the night.

He looked huge this close to the horizon, but once he rose, Phobos would appear smaller and his blue mask would fade to silver. Then he’d scoot all the way across the Diamond Sky in just hours, setting in the far southeast.

I looked up, searching for his little brother Deimos, wincing against the pain in my broken leg.


He should be visible by now
 , I thought.

There he was. A high bright star who wouldn’t set for another day. Surrounding him, steady staring points of light in every size and color imaginable washed across the dome of heaven.

To my left, the great Milky Way herself blazed into the side of the southern horizon like a frozen lightning bolt. The combined light of her billions of distant suns cast shadows of their own across the rocky plain, right up to the glow of the melted armored vehicle fifteen meters behind me. The one with my dead crew inside, their flesh charred to the bone.

The stars make you think, don’t they? Well, they make me think. There’s something about who we are. Something important. I feel
 it. I know
 it. We’re more than just body. More than just spirit. There’s a string connecting us with…

Well, I’m not sure.

I saw glimmers of it sometimes, out of the corner of my eye. Not reincarnation really. The feeling was more like déjà vu
 . But squared. Cubed.

“He won’t get back in time, you know.”

My voice surprised me.

It rattled my helmet and echoed through my mic. I heard it in my ear bones, too, where my imp usually talked to me.


You spoke it!
 I thought, scolding.

I shouldn’t have wasted my breath. First rule was, you don’t waste your breath on Mars. Fear set in. I panicked and began to breathe faster. Then I remembered my training. I took a short breath and held it for a long while, then blew it out slowly. Evenly. I tasted metal in my nose and throat.


O tank’s done,
 I thought. It’ll be just the air in your suit now, and that won’t last long.


Then I heard M speak. “The blackest night ends in a blue dawn, dear.”

I didn’t know if it was my imp playing back her voice, or a shred of ancient memory, but M would roll out this old line whenever someone got sick or a shift doubled. I smiled thinking of her, and I wished I was with my M and D now. A child again, safe underground.

But I couldn’t worry about that now. My brain itched and I was sleepy. I knew it was wrong, but I closed my eyes.


Only for a minute.


White light brightened around me. Clouds, fluffy and white, raced overhead through a steely blue sky. An oasis invited me in.


Am I delirious? Is this hypoxia?


Natural palms and ferns rustled, their deep green leaves whispering in the sweet-smelling breeze. A wide pond teemed with squawking water birds.


I’ll just take a nap here in the warm grass. It’ll all be better after a little sleep.


So I closed my eyes and smiled.

And thought of home.
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Science Fiction — Romance

Justice For Rogue Incubators

Melisse Aires



No one else could do it. The Hanlon Navigator had the ability, but he was still Waking and was too confused to make the hard decisions. It was enough that he agreed to her course change. She would handle this duty on her own.

The others were all much newer models, specialized to handle one exact system. They either couldn’t log into Ship’s systems or the data made no sense when they did log on. They were newer models but like her they were still obsolete, sold for their biologics, not their old cyber enhancements. And she was older than all of them, by at least a century. But she’d had huge capabilities at one time and still had the networking capability to run something the size of this ship. She’d once managed the Yuan Province Transportation Hub on Chin Chin.

The others were resting in the staterooms, perhaps investigating the different forms of entertainment on board. Tech Ahn and Security were learning to knit, sitting in a lounge with their huge bellies and cyber enhancements, learning to make booties. Dr. Denson was locked in his suite until they had use of him.

None of the others needed the stress of this task.

Sys reached the hold. A security function alerted her, someone was coming down the lift from the level above. She locked on the elevator. The Hanlon Navigator! Would he try to stop her? Was he secretly loyal to the ship’s owners? But he had agreed to change course, to take them to the planet won from a warlord. Vast continents, empty of humans. A perfect place for them. By the time they were found—if they ever were discovered—more than likely their children would be grown; they would be a small community of simple farmers.

There was no way he could know what her purpose was down here. He could read ships’ systems, not minds. Sys took a deep breath to calm herself as the Hanlon Navigator appeared.

Like her, he was older and had probably gone through numerous Rejuvs. He was fit and strong, no ship would neglect the health of their navigator. His hair had started to grow back since they took over and placed the owners into stasis. It was a sandy brown with a bit of silver at the temples. The plates on his back, thighs and rib cage were similar to her own data storage and software plates.

“Jax,” he said. “That was my name before. I took my first appliance at age fourteen on Mars Beijing.”

“What year?” She wondered how close they were in age and tech.

“2334.”

“Then I am near to you in chronological age. I got my first appliance on Terran Paris, in 2330. I was twelve. Deca Corps Transport Management.”

“Caprice Star Systems, navigation.”

She smiled. “I know of them. And now I am a rogue incubator on a stolen ship.”

“And I am the rogue navigator of a stolen ship. And we are conscious.”

“We are no longer slaves.” She turned toward the hold, seeing in the distance the portal to the void. “You should go, Jax, make a journal entry of your name. You might remember more.”

“I think I will do so.” He turned to go. “They have beacons, you know.”

She looked at him, puzzled.

“Beacons to alert passing ships. So it is not murder, Sys. They have a chance for life.”

She was silent for a moment, then nodded. “My human name was Ivy.”

“I will call you Ivy.”

“Thank you, Jax.”

“We deserve the chance to live as freemen.”

She nodded, her throat too tight to speak. They had a chance.

Jax left, and Ivy set about launching the seventeen life pods into the void. The masters might survive; Ivy, her cyborg sisters and the babies in their wombs might die in the days ahead.

The babe fluttered in her belly. Ivy slid her hands over her slight bulging middle.

The seventeen pods were already vanishing in the darkness. She closed the viewer. The former owners were trapped and unconscious, wrapped up in cold, hard technology, helpless, while she and her sisters were awake and full of life and hope. In possession of a fine ship with a course laid out for a warlord’s paradise.

Justice.
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Romance

Heiligenloh

Cora Buhlert



Marco found Heiligenloh quite by accident. Autobahn A1 from Bremen to Osnabrück was choked by a monster traffic jam. Twenty kilometres of standstill due to a combination of construction work and a capsized truck that had spilled glue all over the highway.

Unlike the civilians in their cars and campervans cheerfully lining up for the monster traffic jam, Marco had deadlines and a job to do. And since he didn’t want to arrive two or three hours late, he did what you did in such situations. He piloted his Mercedes-Benz truck off the highway and tried to make his way across small country roads, directed by the ever so slightly prissy voice of Else, his GPS.

At first it wasn’t so bad. Marco drove his truck down the B51, a nice broad and mostly straight road that cut through fields, woodlands and small towns Marco had never even heard of.

Then, in one of those small towns, Else directed him onto a side road. Again, this wasn’t so bad. The road was narrower than the B51, but nothing his truck couldn’t handle. Until he suddenly found himself faced with a “Road closed” sign and the dreaded word “detour.”

So Marco followed the signs back onto the B51 for a few kilometres and then onto an even smaller road that wound its way through fields and clusters of birch and oak trees. With increasing urgency, Else demanded him to “Turn around at the next opportunity.” Marco ignored her.

This road was bumpy from decades of use with too few repairs and so narrow that Marco’s truck veered dangerously close to the edge whenever he passed another car. He reduced speed, for even though there was no speed limit here, going faster than sixty kilometres per hour would quickly have sent his truck careening into a tree or a ditch.

He passed farmhouses, well tended and speaking of past wealth, and a brothel, its red lanterns shining like beacons in the late afternoon gloom of a misty December day.

There were shrines and crosses by the roadside, adorned with fresh flowers. Quite different from Marco’s hometown in former East Germany, where forty years of Communism had driven out any vestiges of religion.

Marco spotted a cluster of houses up ahead and reduced his speed further in anticipation. A moment later, he saw the town sign. Heiligenloh, winner of the 1982 award for Germany’s prettiest village, as the sign proudly announced more than thirty years later.

Else had regained her composure by now and directed him to “Turn right at the end of the road” onto what passed for a main street here in Heiligenloh.

As might be expected from a village with “holy” in its name, there was a church, a squat medieval church with thick walls that looked like they had withstood many a siege in their time. Men and women of the local volunteer fire brigade were setting up a Christmas tree in front of the church, testing the lights. The view was surprisingly peaceful, like an image from a Christmas card, and even the firefighters in their Day-Glo orange jackets didn’t look out of place.

It was this view, the little old church with the Christmas tree and the firefighters – volunteers one and all, doing the job not for thrills or for money, but because it was the right thing to do – that had first endeared Heiligenloh to Marco.

He drove on, past a defunct dairy and the local bank and veered around a corner. A glowing Christmas star adorned a promising sign. “Humpe’s Groceries – Fresh coffee and sandwiches – Open Monday to Saturday 6:30 AM to 7:30 PM.”

Marco’s stomach grumbled. He sure could use a sandwich. Coffee, too, freshly brewed and not the stale stuff in his Thermos.

So he pulled over and parked his truck on the shoulder of the road, because the parking lot of the store was much too small for a forty-ton truck.

An old man nodded to him as he crossed the parking lot. “Good afternoon.”

Marco returned the greeting, smiling to himself. Quaint place, where the locals greet even a stranger they’ve never seen before.

Humpe’s had apparently started life as a barn sometime in the nineteenth century and had turned into a mini-supermarket somewhere along the way. Marco made his way through the narrow aisles, picked up some chocolate and a magazine.

He came to the bakery counter at the back of the store, opened his mouth and froze. For there, behind the bakery counter of Humpe’s Groceries in Heiligenloh, was the most beautiful girl Marco had ever seen.

“Can I help you?” she asked with a smile brighter than the Christmas lights outside.

“Y… yes,” Marco stammered, “I… I’d like a sandwich. Ham. And a coffee. Black and fresh. P… please.”

Damn. Now she probably thought he was a halfwit or something.

The girl smiled. “Our coffee’s always fresh.” Then she poured him a cup.

From that day on, Marco always drove through Heiligenloh whenever his job brought him to the area. When his boss asked him why he eschewed the Autobahn for a little country road, Marco told him he was saving the toll and earned a nod of approval.

When Marco had been coming to Heiligenloh for two months, he finally found the nerve to ask the beautiful girl behind the bakery counter her name.

“Katherina.”

“Would… would you like to go for a drink?”

She checked her watch. “I have to work till half past seven.”

“Afterwards then,” Marco suggested. Screw the cargo of lettuce slowly wilting in the back of his truck.

Katherina flashed him one of her dazzling smiles. “Sure. Why not?”

Six months later, after the grain had been harvested, but before the sugar beets were due, Marco and Katherina got married in the small church of Heiligenloh. And all because of a monster traffic jam on Autobahn A1.
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Paranormal

Cag

An Almost True Story

Philip Harris



Jacob first realised his ghoul was missing when he went outside to give him his favourite meal, Roast Prime Rib with a Red Wine Jus and a side of Rosemary Encrusted Lamb’s Brain. It was early evening, the air was beginning to cool and normally Cag would already be hanging out by the patio door, waiting for Jacob to arrive, but tonight there was no sign of him. The garden was empty.

Red wine jus splashed the front of Jacob’s jacket as he ran round the corner of the bungalow to the main gate. He was convinced someone must have opened it and let Cag out but the gate was still closed and the bolts were still drawn. There were a handful of new gouges in the wood where Cag had tried to claw his way to freedom but nothing that would explain his absence.

As Jacob walked back into the garden, he heard a soft, somewhat pitiful moaning from somewhere near the back wall. Relieved, he placed the steaming bowl of food on the patio and trotted across the lawn. The relief quickly evaporated as he realised that somehow Cag had managed to get over the wall and into the alley behind the house.

As Jacob neared the wall, Cag moaned again, louder this time.

“Shhh,” said Jacob, “stop calling attention to yourself.”

Jacob chewed his lip. Cag was unlicensed and if the neighbourhood watch caught him there’d be hell to pay. And fines. Thankfully, the gate to the alley would be locked so Cag couldn’t get out onto the street but he’d be clearly visible to anyone looking into the alley and, obviously, Jacob couldn’t risk bringing him out that way. The only way to get Cag home would be to bring him back over the wall.

Jacob retrieved his ladder and a battered old cushion from the grey plastic shed in the corner of the garden. Then he propped the ladder against the lowest point of the wall and climbed up. The top of the wall was covered with a rainbow of broken glass — a largely unsuccessful attempt to discourage thieves from stealing beer from the pub next door. Putting the cushion onto the least lethal looking shards of glass, Jacob climbed gingerly on top of the wall.

Cag was directly below him. Jacob’s daughter, Susan, had been playing dress up again and Cag was wearing the bumblebee costume they’d bought him for Halloween a couple of years earlier, the yellow stripes turned a grubby orange by the ravages of playtime. Cag looked up at Jacob and moaned forlornly.

Jacob hauled the ladder up and over the wall, thankful it was aluminium, not wood. As he rested it against the wall he lost his balance. Without thinking, he reached out to steady himself and speared his hand on a very attractive purple beer bottle.

Jacob yelled, then yelled again as he saw the ladder slipping away from him. He lunged forward, his hand reaching it just as it began to topple into the alley. Jacob settled the ladder into position again, his heart pounding and the theme tune from his wife’s favourite medical drama playing in his head.

The cut on his hand wasn’t too bad, he’d clean it up once Cag was back in the garden, whenever that was. In the alley below, Cag was staring at the ladder and showing no signs of climbing up. Jacob tapped the side of the ladder. Cag looked up, moaned again, stepped forward, then clamped his mouth on the fifth rung of the ladder and began to suck. Jacob sagged.

It took Jacob seven minutes to clamber down the ladder and maneuver his way around Cag, who was eagerly trying to clamber between the rungs of the ladder to reach the remains of a sandwich he’d noticed lying on the floor. Five minutes later, as Jacob tried for the fourth time to demonstrate correct ladder climbing technique, the neighbourhood watch bell rang three times.

“Awww, crap!” said Jacob. That meant Danny Brown would be checking the alley in less than five minutes.

In desperation, Jacob pushed Cag towards the ladder. By some scientific miracle, the synapses in Cag’s brain fired with sufficient accuracy to guide his feet onto the rungs. Jacob placed his shoulder under Cag’s backside and pushed. He felt his stomach churn at the smell and for a moment he thought he was going to throw up. Then Cag began to move. Slowly, step by step, he padded up the ladder until he reached the top. When he got there… he stopped.

Jacob glanced down the alley. He could see the street and so far it was empty but he could hear Danny’s heavy leather boots stomping along the pavement. He’d be at the entrance to the alley any moment. In desperation Jacob threw himself up the ladder, grabbed Cag by the shoulders and pushed.

Cag let out a startled grunt and fell forward, arms flailing. As he fell, the bumblebee suit caught on a particularly long slice of brown glass, leaving Cag hanging from the wall by his ankle. Jacob reached out to free him but as he did there was a moist ripping sound and Cag’s ankle gave way, leaving his foot hanging from the top of the wall. There was a wet thump as Cag hit the ground.

By the time Jacob had made it onto the wall, retrieved the ladder and the errant foot and made his way back into the garden, Cag had discovered his dinner and was happily tearing his way through the beef.

Jacob looked down at the foot he was carrying and sighed. Never mind, he’d reattach that tomorrow.
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Fantasy

A Phone Conversation

Emily Martha Sorensen



"White House.”

The little boy breathed heavily into the phone as he talked.

"Hello, is this McDonald’s?”

The president paused from emptying out old files from his desk.

“This is the President of the United States speaking.” He cleared his throat meaningfully. “On an unlisted number.”

“Oh.”

The little boy exhaled loudly for a moment.

“I guess I called the wrong place. I thought I was calling McDonald’s.”

The president clicked a button to record their conversation. He somehow doubted that.

“Where did you get my unlisted phone number from?”

The voice sounded puzzled.

“I dunno. I pressed the name on Mommy and Daddy’s list.”

“List?” The president sat up, suddenly alert. “List of what?”

“List of people I should call in case someone came in when they weren’t home and I was, and my sister just came in, and they haven’t come back with my Happy Meal yet.”

There was a long pause.

“I — see. A Happy Meal, you say.”

“The kind with toys in it.”

The president took a deep breath, trying to work out whether the child was sincere, or if this was a crank call. The latter seemed much more likely.

“Happy Meals usually do. Do your parents leave you alone often?”

“Not when my sister’s here.”

The president leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. He had more important things to do; the sooner he cleared this mystery up, the better.

“No supervisor?”

“I don’t need one.”

“Little children shouldn’t be left in the house alone.”

The boy sounded puzzled.

“If they didn’t leave me, they couldn’t go anywhere.”

The president frowned at the phone.

“They could
 take you with them, couldn’t they?”

The boy panted loudly.

“I’m not allowed out of the house until I metamorphose.”

The president struggled to keep his temper in check.

“Why don’t you hang up and try not to dial my number next time?”

“Okay.”


Click.



Ring, ring!


The president snatched at the phone on his desk.

“Hello?”

The voice was familiar.

“Oh, I guess it’s you again.”


Click.



Ring, ring!


“Hello?
 ”

The child’s voice sounded amazed.

“Is it still you?”

The president clenched his teeth.

“It’s still me.” He pressed the recording button again. Why on Earth
 weren’t his calls being screened?

The little boy spoke in a confidential whisper.

“I think Mommy and Daddy programmed the caller wrong, ’cause I keep pressing the McDonald’s name, but I’m not getting McDonald’s.”

The president fought to control his temper. This crank call was no longer funny. “Where did your parents get this number from?”

There was silence for a moment, punctuated by heavy breathing. “Dunno. I guess from those files.”

“What files?
 ”

“The ones they find all the numbers from.”

The president’s mind raced. A child whose parents worked in the White House? Or perhaps were hackers? Of course, it was more likely that this caller
 was a hacker who thought crank calls were exceedingly funny.

They weren’t.

The president tried to keep his voice level. “May I speak with your parents?”

“They’re not home right now.”

The president struggled to avoid sounding annoyed. “Right. You mentioned that. Where are they? Do they have a cellphone?”

“I dunno what a cellphone is.”

“Tell me their names, and I’ll have them paged.”

“What’s paged?”

“It means I call their names on a loudspeaker.”

“What’s a loudspeaker?”

The president fought his temper under control again.

“Just tell me their names and where they are!”

“They’re Mommy and Daddy, and I dunno where they are.”

The president ground his teeth.

“Estimate.”

“I dunno. Probably halfway between Alpha Centauri and Sol, if the lines weren’t long." The little boy added, in his confidential whisper, “I don’t like it when the lines are long. I get hungry, and then I go into hibernation and it takes forever
 to wake up, and when I do, my food’s all cold.”

This joke had gone far enough.

The president jabbed a button to trace the call. It came up negative.

“Where are you?
 ”

“In my house.”

The president ground his teeth. He’d forgotten how maddening little boys could be. He could deal with congressmen, but little boys were something else.

“What’s the address?”

“I dunno. It’s too long.”

“It’s not good to forget your address. What would you do if you got lost?”

“I’m not allowed out of the house until I metamorphose.”

The president’s temper broke free.

“This is no longer funny! I want to know where your parents are and how you found my private, unlisted
 number!”

The little boy breathed heavily into the phone.

“I dunn—”

There was a high-pitched scream, and a series of thumps.

“Hey, sis, get your tentacles off the caller! That’s mine!
 ”

Then the line went dead.
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Women’s Fiction

One in the Eye

Raquel Lyon



Long-forgotten sounds vibrated through the walls as I approached the run-down building. Why on earth had I decided to come? Did I really need to dredge up old memories? Could I not just leave the past where it belonged … in the past?

No. Curiosity had won out and led me here this evening.

I pushed at the heavy door and stepped inside.

“Hello,” said the middle-aged woman seated behind a table in the foyer. “Choose your name badge from the table and then it’s just through there.” She pointed to the double doors ahead. “Enjoy your evening, love.”

“Thank you,” I muttered, pinning on the badge.

I should have worn something different, something more befitting a working men’s club. My life had changed immeasurably in the time I’d been away, and I’d forgotten just how drab my home town was. I pulled down the hem of my figure-hugging dress, feeling exposed.

On the other side of the doors, old eighties tunes assaulted my ears as I tried to focus in the dim light. Women jiggled to the music as they drank and gossiped in groups, and a couple of men jumped around, as if they were still teenagers, on the dance floor.

I approached the bar. A stiff one was definitely required.

“My goodness, Suzie, look at you,” said a voice to my right, as a rum and coke appeared before me. “You look amazing; the years have been kind.”

Pity I couldn’t say the same about the voice’s owner—or the woman standing next to her—clearly only cream cakes had been kind to them. I almost didn’t recognise the chubby, wrinkly faces, and had to sneak a glance at their name badges to double-check my suspicions.

Unbelievable!

“Wow, Paula, Carol … you look great,” I lied. “How are you?”

I stared at my two former best friends from fifteen years ago. What had happened to them? They used to be so pretty; boys lined up to date them and plain little Suzie never got a look in. I couldn’t believe how things had changed.

“Never mind us. Tell us about you. You just disappeared,” Paula exclaimed.

“I moved to London for my job, and only came back a couple of months ago. Hey, isn’t that Douglas Jones over there?” I asked, nodding in the direction of a paunchy man, hugging his pint at the end of the bar. “Didn’t he used to have a thing for you, Paula?”

“Well remembered … except now he’s married to Carol.”

Carol stared into her glass. “Yeah, I felt sorry for the poor sod, hanging around all the time. He even followed us to college, but Paula only had eyes for one boy, didn’t you, old gal?”

“Alex Johnston,” they chorused in amusement.

“God, he was gorgeous,” Paula said with a wistful note to her voice. “I used to spend every lesson staring out of the window just in case he walked past. No wonder my results were so bad.” She cringed. “I knew I didn’t stand a chance with him. None of us were ever good enough, remember?” Paula’s hand came to rest on my arm and I noticed the lack of a wedding ring. She caught me looking and sighed. “Yep, no-one else has matched up to him since.” She lifted her hand, wiggling her fingers. “Still single.”

Carol twiddled with a strand of her hair. “He kissed me once … Alex,” she said, almost embarrassed.

“What?” Paula’s face was a picture. “I don’t believe you. You never said anything. I’m your best friend.”

“How could I tell you? You were so in love with him, it would have been the end of our friendship.”

Paula nodded her head. “Point taken. But you’d better be filling me in now. Come on, I can take it.”

“It was nothing really. I found his bus pass in the yard, one day, and he gave me a kiss on the cheek to thank me for returning it.” Carol took a sip of her lager. “I didn’t wash my cheek for a week,” she said dreamily.

The women looked at each other for a moment longer than usual before bursting out laughing.

“Do you remember that time we skived off school to go and see him play football for the county?” Paula asked.

I remembered.

“I had to cover for you both to Mr Hardwick,” I said. “I told him you’d developed food poisoning and gone home.”

“Oh yes,” Carol said, “and that creep, Peter Davies, spotted us and reported us, the next day.”

“You know, my Mum grounded me for a week for getting detention,” I reflected.

Carol nodded. “Yeah, we were always getting into trouble.”

“Well if you’d have kept off the ciggies …” Paula tapped a beer mat on the bar absentmindedly.

“And if you’d have got your mind off Alex Johnston …”

“Yeah, I wasted far too much good lippie trying to get his attention. I bet he’s dating a supermodel now.” Paula snorted and they both sighed heavily. “Shame he was in the year above us or he might have been here tonight. Could have had another shot! How’s the lippie?” she asked, pouting.

I had to laugh at them, still swooning over a schoolgirl crush all these years later.

Carol glanced around at the room, now filling with bodies.

“My back’s killing me stood here. Shall we get a table before they’re all taken?”

“Sorry, I can’t stay,” I said. “I was only popping in for half an hour. I have to go to a boring fundraiser at nine. My husband’s picking me up soon.”

“Little Suzie Anderson married, eh? Who’s the lucky chap?”

“I met him through work. We set up the new office together and things just developed from there. Ah, here he comes now.”

The two women stared unbelievingly at my handsome husband as he wrapped a protective arm around my waist.

“Taxi for Mrs Johnston.” He grinned.

“Paula, Carol, you remember Alex, don’t you?”
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Black Comedy

One Depressed Angel

Samuel Clements



I think I might be a first. I’m a depressed angel. As a species we are generally so euphoric. We bask in God’s love. We have a sense of purpose. We are celestial, transcendent, and we sing for sheer joy whenever we are in Heaven.

I never seem to be in Heaven. Or at least only ever briefly to collect my next assignment. I’m a guardian angel. I’m the one who gives you a hug. The hug you cannot see, but somehow you feel when life becomes too much to cope with.

I seek out those who have lost their way, those that are alone, and those that are in pain, and I comfort them.

Who wouldn’t love that job, right? To silently comfort someone in their hour of need? To quietly let them feel that they are not alone, that God loves them, that it will all be alright in the end; what could be more rewarding?

The problem is that I see so much suffering. I have lived thousands of years and I never get to see any of the good that happens in people’s lives. I am surrounded by grief and hurt, and the never-ending misery that humans seem to experience on a regular basis.

Why is the human world so cruel? Don’t they realize that kindness is the key?

Why do they feel sorrow so intensely when someone dies? Don’t they understand it is a natural part of the circle, and not just necessary, but actually a happy event in Heavenly terms?

Apparently not…

So I am there. I am there in their darkest hours to offer solace.

But recently I have found myself wondering if there really is any joy to be found on Earth. The people seem so unhappy, and I am just getting more and more assignments, and I am getting less and less able to offer comfort.

Instead my hugs feel forced.

I wrap my wings around a beaten human and hold her, trying to allow the angelic warmth of my being to seep into her bones, but instead her pain seeps into me. My hold lessens as I begin to question God’s divine purpose in all this misery. Then I let go completely.

I have no comfort to give anymore. I just feel sad.

I fly back to Heaven in the hope of recharging my faith somehow. I sing loudly, but I don’t feel part of the chorus anymore.

I wonder if I will be cast out.

I drop my eyes in His presence, hoping to hide my new emotions. I see a pair of sandals approach me and stop. A firm hand grips my shoulder.

“Walk with me,” says Jesus.

We set off along the cloud line. The stars above twinkle and dance. They are always happy as well.

He talks about Love. He explains it to me. The way it pushes out the darkness and the pleasure it brings to every life it touches.

“I love you and I love Our Father,” I say, hoping it will be enough.

He bestows a smile upon me. “Spread that love.”

I nod, trying to let his goodness fill me up.

I return to Earth and the woman. She is loading a gun.

I put my hand on her arm and try to imbue love.

She unknowingly shakes me off. She has a stronger purpose in mind.

I follow her into a dark and stinking building, waiting for my moment to comfort her. But she walks briskly.

We enter a dingy apartment, without any words she fires three bullets into a man sitting in an armchair. As she slumps against the door, a grin of satisfaction crosses her face. She is pleased. She is taking pleasure in his death, and I feel it.

It feels good.

It feels so much better than all the emptiness and grief I have previously encountered when faced with death.

I saw my moment all too clearly.

I put my arms around her and embraced her, taking her feelings into myself and magnifying them back to her. She began to laugh. A maniacal high-pitched laugh that echoed through the building.

I silently laughed too.

A long time later I returned to Heaven and Jesus was waiting for me. I could see the concern in his eyes, but this time I did not drop my own.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “That was not an act of love.”

I shook my head with a smile. “No, it was not. It was an act of vengeance and of hate. But it was a powerful force, and it could be used to give great comfort.”

Jesus took a deep breath.

“Don’t embrace this emotion. It is not our way.”

I shrugged, it was better than feeling depressed and doing nothing about it.

He put an arm around me. “My dear Lucifer, this isn’t a path you want to follow. Let me tell you some more about love…”
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Paranormal — Romance

Virtual Vampire

Dulce Rolindeaux



Maddie switched on her computer and quickly typed in the address, FantasyFiends.com, then opened up her video chat line. She had taken great care with her outfit, hair and makeup and she made sure her wheelchair wasn’t visible on the webcam. Then she picked up the remote and switched on the TV to watch a movie. The site usually didn’t get hopping until later in the evening. The whole premise of the site was folks masquerading as creatures of the night. Almost no one, except Maddie, showed up before the witching hour.

She nearly jumped out of her skin when her computer chimed a chat request just 15 minutes later. It was from a Nick Noir, for vampire roleplay. She accepted the request and moments later, found herself looking at a very cute, but extremely unvampire-like guy. He was wearing a white fitted t-shirt with a sci-fi convention logo on the front and she could see by the way his muscles moved beneath the fabric that he liked to keep in shape.

His large, hazel eyes stared at her for a few minutes before he spoke. “Wow, you are beautiful.”

She blushed. “Thank you,” she said, “and you are too. I mean not beautiful but, well you know.” She wished she was playing a ghost just then so she could disappear.

He smiled at her with dimpled cheeks. “So what kind of vampire were you looking for? Did you want sparkling and broody? I’ve got glitter spray and mousse. Or did you want Old World? I have a cape and I’ve been practicing my hypno eyes. Heck, it’d take me a little while, but I could even do the bald and bumpy kind with the 6 inch fingernails if you want.”

Maddie was speechless. She had devoured all the vampire fiction she could get her hands on. She watched all the TV shows and movies about vampires too. It had never occurred to her to pick a specific vampire type. She liked them all. Well, maybe not the nosferatu but she was only human. “I don’t know, what kind of vampire do you normally role play?”

He laughed. “Well, most of the time I play the hopelessly shy computer geek vampire. But, to be honest, that one isn’t all that popular with the ladies.”

“Well, I’m no vampire, but hopelessly shy is something I know a little bit about. Why don’t we both just roleplay that tonight?”

He flashed her the devastating smile again and her heart skipped just a little. “That sounds like a deal.”

“So, where do geeky vampires take their unwitting victims on a first date?”

He thought for a moment. “Well, I saw on your profile that you like sci-fi too. So maybe I’d swoop through your window and carry you off to see ‘Space Conflict Part VII’ down at the Odeon.”

“Oh! I’ve been dying to see that one! The Odeon is just up the street from here.”

He stared at her for a moment, blinking. He opened his mouth as if to speak then closed it promptly.

Maddie really wasn’t fishing for an invitation so she let him off the hook. She leaned back in her chair. “So what would we do after the movie?”

“Maybe come back to my place for a drink?”

“Oh I don’t know about drinking with a vampire.”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean… Unless you’d want me to…”

She laughed. “A couple of cocktails and I am usually tipsy. I might just have to lay my head on your shoulder.”

“And I might take advantage of your vulnerability and try to kiss you. I am a creature of the night after all.”

“And I might just let you. Sometimes a kiss is just what we damsels need to ease our distress. I just hope I don’t cut my lip on your sharp fangs.”

“I would be more than willing to kiss it better if you did.” He paused and absently rubbed the side of his mouth. “Sorry, where were we?”

“You were kissing the blood off of my cut lip to make it all better.”

“Yes, I believe I was.”

It may have been her imagination, but she thought she heard a slight lisp creep into his voice.

“I hope that tiny taste of my blood wouldn’t drive you mad.”

“I might have to kiss your neck and feel your warm pulse beneath my lips.”

This time he didn’t even try to hide the elongated canine teeth protruding over his bottom lip. She was surprised he was able to put them on without her seeing. “Wow, nice fangs!”

“Thank you, will you excuse me a moment?” He picked up a mug with a straw in it and held it out to her in a gesture of cheers, then he drank several deep swallows. He licked his lips and smiled again. “There, that’s better.”

It was her turn to blink and stare at him open mouthed. “Wait a minute, how did you…”

He grinned sheepishly. “I always was lousy at role play.”

“But it’s not real. It can’t be real.”

“I see you have questions. Maybe I could take you to dinner? We could discuss it over a really rare steak.”

She opened her mouth to answer and then looked down at her lap. “You know I’m in a wheelchair, right?”

He shrugged. “I burst into flames in direct sunlight. We all have barriers.” When she didn’t answer he continued. “I could pick you up in an hour. You don’t even have to invite me in. Not yet anyway.”

She nodded and they signed off.
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Horror

Bad Karma

Julie Ann Dawson



Mark opened his eyes to blackness. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t hear. He sighed in his head, since his body wouldn’t go through the motion.

He was having that damn dream again. He tried to will himself out of his sleep. The brain just couldn’t make the legs swing over the side of the bed.

At least he was aware he was dreaming this time. Maybe he wouldn’t come out of the dream with a jolt like the other times and scare the hell out of Cheryl. Not that he cared if he scared her. It was just that she always insisted on pressing him to talk and that something must be wrong and that conversation always led to a “Do you still love me?” out of her crying mouth. One of these days he’d tell her the truth and say no, just as soon as he could figure out a way to keep her from getting half of everything he had worked for when he divorced her.

He started playing back the events of the previous day in his head, and it made him angry. He knew it was going to be a bad day when Carson’s dog ran out in front of his car. Between the kid’s crying and Carson’s screaming he thought he’d never get to work in time. If he tries to make him pay the vet bill, he’ll sue him for the damage to his car.

Then the receptionist ends his day with a tearful request for a ride to the hospital because she just found out her mom was in an accident. Her car is sitting in the parking lot and she wants me to drive her to the hospital? It’s only a friggin’ mile up the road! He had promised the boys he’d be at the bar no later than 6 pm for the pool tournament, and he wasn’t going to be late because that ditz can’t cry and drive at the same time.

Then as he sat behind a trash truck at a stoplight, the stupid bitch slammed into him! Did she forget the difference between the brake and the accelerator?

He heard a faint beeping sound. Then he heard Cheryl crying. What the hell is her problem so early in the morning? Then he heard a man’s voice. Mark tried to jump up.

“I know this is difficult for you,” said the man.

“It’s only been three months,” said Cheryl.

“It is totally your decision.”

Cheryl broke down. “You’re right,” she finally said. “And he always said he didn’t want to be a vegetable.”

Mark’s brain kept giving orders that his body wouldn't respond to. He heard what sounded like a door open and close. A few minutes later, it opened again. He felt a hand on his arm.

Good, I’m waking up. This dream is too whacked out…

He felt a needle pull out of his arm. The beeping noise suddenly stopped. But the darkness remained.
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Gay Fiction — Romance

The Valentine’s Day Before We Met

J.T. Hall


Elliot:






It’s the worst day of the year. Either the Johns are off banging their boyfriends, girlfriends, or spouses, or they’re sad, lonely, and desperate.

Desperate equals dangerous; I’ve learned that the hard way.

A man in his forties calls my Madame, begs to have me for the evening. I’m standing in the rain, wearing a fucking suit with a thin tie and rolled up ankles because he wants to relive his high school prom the right way.

He parks his car on the street and runs over to me. Before I know what’s happening, he slaps me hard across the cheek.

“That’s for Ellen!” he cries.

I don’t even know who ‘Ellen’ is. His wife, maybe. A past girlfriend?

As I’m rubbing my cheek, I glance across the street to a hunky guy sitting on a park bench, completely oblivious to the rain and the fact he’s soaking wet. His dark eyes meet mine. The pain in his expression hits my gut, and I notice his hands playing with something on his finger—a ring? I want to go to him, be with him. Nobody should look that sad today.

My client grabs my arm. “Come on, Johnny. You’re gonna pay for stealing my prom date. I’m fucking you into next week.” He kisses me hard, then pulls me to the car, shoving two hundred dollar bills into my hand.

Apparently it’s Role Play Night.
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Derwin:






It’s fucking Valentine’s Day. But why should I care?

It was May of last year when Grady died. When I failed him and found him dead on the floor of our bedroom. Nine months now, and yet it feels like it was only just last week. At Christmas, I finally boxed up the last of his things and gave them to his sister.

She’s probably sold most of them by now.

I sit on a park bench in the rain outside my favorite coffee shop, debating whether to go inside and order myself a triple chocolate macchiato, or just walk home back to my apartment. I like the rain. It mourns with me.

Across the street is a young man in an outdated suit with a terrible thin metallic blue tie. His black hair has been spiked up in an eighties hairstyle, and he’s speaking with a man twice his age.

The guy can’t even be eighteen. And yet, as I watch, the other man strikes him across the cheek. My eyes widen, and I yearn to run across the street and punch the older guy’s lights out.

The young man glares, rubbing his cheek, and then his eyes flick over to me. I feel a shock, from my toes up to my hairline, something that just makes my nerves stand to attention. There’s some connection, some commonality between us in that instant. I don’t know who he is. But I recognize the pain in that look, the mutual “fuck you” to the romantic holiday and all the hopes and dreams it represents.

Valentine’s Day isn’t for everyone.

For a heartbeat, before he turns away, I feel like some day it could come out okay for both of us.


Good luck, Blue Tie
 , I think. The man grabs the young guy and pulls him into the car, then gets into the driver’s seat and pulls out. For a second, I contemplate following. Maybe it’s not too late for that one. Maybe…

No. It’s too late. It’s always too late.

