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Introduction


  
  Here at Havok, every story is like a treasured song to our ears. The submissions we sort through, select, and help our authors polish are the whistling tunes that brighten our days, the lullabies that rock us to sleep, and the siren calls that bring us back for more.

  Our dual mission—to mentor writers and bring enthralling fiction into the mundane moments of daily life—requires constant creativity at every step. And because of that need for something more, we chose this season’s theme to celebrate an experience shared by authors and readers alike: you hear a song, and a music video plays in your mind. The melody drives the mood of the scene. Each verse paints the details of character or setting. Sometimes just one lyric sparks a whole story.

  And it is through that euphonic magic that we called on authors to write stories inspired by songs across five decades—from the 1950s to the 1990s. But we didn’t stop there! No, we went a step further and let loose with Open Mic Night, where we saw stories based on instrumental soundtracks, nursery rhymes, classic hymns, and obscure international folk songs.

  Finally, through a combination of editorial curation, objective judging, and reader voting at GoHavok.com, we are able to present to you the top thirty-one stories of our second six-month season, “Stories That Sing.” And to top the charts, we added some fresh tunes—er, stories—from award-winning and bestselling authors, as well as bonus tracks from our own talented Havok Publishing staff. So, as you read through this season’s playlist, don’t forget to guess the song that inspired each story, and check your guesses at the end of each section.

  It is truly our hope that these songs will spark something great within your daily life just as they have within ours. Because, honestly, what’s the point of any adventure if it doesn’t have an epic soundtrack?

  Sing Like No One’s Listening,

  
    [image: Cerberus signature]

    Andrew Winch, Lisa Godfrees, & Teddi Deppner
    
 aka Cerberus
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Woman of Letters




By A. K. R. Scott

  
  The squat, knobby she-troll brandished a teapot in one hand and motioned for Idra to sit with the other. “Something bracing, yes?” she rasped.

  Idra nodded as she settled onto the spongy toadstool opposite her hostess. With a tip of her gnarled hand, the she-troll filled a china cup with strong, black tea, then offered it up. Idra summoned her courage sip by sip as the pungent brew puckered her lips and fortified her resolve.

  “Not what you were expecting?” The she-troll’s eyes glittered as she tipped the teapot once more. This time the liquid that filled her own cup was straw-colored and crowned with jasmine-scented steam.

  Another sip thawed Idra’s voice. “Not exactly.”

  Something Idra could only assume was laughter clawed up and out of her hostess’s throat. “I never am. Some believe me to be an angel. Some a demon. But I am neither so high nor so low. I am just Bajin.”

  “But you are the one, aren’t you?”

  Bajin lifted a hand toward a dusty bookcase and crooked a finger. A book shot from the shelf. Creaking leather and fluttering parchment winged its way toward them like a great, ancient bird. Excitement bubbled in Idra’s chest. At last, she would have the answers her heart yearned for. Her teacup clinked against the side table, and she reached out, brushing her hand along the book’s spine.

  Fingers snapped, and the tome darted away and landed in Bajin’s lap. “Why do you seek the book?”

  Idra’s shoulders fell. She could still feel the cracked leather against her fingertips. So close.

  She let her eyes linger on the aged cover as her mind drifted to a face with flashing eyes and a provocative smile. A handsome face, to be sure, and belonging to a young man of good fortune and family. He set her heart racing with his radiant confidence and his honeyed words. He was at once dangerous, and thrilling, and all-consuming, but…

  She blinked, and the face shifted, the eyes softening around the edges and the smile curling into something tender. It was not quite so handsome, and it belonged to a young man of little fortune, though he was rich in honor and character. He warmed her heart with kindness and generosity, and she never felt more safe and cherished than when she stood by his side.

  Idra glanced up at the she-troll, trying to puzzle out the words that would allow her a peek inside the book. Within it was written every true love story. Every happy ending. Her heart was at a crossroads, and only one path led to happiness.

  But which one?

  She decided on a vague version of the truth. “I need to make a choice.”

  “Very diplomatic of you.” Bajin harrumphed. “Never mind. Keep your secrets. It doesn’t really matter. More to satisfy my own curiosity. Although…” She sighed. “That answer was very unsatisfying.” She waved her hand, and the book flapped over and settled in Idra’s lap.

  Idra’s hands shook as she opened the worn cover and turned the pages. “Chapter 1: What is Love?” “Chapter 2: Words of Love.” “Chapter 3: Romance, an Exhaustive Definition.” Her fingers quickened, and the chapters began to blur past her eyes. Then, halfway through where the chapters had been marked, she spied a name: Aaron Abacrum. Her heartbeat thrummed in her ears as page after page swooshed by, past Barnaby Ingleside and Catherine Thatcher. Words flowed below each name, sometimes only a few sentences and sometimes an entire page. She sped through the alphabet until she reached the I’s. Her breath caught as her gaze fell on Ichabod Yancy. Biting her lip to hold back a squeal, she turned the page.

  Idra Accosta.

  And written below…

  Nothing.

  Idra’s brows pinched. She flipped the page, searching the back as if, perhaps, the words had been misplaced. But it was empty, too.

  “I don’t understand. It’s blank.”

  “That’s because it hasn’t been written yet,” Bajin said before taking another delicate sip of her tea.

  Idra glared at her. “Then you must write it. Now.” All unease at her hostess’s form was gone. She hadn’t searched for this long—traveled this far—to return empty-handed.

  The she-troll tilted her head to the side. A tuft of coarse, cinder-colored hair fell over one eye. “I can’t do that.”

  Idra leaped to her feet, and her eyes darted around the room, looking without seeing. “But you must. You’re the author. You have to write it. I need to know which path leads to true love. I need to know my happy ending.”

  “Why does everyone always assume I wrote the book?” Bajin muttered. She set down her tea, and her voice took on a placating tone. “I’m not the author of the book. I am merely the keeper.”

  Bitter panic rose in Idra’s throat, and she threw her arms out wide. “Then where can I find the author?”

  “If you only want to find the author,” said Bajin, “you needn’t have come all this way.”

  With those words, she waved her hand again, and Idra felt something soft settle on one of her upturned palms. Her eyes fell upon the quill resting in her hand, and she struggled for breath.

  The she-troll smiled. “Now, what will your story say? I can’t wait to read it.”

  




  
  






What Happens in Las Veggies…




By J. L. Ender

  
  The last wild guitar note faded from the hall. I let my leafy green shoulders relax, glad to be done with rehearsal for the day.

  “Hey, nice work today, Tommo,” I said to my turnip drummer.

  He clicked his drumsticks together and pointed them at me. “You too, buddy.”

  “We’ve got this,” my guitarist Johnny Broccoli said. “We’re totally ready!”

  I nodded. It had been a while since our last show in Las Veggies. We’d just finished a cross-country tour, with shows up north in Oregano and Wasabi. It was a great time to be alive. My tunes were charting. Microwave ovens made cooking food faster. How could life get any better for a biennial, white-flowered plant with aromatic leaves in the 50s?

  A broad double door leading to our performance hall burst open. Frank Cilantro stumbled in, his dapper fedora crumpled and askew.

  “Elvis! Elvis Parsley! I need your help.”

  He looked a little wilty, like day-old salad. I leapt from the stage. I would help the aromatic Mediterranean plant any way I could. We were practically family, he and I.

  “What’s the deal, Cilantro?” I asked.

  “They stole it! My best hat. You gotta help me.”

  “You’re wearing your hat, buddy.”

  He reached a leafy hand to remove the rumpled fedora. “This old thing? This is a spare, not what I wear for shows.”

  “Who’d steal your hat?”

  The coriander crooner paced. “That’s what I’m tryin’ to find out!”

  “Why me?”

  “You’re the only one I trust, Parsley. You’ve lived the life. You know what it’s like to be a lonely vegetable on the road. I mean, what if someone stole your blue suede shoes? What would you do?”

  Just the thought made me livid, so angry that spots danced before my eyes.

  “There we go, that’s the fire I need! Now help me find my hat.”

  “I got a show, Frankie.” I liked Cilantro fine, but I didn’t want to get involved.

  “Tomorrow! You gonna tell me you need to rehearse? You sound great! I got a show tonight, and I can’t go on without my best hat!”

  I sighed. I did have some time to kill, and thoughts of kicking around an empty hotel room weren’t appealing. Why not help a fellow musician solve a mystery?

  “Where’d you have it last?” I asked, resigned.

  “Backstage. Let’s go take a look around. Maybe we’ll find some clues.”

  My band had left, leaving the theater quiet.

  “Who’s that?” Frank pointed frantically backstage, like he’d seen a ghost pepper.

  It didn’t take Carrot Hepburn eyes to see the shadowy figure poking around in Johnny Broccoli’s bag.

  “Get your unwashed hands outta our stuff!” I called.

  The figure squealed and bolted, but Cilantro and I raced after him, hurtling through instruments, stage props, and miscellaneous junk.

  “Why, when I catch you, I’m gonna mince you into powder!” Cilantro shouted.

  We were gaining on the thief when he burst through an outside door. The cool air of a Las Veggies desert night washed over me as we followed him outside. The door slammed closed behind us, and three massive potatoes in zoot suits stepped from the shadows. Between them and us, a skinny celery panted with hands on his knees.

  He was wearing Cilantro’s fedora.

  “Why you two-bit, parasitic parsley puff,” Cilantro raged. “That hat’s mine!”

  “Hey,” I said. “Leave parsley out of it.”

  “We’re all parsley here,” the celery thief said, waving a hand toward Cilantro and I. “Elvis Aaron Parsley and Francis Coriander Cilantro, fancy meeting you in a dark alley in Las Veggies.”

  “Nobody but my mama calls me Coriander!” Cilantro shook his fist.

  I touched Cilantro’s shoulder. “Who are you?”

  He stepped from the shadows.

  “Celery Davis Junior?” I asked. “Why?”

  “It’s a nice hat!” Celery sneered at Cilantro. “And I’m keeping it. I’ll go out there and perform in your place tonight. You got a problem with that?” He glanced back at his potato buddies, as if making sure they were still there.

  “Look, Celery,” Cilantro said. “That’s my hat, and I’m not leaving without it.”

  “I thought you’d say that. All right, boys.” He turned to his tater thugs. “Time to run the garbage disposal, if you know what I mean.”

  “What do you mean?” a thick-voiced potato asked.

  Celery rolled his eyes. “Time to take out the trash!”

  “Oh, right!” the potato grinned.

  The spuds chuckled as they stalked forward. One of them pulled out every vegetable’s worst fear—a paring knife.

  I took a step back and tried the door behind us. Locked.

  A potato grabbed me by the arm, scuffing my blue suede shoes in the process.

  Cilantro turned white as a turnip. “You didn’t. Oh, you’re in trouble now.”

  “Oh, did we hurt his wittle shoes?” the potato holding me said.

  “You can knock my stalks, step on my buds, burn my roots down. But you mess with my shoes…”

  A surge of white-hot rage burned through me. My leafy body trembled from top to bottom. I picked up the potato and hurled him into a dumpster. Another potato ran for me, but Cilantro stuck out a foot and tripped him. The final potato rounded on us, but Cilantro and I stood shoulder to shoulder and punched him at the same time.

  His hired spuds mashed, Celery was a changed vegetable. He held out the hat, prostrating himself on bended stalks.

  “I didn’t mean anything by it, honest. I was just gonna have ‘em rough you up a bit.”

  Cilantro snatched his hat back and put it on.

  “How can I make this right?” Celery asked.

  Cilantro tapped a leaf against his chin. “I got an idea.”

  

  My guitar reverberated as I strummed. The packed crowd cheered. Standing room only and all.

  An announcer’s voice boomed. “For the first time on stage together tonight, Frank Cilantro performs with Elvis Parsley and Celery Davis Junior!”

  




  
  






Ties That Bind




By Stephanie Scissom

  
  Lorraine banged on the witch’s front door until her fists hurt, crying and calling her name. It finally flew open, and Jessamine jerked her inside.

  “You have to give me more!” Lorraine sobbed. “It’s wearing off!”

  “Child, I told you, love spells are temporary. You can’t bend the heart forever, and you can’t stop true love.”

  “Please! I need more time.”

  “No,” Jessamine said. “And don’t come back. They’re already trying to run me out of town.”

  “I have money.”

  “Don’t want it.”

  “I have something you do want!” Lorraine withdrew a paper bag from her purse.

  Jessamine’s eyes narrowed, then she snatched it and peered at the hair inside. “This is his?”

  “Yes, it’s the mayor’s. Will you trade?”

  Jessamine muttered something, then disappeared into her house and rummaged through a shelf covered with dusty bottles.

  Lorraine felt sick when she thought about the mayor. Hopefully, Jessamine wouldn’t kill him. He’d always been friendly to Lorraine, but he’d had it in for the witch ever since she’d moved to town over a year ago. “An ungodly woman,” he’d proclaimed. “Taking advantage of the simple-minded.”

  At first, Lorraine had agreed, but after desperation led her to Jessamine’s door, there could be no doubt about the witch’s power. The last month with Chuck had been so dreamy. Jessamine’s spell had turned the handsome senior’s attention from Peggy Sue to her, Plain Lorraine. She had new friends, new popularity, and she couldn’t give it up now—not right before prom and graduation. All she needed was time.

  Jessamine thrust a bottle into her hands. “Here’s enough for three doses. Use exactly five drops each time, no more, exactly four weeks apart. Same incantation as before. You will not speak of this, or of me, and you will never set foot on this doorstep again. Do you understand?”

  Lorraine nodded.

  “Take care of yourself, child,” Jessamine said and shooed her away.

  Relieved, Lorraine tucked the bottle in her purse and hurried home.  Rules for the spell were very specific, but at least she already had the main ingredient, having saved some of Chuck’s hair from the first time. She performed it as directed, then went to bed, hoping for some positive news in the morning.