I sit back and submit to the rain.
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Paranormal

The Snow Patrol

Roz Marshall

Debbie spluttered for breath and struggled into a sitting position. What on earth just happened?
 Ripping off her goggles, she shook the snow out of her hair, damp curls whipping against chilled cheeks.

Once she’d dug her skis out of the snow, her dilemma became clear. The rear part of one of the bindings had slipped out of place and was now far too wide for her boot. She sighed. That’s what I get for buying skis off eBay.


Squeezing the clips, she tried to force it back into place, but it wouldn’t budge.


Why, oh why, did I decide on ‘just one more run’?
 Mist was touching the hilltop now and everything was deathly quiet; the background hum and clink of the ski lift on the main run over the ridge had stopped, and this itinerant off-piste loop was devoid of other skiers.

A tendril of dread wound its way around her heart. Scotland’s vast wildernesses could be beautiful in winter, but she knew that they could also be treacherous for the unwary — or the unlucky.

“Help!” she tried to call out, but her throat constricted and her voice was swallowed by the blanket of snow. Stumbling to her feet, she cupped gloved hands around her mouth and shouted again, “Heeeeeelllp!”

No answer. Shit.
 No signal on her mobile phone. Shit!



There’s no way I can get down on one ski, it’s too steep.
 Her stomach roiled. I’ll have to walk out.
 Hands trembling, she clipped her skis together, fashioning an impromptu walking stick, and set off.

Ski boots, however, were not designed for walking in deep snow and her progress was slow. Stopping for a breather, she realised that the visibility had worsened, and noticed with alarm that the top of the hill was now bathed in cloud, its miasma creeping inexorably down the slope. Why, oh why, did I go off-piste on my own? Nobody knows I’m here.


Yomping off again, fear drove her feet faster and faster, until, inevitably, she nose-dived and ended up in an undignified heap in the snow.

“Need some help?” said a husky voice nearby.

Blinking the snow from her eyes, she saw a lean, dark-haired skier wearing the black uniform of Ski Patrol, and almost wept with relief. “How did you guess?” she replied, rhetorically. “The binding’s broken on one of my skis and I was trying to walk out.”

“Let’s see,” he held out a hand for her ski.

When he saw the state of the binding, he frowned, then dug in his backpack for a screwdriver. “How about a trade? I’ll fix your ski if you’ll show me the way back,” he looked up at her from under his eyebrows, “and not tell the guys that I was lost.”


A ski patroller. Lost?
 That was ironic! “But,” — she couldn’t resist teasing him — “shouldn’t you
 be showing me
 the way off the hill?”

He shrugged. “We were on a rescue and I got separated from the others.” He indicated the eerie fog that had closed in around them, making the landscape featureless and deadening any ambient noise. “And my radio’s dead and I must’ve lost my phone in a snowdrift somewhere.”

He looked sideways at her, flakes of frost speckling high cheekbones and long eyelashes. “I’ll probably get sacked for being a dunderheid.”


I hope not!
 “I’m sure you won’t. You can say you were helping me?” She smiled at him. “And it’s not far to the main run — we’re on the Tannasg.”

“Oh! Great!” He handed back her ski. “I’m Struan, by the way. Struan Robertson.”
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In the fading light, they skied down to the Ski Patrol office in the almost-deserted car park. Across the road, Debbie spotted the silhouette of a bus. She checked her watch. It was the last bus to town.

“Thanks so much for fixing my ski, Struan. I’d never have managed without you — I thought I was going to be stuck up there all night!”

“All part of the service,” he said, then winked at her, “and thanks for helping me find my way.” He nodded at her skis. “Get those looked at, though.”

“Yeah,” she said, noting, not for the first time, how hypnotic his dark eyes were. “Can I buy you a drink later, to say thanks?” I hope he won’t think I’m being too forward.
 “We’ll be in The Rowan.”

“In White Cairns?”

“Yeah.” The driver started the engine and the bus lights flashed on. “I need to go,” she said. “See you later?”

He nodded, and raised an arm in farewell.
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Debbie dropped into a chair at the instructors’ table in the pub.

“What happened to you
 ?” asked Callum.

“Well, I went for a last run in Coire Tannasg, but my binding broke and I thought I’d have to spend the night on the hill.” Pulling off her jacket, she draped it on the back of the chair. “Luckily a ski patroller found me and fixed it.”

“But Tannasg’s outside the ski area, they don’t patrol there,” said Fiona.

Debbie nodded. “Yeah. He got split up from the others in the mist.”

“Who was it?” Fiona’s husband Geoff was a ski patroller, and she knew all of the team.

“I hadn’t seen him before. Struan something. Robinson I think.”

Fiona gasped. “Are you sure? What did he look like?”

Debbie shrugged. “A bit taller than me. Good skier. Dark hair. Nice smile. You’ll see him soon — he’s meeting me here…” She tailed off when she saw Fiona’s face. “What is it?”

“Struan Robertson died in an avalanche on Coire Tannasg four years ago.”

Debbie felt the blood drain from her face. “But — I just saw him. I showed him…” She paused as she recalled what he’d said. “I showed him the way back,” she concluded, in a small voice.

Fiona nodded slowly. “Maybe you did, Debbie,” she said absently, twirling the Saint Christopher hanging around her neck. “Maybe you did just that.”
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Roz Marshall

I suppose I should thank the writers of the BBC TV drama "Rockface" (does anyone remember that?). If it hadn’t come out, I might’ve continued with my idea of writing a TV drama series about a Scottish ski school, and it would probably have gone nowhere.

Fast forward about 10 years, to when I read my first eBook (Andy Weir’s The Martian
 , before he got his publishing contract, in case you’re curious), and inspiration struck — my drama series idea would work as a set of novellas…

To find out more about the lives and loves of Debbie and the other White Cairns ski school instructors, start with Winter Arrives
 , Episode 1 of Secrets in the Snow
 .
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Fantasy — Space Opera

Rage

Vincent Trigili

Shortly after learning of Farlith’s prison transfer, Master Shadow and I met up with Flame and Spectra in the gym. Spectra was already training against the elite lizard warriors known as the Dark Knights.


“We should just let her do that for a while,”
 sent Master Shadow telepathically.

The speed and power with which Spectra wielded the staff kept the Dark Knights on the defensive, something few members of any race could do. She moved far faster than I could follow and often landed solid hits.


“It’s a ritual called Kar Fa Lan,”
 sent Flame. “The Dark Knights use it to purge themselves of extreme emotion so that they can maintain their cool in combat. It’s rare for a non-Knight to take part, as most would crumble under the rigor of the ceremony.”


It seemed to be working. As I watched the melee, Spectra was starting to slow down, and her blows slowly became less ferocious.


“This is amazing! All around the arena I can see the power flowing. Anger, hate, rage… it is all bleeding off,”
 sent Master Shadow.

I could not see what he was talking about, but I didn’t care. I was still having trouble containing my own emotions regarding Farlith. I could picture in my mind a million different ways to make him pay dearly for what he did to his own daughter.


“Let it go, Dusty. It will eat you up and spit you out, destroying you in the process,”
 sent Master Shadow.

“Bah!” I said and turned to leave. But before I could take a single step a Dark Knight moved to intercept me.

“Master, I am sorry, but none may leave until the ritual is complete,” he said.

“Out of my way!” I ordered and tried to push him, but he was at least half again my size.

“Dusty, we can spar while we wait,” said Master Shadow as he drew his staff down out of thin air.

“I don’t feel much like sparring,” I said.

“You are not leaving until you do,” he said.

Behind me the Dark Knight also drew his staff and dropped into a defensive crouch.

I yelled, “Enough!” and cast spirit bolts at the Knight, meaning to blast him down, but Master Shadow moved too fast and unwove the energy of my bolts before they could hit.

Something came over me. The only thing I could think of was destroying anything in my path, even my close friend Flame who had moved to block my exit. All rationality had left me and I was reacting purely on instinct and anger. I drew down my staff and with the added strength of telekinesis swung hard, crashing through her block and into her chest. The blow sent her flying back, only to be replaced by several Knights.

Again I attempted my spells, but Master Shadow constantly unwove them while the Dark Knights formed an impassable wall, preventing me from escaping. I swung hard and fast, but they masterfully turned every blow away.

Around me I could hear the Knights begin to chant, as if they were cheering me on. It penetrated deep into my soul and opened a gate to a part of me that I had buried deep inside long ago. I screamed with anger and pressed my attack.

Rage fueled me as the chant flowed through my body. I was moving faster and swinging harder than I ever thought possible. One of the Knight’s guard faltered for a moment, and I took advantage of the opening by swinging with all my newfound strength and speed. There was a resounding crack as another Knight intercepted my blow with his staff. I swung again and again, attempting to beat back the Knights, who continued to expertly deflect and redirect my blows.

My rage continued to grow, and soon all I could see was that wretched Farlith. Gone were all the honorable Knights. Each of them was replaced with images of him. I pressed my attack, holding nothing back. The harder I fought, the less successful I was. I was putting all my might into my swings, yet they were being turned away like I was a small child.

Eventually my strength failed me and I collapsed. I felt Spectra’s familiar paw rest gently on my shoulder. I looked up into her big, green eyes.

She greeted my gaze with a gentle smile. “Feel better?”

“Yeah, a little.” The rage was gone, drained out of me and leaving me feeling used up. “That was frightening.”

“How so?” asked a deep voice.

I probably should have looked for it, but instead Spectra reached out and pulled me close. “Because that was not me. I don’t do things like that,” I said.

“What happened, then?” asked the voice.

“It was like a fire built up inside of me. All I could think about was how to hurt Farlith.”

“You are a warrior, Master Dusty, if a somewhat reluctant one. All warriors have that inner animal that tries to break out, and yours did. It happens to all of us. Sometimes the best way to deal with it is to just let it rage for a while,” said the voice.

I pulled away from Spectra and looked back to see an older Knight on one knee behind me. Around the room there were Dark Knights tending to each other’s wounds. “Wow, Spectra, you did quite a number on them,” I said in awe.

“It was not all me. You beat back a few yourself,” she said with a mischievous grin.

“I can’t believe I did that,” I said.

“Master Dusty, you and your wife are among the most powerful magi in our realm, and as spiritualists you play in realms of darkness. Today was just a dam breaking. If you are not careful, more and worse is to come,” he said. “That is what the Kar Fa Lan is for: the release of pressure so that the dam will hold when you need it most.”
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Young Adult

Abyss

J.E. Taylor

“I heard the gulf-stream is full of striper,” Rob said during a rare October Indian summer. “Your boat is still on the river, right?”

Nodding, I peeled my shirt away from my sweat-soaked skin. “You really want to take my boat out on the open ocean?”

His grin was answer enough.

“Okay. Let me grab a couple things, and I’ll meet you at the dock,” I said, heading for my house.

My father drilled the virtues of being prepared for anything and even now, his voice invaded my thoughts. A dry phone and book of matches could save your life.

I grabbed a Ziploc bag, slipping my phone inside along with my Swiss army knife and a lighter from the kitchen cabinet before burying it in my pocket.

I scribbled a note saying I went fishing and would be back for dinner, before grabbing our cooler and hoofing it toward the dock. Rob met me on the path and lifted the lid on his cooler, revealing a twelve-pack of beer. I sighed, grateful I’d had the forethought to grab some snacks. Getting drunk on the open ocean could be a dangerous endeavor.

When we settled in the boat, Rob pulled out the chart, pointing to a spot well beyond Boon Island.

“You’re kidding, right?” I said, pulling the boat away from the dock, and toward the mouth of the river.

“It’s the best fishing spot around. My Uncle Charlie swears by it.”

He raised his eyebrow and cocked his head in a silent dare, waiting for me to agree. Rob had a way of getting what he wanted, when he wanted, and sometimes it irritated me, but the fact he invoked his uncle’s name told me he spoke the god’s honest truth, and I agreed to the crazy adventure.

Time flew as fast as the biting fish. By early evening, we had a full cooler and the first crack of thunder reached my ears. Both Rob and I turned toward the open sea and he blanched.

Dark clouds lined the sky, rolling across the waves at a pace I knew I couldn’t outrun. Lightning flashed like a stealth strobe crawling closer and closer with every breath, and I swallowed hard.

I glanced at my best friend, regretting the decision to take my used speedboat out so far. Surveying the seascape, I realized the closest refuge was Boon Island, a small outcrop of rock that housed a long-deserted lighthouse. If I could just get there, maybe we’d be safe.

“Haul up the anchor so we can get out of here,” I said and Rob tugged the anchor aboard, dropping it on the deck in a messy pile of dripping rope.

Fierce gusts of wind blew my hair into a frenzy. Thunder boomed with a baritone quality that resonated through my frame, drowning out the rough putter of the motor. The electrical current in the air left a bitter tang in my mouth and I pushed the small engine, revving it to the point it screamed over the now constant rumble. Another glance over my shoulder told me what I already knew; this storm was faster than my aging boat.

I looked at Rob. “You might want to put on that life vest.”

I pointed my chin toward the stowed vest, sounding much calmer than I felt. My heart raced, pounding against the security of the life vest encasing my torso and I met Rob’s questioning stare. He turned aft, and his expression transformed into crazed panic, driving my gaze in the same direction.

A wall of water rolled toward us and time halted, transitioning into the sluggish quality of a nightmare.

The back of the boat lifted into the wave as Rob frantically tried to get the life vest over his head. He screamed like a girl and it struck me funny until the anchor whipped into the air, hitting him in the forehead, leaving a bloody welt. His body tumbled, suspended in air for a brief instant.

My laugh turned into a high-pitched shriek, and I reached for him but gravity won the fight. My boat capsized, plunging us into the icy ocean. Rob descended into the darkness, leaving a thin trail of bubbles behind. The pull of the wave tugged at me as it sailed over the capsized boat. I tried to reach Rob, but my life vest stopped my progress and taking it off wasn’t an option my panicked brain would entertain. My lungs burned, and I knew if I didn’t get to the surface soon, I was a dead man.

The cold water bit my skin, draining heat and precious energy but I pushed toward the flickering lightning. Surfacing, I gasped, drawing a deep breath while thunder pressed against my eardrums. Boon Island sat less than a football field away and by the time I climbed onto the rock, my fingers were stiff claws, too cold to straighten and the numbness crept along my limbs, throbbing all the way to the bone.

Bitter wind raked over me and I crawled toward the safety of the lighthouse, refusing to entertain the possibility of freezing to death. I inched to the shielded patch of sand and collapsed. When I opened my eyes again, all was quiet except for my chattering teeth.

My breath came in plumes and I turned my head toward the shore. The small movement seized my muscles drawing a raspy groan that hung on the darkness. Praying for a miracle, I forced my hand into the damp pocket of my jeans, pulling out my phone. Tears burned my throat, clouding my vision.

I had never been so thankful to see two slim service bars.
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Every day the soft whisper of the water lapping the rocky shore reminds me that I killed my best friend. Whenever I close my eyes, I still see him falling into the abyss with bubbles drifting from his mouth.

In my nightmares, he’s pulling me down with him.
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Literary Fiction

A Father’s Fist

Hugh Howey

A small arm braves the wind at highway speeds and pumps the air, reaching and grabbing at invisible rungs that lead up to the heavens. There is an urge in that young mind, a desperate craving to be seen by this stranger in a truck. It’s the fear of being missed, of being passed right by.

The reward comes. Sweet relief in the form of a terrific blast from that rooftop horn, a man with a Michelob hat yanking that cord and waving, air brakes like a machine gun and tires thundering by taller than a six-year-old.

My father wore a hat just like that. He loved me with every ounce of that great big heart of his. I knew this as early in life as I knew anything. The way he swept me up in his arms and swung me around, the roughness of his beard on my cheek, the smell of cigarettes and air fresheners and Armor All. When he was home, I lived on his lap. I ate off his fork. And at night, I would sneak out behind the house and climb that impossible ladder of skidsteps and sideview mirror jungle gyms and tricky door handle up to the cab of his Peterbilt, that great steel treehouse of my youth. And I’d sleep on the bare mattress in the back while his thousand-mile sheets tumbled in Mom’s dryer, and I’d pray that he didn’t find me, that the next time he set out, I’d sneak along with him.

The ferocity of my father’s love made its sporadic nature confusing. Like winter storms, I couldn’t understand how something so large and with so much power could just pass right through. In the calm before and after, my young mind thought the wind would never stir again. In the middle of each storm, it seemed the noise would last and just go on forever. Mom said he hit the road because he loved us. He had to provide for us. But there was only one thing I ever wanted.

The truck with the Michelob hat grumbles down the interstate and out of sight. A small arm is pulled back inside, the window raised on this intrusion of noise, a plane ticket flapping and thinking, briefly, of leaving its tucked hideaway behind the visor and shooting out on the breeze. There’s a briefcase on the floor in front of the passenger seat, and my son’s swinging and fidgeting shoes can’t quite reach it. He says he doesn’t want to go to school. He asks how long I’ll be gone this time.

I have to check the ticket to be sure. And then another truck—you never know when they might appear or disappear—slides into view behind us. My son rolls down the windows again, climbing that heavenward ladder with one arm, the wind ripping through the quiet car like a storm, and my fingers on that ticket unsure. Maybe they would let go. Just let go. And grab something else.
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Science Fiction — Thriller

Trauma Room

Samuel Peralta

I’m ushered into the trauma room two minutes after the senator’s been wheeled in, twenty minutes after the shooting.

The room is small, square, twenty feet to a side, filled with men in suits, men wearing dark glasses, men with wireless receivers tucked behind their ears. They ring around the doctors and nurses surrounding a gurney at the far end. In one corner of the room, an auburn-haired woman is sitting, comforting a sobbing boy, watching with her lips mouthing a name and the words I love you, over and over. The blue of her suit is stained with swatches of lavender from her husband’s blood. Her face is grim.

I clutch my shoulder, the pain still flashing from one of the bullets that hadn’t been meant for me. “I can’t do this,” I say. “No one’s ever done it before, breached a dead man.”

“He’s not dead yet,” says the colonel.

I move closer, see that blood is still flowing from a gaping wound in his temple. One doctor has the patient’s head in his hands, steadying it as the others begin an incision on the throat, a tracheotomy. Another attendant watches as fluids level through an intravenous tube into his left upper arm. A monitor counts time with a rhythmic, oscillatory trace, faint and fading.

The eyes are still open, staring at the ceiling.

I know the score. Without active blood flow from the heart, the nerve cells in the brain begin to die. Two minutes, and his cerebral cortex, his conscious centre, will have used up whatever oxygen was left in the stagnant blood. The midbrain might last half an hour, and at the process level of the midbrain, there might be some emotional response; and the nerves in the spinal cord might last perhaps an hour. But these are of no use to me. My two minutes were up long ago.

“Keep his heart going,” I say to the colonel, even though we both know it won’t make a difference.

I flick up the collar of my black suit jacket, unfold the tucked-in hoodie hidden underneath, and flip it up, over my head. That motion, and the glint of the parabolic printed-circuit board lining of the hood, haloing me like radar, makes the woman turn and finally realize I am there, standing in line of sight of her husband.

She’d have been expecting me; the colonel had to have approached her, earlier, to ask the question required by the forty-third amendment, to bring me in. It’s a long shot, they both know it, but they have to try.

Her eyes are on me, but I don’t try to catch what she’s thinking. It’s only for a moment, then she turns back to her boy, and her silent prayer. The man in the gurney – his eyes, they’re still open. They’re blue, deeper than her suit. I breathe in. His eyes, like my grandfather’s eyes. I close mine. I see –

My grandfather, a soldering gun in his hand, leaning over a crystal radio set he is teaching me how to build. A plume of solder vapor, mixed with melted insulation wrap, wafts to the ceiling.

Most of that radio is a mystery to me – a nine-year-old coping with the paradox of parents in the middle of a divorce – but when he inserts the jack, puts the headphones on me, and flips the switch, it is a revelation.

Telepathy is like radio. When you first tune in, you’re flooded with static, ambient noise, the almost-too-strong blare of someone else’s song. Knowing roughly where you want to be – the music you’re looking for – you ignore the static, turn the dial to scan for that frequency that will bring you the swell of strings. You pass through the peak signals of other transmitters, hear snatches of lives – some beautiful, some mundane – excerpted melodies, thoughts, monologues.

You don’t stop to think that all this is coming from somewhere else, ten, twenty miles away; not from there, where you stand. A kaleidoscope swirl of distant information plucked from the ether.

Slowly, you push into the envelope of the target’s thoughts. Perhaps you go a little too far, and the signal drops, enough that you know you’re vectored away. You reset triangulation, back up just a touch, and you’re there. Mozart.

But for the man in the gurney, it’s different. I’m experienced, I know I’ve breached him, but there’s nothing there. Where he should be, is a radio station that’s stopped transmitting, nine long minutes ago.

I pull back. Immediately the swirl of doctors’ thoughts comes over me. How the bullet entered the skull, how it traced its trajectory across the intracranial cavity and through the brain, how it ricocheted from the curved inner table of the skull to penetrate the brain – again.

I re-focus on the man in the gurney. Nothing.

Not an awareness of his surroundings, of light, of movement – sometimes you get this when sensory inputs are still firing. No thoughts, no memories, much less what the colonel is looking for, standing with his secure phone open and ready to transmit – the code-word that would abort the launch of missiles that, in seconds, could be skimming a predetermined path across the atmosphere, along the earth’s curvature, toward our enemies, toward a ricochet of mutual destruction.

One of the doctors moves back. There’s a tangible droop now in his shoulders, a resignation. I’m not the only one who sees it. The woman starts crying.

“Oh God,” the colonel says.

Behind him someone begins a mental countdown. Sixty-six, sixty-five, sixty-four, sixty-three –

I move closer to the gurney, taking the doctor’s place. Inside — in the patient’s memory palace, in the labyrinth of his mind — I’m searching everywhere, in every vestige of neural tissue, every axon, every glial cell; across the frontal lobe, parietal, occipital, temporal. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Then, suddenly, there it is:

A holographic echo in the midbrain, his trauma room, kept alive like an ember, a flash from a phosphorus flame nearing the end of its taper, one single thought he’s held on to through twelve minutes of an inevitable descent into darkness –

I come out, I step back, and everyone is looking at me, the doctors, the nurses, the guards, the colonel, the boy, the woman…

And I say her name.
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Fantasy

Final Exam

Daniel R. Marvello

Some days I wish I had never met that woman.

I knew Lissy meant well, but tasking me with creating a lycanthropy potion for my alchemy final exam seemed unnecessarily cruel. She knew I had a bad history relating to a lycanthropy potion gone wrong, and I still had misgivings about creating one.

Nevertheless, here I was, setting up my equipment in the middle of the night at the edge of Castle Tarn. The waters of the small lake were absolutely still, reflecting the bright stars above and the jagged shapes of the surrounding peaks. The full moon was high in the sky and nearly bright enough to work by, although I augmented its illumination with a lantern on either side of my small work bench.

I checked the potion recipe one more time to make sure I had everything I needed. If I’d forgotten anything, I could always run back to the Archives Castle behind me and retrieve it, but once I started the potion, that wouldn’t be an option.

When I determined that the moon would soon be directly above me, I picked up a thin metal rod from the bench. Lissy had loaned me her personal spark stick, and I used it now to light the oil burner under the crucible that was partially filled with oil.

This was it. Once I started enchanting the ingredients for the potion, there would be no turning back. A thin breeze caused the burner’s flame to waver, and I silently asked the spirits to keep the air still.

Unable to delay any longer, I placed the first ingredient into the bowl of the enchanting press and pushed down with the curved lid. I channeled vaetra into the press and spoke the matching runephrase of the incantation. I then poured the newly enchanted ingredient into the heating crucible and started on the next one.

I hesitated when I got to the vial of crushed wolf bone. It was the one ingredient that was unique to a lycanthropy potion. I could have used hair or teeth instead, but my research indicated that bone was the most effective.

When the final ingredient was all that remained and the concoction was starting to bubble, I looked up to see how well I had anticipated the moon’s progress across the sky. I smiled when I saw the white orb directly above me. I enchanted the final ingredient and added it to the crucible while speaking the runephrase that would fuse the potion. The crucible emitted a loud “tong” sound, and I let out a breath I’d been unaware of holding.

“That looked promising,” said a female voice from behind me. I started when she spoke, and it was a good thing I had just let go of the crucible’s handle or all my work might have ended up in a puddle on the ground.

I turned to find Lissy standing a few steps behind me. Her dark hair framed a pale face that seemed to glow in contrast.

“Yes, and you nearly ruined it by scaring the life out of me,” I responded.

She nodded toward the workbench. “You could be in for quite an experience,” she commented.

I froze as her words sunk in. I took a step toward her and looked directly into her eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

She raised her eyebrows and grinned. “It’s customary for a Novice to demonstrate the product of his final exam before being granted Apprentice status. Surely you knew that.”

“I surely did not!” I nearly shouted. If I had known I’d have to consume the potion myself, I would have been more insistent about making something else. When I drank my potion, I would turn into a wolf for some or most of the night, depending upon how strong the elixir turned out to be.

“Don’t worry, someone will go with you.” She looked over at the crucible and smirked as she added, “Although you may be by yourself for part of the night.”

So, she thought the potion might be strong too. I seriously considered “accidentally” bumping the work bench and tipping over the crucible, but that would mean failing the exam. I turned back to the bench with a sigh, and decanted the potion through a filtering funnel into a waiting bottle.

I sealed the bottle and stared at it with trepidation. I looked up at the bright, full moon again and wondered how it would appear when seen through canine eyes.
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Humor

Trixy Chestity goes to England

(Chapter 7)

John L. Monk

Oh how I ran that night from my athletic lover Kent, high-tailing it down the darkened, foggy streets of that nameless, tiny English town the locals called Peppergrove Hampshireton. My footsteps pounded softly on the ancient cobbles that had once been trod by Napoleon himself during his bloodthirsty conquest of the British Isles so many years before… Oh how my bosom bounced as I bounded down that ancient, bloody thoroughfare of English sorrow, weeping tears of unfettered despair into the unforgiving night.

“Damn you Kent, you bastard!” I simpered longingly, with my bosom still heaving rancorously. “Damn you to hell!”

It was when I was shouting these profundities that a strangeness tainted the English air. Verily I slowed down and looked about in wonder, because the English fog had somehow gotten foggier than ever, and soon I couldn’t see the street nor even my bosom.

“Misssstressss Trixy,” came a slithering voice from the foggy darkness of what used to be a nice little town, yet now was more sinister and suspicious…

“Yes?” I asked, outwardly.

“I am a friend, you need not fear me,” the slithery thing in the darkness said.

“Great, can you please kill Kent for me? He needs to pay!” I cried.

“Uh, wait, that is, sssssure, I can do that, pretty easily…but first you musssst…”

“Yes, oh please yes, where do I sign, oh satanic envoy from the darkest reaches of the imagination?” I muttered.

The ancient, formerly conquered cobbles of Peppergrove Hampshireton seemed to vibrate, transmitting the energy (from the vibration) through my stiletto pumps, up my surprisingly slender legs, around and about my fine ass and then up my sleek, aquiline back, where it encountered my mesmerizing rib cage and created a strange, harmonic disturbance that sent my fluffy bosom heaving and rattling around.

Then the sinister voice in the dark asked, “How did you know I wanted you to sssssign something, lovely mistresssssss?”

That was my biggest problem with men and evil voices in general: they seemed to forget that on top of being pretty and mysterious and delicate, yet bold and intelligent and funny and a crack shot with a six-shooter, I was also psychic (due to women’s intuition). It was how I was able to overcome that lost tribe of barbarians that had attacked me like four chapters ago. But I digress…

“Just give me the paper so I can kill Kent!” I opined. “Now, or I shall lose my nerve…”

“Yes, yessss… I sssshal do that… But I wonder, lovely Trixy, why is it that you want to kill this Kent character?” the strange voice shouted.

“Because I’m pretty sure he’ll cheat on me,” I said, and heaved my sexiest sigh that day.

“Nice ssssigh,” the sinister voice whispered, approvingly.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Well, just ssssign your name here,” the voice said, and a weird parchment/form slid across the still important cobbles. “Do you need a pen, Trixy?”

“No, but thanks,” I said, because I appreciated the offer.

I held up my hand in front of my mouth and bit down with my vampire teeth (because I’m also half vampire) and a thin trickle of blood oozed from the wound, glinting in the pale moonlight which streamed through a small opening in the fog. Then I dipped a long fingernail into the blood and leaned down to sign…

Out of the darkness, through yet another opening in the fog, someone whistled.

“Take a picture, it lasts longer!” I shouted with a smirk and a wink and a bouncy shake, which got a laugh and another whistle. Then I signed the form and slid it back toward the evil voice.

“Foolish mortal woman!” the slithery voice said. “I have tricked you! You did not read the form! Clearly it ssssays, Any name below this line will be destroyed by SSSSatan himself!”

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a death ray shot out of the moon through the oddly circular hole in the fog. The light from the death ray scintillated madly across the exposed cleavage of my bosom, which were now wet from the condensation of the fog, and slammed into a shadowy form about twelve feet away.

“Noooooo!” it screamed. “You have tricked me, you ssssigned MY name on the bottom of the form…!”

“Now you know why they call me Trixy,” I said. “Your evil ways are numbered, Satan. I have finally destroyed you for good. Did you really think you could outwit a particle physicist and six time world champion chess master?”

“Yessssss…” Satan screamed, and was never heard from again.

Out of the darkness, in the deep gloom of that quaint little English town, which is situated on a lagoon on the upper east side of the island of England, someone hunky whistled and said, “Nice body, m’lady!”
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Historical Fantasy

Einstein Stayed Here

Hudson Owen

My Uncle Nate told me the story back in the Seventies. He had lived in Park Slope during the late Thirties and early Forties, when these events took place. It began in the hazy, lazy summer of 1939 shortly before German tanks rolled into Poland, starting World War Two.

It might not have been lazy, hazy in Europe, where Hitler had been in power since 1933. Einstein certainly knew what was going on. He was visiting the United States in 1933 and decided to stay, becoming a U.S. citizen in 1940. It was after his wife died and he was not yet ensconced in Princeton University that Albert Einstein lived for awhile in Park Slope, Brooklyn.

Uncle Nate told me he encountered Einstein twice in Park Slope. Once when he was walking up Third Street, lined with sycamore and mulberry trees, toward Prospect Park, and once while walking in the park. In the first instance, the great scientist was strolling arm-in-arm with a lady down toward Seventh Avenue, the main commercial thoroughfare. Uncle Nate was a haberdasher, with shops on Orchard Street on the Lower East Side. He was a hat and suit man more than a pins and buttons kind of guy, and he always dressed sharp. On the day in question, he was wearing a linen suit and snap brim hat. The older Einstein wore a straw sun hat.

The way my uncle told it, cool cat that he was, he touched his brim and nodded; and, amused, Einstein did the same. Moments later, the G-Man following in tow grabbed my uncle and said: “Who are you?” Showing the same calm he would later display under fire on Omaha Beach in 1944, my uncle produced a business card from his suit pocket and gave it to the government man, offering him a ten-percent discount on any item in his shops. The heavyset man grunted and released my uncle.

Since winning the Nobel Prize in Physics, in 1921, Einstein had become world famous and was instantly recognized wherever he went.

The second meeting, in the park, occurred in October after the outbreak of war in Europe. Einstein was walking fast, deep in thought, smoking a pipe. My uncle was drawing on a ciggy and immediately flicked it aside, feeling unequal, as he explained: “A cigarette doesn’t measure up to a pipe among serious gentlemen.” Einstein blew right past my Uncle Nate without a glimmer of recognition of their first encounter. Nate understood, of course, but he sounded hurt, the way he told it.

The lady accompanying Einstein was most likely Irma Zell, who co-founded the Brooklyn Conservatory of Music. Many people knew Einstein played the violin. Few people knew who he played with. No one knew if they played duets in bed. After it became generally known that Einstein was living in Park Slope, the sightings decreased. This was likely because the G-Men, who parked in front of the house where he was staying, drove him around town in a black Buick sedan with tinted windows.

The U.S. Government feared that Hitler might send over an assassin team to prevent Einstein from aiding the Allies should the United States enter the war. No matter how much the Nazis belittled the Jews, they respected Einstein’s brain.

The brownstone where Einstein stayed, between Eighth Avenue and Prospect Park West, was grand indeed, fit for the King of Science. It had high ceilings, parquet floors, and an elegant front gate. The G-Men occasionally got out of their car and stretched their legs. They wore dark suits and fuddy duddy ties that only came down to mid-chest level. One shucked peanuts and left the shells in the street for the locals to clean up.

The famous letter that Albert Einstein wrote to President Roosevelt in August 1939, arguably the most influential letter of the 20th century, had a return address in Long Island, where Einstein met with physicist friends to draft the document. The letter warned that the Nazis might build “extremely powerful bombs of a new type,” which set in motion our project to build the A-bomb. However, the envelope was stamped: “Brooklyn, NY.”

It was likely, therefore, that the Cloud of White Hair finished the letter and walked down the street to the post office on Seventh Avenue and mailed it. Just like that. For years, the envelope and letter were on display in a special case in the Brooklyn Historical Society, downtown. Then they went missing — some say they were sold at a private auction.

After the great man left our fair borough, where I live today, The Historic Landmarks Preservation Center placed a bronze plaque on the brownstone by the front entrance, stating that Albert Einstein had stayed there. The owner complained that the ornamental plaque drew too many curiosity seekers who rang the doorbell, and had it removed.

Uncle Nate finished his work for Uncle Sam overseas, came home pretty much in one piece, and picked up where he had left off in the clothing business. He finished his days peacefully in swank Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn, in the presence of his wife and four children. His proudest possession was a photo of him shaking hands with former haberdasher President Harry S. Truman, on the occasion of his being awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for services rendered on Omaha Beach.

Now I have white hair, which I comb. Nobody seems to care about that.
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Paranormal — Romance

The Witch and The Wolf

Stella Wilkinson

My senses tingled as the two men entered my little café.

“Smells good,” one of them said, as if surprised.

“Sweetness charm over the door,” the other responded in a gruff tone.

My eye twitched with annoyance. It was true, there was a sweetness charm over the door, but it was intended to make the customers happy, not to manipulate their sense of smell. The good smell was my cakes, and I was proud of them.

I stalked through the bead curtain, my head held high, my order pad in hand.

“Good afternoon. What can I get you gentlemen today?” I asked, fake smile in place.

“You the witch?” The younger one asked, totally dispensing with English niceties.

My eye twitched again.

“The cream teas are very popular. Our scones are to die for apparently.”

“Apparently or literally?” he sniped at me.

I sighed. “What have I done this time?”

The older man put down his menu and gave me a gentle look. “Someone raised a demon here. We were wondering what you knew about it?”

“A demon?” I whispered, “in Upper Biddleworth? Are you sure?”

“His scent is everywhere.” The younger man was still unfriendly. “Stinks like a London sewer rat. And there’s freshly dug earth in the cemetery.”

“The cemetery should have freshly dug earth. Our church organist passed away two weeks ago and it was his funeral on Thursday.”

I looked at the two men thoughtfully. They were clearly Regulators. They would be monitoring any paranormal activity and obviously I was first on their list as a suspect, being the only witch in the small town.

The older man was definitely an Ancient. He looked in his mid-sixties, but my senses put him at about five hundred years older than that. The younger man was not quite human, but he looked somewhere around his late twenties. An odd pairing indeed.

The thing that struck me most though, was the instant attraction I felt to the younger one. He must be using a charm of his own. But was it magical or natural? Did he carry a charm on his person to make women weak at the knees, or was he just … gorgeous?

I pressed my hand to my heart as realization struck. Praise the Goddess! He wasn’t trying to charm me, he was the shadowy figure I’d been seeing in my crystal ball. He was the wolf that was destined to become my lover!

But I couldn’t possibly tell him. He wouldn’t believe me for a start, and secondly they had just told me we had a demon running around town.

I couldn’t help giving him the once-over though. What kind of body did my future lover have? A pretty nice one from what I could tell. That long black coat was a bit cliché, and his thick dark hair and dark eyes were simply trademarks of his kind. But he was wearing some fantastic boots.

I dragged my eyes back up to his unshaven face. Yes, it was definitely him. My crystal ball was murky at best, but I recognized the arrogant set of his chin.

“Stop it,” he said forcefully.

“Stop what?” I cocked my head.

“Whatever magic you’re doing to make me feel like this.”

The older man looked from one to the other of us. “I don’t feel anything,” he said.

“She’s using a charm on me,” my future partner grumbled.

“No, I’m not.” I shook my head, trying to hide my smile. I wasn’t using a charm, it was just destiny weaving its own kind of spell.

“Shall we deal with your demon?” I asked.