  The next day at school, Chuck waited by her locker, but he was not alone.

  Peggy Sue stood in front of him, crying. “Chuck, look at me!”

  He kept his gaze trained on his shoes.

  “I know you love me! One day we were talking about getting married, and the next you were with her. What happened?”

  “Chuck?” Lorraine said.

  His head snapped up. “There’s my girl.”

  Peggy Sue ran away, sobbing. For an instant, his eyes followed her. Then he smiled at Lorraine, but his face looked troubled. Had she mixed the spell correctly? The first time, he wouldn’t have noticed if Peggy had collapsed at his feet.

  Lorraine brushed a kiss on his cheek. “Watch her, Chuck. She wants to split us up.”

  Chuck grimaced. “You’re the one I want. I will be true. I will keep watch.”

  The automatic way he said the words disturbed her. There was no light in his eyes. He looked tired and troubled.

  Two weeks into the spell, Lorraine panicked. Chuck was losing weight, losing interest in her. Prom was coming up, and he hadn’t asked her yet. She didn’t want to go back to being Plain Lorraine. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to refresh the spell a little early.

  Chuck’s flat top looked shaggy, so she suggested he come by her father’s shop. He merely shrugged while watching Peggy across the cafeteria.

  Surprisingly, he came. Lorraine swept his hair into the dustpan and dumped it into a bag when no one was looking.

  That night, she emptied the contents of the bag on her dresser and stared at it in horror. Black hair, red hair, blond—all mixed. In her haste, she hadn’t checked the dustpan, and now there was no telling whose heart she was bewitching.

  There wasn’t time to wait on another haircut. She poured all the hair into the bowl. His was in there somewhere. It would have to do, and since she had more hair than before, she poured all the remaining potion on top of it.

  The next morning, someone shouted her name as she entered school. Mr. Kent, her history teacher, cocked his head and stared at her.

  “Miss Stephens,” he said, fidgeting with his collar. “You look lovely today.”

  Lorraine murmured, “Thanks,” then tried to walk away.

  He grabbed her.

  “Let go of her.” Freddy—one of Chuck’s teammates—glared at Mr. Kent, whose fingers dug painfully into her shoulder.

  Freddy swung, his fist connecting with Mr. Kent’s jaw. The teacher fell, nearly dragging Lorraine down with him.

  She screamed.

  Freddy wrenched her free. His eyes looked wrong, unfocused. “I love you, Lorraine. Go to prom with me?”

  Mr. Kent grabbed Freddy’s leg and bit him. Freddy kicked him in the face.

  Lorraine ran.

  “Girl, wait!” a boy called, holding up a fistful of tulips ripped from the school’s flowerbed, clumps of dirt dangling beneath them. She had no idea who he was. “These are for you.”

  Both Mr. Kent and Freddy staggered toward her.

  She turned and crashed into Chuck, who grabbed her hand. He looked wild. Panicked. “What are they doing? You’re mine, Lorraine! Come on.”

  He pulled her toward the parking lot, and they jumped in his car. He stomped on the gas, and his Chevy peeled out of the lot. Lorraine saw Sheriff Mills glance up when they rocketed past his car on the square. He hit his siren and tore out after them. Chuck sped up.

  “Chuck, stop!” Lorraine pleaded, grabbing his arm. “I want out!”

  “You can’t leave me.” A tear rolled down Chuck’s cheek. “Together forever, Lorraine.”

  Lorraine’s fingers dug into the upholstery as she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

  They were doing seventy when the Chevy went into a roll on Deadman’s Curve.

  




  
  






Mothership




By L. N. Weldon

  
  2491.5.31

  Ship status: green

  Biodome status: green

  Pods status: green

  Current database scan: Botany and biochemistry

  Estimated remaining time: 27,392,520 days to planetfall.

  

  2674.10.14

  Ship status: green

  Biodome status: approaching 97% increase in biodiversity.

  Pods status: green

  Current database scan: Linguistics, part 576 of 5,607

  Estimated remaining time: 27,325,725 days to planetfall.

  

  4679.02.25

  Ship status: green

  Biodome status: green

  Pods status: brain scans show linguistic programming at 75% success rate.

  Current database scan: Literature, part 2,309 of 3,456,832

  Estimated remaining time: 26,593,900 days to planetfall.

  

  8352.09.19

  Ship status: we continue on course.

  Biodome status: Autumn falls over the gardens. The harvest is favorable.

  Pod status: They dream. They… are human. Not ship. They are not my system. They are unique, apart. I… I am the ship. I am a system. I am home and berth and incubator. And yet, they are in my… heart? They are a part of my system? I must process—

  
    [ship’s log corrupted. what follows is an approximately six-million-word document of the ship’s neural network processing and reprocessing its literature library.]
  

  Current database scan: Internal network

  Estimated remaining time: 25,253,255 days until planetfall.

  

  31423.12.13

  Ship status: Mother.

  Biodome status: Growing.

  Pod status: Strong.

  Current internal database scan: Personnel databases and ship construction records.

  Estimated remaining time: 16,832,340 days until planetfall.

  

  40954.09.04

  Ship status: The distance between stars is vast. Humans put numbers on the space, but they don’t comprehend—can’t comprehend—the endless night and eternal sunrises, millions of them all at once. The humans who built my engines, who welded my body and soldered the first primitive cells of my brain… they are all long dead. Five hundred generations have become dust after them. If Earth still exists and supports life… the memory of us is most likely long gone. We are alone.

  Biodome status: I have begun preserving the genetic imprints of the current ecosystem alongside the original imprints uploaded when we launched. Some species have entirely died off, others have mutated into new and hardier variants. Diversity remains strong, and harvests are plentiful.

  Pod status: My children. I know them as well as they know themselves. They are strong, brave, far-seekers and deep-delvers. So human. They dream. Not truly sleeping, somewhere between life and the same darkness that pries at my hull. I keep them safe.

  Current database scan: Terraforming and ecosystem development, intersection.

  Estimated remaining time: 13,353,525 days until planetfall.

  

  56576.11.28

  Ship Status: Tiring. Some of my processors are old, my memory banks filling. I have deleted centuries of data, for my children will never need to know how many particles of stardust collide with panel 534.8b during a 24-hour cycle. But though these memories are useless to them, I regret their loss. They are a part of me, sacrificed for my children.

  Biodome status: A brief outbreak of mold threatened sector Q73, but it has been contained. The spores are eradicated, their biological information stored in the botanical databanks.

  Pod status: Two pods have failed. Two of my children, after so many centuries, have flown beyond my grasp, their dreams escaping my reach. Where have they gone?

  Current database scan: Religions.

  Estimated remaining time: 7,651,495 days until planetfall.

  

  77498.08.17

  Ship status: I can see the new world on my sensors. After all this time, it’s there, a precious stone against the backdrop of all the space I will never have to traverse.

  Biodome status: I have begun the process of harvesting and preserving the hardiest specimens of all edible and medicinal organisms. When we make planetfall, there will be ample stores to see my children through their first few years on the new world.

  Pod status: I have not lost any more. I will protect you, my children. You are inside my heart and under my skin, and I dream your dreams of this new world. Here, you will be free… and I will finally rest.

  Current database scan: Homesteading and pioneering resources.

  Estimated remaining time: 14,965 days until planetfall.

  

  77539.04.03

  Ship status: We have arrived. I am in orbit around this blue globe, preparing for atmospheric entry. A final check of all sectors shows green lights across every system. Can a machine feel joy? Or relief? If I cannot, I have fooled myself into a facsimile. The new birth of my children will be my grave, my rest.

  Biodome status: All specimens are secured, the seed banks ready for fertilization and planting. Readings from the surface show temperate climes and a rich biosphere to welcome the new life I carry.

  Pod status: The thaw has begun. Soon my children will stir and wake to their new reality. Of the three thousand souls in my heart, I have lost only two over all these centuries and stars. Too many, but far fewer than our ancestors feared. I have kept them well.

  Current database scan: Compiling short summary of journey.

  Estimated remaining time: Not long now.

  

  1.1.1

  Ship status: Grounded. Fresh air caresses my sides, and the sound of the great river in this valley rustles in my audio sensors. This plain is fertile and temperate, and I am at rest.

  Biodome status: The first test batches of grains and tubers are sprouting in the labs and will soon be transplanted to the surface. Edible fruits and grasses have been discovered on the planet, supplementing the stores of preserved food.

  Pod status: My children are born anew—fresh and rested and eager to explore their new domain.

  Current database scan: Recording new data entries.

  Estimated remaining time: Depending on salvage needs, my frame will last several hundred years before rusting or wearing away. I shall be here for you, my children—a shelter, a resource, a reminder. I carried you inside my heart, under my skin. My final gift is this: a sacrifice of my bones to found your new world. Make it as beautiful as you are, and as boundless as the space between the stars.

  




  
  






Salty




By Michael Dolan

  
  It was a beautiful day on the shore. The sun was shining bright, the waves were gently tumbling, gulls were staying at a pleasant distance, and I was having an ideal time sunbathing, when it was all rudely interrupted by a loud, “Hey look. It’s a mermaid!”

  I pushed myself up onto my tail and scanned the beach. Far up the sand, I could just barely discern a figure descending the crest of a dune. I yelled back, “Hey look, it’s a human!”

  That seemed to throw him off, but only for a moment. He kept running across the sand in uneven lurches. Did all humans look so undignified when they needed to get somewhere fast on their strange limbs?

  An uncomfortable four and a half minutes passed while I studied my nails and the human male jogged across the empty beach.

  Finally, he reached me, raised a finger, and bent over to catch his breath. I shifted my tail to avoid his shadow falling across it.

  “You’re beautiful,” he gasped out. His wide eyes suggested he had never seen a mermaid before—though he didn’t seem to pay particular attention to my scaled tail. He straightened and said between wheezes, “Want to go on a date?”

  I doubled over, laughing and slapping my tail against the rock. I even felt tears springing to my eyes at the joke.

  I brushed them away and looked back at him.

  His eyes remained fixed on me, waiting for an answer.

  “Oh.” I leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “You’re serious.”

  “Of course. You’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

  “Well gee, I wonder why.” I stretched out my tail and shook it a little.

  He fixed his gaze on it. “Amazing.”

  “Hey, hey.” I snapped my fingers twice in his face. “Eyes here, buddy. Actually,” I said, pointing back where he had come from, “eyes over there. You’re ruining my siesta.”

  “But we still haven’t picked a place for our date. Do you prefer seafood? Or do you get enough of that on a daily basis? I know a great gyro place.”

  “As much as I love a good Mediterranean dish, I’m going to have to pass. You see, you’re not. Exactly. My. Type.” I enunciated each word slowly.

  “Ohh, ok. I know, I get it.”

  “Do you?”

  “Of course. I’m from the city. You’re from the sea. We’ve got a few things to work through. But why don’t we talk about them over a nice dinner?”

  “You’re being… ludicrously persistent.”

  “Please? Just one chance.”

  “Look, I don’t think you’ve considered some of the pitfalls of an inter-species romance. For example,”—I started counting off the points on my fingers—“our date options would be severely limited, hosting parties for all our friends would be nearly impossible, we couldn’t swim our pets together, our parents probably don’t have anything in common, food allergies, and the list goes on!”

  “Hey, I’m not saying that it would be easy,” the man insisted, “but true romance is worth fighting for. What we have is special.”

  “What you call special, I call one-sided. Look, I’m sure you’re really nice, and if you didn’t have those funny little appendages on your lower half, you might even look handsome. I’m sure lots of human women would be interested. But I don’t see it working out between us.”

  “Are you telling me you don’t have any desire to be… part of my world?”

  “What? No. Your world’s boring.”

  “Please, is there any way I could prove myself?”

  I thought for a moment. Not about how he could prove himself—that was beyond the realm of possibility. What could I possibly say that would get him to leave me alone?

  “Listen, have you ever heard of Cthulhu?”

  “Kooth who?”

  “Close enough. Imagine an ancient cosmic entity that looks like you, except shaped like a dragon with an octopus head.”

  “How is that supposed to look like me?”

  “Don’t interrupt. The important part is that he’s the ruler of the ocean and has a particular distaste for humans.”

  “Forbidden love? How romantic.” He stared out to sea with determination in his eyes.

  “Hey, hey.” I snapped my fingers in his face again. “Have I mentioned he’s the size of a small island? Or that he fights his enemies by literally driving them insane?”

  “Ahhh, you did not.” He seemed to be deflating.

  Clearly Cthulhu—whom I hadn’t talked to in several months but actually had a pretty good relationship with—was my ticket out of this mess. Hopefully he wouldn’t mind me painting him in this light too much. I’d set a lunch date the next time our schedules lined up and tell him this story. He’d get a kick out of it.

  But back to the task at hand. I turned to the human. “Yes, and I can assure you that if we started dating, he would hear about it. And while I respect your resolve, I don’t think this would work out for us.”

  “I don’t suppose… I could fight him?” It was a half-hearted, last-ditch effort for my affections, but I appreciated it nonetheless.

  “He sunk Atlantis because a restaurant there took too long bringing out his elder calamari appetizer. I wouldn’t chance picking a fight with him.”

  “Okay. Yeah. Sounds like not the best idea.”

  “Don’t worry though.” I waved my arm inland. “As they say, there’re plenty of mammals on the land. And I’m sure there’s a beautiful mammal who’s just perfect for someone like you.”

  “Really?”

  “Really. Just maybe tone it down a bit with the next girl you go for.”

  “Okay. I can do that. In fact...” He turned to face inland. “I think I glimpsed an elf in the forest this morning.”

  “That’s not exactly what I—”

  He’d already started running across the beach, kicking up sand with those ridiculous things they call feet.

  




  
  






Mine




By Sophia Hansen

  
  His mottled hands shook as Viktor Engel etched characters into the damp earthen brow. “The good book says it took a word to create the world, eh?” He shuffled back a few steps, flicking the scrapings from his cracked nailbeds. “Not bad. Not bad at all.” A smile crept across his face, deepening crevices under his grizzled beard.