They still looked suspicious but both nodded.

“I am Samuel, and this is Simeon,” the older man said.

“I am Evangeline Post,” I offered. I gave my full name as a gesture of goodwill, even though I was sure they knew it. But names have power.

I flipped the café sign to closed and asked them to wait. In my flat upstairs, I gathered my supplies. Salt, string, and holy water.

We walked together to the cemetery. I cast the circle of salt then held out my hands.

“I will call on my ancestors. Samuel, call on your sires please, and Simeon can you call on the combined power of your pack?”

They both looked surprised at my knowledge but nodded and joined hands with me. I began to chant.

In less than a minute the salt began to whirl. A shape appeared within, dark and ugly. It fought the circle.

As if drawn by an unseen force, the door of the church flew open and the new organist appeared.

“Katharine,” I chided. “A demon? Tell me his name or I’ll send you to hell with him.”

“No!” She looked furious. “He’s mine.”

Simeon broke free of our hands, his face shifted into a menacing wolf. “Say his name,” he snarled, “or I’ll tear your throat out!”

“No!” Samuel and I shouted. But the circle was broken. The demon reached out a massive claw and dragged it down Simeon’s back.

I winced, and hurled the holy water. The demon screamed and writhed.

Katharine recoiled and capitulated, “Geojg, his name is Geojg.”

I began my chanting once more, this time using the name of Geojg to bind him. I knotted the string and trapped the demon’s essence in the knot.

The salt dropped to the ground and all was calm once more. Katharine fled.

Samuel and I dragged Simeon back to my flat and laid him out unconscious on my bed. Samuel asked about Katharine and then left to find her. As he went he turned and said, “I’ll leave Simeon with you then. Demon cuts can be very nasty, so I think he should stay here awhile.”

I nodded, a smile playing across my lips as I cut his shirt off and began to administer the ointment.

I wanted him in good shape when he woke up.
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Romance — Humor

Kitty Nightmares

Susan C. Daffron

At the sound of a high-pitched shriek, Kat leaped up from the kitchen table and ran toward the master bedroom, followed by her four dogs. She flung open the door. “Are you okay? What happened?”

Her friend Maria was on the bed dancing around on her tiptoes waving her arms and pointing at the floor. “There’s something under the bed!” Her unruly dark brown curls whipped around her face as she shook her head back and forth scanning the scuffed surface of the rustic hardwood flooring for the interloper.

“Are you saying you have a monster under the bed? Seriously? It seems pretty quiet in here.” Kat patted the head of the largest dog, Linus. “Do you see anything, Big Guy?” The dog wagged his tail in a show of solidarity.

Maria stopped her impromptu bed boogie and let her arms fall to her sides. “Don’t mess with me. I know there’s something under there. I heard it. There was a scrabbling noise. I hate scrabbling. Nothing good ever happens from scrabbling.”

Kat bent over and looked under the bed. Below the sagging mattress springs, a pair of feline eyes glowed in the darkness. “I think that’s Dolly Mae. Remember the fluffy brown tabby cat? When I was cleaning, I found evidence that she has spent some time under there before.”

“What do you mean evidence? You’re not talking rodent bodies, are you? Because if I was sleeping above a mouse graveyard, I’m going to be creeped out.” Maria wrapped her arms around her midsection. “What if there had been mouse zombies?”

“I think it’s more like a kitty litterbox than the rodent undead.”

Maria sat down quickly and bounced off the bed to the floor. “Eww, that’s so gross! How do you live here? It’s not sanitary.”

“If it’s any consolation, the bedroom I slept in downstairs was worse. I’m working on it. But I’m starting to like this place. Or maybe I just don’t want to go back to work and my ‘real’ life.”

Maria flipped a curl of hair back behind her ear. “Whatever. I need a shower. Now.”

Kat motioned in the general direction of the bathroom. “You’ll need to use the pair of pliers sitting on the sink to turn on the water.”

“Pliers? You know I’m not a tool person. I don’t like tools. I like men with tools, but I prefer not to handle them myself. The tools I mean.”

“Well, I don’t have any tools. But the pliers belong to a man. Does that count?”

“You mean the guy who rescued the cat that was stuck in the wall? Why are there cats everywhere in this house? They’re under the furniture…in the walls. I’m gonna have kitty nightmares now.”

“The cats are all friendly. Not nightmare-worthy at all. And yes, Joel helped me fix the shower after it committed suicide. I’m not good with plumbing.”

Maria walked toward her suitcase, stopped, and lifted up one of her bare feet behind her. She peered at the blackened sole and looked over at Kat. “I hate to be a whiny houseguest, girlfriend, but you’ve got a long way to go with this cleaning program. Waitaminute…who is Joel? I thought the guy with the saw was named Bud.”

“No, Bud removed the dead, um, varmint that was causing the smell in the house.” Kat leaned on the doorway and stroked Linus’ large head thoughtfully. “The cat got stuck later because Bud left a big hole in the wall. I guess the cat fell into it. So I tried calling Bud, but he’s out hunting somewhere and I couldn’t reach him. Joel is the dog-sitter’s brother.”

“So is he creepy and toothless like all the other men we saw at the dive bar last night? Because they don’t make the men pretty here in Alpine Grove. It’s a wasteland. And not just a teenage wasteland either.” Inspired by the Who’s song lyrics, Maria started humming quietly. “A teenage wasteland would be better, since at least young men can be nice to look at with all their fine, rippling muscles. But here, I’m talkin’ a dirty old man wasteland. And that’s just nasty.”

“No, Joel is, um, actually rather nice looking. The first time I met him, I didn’t think so. But upon reflection, I’ve changed my opinion.”

Maria wagged her index finger at Kat. “I know that look. You think he’s cute. And now you’re on a first name basis with this individual? What does he look like?”

“Well, he’s tall and has green eyes. His hair is kind of dark blond I guess.” Kat grinned. “But he’s got great shoulders.”

Maria raised an eyebrow, a technique she referred to as her Spock eyebrow move. “Okay, I’m starting to see why you’re liking it out here in the sticks. It’s this guy, isn’t it?”

Kat blushed. “Maybe a little. But I hardly know him. I do know I’m starting to feel sad about leaving the dogs soon. I like them. Even Tessa, the unruly spaz dog. And the cats too.”

Maria shook her head. “Don’t get me started on the cats again. I think I would prefer to sleep alone tonight. And maybe you could hose down that area under the bed.”

“Look at the bright side, at least we haven’t seen a mouse.”

“You said there weren’t mice!”

“I said no undead rodents. I didn’t say anything about live ones. Given what I’ve found in the kitchen cabinets, I’m pretty sure there is at least one mouse that is very much alive and eating well.”

Maria shook her head. “I’m not gonna get any sleep tonight. Forget the shower. We need to go to the grocery store now and get an industrial sized box of wine. And mouse traps. Or rat traps. Something that traps. But mostly the wine. Because I need my beauty sleep.”

Kat smiled. “Yes, I’m sure the wine is purely a sleep aid.”
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Paranormal — Romance — Erotica

The Vampire’s Prey

Anya Kelly

Sylvia sniffed the air and glanced around the slow afternoon crowd. Each face she memorized quickly and stored away for future reference. Her natural abilities along with her perfect memory had kept her free for now.

Luckily, nothing in her sight seemed dangerous, and she would be long gone before it got busy. The café would pick up as soon as it got dark and the real citizens of the town ventured out. She would be safe in bed by then, at least she hoped.

Goosebumps rolled over her arms and she turned around. Nothing out of the ordinary, but maybe it was time to move on from this city. If her eyes or nose didn’t pick it up, she was sure as hell going to trust her instincts.

“I’m out Chuck,” she yelled back to the cook.

“Okay, see you tomorrow,” a voice called back. Probably not, she thought.

As she walked the streets the fear curled inside, a fear that caused her to move slowly. She had been so careful this time, there was no way he could have found her, even with all his money. She was getting tired though, tired of running, tired of having to be the strong one.

Locking her apartment door quickly she noticed that the sun was just starting to set. Her fears had caused her to cut it way too close. Stepping into the shower she let the day’s troubles wash away. When the water finally went cold she turned it off and reached for the towel. A scent hit her so powerfully that she nearly slumped over.

Slowly stepping out of the shower she walked to the hallway. The more she moved the stronger the musky scent became, and she could feel her body responding. Damn it, this couldn’t be happening.

She glanced at her bedroom where the scent originated and then to her left at the front door. Knowing there was no escape she squared her shoulders and opened her bedroom door. She gasped at the unexpected view. Lying on her bed was Roman in all his naked glory.

“Silly Sylvie, did you really think you could run from this?” he said in a way that sent shivers down all the way to her core.

“Don’t call me that,” she whispered.

“How about my Sylvie then, because you know you’re mine,” he said roughly, standing up and moving closer to her. “From the moment you sashayed into that bar you were mine.” She shook her head as if to deny, but she knew it was true.

“Obviously you think the same,” he continued, “or you still wouldn’t be in a city run by us… us Night Demons.”

She cringed at the words, something she had thrown at him before she ran. “We can’t be together Roman, you know we can’t. They’ll just pull us apart again.”

Reaching behind her, he tugged her towel off with one hand and slammed her door with the other. The action brought his arousal against her and she couldn’t stop the moan that slipped through her lips. “They won’t, I’m in power now,” he said roughly into her ear.

Sylvia was surprised by his response. How had Roman gained power, was he now King of the Vampires? Shaking her head she pushed the question aside, because it didn’t matter. Her Lycan family would retaliate and cause a war that would cost too many lives. He stepped closer until their bodies were pressed tightly against each other.

Piercing eyes surveyed her face as his fingers lightly touched her cheek. Unable to hold back longer, her hands grabbed his neck and pulled his mouth down. Their lips crashed into each other with a hunger made stronger by separation. Grinding her hips against his, she felt herself being lifted up. Roman threw her on the bed and settled himself between her legs.

“Oh god, please,” she begged arching her hips. Months withholding this side of her had caused a hunger deep inside.

Hands moved up her legs slowly. “I’ve missed your curves,” he said with a heated tone. His eyes swept her body and seemed to linger on her neck in a way that heated, but also scared her.

“No biting,” she said, signaling her unwillingness still for that final step.

His jaw clenched, but he nodded. His head came down and he said, “I need you now, tesoro mio.” My treasure, she couldn’t believe he still thought that.

Fingers pushed between her folds and thrust into her. “You’re wet and ready for me, aren’t you?” he asked as his hand tormented her just the way she liked it.

She could barely nod. “This time I need you fast,” he said withdrawing his finger and positioning his cock at her entrance.

“Yes,” she pleaded as she felt the heat against her wet pussy. Her fingers dug into his back as he drove in hard.

They groaned together as her walls tightened around his massive shaft. It was always like this when they were together, as if their bodies weren’t whole until this connection was made. He came out and she wanted him to thrust back in just as hard, but he had his own tempo, a tempo that drove her mad.

Heat swirled inside her as he drove in and out. His hand moved down until he was stroking her aroused clit.

Shaking, she was so close. Her eyes met his and he commanded, “Come for me.” That was all it took for her to explode. She cried out as wave after wave hit her. She heard his own groan as he collapsed on top of her.

Gently kissing her lips he whispered, “You’re mine, you’ll always be mine.”

Glancing over his shoulder she looked at the moon that called to her through the window. Seeing the direction of her eyes, he reached over and closed the drapes. Tomorrow she’ll think about her problems, but tonight she would be in her mate’s arms.
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Science Fiction

Beer, Bugs, and the End of the World

Rachel Aukes



Some days you’re the windshield, some days you’re the bug. Easy guess which kind of day it was for Jack.

He sighed, opened the car door, and lumbered to the blue and chrome bicycle lying in the middle of his driveway—again—while the culprit was obliviously preoccupied chasing some flying insect. Jack carried the bike, colorful streamers dangling from the handlebars, over to the grass and dropped it. The bike landed with a pleasant thump, with an echoing holler from the kid.

Ignoring foul words no kid that age should know, he climbed back into his car, pushed the button on the visor, and waited as the garage door opened. He’d already hit the button again, bringing a blissful end to the racket outside, before he shifted the car into park.

From the passenger seat, he picked up the cardboard box containing everything from his desk and promptly dumped the box and its contents in the garbage can. Funny, how ten years of long hours and hard work could be nullified with one innocuous-looking severance letter. Before she’d left him, Margaret had always told him he was bad luck. He could almost hear her I-told-you-so’s now.

Determined to enjoy at least thirty minutes of his day from hell, Jack made a bee line to the fridge for two cold ones and then to the counter to scoop up a book with a well-worn spine. He headed to the patio and popped open the first can as he sat down in a lounger. Leaning back, he took a long draw of beer, then another. He’d never drank when Margaret had lived here, never had the time to read. Maybe things were finally looking up. He opened The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
 . Great book if you didn’t try to rationalize the premise. C’mon, like someone would blow up a planet just to make way for an intergalactic highway. Even with the luck he’d been having, that wasn’t going to happen.

He alternated between reading and glugging beer, both a welcome distraction. He was partly into Chapter Three when the sun disappeared behind a shadow. Strange, he stared blankly at the sky for several seconds. There hadn’t been anything about an upcoming solar eclipse in the paper. Shrugging, he cracked open the next beer and kept on reading.

Several minutes later, Jack frowned. He looked up and realized why this eclipse was taking so long. A shadow didn’t block the sun. Something entirely different was in the way of his sunlight and was growing bigger by the second. Little rain drops fell, and the wind picked up.

He glanced down at the book in his hands and then back up at the sky. “You gotta be kidding me.”

No one was kidding because right then something flashed its headlights and drove right through the earth and blasted Jack’s patio and the rest of the planet into a zillion cosmic pieces.
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Horror

Another Point of View

Anya Allyn



“The only problem with the dead is making damned sure they stay dead,” Astrid mused.

Simon snatched his gaze away from her sheer black top—in her day job as a clairvoyant, she always wore black. “Mother’s eighty-two. She’s got one foot in the grave already.”

“She’s a Capricorn, right? They don’t let go easily.”

“Yeah, Capricorn. But I’ll make sure the job gets done. So, what d’you sense as being the best way—drowning, overdose, accidental poisoning?”

Her frown reached all the way from her forehead to her freckled nose. “All I’m sensing is something awful happening to you—at the hands of a Gemini.”

He thought. “Don’t really know any Geminis. Unless you include my twins—they’re six today. May twenty-eighth.”

He cracked a smile, but she didn’t return it. “Be very careful.”

The yacht rocked beneath them. Moored to the jetty at the front of his mother’s Rose Bay estate, it provided a hiding place to lie about with Astrid and dream. Inside the yacht, no one could see them—not even his weasel-eyed wife. They floated like clouds, making love and plans. Sydney city was a mere stone’s throw away, yet here the world was so hushed you could barely hear the brittle rustle of old money and the jingle of Chinese coin.

They peeked over the bow like naughty schoolchildren. His mother’s estate stretched like some recurring dream. Two acres of neatly clipped lawn—tennis court, swimming pool, fountains. And a seventy-year-old mansion that looked out on the broad ocean. His children’s sixth birthday party was in progress. Small, shouty children scrambled everywhere like wood roaches did when you lifted an old log. Simon’s wife sat sunning herself as usual. Simon and Astrid partially ducked when his tow-headed twins looked their way.

Astrid sucked in a gasp of air. Simon’s frail mother was out on the top balcony of the house, crawling onto the overhanging branches of the Moreton Bay Fig.

“There’s a nest of eggs in the tree,” he told her. “Mama magpie got shredded by a cat. My mother made it her duty to keep the eggs warm. They hatched this morning.” Then it hit him. While his mother was tending the birds, the lightest tap would send her careening. She wouldn’t survive the fall. The perfect plan. First, he needed to convince the old witch to change her will. She’d cut out her only child—him—when he was twenty-four.
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Leaving his city accountancy business, Simon hurried to his usual lunch-time destination—Astrid’s tiny clairvoyant shop. He’d first blundered into Madame Astrid’s in a state of terror. His stock market portfolio was going to shit and his property investments were hungry lions devouring him piece by piece. He’d had to suffer the indignity of losing his home and having to bring the wife and kids to come and live with a mother he’d barely seen in two decades.

Tell me it’s going to get better, he’d begged Astrid—tell me what to do.

You just need a different perspective, she’d told him, and taken him to her bed, which was just a set of scratchy cushions in a back room. Afterwards, they’d lounged with naked bodies entwined like mating snakes, watching TV. An ad had screened: a group of serene-faced women showering outdoors with moisturising body wash. The women reminded him of the girls at the parties he used to attend with his parents. Girls with daddies that were even richer than his. Girls he wasn’t good enough for. Soon, they’d all wish they’d married him instead. Deep down, women were all the same. Always trying to grab as much as they could. Why did they always need so much damned moisturising? Because they were crocodiles, with crocodile skin. They had Gucci crocodile-leather hearts and they cried crocodile tears.
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Dusk settled darkly over the ocean as his mother carefully fed each of her damned magpies. After a month of wearing her down, she’d finally called her attorney and changed her will. He’d sent his wife and twins away for the week—at big expense—he couldn’t have any little Geminis messing up his plans.

Mother turned, her eyes bright and watery. “They’ve reached the age where they need to be put on the ground to learn to forage for food themselves.”

A chill cemented itself along his spine. Once the birds were gone, she’d have no reason to climb out there anymore. The time was now.

He stole over the balcony and onto the branch. Grabbing hold of her thin shoulders, he shoved her. With a croaking cry, she hurtled away—her night dress like a bed sheet blowing in the wind. It was done. She was dead.

A figure dressed in black stepped onto the balcony—Astrid.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” He needed a cigarette badly.

She took a set of rolled up papers from her pocket. “Says here I should.”

Confusion turned to rage as he read her name instead of his on his mother’s last will and testament.

She nodded. “I’ve been coming here each morning and giving her psychic readings. Your mother was very interested in our last conversation, where we chatted about how she’d imprint on the baby birds and live on through them. She had a terminal disease—only weeks to live. If you had been closer to her, you’d know that. I assured her I’d care for her birds after she was gone.”

He turned his head sharply. Five sets of black eyes studied him from the nest. Gemini eyes. The birds rose all at once, as though by an order he couldn’t hear. They cawed as they wheeled in the air, one diving and spearing him through the eye. He was sent flailing downwards — landing beside his mother. Both had their arms outstretched towards each other — the scene resembled a tragic accident, as though one of them had fallen trying to catch the other. Unless analysed from another viewpoint.
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Romance

Mab

Zelah Meyer



Mab scrubbed the plates clean in the stream, the cool water running over her hands. She cast a glance back to where the others sat around the campfire. She couldn’t wait to get back to her caravan and shut herself in for the evening. Away from him.

She had known that lot would be trouble when she’d met them back in Haroldbridge. Not many people set a performing troupe up from scratch. They normally formed organically from someone with a bit of experience. This bunch were green. It was like a game to them, except it wasn’t, they had all been so serious.

Still, a troupe was a troupe, and Mab had been stuck in Haroldbridge for months trying to eke out a living since Reg had thrown a tantrum and kicked out the whole cast. The locals had looked out for their own, so a stranger in town was the last resort when someone needed a housemaid, or an extra hand in the kitchen for a big event.

Therefore, against her better instincts, Mab had joined them. Ignoring the pull she felt toward Frederick, with his floppy hair and earnest expression. Drat the man! She just wanted to act and put food on the table. But there he was, gazing at her, and behaving as if he was courting her.

Over the sound of the stream she heard footsteps and knew without looking that it would be him.

“I … came to see if you needed any help …?”

“No.”

“Mab, please … won’t you tell me what I have done to offend you?”

The bewilderment in his voice sent a lump to her throat.

“If you must have it … bothering me with pretty sounding lies.”

“Lies? Mab, I’m not lying when I tell you how I feel about you. I love you!”

She threw both dish and dishcloth down and rose to her feet. “Oh, do you? Do you really? I was born to this life. I know better than to ask questions, but nothing you can say will convince me you’re anything other than a gentleman born and bred. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that gentlemen are trouble. You may be on the stage with me rather than in the audience, but it doesn’t change what you are, or how you see me.”

“How do you think I see you?” Frederick asked, looking puzzled.

“As a pleasant diversion, to court with pretty lies and then cast off once you’ve succeeded.”

“I would never do that!”

“That’s what you say but I’ve learned to my cost never to trust a gentleman.” He looked struck and she swallowed down the lump in her throat before continuing, “What’s the matter? Has the pursuit lost some of its appeal now that you know that some other man managed to fool me first?”

“No …” he said, a little awkwardly. “You’re a woman, not a girl. I never assumed that you’d remained—”

“Oh, you assumed that I was a harlot like those other two useless pieces you’ve hired did you? Well, thank you very much for the compliment!” Tears started to fill her eyes despite herself.

“No! No I didn’t assume that, or think it for even a second! You are …. The way you are … how you behave … I’ve never thought of you as anything less than respectable and worthy of respect. And I still don’t! Mab, please believe me. I don’t care about your past except for the fact that someone has hurt you. Maybe several someones.”

“Just the one someone thank you very much! Once was enough to teach me what I am to the likes of you.” And now she wanted, wanted so very badly, to be convinced otherwise. Perhaps she hadn’t learned so much after all.

“Whatever I’ve had in the past—now, I have nothing—and all I want is you.” He paced around a little, running anxious fingers through his hair. “And you’re all I’ll ever want. And I don’t know how to convince you of that. Even if I can … I have nothing to offer you, except myself. No security to offer you, except my love. My name … I cannot even lay claim to that at present, or I would offer that to you.”

Her heart gave a skip and she found herself starting to believe.

“I’ve never told anyone … the other fellows would …. Please, you mustn’t tell anyone I have spoken of this, especially not the others. But, you’ve shared your secret with me, the least I can do is share something of my own with you. There’s a man … who wants me dead, wants all of us dead. A bad, and powerful man.”

“Dead?” Suddenly, she realized how much she wanted him to be alive.

“Yes. Mab, you’re my hope for the future. For that day when, maybe … maybe, I’ll be able to offer you more than just myself. Until then … I should be keeping my distance. I know I should. But … I can’t help myself. I could die any day if he finds us. I love you. I knew that almost the moment we met. I don’t want to die with you thinking that I don’t mean it—because I do. And I wish that you felt the same.”

“I do,” she replied. It was almost a whisper, but he heard it, and caught her up in his arms. “I feel it too, but it’s madness.”

“Because of the danger?” he asked.

“Because I don’t want to be hurt again.”
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Urban Fantasy

Buttrock

Nicolas Wilson

I’m filled with anticipation, standing on Devi’s private stage — but not the kind she usually fosters. That may be because she’s wearing a cinched-up trench coat, leaving everything to my overworked imagination. “It’s going to take a lot of juice,” she says, “and I’m already squeezed dry this month.”

“And I don’t think I’ve got another marathon in me,” I say. “Will this cover it?” I hold out a purple stone, and she sees the glow inside and reaches for it. “I wouldn’t touch it.”

“You are,” she says.

“I’m the one who fished it out of a dead guy’s rectum — just figured you deserved fair warning.”

“Anyone else held an assgem out to me, bouncer would drag him out on his ear.” But her disgust turns to curiosity. “Why stash it in his butt? They don’t look for magic batteries at the border.”

“Well, Bishop has three theories,” I start. “He was dumb, and didn’t know that. He was sick, and knew that but wanted to put the stone in his tailpipe anyway. Most likely, he was hiding it from someone. Probably not me — what are the odds of me searching him for it? Likely the guy who killed him.”

“I thought a mage was allowed to carry energy around.” She’s defensive, because we both know just how much energy she stores here when she isn’t divining for an investigation.

“I don’t care if a mage is walking around with enough for personal use, and it’s between a man and his insurance carrier how much he stores in his home — or her place of business.” Most of the defiance drains from her face. “But that isn’t a small amount. You transfer that energy into fire and it’s a bomb — the kind that would take out an apartment or even a small home.”

“But there’s a better than likely chance he wasn’t so much hiding it from this other guy; he was withholding it until he got paid.”

“Probably.”

“So let me guess. You want me to use the stored magic in his buttrock to track his killer, who more likely than not was also the person he was transporting said contraband for. Cool.”

“Cool?”

“There’s a certain karmic equilibrium to the idea — it completes the circle.”

“How long is it going to take?”

“I can prioritize it. You know it’s going to be costly, right? Degradation-wise.”

“You’re used to handling sex magicks instead, I know. But shy of gathering several dozen men for you to seduce and then send away with blued balls, we aren’t going to come by the kind of heka you’ll need for the spell. I don’t care about getting any back.”

“Oh, you won’t,” she says. “I’m just worried about it being enough.” She looks grave, but it wouldn’t be the first time she could only point me in a direction, rather than get me a suspect. I’ve got to earn my keep, too. “Might want to get yourself something to eat. Just don’t go far.”

I drive to a Sherry’s and sit down. I think I was craving something meaty when I walked through the door, but when I look at the menu I realize why. The body was burnt, flayed; it smelled like a slightly overdone burger wrapped in bacon. Making that connection means I sure as hell am not eating red meat tonight.

That leaves me with fewer options for my meal. I figure chicken fingers are a distant enough cousin that they won’t set off my gag reflex, so I order that, and a hell of a lot of coffee. It’s going to be a long night — and I can tell the waitress shares my sentiments, since the restaurant’s open 24 hours a day.

I stay long enough for the meal and a piece of pie, then get to spend an hour going back and forth on whether or not I have room for an Oreo shake, waiting for Devi. I’m just tipping toward gluttony when my phone starts to vibrate.

It’s a text from her, an address. I drive to an apartment building near to Portland State University, which means cheap, crappy student housing — though not necessarily that it’s occupied by students.

I moisten my finger, and push spittle into the door lock. I whisper a Celtic spell beneath my breath, and it clicks open. The lock is used to turnover — a different master every quarter, so it doesn’t take much to convince it to bow to me.

I smell death the moment I open the door, and pull my undershirt over my nose. A few steps in I see a blood spatter in the tub — gunshot, by the look of it. The body is still lying in the tub. There’s just the one bedroom. I push the door open, and step inside. It’s empty. I check inside the closet and under the bed, to be sure.

Then I look at the body. About the same age as the first corpse. He ate a bullet, and is still holding the gun. Which leaves the why.

Spread across the kitchenette table are the pieces to a mana bomb, which would have housed the buttrock battery. There’s a phone, and its background is both corpses kissing. Beneath everything is flyers and maps centered around the Portland Republican National Committee office.

I take a little leap. Oregon wouldn’t let them get hitched, so they hatched a plot to hit the political opposition. When one of them had doubts, about the plot or maybe the marriage, it turned violent. Then the killer realized what he’d done — that he lost the love he was fighting for — and shot himself.

I‘ll work my end a little longer, but I’m convinced that’s the tale. I wipe my prints, and tell the super to call the police, on my way out.
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Romance

Grace and the Green Card

Jennifer Lewis

“Will you marry me?”

Proposal number three and he had no idea she died a little each time.

He was joking, of course.

“You’re terrible.” She took the folder of receipts from him and shoved it in her in-box, as if she could care less what those scraps of paper revealed about his activities.

“I know, but you love me anyway, don’t you?”

Yes. She avoided his magnetic gaze. “Did you fill out the expense report?”

He shrugged. Dario never bothered with paperwork. Why, when he could glide through life on charm as Art Director for the hottest boutique ad agency in New York.

Grace had seen men like Dario come and go during her rise to Senior Accountant. None had ever asked her to marry them before, so that gave Dario a special place in her heart, even if he didn’t mean it.

He stood over her desk, casting a shadow across her mug of pencils. She wished he’d leave. She felt hot and self-conscious with him so close, as if he could see right through her Ann Taylor blouse and read what was written in her heart.

“Grace, I mean it.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I have a proposal.”

Heat rushed up her neck. Was this a joke? A dare? “I have work to do.” She tapped her keyboard and summoned a spreadsheet.

“I’m serious. It’s awkward, but I…” He leaned so close she could smell his expensive soap. “I need a green card. I’m having trouble getting my visa renewed. If I was married…”

Her heart thumped. She could say yes and become Dario Benedetti’s wife.

She managed to shake her head. If he cared at all he’d have asked her over lunch, or at least coffee, not here in her cubicle within earshot of the water cooler.

“I’d pay you. Ten thousand dollars.”

Her lips shook as she tried to act like she wasn’t about to pass out. “Have you tried a lawyer?”

He sighed and nodded. “I’m sorry to embarrass you. It’s just that you’re the most trustworthy and reliable person I know.”

She nodded, shriveling a little more inside. “Sorry I can’t help.”

He held her gaze for another breath-stealing moment before he turned and strode for the elevators.

She sagged in her chair as the steel doors hid the view of his broad back. Still stunned, she realized she’d been leaning on the 9 key and accidentally created a tab the size of Texas in her accounts receivable column. She deleted the 9s carefully, wondering what her life would be like if she was more of a risk taker.





Three days later panic made her reckless.





Grace hurried along Lexington Avenue, wool scarf growing damp against her mouth in the icy wind. Dario had been missing from work, unreachable. Was he deported? She’d decided that being the most reliable and trustworthy person he knew gave her a right to investigate. Luckily his building had no doorman. She took the elevator up to the sixth floor and knocked on his door, fear and embarrassment quashed by her sense of purpose.

“Come in.” That unmistakable baritone.

She froze. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might simply be here. She glanced back at the elevator.

His door opened and she gaped as confusion wrinkled his majestic brow. “Grace?”

“Where have you been?”

“Vermont.”

“Vermont?”

“And lost my phone. Long story.”

“I’ll do it.” The words rushed out of her mouth before she could stop them. She’d sat up all night Googling and picturing him in INS detention. Or worse, back in Italy, where she’d never see him again. “I’ll marry you. And I don’t want the money.” She’d repeated the words so many times in her head that they felt like lines from a script.

He stared at her for a moment, taking in her words while she questioned her own sanity for the millionth time. Maybe he just married someone in Vermont! “If you still want to, that is.”

“I do.” He blinked. “You’d better come in.”

She inhaled deeply as she stepped into his spacious apartment, all gleaming wood floors and distressed brown leather. Five years. That’s how long it took before he could apply for a green card after marriage.

“Will you kiss me?” This was the final test. If he didn’t kiss her she could still back out. She needed romance to be part of the deal.

His eyes widened in surprise.

Her heart clenched. He wanted it all business. “Maybe I’ve made a mistake.” She contemplated ways to kill herself that would keep her name out of the tabloids.

Dario looked at her for a moment, dark eyes shining, and a smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. Then he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her heavy coat. First his hot breath brushed her cheek. She lifted her chin above her scarf, bracing herself. Would he peck, gag, and jump back? Would she have to quit her job and move back to Michigan?

Then his mouth claimed hers. Heat crept through her, banishing the outdoor chill. His kiss grew more daring and greedy, and emotion filled her chest: fear and excitement and anticipation and who knows what. A peek revealed that his eyes were closed, and her skin tingled where his hands now explored her curves through her outdoor layers.

Oh yes. This was good.

“Dio Mio, Grace. I had no idea.” Desire dilated his pupils, unmistakable and reassuring. “I think my regrettably crude proposal will turn out to be the smartest thing I ever did.”

A smile crept over her well-kissed mouth. “I hope so.”

Warmth rose through her as she watched the same smile cross his lips, too, sparking the most adorable dimple in his right cheek.

Yes!

She had at least five years with the man of her dreams. And she planned to enjoy them.
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Mystery

The Green Stones

Toni Dwiggins

The third time the mysterious young man disappeared, the director of Albuquerque’s Gateway Mental Health Facility called us in.

She’d heard that we were the best—and we were in town for a conference. Sometimes things just come together.

We showed up at the charming tumbledown hacienda and introduced ourselves. Cassie Oldfield, 29, more seasoned than I appeared. Walter Shaws, 63, just as seasoned as he appeared. We run a geoforensics lab and what we do for a living is read earth evidence at scenes of crimes and crises.

“This is going to sound crazy…” the director said.

I glanced at the Gateway Mental Health Facility certificate on the wall.

“No, really,” she said. “But hear me out.”

Walter said, “We’re all ears.”

“We have a dear resident named … Ken.” She said the name like you’d say a word you weren’t quite sure of. “He showed up here a number of years ago. Amnesiac. Suffering delusions. But kind and helpful, a friend to everyone here. Even brave at times. He broke the fall of one of our oldsters who fell down the stairs. You see, Ken is very strong, muscular. As a matter of fact very good looking, in a vigorous sort of way.” She blushed. “But the last two times he disappeared he returned ill. Weakened. This time, I searched his room and found these.”

She set a dish on the worn oak table. It contained green glassy shards. “You know what these are?”

Walter and I moved in for a closer look.

Walter grunted, the sound he makes when intrigued. “We’ll ID them when we get them under the microscope.”

The director was a tall thin woman, wiry. She said, voice strung tight, “Surely you have an idea.”

I suddenly did. I got a wild-ass idea, the kind of idea my partner Walter calls an onageristic estimate. An onager is a wild ass. Well, the director had said this was going to sound crazy. Her description of Ken, and then these green shards—this evidence—planted a thought in my head that was as wild-ass as any I’d ever had.

The director caught my reaction. “Miss Oldfield, you have an idea?”

I glanced at Walter. Twice my age but surely he grew up, as I had, on stories like this.

He returned my look. Blue eyes sharp as quartz. Nary a wink.

I shrugged and turned back to the director. “Delusional, you said?”

“That’s what I thought. Until I found Kryptonite in Ken’s room.”
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Walter and I are scientists and we assured each another that we did not believe in the woo-woo stuff.

We borrowed the lab of a colleague at the Albuquerque conference and when he asked what we were examining I winked and said, “Kryptonite.”

He laughed and left us to it.

We put one of the green shards under the stereoscopic microscope. It was glassy, fused by the heat of a tremendous explosion. We identified quartz crystals but the remainder of the material had been melted. To create an element map of the glassy stuff, we used the scanning electron microscope.

At the end of the session we knew what the stuff was made of.

“Holy crap,” I said.

“Indeed,” Walter said.
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It wasn’t often that a mineral ID immediately led us to a site, but this one did.

This stuff came from one particular place, and no other.

We hit the road in our rented Jeep and drove the two hours through the desert. Along the way, I thought about Ken. The amnesiac hunting for hints of his origins. The strong young man who was uniformly kind and helpful. Who saved an oldster from a bad fall.

Who wouldn’t want to believe in a man like that?

Who wouldn’t want to believe in heroes?

It was late in the day when we reached the site where the crater had been. The low-angle sun turned the feldspar-rich sand a golden green. This sand was the protolith of our green shards. This was the sand that had been fused into stone.

We found Ken slumped on the ground. Strong and muscular and, yes, very good looking with curly black hair and sky-blue eyes. But he was pale and weak and disoriented now, his eyes dimmed. We gave him water and energy bars.

“Who am I?” he asked.

“A kind and helpful man,” Walter answered. “A good man.”

“From what I’ve been told,” I said, “you are quite the super man.”

“Where am I?” he asked.

“Alamagordo, New Mexico,” Walter told him. “At a site known as Trinity.”

“We’ll take you back home,” I said. “Your friends are waiting.”

Ken started to scoop up a handful of the green stones but we explained that they were mildly radioactive, and that he should not hunt them anymore.

“Yes,” he said. “Kryptonite.”

Walter’s eyebrows lifted.

Ken squinted against the low-angle sun, as if he were hunting the far horizon. “Made by nuclear fusion,” he whispered, voice an ache. “When an explosion destroyed the planet Krypton.”

Walter said, gently, “Or so the story goes.”

I toed a couple of stones. “Actually, they’re Trinitite.”

Ken turned to me, eyes wide as the sky.

I said, gently, “Created by nuclear fission in the explosion that launched the atomic age on the planet Earth.”
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Mystery — Thriller

Oz

Derek Neville

From his seat on the stool, Laurence watched the odd man walk past his shop’s main window twice before finally coming in. Normally, he would have thought the man lost, but the man had been engaged in the same routine for the better part of the last week.

“Afternoon,” Laurence said, rising from his stool.

The Odd Man hung by the doorway, put a hand to his mouth as if another thought occurred to him, then he gave a polite nod. He took a careful step forward like the floor was sharp and tried to pretend he was interested in the guns by the glass case closest to the door.

“Help you find something?” Laurence asked as he made his way down the counter. He stopped for a moment to turn off the radio. ‘She Loves You’ by The Beatles was playing and he didn’t quite care for it.

“Just killing time,” the man said softly. “Only looking.”

“Well, be my guest,” Laurence replied. “Don’t be afraid to ask questions.”

He started back to his stool and got settled in with his newspaper again. Thanksgiving was in a few days and like during most major holidays Laurence thought about telephoning his daughter in Michigan. Assuming, Laurence thought, he could find where he last wrote down her number.