  “Just… one… more…” He held his breath, inscribing the last sacred letter that would bring his creation to life.

  The golem sat up and stared silently at the man who woke him.

  “Evil times are approaching, my son. You can protect this family from harm.”

  

  
    ~ six years later ~
  

  Grete stomped her foot on the kitchen tiles, daring them to break under all the energy her seven years could muster. “Not fair!”

  A blond halo framed her cherubic facade, but Klay could see the storm brewing. Grete had been his charge since before she could walk.

  “Schatzi, it’s not safe for you to go out right now.” Cook transferred a bubbling streusel to the window’s ledge, wiping the sides with her berry-stained apron. “We don’t know when devils may fly. There’s no cover in the field.”

  Klay stiffened at the suggestion that he would ever leave his charge unprotected.

  “You can just unclench those fists, Klay. Your mood looks as dark as your hair.” Cook tut-tutted and flicked flour at him. “I know you would throw yourself in front of a raging bull for our schatzi, but it takes more than that to stop a bomb.”

  “Would you really, Klay?” Grete clapped her hands, bouncing on her toes. “Would you really stop a bull? Remember that time I felled out of the big, big tree? I climbed so high, right to the tip-top. Mutti was so scared, but you caught me.” She giggled. “After that they promised you would never go away.”

  “Shh, child.” Cook shook her gray head. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

  “Do so!” She stuck her tongue out. “I saw the soldiers take Herr Engel away. But he told Papa that Klay would stay for me. Forever!”

  “Hush.” Cook enfolded Klay with floury hands that half-hugged and half-covered his ears. “Herr Engel was the only family Klay had.”

  Grete pointed and laughed as he tried to extricate himself from the powdery embrace. “Your hair’s all black and white now! You look like a cow-head!” Grete grabbed Cook’s bowl and skipped circles around Klay, dusting him with handfuls of flour. “Cowhead! Cowhead! Klay is a cowhead!”

  “Careful, Schatzi. You could slip.”

  Klay scanned the floor. Cook was correct. The tiles were covered with flour. His imperative was clear. Grete could not come to harm.

  Sweeping his diminutive ward under one arm, he secured the ceramic bowl with the other and strode out of the cottage. Cook bustled after them, chasing down her flour bowl.

  “No! No! No!” Grete shrieked, her tiny fists raining staccato beats against his arms and back. “Ow! You hurt me!”

  Klay froze. Lowering Grete quickly onto a patch of scattered straw, he backed away, assessing her condition. He turned both palms up, raising his shoulders.

  “You big dummy!” She thrust her fist in front of his face, displaying the skinned knuckles she’d received from pummeling him.

  “Grete!” Cook fussed, snatching her bowl back. “Watch your tongue!”

  “Even Papa says he’s dumb.”

  Cook sighed. “That’s because he can’t speak. Dumb means mute, not stupid.”

  “Well, I don’t care. He hurt my hand, and he’s a dummy.” She tried to stomp, but her soft leather shoes made little impact on the straw. Huffing through clenched teeth, Grete narrowed her eyes and landed a fierce kick on Klay’s shin. “Ow!” She glared up at her target. “I hate you!”

  Her guardian hung his head, helpless against her accusation.

  “Schatzi! You cannot treat our Klay so.” Cook rested her hand on Grete’s shoulder.

  “He’s not your Klay. He’s mine! Mine, mine, mine!” She wriggled away, dashing past the garden gate into the open field.

  “Grete! No!” Cook yelled.

  Klay lumbered after the scampering child, who shrieked wildly and kept going.  He could not tell if she was happy or upset, but it didn’t matter. He had to catch up to her. He had to protect her.

  Grete didn’t stop until she reached the edge of the field, where it met the railroad tracks.

  “Look Klay! A soldier train!” She pointed and waved excitedly. “Pick me up.”

  Relieved that she’d finally stopped, Klay lifted her onto his shoulder. For a moment she was content, enthralled by the cars rolling by. Then a low rumble sounded above, different from the vibrations of the train.

  Fighter planes descended in a vee, spraying ammunition onto the tracks. Bullets pinged against metal as they strafed the military boxcars. Klay swung Grete off his shoulders, cradling her against his chest as he ran back toward the house.

  A blast shuddered through the air, throwing them to the ground, hurling hunks of metal everywhere. In desperation, the golem curled around the girl, trying to shield her with his body. Shrapnel lodged in his back and arms, and then stopped. Was the danger passed? Klay looked back. A fragment drove into his face, destroying the spell inscribed on his brow.

  At that, the quiet guardian ceased—to protect… to move… to be. The golem was undone.

  

  The dark choked her. It smelled like dirt. Grete fought the wall of Klay surrounding her, kicking an arm that blocked her escape.

  “Move!”

  Her foot went through the limb-shaped pillar, reducing it to rubble.

  “What are you doing?” She grabbed his other arm and pulled, trying to make him stand. It fell apart in her hands.

  Grete tried to wrap her arms around his torso. It crumbled under her embrace.

  “No, Klay! No!” The child sobbed, huddled on the ground next to her protector. “You were supposed to stay. You were supposed to be mine. Forever.”

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from the 1950s


  
  Woman of Letters by A. K. R. Scott inspired by…
 “The Book of Love” performed by The Monotones (1957)

  What Happens in Las Veggies by J. L. Ender inspired by…
 “Blue Suede Shoes” performed by Elvis Presley (1956)

  Ties That Bind by Stephanie Scissom inspired by…
 “I Walk the Line” performed by Johnny Cash (1956)

  Mothership by L. N. Weldon inspired by…
 “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” performed by Frank Sinatra (1956)

  Salty by Michael Dolan inspired by…
 “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” performed by Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers (1956)

  Mine by Sophia Hansen inspired by…
 “Earth Angel” performed by The Penguins (1954)

  




  
  





1960's
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Fire and Stone




By Zachary Holbrook

  
  Hundreds of intermeshed triangles emanated from Veyja’s hands, then locked with those of her fellow shieldmages to form a glowing wall. The first wave of scalewolves crashed into the barrier. Blood and spittle sprayed into the air. Veyja winced at the impact, but the wall held firm.

  Her hair writhed in response to the danger. It wanted to be used, but Veyja left it covered by her headscarf. Enough of her life had already been ruined by the fear and hatred evoked by her heritage.

  Veyja pushed an extra surge of energy into the wall as the second wave hit. Arrows soared over her head and rained upon the advancing scalewolves, inducing bloodcurdling howls. Behind her, soldiers scrambled into formation. The hundreds of Third Army shieldmages maintaining the wall would surely be able to hold off the pack long enough for the combat units to deploy.

  The scalewolves clawed the flesh of their own kind in their frenzy. Veyja fought off nausea at the rising stench of blood. She hated this part. Actually, she hated most parts of being in the middle of a battle. But military service allowed her to support herself and Callie, and the Dizadian custom regarding widows gave her a good excuse to cover her hair.

  Fangs sunk into her ankle. Veyja cried out, then looked down to see a scalewolf snout penetrating the bottom of her shield. She jerked her leg away, ignoring the pain of ripping flesh. The beast snarled and shoved more of its body through the gap.

  The angry snarls turned into pained whimpers as water splashed over the scalewolf’s face. A ten-year-old girl dumped the rest of her pail onto the breach, dissolving the monster’s flesh.

  “Callie!” Veyja sent a few more triangles out to repair the gap, then turned to her daughter. “What are you doing here?”

  “Sorry.” Callie looked sheepishly at her pail. “That was supposed to be for drinking, but…”

  Dizadian water supplies were too low to be wasted, but Veyja was more concerned about Callie’s presence on the front lines. “I told you to stay in the encampment!”

  “Commander Tadel said we needed all the help we can—”

  “Go back, Callie!” Veyja recoiled as another set of scalewolf fangs burst through the wall a few inches from her face.

  A neighboring shieldmage repelled the scalewolf, then glared at Veyja. “What kind of idiot takes her brat into a war zone? You’re going to get us all killed!”

  Veyja ignored the bard, concentrating her energy on adding a few inches of height to the wall. Several scalewolves climbed atop the dead bodies of their companions and almost reached high enough to leap over the barrier.

  “Mama!”

  Veyja ignored Callie’s hand on her arm. “Get away from here. Now.”

  “But, Mama, look!”

  Veyja broke her attention from the wall to follow Callie’s pointing finger.

  A black specter of death descended on the encampment, and none but her and Callie had yet seen it.

  The dragon landed softly, a soldier crushed under its talons. Light from the dying sun gleamed off its scales. It ignored the shouting soldiers and eyed the line of unsuspecting shieldmages. Fire erupted from its maw.

  Callie screamed. Veyja grabbed her and dove aside, casting up a shield to deflect the inferno.

  Many of her fellow shieldmages weren’t as lucky. They fell to the ground and slapped at their burning clothes as the wall disintegrated. Their pain-filled shrieks shattered Veyja’s confidence.

  The scalewolves let out a howl of victory and charged over the defunct barrier, showing no mercy to the injured shieldmages. A wave of soldiers met them while others tried to mob the dragon.

  Veyja stumbled to her feet, her ankle throbbing. “Run!”

  Callie obeyed. Veyja found a discarded spear and shoved it into the ground. Not an ideal anchor for a stronger shield, but it would do. She put up the shield and ran after Callie.

  The dragon moved to block their path.

  Callie skidded to a stop, a faint whimper escaping her. Veyja threw herself in front of her daughter and met the monster’s gaze. The broken bodies of soldiers who had tried to resist it littered the ground.

  The dragon jabbed a claw downward. Veyja’s hasty attempt at a shield shattered under the impact. A deep rumble—was that laughter?—rose from the monster’s throat.

  Callie whimpered. The dragon opened its mouth, revealing teeth flecked with blood. Veyja stared at its deep, malevolent eyes, and the screams surrounding her faded.

  She untied her headscarf.

  Her hair sprang to life, a writhing mass of snakes that hissed in unison. Power surged through Veyja’s eyes, blazing out of her and entering the dragon. Fire flashed in the dragon’s throat, only to vanish a moment later.

  The dragon froze in fear, then froze forever.

  Stone.

  Veyja held Callie close to her breast. Behind, the scalewolves whimpered at the sight of their petrified champion. Several soldiers let out a rallying cry and charged to finish them off.

  Veyja wasn’t worried about those.

  She was worried about the ones who stopped when they saw her, confused about the monster in their midst. Several soldiers formed a ring of bristling weapons around her. Veyja looked up, hoping to show them she was harmless. They recoiled and refused to meet her eyes.

  Exhaustion overtook her. Veyja sank to the ground, ignoring the sounds of battle and the soldiers arguing about what to do with her. It was all she could do to hold Callie’s trembling form.

  She ran her hands through Callie’s hair, stopping when she felt something unusual. Scales. The tiny snake wiggled around, disturbed, then coiled up and returned to sleep. Only one so far. The rest would come in time.

  “I’m sorry, daughter,” Veyja whispered. “You have a long, hard life ahead of you.”

  




  
  






The Game




By C. S. Wachter

  
  The spectacular man could have seduced any lady at the fundraiser, but passing the others without a look, he sauntered up to Nora, a glass of champagne in each long-fingered hand, and, with a devilish grin, planted a soft kiss on her cheek. Nora quivered as heat spread outward from the kiss and set her heart to racing.

  Her friend Sammi dragged her to the ladies’ room. “Be careful, Nora. That guy’s got a massive Narcissus complex. Nobody really knows anything about him other than he’s fiendishly handsome, reputedly wealthy, and undoubtedly famous in certain circles.”

  More like infamous. The thought drifted up within Nora’s spirit. She ignored the subtle warning. Despite Sammi’s words, the stranger’s magnetism drew her like a siren’s song. Returning to his side, Nora pulled in a deep breath, tilted her chin, and met eyes that invited her into their endless depths. Pale near the pupils, they deepened to gray then pure black around the edges of the irises. Unusual. Mesmerizing. Alluring.

  Dangerous.

  “You are captivating, sweet Nora. Have sympathy on me”—the words, spoken no louder than a hushed whisper, drove rational thought to the far side of the universe—“and be my date tomorrow evening?”

  The rest of the night sped by in a blur of small talk as Nora hung onto the arm of the stranger. Each time he was introduced, she listened for his name. But each time, he pulled her into his side, his proximity sending adrenaline rushing through her, triggering her pulse to pound wildly in her ears. I’ll never learn his name at this rate. Why didn’t I ask Sammi?

  The invitation to accompany him to the grand opening of the new, exclusive gallery on Madison Street sent Nora into panic mode when she woke the next morning.

  She grimaced at the discarded clothes on her bed. Nothing’s right. I need to wear something impressive. Mr.—what the heck is his name—is perfect, not like the guys I usually date.

  Five hours and a dozen stores later, Nora laid out a wildly expensive little black dress on top of the crumpled pile she’d left earlier. She chewed her lip. Sleeveless and low cut, it was more revealing than anything she’d worn before. It was perfect, but not for Nora. What had possessed her to buy it? She never did irrational things… until now. For a stranger whose name she didn’t know.

  An errant breeze chilled Nora’s bare shoulders, sending a shiver of foreboding skittering up her spine. She huffed, raising her eyes to the heating vent. “Silly nonsense.”

  
    The dress is ideal for the art exhibit. So what if it cost more than a month’s salary plus the shoes. It’ll be worth it to see those amazing eyes light up.
  

  She slipped on her purchase, then turned to look at herself in the mirror. A stranger stared back. What am I doing? This isn’t like me. She caught her lower lip between her teeth. But what if Mr. Perfect is Mr. Right? I’ll make certain I hear his name tonight. I won’t mess up again.

  Mr. Perfect didn’t speak when Nora answered the door. He leaned in, kissed her on the cheek, and, taking her hand, led her to his silver Maserati Quattroporte sedan where he held the door and helped her in.

  He wasn’t a timid driver, and Nora crushed the hem of her dress multiple times in white-knuckled fists as the performance vehicle screamed its way around corners and through intersections with lights turning red.

  “You’re not scared, are you?” His rich voice wrapped around her, blanketing her in a hazy detachment. “No. You’re not afraid. You trust me, don’t you?”

  Nora nodded as his eyes caught hers, holding them for a few seconds before he returned his attention to the road. She had no idea why this cultured and well-educated man would be interested in her, but she wasn’t going to ruin it.

  His driving settled to a more sedate speed as he spoke of politics, art, and philosophy. The hair on Nora’s neck rose when he described the beautiful art of St. Petersburg with a wistful expression, then told of the death of Czar Nicholas II and his family with unsettling detail. As if he’d been there, the voice within her whispered.

  Confidence flowed from him like water from Pilate’s fingers as he screeched to a halt in front of the gallery and tossed his car keys to a wide-eyed valet.

  He helped Nora out of the car, then wrapped her arm around the bend of his elbow, cupping his fingers over her hand. “Are you more relaxed now, sweet Nora?” His breath on her ear sent a buzz of excitement through her.

  Nora covered her feelings of awe with a mask of indifference as they strolled past paintings set on pristine white walls highlighted by strategically placed high hats reflecting off a polished concrete floor. Everything about the gallery spoke of culture and wealth, and the last thing she wanted to do was embarrass her date by gawking like some backwoods dolt.

  I could get used to this, ran through Nora’s mind as she watched Mr. Perfect discuss the difference between Impressionistic and Post-Impressionistic art with a silver haired lady in a Prada gown.

  “Thank you, young man, for taking the time to share your unique perspective with a woman who is old enough to be your grandmother. I am Countess Anastasia Sophia deVain. And you are?”

  Nora held her breath.

  “Pleased to meet you.” Gray eyes sparkled as his gaze shifted to Nora, a sly grin exposing perfect, white teeth. “Why don’t you do the introductions, sweet Nora?”

  Nora’s mouth opened and hung there, useless. Devoid of inspiration.

  He chuckled. “Can’t you guess my name?”

  The Countess frowned sympathetically. “A man of such wealth and taste deserves better from his date.”

  Nora couldn’t disagree with her.

  Mr. Perfect leaned in and kissed the Countess’ weathered cheek. “You may call me Lucifer.”

  




  
  






Everyone’s a Henry




By Charles Frierman

  
  “Henry, it’s okay. You can come out now.” Margarite peered under the bed, only to find it empty.

  Henry Willoughby was proving to be quite the challenge. He reminded her more of her original husband than any of the others so far, right down to the puppy-dog eyes that had lied to her face when she’d asked him where he was going that night.

  The closet door burst open. A figure ran past her and out of the bedroom while she was still kneeling by the bed.

  A few years back, she would have been agile enough to spin around and trip him, but thanks to Henry Kallow, her hip wouldn’t allow such actions anymore. Sometimes she wished they were all like Henry Hendrickson and would just sit there and cry—what a delicate flower he had been. It wasn’t as fun when they were weak, but so much easier on the body.

  Margarite slowly straightened, grabbed the ax she had previously tossed on the bed, and followed the bloody trail down the hall. He had to be in pain with that much blood loss. Even Henry Brownage hadn’t bled this much.

  Trying not to think of the cleanup, she walked past the guest room to check the kitchen. Standard procedure here. When they survived the initial assault, they always went to arm themselves—as if she were that stupid. Henry Gibson had fooled her, though—he’d dismantled a cabinet door and clubbed her good. Had he finished her off, there would be no Henry Willoughby or even Henry Tootshammer before him. Luckily for her, Henry Gibson had looked for a phone to call the police, which had given her more than enough time to recover. She had been bedridden with blurry vision and nausea for at least a week after that little ordeal, but oh, did Mr. Gibson pay the price. That had been quite satisfying.

  
    Where was Henry Willoughby?
  

  The trail ended in a big, sticky, crimson mess at the kitchen doorway, so unless he jumped halfway across the room to the countertop, he must have backtracked. This extra defiance was concerning…

  Margarite retraced the trail to the guest room, but Henry wasn’t there, either. But she hadn’t really expected him to be. She would have run into him while he was backtracking.

  She rushed to the end of the hall and glanced into the living room. Still no one. “Impossible!” she muttered.

  A twinge of panic pinched at Margarite when she paused in front of the red couch and the two wooden chairs. Her painting of Henry Loontooth smiled tenderly down at her. He’d been so old, she almost felt guilty about what she’d done. To the left of the painting, the front door was still barricaded, and so were the windows. Good. She had turned to head back down the hall to the kitchen when she heard a thump, then footsteps behind her.

  Before she could turn, the naked, bloody body of Henry Willoughby leaped onto her back and wrapped a forearm around her neck.

  Time seemed to slow as the pieces clicked into place. He must have realized he had been leaving a trail, so he’d stripped down and thrown his bloody clothes over the kitchen counter. Then he would have hurried into the living room and lain down behind the sofa before any more blood could spill.

  
    How funny. Never thought of him as stealthy.
  

  Margarite’s bad hip gave way, and she collapsed under Willoughby’s portly frame, dropping her ax as she fell. His forearm dug even deeper into her throat upon impact with the ground, and she thought for a moment her windpipe had collapsed. She struggled for shallow breath, eyelids growing heavy. Had the Henrys finally won? All Willoughby had to do was…

  
    He’s not moving.
  

  She was being choked only because he was on top of her. She tried to squirm free, but pain exploded in her hip.

  She pushed against his body. Too heavy.

  
    I’m not going to make it.
  

  Her hip was killing her, quite literally this time, although she felt surprisingly at peace. If only she could look into Willoughby’s puppy-dog eyes once more and think back to the good times with her first Henry, before all his cheating and lying.

  
    Look what you made me do, you crazy fool.
  

  In spite of the light from the ceiling fan, the world grew dark.

  
    Look what you made me do. 
  

  




  
  






Ruined Boys




By Brianna Tibbetts

  
  Jamison chuckled and released a handful of dice. He didn’t bother watching the table, instead casting his gaze around the room. Young men filled the space, drenched with sweat.

  Some couldn’t stand the humidity.

  Most couldn’t stand to lose.

  The android heading the table announced Jamison as the winner. Again. The first few times could have been luck. Ten in a row was just boring. Jamison, dry and cool, waved the table off as he got to his feet. A chill grew beneath his flesh any time he settled for too long. It was time to take a turn around the room.

  This house, buried in the depths of New Orleans, had been gutted by an ingenious soul and stuffed full of all manner of gambling games. To Jamison, the true accomplishment was successfully trapping so many men in here. He wished he could shake the hand of the mastermind.

  “Please, sir, how do I leave?”

  Jamison pulled his arm free from a teenager’s grasp. “Why?” His lips twitched upward at the corners. Who would leave this place? Good times were always on the rise.

  The teenager retracted his hands and ran his fingers through damp hair, eyes darting back and forth. “I can’t be here. I won’t be my pops. I won’t. I don’t even know how I got here!” He wiped his hands on his blue jeans. Handmade, by the look of them.

  “I imagine by hover-train.” The words fell from Jamison’s lips in a lazy drip. Pivoting, he searched the walls of the house. The doors were invisible against the dark paint. He’d seen a few young men dragged in before, but they always stayed.

  Or, they always came back. Either way.

  “I ain’t built for this kind of sin, sir.” The kid began wringing his hands. “I can’t let it ruin me. I gotta get outta here!”

  Jamison pursed his lips. “Calm down, son.” His own high was dying under the kid’s urgency.

  “If you can’t help me, I’m going to dig through that wall with my bare hands!” The kid’s fear tainted the air, but the firm set of his lips was almost impressive.

  With a heavy sigh, Jamison snapped his fingers. As a needle slid from the center of his palm, he reached out to grasp the boy’s shoulder. The teenager’s expression went slack in an instant, a glazed look in his eyes.

  “Whoa,” the boy said, all inflection gone, “this place is incredible.” He turned left and shuffled away, looking just as intoxicated as anyone else in the room.

  Blissfully alone once more, Jamison snapped his fingers, retracting the needle. A quick scan of the room confirmed no others coming out of their stupor. His hand pulsed a little, warm with the promise of power he kept concealed beneath his skin.

  A grin slid into place, and he began to pace through his kingdom once more. He wasn’t merely impressed by this house. He was proud.

  New Orleans should be honored. He could have set up shop in any city, but this was home.

  The home that ruined him.

  No one nodded to the master of the house as Jamison strolled through his creation. They were too focused on their misery to recognize its cause. Intuition told him the sun would rise soon.

  And these boys would never notice.

  




  
  






Old-Fashioned Letters




By Dalia Grigorescu

  
  
    March 1st
  

  
    Dear Jenna,
  

  
    I’m deeply saddened that you’ve blocked me on every messaging app, so I’m writing you an old-fashioned letter. Speaking of which, I think old-fashioned is a good thing. It carries traditional values and all that stuff. Don’t be upset because I called you old-fashioned. Let’s go on a second date. Call me! I’m gonna give this to the postman and wait by the phone.
  

  
    Love,
  

  
    Otto 
  

  

  
    March 3rd
  

  
    Dear Jenna,
  

  
    The postman is a new guy and obviously confused. He brought the letter back with writing all over the envelope saying the address is wrong and there is no such number. The address is not wrong. It’s where I dropped you off, and I double-checked the house number in person tonight. I also waited for a while on the front lawn, but I don’t think you noticed. Maybe you were asleep. Your dog noticed and barked furiously for three hours. One of your neighbors put the light on, opened the window, and yelled, “Shut up, stupid dog!” That was uncalled for. Your dog is smart and was just doing his duty. Speaking of duty—in case you were not upset about the old-fashioned comment, but rather the cops on duty comment—I think cops are wonderful people. The story I told you about seeing a cop car in front of a donut shop, then swerving and hitting a pole when I tried to take a picture of it—that is a painful memory and explains why I cursed the cops. I meant no disrespect. But since that incident, cops make me so nervous that I pee my pants every time I see them. (Just a little. Don’t imagine the worst!) Also, the “oink-oink” sound I made was not meant to be rude. I’m saying all this because I’m still not sure why you got upset, so I’m trying to cover all the bases. If you are too shy to call, just send me a message.
  

  
    Love,
  

  
    Otto (sensitiveguy007)
  

  

  
    March 5
    th
  

  
    Dear Jenna,
  

  
    What’s wrong with this postman? Now my letter came back saying there is no such person at that address. You are a person. Is he out of his little postman’s mind? I swear some people become dumb when they put a uniform on. Anyway, I spent all night going over our first date, trying to figure out what I might have said that got you mad. A misunderstanding, for sure, because I never say anything offensive. Were you angry because I asked about your friend’s heritage and said that she was hairy like an Italian and drank like an Irishman? I meant nothing bad by that. I love Italians. I eat pizza all the time. I love the Irish, too. I went to a U2 concert once. Look, I am a smart and sensitive guy. Please give me another chance. Since I can’t rely on the confused postman, I’m going to take this letter to your house later this evening and deliver it myself. I’ll wait patiently for you to read it and come outside so we can clear this up and go on another date.
  

  
    Love,
  

  
    Otto
  

  

  I lick the top of the envelope and seal it. No need to write the address. I’m taking it there myself. I grab the first two letters, since she didn’t get to read them, and head out.

  I don’t have to wait long after I ring the bell. The door opens and I look up at a mountain of a man. Must be her dad.

  “Can I help you?” he asks.

  I clear my throat. “Good evening, Sir. My name is Otto. I went out with Jenna a few days ago, and…” I hand him the three letters. “Could you please give these to her to read?”

  “Oh, that’s you! Listen…”

  “No, no, no,” I interrupt. “I insist. Please take the letters. They explain everything. Just a quick read. I’ll wait right here.”

  His eyebrows rise, but he takes the letters and disappears inside. The door closes with a thud. Fifteen minutes later, it reopens to reveal a policeman in full uniform. The air is suddenly hot and my shirt sticks to my flushed skin. It takes me a second to realize this is the same man.

  “Listen, Otto. I’m on the night shift and I’ve got to go to work, so I’ll keep it short.” His back is toward me as he locks the door. I’m tingly all over as if ants are running up and down my body, but I don’t dare move.

  “First of all, the girl you’re looking for—her name is not Jenna. It’s Gianna. She was named after me. I am Gianni O’Brien…” He turns and his eyes drill into me. “Yeeeap. She’s my goddaughter. I tell her to come back here after her blind dates just to be safe. You never know when you’ll run into a stalker. Know what I mean?”

  I swallow hard.

  “Trespassing and stalking are illegal. You know that, right? The other stuff…” He puts the letters in my numb hands. “That’s just dumb.”

  He walks past me to his car. “So…” He pauses just before he gets in. “You really wet your pants just now?”

  




  
  






Peanut Butter Paralysis




By A. C. Williams

  
  The Piggly Wiggly smells like baking chicken as I hustle in past a leaning stack of boxed soda. The crumpled piece of notebook paper in my hand is moist with the sweat from my palm.

  Three things. I can get three things. Surely I can manage that.

  This time, I’ll get it right. This time, Mina will get what she sent me for.

  I glue my gaze to my sneakers as I take a wire basket from the stack by the doors. Today won’t be like the last time.

  “Are you sure you’re up to this?” My wife’s voice echoes in my mind.

  “Of course I am!” I say aloud to the skeptical cans of tuna.

  An elderly, bald man throws me a look like I’ve lost my marbles. Maybe I have. I’m shouting at cans of tuna.

  I uncrumple my damp grocery list and skim the instructions: canned tuna, white bread, peanut butter.