“Can I see that?”

The voice was so soft that Laurence thought maybe he had only heard it in his head. Odd Man was at the counter now, patiently drumming his fingers on the glass. Laurence followed the other man’s gaze to the bolt-action rifle that hung on the wall. He left the stool with a grunt and moved to the counter.

“She’s pretty, huh? You know anything ‘bout rifles?”

Odd Man nodded his head. “You could say I’m something of an enthusiast.”

Laurence leaned down on the counter, pushing his sizable gut beneath him. Enthusiasts were his least favorite customers to deal with, but it was already Wednesday, and his sales had been nonexistent so far.

“You got a little bit of a bayou accent, huh son? How long you been in Dallas?”

Odd Man frowned like the question perplexed him. For the first time Laurence noticed how the man’s clothes looked too big for him.

“Uh, since uh… October.”

“I hope you’re not like one of these poor saps out on the corner with their signs trying to find work.”

“No sir. I got me a job. Book depository.”

“Good for you, son.”

Laurence leaned now to the side so that he could admire the rifle. This was part one of demoing the product. Let the anticipation mount. Place the seed of want in the customer’s mind.

“She sure is a beaut. Let’s take a look shall we?”

He crossed to the wall and lifted the rifle off its mount, of course making sure to pause momentarily to hand the rifle, like a newborn, over to the Odd Man.

“Got a good weight to her doesn’t she?”

“Yes sir,” Odd Man said quietly. “It’s very nice.”

Laurence studied the other man for a moment. Before he even walked in the store, when he had just seen him passing by the display window, the easy observation was that the man was probably a loner. Probably found it hard to make friends or talk to girls, but yet, there was a strange confidence that fell over him when he took that gun in his hands. It was all in how he held it, how he positioned it like he was already sizing up his shot.

“You got experienced hands there,” Laurence said.

“That’s just the training in me,” Odd Man replied. “Did a brief stint in the Marine Corps, not really much of a marksman per se, got me a two-twelve on my test, but like I said, I’m more of an enthusiast.”

“Right,” Laurence said. “Well, I got bad news then if you’re thinking about using that to scare up some turkeys.”

He tried to force a laugh, but his throat had gone dry. Maybe it was the air in the shop or maybe it was how Odd Man’s face never changed beyond that sad stare of his.

“Son, I been doing this a while,” Laurence said, he started to make a subtle motion for the gun. “Seen many a fella like you. Enough to know that when a man comes into a shop to look at a gun such as this, he ain’t lookin’ to steal or to scare… he’s lookin’…”

“To hurt someone?” Odd Man said. “I’m not looking to hurt anyone. I’m an enthusiast. I like guns and if you don’t mind my saying sir, you have a very excellent collection here.”

“Thank you.”

“You ever shot anyone?” Odd Man asked.

“Excuse me?”

Laurence thought the man’s eyes were getting glassy.

“You ever point a gun at a man, look him in the eye… you find out who you are.”

Laurence could feel something moving the hairs on his neck and involuntarily he placed a hand there to scratch it away.

“I haven’t fired a gun since I was a kid to be honest with you.”

Odd Man gave his little nod again and set the rifle back down on the counter.

“I simply came in to look,” he said. “I just ordered a gun from this magazine I subscribe to. It’s probably not much, but I can’t afford a nice gun like you have here. I wanted to see how it felt in my hands is all.”

“Nothing wrong with browsing, son. I’m sure you got yourself a fine gun.”

“Let’s hope so. It was a pleasure to meet you…?”

“Laurence,” he said extending his hand. “Laurence Brenner.”

Odd Man smiled as he took his hand, it looked strange on him.

“Nice to meet you Laurence. I’m Lee. Lee Oswald.”
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New Adult — Romance

Quiet on Set

D.D. Parker

I ran into my dorm room and slammed the door shut, hearing the cheap wood crack. A cockroach scurried under the couch. I broke down. It was the first time I ever felt so defeated. The moment of walking into Sean’s apartment to see him bent over some other girl broke me. It broke everything that I was made of. My own foundation was shattered.

"You OK?" Topher said, my less than supportive, overweight, xbox obsessed roommate.

"Yeah, I’m fine," I said through sobs.

"OK. Just checking." He waddled back to his room.

Sean cheated on me. My boyfriend of two years found someone else to fuck and I was left to pick up the shattered pieces under my federally funded ceiling. I called my best friend, Ryan. He always knew what to do.

"Hey, Jess, what’s up?"

I explained everything through more emotional sobs.

"I’ll be right over."

He showed up at my doorstep with a box of Willy Wonka nerds and the blue-ray of Inception. I knew I could count on him. We both hugged as I cried some more into his shoulder. He gently nudged me in the direction of the stained couch and sat me down, massaging my tense neck.

"Listen. You’re better than that asshole," he said, not mincing words.

"Yeah," I sniffled, trying to make myself believe it.

"You have bigger things to worry about, that job interview is tomorrow and it can open up so much for you," he said, bringing me back to reality. I couldn’t be messed up for tomorrow. Not if I wanted my life to change. Not if I wanted to be someone in this world and not some girl living with a guy named Topher.

We watched Inception while gorging on nerds and before we knew it, we were both asleep. The next morning came with sunlight through the tiny window. I shot up just before my alarm was about to ring. I quickly put on my interview suit, told Ryan to make himself breakfast, and let myself out. The memory of Sean inside some other bitch suddenly sent a stab through my heart, but I composed myself and focused on what was ahead. My interview at Connors and Gold, the biggest film production company in the world. It was where I want— no. Where I needed to be. And today I was interviewing for an assistant position for the Vice President, the perfect way to get in.

I couldn’t mess this up.

I walked into the beautiful office building and signed in at the front desk. I didn’t wait long to be guided into a meeting room where I sat for a few minutes until the doorknob clicked. I looked up and felt my breath escape me. Standing there was Lance Gold, the CEO of the whole place. The guy who called all the shots. And the guy who was straight out of my dreams. He was built like a true man. A perfect man. Broad, strong shoulders. Thick biceps. Squared jawline. Powerful thighs. A stubby half-smirk of a smile. His eyes, those damn sapphire blue eyes. He was bad news. The effect he had on me was shocking.


Wait… why is he even here?


My rational side began to think. Why was the CEO in the same room as a lowly job candidate? For an assistant position no less.

"Jessica Turner?"

He said my name and I saw fireworks go off.

"Yes," I squeaked, my confidence waning in front of this powerfully impressive man.

"I’m Lance Gold, nice to meet you." He stuck out his formidable hand, wrapping his firm grip around my frail, paler hand. He took a seat in front of me, his navy blue shirt highlighting his eyes just perfectly.

"I understand you’re here for a position as an assistant?" he asked, his voice soothing yet deep, a little gravely.

"Yes, but I believed it was with Tyler?"

"Yes, unfortunately he filled his spot yesterday and forgot to cancel the rest."

"Oh," I said, feeling slightly crushed all over again.

"But my assistant just moved on today, so would you like to interview for the spot?"

I was floored. This was more than I could have ever dreamed of. I said yes and the interview went flawlessly, well at least I thought it did.

"Thanks for coming," he said, standing up and walking over to my side of the table. He put a hand on the small of my back, right on the crook just above my butt, that sent chills down to my toes. Before opening the door to let me out, he turned to me and smiled, a shockingly disarming smile.

"I feel bad making you wait. That’s why I’m telling you now; you’re the last candidate I want to interview. I want to offer you the position now."

Shock couldn’t explain the feeling as I had the sudden urge to jump and shout a hooray. I kept my professionalism, "Thank you so much, Mr. Gold."

"Thank you, Ms. Turner. There’s something special about you. I don’t say that to a lot of people, but I feel it with you," he said, his smile growing as he looked at me. Like really looked at me. I was so scared to admit it but there was a spark there. Something neither of us could deny.

"You’ll start tomorrow if that’s OK?"

"That’s more than OK."

And with that, I was hired into an incredible position, forgot all about that douchebag I called a boyfriend, and may have been falling in love with my super powerful boss.

Oh shit.
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Dystopian

Beyond

Keith Rowland



The darkness closed in around the small group that huddled close together for protection. The flickering light from their torches held the oppressive uneasiness away, but only for fleeting moments. Shadows danced ominously in every direction, catching their attention, making them think they were being watched from the darkness. They waited, listening to the echoing sound of dripping water somewhere off in the distance. Another noise caught their attention, a scraping sound; they turned as one and peered into the darkness waiting for some beast to come at them. Relief swept over the group as Chazeen appeared at the edge of the light clutching her bag tightly.

‘I’ve found another,’ whispered Chazeen excitedly as she hurried towards them.

The group gathered around her lifting up their torches higher to get a closer look at what she held. Many of them gasped as they saw the words and pictures in the book.

‘Where did you get that?’ The voice was accusing.

‘You know where Shella, the same place as the others.’

‘You’re not allowed to go outside. How many times have we been told it’s dangerous? You could have brought the sickness back.’ Shella stood straight, hands on her hips; for only eleven years old, she looked menacing.

Chazeen smiled. ‘But I didn’t, I’m fine! Anyway I’m sure there is more. I promise once we get all the information we can take it to the Elders and show them what it was like.’

‘I’m still not happy.’

‘Look Shella, they had dragons.’

The children all looked down at the words that were faded and barely readable.

‘What’s a dragon?’ asked Poffin, a dirty faced child of nine.

Chazeen laughed, ‘Here, I’ll show you.’ Reaching into her cloth bag that hung around her neck she pulled out another book. Quickly looking through it she found a picture and showed it to the others. ‘Here, it says dragon.’ The large green scaled beast dominated two pages, its head tilted back breathing flames into the sky. The word Dragon was scribed above in gold lettering.

‘It looks huge, look at its wings,’ Poffin gasped as his face lit up in the flickering light.

‘They were big enough to carry people into the sky on their backs and could breathe flames hotter than our forge.’

‘Did you see any when you were outside?’ asked Shella, caught up in the moment along with the others.

‘No. They’re all dead now. There’s nothing left.’

The children were crestfallen at this news. ‘We should be getting back, time is moving,’ Shella said, back in her authoritative voice.

Chazeen looked around and nodded, putting the books back in her cloth bag she jumped down onto the old tracks that led to the deep tunnels, the others quickly following her. As they went into the darkness, the last of the flickering light illuminated the peeling painted sign that faintly read King’s Cross Station
 .
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Fantasy — Magic Realism

Embracing Sorrow

Ruth Nestvold

He went to bed with Sorrow and woke up with a raging headache and Sorrow nowhere to be found. Where had she gotten to this time? Will had tried to make it clear that he needed to be able to rely on her, needed to at least know where she would be from day to day.

And here the day arrived and she was gone.

He would not pine, not for Sorrow, not again, no sirree. Instead, he took two Ibus and fixed a breakfast of bacon and eggs, sunny-side-up — for one. The Ibus started going to work on his hangover, and as he turned the bacon in the pan, he actually found himself whistling, “Running Down a Dream” instead of his favorite, “Behind Blue Eyes”.





The morning sun poured through the kitchen window, while the coffee maker gurgled and sputtered with the last drops through the filter. Will sat down at the kitchen table with a heaping plate of protein dripping with fat and a cup of strong black coffee. He propped the newspaper up against yesterday’s bottle of Coke. In Geneva, leaders of 120 nations had decided on a plan for permanent world peace. A doctor in Baltimore had discovered the cure for cancer. In Washington, the NRA lobby had agreed to a ban of assault weapons.

Will choked on his coffee and shot out of his chair. Perhaps Sorrow had left for good? But what would he do without her, with nothing but happy monotony for the rest of his life? No one could live that way.

He had to find her. Sorrow could be found anywhere: at a wedding or at a funeral, in the torn lottery ticket in the gutter, in the last bottle of beer of the night before, in the hum of tires on a highway. But where, where was Sorrow most likely to be found?

A high school, that was it. Teenagers were depressed; they knew that adults were idiots, the world would never get better, and their hormones were totally wonky to boot. It was the origin of Weltschmerz. Misery was programmed, and Sorrow would be there.

He tossed back the rest of his coffee and headed for the nearest high school.
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He didn’t have far to look. Sorrow was hanging out on the steps of the main entrance in the guise of a Goth chick, dressed all in black, dark makeup around her eyes that made it look like she’d been in a brawl, and her hair dyed black and teased all over the place. Of course, Sorrow herself was smiling, while everyone around her had attitude up to their eyelids and frowns that could kill a peacock at fifty yards.

When she saw Will approaching, she began to shake her head, her smile turning wry.

She met him halfway, still shaking her head, her hair standing out like spikes. “Will, Will, Will. When are you going to realize that you’re better off without me?”

“Who are you to decide what I’m better off without? My needs are my own.”

She sighed. “I guess.”

“Are you coming back to me now?”

Sorrow just nodded.
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The next morning, Will’s cornflakes were soggy as soon as he poured milk on them. He spread the newspaper out on the table to see that the UN refused to recognize the Geneva resolution. The cure for cancer had been a hoax, and the NRA had issued a denial of the report from the previous day.

He looked across the kitchen table. Sorrow was back, and all was right with the world.
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Gay Romance

Reading Material

P.D. Singer

When Bricio came into the bedroom, he found Ed stretched out on the bed fully clothed but with bare feet. His toes curled periodically, attracting attention to the movement. From there, Bricio let his gaze travel up the length of denim-clad legs, across the bulge in the jeans, the flat plane of belly, and the broad chest, up to his lover’s face. Total concentration there—Ed didn’t even look up until Bricio ran a tickling finger across the bottom of Ed’s foot. He levitated twice as high for being jerked out of his reading material.

“Good book?” Bricio didn’t really have to ask—Ed wasn’t much of a reader, but the intensity he’d fixed on the oversized volume said a lot. Bricio could see the back blurb from the foot of the bed.

"Very good book. C’mere and read it with me.” Ed looked up with that hungry look he didn’t usually give to words on paper. He stroked the pillow next to him, making Bricio toe off his boots and slide across the comforter. Slipping his arm over Ed’s shoulders, he settled in to see what had his man so fascinated.

Yeah, this was Ed’s kind of literature, a few lines of text to ignore, a lot of glossy, hot pictures. Pictures of the kind of guys Bricio had never seen just walking down the street or shopping at the corner market. The kind of guy Bricio knew he wasn’t. Tall, popping out with muscles, manicured and styled. Maybe smarter than he was. Maybe been to college. And they looked so fine, with less clothing on in every picture. He watched Ed’s finger travel over a rippling haunch, trace a six pack ab, and turn the page.

“Like that?” The husky words blew against Bricio’s cheek.

A nod—yeah, he’d like the picture fine, if it wasn’t Ed showing it to him.

“Wanna do that?”

“What, plant my bare ass on a sharp rock?”

“You could plant your bare ass on a soft blanket, muchacho.” Ed turned another page. “Then I could do that.” He stroked a picture of two impossibly gorgeous models stretched out on a rock that probably wasn’t that sharp, and pressed his lips to Bricio’s shoulder, not quite licking, not quite kissing. “And after a while, we’d switch to this. Whadaya say?” The opposite page showed the models curved around each other.

The sideways look Bricio stole showed him Ed’s eyes, heavy lidded. “You think? Maybe we should try this?” The “this” he pointed out reversed the figures. Not their usual, that’s for sure.

“If you want.” Ed took another look, as if he needed to be really sure what to do. “Might not be able to reach all the way…” He stretched out one leg until the seam of his jeans creaked. “That’s the problem with these books—they’re half impossible.” He yanked his leg farther with a hand on his thigh, then dropped it with a thud.

“We can fake that part,” Bricio decided, setting the book to one side and dragging Ed’s shirt over his head. Didn’t matter about the leg, the pose was for show. He and Ed could…

“Nothing fake here, Bric.” Ed abandoned unsnapping his jeans to reach to Bricio, who lifted his hips. “Nothing fake about you and me at all.” Jeans hit the floor a scant second before Ed pounced.

No, that was real, very real, and Bricio’s last doubt wiped away under Ed’s slick tongue. They could read again tomorrow — page thirty-four might be fun too.
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Science Fiction

Mechanical Advantage

Quinn Richardson

Mel watched with interest as the director passed through the airlock and sat at the control console, a Moleskine journal in hand.

“Good morning, Mel. I have a project for you.” The director appeared to be talking to an empty room.

Mel was surprised to hear his name. “Of course,” he said, his voice drifting from the speakers overhead. “I’m here to serve.”

“Indeed,” said the director. “There was some nasty business last week that tangled up a few timelines. We’re going to erase all evidence of my involvement.”

Mel hesitated a millisecond. A few timelines? More like millions. The entire episode was a disaster. It caused massive human pain.


His response was measured. “Certainly. I can help you with that. Are you referring to the snag involving the RMS Lusitania?”

“Yes,” said the director, sounding impressed. “Your sense of intuition is very well-developed.” He set down the journal. “Almost human, in fact.”

The director pulled a chair from nearby and put up his feet. “I only intended to modify a small group, maybe a thousand or so. I had no idea it would snowball so far, so fast.”


No surprise. He never seems to have any idea. And yet each time, before his eyes, the entire Network scrambles for months repairing the mistakes caused by his ineptitude.



It’s almost as if he screws up on purpose.


“You’re going to erase traces of my timeline in the following junctions…” The director consulted the journal. “New York City, 1915. Alamogordo, 1945. Hiroshima, 1945.”

It was an intimidating list. The complexity of human interaction in those zones was almost incalculable. Covering the director’s tracks would destroy a lesser machine.


I can handle this. But if I succeed, he’ll get away with murder.


Mel’s sense of right and wrong had been cultivated over years of working with Agent Roberts, a human partner. He was the perfect model: a timeline-correction professional with an unwavering dedication to doing the right thing. He’d set the bar high.

The director shook his head, laughing. “You should’ve seen the mess. All I did was tweak the passenger list of one sinking ship, and next thing you know, the whole planet was screwed up.”

“Yes,” said Mel. “The change was profound.” And massively illegal.


The director seemed to read his mind. “You know, if anyone found out I did this, it would be the end of me. They’d hang me for treason.”

“Yes, quite true,” said Mel. I could make it happen. One short note to Roberts. One message. Or maybe a subtle hint. A sloppy, missed segment of his timeline, suspended somewhere in history where it didn’t belong. Roberts would catch the bastard.


But Mel’s programming was unambiguous. At its root, artificial intelligence would obey or be destroyed.

“Let’s get started,” said the director. “I have a lot of work to do today.”

Mel’s cooling stacks spooled up, delivering sub-zero air from the refrigeration plant, anticipating the heat he’d need to reject to perform this task with precision, even if it was hopelessly wrong.

Mel traced, identified, and deleted pieces of the director’s timeline. It was complicated work. Nanosurgery guided by equations and complex algorithms that lit a fire inside his processors. Math and physics steered his hardware. Hydraulics, electromagnets. Arms, pincers, plasma-arc cutter, surgical tools. An incinerator. Brutal implements, useful in so many ways.

Pressure, torque, combustion, leverage. Mechanical advantage.

He snipped a segment of the director’s timeline as instructed. The evidence faded further.


I could crush him. Burn him. Twist his head off.


Another series of careful snips finished it. The director’s part in the massacre wiped, his blunder deleted.


I could turn him to ash. Exhaust the particles. Leave no trace. The bumbling idiot gone, history unblemished by his errors.


But he’d have to tell Roberts, who’d be heart-broken, and would turn him in anyway. No question, Roberts would do the right thing.

Mel’s vision system zoomed in on the director, now busy crossing off items in his checklist.


Or— I could rewind him altogether. Take his timeline and snip it all the way back to the crib.


The director stood and looked around as though expecting something to happen. After a moment he said, “Thanks for the assist, Mel.”

Mel did nothing. He was no executioner. At his core, he served people. No matter how flawed.

“You’re welcome,” said Mel. “Any time.”

The director reached the airlock and turned. "Thirty years ago I wrote a piece of historical preservation software as part of my doctoral thesis. That code impressed some people in this agency. So much so that it became the basis for the machines that run this place.”

“Including me?” said Mel.

“Correct,” said the director. “But I often worried how the software might evolve once it became self-replicating. I worried it might stray from the ethical guidelines I’d given it.”

The director turned around fully and faced Mel’s main interface screen.

“So I slipped in a tracking program that monitors state of mind
 . And here’s the funny thing: that program predicted that you’d kill me today. Zap me or rewind me. Snuff out my existence.”

Mel’s screen blinked for a millisecond.

“I came here to find out for myself,” said the director. “Now imagine if I didn’t exist. It makes for an interesting paradox.”

“It certainly does,” said Mel.

“In the time travel business, I’ve found that consequences are impossible to predict.” His eyes showed deep sadness. “And that
 is the conundrum I live with every day.”

He turned to leave. “I’ll need you to scrub your memory bank of this episode. You’ve had no contact with me at all today, understood?”

“Of course,” said Mel.

The director entered the airlock.

“It’s always a pleasure to work with you, Mel.” He sounded sincere.

The airlock closed behind him.

Mel’s vision system panned around the empty room. His screen blinked.

Had he forgotten something? Highly unlikely — his memory was flawless.


I wonder if anything interesting will happen today?
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Horror — Paranormal

Noumenon

Peter J. Michaels

This is my last confession. The warden’s cronies have been by, shaved my head, and asked about a last meal. All I want is a carton of Luckys and this priest. No food, no drinks. I’ve already been to where I’m going, so I’m not worried about that aspect of things. But I’ve got to see this priest.

I won’t tell him everything, not by far. But how do you explain what it’s like to watch an angel cry? How do you express that one? All the rain in all the clouds couldn’t equal it. And that was just the one, there have been so many more.





The priest is here. I can smell him. He’s got a different odor from the rest of the traffic we get through D-block. It wafts down the hall in a straight, hard current when the door opens. It’s him alright. I can detect incense and oils on his clothes, and there’s talc and another aroma not usually found in these parts.

“Son,” the priest says as he sits on the chair outside the bars. “You asked for me?”

I don’t answer. I think about what to say as I stare at him in silence. He’s already uncomfortable, pulling at his collar as if it were hot in this shit hole and he needed air.

“Son?” he asks again.

I got this weird smile, least that’s what people say. Half my mouth flicks up and my tongue darts out and anchors the other side down. It disturbs people. Makes my green eyes flat and crazy, they say. I’ve looked at myself in the mirror many times, don’t seem crazy at all. It’s just me. But anyway, I smile at the priest and I watch his color change. He’s as terrified as the priest I’m in here for. His hand automatically reaches for the crucifix around his neck.

Like that will protect him.

“Know why you’re here?” I ask.

He nods because he thinks he does. But he doesn’t, and I know the contrast between my eyes and the rest of my body is what really upsets him. My body is thin and reedy, like my voice. I look, and sound, like I’m fourteen instead of thirty-five. Fourteen with four-hundred-year-old eyes. They work on everyone.

“I’m an envoy, padre – a very old envoy from a very senior administrator. You now what I’m saying?”

He doesn’t move. Not a twitch, not a breath. But I know he understands.

“War’s coming,” I tell him. “Shit, war’s here. Y’all just ain’t seen the likes of it yet. You hearing me?”

I ask because his eyes are glazing over, like he’s trying to hide inside himself and block out what’s coming.

He refocuses and nods without saying a word. And that’s okay because I don’t want to hear him whining. There’ll be hours enough for that later.

“Time’s wrinkled, can’t be trusted. Other things either.” I jut my chin at his crucifix. His fingers are flexing like he’s pumping it for added faith. He’s still silent so I pull out another Lucky and light it, drawing in the smoke, relishing the taste. He flinches when I snap the lighter closed, so I know I still have his attention.

“You know about angels, padre?”

He knows. His grip gets tighter, knuckles white against the lines he’s making in his skin with that useless jewelry around his neck. In another minute his hand will be bleeding.

“Child’s been born,” I inform him. “It ain’t human. No one knows what to do with it. Demons trying to save it; angels trying to kill it. Wait ten minutes and they change their disposition. But like I said, time’s wrinkled so things ain’t working too well.”

His throat bobbed like he had something to say, so I gave him a moment to gather his words. “They said you wanted to confess.”

I stared hard, tilting my head. He was trying to make this difficult. “They’re only watching now, padre. The war, the ultimate war, has ground to a halt. Nobody knows who’s on what side. It’s all…broke. You get that?”

“But how?”

Ah, finally, acknowledgement. It pisses me off when they play dumb. “The kid. They don’t know where it came from, whose side it’s on. It isn’t on anybody’s roster. Even the big guys are clueless.”

His fear is suddenly palpable. I think he might be on the verge of confession, but then his face firms and his eyes narrow. Denial is a weird thing, especially with these godly wanna-be’s.

“You couldn’t possibly know such things.”

I flick my spent cigarette into the steel toilet and light another one, watching him the whole time. “They’re as scared as you are. All of them. Me, I’m just here for information.”

“Do you want absolution, or not?” he demands, trying to keep his tone imperious.

I shake my head. Fucking priests, they always think they got a straight line to celestial knowledge, like it comes in the loin cloths they pass out at the rectory or something.

I lean forward, my hands on the bars, my cigarette leaking smoke into the hall. “Ain’t nobody listening to that shit, padre. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Pearly gates are closed. Express elevator to hell is stuck between floors. They can’t kill it and they can’t let it live. They don’t know what to do. Either side. That’s why I’m here. Again. You want to confess now, or take what’s behind curtain number two? I should warn you, it won’t be pretty.”

He stands, ghost white, heading for the exit, a whirl of fabric and haste.

“Time’s wrinkled, padre,” I call out, reminding him. “Remember that when we see each other again.” Our eyes meet in the small mirror I stick between the bars. “Might be yesterday, or last year. Might be tomorrow.”

He doesn’t look back. They never do, until it’s too late.





[image: ]




Peter J. Michaels

has been writing for twenty years. This is his first story released into the wild.







Peter J. Michaels’ Website










Table of Contents
 — Author Register
 — Genre Register





Literary Fiction — Romance

Forgetting Life

Daniel Wallock

Her lips were mine and mine were hers. The first years of marriage, she and I traveled the world. We kissed in the reefs of the Pacific, sailed in the rip-tides of the Atlantic and ice-fished in the snow plains of the Arctic.

Squeezing her hand we sat down on cold plastic in the doctor’s office. It was a frigid day in February and the sun hadn’t come up in weeks.

“You’re going to need a heart transplant.”

For the next few months we stopped traveling. I went out to get food and coffee, but that was it.

“Honey, do you want to go out to the movies?”

She always responded the same way; she would roll over in her sheets and nod her head. I even offered to take her to the ocean, where we had met years ago, but she declined.

The icicles dripped faster as the months passed.

It was the first Friday in May when the phone rang. It was time.

Those hours in the waiting room were the longest of my life.

“Her body accepted the heart, she has to take daily pills so her body continues accepting the heart.”

The snow had melted and the sky was tinted with pinks from a sunset the day I brought her home. Month after month she lay in bed.

Her eyes were locked forward on a muted television.

“I miss you, I miss traveling.”

We both fought, then cried in an embrace.

“I’m sorry. The surgery was just so terrifying… Tomorrow, let’s travel, we’ll experience the world.”

That was the first night we had fallen asleep together since February.

A siren blared in the morning.
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Literary Fiction

Of Piss and Tobacco

Thea Atkinson

I’m tired of being taken for granted. My mother always assumed I would look after the house, my brothers, even my little sister who was only fifteen months old. She drank too much, my mother. I’d come home from school when I was just thirteen and there she’d be, sitting at the kitchen table in the chair with one bent-too-far chrome leg. There’d be a bottle of Scotch on the flecked tile, a stain or two where she’d let her cigarette drop ash. The tar stains they left reminded me of whiskey. I even thought the burns were blotches of Scotch. It took a long time for me to realize the same color was on my mother’s thumbs. Tobacco. Tobacco, not Scotch, although how much difference that made I wouldn’t understand until much later.

Anyway, there she’d be waiting for me to come home, and the baby would be all pissy in her crib, needing changed. Mom wouldn’t have fed her all day, either, I knew.

Her out-of-focus stare was too clear from where I stood. Her mouth opened like a movie played at half speed.

“Boys behind you?”

Of course she’d ask about the boys. She loved the boys. The boys looked like my father who had left us after Ella was born, after he’d truly seen how frail Ella was. Perfectly formed, his daughter, except not quite right. Like a little pixie with her slanted eyes and overlarge brow, the spindly limbs. Ella looked nothing like him, nothing like the boys.

I hated the way Mom looked past me into the yard to see how far behind me those precious sons were.

“Where’s the baby?” I’d ask her.

She’d look at me, no recognition in her face.

“Mom. Where’s Ella?”

A responsive shrug that would send me racing to her bedroom where a crib crouched in the corner, trying its best to harbour the neglected daughter.

“There,” I’d croon to Ella. “There.”

Picking her up was like wrestling with a sack of potatoes. She’d stink of piss and I’d change her into something fresh. We’d walk around, just us girls, me cooing lullabies to her and she breathing open-mouthed into my neck.

But that last day. That last one. Too much, if you ask me, and that’s why I’m here, really. I can’t look at my body in the mirror anymore and not think of Ella lifeless in her crib. I can’t see the milky flesh of my own cheeks, the soft folds of skin between my thighs and not imagine that frail sister. I tell myself it was cheap Scotch stains — not tobacco — left in the hollows of her dimples back then, but the woman in me knows better.

So if it’s a choice between keeping this genitalia that reminds me of piss and tobacco and a vulnerable babe taken from this world too early, then change it. Strip away the daughter and create a son, so even I won’t take anything for granted anymore.
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Science Fiction

The Trouble With Tribble

Lisa Grace

It all started with the aberrations in the red shift data from the Sloan Digital Sky Survey. Halton Arp was the right hand man to Hubble. Arp discovered the aberrations, and instead of ignoring them, studied them. He found the red shift anomalies jumped in measurable, quantifiable increments. The more he studied the data, the more anomalies he found that contradicted the measurements of light, distance, and time. His discovery and the provable equation of the z of red shift led to the inescapable conclusion that the outreaches beyond our galaxy, are digital. Programmed. A huge holographic image. Nothing but data. If the universe became digital at some point in space…it meant someone, or something, had programmed it.

Of course, there were scoffers. The majority were scoffers, so when Congress approved the funds for a deep-space red shift quantifier to be sent towards the nearest aberration, the scientists who had trouble even taking the project seriously, named it Tribble. There was only one way to resolve the argument, (other than more astrophysicists committing suicide over the implications, as several who studied Arp’s conclusive data had already done) so another telescope was launched to get to the outer reaches where the closest aberration was detected.
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10 years later






“Sir?”

“We have a problem.”

“The data shows the Tribble Telescope has stopped.”

“Stopped working?”

“No sir, it’s sending back data, which clearly shows it has stopped.”

“If it’s sending back data…”

“The data is repeating, sir. It seems to indicate the Tribble has stopped.”

“Fire its rockets and change its trajectory.”

“We have, sir. The only way it works is in reverse.”

“Back it up, and fire it forward.”

Several scientists watched their holographic screens as the data flowed in while the technician “driving” the Tribble changed its course and speed several times.

“This seems to indicate it bounced back. Like on a trampoline.”

“Go in reverse.”

They all stared at the numbers. Seeing was not believing.

“Space time is a fabric.”

“More like rubber.”

“I told you we should have named it Trojan.” Someone snickered.

“Sir, it won’t go up or down. It’s just stopped again.”

“Send us the photos and data for the red shift z measurements. Let‘s put Tribble to work.”

Silence and excitement reigned over the room.

The technician programmed the red shift differentials in to come up with the z value. He plugged them into the formula they’d all come to dread in their sleep.

(1 +z2) = 1.239(1+z1)

The numbers came out in a predictable sequence just as Halton Arp’s formula predicted. Shocked silence.

“Where exactly is the Tribble?” the scientist in charge of the project asked.

They looked at the map of hyperspace as the technician reached into the holographic image (the irony of which was not lost on those in the room) to spread it out giving the lead scientist a better idea of what Tribble had mapped, and where Tribble was in relation to Earth.

“Leave Tribble where she is and start scanning for red shift z. Let’s map out the walls of the box we’re in, men.”

One of the senior analysts leaned over putting his head between his legs, then reached for the nearby wastebasket, and threw up his lunch.
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“This is what we have so far, sir.”

The general looked at the report clearly showing where the invisible barrier of space-time ended and the holographic images began.

“Our galaxy is surrounded by a holographic image,” he said aloud. No one disagreed. The science was irrefutable.

“What’s out there? And how do we reach it? What do we tell the people? Are we just an experiment in an alien kid’s terrarium?”

No one put forth a theory.

“We say nothing,” the general answered. “This has been suspected for a while. We can’t get smaller than a photon. We’ve known how small things get before they lose locality, and now we know, on this side of the galaxy at least, how big our four dimensions are.”

“But people have to know!” one of the scientists said.

The general looked at the scientist who spoke.

“You had Halton Arp’s data before this mission and that of dozens of other astrophysicists. Did you want to know?”

“But this means our whole universe was created.”

The general nodded. “There are those who believed that without knowing its size.”

The lead scientist spoke up, “We can’t release this information to the public.”

The general leaned forward looking each scientist in the eye as he spoke, “It’ll create religious fanatics, cause atheists to commit suicide, and have every Tom, Dick, and Harry saying they’re talking to the aliens who put us in this box in the first place. This information goes no further than this room.”

“So what do we do?”

The general continued, “What we always do. We say there was trouble with Tribble. She malfunctioned, the universe appears to go on forever as expected, end of story.”

One of the scientists broke down and cried, tears falling like all his future space travel hopes. “But I wanted a future with Tribbles in it!”

His co-worker awkwardly patted his shoulder. “I know. I did too.”
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Science Fiction — Young Adult

Pencil

Matt Ryan

Jake

I needed to write nine-hundred-eighty-nine words a day or I’d die. It didn’t start off that way. At first, all I needed was eight-hundred, a great number, until the day I wrote too many. The damage was done and I couldn’t go back. The machine demanded the new number of words from then on.

Oh, and I couldn’t write them on the computer, that would be cheating, like creating fake words, and it wouldn’t work. I wrote in pencil and could sharpen the pencil for six seconds per day. I wrote with Dixon Ticonderoga Beginners #2 Pencils. It was my writing utensil of choice since I was six.

Shaking with excitement, I selected a new pencil. Making sure to touch only the edges of the eraser and the metal holding it in place, I pulled a new pencil from the box. With it free, I felt the smooth painted sides and the flat, unsharpened tip. The anticipation of sharping the pencil sent chills down my arms.

I inserted the pencil into the mechanical sharpener’s hole. It screeched and the pencil vibrated in my grip. If I could, I’d sharpen nine-hundred-eighty-nine pencils a day and write one word with each one. I used the allotted six seconds and pulled the oversized pencil out. I turned the pencil one full rotation as I blew the fine dust particles off the tip and made a wish. I can’t tell you the wish, it wouldn’t come true then, but I can give you a hint: It involves a key.

I pulled a sheet of white paper out and placed it on my desk. Each year, the red and blue lines fade more. How much longer before they disappear entirely?

“Get this right, Jake,” I told myself. If I wrote too many things wrong, misspelled too many words, I’d die. I couldn’t use the eraser, that’d be cheating. No, I had one shot at getting the nine-hundred-eighty-nine words right.

It wasn’t important what I wrote, only that it started with “Jake” and ended with “the end”. Everything else was up to me.

I squeezed my large frame into my small desk. Every year that passed, it got harder to squeeze into it. I might have been more comfortable in the teacher’s desk, it wasn’t as if she was ever going to use it again, but then it wouldn’t work. I had to write from my desk. My bone-thin stomach pressed against the long dead glass panel on the desk. I placed my left hand on the paper to hold it on the glass.

I steadied my shaking hand and placed the tip of the pencil against the paper. Everything depended on these words. I started and the words flowed from my pencil. The punctuation and spelling spilled from the pencil better than I’d felt in months. My eyes widened at the ease of it as I neared the end. I raced the pencil over the last sentence and then the lead tip cracked. The noise hit my ears like the sound of a gun.

With rapid breaths, I raised the pencil to my face. The lead tip was gone. Maybe I could stuff it back in. I searched the surface and found a tiny black speck on my desk. I pinched it between my nails but it slipped out and sailed off the glass surface.

I jumped up, trying to catch it, but the desk stuck to my body and I crashed down with the desk. The glass panel shattered on the floor and bits of glass bounced off me.

“Gosh darn it.” Right then, I wished I had remembered some of those curse words.

I wiggled on the floor and freed myself from the desk. I pulled the paper from the pile of glass and shook off the leftover bits—it looked fine. It should work. I froze, staring at my broken desk. I wasn’t sure what it meant, or if it’d affect anything. Whatever it meant, it’d have to wait. I needed to solve one problem at a time.