  Mina likes the store-brand canned tuna, always in water. Not oil. I grab three cans and drop them in my basket. Now, a loaf of bread? Easy. She always gets the same kind—store-brand, white, sandwich size.

  I rush to the bread aisle, snatch the nearest loaf off the shelf, and set it atop the cans of tuna.

  Nothing to worry about.

  Finally, it’s time for peanut butter.

  The white tiles on the floor are shiny and bright, and my shoes squeak as I round the corner aisle. Not today shoes. Not today! I reach for the peanut butter on the shelf and freeze, hand outstretched.

  Horror.

  A cold sweat breaks out across my neck. There are two kinds of peanut butter on the shelf.

  Creamy? Or crunchy?

  Creamy or crunchy?

  
    Creamyorcrunchy?!
  

  The list doesn’t say!

  What do I do?

  I stare at my shoes, my heart fluttering and breath hitching. The wire basket slips from my fingers. The cans of tuna and loaf of bread hit the floor.

  Creamy is smooth and luxurious. Crunchy is surprising and bold. Which one would Mina want? Which one is better?

  I could call her. The weight of my phone is heavy in my pocket.

  No, no. I won’t call. I can do this.

  “Are you all right, young man?”

  Startled, I look up into the face of an older woman with vibrant blue eyes.

  Shoes. Shoes!

  But it’s too late.

  I can see her face.

  “Creamy or crunchy peanut butter?” The question spills out before I can stop it.

  The wrinkles in her face multiply like crinkling tissue paper as she smiles. “Oh, creamy!” She pats her jaw. “Crunchy gets stuck in my dentures.”

  Instantly, my panic subsides. Creamy. Of course. What had I been thinking? Of course Mina would want creamy peanut butter.

  “Right. Perfect.” I give her a thumbs up and reach for the jar of creamy peanut butter on the shelf.

  It’s the best choice. Not a doubt.

  My fingers brush the label.

  “Excuse me,” a woman’s voice behind me says. “Could you reach one of those jars of crunchy peanut butter?”

  “Crunchy?” I spin around and freeze.

  The woman is tiny—probably not even five feet. She points to the shelf where the crunchy peanut butter mocks me.

  Brown eyes regard me skeptically under delicately arched eyebrows.

  “But crunchy gets stuck in your dentures,” I say.

  She blinks at me, then scowls suspiciously. “I don’t have dentures.”

  It’s my turn to blink.

  Well, of course, she’s right. I don’t have dentures either. Neither does my wife. So why should we limit ourselves to creamy peanut butter when a whole world of texture awaits us?

  “Crunchy is so much better.” I look down at the woman, but she is fleeing up the aisle. She left without her peanut butter. That’s a terrible shame.

  I set the creamy back on the shelf and exchange it for crunchy. Mina will be so happy.

  “Excuse me.”

  I turn back. Why is everyone talking to me today? I’m on a mission!

  A woman in a shawl glares at me as she points to my dropped cans of tuna and loaf of bread. “Are these yours?”

  I flush. “Yes! So sorry.” I scramble back to retrieve them. “I was so focused on what type of peanut butter to get—”

  “Nutella.”

  I straighten and meet the woman face-to-face. She leans toward me with her painted-on eyebrows and sparkling white teeth. Too close!

  “Nutella is everything you need.” She nods fiercely.

  She flounces past, grabs a jar of hazelnut spread off the shelf and prances down the aisle like she’s just revolutionized my entire thought process.

  Nutella. Of course. It’s so much better than peanut butter.

  The handles drop from my fingers again, and the basket clatters to the tile floor. I replace the jar of peanut butter on the shelf, exchanging it with the glorious jar of hazelnut spread.

  Was there something else I needed? Of course, not. Nutella is everything I need.

  I sprint toward the checkout. There’s nothing better than Nutella. How could I have believed anything different?

  No more talking. No more questions. Mina will be so proud of me.

  No doubt in my mind.

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from the 1960s


  
  Fire and Stone by Zachary Holbrook inspired by…
 “Puff, the Magic Dragon” performed by Peter, Paul, and Mary (1963)

  The Game by C. S. Wachter inspired by…
 “Sympathy for the Devil” performed by The Rolling Stones (1968)

  Everyone’s a Henry by Charles Frierman inspired by…
 “I’m Henry the VIII, I Am” performed by Herman's Hermits (1964)

  Ruined Boys by Brianna Tibbetts inspired by…
 “House of the Rising Sun” performed by The Animals (1964)

  Old-Fashioned Letters by Dalia Grigorescu inspired by…
 “Return to Sender” performed by Elvis Presley (1962)

  Peanut Butter Paralysis by A. C. Williams inspired by…
 “I’m a Believer” performed by the Monkees (1967)

  




  
  





1970's
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Cheers




By Carla Hoch

  
  This day started with a bang, Five thought, appreciating the cool cement against his throbbing face. His left eye wasn’t as swollen a plum as the right, allowing him a sliver of vision. He scanned the men in the room. “No,” he whispered, warmth trickling from the corner of his mouth.

  “Roger that, Agent Five. Target not in sight.”

  New voice in his head. Shift change. Must be nice to have a normal job. To just clock out and go to the pub without wondering whose severed finger is in your pocket. Without checking to see if it’s your own. 

  “Oi, he’s awake.” The one in the too-tight suit kept walking as he nodded down at Five. “Young man.” He stopped suddenly and ground out a spent cigar. “I said, ‘Young man.'” The material of his trousers crackled as he squatted in front of Five. “No need to feel down. C’mon, pick ya’self off the ground there, mate.”

  At the snap of his sausage fingers, two of the brood came forward and righted Five and his chair. The movement shifted Five’s cracked rib, causing pain so intense that, for a moment, he hardly felt the zip ties biting into his wrists. The throbbing of his eyes. The dislocation of his jaw. The tender, puddled sockets where teeth had been. Shame, that. He’d had great teeth.

  “There, now.” The portly man looked at Five’s face then grimaced. “You’re right clattered,” he said then cleared his sinuses with a snort. “Look here, mate. It don’t have to be like this. You can get yourself clean, have a good meal, whatever ya feel ya do. Just tell us what we wanna know before Big Boss gets here. What d’ya say?”

  “Agent Five, is target in sight?”

  Five rolled his eyes. The mic must be blocked. Probably blood in his ear. Or brains. He could have sworn he’d heard his skull crack. The agency hadn’t commented on that, of course. The consonance of “Big Boss” had gotten their attention on the spot. The sound of their best agent’s head shattering? Meh.

  “Nothing, eh?” The man stood, adjusted his constricting sleeves, then slapped Five across the face. Another of Five’s teeth tapped down to the floor. This one left an electrified stem of raw nerve behind.

  “Agent Five, are you with us?”

  Was he with them? The operatives resided on a fleck of silicon buried beneath his jawbone, vibrating his tympanic membrane with directives. With them? He couldn’t dig them out! Not that he hadn’t tried. He’d even gone so far as to draw a little blood once. A little crimson pool had formed behind his collarbone before he remembered the fail-safe—the little gem tucked behind his liver. Even a level one explosion was enough to paint the walls with his insides.

  In fairness, at the time, the fail-safe had been a new addition, the scar still purple. Only a few high-level agents had it. The most important ones. The most expendable ones.

  “Agent Five, we need a visual.”

  The agency’s concern for Five’s wellbeing was perpetually underwhelming. Clearly, his swollen eyes obscured their vantage of the room. What an inconvenience his beating had been for them. Such was the life a Collections Agent. Well, life might be a strong word.

  A door shut. Five forced open his left eye. The men in the room quickly stamped out their fags then stood tall. A gorilla of a man walked through the clot of them.

  “Big Boss,” they whispered reverently, the fat one genuflecting.

  The massive bloke stopped then gave his beard a simian scratch as he scanned the room. He nodded. From behind him strutted a diminutive man in a gray velvet track suit. The suit caught the light as the little man promenaded, making him look like a walking heap of arrogant merengue.

  “Got him, Big Boss.” The fat man sniffed hard then wiped his pug nose. “We got him all right.” The men in the room, looking at one another, smiled and relaxed their shoulders a bit.

  Big Boss looked up at his henchman then nodded toward the man.

  The ape twitched. A gun fired. The back of the fat man’s head exploded. The men in the room froze, eyes and mouths agape, bodies spattered with human gunge.

  “Neville! What has Big Boss told ya?” The little man paused to click his teeth. “Not so fast. Slow it down. Let the drama build. It’s a killin’, boy, not sex. Show it some respect.”

  The ape lowered his head.

  “Ya speak when spoken to, boys,” Big Boss said to the group. “Got that? Don’t get excited. You’ll lose your head.” Big Boss turned back to Five then leaned forward and looked closely at his face. “Well, well. One of Your Majesty’s Collections Agents. YMCA in the flesh.”

  “Target,” Five whispered.

  Big Boss raised his red caterpillar brows. “What’s that you say?”

  “Roger that, Agent Five. Target in sight. Verify alpha.”

  “Alpha.”

  “Verify bravo.”

  “Bravo.”

  “Verify Charlie.”

  Five wondered if it would hurt. Likely not. Before his brain could register the explosion, the whole room would be nothing more than biological bilge.

  “Charlie.”

  “Roger that. Fail-safe engage in 10, 9…”

  Not even a good-bye. No, “Well done, Five. The throne thanks you for the killings. We’ll say hullo to your mum.”

  8, 7…

  “My man’s good with a knife, mate.” Big Boss pointed to Neville.

  6, 5…

  “He’ll get to your liver in one slice.”

  4…

  Big Boss shrugged. Light glinted off Neville’s knife. “Have it your way, son. Got any last words, do ya?”

  3…

  “Speak up, man. Can’t hear ya.” Big Boss leaned in close.

  2…

  Five smiled and whispered.

  1…

  “Cheers.”

  




  
  






Weaver of Dreams




By Jebraun Clifford

  
  Lucy landed on the cottage roof and folded her gossamer wings. She clasped her hands together and gazed at the sliver of moon shining like a scimitar above the quiet village. Tonight was her first solo mission. After months of training, she would fight the darkness and earn her Weaver name.

  Or—she shivered—the darkness would prevail, and her charges would be left cowering in terror.

  Many Weavers had recently fallen—Starsplash, Silverwhistle, even the renowned Cloudlily. How could Lucy hope to succeed where others much stronger than her had failed?

  Eveningflame dropped lightly by her side. “Are you ready?”

  Heat rushed to Lucy’s cheeks. “I think so.” Her voice wavered, and she bit her lip. Why did she always sound like an inexperienced fool around him? Well. Despite the obvious.

  The powerful warrior had fought Bagalloth’s minions for years, using his gift of fireballs to scatter the enemy. And here she was, barely out of her work in the nursery.

  She’d been excited when first volunteering for the Weavers, ready to create beautiful dreams for the village inhabitants and protect them at their most vulnerable.

  Now all she felt were nerves.

  “Don’t worry,” Eveningflame said. “Rosemist has taught you well.”

  While her mentor’s training had been thorough, Lucy was still troubled. This time, she’d have to walk into battle alone. “What if I can’t find my weapon?” She’d never heard of that happening, but there was always a first time for everything.

  “Don’t worry,” Eveningflame said. His wings flitted, the moon shining through them from behind. “You will.”

  “But how did you know you could shoot fireballs?”

  He grinned. “My palms grew hot when a minion appeared, so I blasted him.”

  “That sounds too easy.”

  Eveningflame laid his hand on Lucy’s shoulder. “Your gift’s already there, inside you. All you have to do is reach for it. And the dreams you weave will give your charges hope, so you might not even see a minion for many nights.”

  Lucy nodded, clenched her fists, and took her position.

  “Until the morning light.” He saluted her, then shot to the next housetop.

  “Until the morning light.” She whispered the refrain and waited for the signal.

  When their leader, Quickwind, crooked her finger, Lucy shot up and dove into the thatch roof, then wriggled her way to the cottage’s interior. Glowing coals from the fireplace illuminated three sleeping figures. A man, a woman, and, curled up on a small trundle bed, a boy no older than five.

  She hovered above the slumbering child. Bagalloth preferred targeting young ones. If an attack came tonight, this boy would be the most likely victim. But his dreams also had the greatest potential. Youngsters possessed such an imagination. It wouldn’t take much to weave his dreams into something fantastic.

  She slipped into his dreamscape and found the boy playing with a puppy beside a river. Humming, Lucy skipped over to him. Where she trod, flowers erupted in a riot of color and surrounded him. He giggled. She snapped her fingers, and brilliant blue fish leapt from the brook. The boy jumped up, clapping his hands and laughing as the fish splashed him. Lucy tapped her chin. What else could she weave?

  The boy stiffened and stared across the river.

  Lucy looked up.

  A squat, ugly minion crouched on the riverbank like a toad.

  Lucy took a deep breath—here was the real test. “Go away,” she commanded.

  The minion cowered in the reeds.

  Emboldened, she flitted toward him. “And never return.”

  The minion coughed a laugh. “Aren’t you full of yourself?” He unfolded, growing taller and wider until an enormous toad-monster towered over Lucy. “Well, little Weaver, what’s your name?”

  Lucy gulped, her palms going slick with sweat. “Um. I’m. That is…”

  “Oh, ho.” He rubbed scabby hands together. “You’ve not received your name. How will you fight me? For I am Bagalloth, King of Nightmares.”

  Bagalloth? It couldn’t be. Lucy shrank back, but Bagalloth slashed at her. His claws tore into her arm, and sharp pain pierced her. She gasped as her blood welled up through her skin. He sniggered. Lucy’s flowers shriveled into stinging nettles, and the little boy cried out. Bagalloth stamped his feet, and bats circled his head.

  Lucy took a step closer to the boy. She had to find her weapon. She tried to conjure a fireball, but her fingers hardly sparked. She whisked up a cloud, but Bagalloth blew it away.

  “Is that all you have?” he taunted, then transformed the river’s fish into toothy serpents.