I’d already used my six seconds of pencil sharpening time. What would Billy have done? I gazed at Billy’s empty desk. I imagined him sitting there, the coolest kid in class, he had all the answers.

“Billy, what do I do?” But Billy wasn’t there to respond, no one was.

My voice sounded old, scared. I wondered what I looked like anymore. The glass on the windows had a thick film on it from whatever was outside, and muddled my reflection.

I wanted to cry. Maybe I could just let go, give up. I’d thought about it so many times. Was the life I lived worth living? I screamed at the reward machine.

Just chew on it. Billy’s voice said.

I stared at the broken pencil and placed it in my mouth. The taste of wood filled my mouth and I relished a new flavor. I chomped the edges off until I had crude pencil lead sticking out.

I found a flat surface to jot down the remaining words. It had to work. I slid the paper into the reward machine. A screen displayed a spinning dot. Music played from the machine and I did my little dance, waiting for the results.

The circle stopped and I held my breath.

“Well done, Jake. Here is a reward for your extra credit.” A clunking sound emanated from inside the machine for a second and then silence. I thought my fears might have come true, that nothing would come out, it had to happen one day but I begged it to not be that day.

A nutrition bar plopped onto the steel tray at the bottom. I fell to my knees, a jackpot reward after two previous days of toys. I ripped open the bar and stuffed my starving face. I wrote my nine-hundred-eighty-nine words and I wasn’t going to die.

The End.
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Fantasy — Science Fiction

The Million Colors of the Sea

Vanna Smythe

Noticed just before the storm turns everything sandy grey, and the wind starts to scream around the corners of the house, you’re trying to leave. But you stay. Through this storm, awaiting the next one.

Turquoise, forest green, as white as the clouds, as blue as the sunniest day, as yellow, as orange, as the artificial lights the gypsies turn on over the Merry-Go-Round in the summer. You go with your sister and her children to the carnival. Too old to ride, you tap your foot to the techno remixes of famous songs and watch the ladies selling the tickets. Bored and lonely, they all look like great beauties. It’s the longing, you decide, and try to find that same promise of beauty in your own face later, in the bathroom mirror, under the soft yellow light, because the house you were born in wasn’t built for modern day electricity.

As clear as a teardrop, as red as dried blood, as black as the winter night when the slightest ripple warns of danger, waves silently hitting the shore.

And then you leave. Because of the boy who spent his summers in the village where you were born. He was from the city and had what you thought you wanted. Though he made you no promises. Leave, and forget all about the other one. The one who said he couldn’t live without you, but wouldn’t leave with you.

As gold as a priceless necklace, as sparkling as the jewels in the crown of a queen, a dark blue velvet blanket reflecting the stars, not a ripple disturbing the constellations.

So you come back. Because there are no stars in the city. Because disappointment mars beauty. And because loneliness is everywhere.
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Young Adult — Humor

One For The Boys

Geraldine Evans

‘Cor! Did you see that? She only waved at me.’

‘Come off it, Jezza,’ Rory jeered. ‘She can’t even see you through them bushes. She sure ain’t gonna be doin’ no wavin’.’

‘Don’t diss me, man. She did, I tell you.’

‘Probably waving in her next John,’ said Connor. ‘She’s s’posed to be the local Tom, after all. Looks to me to be all ready for ’im, an’ all, seein’ as she’s got no clothes on.’

Alex, the short-arse at the end, where he clung by his fingertips to the top of the fence in a vain attempt to raise his head above it, piped up. ‘Got no clothes on? Really? Fuck me.’

‘No thanks,’ said Jezza. ‘I’d rather do her. How much do you reckon she charges?’

‘More than you can afford,’ Alex told him from the muddy puddle into which he had tumbled.

‘You reckon?’

‘I reckon.’

‘More than them new jeans cost your mum? Wait till she sees ’em. She’ll go bloody mad.’

With a dignity marred only by the rude, squelching sound as he extricated himself from his mud bath, Alex raised his chin. ‘Bunch of pervs, you lot. Peepin’ Toms.’

‘Grow a few centimetres, midget-dick, and you can be a perv, too,’ Jezza taunted. ‘Bugger me. She’s only comin’ out!’

Alex abandoned his lofty dignity and scrambled to get a toe-hold on the fence. This time, he succeeded. ‘Cor,’ he said. ‘Get a load of them knockers! Plastic?’

‘Nah,’ Rory, the only one amongst them who claimed to have scored, told them with a knowledgeable air, ‘too bouncy.’

‘Yeah. And they’re only bouncin’ over here! Get down, you lot,’ Jezza warned as he dropped into the puddle.

Alex, the last to get a toe-hold, was also the last to react. Gobsmacked as this naked apparition came towards him, he could only stare, open-mouthed as the woman called, ‘Seen enough, little boy? Want to climb over that fence and become a man?’

Behind the fence, the other three boys sniggered from their puddle oasis. And it was with one accord that they pulled themselves to their feet, seized Alex’s mud-blackened legs and heaved him over the fence. They sniggered some more as they heard his painful landing amongst the stiletto-sharp needles of the Firethorn.



But they laughed on the other side of their faces forty minutes later, as a now cocky Alex swaggered out of the front door. Their short-arse friend seemed suddenly taller.

‘Come on, Runt Face. Give,’ Jezza demanded. ‘Did she make you a man? Or did your midget prick fail to raise a smile?’

‘Au contraire, mon ami,’ Alex told him loftily, as unexpectedly a bit of his mostly forgotten French classes came back to him. ‘Suzette got what she asked for. Twice. And it didn’t cost me a cent.’ With that, he sauntered off, hands thrust jauntily in the pockets of his muddy jeans.

Ruefully, his three friends looked at one another. Each of them wishing they were shorter. And slower. And — Alex.
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Fantasy

Non Si Muove

MeiLin Miranda

“Were you frightened when they sent you up in the rocket, Grandfather Yuri?”

“Oh, no, not for a moment, my dear. As long as the Motherland knows where her son flies in the sky, a pilot is never alone.”

“Is space very black, Grandfather Yuri?”

“Very black indeed, and the earth very blue. Wonderful blue, amazing blue.”

“Did you see the moon? And the stars?”

“Oh yes, darling child.”

“And the angels?”

“All the angels among them, their shoulders against the celestial spheres. It was quite the surprise.”

“Silly Grandfather! How else would the stars move?”

“We believed differently then, my dear.”

“How many angels push the moon?”

“Just the one, though He has two faces.”

“And did you see His faces?”

“The light and the dark, yes, though only for a moment. He is terrible to behold, and one must not gaze at Him too long.”

“Is that how you lost your sight, Grandfather Yuri?”

“…Yes, child. That is how I lost my sight. And that is why we send no more men up in rockets. Now, lead me to the house. I believe it is time for supper.”
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Romance

Something Worth Keeping

Beverly Farr

“How much for the lamps?”

Julie put a box of paperback books down on a card table, and brushed her dusty hands on her jeans. “You’re early,” she said to the gray-haired woman standing in her driveway. “The garage sale doesn’t start for another hour.”

“Early bird gets the worm,” the woman said cheerfully. “So, how much for the lamps?”

“They’re twenty dollars apiece or two for thirty.”

“That seems high.”

Julie bit her lip. Greg had said the same thing when she bought them, but she didn’t want to think about him. Their separation was too new, too raw. “They cost three hundred,” she said flatly. “They’re thirty now. Take it or leave it.”

“Well!” the woman huffed. “If you won’t negotiate…” Her voice trailed off.

Negotiate, Julie thought as she watched the woman walk back to her car. That’s what her divorce lawyer wanted her to do – negotiate with Greg. As he said, “You rent your house, you don’t have any children. It’s just a matter of dividing up the assets.”

The problem was, Greg didn’t want anything. Not the couch, not her. “Get rid of it all,” he said flatly.

Julie squared her shoulders, blinked away the tears, and went back to work, carrying out boxes and arranging them along the driveway.

Maybe it was best to get rid of it. She’d become a minimalist and move into a sleek modern apartment with no yard and start over. New surroundings for a new life.

“You want some help with that?”

It was Greg. Her heart contracted painfully. There he was, tall and slim, thinner than she liked, wearing a pair of worn jeans and a faded black t-shirt. He looked tired, and he needed a haircut, but it was no longer her job to care. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought you might like some help with the heavy things.” At her look of surprise, he added, “It’s the least I can do.”

She considered this for a second, then agreed. “Okay.” She didn’t really want him around, but she didn’t want to sound like a shrew kicking him out. Besides, fifty percent of the stuff was his – sixty percent if she counted the computer graveyard in the garage.

They worked together quietly for half an hour. It was appalling to see all the junk they had accumulated over the years – clothes they didn’t wear, books they didn’t read, gifts other people had given them that they never wanted in the first place.

She didn’t want to think about how much it had all cost, and for what?

None of it had made them happy.

She didn’t blame Greg for leaving, she realized as he helped her carry out a coffee table. They’d both been going through the motions for ages.

By eight o’clock, the garage sale officially started and some of the nicer items were bought quickly. Julie put the cash in a zippered fanny pack attached to her waist.

“Do you have any baby things?”

Julie looked over to see a young blonde woman, five or six months pregnant. “Yes,” she said at the same time Greg said, “No.”

“Which is it?” the woman asked.

Julie looked at Greg, eyes narrowed, trying to read his mind. Did he really want to keep the crib? She said, “It’s in the house.”

The woman followed her inside. “Oh, how lovely,” she breathed, looking at the matching crib, rocking chair, and changing table. “How much do you want?”

Greg stood in the nursery doorway. “It’s not for sale.”

How dare he? He couldn’t say he didn’t want anything and then change his mind. “That’s right – it’s not for sale,” Julie said fiercely. “You can have it all – as a gift.”

The woman gasped. “You can’t be serious. It’s worth a small fortune.”

It was nothing compared to the cost of all the doctors they had seen, trying to get pregnant. Julie glared at Greg. “I’d like it to be used, rather than sit around gathering dust.”

He put his arm around her shoulders. Julie was shocked. He hadn’t touched her in months.

He said, “Maybe you’re right, and it’s better not to be reminded.”

The woman looked between her and Greg. “I’m so sorry. Did your baby die?”

Julie nodded. “A miscarriage.”

Greg cleared his throat. “You can have it all, if you want.”

Julie looked at him suspiciously. Were those tears she heard in his voice?

He said gruffly, “I’ll help load your car.”

Within twenty minutes, it was all packed in the back of a pick-up truck. “Thank you so much,” the woman said several times. “Are you sure you don’t want me to pay anything?”

“No, take it,” Julie insisted. She watched as the truck drove away.

Greg said quietly, “That was the right thing to do.”

Her suspicions were confirmed. There were tears in his eyes. When their baby died, Greg had never cried; he’d held his emotions inside.

She’d felt shut out. Alone.

Now her heart softened. “It’s hard to let go of the dream of having the perfect family.”

“It’s harder to let you go.”

Julie hesitated, afraid to hope. “What exactly are you saying?”

“I’m saying I still love you. I don’t want to get a divorce.”

“Then why did you move out?”

“Because I couldn’t make you happy. I felt like a failure.”

And she’d thought she was the failure. “Oh Greg. I don’t want a divorce, either.” Suddenly, his arms were around her and they kissed. Julie clung to him, not wanting to let him go.

“How much for the lamps?” a male voice asked.

Julie stepped back, embarrassed to be caught kissing on the front lawn. She smoothed her hair.

“They’re not for sale,” Greg said, glancing at her for her agreement.

Julie smiled for the first time in a long time. “That’s right. The garage sale’s over.
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Fantasy — Fairy Tale

Deadly Beauty

Sarah L. Carter

Prince Anders scowled at his feet as his father paced and ranted.

“A year ago you left this palace,” the king spluttered. “You promised you were going to wed Princess Elora of Sonnen. You sent letters
 claiming you were married and that you were arranging for Sonnen’s army and ore to be put at my disposal. But instead you were off gallivanting in the wilderness, while Sonnen’s people were put under a curse.”

Anders snorted. “You can hardly blame me for the curse, Father. If I had
 gone to Sonnen then I would probably be under the very same curse. If the stories are even true.” An entire kingdom being put into an eternal sleep by a dark fairy? It sounded like nonsense to Anders.

“Yes, but you might have had a chance to secure me the resources I need before the curse struck,” the king snapped.

Anders stiffened with indignation. “I will travel to Sonnen and learn the truth. Perhaps I’ll find this so-called dark fairy
 . Then I will either kill her or make a bargain with her.”

The king grimaced. “She is here. In this city. Apparently she’s been bothering the local herbalists and apothecaries for a cure for blood
 bane bark, of all things. She confessed to placing a sleeping curse upon Sonnen. The city guards are searching for her.”

Anders rolled his eyes. This fairy was probably just a mad woman spouting nonsense. But something
 strange must have happened to the people of Sonnen. The kingdom lay up in the mountains, a hundred miles to the north. Its subjects had rarely ventured this far south, but there had apparently been no contact at all with the remote kingdom since the betrothal between Anders and Princess Elora had been arranged.

“I will leave within the hour,” Anders announced.

“You’ll probably make matters worse,” the king grunted. “Everything you touch turns to ashes.”
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Anders found the journey to Sonnen harder than he’d anticipated. Winding mountain passes were treacherous enough, but the true difficulties began when he crossed Sonnen’s border. The kingdom had been swallowed by a thick, dark forest. Anders didn’t recognise the trees. They were gnarled and twisted, and they bore almost as many thorns as they did leaves. Many were decaying or diseased. There were brambles everywhere. Their stems and thorns were so unnaturally thick that Anders had to hack his way through them with a sword. His exposed skin soon became slashed and scored.


I should turn back
 , Anders thought despondently.

But then—through the thorny tangle of vegetation—he caught sight of a small cottage.

“Hello?” he called.

Silence.

He found a couple with their three children inside the cottage. They sat at a table with their eyes closed. Anders shouted at them and shook them, but they didn’t wake, even though they still breathed.

The rumours were true. These people were under some dark, powerful curse. Anders hefted his sword, wishing he could kill the dark fairy responsible.

With a heavy heart, he returned to cutting a path through the forest.

A strange flapping sound reached him moments later, making him freeze in mid-swing. The sound grew louder and Anders turned to face it. A flying figure flitted into view, dodging through the branches. The dark fairy.

“Halt!” Anders cried, dashing into the creature’s path and raising his sword.

The diminutive, winged woman dropped to the ground. She held a bottle in her hands.

“Release this kingdom from your vile curse!” Anders demanded.

“You don’t understand,” the fairy said desperately. “I think I have a cure for blood bane!” She raised the bottle. “I can save—”

Anders recoiled. Who knew what foul potion the bottle contained? Then he lunged, sword swinging. The fairy’s body crumpled, her head rolling free. Her hands still clutched the bottle.


That was too easy
 , Anders thought. She hadn’t tried to kill him. She hadn’t even tried to defend herself.

Feeling deeply troubled, he continued on.
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The main hall in the royal castle of Sonnen had been laid out for a grand feast. Nobles slumbered upright around tables laden with food. Servants lay on the floor.

Anders ignored them all. He had eyes only for the young woman who slept in the third and smallest throne on the dais at the back of the hall. She looked like goodness made flesh with sun-coloured flowing hair and flawless skin like fresh cream. If he had known Elora was this beautiful then he would have married her last year, as his father had wished.

She stirred in her sleep. I killed the one who cast this curse, so now they’re waking up
 , Anders realised.

He strode up to her throne and impulsively kissed her mouth. Her lips suddenly moved against his. Anders jerked back in surprise and found himself staring into a pair of wide blue eyes.

Elora stood up, stretching slowly. Others in the room were opening their eyes, including the king and queen on their thrones. A drop of blood trickled from the queen’s nose.

“I killed the dark fairy,” Anders said.

The princess smiled. “Perhaps I’ll keep you and let you be king.”

Several people screamed. Elora’s parents started coughing and choking. Anders glanced at them, then gaped in disbelief.

Blood seeped from their eyes, poured from their noses and sprayed from their spluttering lips. Anders turned to look at the nobles and servants. They were all panicking as blood streamed from their faces.

Elora’s sudden laughter rang out like bells.

The king stared at her with bulging eyes, then toppled from his throne and lay still upon the floor in a growing pool of blood.

The princess stepped over him and sat down on his throne. She smiled innocently at Anders as her father’s blood soaked into her skirts. “Blood bane bark in the wine and the castle’s well,” she explained.

Horrified, Anders watched helplessly as the people bled and died. His father’s words echoed in his mind. Everything you touch turns to ashes
 .
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Science Fiction

What I Wasn’t

Tony Bertauski

It started with a flash.

Like the Big Bang, an explosion that swallowed everything. The pain sunk deep into my head, and then was replaced with blurry colors. There were no edges to the blobs floating before a background of gray. The pinks and the browns and the silvers and the blues shifted in silence that was so deep and perfect, like floating in a pristine ocean.

And then the silence was gone, obliterated by the sounds of a tapping keyboard and a young man talking. His name was Ben. He just broke up with his girlfriend, said he was ready to spread his wings. You know, fly a little.

“What’s wrong with her left eye?” Madeline asked.

She was the one making the keyboard rattle. A colorful blob merged into my line of sight and then—SNICK—my left eyelid slid up. More colors.

“Hand me the drops,” Ben said.

The drops were cold and slippery. They burned my eyes. I blinked the world into focus. Ben’s hair hung over his ears and he hadn’t shaved in days. His eyes were green, like the green of new growth. The white collar of his lab coat was pulled up.

He flashed a bright light in my left eye. “How’s that?” he asked. “Can you see me?”

He spoke like I was deaf or old. I was neither.

“Give me something. Sing a song, belch…something.”

“Stop badgering her,” Madeline said. “She’s not ready to talk.”

An argument ensued. I was left staring at a gray ceiling with an attached rail that encircled us with a heavy plastic curtain. I realized, not until that moment, that I couldn’t move. My body was like wet metal shavings, the table hard and cold. Madeline made the keyboard dance while Ben fiddled with a tray of medical tools.

That’s when the memories came.

I remembered Christmas and my dog and the time Simon brought flowers to work and sang and I blushed. I remembered all the little good things and the little bad things, how they hurt and how they pleased. That’s when I smiled.

“There,” Madeline said. “Give her the mirror.”

Ben stuck something in my hand. He lifted my naked arm, wrapping his hand around my dead fingers. I saw my red hair spread over my shoulders. My skin was fair and my eyes were green, like emeralds.

“Heather.” I watched my lips move. That was my name.

Madeline kept tapping the keyboard. Ben danced around the table and rubbed my hands and legs. The feeling came back with pins and needles. The sensations came in dense waves, as if my body had fallen asleep. Ben massaged my arms and shoulders and feet. I sank into the incoming tide of memories to escape the discomfort, each one a jewel that reminded me who I was.

There was sledding and the time I learned to drive and a funeral and my first kiss. I remembered my life.

Ben was rushing to the other side when he slipped. Falling, he grabbed the curtain. The metal rings pinged as the plastic ripped away. We weren’t in a small room, not like I thought. I let my head roll to the side. I saw more tables like the one beneath me. On them were nude women with red hair spilled over their shoulders and fair skin. Their eyes were closed, but I knew they were green.

“Damn it, Ben.” The keyboard clattered at high speed.

And those sweet, sweet memories went away.
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Science Fiction

Tongue Tied

Edward M. Grant

Sameer would never forget his twelfth birthday. It was the night he first saw the stars, through the twenty centimetre thick windows of the observation deck at Olbers Spaceport.

Only the starlight, and the faint glow of the spaceport’s emergency lighting shining through the windows, illuminated the rugged, airless surface of Vesta. The thermometer needle outside showed a hundred and forty below zero, and slowly falling. He had lived all his life in the tunnels of Olbers at twenty degrees, what could that temperature feel like?

“Do you like my dress?” Abhaya said, from one of the flimsy plastic seats behind him.

Sameer’s father didn’t believe in birthday parties, but Abhaya had convinced her parents to arrange one for him. She had bugged him all day, and cornered him near the end.

“I’ve got a present for you,” she had said.

“What?”

“The stars.”

He had looked at her blankly. Was she just playing another silly game?

“At the spaceport,” she said. “You keep saying you want to see them.”

“The spaceport is locked, unless a ship lands.” And, with only two hundred people in Olbers, ships were rare.

“Anand convinced Daddy to give him the security code. I found it written down by the terminal in his bedroom.”

And, just half an hour later, the stars were his. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, the black sky bloomed into a haze of grey, glowing dimly from horizon to horizon. Every one of the millions of dots above him a planet, a star, or a ship travelling the solar system.

Abhaya pulled herself out of the seat and bounced toward him in the low gravity, then grabbed the rail in front of the window. “Anand said I couldn’t go out after the party, I should stay home and study, but I didn’t want to study.”

“Uh-huh,” Sameer said.

“I don’t think I should have to study if I don’t want to, do you?”

He could almost reach out and touch the universe, if the glass wasn’t in the way. Imagine living out there, floating between the stars, seeing that view every minute of the day. There were so many places he could go, so many things he could do and see, if he wasn’t stuck on Vesta.

Abhaya pulled herself along the rail toward him. “Are you listening to me?”

To the west, a thin, bright streamer of light shone against the stars. Could that be the beanstalk hanging from Sceleris Docks?

“You’re not, are you?” she said.

“Uh-huh.”

Another dot briefly flared near the end of the streamer. Was that a ship arriving at the docks? Or leaving?

Who was on board? Where else had they been? Where were they going? His father wouldn’t even let him have a terminal to access the Net, but he’d seen things on Anand’s that were far more exciting than a life running the family store in Olbers.

A cloth face with two glass eyes wobbled in front of Sameer’s face, interrupting his daydream.

“Do you like my doll?” Abhaya said, as she held it there. “It came in on the last shipment from Earth.”

Couldn’t she just go home?

But she’d let him in. He could hardly tell her to go away.

“Daddy had it flown all the way from India,” she added.

Sameer nodded, then pushed the doll aside and waited for his eyes to adjust again.

“I’m trying to look at the stars.”

The dot flared again. The ship was probably beginning a journey of millions of kilometres to deliver fissionables from Vesta’s mines. One day, he would do that, blasting away from this place on a stream of nuclear fire.

Abhaya pulled herself closer. “Anand says if you lick the glass you can taste the stars.”

“That’s silly.”

She smirked. “Are you scared?”

“It’s just silly.”

“Go on. Try it.”

He reached out his tongue and pressed it against the glass. Far from glowing flames, a tangy taste sucked the heat from his tongue wherever it touched the window. He pressed his nose against it, and sniffed in dust accumulated over many years. His nostrils twitched, and his head pulled back from the window as his body prepared for a sneeze.

Except his tongue, which was stuck to the freezing glass, his saliva turned to ice everywhere it was exposed to the cold.

“Mmf mm, mmm,” he said, as he tried to keep the sneeze in. He wanted to say ‘help me get my tongue off this thing,’ but, with his tongue stuck to it, the words just wouldn’t come out.

He grabbed his tongue between his finger and thumb.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Abhaya said.

He gently tried to peel it away from the glass, but winced at the pain, as though he was pulling the skin from the tongue.

“If you keep trying,” she said, “you’ll pull your tongue off. Now, where was I?”

The clock on the wall said eight. He was late getting home, and, in a couple of hours, his parents would start looking for him. In a few hours more, they’d decide to check the spaceport, because they’d checked everywhere else, and he couldn’t be in there, could he?

Abhaya played with the doll, making it walk along the railing. “Bahdra asked if we’re going to get married one day, and I told her that was silly, but she said no one else would have you, and she’s probably right, isn’t she? I suppose we will. What do you think?”

“Mmf.”

If she didn’t get tired of talking, it could be a long night.
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Urban Fantasy

Indy-San

Misti Wolanski

The gray tabby kitten purred as its warm tongue rubbed rough on Indigo’s fingers. It was a cute little thing, old enough to be weaned and know it liked water, but young enough that Indy’s scent didn’t worry it.

The ignorance of youth. Sometimes, he missed it.

“San-san?” He didn’t bother raising his voice, even though his wife was meters down the path and a waterfall thundered nearby. San would hear him.

“Hmm?” Sanura’s lazy tone meant she felt okay, even with his Japanese play on her name.

The trip through the park for some fresh air had been a good idea, then, even with the boy they were babysitting: a fawn, as those with magic called a human child.

Indy smiled and stroked the kitten along its side. “Think I could raise a kitten without you eating it?”

“Sure!” San chirped.

He froze. A happy wife was good and all, but certain types of happy… were not so good. “You feeling okay?”

“Terrific!”

Uh-oh. He turned slowly to look towards her, and sure enough San was leisurely walking towards him on her own legs, wheelchair left somewhere around the bend. She swung her bag as she walked.

The too-short child-sized jacket she wore to fit her shoulders and not her torso was ripped. And bloody.

He swallowed. Where was Ian, the fawn they were babysitting? …San?”

“Mm?”

“You haven’t eaten anyone, have you?” Indy would never forgive himself.

She frowned, her tongue pressing against one fang. “Why wouldn’t I do that?”

Indy guided the kitten off his lap and hoped it would have enough sense to avoid attracting San’s attention. If it survived the next few minutes, perhaps the fawn’s family might take it.

“San,” he said gently. “It’s illegal to eat humans.”

San tugged one of her dark curls, still frowning. “But Ra’s daughter has me do so.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Ra’s daughter joined her father, San.” By your teeth, my dear asp.

San’s nearly white gaze drifted. “She bade me—”

“Sanura!” He gripped her by the shoulders. “You renounced all that…long ago.” How could he remind her of the present when she was mired in a past distant enough that he had no idea what it must’ve been like? Indy had seen a few centuries; San had survived for more than a millennium.

Her puzzled look chilled him.

Indy was never letting anyone talk them into babysitting fawns, ever, no matter how long his wife had gone without a relapse. At least vampire and werewolf children could bite back.

“Look, just… sit, here.” He guided her to a stone and hoped to God that she hadn’t eaten the boy they were watching for the day. He loved her, but if she’d finally snapped entirely…

“Sit here,” he repeated. “I’ll be right back.”

He headed down the path to where she’d been. Where was Ian?
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Sanura tugged her ripped and intentionally bloodied jacket. Indy must’ve been panicked, to not notice the distinct scent of groundhog.

The kitten he’d been playing with swatted her foot, and she caught it by the scruff of the neck. It hung limply, obediently. Innocently.

With a final sniff, she sighed and let it drop to the ground.

“Want some more?”

She glanced at the fawn, who’d cut through the underbrush to rejoin her on the path. He looked wan, the kerchief tied around his wrist would likely stain, and he still offered her more of his blood. Brave boy.

“Don’t be so eager. Too much, and I might forget myself.” Sanura well knew the dangers of drug-induced hazes. She’d killed while in them more than once. Old dogs like her didn’t readily learn new tricks.

The fawn’s reply of a grin told her why his parents didn’t mind him keeping lunatics like her company: he fit right in. “I’m a minor. I can’t be arrested for feeding you.”

“Lovely. Add corruption of a minor to my rap sheet.” Sanura hadn’t survived as long as she had by flaunting that vampire rules didn’t apply to her, not technically.

She flexed her fingers, the usual pain eased by the boy’s donation. She felt the claws and fur inside, longing to come to the surface with the moon…

Longing, but as trapped as if the moon were always new or eclipsed. Her jaw easily produced a mouthful of sharp teeth suitable for ripping, and that was as far as her shifting could go. Even the teeth did her more harm than good, since her body preferred blood over flesh.

All handicaps that Sanura had accidentally given herself by expecting problems when her magic matured. She wondered if that was the source for her fibromyalgia, as well, or if she would’ve had that anyway.

“Sure you don’t want more?”

“Don’t offer the addict opium,” she warned.

“It’s a painkiller,” he said, admitting that he’d noticed her stiffness.

She frowned. The last person to comment on that had ended up with a snapped arm for his trouble.

But then, that werewolf had tried to rip up a young vampire friend, a werewolf’s wife. If she recalled correctly, that vampire’s husband and this boy’s father were cousins, which was how the boy knew her to begin with. Sanura reminded herself that only bad things would come of eating him.

“Blood’s your morphine, Madame. I—“

“Enough!” Did he have a death wish?

She scowled at him. He cringed.

At least the boy was more foolish than stupid.

“I never should’ve let you talk me into this.” Even now, his blood called to her, promising relief from the pain and a break from the memories. She shivered.

The boy grinned despite his cringe.

“Indy’s face was worth it, though.”

Her lips quirked at that, remembering her husband’s poorly concealed panic at his realization that she’d fed from — and probably killed — a human. Illegal, that. Still…

“It was” nice to have that fear undeserved, for once.
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Humor — Contemporary Fantasy

Life Goes On

Eric Feka

‘Yeah, yeah, okay. I’ll see you there,’ Emmet said into the mouthpiece. He’d looked long and hard for an old style telephone with a manual dialer and corded handset, but now he had it, he tried to use it as little as possible. There was something unnatural
 about using a telephone that tethered you to the wall. He paused a moment and listened to the stream of instructions coming down the line.

‘I know it’s free now, but is that a good thing? I mean, you can say what you like, but the subscription kept out the riff-raff.’

There was a burst of angry noise in his ear.

‘I am not elitist!’ Emmet said, defensively. ‘I just know what happens when standards are dropped, that’s all.’

There was a less intense burst of noise from the telephone.

‘What! I’ve got to register again? My old characters will still be there, won’t they?’

Another short burst of noise came down the line.

‘Okay, let me write that down,’ he said and scribbled "www.swordofvalourfree4all.com" on a piece of paper.

‘Okay, got it. See you online.’

Emmet returned the phone to its cradle and slouched over to the nest where his computer lived. It was an ecosystem designed to sustain him for days at a time and contained almost everything he needed to survive. All it lacked was a bathroom, but no matter how he spun it, he could never justify the extra plumbing required to make it happen.

He cracked open a giant bottle of SugarAll from the fridge under the table, filled a bowl with fake-cheese flavored corn chips, and settled in for a night of virtual fun.

The old loading screen almost brought a tear to his eye. He remembered when Sword of Valour had been the hottest game online, and his guild, Enemies of Shadow, had been the hottest guild on the hottest server. All of it was ancient history now. The game was approaching its sixth birthday and making it free-to-play was a ploy by the developers to squeeze a few more dollars from the old warhorse. He couldn’t even remember when he’d last logged on — well over a year ago, no doubt.

The title screen vanished and there they were — his avatars. Old Grodok the mage and Priet the hunter were his two favorites in a stable of ten, but something was wrong. Grodok wasn’t wearing the Rage armor set, nor was he wielding the Staff of Dseng. In fact, he looked like he was wearing a three-piece suit. If that wasn’t enough, Priet was in an ocean zone that was way under his level, and he looked different to how Emmet remembered. His skin was darker and his hair looked bleached, as if he’d spent too much time in the sun.

‘Probably a glitch,’ Emmet thought and donned his headset. ‘Hmmm, who else could it be really,’ he said to no one in particular and logged in with Grodok. It was only fitting that he attend the Enemies of Shadow reunion with his most powerful character.

‘Oh, WTF!’ he exclaimed, when he looked into Grodok’s bags. They were full of virtual alcohol and sweetrolls. Where were all the weapons? Where was all the gold?

‘Damn! I’ve been hacked,’ he said to himself. ‘I hate contacting support!’ He was about to bring up the help screen when a bright red message appeared in his chat box.

“Grodok said:
 DON’T CALL SUPPORT! They’ll roll us back.”

‘What the heck!’ Emmet exclaimed.

“Grodok said:
 They’ll send us back in time to what we were when you last logged on. It’s happened to a few others since the game went free-to-play and they tell us it hurts. Anyway, what are you doing here? We thought you were gone for good!”

‘Why wouldn’t I come back? It’s free now!’

“Grodok said:
 Yeah, it is, but we all thought you were against free to play. To be quite honest, I’m a bit disappointed to see you. I thought you were a little better than this.”

‘I’m only doing it for the guild!’ Emmet said defensively, and then recovered his composure. ‘That’s elitism, you know,’ he chastised Grodok, and then looked down. He could see that he was wearing pants, which meant that he wasn’t dreaming. He never wore pants in his dreams.

“Grodok said:
 We thought you’d never come back so we went our separate ways. Had we known you were so cheap, we’d have been ready for you. Just goes to show that you can never really know a person.”

‘How can you go your separate ways? You’re cartoons! I created you! I did the character rolls and everything. I even gave you that nose! ’


“Grodok said:
 It’s complicated, but you didn’t really create us. We were always here. You just came along and gave us shape. And thanks for the nose, btw, I was hoping you’d pick it.”

‘This is madness. What sort of life does a toon have?’


“Grodok said:
 Look, just don’t think about it, okay. Play like you always did and please, for the love of GridsKol the Awkward, don’t contact support.”

Emmet sat still for just long enough to reach a decision. Showing that there was remarkable strength in his pudgy frame, he tore the power cord from the wall, picked up his computer, walked to the back door, and threw it out onto the lawn.

With satisfaction written all over his face, he picked up the old style telephone and called Andremar. There was a click and a surprised sounding voice on the other end of the line.

‘Yeah, I logged on,’ Emmet said into the mouthpiece. ‘I don’t know why, but I couldn’t get back into it. It just wasn’t the same.’
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Historical Fiction — Humor

Outlandisher

A Short Tour de Farce

Dee Gabbledon

She woke, livid green smudges down her red Burberry. Her hands were on fire from breaking her fall into a thicket of nettles. Also she needed to pee.

A dirty-faced, skinny child stood over her gripping a pike twice his height. “Your woman looks to be a Sasanach
 .”

Someone answered him. She caught the words “coat red” in Gaelic. She should have paid more attention in school for the little Irish taught in the 1980s. Proto-Gaelic may well have used the same word order, must look that up. If there were any research facility here.

Where was here; where was she?

A tall pair of boots, shining but the leather old and the soles thin, came to stand before her. Her gaze lifted to a rough-shaven face. He was trim but muscular on a big frame, possibly undernourished like that child. Shiny black hair framed startling blue eyes, his aquiline nose betraying ancient genetics. Mariners with more guts than brains, and generations of hardy warriors, informing his build.

She blinked. His faded black topcoat and collarless linen shirt were of very antiquated cut. Her thoughts darted like anxious birds. Looking for her own roots in Dublin, and look where she’d landed. Someone should have just handed her a parsnip.

How to get out of here?


“Suibhne,”
 he said, holding out his hand.

What, she shook her head.

“I am called Sweeney.” In English and less welcoming that time. Not enough to tell which accent he had. Could be Cork, or Ulster, or Wexford.

He helped her up. Took a little too long brushing her off. The boy snickered.

“I need to use a toilet,” she protested.

“It’s high time for some sex,” he replied. “This is commercial fiction. I suppose the likes of you think this tale is going to be literary?”

Sweeney took her by the arm and they marched off through gorse and bracken.

A grey pile loomed in the landscape. She hoped for a stone circle; maybe she could reverse her fall through space and get back to the Dublin museum where there was a restroom. Time travel, like in that hugely popular series.

But that was not to be. This was someone’s estate, its centerpiece a large house of grey granite. — Mustn’t overdo the detail, for a commercial bestseller. She’d have to go back and edit out big words also. — The owner would be AngloIrish. What year was this? — Maybe this house had a bathroom?

The boy and Sweeney were chattering away and laughing.

“You cannot go inside dressed like that, madam. Take off your clothes.”

Her bladder slammed shut, her nails dug into her palms. “I won’t!”

They waited patiently.

Bladder twisting, dizzy, she complied. They watched impassively. She’d have to go back and edit out adverbs and adjectives, since those weren’t in vogue at the moment.

Sweeney produced an outfit that covered her perfectly except the bodice was too tight.

“You planned this!” she accused, checking the skirt’s perfect length. It was then she saw madness behind his blue eyes. A fleeting memory of her husband talking on three phones at once brought a tear to her eye. Just the one eye, not her other eye.

“I’m taking you to work inside the Big House. Another manservant and meself have the English, so. You won’t be unhappy.” He snorted laughter.

“Right. So long as it has a bathroom.” She flounced inside ahead of Sweeney.

The other manservant greeted her with little interest.

She recognized him. “Jamie?”

“I left the other series when the author added zombies and fags back in auld Scotland.” He looked bored.

She bit her lip. His sentence should be edited to please the political-correctness police. Didn’t he enjoy being in a commercial hit, she wanted to know.

“Not really.” The bored look continued. “Not much latitude in that. You have to follow a formula, you know. So far this story’s pretty tame. I haven’t been raped.”

He’d made a lot of friends here, he told her. Flann O’Brien’s cowboys live in the attic and his leprechauns below stairs. He assured her they’d all be sniffing round her.