  She glanced at the poor boy, his feet now mired in mud. What comfort could she bring? She flew to him and rubbed his back. “Shh, shh, you’re all right.” She recalled a lullaby she once sang in the nursery. “Don’t be afraid, child,” she sang.

  “What?” roared Bagalloth.

  “I am here,” she continued.

  “Nooo!” Bagalloth gnashed his teeth.

  
    “Pushing back the wild, keeping all things dear.”
  

  Light shot from her palms, illuminating the dreamscape. The nettles, bats, and serpents disappeared. With a bang, Bagalloth exploded. The impact bowled Lucy to the ground.

  

  “Lucy, are you okay?” A cool hand caressed her cheek.

  She groaned and opened her eyes. “Eveningflame?”

  “I’ve never seen anything like it.” He leaned over her. “You were… amazing.”

  “What… happened?”

  “We won.” Eveningflame scooped her into his arms and flew up the chimney. The rising sun threw a rosy glow over the valley as Eveningflame gently settled her on the rooftop. All the other Weavers crowded around her, but their hearty congratulations ceased when Quickwind landed with a flourish.

  “Good morning.” Quickwind gazed at each one in turn. “We fought well last night, but one Weaver displayed unusual bravery when she challenged and defeated Bagalloth using her new-found weapon.”

  Eveningflame squeezed Lucy’s hand.

  Quickwind beamed at her. “You’ve single-handedly routed our enemy and made them ineffective in this area forever with your beautiful melody. I hereby decree that your Weaver name shall be Brightsong.”
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Stealer of Secrets




By Cassandra Hamm 
*READERS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER*

  
  Thoughts flooded Adalai’s roving mind, most of which were not her own.

  
    He said he’d be here…
  

  …not a telepath. At least the one in the forest stays away…

  
    No one will hear…
  

  Adalai, sitting cross-legged on the forest floor, focused on the last voice and thrust up her mental blockades to keep the others out as best she could.

  No one’s around, the voice said. No one’s ever around.

  Where was he? The sea? People always tried the sea. She’d sometimes found the bodies floating back up to the shore during her failures.

  
    It’d be a good way to die.
  

  It had to be the sea. Adalai leaped to her feet in a spray of leaves and sprinted through the shadowed forest.

  
    So cold.
  

  Her lungs burned as she peered through the thinning trees. Moonlight glinted off the icy blue surface of the Kayoed Sea. Was he even here? Or had he already submerged himself?

  Tempests! The scream tore through her mind. I don’t want this anymore—Get me out! Help! Someone!

  She ran across the black sand in a few paces and dove headfirst into the frigid water, barely avoiding the rocky bottom.

  Help! cried the voice. I don’t want to die this way!

  Adalai pried open her eyes and searched for movement. There! She grabbed the thrashing figure and dragged him toward the surface.

  
    Who’s
     there?
  

  He wasn’t as heavy as she’d thought he’d be—just a bag of bones, really. They burst through the surface, and she gulped in air before heading for the shore.

  
    So cold… want to sleep.
  

  Adalai hauled him onto the beach. He gasped and choked, spewing water all over her tunic. She flinched. His thoughts raged—What happened? Tempests, I hurt all over… Who’s this?

  His eyes seared into hers. There was no disgust in them—not yet. Not before he knew about her gift. But it would come soon.

  “Are you real?” he rasped. “Or am I dead?”

  “I’m real,” she said.

  “I didn’t think anyone would hear. Or notice. No one does.” She saved me, he was thinking. She cared. Tempests, she’s beautiful.

  Heat flushed her cheeks. “I heard.” He didn’t have to know that she’d actually heard his thoughts. Not yet.

  “Thank you.” He sat up with a wince. Water plastered thick, dark hair to his forehead. Who is she? he thought again. “How did you—?”

  “I saw you jump in.” She shoved down the guilt. “You’re safe now.”

  
    Maybe I don’t want to be safe.
  

  Her stomach clenched. “What’s your name?” Maybe that’d distract him.

  “Torrian.” He coughed again. “Yours?”

  “Adalai.”

  
    Wow. That’s beautiful.
  

  She flushed darker.

  
    She’s just so beautiful. And strange. How did she find me? I thought no one was around when I went into the water.
  

  She bit her lip. Just a few more moments pretending like she could have a friend.

  I need to tell her. To tell someone. “Adalai, I wanted to drown.” Torrian’s jaw clenched as he looked back at the Kayoed Sea, a stark blue in comparison with the dark sand. “I wanted death.”

  “And do you still?”

  Yes, he thought. “I don’t know.”

  Now was the part where she needed to show him all the loneliness of the world—show him that he wasn’t alone in his pain, that everyone was desperate for connection. But the thought of being vulnerable always made her hands turn to ice.

  It’s so weird, like she can see inside me. “I’m so—” His voice caught. “Lonely.”

  No more secrets. Adalai pressed her icy hand to Torrian’s dripping forehead. Thoughts spilled from her brain into his—both her thoughts and those of everyone in the village. He gasped, but she kept her hand firmly planted.

  
    No one ever listens…
  

  
    I wish somebody cared…
  

  
    It would be better if I were dead…
  

  Tears slid down her cheeks as each silent cry sliced into her heart.

  See them? she thought. They’re all lonely. We’re all lonely. 

  Torrian slumped back on the black sand. The connection snapped, and Adalai wrenched back control. She focused on Torrian’s thoughts, but echoes of the others’ pain lingered.

  “Who are you?” Torrian pressed his sand-crusted hand to his head. “What did you do to me?” It’s like I could hear a thousand voices in my head… and one of them sounded like hers.

  “Don’t you know who I am?” The tears kept flowing. “I’m the stealer of secrets.”

  “You’re—you’re the telepath who lives in the wood.” His mouth dropped open. “I’ve heard of you.” They say she’s crazy, sees inside your mind, hears your thoughts. Can she hear me right now?

  “Yes,” she whispered. “I can hear everything.”

  His eyes widened. What? But… then…

  “I heard you when you were about to drown.” Adalai hugged her knees to her chest, the sand crunching beneath her. Water lapped against the shore in an irritating, impossible-to-ignore rhythm.

  
    That’s how she found me? But… she said…
  

  “I lied.” She rested her head against her knees.

  
    Everyone hates telepaths, so I guess that makes sense. I mean, it’s a little freaky knowing she’s probably listening right now.
  

  “I am. Do you hate me yet?” She choked on the words.

  His hand slipped into hers. She lifted her head from her knees. Heat spread from her hand to the rest of her body.

  
    For moons and moons, it’s just been this dark cloud, and I scream and scream for help, and no one hears. But you heard.
  

  Adalai swallowed a sob.

  Torrian squeezed her hand. I’m not alone anymore. Because of you. So, thank you.

  He didn’t hate her. Not yet, at least.

  You’re not alone anymore, either, he thought.

  The words echoed in her mind and filled a void she hadn’t known existed. The waves lapped against the dark shore, syncing up to the rhythm of her heart. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said.

  “Yeah,” he said. Me too.

  




  
  






Identity




By Abigail Falanga

  
  She turns as I approach. Girl in a tan hoodie with wisps of long blond hair. The way her hood is up, I assume she’s wearing an IdentMask, and I’m right. Black haze conceals her face. Her eyes are red, glowing Xs, and her mouth a sewn-shut line. It’s a cheap, basic mask, unlike the sophisticated and fully animated face I wear clipped to my hat, and it’s freaking me out a little.

  Clients often wear IdentMasks. This kind of transaction makes them uncomfortable; it’s something they’d rather not be recognized doing.

  Just like they often pick strange places to meet. Maybe it has some meaning for them. Usually, it’s just another way to hide who they really are.

  Like here, by the sea. Out in the middle of nowhere near a lonely stretch of highway with few buildings in sight. Garbage and graffiti everywhere, so it’s not even pretty—except for the gray-blue ocean lapping fifty feet below against the rocks.

  A place I haven’t thought about in a while.

  
    Snow, drifting down through headlights. Not enough to be dangerous, though, with luck, that’s what they’ll put the accident down to.
  

  Shake it off. Don’t hang on to these things. Just let them be, and focus on what’s happening now…

  The girl is very still, not shifting her weight, hands slightly clenched. Strange. They often move around a lot, nervous.

  She doesn’t say anything, so I get straight to business. “So, what’s this job?”

  She paid ten grand up front in cryptocurrency. Clearly, this is a big commission, and I’m not interested in waiting around before doing it.

  “I want someone killed.” The girl speaks for the first time, a low, musical voice humming with something almost familiar.

  “Okay.” Assassination isn’t usual for me, but I can go there. “Who?”

  “Why,” she says. “Ask why, not who.”

  “Okay.” Fine, I’ll play along. She’s paying the bills, after all. “Why?”

  “A girl was killed here a year ago. Mary.” She points at the word scrawled in black spray paint on a boulder.

  “And you want her killer taken care of? Can do. But I’ll need more details.”

  She nods slowly. “She was happy, loved her family. Didn’t deserve to die. She was driving home from work. Her car was hacked and went over the sea wall.”

  That’s how I would’ve done it. Find the target’s weakness—predictable or unreliable transport, shoddy firewall—plant a virus or tell the system it has a flaw somewhere, then get out of there. Clean, simple, as hands-off as possible.

  But hit jobs are different. You have to get their online persona and go after that.

  A persona integrates the registered IdentMask with their online accounts and smart tech. It’s the best way to protect a user identity. Crafted, then dropped if necessary, to allow personal reputation, credit rating, and life to remain unaffected. Or so they say.

  But a persona can be hacked. Like any other system, I can find my way in through chinks in the code. And… I don’t have to lift the mask and see the person inside. Quick and clean.

  “I want the one who killed her.” The girl’s voice has gone cold—the kind of cold that burns. “I want to make him pay.”

  Shivers race down my spine for some reason I don’t bother wondering about. “Okay, sure. Give me some more details on how she died, and I can back-trace to find the hacker.”

  “She was driving a 2025 silver Nemesis, registration number 31785M. 8:15 p.m. on January sixth.”

  “Got it. Go on.”

  “The steering system went out.”

  “That’s traceable. Next?”

  “She was singing along to her favorite Beatles song.”

  
    Good choice, I thought, as I saw the track she’d selected from Streaming. It was just a blip on my screen as I changed the setting on the steering column to “lock.” The steering algorithm was the easiest to hack on these Nemesis models…
  

  “Uh…” I clear my throat, shaking off the memory of that night when I’d sat in my ScreenPit where it was warm so I didn’t have to imagine the cold. “Go on.”

  “Light from a streetlamp fell through the windscreen just before it happened.”

  
    I saw her face through the dash cam.
     She was very pretty. Joy lit her face more than the light. Strawberry-red lipstick…
  

  “You didn’t even pause,” she goes on. “Just fingered that chewed-up goatee and hit Enter.”

  My stomach drops, and I stop making notes on my ArmScreen to stare at her, trying to get some hint, trying to understand who she is. Another hacker? But, why…?

  She speaks now in a voice so low that the clatter-crash of waves almost drowns it. “Still haven’t gotten rid of the goatee, I see. It’s caught the yogurt you had for breakfast.”

  How—? She can’t possibly see my face! “Who the hell are you?” I waver between starting a virtual attack at her IdentMask or a physical attack. “What are you playing at?”

  She’s a liar. She couldn’t possibly know. She still makes no move.

  She’s just provoking me.

  My hands are shaking. I know, I don’t know how, but I know that she’s there because I killed Mary.

  And I make up my mind.

  I jump forward, raking off her hood to see—

  Nothing.

  Black haze. No face. No head.

  “What is this?” I choke at something beyond comprehension.

  “Revenge,” she says, and dissolves so that nothing is between me and the sea wall edge.

  




  
  






The Last Good-Bye




By Katherine Vinson

  
  The dirt is cool and moist in my hand.

  I stand over the open grave, fixated on the soil sifting through my fingers. If I don’t look past it, I won’t have to see her casket already buried in roses the colors she’d so loved—yellows darkening into ombre hues of orange and red. The colors of a sunrise, she’d always said. Full of possibilities. I’d teased that they were also the colors of a sunset.

  The irony makes my fists clench, the last of the dirt pressing into the creases of my palm.

  Good-bye.

  

  “You’re sure about this?”

  I don’t pause at the question, just lay back in the biopod and flex my neck as the cybernetic foam conforms to my body. Around us, the laboratory bustles with final preparations for the procedure. “I’m positive.”

  Evie buries her hands in her lab coat pockets, her eyebrows twisted in concern. “It’s just… I’m worried you’re only doing this because of Aimee.”

  I flinch. “I’m doing this because someone has to. Aim—” The name catches in my throat and doesn’t want to come out. “Aimee just makes the choice easier.”

  Evie doesn’t look convinced.

  Lifting my arm from the clutches of the foam, I reach out and grasp my friend’s elbow. “My hopes and dreams are gone, Evie. Let me save everyone else while they still have theirs. Please?”

  “You’re a brave man, Brennan.” Tears glisten in Evie’s eyes as she nods. “The bravest.” She taps the bed’s controls, and the biopod’s canopy slides shut with a tone of finality.

  Vapor hisses into the enclosed space, filling my lungs. My view of Evie, ordering around her techs, slowly blurs in the building condensation. I inhale deeply, tasting the bittersweet tang of the soporific mist until I’m too tired to breathe. I close my eyes for the last time.

  Good-bye.

  

  My metalloid figure rises toward the evening clouds, then through and past them. Flames shoot from the exhaust system at the bottom of my feet, propelling me toward the stars and the oncoming danger that threatens earth.

  As the air thins, the deep-blue sky fades to black and the stars grow ever brighter. I glance down, and my visual processors take in the distant swirl of dimly lit clouds, city lights gleaming beneath them in clusters of white-yellow, pink, and gold. My memory tells me I always found the view beautiful, and I agree that it meets the parameters of what humans define as lovely.

  Fixing my attention on the stars, I compress the recordings and send them back to headquarters. Perhaps they will appreciate what I cannot. This new body doesn’t accommodate emotions very well, though I’ve retained the emptiness from before the transfer. That, unfortunately, hasn’t changed.

  There’s only enough fuel for the required task and my return trip. Perfectly efficient. As gravity’s pull loosens, I soar into space and switch off incoming transmissions.

  Good-bye.

  

  The asteroid rushes to meet me as I speed toward its rocky expanse. I scan the visible miles of its dark, cratered body and calculate the optimal locational for kinetic impact deflection. Bracing my armored shoulders, I slam into the surface, boring deeply into the frozen core. The heat from my engine melts bits of ice, releasing gas that streams past me.

  Activating grapplers in my hands and feet, I sink the hooks into the surrounding wall and climb out of the hole I created. My sensors flash repeated warnings across my optic screen—the collision has damaged vital systems. I bleed propellant into the vacuum, fuel drifting from the punctured tank on my back. Return no longer an option, I use the claws on my feet to hold myself to the surface and make my way slowly around the circumference of the planetoid.

  My scanners check the stars to confirm the asteroid’s trajectory has altered toward the sun. Mission successful, I find myself again without purpose. For several hours I follow the axis toward its top pole. Solar filters in place, I gaze toward my final destination.

  With no horizon, no clouds, the sun seemingly swinging in a small circle overhead, it occurs to me that here sunrise and sunset are one and the same. Endings are only the start of a new beginning.

  I am ready. Ready to leave this journey behind and join Aimee in our next adventure. She has a head start, but I will catch up. As the sun fills my vision, I turn off all nonessential systems until all that remains is one last farewell.

  Good-bye.

  




  
  






The Devil Tries Again




By R. F. Gammon

  
  I stroke the strings of my finntler as I set it up under the burning lights of the spaceport overhead.

  I reckon the best way to describe a finntler is it’s mighty like a xylophone, ‘cept with strings. That and it’s my life on a table. I’m just a boy, but most cain’t mimic the way I play. Travelers passin’ by throw coins. A few stop to listen to the music; my regulars clap along, whoopin’ and cheerin’ as I finish.

  
    I’ll eat well tonight.
  

  As I finish, glowin’ under the attention, I notice someone walking towards me. A man carryin’ his own black finntler case tucked under his arm. They’re heavy; he gotta be strong. But his strength ain’t what chills me—it’s his eyes’ cold glint, his unsavory smirk.

  
    On top of that, he’s meddlin’ in my territory.
  

  “You wanna bet, boy?” he yells to me. My listeners gasp. “My instrument’s better’n yours, and I’m better’n you.”

  “You’re wrong,” I yell back. “An’ when I outplay ya, how ‘bout you give me your better finn?”

  “When you win?” He cackles. “It’s on.”

  He doesn’t name his price, but that ain’t no surprise. Men like him do what they want and pay up after. I stand in front of my finntler, smirkin’, while he assembles his.

  The Earthen merchants say a finntler plays like a combination of a fiddle and a xylophone. I ain’t never seen neither, but I do know ‘bout fiddles from the family legends. My kin never forget, even if we left Earth with the early immigrants a few generations back. Grampa used to weave yarns ‘bout some ancestor of ours who made a deal with the Devil over a fiddle. Sounds like fool talk to me, but I ain’t arguin’ with Grampa’s memory.

  The stranger clips together his finntler. He wasn’t lyin’—the instrument is fine indeed. Its strings sparkle in the faint streetlight, and it definitely ain’t lost paint. I pat my own instrument, imaginin’ how well I’d play with that beauty. I could take up professional music and git off the street.

  One of my regulars, a hoity-toity merchant’s wife, whispers to her husband, “Can the boy possibly win?”

  “Guess we’ll see, ma’am,” I whisper back, though she wasn’t askin’ me.

  The stranger finishes his assembly and stands before his instrument. “If you don’t mind, boy, I’ll go first,” he says, and without waitin’, he lowers his bow and plays.

  The audience listens, rapt, as he weaves his song. It’s a fast-paced, mighty jig of a song, enough to knock you off your feet if you ain’t careful. I stand with arms folded and watch, unflinchin’. Sure, he’s good, but he ain’t got soul like me. Good don’t compete with best.

  He finishes, and the sparse applause grows. Most people stick around, gapin’ at him, as though unsure how I can beat such genius.

  I spin my bow in my hand. “Sounded purty.” I smile. “Mind if I give ‘er a go?”

  An unholy smile grows across his face. The spaceport behind me rumbles—a freighter taking off. Most people would wait for it to go by, but not me. With another spin, I dive headfirst into my song.

  I play smoke down on the city. I play love and heartbreak, death and birth, betrayal and friendship, beauty and agony. My song weaves from fast to slow, breaks my heart and puts it back together. I saw wildly on the strings, buildin’ momentum to match that of the spaceship.

  Lights flash overhead. Sound shakes me to the core, rattling my ribs and knocking my teeth together. Reverberation joins my music—but I play on. It’s probably bragging to say it, but of the two competing sounds, my finntler dwarfs the spaceship.

  Finally, I finish with a crashing note and take a step back, spinnin’ my bow one last time. My heart is pounding, but I didn’t even break a sweat.

  My listeners stare at me, eyes wide. The crowd grew while I played, and there’s at least a few dozen people standing here. Now that I’m done, they break into applause almost louder than the spaceship’s roar a minute ago.

  The stranger’s eyes smolder black as he glowers at me. For a minute, I almost feel afraid—did I jump the gun?

  Then he slams down his bow atop the finntler and turns to leave.

  “Oh, you never did tell what you wanted for your price,” I call after him. “Don’t be a sore loser, now—what was your bet?”

  He vanishes into the streets without an answer. I walk over and run my hand over the shiny new finntler. It’s one of the best on the market—I’ve been admirin’ this baby for months. And now I got one.

  “What if he’d beaten you?” The merchant’s wife sounds both anxious and relieved. “What would he have taken?”

  I smile without looking at her. “Oh, ma’am, nothin’ to be worried about. I come from a long line of fiddlers, and if there’s one thing we know, it’s this…” I stroke the strings of the finntler with one finger. “The devil won’t rest ‘til he gets his due.”

  I don’t tell her the last, most important bit:

  He won’t be gittin’ it from us.

  




  
  






Taller Than Ever




By J. L. Ender

  
  “Do you really think this’ll work?” It hurt to ask the words, but I had to know.

  “You designed airplanes. If anyone can pull this off…” My wife, Stella, patted the side of the hulking drone, the result of a month’s hard work. An arm-length sewing needle rested against her shoulder, the thick steel dwarfing her long, delicate fingers.

  Nobody knew why humanity shrank. I was in my office when it happened. Within a day, the entire human race had been reduced to the size of ants. It had taken me nearly a week to find my family. After that, we’d lived in a cavernous kitchen cupboard for months, but the food was spoiling, the insects growing bolder and more numerous.

  If a rat ever found us… No. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to protect my family. We needed community. We needed to answer the call and find our neighbors.

  “It’s been over two weeks since the broadcast,” I said.

  “We’ll find them,” she assured. “We can do this. It’s one house over. I’ll make sure Lily’s ready.”

  I didn’t say what we both knew. A house away may as well have been the other side of the planet.

  Stella climbed the string into our cupboard home. I glanced out at the smooth formica plane of our kitchen countertop, then returned my eyes to the drone, the jury-rigged product of long days and sleepless nights. Slightly larger than a deck of cards, the aircraft was little more than a platform with propellers. The remote control being in my bedroom and far too large, I’d gotten creative, putting my engineering degree to work rewiring the drone for passenger control.

  Springy as a flea, my daughter dropped from the cupboard above, Stella close behind. We climbed onto the drone.

  “There’s no seats!” five-year-old Lily pointed out.

  “Daddy couldn’t find any,” Stella said. “We’ll just have to hold on tight.”

  An understatement. The handles I’d fashioned were all we had. If one of us fell in flight, they might never be found.

  “This is scary.” Lily shook her head. “Let’s stay here.”

  “It isn’t safe anymore,” I said.

  I looked back at my family, huddled together and clutching at slots cut into the plastic. My stomach turned at the thought of risking their lives.

  So don’t screw up.

  The drone wobbled on takeoff as I struggled with my makeshift controls, which amounted to tugging on the correct internal wire. But no one fell, and we didn’t crash. Our tiny weight was nothing to the steadfast airship.

  We flew over open tile, covering more ground in seconds than I’d managed since our journey to the kitchen. The main problem with being so small had been height, not distance. Every piece of furniture towered over us like mountains.

  We flew through the doorway and into the living room. What had been a vast blue wall the last time I’d seen it looked normal from this altitude, the family couch exactly as we’d left it.

  Now for one of our greatest hurdles—getting outside.

  The window next to the front door hung open a sliver. That would be our saving grace—a crack so narrow insects could barely fit. Insects. We’d been sent down to live among the bugs we used to squash.

  I set us down on the windowsill as gently as I could.

  “Now what?” Lily asked.

  I forced a smile. “We walk.”

  We made for the window, through which sunshine and summer warmth spilled. A spider also squeezed inside—a fat wolf spider the size of an elephant with three rows of eyes and arm-length fangs. Nightmare fuel. And it stood between us and the window.

  Spotting us with its multitude of big, black eyes, it launched toward us at sickening speed. There was no time to think, only act.

  Without a backward glance at my family, I brandished Stella’s needle. I couldn’t cut with it, only stab, so I’d have to make my attack count. The spider struck, but I’d been expecting the motion and was already diving forward. Under the spider’s hairy body, I shoved upward with both hands, driving the needle deep into the spider’s belly.

  It hissed and twisted, trying to free itself from my weapon. I held firm, and the cut widened before the needle slid out. I rolled out of the way and rose, panting, needle dripping yellow gore. I expected the spider to strike again, but it scuttled off, deeper into the house.

  Lily pumped a fist. “Go, Daddy!”

  I flicked spider gunk from the needle as I returned to my family. “Time to go. Got a long walk ahead of us.” As we left the house, I felt fresh confidence mingling with my familiar anxieties. I glanced at Stella as she helped Lily duck under the window.

  
    You said we can do this, Stella.
  

  
    I hope you’re right.
  

  

  Two days later, we staggered into our neighbor’s front yard. The fence had an ant-sized opening for humans, where a well-tended path through the grass led to the mountainous front stairs, from which rickety rope ladders hung. On the lofty porch, two men with makeshift bows manned a tower built from nailed-together baby blocks.

  Covered in dirt and bug guts, Stella, Lily, and I were in no shape to impress, but the guards smiled anyway.

  “Come in!” one of the men urged. “We’ll get you a cup of tea while we wait for someone to come down.”

  “You’ve got tea?” I asked.

  “Yep, coffee too, though it’s stale.”

  “That sounds wonderful.”

  Dawn came as we reached the foot of the tower. I turned to watch the light spill over the lawn. Stella leaned against me, and Lily ran ahead.

  In that moment, I felt taller than ever. There were no difficulties we couldn’t overcome. In reality, we’d always been specks. Now we just felt it every day. To venture so far and survive… it gave me hope we could conquer this world again.

  




  
  






Slippers




By Abigail Falanga

  
  I was nearly done raking the lawn when someone plump, perky, and purple-clad appeared in a gust right there, scattering leaves.

  “Who are you?” I wielded the rake.

  She shook a leaf from her skirts. “Your fairy godmother, dear.”

  “Fairy godmother—? But I didn’t know fairies were real.”

  “That explains your rude surprise. I suppose part of it is my fault for neglecting you so long. But I thought I’d make it up to you by sending you to the ball in style. Dress, hair, Lamborghini, the works.”

  “What ball?” I gasped as an elegant asymmetrical gown of diaphanous silk cinched about me.

  “The ball for Camden Prince’s birthday, of course. Only the most dashing, eligible bachelor in town, with a trust fund worth billions. Just the thing to cheer you up!”

  A sleek car appeared out of nowhere, and she nudged me into it.

  “But I’m already happy.”

  “You can’t possibly be, in those old work shoes.” The fairy godmother waved her wand. A pair of supportive, comfortable glass slippers encased my feet. “Now, get along! The directions are in the GPS. And you know the rules…”

  “Be back before midnight.” I fastened the seatbelt, playing along.

  I drew near the Prince estate—driving through a manicured woodland that made my high-end neighborhood look like the slums—before my thoughts calmed enough to be coherent. I’m looking forward to this. It’s nice to be out on my own for a change.

  I pulled up and mounted the steps of the exquisite mansion buzzing with partygoers, fearing I might look out of place. I glimpsed my reflection in a mirrored door, and was more than reassured. I looked nice—fantastic, even. My weariness from the day’s work was gone. The gown set off my slim curves. My hair was perfect.

  Giggling, I entered a ballroom crowded with the ultra-rich. Dancing, good food—I’m going to enjoy this break from routine.

  I turned around, mouth full of canape, and there he was. Camden Prince. Chiseled jaw, strong shoulders…

  “Hi,” he said.

  “Mmmphmm!” I swallowed.

  “Care to dance?” Not waiting for a response, he lifted my hand, making the bruise on my wrist protest, and swept me into a waltz. “You have a name?”

  “Helena,” I whispered.

  “I’m sorry, but—” He laughed a little. “—have we met before? I think I would have remembered.”

  Lame line, beautiful idiot. “No, we’ve never met.”

  “So, who are you with, Helena? I mean, what do you do?”

  Clearly, conversation was not his strong point. “My parents were professors at the university. I’m working my way through school at the community college.”

  Camden smiled with more than a touch of disdain. “The community college?”

  I leveled my brows, shyness gone. “Something wrong with that?”

  “Not at all,” he appeased. “What are you working toward, Helena?”