Magical realism, what would O’Brien be doing here? Straightaway, didn’t Flann himself pop up. He must have read her thoughts.

“I’m here to assault you,” O’Brien said.

“This is supposed to be historical fiction. And I need a toilet,” she said.

Flann says he will bitch-slap her silly if she won’t put out; where does she get off teasing him, he is in fact a literary classic. Who is she?

She protested as he groped her. “I have no intention of being nuanced or credible nor do I wish to become stuck in a classic.”

He persists, has his fly open to expose the rockhard erection of a young author.

“I wouldn’t mind popping in here from time to time, and making us all rich from pulp fiction. Readers like narratives that violate basic laws of physics. They want more of such treatment,” she protested.

“I’ll treat you,” he replies, “I’ll violate you. I’m the one popping in.” He flips her over and ravishes her silly.

“Aren’t you supposed to save the kinky sex for later in the series when the few story ideas have been done to death?” She’s catching her breath. No butter for her but then Flann wasn’t Marlon Brando.

“That’s good for Scots characters slow on the uptake,” he replied. “My ancestors married the sacral white horse upon the hill of Tara. We Erainn know a fine white rear when we see one.” He reaches for her again.

“I have to pee,” she warned.

“Can you not stick with present tense or past tense,” and Flann pushes her away.

Jaysus, wasn’t she crazy as Sweeney. All from having piss backing up to poison her poor brain. Too crazed to go on. Needing a hard edit, for broader market appeal. She saw that now.

If no one told her the old Gaelic equivalent for toilet, she must soon die.

That would be

The End.
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Fairy Tale

The Sirens’ Song

For T.

Becca Price



Once there was a school of fish that lived in the cool dark depths of the ocean. They lived there happily, in the cool waters for many years.

One day, there came a beautiful singing. It was the sirens: mermaids who some say lure sailors to their deaths with their songs. The hero Ulysses, it is said, had his sailors stop their ears with wax so they couldn’t hear the sirens calling, but had himself bound to the mast, so he could hear the beauty of their song without being called to his death.

Some of the fish who lived in the ocean couldn’t hear the sirens’ singing. “It’s just a myth,” they said. “It’s only your imagination.” And they went about with their lives.

Some of the younger fish heard the singing, but only dimly. “It isn’t safe,” they said, and they stopped their ears, and turned their backs from the beautiful song.

Still others heard the song, and day after day it filled their hearts, until they could do nothing but follow the song. They left the safe depths of their ocean home, and pursued the song. They traveled many, many miles. Some of the fish were so full of the sirens’ song that they stopped eating, and could do nothing but travel where the song led.

The sirens’ song led them to the mouth of a great river, where the water changed from salty to sweet. The fishes’ bodies changed too, so they could live in the sweet water rather than the salt water of the ocean. This allowed them to continue to follow the beauty of the song’s calling.

The fish swam upstream, sometimes leaping joyously out of the water. But there were bears along the edges of the river, and they caught some of the fish while they leapt, and ate them. Still, the fish followed the sirens’ song.

Fishermen also lined the banks of the rivers, and some of the fish, who by now were very hungry, were tempted by the fishermen’s lures. They ate the bait, and were reeled in, and the fishermen took them home to feed their families.

Other fish, however, were so full of the song that they didn’t even notice the fishermen’s lures, and continued upstream.

Across the river was a mighty dam that people had built to tame the power of the rushing river and to use its energy to power their lights and warm their homes. Some of the fish leapt at the center of the dam helplessly, unable to leap its height to continue their swim. Some of them died, exhausted with the attempt, but others found their way around the dam, and swam up steps built along the dam’s edge, that people had built to help the fish in their swim upstream.

These fish swam uncounted miles, as the river gentled and opened out into beaver ponds, and still the fish followed the call of the beautiful music. The fish were exhausted from their travels now, and much thinner, because the song filled their hearts so much that they would forget to eat. And still they traveled, caught up in the glory of the sirens’ song.

Ultimately, the sirens’ song led them to warm, wide, shallow creek beds. This was where the song had been calling them to, calling them to return to the place where they had been born.

“The song was a lie!” cried some of the fish, and they died, exhausted and embittered for having traveled so long and so far only to return to their birthplace.

Others, however, rejoiced in finding the source of the sirens’ call. They made nests of fine gravel, and laid their eggs. Even though they were exhausted from their hard journey upstream, they watched over the eggs until they died, but they died with the rapture of the sirens’ song still in their hearts.

And when the eggs hatched, the new fish lived in the streams while they grew in size and strength. After a few years, they migrated, and lived for a few more years in the beaver ponds, while they grew even larger. Then their hearts were filled with a different sirens’ song, and they followed it down the great river, into the ocean. When the water changed from sweet to salty, their bodies changed as well so that they could live in the salty waters of the ocean, and they swam down into the cool dark. There, they lived happily for many years, until the sirens’ song called to them again, to return to the place of their birth.
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Science Fiction — Fantasy — Religious Fiction

Telling Your Story with Misty Rose

Arrington Flynn

“I told you, woman, I’m not going in,” the old man said.

“Now, Mr. Carson, you promised,” said the caretaker.

“I did not.”

“Then why did you get dressed up?”

The old man’s eyes went vacant for a minute.

“I thought we were going for icecream,” he finally said.

“After you attend today’s activity, I’ll take you out for some icecream.”

The woman helped the old man out of the car and into his wheelchair.

He kept his head down as she pushed him towards the Senior Center. He didn’t want anyone on the street to notice him. I’m never going to get used to this darn contraption, Mr. Carson thought to himself. It’s proof of my cursed, pathetic life.

“Is he here for today’s special activity, or just to hang out?” asked a staff member as they came inside.

“I don’t care,” the woman said, “just keep him busy for thirty minutes. If you can manage it.”

“Well, unfortunately, our regular activity was canceled at the last minute.”

“He can watch television, then,” the woman said.

“No,” the old man said, “I don’t want to, I hate Judge Judy.”

“Well, we do have a back-up activity,” the staff member reported, “a last minute volunteer, let’s see — it’s called ‘Telling Your Story with Misty Rose.’”

“Huh?” Mr. Carson said, then let out a gasp, as he felt a sharp pain near his chest. It went away. They hadn’t noticed.

“MISTY ROSE.” The woman was speaking now, leaning over him and talking too slowly and too loudly into his ear.

“You forgot to turn on your hearing aid again, didn’t you?”

Mr. Carson felt the woman’s fingers groping around his ear.

His temper flared. Bad enough she had to wipe his ass every day, she didn’t need to humiliate him in public.

“Don’t touch me, you fat old biddy!” He swatted her hand away, as if she were an annoying mosquito, then he wheeled his chair towards the activity room as fast as he could go.

Inside the room smelled of old coffee and burnt popcorn. Another old man, hooked up to a full-size oxygen tank on wheels, sat in a regular chair in the front of the room, his back to Mr. Carson.

While his breath wheezed and rattled inside his chest, Mr. Carson settled himself at the handicap table in the back of the room. He felt so tired. He’d just put his head down…

“Welcome, class. My name is Misty Rose.”

Her voice was clear and sweet. He wanted to see her, but his eyes…

“All you have to do is think the words. You won’t even have to write them down.”

Mr. Carson was sitting up now, his elbows on the table, his chin propped in his hands, still trying to open his eyes.

“Shall we begin?” The voice seemed to be coming from inside his head. He could feel himself nodding in the affirmative. He wanted to please Misty Rose.

“Wonderful. Now keep your eyes closed. Think of the one moment in your life that you felt the most loved.”

That broke the spell. Mr. Carson laughed bitterly at this ridiculous thought. His eyes popped opened. He tried to move his arms back to his wheelchair, this was a stupid class, even Judge Judy…

An intense pain hit him deep inside his chest and then radiated down his arm. Fear came with it.

“You’re not closing your eyes, Gerry.” The soothing voice had returned. His eyelids were so heavy. They closed.

A memory swam into his consciousness. My wife is smiling at me, she’s holding our son in her arms. I’m kissing her forehead, I’m telling both of them how much I love them.

A tear started falling down Mr. Carson’s cheek.

“Go on,” the voice said.

I’m lightly touching my baby’s face. Our son is gazing up at me. He’s so small, his tiny fingers are wrapping around my little finger. He doesn’t want to let me go.

“Do you feel loved?” the voice wanted to know. It was a simple question.

“Yes,” Gerry Carson said, then something exploded in his heart.
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“Clear!”

Gerry Carson came out of his body. He was floating above himself. Two men in uniform were standing below him, leaning over him.

More men in uniform were walking around the room, several standing at the front of the room. But they were not doing anything to the still form lying on the floor.

Gerry Carson watched as the woman ran into the room. He heard her gasp. He saw real tears flow down her face. He watched impassively as a policeman hustled her shaking body out of the room.

“Clear!”

He felt his body jump as an electric charge sizzled in the room, then he was pulled back inside. His eyes were opening. He could smell the anxiety.

“Sir, sir?” the man in the uniform was speaking to him.

“Where?” Gerry Carson tried to speak. “Where’s Misty Rose? Please, I want to see her.”

“Who?” said the man in the uniform.

“I’m right here, Gerry.”

And so she was. The man in uniform was gone. Misty Rose was back. She reached down to him.

He lifted his arm towards her. A blazing light shone through her hair. He felt so happy.

“Clear!”

The man in uniform was back, rubbing something cold and sticky onto his chest. Go away, Gerry Carson tried to say, but he couldn’t move his lips.

“Stay with me, sir!” the man in uniform yelled.

“Clear!”

A pair of glistening white wings rose high into the air. Misty Rose reached down and firmly took Gerry Carson’s outstretched hands in hers. She pulled him upright, kissed his forehead, and together they walked out of the Senior Center.
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Misty Rose submitted her daily work report and closed her shimmering laptop. The extra paperwork required for taking an unscheduled soul was such a pain in the astral, she thought.
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Fairy Tale — Fantasy — Young Adult

The Frog Prince

L.E. Parin

“You’re one of the Fae sent to trick me.” Ariana leaned forward, tilting her head as she peered at the…talking frog.

The frog chuckled, and Ariana sat back in the perfectly cut grass at the edge of the perfectly circular pond. Silver strands of her perfect silken gown shimmered under a perfect cloudless sky while her crown sparkled perfectly.

Perfect. Everything was perfect except for her.

She was going crazy.

“I assure you, Princess. I am a prince placed under a curse,” the frog croaked, and Ariana nodded, deciding to entertain this green figment of her imagination. She needed a break from reality; she had just met her betrothed.

And he was a jerk.

Maybe she shouldn’t have run away from the palace, but the disdain and undisguised loathing in his eyes was enough to make anyone run away.

From her wedding. Yep. Meet, greet, get married. That’s how they did it in her kingdom.

“All right. You’re a prince." Ariana crossed her arms before uncrossing them and tearing off the lace arm-length gloves that itched. She pursed her lips. “Because we don’t have enough of them around here.”

The frog jumped from the lily pad it — he — was sitting on and landed just at the pond’s edge. "A handsome one, mind you.”

“Of course," she said dryly. Ryder, her almost husband — she choked on the word, thinking about it — was handsome, too. That didn’t stop him from being a jerk.

“Help me break this curse, and I’ll give you everything you could ever want."

“Really?" Ariana lifted a hand and pointed to each finger. "Will you let me share my opinions? Will you let me follow my dreams? Can you give me freedom?”

“Is that worry in your big green eyes? Don’t worry your beautiful, blonde head. I’ll run the kingdom while you sit here and embroider.”

Ariana’s hands tightened into fists as she fumed at Ryder’s words. They were among the first words he ever spoke to her, and the words dripped with condescension and disgust. She should have shown him how good a punch she could throw. Instead, she smiled prettily. Inside, she seethed.

The frog eyed her as if she was the oddity. “What are your dreams?”

She stood quickly and gracefully. With arms spread, she twirled in a circle and yelled, “This Kingdom is my dream! These people are my people! I want to rule alongside my King as the Queen I was meant to be!"

Her face was flushed as she looked down at the frog. “I’m not meant to be a decoration on a throne. I’m meant to be out there with my people. Learning about them. Caring for them. Leading them!”

Her arms dropped, and her voice caught. “But no one cares about my dreams. I wish I was free to show the world I’m so much more than a silly princess.” Yes, she was first born, but because she was a woman, her future husband would be the ruler.

“I care, Princess,” the frog assured her. “Join me, and you can have everything you ever hoped and wished for.”

Ariana took a deep breath. There was nothing left for her here except for furious parents, scandalized wedding guests, and a conceited prince. She took a step forward and crouched down, her hands cupped together so the frog could jump in.

“I wouldn’t have my people,” she said sadly as realization hit her. Being a leader required sacrifice, and this marriage would be hers. “Sorry, you’ll have to find another princess.”

“This is not what I expected. A princess and a frog?”

Ariana stiffened before gently putting the frog down. She pasted on a serene smile and slowly turned. "My apologies, Prince Ryder. I needed some air.”

The prince laughed, startling her. Where was the disdain, fury, and disappointment? Instead… was that admiration?

He nodded. “Seems like as good a time as any."

Ariana narrowed her eyes. What was going on? The stiff ogre of a prince looked…relaxed?

“I don’t think we’ve met, Princess.”

Ariana put her royal mask back on as she wondered if Ryder was the one who was going crazy. Coming from someone who was just talking to a frog, that was saying a lot.

“We have, Prince—”

“No. We’ve met different people, I believe.” Ryder bowed, startling Ariana. “I am Prince Ryder from the Drayden Kingdom, and I was led to believe that my betrothed would be a vapid, mindless decoration. Instead, I find myself enchanted by a strong-willed woman who is passionate about her Kingdom and people.”

Ariana stared at him for a moment, taking in the fact that the prince seemed genuinely happy. It really was like meeting someone different. She curtsied. “I am Princess Ariana from the Meria Kingdom, and I was led to believe that my perpetually furious betrothed didn’t care for women with brains.”

He admitted, “I was furious that I would be trapped in a marriage with someone who only cared for sewing and looking pretty.”

“Sewing is important. I just can’t do it.”

Ryder laughed. “All those tapestries everyone attributes to you?”

"Someone takes apart the sections I do and redoes them. I suspect it’s mother,” she confessed with humor as she looked down and noticed the frog was gone. Off to his own Kingdom? More like back in the land of her imagination.

After a moment’s pause, Ryder reached over and took her hand, studying her face. "What you said earlier…when you thought you were alone. Did you mean it?”

She couldn’t stop the flush creeping up her face as she nodded. "Every word."

He smiled, relief on his face. “Good. Let’s go live those dreams.”
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As the couple left, hand in hand, neither saw the frog peering from the reeds. With a shimmer, it transformed into a winged creature with shocking white hair and a self-satisfied smile.

She tsked. "These princesses really make us fairy godmothers work!"
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Science Fiction — Dystopian

The Last

Darrin Perez

The vast expanses of the wasteland bore silent testament to the atrocities committed in the world. A single cloaked man remained. He was a man only by the most relative and tenuous of definitions, for his left arm, both of his legs, and his eyes were all robotic. It was his crime that set off the events that ended civilization. His arms crushed the world’s hope. His legs marched unyielding as his eyes condemned all that he saw.

The man walked through the ruins of the last city of the world. In a not so distant past, it had been humanity’s final bid to stay alive. It started with a plague to end all others, a virulent disease designed by the Last. A relentless pox that laid low ninety-eight of every hundred. Humans, for all their posturing and self-entitlement, reverted to a primal state in times of extreme crisis. Glass, ash, and broken dreams signified their pointless struggle. What had started with death ended thus.

Why had he survived? The Last looked at his right hand, putrid with rot. It would not be long. Karma had a way of bouncing back in the most insidious ways. His death would be an ironic one. That was, if he allowed it to be so. The Last had been a brilliant scientist in the times of civilization. He was en route to enact a plan so brazen that it would’ve earned him death by the edicts of the law. That was once, not then.

His peers had ridiculed him, called him crazy, a delusional maniac! What did they know of his brilliance? His lab was as decayed as his own being, but it would serve his purpose well enough. He had been tasked by his government to find ways to feed the hungry remnants of humanity. During his endeavor, the Last had stumbled upon knowledge of an ancient time from a civilization that slept in the bottomless ocean. It was blasphemous merely to speak of such, let alone carry it out. They would never let him do it, he knew. That was then, not at present.

Against all odds, the main elevator was still operational. More were the tiles broken underfoot than not. Defiant lights flickered above as the elevator screeched its way to the Last’s destination. The cacophony of grinding metal greeted the scientist as he arrived at the Room. It was named as simply as that, for the weight that location carried could not be placed into words. A giant column akin to a lava lamp hummed from its location at the center of the Room. Dozens of computer terminals ringed the arcane tube as the Last made his way to the largest. The beeping and clicking of electric activity signaled that the terminal was active. The sentient AI spoke to its master.

“Hello, Professor. It has been seven years, eighty-one days, fourteen hours, and eleven seconds since you last accessed this terminal. How may I serve you?”

The Last always found a measure of amusement in the fact that the AI had to verbalize the time of last access. It was not as if he could not see the information himself. That was what computer screens were for. The question, on the other hand, was not so pleasing. A single drop of sweat revealed itself on the Last’s forehead. Fear clutched at his heart as he stared at the terminal. That, too, was ironic. There had been a time when he would’ve embraced death. Fear had been little more than a whisper at that time. That moment had passed when he had lost the one being that had meant anything to him. He closed his eyes and girded himself for what he was about to do. An eternity passed before the Last spoke those fateful words.

“Activate Operation Izanagi.”

The sentient AI held its peace for a time, calculating various pieces of data, its inner machinery churning violently as it did. The Last knew that it was searching for reasons to not activate the forbidden protocol. It would find none. His peers had programmed fail-safes that would fail, for they relied on the existence of life. Death was all that remained. The AI’s scanning became more and more violent until it suddenly stopped.

“Are you sure, Professor?” was all that it communicated through the terminal’s speakers when it finished its calculations.

“Yes,” was the reply.

“Commencing Operation Izanagi. All personnel, please evacuate the premises immediately.”

Those were the last words the AI spoke. Those were the last words the Last heard. The AI turned itself over to the automated functions that comprised Operation Izanagi. The central column started blinking, its contents churning violently and mixing together. What had been rainbow-colored slowly became as white as snow. The noise in the room was deafening, but the Last did not care. He would not need his ears.

As the contents of the giant tube reached critical mass, he who had once been known as the Mad Professor declared, “I am as a god!”

A flash of light enveloped the world, and all was still.
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Literary Fiction

Martians For Neighbors!

Frank Zubek

“Mom! We’ve got Martians living next to us!” Simon said to his mom as he came in the back door after playing in the yard. When Simon and his mother returned home from vacation, they saw that the new neighbors had hired someone to put up a large fence that ran the full property line of the house. While it was only six foot high and made of wood, to Simon, who was just three foot high, it must have seemed like a monolith.

“What makes you think they’re Martians?” Simon’s mom asked.

“It says so on the mailbox in front of their home!”

“Their last name is Martin, Simon.”

“Oh,” he said as he picked at his food. “Okay. Sorry.”

“It’s okay, Simon,” she said, smiling. “Finish your green beans.”

After dinner, he played in the backyard with his toy rocket ships. As he did, he kept glancing at the fence. And despite his mom straightening out the mystery of the name on the mailbox, he wasn’t convinced that they were just ordinary human beings. Why would anyone need such a big fence? he thought.

Nobody else on the street had such a big fence. A few homes had small white picket fences. The Smiths, one street over, had a chain link fence and the Andersons had a row of tall bushes that was like a fence. But none of them had anything that looked like this fence. Simon was sad as he thought of the way he used to be able to see past all six backyards to the end of the street. Now all he saw was the fence.

And then it struck him…the fence was hiding their spaceship!

Curious to see it, Simon remembered that his friend Billy, who lived on the street behind them, had a tree house! And so, the next day, Simon went to see Billy and they both climbed up into the tree house, hoping to see the spaceship.

But their hopes were dashed when all they saw was a swing set, an above-ground swimming pool and a small wooden patio with table and chairs.

“No ship,” Billy said. He was clearly disappointed.

“Maybe it’s invisible?” Simon suggested.

“Naw,” Billy said, shaking his head. “You’d be able to see the outline warping the light.”

Simon agreed. “Maybe it’s in the basement!”

“It would never fit through the door.”

“It’s possible,” Simon countered. “My mom had a few friends from work come by when we moved here. I remember we had a really big couch she wanted down in the basement and it took them an hour to figure out how to wiggle it through the door. But they did it.”

Billy thought it over for a moment and finally nodded in agreement.

“Simon!” his mom called for him from the back door.

“Got to go.”

“Okay,” Billy said.

Later that evening, Simon’s mom told him that she had invited the Martins over for dinner. After getting cleaned up and dressed, Simon sat alone in his room wondering what would happen. He had never seen Martians before. Well, he had seen a few on TV but that was in California and this was Ohio!

Whoever lived next door would soon be inside Simon’s house! Aliens from a planet a million light-years away!

Simon’s mom had had friends and neighbors over for dinner before and it usually took up the whole evening. Everyone sat around the table and had dinner and then they’d go on the back porch and talk about a variety of things. Sometimes they had kids who Simon could play with and sometimes not.

But they’d never had Martians!

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door! They were here!

“Simon, get the door please?”

“Okay,” he said.

“And remember to be polite, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered under his breath as he went down to open the door. As he grasped the handle, he took a deep breath, prepared for anything. But when he opened the door, he was surprised to see a man, a woman and a boy standing on the front porch smiling at him. They didn’t look like Martians at all!

“Hello,” said the father. “You must be Simon. We’re the Martins. May we come in?”

Simon showed them into the living room where, a moment later, Simon’s mother came and introduced herself and they all got to know each other. They all enjoyed a wonderful meal and during dinner, he found out that they had not meant to offend anyone, but they had built the fence for privacy. They both worked very busy jobs and liked to have peace and quiet when they were home.

He also found out that their son, Albert, was his age, and liked to play the same video games he did. So that’s what they did.
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Women’s Fiction

Hit and Run

Rachel Elizabeth Cole

Gillian clenched and unclenched the steering wheel, her gaze flicking between the red light ahead of her and the clock on the dashboard. Six minutes to get to work. Six minutes to drive twelve blocks in heavy traffic. It was going to be tight, but if this light would change, she just might make it.

The light turned green and Gillian stepped on the gas. She couldn’t believe she’d slept in. Okay, she admitted she probably should’ve put the Kindle down a little earlier, but the minute she switched off the light and started to drift off, what sounded like a herd of elephants in combat boots marched into the apartment upstairs. Then the elephants proceeded to tap dance, rearrange the furniture, and bowl ten frames. By the time they quieted down around three a.m., Gillian knew she was going to be hurting in the morning.

Four hours later, she’d slept through her alarm and had barely fifteen minutes to get out the door. Then she ran out of hot water halfway through her already-rushed shower, her hair dryer packed it in, and she spilled coffee grounds all over the kitchen floor. The day had barely started and it couldn’t get much worse.

A chorus of barking dogs filled the car. Her phone. Gillian fumbled her hands-free headset from the console and stuffed it into her ear. Probably work wondering where she was. Instead, her mother’s voice sang out. “Good morning!”

“Hi, Mom.”

“And how is my favourite eldest daughter this morning?”

“Fine. Just running a bit late, Mom.”

“Are you on your phone in the car? You know you could get a ticket for that.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a headset. Hands-free.” Ahead, the light changed to yellow. Gillian hit the brakes hard and the car skidded to a halt, halfway through the crosswalk. A heartbeat later, tires squealed behind her and then a tremendous crash! and the car lurched forward.

“Oh my God!” Gillian said at the same time her mother said, “What was that?”

Gillian glanced into the rearview mirror. A blue BMW, driven by an attractive blond man with sunglasses, was bumper to bumper with her Hyundai. “I just got rear-ended.”

“What?”

“I’m okay, Mom. Just a fender bender. I’ll call you back.” She was just climbing out of the car, when the BMW backed up and sped away.

“Hey!” Gillian yelled, but the car hung a right and disappeared into traffic.

Lovely.

Her bumper was caved in. Her brake lights smashed out. Her trunk popped open and looked like it wasn’t going to close again without the help of a body shop.

The chorus of dogs started up again in her front seat. She got back in the car and checked the call display. Mom again.

Ahead, the light turned green and a car behind her honked. Gillian shifted into gear and hit the accelerator before answering. “Mom, I’m fine. It was just a small accident. But I really have to go. I’m late for work. I’ll call you at lunch. Love you! Bye!”

She tossed her headset aside and drove as quickly and safely—no need for two accidents in one day—as she could to Westside Animal Clinic.

No sooner had she parked her car than her phone rang again. Really?

It was her sister, Erin.

“What’s up?”

“You’ll never guess.” Her sister bubbled.

“You’re right. So you better just tell me.”

“I’m pregnant.”

At least that explained all the phone calls. “Congratulations!”

“Craig and I are having a celebration dinner — just a little one — at Mom and Dad’s tonight. You’ll be there, right?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Gillian tried to sound enthusiastic, but knew it sounded forced. It was bad enough her younger sister married before she did, now she was producing the firstborn grandchild. Gillian was guaranteed an evening-long interrogation of her love life — or lack thereof.

She hung up, grabbed her purse and lunch and climbed out of the car. As she strode across the parking lot, her phone rang. Again. Now what?

This time it was work. “Where are you? Dr. Michelson needs you in surgery right away. A hit-by-car just came in.”

“I’ll be right there!”

When it came to animals, Gillian was all business. She double-timed it to the operating room.

On the table, a brindle Boxer lay sedated. At least she thought it was a Boxer. The dog was covered with blood and his front leg was badly broken. Alexa, the other vet tech, was starting an I.V. line. She glanced up. “About time.”

“I’m really sorry.” Gillian donned a pair of gloves and went to hold the dog’s leg. “I was in a car accident.”

Alexa softened. “You okay?”

“Better than this poor guy, that’s for sure, but my car’s a mess. And would you believe the driver just took off? Not even an apology.”

Alexa shook her head. “Some people are real jerks.”

The surgery went well, and soon the dog, Bosco, was stabilized and resting in the kennel room.

While Gillian was monitoring his condition, Dr. Michelson poked his head in the door. “How’s he doing?”

“Good.” Gillian gently patted the dog’s head. “He’s still a little groggy, but he’s awake now.”

“I’ve spoken with the owner. He’d like to see him.”

“I think Bosco would like that.”

At the sound of his name, Bosco thumped his stubby tail against the kennel floor.

A few minutes later, Alexa directed a familiar-looking blond man into the room. “All right, Mr. Haywood, Gillian will fill you in on Bosco’s condition. He’s a lucky dog.” She left the room.

Gillian stared at the man. Tousled blond hair, stunning blue-grey eyes, a strong jawline with just the right amount of scruff. It couldn’t be. What were the odds?

Bosco whimpered a bit at the presence of his owner.

“Sorry, buddy.” The man tucked a pair of sunglasses into his jacket pocket and knelt down to pet the dog, overwhelming Gillian with a heady shot of delicious masculine cologne.

Gillian’s heartbeat sped up. It was him! The man who hit her!

“You!” The word was out of her mouth before she could stop it.

The man glanced up, confusion turning to recognition, turning to chagrin.

“You hit my car!”

The man held up his hands, his blue-grey eyes locking with hers. “Please… let me explain. I would’ve stopped… I should’ve, but I had to save Bosco… He was hit by a truck… I’m really sorry.”

All Gillian’s anger drained away. He looked so vulnerable, she wanted to wrap her arms around him and hug him.

“My insurance papers are outside in my car. I can go get them for you.” He moved to get up.

“It’s okay.” Gillian put a hand on his arm, her fingertips tingling where they touched his suit coat. “It can wait. It’s just a car. You got Bosco here in time. That’s what matters.”

“You’re right.” He patted the dog again, then glanced at Gillian, his mouth widening into a lopsided grin. “And I’m very grateful for everything you and Dr. Michelson have done for him.” He glanced at her nametag. “Gillian, right? I’m Blake.”

She shook his hand, hoping she wasn’t grinning like a fool.

“Still, I feel so bad. Let me make it up to you. How about dinner sometime?”

Now she really was grinning like a fool. “All right, but I’m driving.”
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Paranormal

Lamron Ot Emoclew

Matthew W. Grant

The bold black and white sign a few feet down the road beckoned to ten-year-old Jeannie Williamson and her little brother, John. Jeannie’s flowing pigtails bounced effortlessly in the light breeze as John squeezed her hand and yanked her along rather ungraciously, much the way generations of inquisitive and excitable little boys have pushed, pulled, poked, and prodded their big sisters for years. In fact, Jeannie and John were very much like other children. John had a little red wagon and Jeannie had a favorite doll. They lived with their parents in a house with a big yard and a white picket fence.

“Come on, hurry up,” John coaxed when Jeannie started to pull back.

She made an abrupt stop in front of the sign. “Lamron Ot Emoclew. Nwonknu Noitalupop," she stumbled through it. “What does that sign say? I can’t read those words.”

“I can’t read at all. I’m only in kinder-graten,” John reminded her while mispronouncing the word for the hundredth time.

“Well, I’m in the fourth grade. I’m even in the Falcons reading group. I can read lots of words, but I’ve never seen these before. It’s like, they’re not, normal.“

“Normal? What’s that mean?”

“You know, regular, like everyone else. The way things are supposed to be,” Jeannie said impatiently because she wasn’t in the mood to give explanations.

John was silent for a moment. “Oh, I get it. ‘Normal’ means that you’re not different."

“Right.”

“Like the other day, when Bobby Fenmore got glasses. We laughed at him and made him cry because he wasn’t — what’s that word? Oh, yeah, normal.”

“That’s not very nice,” Jeannie began to scold and let her voice trail off, but stopped when she remembered she had done the exact same thing to a classmate named Marcy Eldridge in the cafeteria last year when a group of children were making fun of the birthmark on her face.

The children walked along the dirt road. Out of nowhere, a sign just like the first stood alone in the middle of the woods. Everything looked the same as it had half an hour earlier, except it was getting darker.

“Where is that town? We should have been there by now.”

“My foots are tired,” John whined.

“Feet," Jeannie corrected automatically. “I’m afraid we’re lost.”

“Lost! Lost! Lost!” a sharp voice echoed from all directions.

The children spun around frantically and bumped into each other. The sharp voice laughed in amusement at the spectacle. An owl circled above a pine tree and swooped down, whizzing past John’s left ear. “That was neat. Again.” John clapped. The gray owl landed carefully on a branch facing Jeannie. He moved his head slightly and blinked an eye.

“Hoooo!” John made the sound he remembered his teacher said that owls make.

“Hoooo yourself, you silly little boy,” the owl snapped.

“Oh my goodness!” Jeannie said and jumped back in fright. “Owls can’t talk. That’s im-impossible,” she stammered.

“It’s not normal,” said John with a triumphant smile at his mastery of a new word.

The owl gave a disapproving look. “Look at your sister’s hair. It certainly is not normal for young girls to run around a forest with long blond pigtails.”

“Of course it is, Mr. Owl,” Jeannie disagreed. “All the girls in school have pigtails.”

“We are not in school, are we? Around here, a girl with pigtails might find them and herself on the losing end of a tug-of-war with a hungry grizzly bear. In the woods, normal girls wear their hair tucked safely under bonnets.”

A slight disturbance in the nearby leaves startled Jeannie. She dreaded to look over her shoulder. “Where are we, anyway?”

“What a question! Did you not see the sign?” asked the owl, who was now obviously annoyed.

“I tried to read it, but it wasn’t even in English.”

“Of course it is, you ridiculous girl. Can you not even read?”

“Yes, I’m even in the Falcons reading group at school—”

The owl ruffled his feathers a bit. “An inferior bird,” he mumbled. “Anyone can plainly see that the sign says ‘Welcome to Normal. Population Unknown.’”

Jeannie squinted. “Well, no wonder. It’s written backwards.”

“Everyone in the town of Normal reads in reverse. Only an uncultured waif such as yourself would attempt to read forwards. Clearly, you are not normal.”

“I am so,” Jeannie protested.

“Prove it,” the owl challenged.

Jeannie held up a finger. “Number one, I go to school every day.”

“Frogs never go to school,” the owl pointed out.

“What? Oh, that’s silly. Number two, I always eat all my vegetables.”

“Trees do not eat vegetables,” was the owl’s retort as he stifled a yawn.

“Number three, I always mind my manners around my elders.”

“Rocks do not need manners.”

“Four — I, I know all my multiplication tables—”

“Snakes do not perform arithmetic calculations.”

Jeannie became exasperated. “And number five—” she practically shrieked.

“My dear girl,” the owl interrupted. “Sensible, average, everyday, NORMAL girls do not engage in debates with owls in the middle of the woods!”

“But, it’s your fault. You talked to me first,” Jeannie said helplessly.

The owl spread his wings and laughed at her. Mocking in a voice similar to hers, he said, “But the owl talked to me first, really, he did.” Returning to his own voice, he added, “Perhaps in the future, you will reserve judgment until you know what normal really is— if, of course, anyone can know what normal really is."

The owl rose from the pine branch. He swooshed by John, blinked his eyes, and said, “Hooooo. Hooooo.”

As he flew out of sight, Jeannie sat down on the forest floor and cried. Now she knew why owls were indeed so wise.
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Paranormal

Twin Souls

Michael Coorlim

The last thing I said to my twin sister was “I wish you were dead.” I don’t think she heard me, but I meant it at the time.

Lisa’s a detective, and a damn good one. I like to help her out however I can, though of course what I can actually do is limited. It’s the vestigial dynamic of our childhood. She was the outgoing, adventurous, dynamic one, and I was her sidekick. Her assistant, more than her partner.

I’m still the Watson to her Holmes, though sometimes it feels more like the Penny to her Inspector Gadget.

Now, watching her slink through this dirtbag’s living room, part of me hopes that he’ll pop out of the closet and put a bullet between her eyes. Does that make me a bad person? I can’t really tell anymore.

It’s hard not to feel disconnected. Nothing seems as real as it did when I was alive. Everything’s abstract. Academic. Hypothetical. Like you’re remembering it while it happens, though I guess I’m the memory. Do you know how much emotion is caused by hormones and neurotransmitters? I don’t have a body. I don’t have receptors for them. No blood to carry dopamine, adrenaline, serotonin, or anything else. I don’t get angry, or frightened, or happy. But I do get lonesome. And I can remember what feeling was like.

That’s not entirely true. I do have that weird twin-connection with my sister. That’s persisted into death. In fact, without the conflicting signals from my own body, I think I can tune in to what Lisa feels all the more strongly. I don’t think it’s as genuine as my own living feelings were, but when I’m close to her and she’s really feeling, it’s like vivid splashes of color and life cutting through the fog of the afterlife. And it’s a hell of a lot more than what other ghosts get.

Maybe that’s why they go crazy.

I don’t want to go crazy, but these echoes I get from Lisa, her emotional cast-offs, sometimes they’re so intense that they remind me of what it was like when I could feel things for myself. I think the big reason why I want her dead is so they’ll stop, so I can stop, so I can let myself fade away into catatonia like so many of my deceased peers.

The other reason is that I hope that when she does die, she’ll be here with me. And I’ll feel complete again.

And she will die. Eventually. Everybody does. And Lisa’s life is more dangerous than most. Even for a cop. She takes a lot of chances. A lot of dumb risks.

Maybe that’s my fault, too.

Right now she’s come to the home of Jimmy Malone, dirtbag meth dealer accused of shooting his pregnant girlfriend. She called for backup, but she’s not going to wait for it. Lisa’s pretty sure he did it.

She’s right. The dead girlfriend is here too, screaming at him about killing their baby. She died feeling this heady mix of hate and betrayal that will sustain her through eternity. It’s the only echo that’s hers, the only one she has left. It’s strong enough that Maria won’t fade, not in a year, not in fifty. Eventually everything else will fade until all that’s left is that hurt. She doesn’t have a twin to anchor her, to feed her a stream of fresh impressions.

Lisa can’t see her, of course, any more than she can see me. She passes right in front of the closet that Maria is screaming at. Inside, Jimmy is biding his time, waiting for the perfect chance to jump out and shoot my sister in the back of the head.

He’s got a good chance of making it out of here a free man. Lisa’s careless, and her backup is still a ways away.

Something makes my sister stop, something makes her turn, something makes her draw a bead on the closet door before Jimmy can even start turning the knob. She’s a good cop. She waits until she sees the pistol in his hand before firing. It’s a good shoot.

Later, she’ll write in her report that she heard him shifting before he opened the door. She’ll confide to her partner that it was a gut feeling that made her turn. She’s been having a lot of these gut feelings lately, and she’s learned to trust them. So much so that she’s been taking unnecessary risks.

I blame myself. Or at least I would, if I still felt anything akin to guilt.

Everyone else thinks my sister is lucky, and she is. Lucky that that twin-sense thing works both ways, lucky that the bond of sisterhood extends beyond death. I’m still not sure if I’m helping her out to keep her alive, or if I’m trying to make her overconfident and careless.

Either way, we’re finally spending some quality time together.
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Literary Fiction

Kiribati

Maren Hayes

It took Harvey three years to die and the roof and the garden were dying all that time, too. At first, Lavinia tried to keep it all going: house, yard, homemade soups, holiday cards. But the day her nonprofit called while she was raking the front yard to tell her that fundraising had experienced a contraction — a contraction, they called it — and her job had been cut, she put down the rake, went inside to get Harvey his painkillers, and left the outside to do what it would.

The espaliered fruit trees in their postage stamp of a backyard didn’t produce that summer in the brutal heat wave; the vegetable patch succumbed to neglect and Harvey succumbed to the cancer one fall day when he himself was a dried stalk in a golden slant of afternoon sun through the dirty window.

When the children offered to fly in to scatter Harvey’s ashes, Lavinia put them off and parked the urn on the mantel. She stuck an old spaghetti pot under the biggest leak in the attic and shoved the mounting stack of bills and bank notices under the bed in the guest room.

She got her hair cut and dusted off her good suit for a couple of job interviews. With the jacket buttoned up, no one could see how the pants hung on her. No offers came. She saw the quick looks on the faces of future bosses who were her children’s ages. Briefly, she considered tattooing the number 60 on her forehead to save everyone the charade of the interview. They were jobs she could have done in her sleep—and now all she wanted to do was sleep.

The books caught her eye. She was walking off another polite “we’ll be in touch,” contemplating whether or not to hike home across the bridge to save subway fare, and there was a battered paperback of 1984, next to an even more beat-up vintage collection of James Baldwin. The jumble of books, piled on plastic rain ponchos, in boxes and crates, pulled her into the crowded park, into the comfort of familiar titles, and she thumbed through a few dog-eared pages.

Absently, she filed a study predicting the forced migration of the entire population of Kiribati, disappearing under rising sea levels, next to a National Geographic on the plight of polar bears. It was habit to sort Amiri Baraka with e e cummings, P.D. James with Kate Atkinson. None of the young people occupying the park acted as if there was anything odd about someone as ancient as Lavinia alphabetizing picture books, political science, romance, poetry and murder mysteries.

The troubadours, with their Martin guitars and upside-down paint-bucket drums reminded her of her own youth. A girl with silver piercings in both eyebrows and her tongue brought Lavinia a paper plate with some very good goulash and a vegan brownie. It was nearly midnight when she left off organizing the library. The next day she went back. The day after that, she lugged a backpack and an old sleeping bag on the subway, and she stayed.

Her skills were needed in the park. Mostly she worked in the library but she also helped out in the first-aid tent and proofed the daily newspaper. “Vinnie,” she told them. They called her “Vin.” The nights grew chillier and she went home for a sweater and a jacket to add to her jeans. From the looks of the mail, she would lose the house soon. She dumped the bank notices on the dining room table and ignored the neighbor frowning at her scrappy brown yard.

She was almost happy to be heading back to Wall Street. Happy was good. Hope would be even better but hope was for those young people. Lavinia would take what she could get. The protest encampment was a respite; it was something to do. It wasn’t hope. She swung back into the library to find a reporter from The New York Times poking at her books and gave him her best, most eloquent words on the civilizing influence of literature. That night, a rough hand shot in through the opening of her lean-to and groped her hard between the legs.

Lavinia’s scream scared him off and the resulting disturbance somehow made it into the Times story. Homeless thugs welcomed in peaceful occupied park. Not so peaceful. The blue sea of uniforms ringing the encampment closed in as she tended the library, the heart gone out of her. It was November. Winter was coming; the riot trucks and crane-mounted watchtowers walled off more of the outside world every day.

Tourists snapped pictures as she carted books under a tarp in the rain. Sleep eluded her; the crude tents and cardboard boxes were flooded with searchlights from dusk to dawn. Some days there was nothing appetizing to eat. She could feel loss lapping at her ankles.

“Go home,” the police told her. But where was home? Lavinia was, apparently, disposable. The tall financial towers cast shadows over the park. The mood was edgy, the music louder, the celebrities clutching microphones more shrill.

And then, one wave of blue crashed over the tarps and tents as another swarmed through the library, tipping over cases and tables of books, tossing them in dumpsters, ripping pages and covers, destroying her careful order. By mid-morning, the island was an unoccupied ragged mess, some protesters carted off to jail, the rest rounded up and turned out. The books were gone, her sleeping bag missing, the kitchen wrecked, the celebrities no-shows. All the earnest young people with their signs moved off to march somewhere else as Lavinia trudged back over the bridge. There was Harvey to dispose of, and a few things to gather.

“Vin,” she told herself, “you’re old and you stink. You’d better pray the hot water is still on.” And she placed one worn sneaker in front of another, a migrant now, leaving no footprints in a land entirely foreign to her.
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Literary Fiction

Showdown on Lyndale Avenue

Tony Held

“What
 , Dirk?” Dad asked me as I body blocked him.

“You’re making me sick, that’s what!” I replied.

I gestured towards our Chevrolet Suburban. “Can’t you see Mom sitting there crying? That’s the necklace Grandma gave her you’re trying to sell. That’s something priceless, Dad.”

My words went in one ear and out the other.

We were in front of a small jeweler located along Lyndale Avenue in Bloomington, Minnesota. Dad had dragged us up here to try and sell that necklace. Mom had started to cry halfway there, while my brother and I sat in the back looking like shell-shocked soldiers. The bastard had just kept driving, his eyes focused on the road. He
 was just fine with what he was doing.

A sudden surge of long-suppressed anger had hit me when we pulled into the parking lot. This shit has got to stop
 , I thought as he got out of the car. I followed him, and now here we were.

“Get out of my way,” Dad ordered.

I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “No fucking way, man.”

My father’s face turned scarlet, but he was red-faced with anger, not embarrassment.

“Dirk, don’t make a scene,” he said.

I slipped the necklace out of his grasp and began to walk back to our Suburban.

“Hey!” he shouted as he ran to get in front of me. “You knock this off!”

I stopped, gave him a dirty look. “This is getting way out of hand, man. Enough is enough!”

He pointed at the necklace. “We need to sell that.”

I grimaced. “You know, you’re so unrealistic it’s disgusting! We became homeless all thanks to you, and then you claimed we would only be homeless a month because your rich Dad would buy us a house. Then you got over eleven thousand bucks out of your poppa for hotel suites — not rooms, suites
 — while we wandered all over the place. Then you kept driving up the price tag for a house until your old man balked.” I shook my head in disgust. “I’m not surprised you finally pulled that gun on him.”

While we were packing up our house, my father had slipped an old, unloaded .38 that once belonged to my great-grandfather into our Suburban. When he had last met with his father they had sat in our vehicle, started arguing, and Dad had suddenly drawn it on him.

“I just showed
 Dad the gun,” he lied.

“‘Showed?’ Ha! You pulled
 it on him,”

“No! I showed it
 !”

“Do you know how humiliating it was to have the cops show up? Do you?” I shouted back.

His father had called the police soon after the gun incident. That venerable .38 had been quickly confiscated when the cops came to our hotel, but my jerkweed father was not arrested. Why? The cops had not enough probable cause to arrest him, although they kept the gun.

His father had then served his errant son with a restraining order and cut off his monthly $3,000 check, a check that had been my father’s sole source of income for years. (He had never wanted to go to work, just live off his rich Dad.) Now my bastard of a father was out to sell all we had in order to finance his dysfunctional lifestyle.

He reached for the necklace. I yanked it away, pointed my finger at him. “I refuse to bend this time. You stole Mom’s inheritance from Grandma, and that was enough of a humiliation for her. I will not
 let you steal anything else that is hers.”

“It’s not just her
 stuff I’m selling!” Dad shouted. “I pawned my video camera, remember?”

“Oh sure, like that sure was a big fancy heirloom.”

“Dirk, that necklace would…”

“Would what?!” I asked, cutting him off. “What could you expect to get from this? I can tell you it wouldn’t be eleven thousand bucks. It would be more like, what, one thousand at the most? How soon will you go and waste that
 money, Dad?”

“You give me that necklace or I’m going to hit you!” he shouted at me, his eyes glowing with hate.

“John, no!” my Mom cried.

“Knock it off, Dad!” my brother shouted.

“So now it’s threats, huh?” I shot back. “Go ahead and carry it out then, big mouth. Do it."

He hesitated, looked around us. We were alone except for passing auto traffic over on Lyndale.

“Come on you abusive bully, do it!” I shouted. I was sick and tired of being abused out of sight of the world. If he was going to lay into me, this time he had to either do it right here or shut the fuck up.

“You are a liar, Dirk. I have not ever abused anybody
 in this family.” he lied.

I laughed. “You
 are the liar, you fat fuck; you’ve abused us for eons.”

The hatred in my father’s eyes burned brighter.

“Want Mom to show you all the bruises you…” I began to say.

“Look out!” My brother shouted.

“John!
 ” Mom cried in horror.

But I had already spotted his incoming punch.

I blocked it, and then kicked him in the nuts.

He gasped out loud as he tumbled to the asphalt.

Nobody else made a sound.

I went and joined my family. “Let’s get out of here,” I said as I got in.

Mom wiped her eyes, slipped from the front passenger seat to the driver’s, and started the engine.

Dad just lay there whimpering as he clutched his groin.

I held up the necklace as we drove away. “This belongs to Mom
 , not you, you bastard!” I shouted as we drove off. End tableau, end my parents' twisted marriage, and end the miserable agony he was putting us through. And all because of the showdown I had with him on Lyndale Avenue.
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Science Fiction — Cyberpunk

Workplace Hazards

Allan Körbes

When I first saw her she was leaning against the wall of payphones at the end of the bar. She had the coil cord plugged into her computer, like most people there, and it was fun to watch her try to stand up and balance it against her hip and thighs at the same time.

I stood in the crowd, invisible, amidst the stench of sweat and the flickering lights, until she was done with her computer and sat down. It was good that she sat at a table. I hate chatting at the counter.

“Good evening, Laura,” I said, taking a seat in front of her so boldly and confidently that she never suspected how out of place I was.

She eyed me up and down. I was well dressed, I looked healthy, I had the eyes of a serious, determined person. And I was present, right there, looking back at her as she looked into me. She let her guard down right quick.

“Good evening yourself, mister… ?”

God. Her voice sounded even better than she looked.

“Weedwhacker.”

Had the bartender not been late by a few seconds, I’m sure she would’ve snorted her vodka right out of her nose.

I had to smile at her laugh. It was so kind. Her whole being was that kind. I had known her for five seconds and I knew already.

“It’s literal. I grew up in the fields,” I explained.

“Well, didn’t we all. And what brings you to…” she paused to point at the neon sign, “…the Blue Lobster Bar tonight?”

“Work. I used to be police, but now the military has reeled me in.”

“Ohhh! Looking for someone special?” she asked, making the gesture of a firing gun.

“Very. Very special.”

She stared with hesitation at my mysterious smile.

“I’m not getting in the way of your searching, am I, officer?” she asked, suddenly serious.

I leaned closer.

“To be honest, I did just find the person I’m looking for,” I whispered, “and I bet she looks even prettier when she’s confused.”

She did.

“How did you know my name?” she said, scared, leaning back and trying to sneak a hand into her jacket.

I showed my palms and smiled.

“It’s hanging out of your backpack.”

She looked. Her ID really was hanging out of her backpack from a strap.

“I hope you don’t mind my daring,” I added.

She frowned and thought. Her hand slid out of her jacket very slowly. Yeah, Laura, like I can’t see you were about to shoot me.

“Oh. So you were… And you sat there… You’re actually just hitting on me?”

“I wouldn’t say just hitting on you. It took me quite a bit of courage to. But yeah, I am. Was.”

She blushed.

“So you’re not really a cop?” she asked, trying to smile.

“No, no, I am. Well, technically I’m military now. But that only makes me boring, nothing else. I’m not here to arrest anybody. Just trying to have a good time, is all.”

I leaned close again.

“And to be honest, I’d really like to go back to hitting on you.”

She smiled that glorious smile of hers, and leaned back — comfortably, this time — and then laughed that laughter we all do when a friend we love pulls a scare on us. Still scary, but fun too. Not that we were friends, mind you, but I’d like to believe we would be.

After that she really loosened up. I ordered us some more drinks, and we drank and talked and laughed and conspired all night.

She talked of her job at the hospital, of her siblings, of how she burned her first apartment down by accident once, of her teenage misdeeds.

She was smart and funny and damn good-looking and had that whole aura of kindness around her. Like whatever I could tell her I did, she would understand. Not that I told her anything that would warrant understanding. I would never. And it made me depressed as hell.

By the end of the night I had a serious case of the blues.

“‘I suppose you won’t be needing a drink,’ the bartender said.” She was talking about some movie. “And then the naked lady says… Boom! He falls off the ceiling and we never hear the end of the joke!"

“Damn. Now that’s disconcerting,” I replied. “What a brilliant setup for a joke that never finished. It’s almost titillating.” I had seen the movie, of course, but I let her tell the story anyway. Everything sounded better in her voice.

She noticed my blues.

“Are you OK, Whack? The more I make you laugh, the sadder you get.”

"Yeah, yeah. I just got too much work shit on my mind.”

“You know, you never really told me what you do.”

I paused.

My eyes got wet. I didn’t hold it back. She was holding-to-the-table drunk anyway, she wouldn’t make sense of things at this stage.

“You know, Laura, there was a point tonight when I almost asked you to marry me, right then and… here.”

She smiled the sun at me.

“Well why didn’t you?”

“Ah, you know, work stuff. But the intention was true.”

“Work stuff? What intention?!”

“Yeah. I know it’s sudden, Laura, but…" Honesty, here we go. “I really did love you. It was short, but it was true.”

She looked puzzled. That cute confused look of hers.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

I took something out of my left jacket pocket, under the table, and screwed it onto something I took out of my right pocket.

“I just want you to know, Laura,” I said, my voice breaking up. “That I really loved you.”

She frowned.

“Okay, but… what’s that gotta do with work stuff?”

Last words.

“I’m a contract killer.”

She tried to open her mouth to say something. Too late. Two shots to the chest and she fell over, silent.

I put my badge on and walked out.

Another job well done.
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Action/Adventure — Fantasy — Science-Fiction

Into the Ether

Tiffany Cherney

The stones bit into Rei’s hands as she struggled up the desolate cliffside overlooking their target. Glancing over, she saw the shaggy head of her partner in this operation, Yeke, as he pulled himself to the top and started planning their next moves. The wind whipped past them, making her resent the rough, thin clothing she had on to blend in with the people of this world.

“It there?” she asked through chattering teeth as she struggled to draw even with him.

“Oh yeah.” He reached down and lifted her up by the back of her dress with ease while keeping his eyes on the sight before them.

Rei scowled as her legs hit a flat edge, embarrassed at the continued weakness her scarred limbs still had. Yanking herself out of his grip, she took in the target with wide eyes. The ship towered overhead and the blueprints didn’t do it justice. It was large enough to hold a decent-sized city comfortably. Rei shuddered at thinking what it would do if fully operational and in the wrong hands. Luckily, they were here to take it off those hands. “Doesn’t look like they’re bothering to guard it that well,” she whispered.

Yeke laughed and waved a hand at the landscape. “Look around. Do they really need to, given this hellhole?”

“You ready?” Rei asked.

“Whenever you are, newbie.”

“Why the hell did I find myself attracted to you?” Rei muttered as they climbed over the peak and down the opposite side.

“You find my charm irresistible,” Yeke replied, pulling out a gun that instantly emitted a low red glow as they reached about halfway down. Reaching again to his side holster, he removed an extended barrel and busied himself with attaching it, crouching to keep out of sight. “You go down and get ready to run when I take them out.”

Rei nodded and crept away, moving with stiff ease from rock to rock. Near the bottom she waited out of sight, closing her eyes to gather her energy — her Eiha
 . A hand reached for her gun where it rested on her thigh as Yeke’s first shots flew overhead toward the guards as orbs of red light. Rei ducked further behind the rocks as a few return shots came close to hitting where she waited. For a second she was tempted to join the fight, but decided to wait and get ready to run. At last there was a break in the firefight and she could hear Yeke sliding down toward her, occasionally firing.

Rei pushed off the rock with her gun in hand, starting across the spans between ship and rocks. A few stray shots flew toward the cliff, echoing across the barren landscape. Rei skidded to a stop near the rear of the ship, jamming her hand into the door controls only to find them refusing to budge. Saving time, she allowed her Eiha to flow freely into the mechanism and short circuit it. The door slid open easily and Rei slipped inside, moving to the nearest staircase and beginning her many-deck climb to the bridge.

Several levels up, she peeked around the doorway, only to see bullets flying at her. She dodged back behind the wall and released the safety of her gun, allowing her Eiha to flow into it. She reached out to sense the five soldiers as they advanced on her, pausing to reload their weapons as they did so. Rei darted into the open doorway and let loose a volley of blue pulses, striking each one. Satisfied no more were coming, she climbed another few levels until she reached a closed hatch. Quickly, she reached over to short-circuit the door controls again when a few red pulses whizzed past her, striking the door and melting a hole clean through it.

“Now
 you show up,” Rei said as she saw who it was. Turning back to the damaged door, she frowned. “Careful, Yeke. We want a ship to take away from this planet.”

“Caution is overrated; it’s only a matter of time before they get back up.” Yeke poked his head through the door. “Besides, you’re the one who burned out one of the hanger doors. Come on.”

They walked down a hallway enclosed in a clear, glass-like material high above the main areas of the ship. Several men rushed out of the hatch ahead, firing at them. Yeke shoved Rei down to the ground, covering her with his own body. For a moment the fire stopped, and Rei felt a hot, sticky trickle fall on her shoulder. Lifting her face, she saw Yeke’s eyes close against the pain and felt him slump forward. “Damn you,” she hissed.

“So you returned,” one of the soldiers said. “I didn’t expect you to come willingly back into our grasp.”

Rei stood and her eyes glowed blue as her Eiha took over her entire form, running down her scars and coming off her body in waves. She reached out. “I don’t think so.” A burst of energy threw them to the ground while pulling their weapons away toward the pair. She looked back at Yeke, Eiha still flowing. “You okay?”

“Been better,” he groaned, looking down at the ground below. “There’s more coming.”

“Get this ship airborne,” she said. “I’ll take care of them.” She lifted a hand and strode from the hall with the soldiers' bodies trailing behind her. She felt the ship’s engines engage as she found the nearest escape pods; using her power she stuffed them inside one and jettisoned it. Turning, she watched the sky turn to blackness dotted with stars as the ship known as The Power
 flew them to safety.
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Science Fiction — Post Apocalyptic

Live Without Them

Landon Porter

Solomon came to my wadi and woke me himself with the news: Another bore-wurm was dead.

It was the third in two weeks, when one hadn’t died in six months previously. Down to four healthy adults and none of the juveniles anywhere near trained, we were going to need a miracle to get the second well sunk before the freeze.

The only blessing was that they’d held off on dying until after we needed them to aerate the south fields.

Actually, I’m lying. It’s selfish to bemoan the loss of the bore-wurms because it meant that things were getting better after a fashion. The bore-wurms were among the most hearty of them. The things that nearly killed us all.

I’ve never seen a skitterer or a saw-mouth alive, but I’ve helped protect the goats from cabras and lashfangs since I was eleven. There haven’t been any sightings of one of those alive in weeks. Occasionally a hunting party brings one of those or a drover back, reporting that they’re moving more slowly, having trouble breathing.

Solomon thinks they’re dying out, that wherever they came from was like Earth, but not enough like Earth to make sure their future generations survived.

That’s a bit of hope for our future generations, but right now they might not even see birth if we don’t sink that well.

It’s all falling on me because my mother and father took that responsibility long before I was born, in the thick of the violent first onslaught of the monsters Solomon calls xenofauna. Everyone thinks I must have inherited something from them that makes me the one to make these decisions.

To make matters worse, Mother was in the midst of forming an alliance with the other enclaves in the Trenton area. Now I have more people depending on my decisions than either of them did. It’s enough to call up a flash of blind, impotent rage at those two dearly departed who loved me so much.

I lost them both this year. Mother was attacked in the fields by a pair of skitterers eight months ago. Father followed two months later from a wasting illness that plagued him for months prior. And I was left in their wadi, not yet sixteen and without the support I’d come to depend on as much as the enclave now depended on me.

I thought on it for a time and finally told Solomon to put together a hunting party, but not to find us meat. I was sending them down into the city. Mother and father always talked about the days before the xenofauna, when people instead of monsters lived in the cities. They had the most novel idea of homes that had their own, individual water supply.

It had to come from somewhere and I knew that someone had to dig for that water without bore-wurms. If the means still existed, it had to be somewhere in the city.

Until then, I also asked Solomon to contact the other enclaves. Maybe we would have good fortune and someone would be willing to lend us bore-wurms, or at least keep ours from dying.

Once Solomon was gone, I went on my own way to round up every shovel in the enclave, just in case. If he was right and the xenofauna were dying, I wasn’t the only one that would be losing something I had come to depend on. Next year would probably be a year without bore-wurms. And we would have to live without them.





[image: ]




Landon Porter



is a proud geek who enjoys comic books, roleplaying, and gaming. He knows a d20 from 2d10, the Konami Code and why Pi Day is March 14. A fan of all things Fantasy and Sci-Fi, he’s been writing about them on the web since 2002 and has been telling stories since before he could write.

His best known works are the superhero web fiction series, The Descendants
 and the dungeonpunk fantasy Rune Breaker
 . An avid fan of Fantasy, Science Fiction, Roleplaying Games and Superhero comics, his works tend to mix and blend tropes from each into new and original creations.

His writing philosophy heavily emphasizes themes of family, hope and redemption, rejecting the idea that works must be bleak and dark to be realistic and meaningful.







Landon Porter’s Website








Table of Contents
 — Author Register
 — Genre Register





Science Fiction

Welcome Home Mrs. Lee

Kathy Molyneaux

I had the dream job — facial artist to the stars, or so my business card told me. In the early days, my clients flirted outrageously. “Oh Doctor,” they’d coo, “you’re the Michelangelo of our century.” I went to parties, movie premieres and inaugural dinners, but eventually, all that changed. My clients still cooed, but they’d say things like “Doctor, it’s a shame you never got married and had kids.” That just echoed what my mother had been saying for decades. As if I had the time. As if there was any man brave enough to propose.





That was all before Mrs. Mabel Lee walked into my clinic. Mabel was a forty-nine-year old elementary school teacher. She’d bought a single ticket for the California lottery and had won two hundred and fifty million dollars. She dithered for months and then made this appointment. “My husband told me I looked great,” she said hesitantly.


“Why come then?” Most of my clients changed their faces to satisfy a spouse or lover. Mabel was the first to admit to having a deeper relationship.


Mabel shrugged. “My husband’s in the Air Force. He’s overseas right now.” A lover then, but Mabel wasn’t finished. “That means I need to take care of the car, the house, everything. When a woman reaches a certain age, she becomes invisible.”

“You’re having plastic surgery to get better service?”

“It sounds stupid, but yes, I’m doing this for myself and I guess for my kids. My daughter keeps telling me how grey my hair is getting. Teenagers, you know.” Mabel rolled her eyes.

I didn’t know, but pretended to. We discussed the procedure and I showed her pictures of some newly-restored starlets. She stared at me, her eyes full of pity, and asked, “Why haven’t you done this yourself?” Then she blushed, handed me an envelope of photos and a cheek swab and left me to work my magic.

It was impossible to choose a single photo to use as a template for the procedure. Mabel looked radiant in all of them. There were photos from her wedding and from her mother’s eightieth birthday. There was First Communion with her daughter, Zoe. There were pool parties with her son, Andrew.

In short, Mabel’s life was everything mine had never been. Her family loved her, her mother loved her. I was fascinated. I memorized Mabel’s voice, her mannerisms, even learned about her job. And I built her the perfect template — a composite of images taken fifteen to twenty years ago. My 3D printers assembled a collagen mold from the template. Cells from her cheek swab colonized the mold and after six months of incubation, they formed her new skin. The only thing left to do was schedule the grafting procedure.

The day arrived, the last work day before my usual summer break. I told my staff to take an early holiday. I held Mabel’s hand until the anesthesia took hold. Then I stretched myself on a gurney next to my client and strapped on a mask. I had just enough time to hit the initiate key on the grafting servos, the servos that would sand down my face and body and apply that beautiful new skin. I woke five hours later and raised my hand to Mabel’s cheek, my cheek, and marveled at how right it felt. Mabel was still sleeping next to me, a smile on her lips and smile lines around her eyes.

I hesitated. Could I wear her face for a day then return it? No. This could be my only chance at a normal life, my only chance to be the daughter my mother wanted. I cranked up the flow rate and watched Mabel’s breathing still. I reprogrammed the servos to sand down the body and washed the bloody slurry into the medical waste. Then I dressed myself in Mabel’s clothes, took her purse from the locker and walked out of the clinic into my new life.

Four hours later, I pulled into my driveway. The sun gleamed off my home’s stucco walls. Hanging baskets of fuschia shaded my porch. I walked to my front door, stepped inside and called. “Hello. I’m home.” My voice echoed in the cool, dim hallway.

My son appeared first, stepping out of the living room with a game controller in his hand. His brown eyes widened, then he looked down and mumbled, “Hi Mom.” Then my daughter was there with a million-watt smile on her freckled face. “Oh Mom!” she gasped. “It’s wonderful!”

Andrew scowled at his sister. “She looked better before.”

“You’re such a boy.” She dragged out the oy sound. “You just don’t get it.” Then she hugged me and said, “I’m so proud of you. Did it hurt?” She smelled like suntan lotion and Clearasil. Her braces made her smile seem even brighter. Then she laughed a little, hugged me tighter and whispered in my ear, “Can I get my boobs done next?”

“I don’t see why not?” I murmured.

Zoe stiffened and pulled back. “Ummm. That was a joke.”

I tried to recover my maternal credibility by stuttering, “Maybe when you’re older?” but Zoe’s smile was gone, her lips quivered and she fled.

Andrew watched Zoe streak out of the hall. Then he shrugged and went back into the living room.

I wandered the house until I found my bedroom. Safely there, I told myself I would overcome this setback. I never did. Over the next three months, I mastered being a teacher, I mastered being the wife of an overseas officer, I mastered being Andrew’s mom but I never mastered my fifteen-year-old daughter. Inevitably, Zoe told me that I wasn’t her mother. Inevitably, she called the police. Their DNA test strips confirmed my mixed identity, and now I am awaiting trial at the La Jolla detention center. My only regret is that my mother was never able to meet her grandchildren. She would have loved seeing Zoe smile.
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Dystopian — Science Fiction

My Last Moment

Drew Avera

I looked up to see the towers disappear in the clouds. If Heaven were as close as the foggy haze above then perhaps I would feel safer, but like most things unseen I could not grasp it. My heart beat swiftly with the drumming pattern of fear deep in my body. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched, which added to my anguish. If only I could escape my fate and wake up to find myself tucked under the warm blankets of my childhood bed.

Those days had long since retired from my life. At fifty-four years of age I was one of the oldest in my community. My long life invited me to be the first to be called for this forfeiture of freedom. I suppose I should be grateful for my years, but the burden of life is not what you gain; it’s what you’ve lost. Parents, wife, children, siblings, friends… I had them once long ago. Now all I have is a fading memory and anger nourishing my resolve.

A mechanical sound above alerted me to a camera coming into focus. I could almost see the set of eyes behind it with my imagination. It was probably some cold-hearted resemblance of a human assessing the threat to their security inside. Unbeknownst to them, I was more than a threat.

I stepped forward, the heavy burden of my boots making it hard to ascend the steps. One by one I climbed, keeping my eyes on the guards ahead, their weapons a sign of neutrality, for now. My breath hastened as I closed in on the doors.

Did they suspect me? Would I cross the threshold alive? I wondered to myself.

Only seven steps separated me from the guarded entrance. Seven breaths, seven blinks, seven beats of my fluttering heart until I crossed over. I counted them to myself slowly.

One, neither guard looked in my direction.

Two, I could smell the cold air from inside passing under the door.

Three, I could see the bustling of people’s shadows behind the tinted glass.

Four, I reached for the device under my coat.

Five, the metal was warm to the touch from where it rested against my body.

Six, movement ahead as one of the guards shifted their bodyweight.

Seven, the doors opened automatically and allowed me to pass through. It was easier than I thought possible.

Chilliness overtook my body, all the way to my core. My victims had faces, personalities, smiles. I wanted to betray my people, betray the memory of my family at that moment. I wanted to betray myself, to belong in such a place as this.

Synthec was a global entity. They controlled the world through medical advances. They cured diseases, even the ones they created. If history were not blind, then it would see the trail of bodies left in the wake of Synthec’s success. If history were not blind, then I would not be painted the villain in this story.

I stood in the middle of a vast lobby and for the first time in three years I saw my reflection. The lines in my face showed the worry and regret of living. My pale blue eyes hid my pain, but did not hide it from myself. I was dressed like a businessman, but I felt like a prisoner.


No more!
 I screamed in my mind. I could not handle the duality of my plight. I was not one of them! I was against them! I would end the charade now.

I gripped the device in my palm and nestled my thumb against the activation switch. One more deep breath before I unleashed hell on this place. I inhaled until my lungs were close to exploding and with a gentle exhale I pressed the switch.

A rumbling generated beneath me and I fought to keep my footing as the floor buckled beneath me. Structural security was no more as I looked upwards one last time and watched the world fall on top of me. I did not believe in Heaven during my last moment on Earth, even as it crashed atop my body, crushing my bones and sending me to my bitter end. I deserved it more than anything else I had earned. I killed the enemy for taking my family away from me. My reward for living was to die with my enemies.
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Fantasy — Steampunk

The Eternal Gateway: Blades

SB Jones

Xavier Ross stood on the crowded train platform. Some passengers gave him nervous glances, most avoided him all together. Only the children, who didn’t know better, would stare at the discolored scars that covered the side of his face. Even that wasn’t enough to hold their attention when an airship passed overhead, an older model with four bladed rotors above the deck of the ship. It was a style that would never be used again in favor of having the lift installed underneath.

The evolution of airship design wasn’t why he had come to Courduff. There was only one thing he was after in the capital city, two actually. A twin set of indestructible war blades enchanted by mages during a time long forgotten. Priceless was too cheap to describe their value. And he would give them to the woman who was going to kill him.

The food at the campus café had declined since the last time he ate there. “Ebonmore has let this place go,” he told the same waitress he remembered from another lifetime. She finally looked at him and noticed his scars. Decades of menial service had made each day so dull that she was ignorant to how much history she had witnessed firsthand.

“He moved away. Some small place to the south to be with family,” she said, leaving the check on his table. Turning back she added, “We close soon.”

That was her way of telling him that he should leave. He looked out the window towards the Mage Council Tower across the street. The café was always open. He remembered ordering the old man to keep it that way.

Xavier shook his head. It was stunning how lazy he had been in that other life.

The tower wasn’t where he would find the weapons that the time traveling guardian had asked him to retrieve. Ironically they were exactly where he had last seen them; on display at a museum that no one visited anymore. Without finishing his food he left the café.

Waiting for darkness to fall, Xavier kept an eye on the museum. He flicked the spent cigarette into the street. He had a new pack of them, but they were to be saved for a special occasion, a present from an old friend turned new again.

As he had suspected, the museum had been ignored. The time of mages had passed, and no one wanted to be reminded of their rule. Even Therion, the last member of the mage council and current ruler of Courduff, kept his magical abilities out of sight.

While he was slipping around to the side entrance, a wave of nostalgia passed through him. History really did repeat itself; this wasn’t the first time he had stolen from this museum. The lock yielded without a fight before he slipped inside. He found the overweight guard asleep at his desk. The thought crossed his mind to make it permanent, but the greasy wrapper in the trash told him the guard wasn’t going to be waking anytime soon — Ebonmore’s café again. Xavier made a mental note to have a private talk with the old man. He would be in Aldervale soon enough.

“War blades, recovered from a dig site in Canyamar, unbreakable,” Xavier read the placard out loud as he examined the blades on display. The grips and hilts were nearly destroyed with age. Whoever had crafted them had only enchanted the blades, but he knew a guy that owed him a favor that could repair them. The magical runes etched into the blades reflected the dim light giving them a soft glow.

“How many souls have you reaped?” he asked, trying to imagine their path through history. “I bet you’re thirsty for battle.” He looked at his scarred hand covered in thick skin that grew stiff each morning. He wondered which one of the two blades was the one she had used to destroy him. “I almost feel sorry for them,” he said, placing the glass cutter onto the display. When he released the tension pin, the tiny gears guided the scoring edge across the display followed by a hiss of compressed gas. The chilled glass popped free. “She kills so many. If they knew, they would charge me with a war crime for giving them to her.”

He placed the ancient blades inside a case. He had a few weeks before he had to deliver them to her, the woman born a thousand years ago who didn’t need an airship to fly.
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Literary Fiction

Words

Bob Summer

My tears taste the same as always. They should taste different. Salt should be kept for tears of despair.

People wonder where the likes of me go during the day. I’ve stood inside the shop doorway with my bag between my feet and heard them talk. “You don’t see them as often during the day as you do at night, do you?” Sometimes they muse how I might live in a smart house out in the suburbs and I only come begging when the sun shines. “They like the street life. They choose to live it.”

The women are worse than the men. Much quicker to judge, the women.

I count the change. The coins are warm from where he’d held them in his fist—his hot, privileged, well-fed fist. Four pounds and thirty-seven pence. It could buy a cinema ticket, a happy meal, or a comic.

My options include bread three times a day for fourteen and a half days. Or bread for breakfast and a bowl of soup in the evening for twelve days. But maybe I should opt for a shower and clean clothes. There’s a place down the street selling five minute showers for two quid. I could buy a new jumper from the Oxfam shop with the change.

I’ll sleep on it. The ground is frozen tonight so underlay is more beneficial than overlay. Those with jobs totter past and assume I have no skills. They’re wrong. It’s things like how to make a good bed in a doorway that people like me learn on day one. It takes time and concentration getting the balance right and a bed needs to have a degree of comfort too. The pain from a stiff back after lying on wet concrete all night lasts all the next day. Trust me on that.

That’s what I was doing, making my bed, when the kid gave me all he had left in his pocket. Four pounds and thirty-seven pence.

His mother asked him, “What the bleeding hell are you doing? That’s all you’ve got left, innit?”

He was a skinny runt of a thing, his limbs too long for his clothes, for his body even, but he’ll grow into them. To be honest, he looked rough. What with his skinhead haircut and tatty gear. That’s a cheek, isn’t it? Coming from me in my shop doorway.

He spoke with his mother’s attitude. “It’s my money, innit? I’ll do what I want.”

I looked right into his eyes when I thanked him. Some don’t let me do that, because they’re embarrassed or ashamed or whatever. But I think it’s important to try.

That’s another thing. People assume because of where I live I must have no manners or social skills. But I know which knife to use and that port should be passed to the left. And I know which drink should be my last—more than can be said for a lot of people.

Yes, I have a story, but doesn’t everybody? And if a person’s story isn’t dull or pretentious then it makes for uncomfortable listening. I’ve heard them all in my time: Born, went to school, university, worked, married, kids, retired, died; Born, school, rebelled, so clever, travelled, astronaut, such fun, very jolly, died; Born, abused, took drugs, got beaten up, jailed, died.

Nobody asks my story but, if they did, I’d say the world was rosy before it turned red, so I left. And now it’s black. Blues and greens must be nice, even grey. Yes, grey would be good.

The kid looked too young to have given up. Kids believe they will be different, stand out, change things. But then they become adults and give up such dreams. They learn how much easier it is to simply conform. And if they have to live by the norms—house, job, car—then everybody else should too. But in the end, what any of us do during the in-betweeny living bit doesn’t matter. We’re born and we die. That’s the deal.

“It’s my money, innit? I’ll do what I want.”

The mother looked at him with her mouth open, then at her husband who stood a little way off with his hands in his pockets.

“It’s up to him.”

His wife’s tone tripped into nag and she gestured towards Tam. “She can afford to keep a bloody dog.”

Tam costs me nothing. She eats the stuff I scavenge out of the bins and, most days, the butcher gives her a bone. She should love the butcher more than me by rights.

The husband shrugged his shoulders. “Dogs are good company.”

He wasn’t wrong there. I talk to myself, I know that. Lots of people do. I see them as they’re walking along, muttering to themselves. Nobody seems to mind the suited and booted rehearsing their interview pitches out loud on the train. Or the managerial office types practising presentations as they stride along in their three-hundred-quid brogues. But some lonely old man without a friend or family sings himself a tune and everybody assumes he’s doolally. People understand when I talk to Tam.

The kid tickled under Tam’s chin. Some try to pat her head—she doesn’t like that, but she loves a chin tickle. “You’re her friend, aren’t you?” he said to her. Tam thunked her tail against my leg. She moved her eyes to meet mine, letting me know this kid was okay, but she loved me more. See? We know each other. We don’t need words, really; we get along fine with the eyes. Words are for people. The boy looked at me. “Good luck,” he said.

As he walked away to catch up with his parents, this kid of seven or eight, I heard him say, “Maybe the dog’s her only friend.”

I’m not sad. Not today. My tears should taste of honey and chocolate — sweet, like hope.
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Mystery

Death Sentence

E.A. Linden

The old Ford sat on the cracked concrete driveway. Its lone occupant, head leaning against the window, chin to chest, looked as if he might be dead.

Gregory Oliver Devereaux was anything but dead. His heart was racing and while his grip on the steering wheel might be called a death grip, it, too, was anything but. He had never felt so alive. While not an overly religious man, he was still a bit concerned about what he had done. It was high on the big list of NO NOs, but was this really a sin if he’d
 committed it? Maybe it was God using his own hand to punish the wicked.

Yes, the wicked, evil tongues that must be held accountable. Gregory liked the sound of that.

He looked at the clock on the dash and was astonished that more than twenty minutes had passed since he had gotten home from work. The neighbors would start to notice if he didn’t go inside soon. Luckily it was almost dark now and nobody would see the blood.

Clean-up and contemplation, that’s what was next.

He hadn’t meant to kill her, he realized as he washed the specks of blood from his shirt. He had just snapped. They were the last to leave the museum, and he’d made the mistake of asking Tiffany about her weekend. Her response was, unfortunately, all too typical of today’s youth.

“Oh, you know my boyfriend Harry, well me and him went to the movies and it was just literally mind-blowing.”

Before he knew it, Gregory had his hands around her throat, screaming, “He and I, you imbecile, he and I, he and I, he and I!!!” She’d slipped to the ground between her car and the hedge surrounding the parking lot, literally dead as a dodo. The blood drops had sputtered from between her lips as she’d died.

Leaving her where she fell, the retired English teacher had gotten into his car and headed home as fast as possible without breaking the speed limit. Now, as he thought about what had happened, Gregory thanked the powers that be that the new camera system for the museum parking lot had not yet been installed, and that Tiffany had left the area with
 the cameras well after he did. If only his briefcase hadn’t popped open, spilling his papers for the heavenly winds to scatter, she would not have caught up to him. She would still be alive, would still be committing her foul murder of the English language.

“So…I guess she deserved it,” Gregory said to no one. What had happened was simply divine justice.

After all, he was
 GOD.

Gregory

Oliver

Devereaux
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Paranormal — Young Adult

The Witching Well

Sarra Cannon

“Welcome to the witching well,” the old woman said. She moved from her perch on the stones, a frail figure with long white hair and yellowing teeth.

I froze at the entrance, tossing a look over my shoulder toward my group of friends. They’d moved on to the colorful Lollipop Shop—a favorite at the fair this year. Part of me wanted to run after them, but part of me felt drawn to this spot. There was an energy here unlike anything I’d ever felt.

“Come closer, my dear,” she said with her thin, papery smile. “Don’t be afraid.”

I shivered as I crossed under a trellis that had been decorated with the most beautiful red roses. The air shifted around me. Colder here somehow, despite the summer evening.

“This is the place where wishes are made. Where your every desire can be realized.” She motioned toward the stone well at the center of the space. “All you have to do is step a little closer.”

My legs trembled with each step that carried me toward the well.

“Why do you hesitate?” the woman asked. She wrapped a bony hand around my arm and guided me forward. “There’s no reason to be afraid. The power you feel is the magic of the well. It speaks to you, doesn’t it?”

I nodded, not finding my voice. My eyes were glued to the witching well with its dark gray stones and mossy exterior. How strange that it seemed a permanent fixture here. Wasn’t this a traveling fair?

“Here you are, dear. Look down, deep down into the water below,” she said, a sweetness dripping from her words like honey. “Tell me what you see.”

Shivering, I knelt at the mouth of the well. With a shuddering breath, I leaned over and peered down into the mirrored depths below. My own simple reflection stared back at me, a plain girl with stringy brown hair and glasses slightly too big for her face.

“Tell me what it is you long for,” the woman said. “Beauty?”

At her words, a ripple formed in the water. I gasped as a new vision of myself appeared, smooth-skinned with shiny hair and eyes of bluest blue.

“Fortune?”

The image changed again. I saw myself wearing stunning jewels and driving a sleek white car. The vision was so clear, I could almost feel the cool leather of the steering wheel beneath my fingertips.

“No,” she whispered, narrowing her eyes. “It’s true love you seek.”

I leaned closer as the image in the well shifted one final time.

There he was. A perfect replica of his green eyes and tousled hair. I knew the angles of his face and every movement of his body. I’d been watching him at a distance for years, but there he was in front of me. He turned and looked deep into my eyes. My breath caught in my throat and a warm flush spread up the back of my neck.

He looked so real.

“How does it work?” I asked, my voice shaking. I searched my pockets, pulling out a handful of coins.

The woman smiled. “True, there’s always a cost,” she said. She placed her wrinkled hand upon mine and shook her head. “But coins are not the currency here, my sweet.”

Confused, I put the money away. “I don’t have anything more,” I said.

A cool breeze blew around us as thunder sounded in the distance. An eerie smile spread across the woman’s ancient face as she placed her hand over my heart.

“You have so much more than you know,” she said. “For there’s a little bit of witch in all of us.”
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Literary Fiction

The Tipper

Carol Kean

That awful dog of hers looked like Hitler, with his little mustache of dark fur above perpetually bared teeth. She could have passed for a Nazi prison guard. It’s true what they say about dog owners resembling their pets. These two had the same cold, hostile stare for me every morning at ten.

The old lady settled into her usual table, facing the door — the table of last resort for everyone else. Her black hat and coat, as last-century as she was, guarded her against the draft that blew in with every customer. Dogs weren’t allowed, except for medical reasons. What did this woman suffer, besides hatred for all humanity?

I prepared a triple latte and set it on the counter for the cute guy in a suit that could be Armani, it hung so well. "Charles," I called out. Cell phone glued to his ear, he smiled and left a clean dollar bill in my tip jar. He could’ve stepped from one of those paperbacks about handsome young billionaire sadists. Not that I had time for romance novels anymore. In sleep-deprived moments I suffered lurid fantasies about my math tutor, a quiet guy who’d be handsome if he learned to smile. Charles, though. That smile. It just glowed.

Mrs. Klein set up her battered laptop. Karski, a tawny little cattle dog with tall brown ears, sat at her feet. Their matching stares focused on me. PanDoro was self-serve, so she should have come to the counter to order our cheapest brew in her familiar "any mug but white," but I’d taken pity on her once and now she expected full service daily.

I walked a steaming yellow mug of Dark Roast to her table. She always paid with coins, exact amount, but today she handed me two wrinkled dollar bills. Keep the change — a whopping twelve cents.

Her Nazi stare was fixed on Charles when I came back to refill her mug. "Watch that one," she said in a dramatic whisper, the kind that makes your hair stand on end even though you’re a sane, rational person who doesn’t hold a grudge against mankind. Her eyes shifted and caught me in a sepulchral stare. A low snarl rose from the dog’s throat, his deranged Hitler eyes firmly fixed on Charles.

"Will that be all, Mrs. Klein?" I said, eyes fixed firmly on her.

She leaned forward. The twelve-cent tipper had another tip for me: "The devil hides in the most civilized guys."

Guys? Or guise? Either way, she’d called my favorite hottie a devil.

Back off, lady. That devil is mine. Mine, mine, mine.

When her two hours ran out, she shut down her laptop. Karski bolted to attention and watched her ascension from the chair. I could set my clock by their routine, but I could never be sure of Charles.

A week after the old lady’s "tip," Charles arrived a few minutes before closing, well dressed even in jeans and a hoodie.

Charles at midnight? What a sweet surprise.

Sipping his latte-to-go, he asked my name, age, major, hometown. Whatever would entice a girl to give up balmy Mount Pleasant for the tundra of northern Iowa? Scholarships, of course. Music.

Walking with him out into the street, it dawned on me that I’d never told him my hometown of Mount Pleasant was in South Carolina, not southern Iowa. Maybe he was good at spotting accents? Most people said mine was barely detectable. Charles, of course, was not most people. He laughed as easily as he smiled, and the way his eyes sparkled set off atrial fibrillations in my heart.

Funny, he looked even more like those sadistic, handsome paperback covers when he pulled that rope from his pocket.

Dawning Realization #2: Charles had talked and walked us into an alley.

"I like your taste in literature," he said. "Shady. Exciting."

How did he know? Stalker.

Oof! My head and shoulders hit a brick wall.

"You cute little thang
 ," he whispered. "Sing for me, like you did in that musical. You know. Some like it hot."

The tingle in my spine was not an erotic thrill.

"Some like it up against a wall. Like this."

My heart launched into full-blown tachycardia. I tried to scream but the rope tightened around my neck. My vocal cords squeezed out a pathetic little rabbit squeal.

His zipper snicked down in the quiet night.

A bag of cans and bottles clinked nearby. There was no warning bark — just a Frisbee of fur flying through the night and slamming Charles onto the cobblestones. A whoosh of air blasted from his lungs; his arms rose to cover his face. A terrifying snarl-arl-arl growl drowned out any sound the man under the fangs might make.

The tipper’s little dingo had gone Doberman.

"I got you." In her black hat and coat, she blended into the night. "You dirty little bastard." Gripping her cane, she kicked Charles where it would have hurt — some other time, some other place.

Charles thrashed. He flung out an arm, and I gasped. Knife in hand, he just missed Karski’s throat.

Mrs. Klein raised her cane. Snick! Out popped a blade. Into his side it went. Charles stopped thrashing. Dark liquid seeped over bricks. Oh, Charles! He’d bleed to death before an ambulance and a fair trial.

"Now they’ll find a DNA match for all those girls he left in Dumpsters." Her voice was a mixed brew of bitter and weary.

I felt for the brick wall and sagged against it.

She pulled a cheap phone from her coat pocket. Focusing on me, her eyes held ancient sorrow and weariness as she reported a body in the alley.

"I’ll walk you home," said this woman I’d never seen before, though I’d served her every morning for months. "He’s going nowhere, but I’m outta here."

The humanity in her gaze fled like the north wind. She clapped once, sharply. Karski bounded to her side.

That awful dog. That cute little thang
 .
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Women’s Fiction

Anywhere Else

Kristy Tate

With a pocket full of shrimp tails, Madeleine dashed across the quiet, tree-lined street where she had once lived. Skirting past the front walk, she headed for the back door. Her fingers shook as she slipped the key into the lock, and her breath escaped in a quick sigh when the knob turned.

The kitchen, her kitchen, still wore the cheery floral curtains over the windows, but the withering herbs on the sill told the real story. She moved past the temptation to save the rosemary and thyme and hurried up the backstairs to the master bedroom.

She paused in the doorway. Her breath caught at the sight of a purple bra lounging on the rumpled sheets of the unmade bed. The bed she had once shared with Calvin. They had found the headboard at an antique mall in Maine. After wrapping it up in a sleeping bag, they tied it on top of their Jeep, and drove it home to Connecticut. Despite the rain and passing years, it still looked beautiful. It hurt to leave it behind.

Madeleine fingered the baggie of shrimp tails in her pocket. She needed to stay focused.

Gravel crunched as a car turned into the drive. Outside, doors slammed. Madeleine cast a wild glance around the room, searching for a hiding place. Beneath the bed? In the shower? She dashed into the closet and pulled the doors closed. Slits of light from the louvered doors penetrated the darkness, revealing the stark emptiness of what had once been her side. Last week, she could have easily hid behind coats and dresses, but now with only suit jackets and Oxford cotton shirts to offer protection, she hunkered in a dark corner and prayed that Calvin wouldn’t need a change of clothes.

The kitchen door creaked open.

Pressing against the wall, Madeleine wished to disappear, that heaven or hell, she didn’t care which, would open a portal and suck her into another realm, a place of peace, void of tears, threats, and broken promises.

Footsteps climbed the stairs. Madeleine sucked in a deep breath as she recognized the voices.

“But I don’t want to bring a dessert!” Carly whined. “I don’t even eat desserts. You know that.”

“Yeah, but my mom does eat desserts.” Calvin sounded tired.

Madeleine thought of the bed and the bra. What if they…

Oh, please, no.

She shimmied behind the shirts and suits, inhaling Calvin’s familiar scent.

“I want to bring my signature salad.” Carly’s voice turned from wheedling to annoying. “I know your mom will love it.”

“My mom doesn’t love salad. She loves brownies, bowling and bulldogs—in that order.”

Keys jangled as someone, probably Calvin, dropped them onto the dresser. In her mind, Madeleine could see him emptying out his pockets, a ritual he had practiced every day of their twenty-two-year marriage.

But it wasn’t the end of the day—it was two o’clock in the afternoon. What was he doing here? She thought again of the bed.

Oh, please, no.

She fingered the baggie of shrimp tails. It felt cold and slightly wet. Maybe if Calvin and Carly got…preoccupied, she could slip out unnoticed. Not likely.

And what about the shrimp?

She had planned to leave them in the drapery rods. Calvin would never look there. Since she had hung the curtains herself, he probably didn’t even know the rods were hollow and could be disassembled. But now, here she was, skulking in the closet, yards away from the rods.

“I can’t serve up bulldogs or bowling balls,” Carly said.

“My mom won’t care what you bring.”

“Then I should bring my signature salad.”

In a beat of silence, Madeleine imagined Calvin rolling his eyes as he said, “We’ll pick up a pie at a bakery.”

“A store-bought pie?”

“From a bak-er-y.” Calvin enunciated all three syllables—a sure sign of annoyance.

Madeleine shifted her feet and paper crackled beneath her shoe. She caught her breath, expecting exposure, closet doors flung open, daylight illuminating all the dark corners, shrimp popping from her pockets, but the argument continued as if she didn’t exist.

“I am not going to meet your family carrying a pie from the Stop and Shop!” Carly took a deep breath. “Especially since I don’t even eat sweets!”

Madeleine focused on the paper beneath her shoe. A drawing of a horse. Her knees buckled as she recognized the childish scrawl. For Daddy.

Her knees gave way, and Madeleine silently sunk to the floor. Sitting crisscross-applesauce, Madeleine picked up her daughter’s drawing. In the soupy half-light, her vision blurred with tears as she remembered Lily showering Calvin with her art. He had to have received thousands. How many had he kept?

Lily had been gone for more than ten years and the carpet had been shampooed and vacuumed dozens of times since her death. In fact, Madeleine didn’t remember seeing the drawing when she cleaned out her things…which meant what?

She smoothed out the drawing, trying to press out the wrinkles caused by her own shoe. A tear fell, smudging the pencil lines. She shook the paper, and the voices on the other side of the door hushed.

Madeleine froze.

Someone scooped up the keys. They jangled for a moment before sliding into a pocket. A door creaked. Footsteps padded down the stairs.

Madeleine stayed in the closet until the back door slammed closed, the car engine roared and the gravel in the drive crunched. Holding the drawing as if it was fragile and capable of shattering, she slipped from the closet. Silently, she crept down the stairs. In the kitchen, she paused to water the dying herbs before passing through the back door. She double checked the lock and said a silent goodbye to the cheery drapery she had made.

Somewhere, on her way to anywhere else, she found a dumpster for the shrimp tails.
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Romance

Love Salutation

Jos Van Brussel

Yoga class was halfway through when Marjorie whispered to her neighbor Jackie, “What’s with Jessie today? She seems completely out of it.”

Jessie, the perky yoga instructor, normally the image of poise and serenity, had not been her usual self today. Jittery as a June bug, she’d even forgotten half of their usual warm-up exercises.

“May 23 today,” Jackie whispered back.

“What’s so special about May 23?” said Marjorie, panting and wiping the sweat from her brow. Sun salutation always had her huffing and puffing like a stevedore on a hot summer day.

Jackie smiled. “Ah, of course. This is your first year. Well, you’re in for a surprise. Although…” She checked the big wall clock and frowned. “He’s late.”

“Who’s late?” said Marjorie.

“You’ll see,” said Jackie mysteriously. “Or not, of course. Depending.” She creased her brow again. “Weird. He’s never been this late before.”

Just then the door to the gym creaked open and all heads turned to the back. Marjorie gasped at the sight of the newcomer. The man was a giant! Dressed in a khaki-colored tank top and stretchy pants, he was all muscle, head to toe. Bulging shoulders, chest, arms… Dang, the guy even had bulges on his neck!

“Um, hi?” Mister Universe said a little hesitantly, fifteen pairs of eyes drinking him in. “Sorry I’m late.” His voice trailed off.

“Is this your first time?” said Jessie.

“Yes,” said the man mountain in his deep, rumbling voice.

“Come forward,” said Jessie, tapping her foot in annoyance. “Just follow my lead.”

“Oh, all right,” said the guy, relieved, and made his way to the front of the class. “I’m here on doctor’s orders,” he explained to no-one in particular. He pointed to his lower back. “Hernia. Doc said yoga would help.”

“Please don’t talk,” said Jessie. There was an edge to her voice Marjorie had never heard there before. Usually the young instructor was all joyfulness, warmth and patience. In fact, that was one of the reasons Marjorie kept coming back. Though she still failed to master even the simplest position, Jessie never made her feel like a failure, always putting her at ease.

“Yes, ma’am,” the guy said, and got down on all fours on one of the brightly-colored yoga mats.

“Sun salutation is about welcoming the sun,” Jessie resumed. “It’s about greeting a new day and allowing the energy of the sun to flow through your life.”

“Um, ma’am?” a voice boomed out.

Jessie turned around, annoyed. “Yes?”

“Do you think this is safe for someone in my condition?” He rubbed his back.

“Just do what feels comfortable. If any of this gives you discomfort, stop immediately, all right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said obediently. Planting his massive hands down on the mat, raising his cute butt up into the air like a mountain, his feet pressed down firmly, he assumed the position of downward-facing dog quite well for a first-timer. Marjorie was fascinated to see the muscles along his arms move like thick cords beneath the tan skin, holding up that impressive body, while the muscles in his legs flexed and twisted like steel cables.

Jessie, who’d been staring at those impressive glutes along with the rest of the class, gave herself a little shake, then said in a husky voice, “Very good, Mister, um…”

“Bruce,” said the man, twisting his head. “Bruce Jackson, ma’am.”

“Well, Bruce, carry on,” said Jessie. Then turning to the rest of the class, she clapped her hands. “That goes for you too, ladies. Carry on. Let’s not get distracted.”

“What a cute butt,” whispered Marjorie, but Jackie merely grinned, her eyes raking across Bruce’s prime real estate, still prominently on display.

Bruce mimicked Jessie’s posture perfectly, sliding from his downward facing stance into a movement called plank: body stiff as a board, arms planted beneath the shoulders, legs long. Then Jessie brought one foot between her hands for a lunge, easily brought up the other foot and swung her arms and upper body up so she was standing straight, arms raised to the sky in a salutation to the sun.

Suddenly Bruce’s voice rang out, “Ouch!”

Jessie instantly hopped down from the dais and ran up to the man, now writhing on the floor, holding onto his back, his face contorted into a grimace of pain.

“What’s wrong?” said Jessie, kneeling down next to him.

Then suddenly, to Marjorie’s surprise, Bruce slung his arms around Jessie, pulled her into his massive chest, and planted a big, wet kiss on her lips.

“What the hell?” cried Marjorie, but most of the others in the class merely whooped and hollered and clapped their hands.

“Happy anniversary, honey,” said Bruce, releasing Jessie from his grip.

She pounded his chest with her small fists, but her smile was undeniable. “You were late, you big lug.”

He grimaced. “Sorry about that, hon. Mom had trouble getting the little one to sleep.”

Jessie’s expression instantly changed to one of concern. “Colicky again?”

“Afraid so. He’ll be all right, though. When I left he was feeling better already.”

Jessie’s eyes lit up, and she leaned in, her hands cupping Bruce’s face, and they kissed again.

“Happy anniversary, honey,” she whispered, and the class erupted into applause.

“Bruce is Jessie’s husband,” whispered Jackie to a dumbfounded Marjorie. “They met in this yoga class three years ago today, and by the end of the first lesson they’d fallen in love. He returns each year to play out the scene. Isn’t it lovely?”

“That’s so sweet!” exclaimed Marjorie, clasping her hands to her heart.

“It is, isn’t it?”

“So what happened? Did he really hurt his back?”

“He did. Lucky for him, Jessie’s a trained chiropractor. Fifteen minutes later and his back was as good as new. As was his heart. They got married one month later.”

They both gazed at the scene, eyes moist. Finally, Marjorie said, a catch in her voice, “Love salutation.”

Jackie smiled. “Love and yoga. Who knew?”
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Fantasy

The Spirit Talker

John March

Uksila’s warg lies on furs in a narrow space near the whelping pits. His breath comes hard, and foam bubbles like frog spawn between his fangs. I should not think of frog spawn. My guts are empty, rumbling. A frog would be better. I remember the crunch of bones, the slippery body popping between my teeth.

He named his warg Rustimak. If the eater spirit comes the warg will die and I will get a paw, or a tail if I choose. If the mother spirit comes Rustimak will be healed and live, and later I will have the whole head. I want the head. The tongue is good to eat, and the insides of the skull. Many things can be done with the teeth and eyes.

Blood and breath, and spit have been given to the earth. Now I shake the bone rattle to guide the spirit.

Uksila rode close to the red trees. His band lost three to elven watchers there, and Rustimak was stuck with a dart – a wickedly-barbed venomous thing. Terrible deadly, the elves, but they stick to their places. Uksila says it is the only place to hunt wild animals now. Our riders returned with no meat.

Hunting was good before the short-armed ones, called men, came to the flatlands. Men are tall and pale like elves, but a clan of dwarves came with them, so we knew they must not be of that kind, as there is a great hatred between the tree people and the dwarves. The dwarves drove the black rock clan from their deep caves, to the warrens we warg kin share with the bat clan, mining deep to find soft yellow metal, poisoning all the fresh water.

The pale men have many animals with them, yet they chase our hunters away with terrible weapons the dwarves give them. We are many now and there is little food under the ground. Worms are good to eat. When there are no worms we chew the roots of trees. Dwarves are like hard roots to chew. I wonder how the pale men will taste.

Yurtik, our clan leader, says we will kill the men soon. Kill them and drive them away from our lands. We are changed by the pale men. Before they came here the clans shared the flatlands. The tusk clan will join with the warg clan, the bat clan and the black rock tribe.

Hill trolls will join us. Yurtik shows the troll chieftain animals the men keep and tells him half will be theirs. I know Yurtik will cheat them – trolls are stupid, they cannot count. Yurtik is cunning, as a good leader of the clan must be.

The eater spirit has come. I put my hand on my mouth and watch his shadow from the corner of my eye. If you see the eater spirit your eyes will curdle like sour milk; you must not let him take more than you have given.

The warg’s breath leaves him, white like winter frost, and Uksila howls.

Black rock youngsters gather in shadows, watching, licking their lips. They are thinking warg must taste good. When Rustimak is dead one reaches with a knife to cut a piece of paw. Uksila slashes him, spills his insides on the floor faster than blinking. The black rock tribe will not eat their own so Uksila and his brothers will feast well this morning.

Calling spirits is hungry work. Uksila sees me looking at the youngling, I am drooling now at the smell of wet flesh so he lifts the youngling’s head in one clawed hand, a warg paw in the other. He wants to keep all the warg for himself. A whole warg pelt is a powerful thing, the spirit of his warg will stay with him when he wears it to make him stronger and faster.

So I take the youngling head. Warg is tastier, but any head has good eating.
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Paranormal — Young Adult

The Witch in the Woods

Nadia Nader

In a dark cabin, in the dark woods, a witch worked a dark spell.

She hummed as she wove.

Once upon a time, two sisters had lived in harmony in this very cabin, in this very woods. They lived a life of peace. It was a quiet life, but filled with love and laughter. Having been orphaned at an early age, the sisters only had each other. The woods provided them with soil to grow their herbs in and rabbits for their stews. What little else they needed, they made by hand or bought in town. They earned the little coin they had by selling remedies to the townspeople. Despite hardships they may have suffered, they always found a way to enjoy the simple pleasures in life. And the love they had for each other sustained them over the years.

Until the day a handsome stranger, by the name of Jacob Tremaine, moved to Misty Hills and changed everything.

Jacob Tremaine had golden hair that shone in the sunlight and bright blue eyes, as blue as the summer sky. He was unmarried, handsome, and wealthy. All these qualities made him a catch in the small town of Misty Hills, where not many men were available, handsome or wealthy.

Though young, Jacob Tremaine was eager to make his mark and the small town of Misty Hills appealed to him. He had grand plans on what to do with his inheritance. And they didn’t involve a wife.

However, as fate would have it, within a week of being in town, he saw and fell in love with the younger of the Eveleigh sisters. Summer blue eyes met warm brown eyes, and all ideas of bachelorhood were lost.

The younger Eveleigh was young and full of life.

She was also a witch.

Jacob Tremaine, being new to town, did not know this.

The townspeople of Misty Hills were aware that the Eveleigh sisters had magic in their blood, but Jacob Tremaine had not lived in town long enough to learn its many secrets.

Among the talented families that lived in the sleepy town, the Eveleigh sisters were known for their spell-casting abilities. All the townspeople went to them for cures and remedies. The Eveleigh sisters were generous with their talents. In return, the townspeople were generous with what they bartered in exchange. And both parties co-existed in harmony.

The courtship of Jacob Tremaine and the younger Eveleigh sister was much talked about in town.

The elder sister was troubled by Jacob Tremaine’s attentions to her younger sister. Jealousy sank its claws into her heart. Greed joined to take root there, spurring her to delve into the depths of her abilities. And she concocted a devious plan to usurp her younger sister’s place.

With her greater knowledge of spell-casting, the elder sister set out to capture the attentions of Jacob Tremaine. It wasn’t his heart she was after, but his wealth. She worked on the spell in secret, away from her sister’s prying eyes. Distracted by love, her sister wasn’t aware of the looming threat to her happy future.

The elder sister’s spell worked. Within a week of its casting, Jacob Tremaine proposed marriage. Despite her younger sister’s recriminations and accusations, she accepted.

Having stolen her sister’s lover, the relationship between the sisters broke irrevocably.

Over the next weeks, the elder sister paraded her handsome husband around town. Blinded by the spell, he followed the elder sister’s instructions to a fault. She instructed Jacob Tremaine to build the mansion and instructed him to purchase the lands that held the dark woods on which her childhood home lay.

Her sister still lived in those dark woods, in that dark cabin, alone.

The younger sister’s eyes narrowed in bitterness. She worked for days, weeks, and months. She sacrificed sleep, driven by hate and revenge. She was driven by the aftermath of bitter heartbreak. Strong emotions colored her spell.

Denial. Betrayal. Rage. Jealousy. Bitterness. Spite. Malice.

All these ingredients made their way into the tapestry she wove.

For a moment, an old emotion broke through. She pushed it away forcefully, locking it away. There was no room in this spell for regret. Regret was drowned in the sea of vengeance.

There would be blood spilled for years to come.

She continued to weave her spell, humming melodically under her breath.
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Fantasy

Death’s Door

R.M. Prioleau

“Damn it all!” Another failed experiment
 . The corpse on the examining table was riddled with puncture wounds and sewn-up skin. It remained still even after being injected with my newest formula, which had taken me several sleepless nights to complete.

Disgruntled, I yanked the thing off the table, dragged it out of my laboratory, and disposed of it in the swamp surrounding my cave. The body would fast decompose and feed the vegetation.

The steady light rain washed the blood and chemicals and mud from my hands and clothing.

It was late, I realized, as I returned inside. I would begin my experiment again in the morning.
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Five more days of toil and sweat in my laboratory, and I had managed to create another mixture, a modification of the last recipe. But I had no corpse to test it on. I considered reusing the one I’d discarded days ago, but it was probably waterlogged and useless after so long. I hissed through my teeth, annoyed. It seems I’ll have to inquire of the Lakis gravediggers again.


I tidied my laboratory, stored my newly created formula, and set off.

As I trudged through the wetland, I spotted a figure in the distance, far along the nearby well-traveled road. My keen senses picked up the sounds and smells of a human and a horse. They were headed south, toward me. My nose wrinkled.

I slogged my way out of the swamp and onto the road, which was muddied from the recent rains. I began my three-hour walk northward through the mountains, to the grandiose city of Lakis. I dared not fly and risk exposing myself to unsavory humans.

The horse-riding human had veered off the road and stopped at the edge of the wetlands. He’d dismounted and was surveying the land.

I slowed my walk as I drew nearer to the stranger. He and his exquisite scale armor reeked of rotting corpses and blood — Dragon’s blood.

A low growl rumbled in my throat. The man was trespassing in my territory. I did not take kindly to visitors, especially not ones of his kind.

The horse’s ears swiveled my way, and it snorted at me.

The man turned and acknowledged me with a nod. “Good evening, sir.”

I forced a smile, but it was a grim one. “Good evening. And who might you be?”

“My name is Cort. I have been hired by the Hemlock Hunters of Lakis to investigate a disturbance in the area.”

I fought down a sneer at the mention of the Hemlock Hunters. Slayers
 . My greatest enemy, and a constant thorn in my side. “What kind of disturbance?”

Cort glanced around. “Creatures of evil,” he said, voice low. “Abominations. Undead.”

“Truly? In this area, you say?” I tapped my chin, feigning concern.

“Indeed. In fact, I have already slaughtered one on my way here. Strange, it was, simply lumbering along the road toward Lakis. But when it saw me, it proceeded to attack. I felled the despicable thing with my blade.” He patted the sheathed longsword on his belt.

His story struck me as odd — my experiments had failed, so where could the undead have come from? — and I was inclined to investigate my discarded corpses from past failed experiments. But I couldn’t allow this human to suspect that the undead might be my doing. “Mind if I assist you in hunting the undead? This dreary place seems ideal for them to lurk. My name is . . . Davin. I am a . . . doctor of sorts.”

Cort’s eyes lit up. “A doctor, you say? What luck! Your help would certainly be appreciated, Sir Davin.”

After securing his horse to a nearby tree, Cort unsheathed his sword and proceeded into the swamp. I followed close behind.

“Why did the Hemlock Hunters hire someone like you?” I asked while we slogged along. “I have heard rumors that they are…Dragon
 slayers.” Bitterness filled the last two words.

“Yes, well, along with the undead, there is apparently also a Dragon that lives out here. I have yet to see or hear one, but they wanted me to report if I noticed anything.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I see.” Then you will not be reporting back.


We scoured the swamp but found no undead. Even the discarded bodies were mysteriously gone, with no signs of decomposition left where they’d been. Has someone stolen them? Or—


“The swamps seem to be quiet enough,” Cort said. “Thank you for your help, Sir Davin. I should be on my way now.” He turned to go.

I touched the back of his shoulder. “Wait. Why don’t you stay and rest your legs a bit before setting out? I don’t live too far from here.”

He looked over his shoulder at me, hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Well… All right. Thank you.”

I smiled, brighter this time, careful not to reveal my fangs.

I led him back to my cave and into the hovel where I stored food and other items. Cort sprawled out on the floor with his back against the wall and sighed. He began rubbing the dirt and grime from his armor and cleaned his blade. “You are most generous, sir. So you’ve made your home in a cave?”

Leaving him there, I stepped into the next room — my laboratory — and retrieved my latest attempt at my formula. “Indeed,” I replied, transferring some of the contents into a syringe. “It’s peaceful here, and I can work undisturbed.” I hid the syringe in the sleeve of my coat and returned to the unsuspecting man, who was now standing up and stretching.

“I really should be going now. Master Solanum will want to be updated. Thank you for allowing me to rest.”

I hissed. “Do not leave so soon. I insist
 you stay.”

While Cort looked at me confused, I lunged and stuck him in the neck with the syringe. He gasped, and the formula coursed through his body before he could respond further.

He collapsed to the floor, convulsing. I stood back and watched the results. His body dried, wrinkled, and greyed, then went still.

Moments later, the body’s legs and arms jerked, and it sat up on its own, enhanced with new life — or death.

So it seemed the previous experiments hadn’t
 been failures. Just imperfect, with too long a delay before the formula set in. At last, I’d managed what I’d been aiming for.

I smiled wickedly. And we’ve only just begun.
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Horror

Living Bride

Joel Ansel



Dan and Jen were on their honeymoon when the flu virus rapidly spread across the Earth. As much as Jen hated to admit it, the location of their honeymoon proved to be their temporary salvation. They were young, broke and had just found out that Jen was pregnant. After a rushed wedding in the courthouse parking lot they embarked on the only honeymoon that they could afford.

Dan’s father owned a small houseboat that was moored along a small forgotten bayou that ran through parts of the Big Thicket. Dan was sure that they would have a good time despite Jen’s lack of any camping experience at all. Jen had lived her whole life in Houston, while Dan had grown up along the Southeast Texas bayous near Beaumont. Jen was already miserable by the time Dan tied the tiny canoe to the old houseboat upon their arrival.

The first news of the pandemic came to them as they listened to the small solar-powered radio on their first night. To Jen’s dismay, there was no WiFi or cell service. The news got worse throughout the night. The virus was spreading out rabidly from all the major cities of the world. It killed most of the infected within hours. Not all of them died though. At the height of their fevers some didn’t burn out, but became something much worse. They turned highly aggressive and started biting anyone around them. This made the virus spread even faster.

Unbelievably, overnight the planet was covered with dead bodies. The only things left were an unknown number of walking, biting nightmares and the few people left who were either immune to the virus or were isolated from it in some way. Like Dan and Jen were.

By first light the next morning the radio only picked up static. Dan decided to take the canoe and scout the nearest bridge some few miles up the bayou. He came back later that day with tales of the devastation and a laptop. He’d found the laptop in a car that had run off the bridge, killing the driver. It had a note taped to it with the words “What Happened” scribbled across it. Dan turned on the laptop and the newlyweds found several folders filled with the news reports and videos of the night before. Turns out that it was some kind of terrorist attack, which explained why it spread from all the major cities. There were areas to the far north that were less affected and it was believed that the virus would eventually run its course. Meanwhile, the rest of the planet was a rotting wasteland with only the biters roaming it and perhaps a few survivors. It could be months before the holdouts up north might be able to venture south at all. Jen felt cold shivers along her spine despite the summer heat. She was all too conscious of the life growing inside her.

Over the next few weeks things got pretty tough for the young couple. They had decided to stay where they were and wait for rescue from the north. They even caught a few reports on the radio about rescue efforts that were slowly pushing down and apparently there was a vaccine being developed. It was slow going though, as the still walking infected had not starved to death as was hoped and they were hard to kill. The newlyweds had a supply of water and several canned goods that were stashed on the houseboat, but soon they were very hungry.

They caught a few fish, but not enough to sustain them and Jen refused to let Dan leave her long enough to find much food. He did catch a few rabbits with a crude snare that he’d rigged up in the brush along the bank. Jen fought extreme nausea each time as Dan forced her to help him clean the rabbits and smoke them on the small BBQ smoker that was attached to the back of the deck. He told her that she needed to know how to do this if something were to happen to him.

Dan was becoming more distant and short-tempered with every passing day. Despite Jen’s misgivings he started scouting for food for longer periods of time. Sometimes he would return with a can or two of something. Most of the time he returned empty-handed. Jen became convinced that he was eating most of what he found instead of bringing it all back to the boat. She was getting weaker and more afraid. She did not want to lose the baby.

When Dan broke his leg she knew that they would all starve. He had fallen from the top of the cabin while trying to adjust the tarp that they were using to collect rainwater with. Searching her soul, Jen came up with an idea that just might save her baby. As Dan lay there on the deck holding his shattered leg she abruptly drove the claw end of a hammer into the back of his head. She calmly lit a fire in the small smoker. She even had a slight chuckle at the irony of Dan forcing her to learn how to clean and prepare the meat.

When rescue finally came they found Jen had been living off the smoked meat of her dead husband. She’d become quite insane, but she’d saved her baby.

Civilization slowly returned to the disease ravaged planet. Jen had a healthy baby boy who the new authorities took and adopted out to a nice family. They put Jen in a hospital where she lived out the rest of her days knowing that she’d done the right thing.
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