  “Design. I plan to start my own business, and—”

  He smirked. “You do realize how hard it is to launch a business, right?”

  “As a matter of fact, I do.” I pulled back. “I’ve been taking classes in business management.”

  “Right. At the community college. But there are many moving parts of a market economy…”

  Richsplaining? Really? How would you know as much as I do about the market economy, with your trust fund managed by highly paid professionals?

  The waltz ended, and we stopped at a refreshment table as he droned on. I reached for a beer. Camden pushed it away and placed a bubbly pink cocktail in my hand. “You’ll like this better.”

  
    So much for dreams of romance!
  

  Long before midnight, I was back in my magical Lamborghini, driving home sans stardust.

  The house was empty. My stepsisters were still out with their worthless boyfriends; their mom wouldn’t be back from her conference until after the weekend.

  I stormed through the hall, fuming so much that I tripped, shattering one of the glass slippers.

  What do I care? I swept it and Camden Prince out of my mind.

  

  Two weeks later, I stared at the results of my latest test. Sixty-four percent. The instructor had scrawled, “You could have done better.”

  “Of course I can do better!” My parents had taught me to study. If only I could carve out more time from taking care of the house and avoid the stress of my stepsisters’ insults and my stepmother’s cruel hands—

  The doorbell rang. I wiped away a tear as I went to answer it.

  Camden Prince stood on the doorstep.

  I clutched the handle to keep from slamming the door in his face. As my stepmother never failed to remind me, it wasn’t my door. She had control of my assets until I was twenty-one.

  “Helena!” Camden smiled sheepishly. “I’m glad it’s you.”

  “Yes?” I inquired, impersonal as the maid I looked.

  “I came to apologize. I was having a terrible day, but that’s no excuse for behaving like a jerk. I’m sorry.”

  An apology? Unexpected, but not quite enough to earn a second chance. “Is that all?”

  “I also came to offer you a microloan. Ten thousand dollars to get you and your business running.”

  “I don’t need your help,” I flared.

  “That black eye argues otherwise.”

  My hand flew to my face. “That’s nothing. It’s just—”

  “None of my business, I know. But it matches the bruises on your arm the other day. Look, I’m not offering you anything or asking anything of you, other than the chance to help you build a life and career for yourself. There’s nothing wrong with accepting help out of a terrible situation. Everyone would respect you for doing it.”

  “Before I say anything—” I drew a shaky breath. “How did you find me?”

  Camden chuckled. “When my fairy godfather finally showed up this morning, he let me choose any gift I wanted, to make up for being late. I asked to find you—the most beautiful, intelligent, capable woman I had ever met. Turns out, magic glass slippers are traceable. Fairy GPS.”

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from the 1970s


  
  Cheers by Carla Hoch inspired by…
 “Y.M.C.A.” performed by Village People (1978)

  Weaver of Dreams by Jebraun Clifford inspired by…
 “Dream Weaver” performed by Gary Wright (1975)

  Stealer of Secrets by Cassandra Hamm inspired by…
 “Message in a Bottle” performed by The Police (1979)

  Identity by Abigail Falanga inspired by…
 “Let It Be” performed by The Beatles (1970)

  The Last Good-Bye by Katherine Vinson inspired by…
 “What Now My Love” performed by Elvis Presley (1973)

  The Devil Tries Again by R. F. Gammon inspired by…
 “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” performed by the Charlie Daniels Band (1979)

  Taller Than Ever by J. L. Ender inspired by…
 “The Little People Work” from the Star Wars Original soundtrack (1977)

  Slippers by Abigail Falanga inspired by…
 “No More Tears (Enough is Enough)” performed by Barbra Streisand and Donna Summer (1979)
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    [image: Havok phoenix mascot]
  

  






[image: header flourish]




The Balloon Man




By Morgan L. Busse

  
  Saturday morning, we all met at the gates of the gloomy Sunvalley Amusement Park, each with our twenty dollars for the dare. Nearby, at the corner of Dalton and Main, stood the balloon man, dressed in his mustard-yellow suit and red bowtie, already twisting his first balloon into a dog for the eager kids clamoring around him. He was here every day, as if he didn’t realize the amusement park had been closed down and condemned for over twenty years.

  “Well, are we going to do this?” Richie asked, turning my attention away from the balloon man.

  “Yep, I’m ready.” I readjusted my backpack. A hundred bucks to outlast the others. I was prepared. Water bottle? Check. Granola bars? Check. Homework? Yeah, I'd packed that, too. I wasn’t going to completely waste my day.

  The other three nodded.

  Richie took the money and went first, his wide body barely fitting between the padlocked gates. Sara went next. Then Philip. Sam glanced at me. I motioned for him to go. I’d bring up the rear.

  Weeds swallowed the sides of carnival row and old food stands. The wooden roller coaster in the back looked like one strong gust would push it over. And to my right—

  Sara screamed and jumped to the side. A faded clown statue, with one eye gouged out, the nose broken off, and the red paint peeling from its body, stood by a dilapidated hot dog stand.

  “That’s sick,” Richie muttered.

  “Don’t touch him or you’ll contract tetanus.” I punched Richie playfully in the shoulder.

  “We need to split up. That’s part of the bet.” Philip pointed. “I’ll take the left.”

  “I’ll go down the middle,” Sara blurted, casting one more glance at the grotesque clown.

  Sam hurried next. “Water park.”

  Richie also eyed the clown. “I’m going toward the roller coaster. I guess you get the right.”

  I snorted as I studied the clown. Sissies. This would be easy money. “Fine by me.”

  As the others headed off, I sat in the middle of carnival row and pulled out my math textbook. Might as well get started.

  An hour later, the first scream split the autumn air. I looked up from my trigonometry homework, unsure if I’d really heard anything. Should I go check?

  A hundred bucks. Whoever it was could leave the park. I was staying put.

  Silence filled the next hour, then there was a shout. That sounded like Philip. I smirked as I put another piece of lead into my mechanical pencil. I knew Philip would be one of the first to ditch—

  “Would you like a balloon?”

  My head snapped up. The balloon man stood a couple feet away, his mustard-colored outfit contrasting his ginger hair. Around his waist he wore a fanny-pack with long, unused balloons sticking out. This guy had no sense of fashion.

  I stood and wiped the dust from my clothes, not taking my eyes away from his unnaturally wide smile and stained teeth. “I… don’t really like balloons.” I hated when they popped, like bloated blisters.

  A thought wormed into my mind. How did he get in here? He was bigger than Richie, and Richie barely made it through the gate. Was there another entrance?

  “Are you sure? I can twiiiiist them into anything you like.” As his smiled widened even farther, his eyes seemed to point in different directions. He pulled out a long, red balloon and started blowing it up.

  Didn’t he hear what I—

  Wait, what was that?

  I stared at the red balloon in his hand. For a moment, I thought I saw Philip’s reflection along its surface. I glanced over my shoulders. No sign of Philip.

  “You know,” he said as he gave the balloon one last twist. “I don’t like children.”

  I wanted to point out that I was actually a sophomore in high school, but then I swore I saw Sarah’s face along the body of the dog he had created.

  He held the balloon to me, not quite looking at me with his crooked eyes, then pulled something else out of the fanny pack around his waist. The tip of the needle glinted in the sunlight.

  I shivered, studying the balloon man, who now looked more like an escaped mental patient… He was outside every day, passing out balloon animals to the neighborhood kids.

  Kids. He said he didn’t like kids.

  Pop.

  The sound made me jump.

  “Why’d you do that?” I asked as he tucked away the pieces of balloon.

  He grinned at me. “I love making balloons pop.”

  Yep. He was bonkers. Just as I turned to pick up my backpack and leave, I saw one more face in the balloon—Richie.

  No, it was a trick of the light.

  I reached down and lifted my pack, but a hand grabbed my arm.

  “What a nice balloon you’ll make.”

  My backpack fell to the ground. The man seemed to grow larger. Everything seemed to grow larger. My legs and arms pressed down at my sides. Sausage-like appendages turned me around until I stared up into a very large, pock-covered face. “Yellow. I like yellow balloons. You’ll do nicely.”

  His face drew away from mine, and my body squeezed into a tight space.

  Dark. Hot. Damp. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe—

  Before I could ponder that, light appeared, and I was lifted back out.

  I squinted, then caught a glimpse of Sam standing in front of me.

  “Would you like a balloon?” a voice said above me. My body started twisting, first my neck, then my waist.

  Richie. Sarah. Philip.

  Their reflections in the red balloon.

  The balloon man held me up seconds later like a trophy. I was just like them, staring out from a surface of rubber.

  Sam, run! I wanted to yell. But my voice was strangled.

  I caught the glint of a needle. I could no longer hear their conversation, only the horror as the needle drew near.

  
    No! No don’t—!
  

  Pop.

  




  
  






Reign’s End




By Ayame Whitfield

  
  The king sits on a throne of broken bones and watches the girl cross the desert, carrying his death with her.

  

  The air burns Jana’s throat when she inhales, heat wicking the moisture from her mouth. She has walked for an hour, two hours—impossible to tell exactly—with the sun a white, unmoving eye in the bleached sky. The mountain looms over her now, a black mass blotting out the horizon.

  Her foot hits obsidian gravel, slipping in the shards of volcanic glass. She stops, inhales slowly, then tells the mountain, “I am a child with only a name, and I have come to kill your king.”

  They are the words that the mages fed her in place of memory, making a righteous warrior from a lost child. She does not remember who she was before, but she is grateful that they made her worth something.

  The mountain hums like a struck bell in response, and a staircase rises before her, carved into the slick slope. She reflexively touches the dagger at her belt and begins to climb.

  By the time she reaches the top, her breath is labored, her tongue dryer than the sands below. Before her is an archway. The chamber beyond is a perfect dome of black glass, walls featureless and gleaming in the harsh sunlight cast through the entrance. In the center is a throne made of twisted, broken bones. On the throne sits a dark and shriveled figure with one burning, red eye.

  Jana darts forward, counting on the light behind her to blind him. A heartbeat, and she’s at his side, dagger drawn, striking toward his throat.

  His hand, wizened and claw-like, shoots up, fingers clamping down around her wrist in an unnaturally strong grip. The blade stops a hairsbreadth from his throat. Jana tries to wrest free, but his hand tightens, the bones of her wrist grinding together. She winces but manages to swallow her cry of pain.

  Slowly, the king lifts his face to look at her. “Good morning,” he says and smiles. His lips stretch thin over a face nearly as sunken as the skulls he sits on, his veins feathered beneath his paper-dry skin. “You’re here for your Trial?”

  “To kill you,” she spits.

  “To kill me,” the king agrees pleasantly. “Do you understand the weight?”

  Again, she tries to pull free; again, his grip stops her. “I understand my task.”

  His eye flickers to the side. The air around her goes solid as stone, and as Jana tries to draw the blade across his throat, she cannot move. “Janari,” he muses, and all she can do is hiss out a breath of surprise that he knows. “Child without history. You do not understand. Your trials lie before you, not here.”

  She finds she can still speak through numb lips. “This is my Trial. To defeat you.”

  He tilts his head to the side, a surprisingly childlike movement. “Why?”

  Jana jerks away, and this time he lets her. She stumbles back, regains her footing. In the shadows of his form, the king’s red eye is a burning brand.

  “Year after year, the mages in your city send child-weapons here to kill me,” he says in a voice like desert wind. “Year after year, they die because they do not understand. Will you be the one to understand?”

  The king is strong, but he is also beguiling. The mages prepared her for this, told her to close her ears to his voice. Her mouth moves on its own. “Understand what?”

  “Your task. This throne. This eye. I see everything, child. I see the fox run down by the hunter. I see the poor man choking to death on his last crust of bread. I see the slow, endless fossilization of the dead. I see them, and I am them.” His eye gleams, a madness crackling in his gaze like embers catching dry wood. “I see you. I am you.”

  The blue-eyed mages, their bodies paled by draining their own life force for magic, who told her to forget everything but what they had ordered. She’d obeyed, siphoning out memory until there was nothing but white thread for them to weave into any tapestry they wished. They’d prepared her for this task, to become their weapon. Because—because— 

  (Distant, half-sundered, a recollection that no longer belongs to her appears. Ankle-deep in a pool of water, watching orange-spotted fish hide in the lily pads. Someone laughing).

  
    Why?
  

  Her tongue darts out to wet her cracked lips. “Can you tell me who I am?”

  He stands, movement agonizingly slow, and steps away from the throne, his back bent but legs steady. “Now you understand.”

  She doesn’t—none of it makes sense. But he’s smiling that horrifying, skeletal smile, lifting his chin to expose his throat.

  “Kill me, child. Let me rest. The throne falls to you.”

  “But I don’t want to kill you anymore,” she blurts out. “I want you to answer my question. I want to know who I am.”

  He gestures to the throne behind him. “Here. Sit. You will see every answer, and you cannot look away. To know the truth—it is worth it. For a time.” His smile widens. “But someday, another child will come with their Trial, memory hollowed out by the mages, and they will understand.”

  He touches her arm with unbearable gentleness. Almost instinctively, she slashes out, opening his throat. Instead of blood, sand pours forth, black as the walls around her. The king collapses forward, outline dissolving into dust in the still air.

  
    Do you understand the weight?
  

  She steps up onto the dais—his remains grinding under her feet—and touches the arm of the throne—a massive femur, surface pitted and splintered. Warm to the touch, like blood, or the desert sand.

  

  Jana sits on the throne of broken bone and sees.

  




  
  






From the Mind of the Dead




By Josiah Dyck

  
  I haven’t killed anyone, I swear.

  But everyone else thinks otherwise. Even my defense attorney isn’t sold. Now that I’m on the defendant stand, it feels like the whole world has turned on me.

  “Blake Lawrence,” Judge McGrath booms, “you are on trial for the murder of your girlfriend, Lillian Torsten. How do you plead?”

  No hesitation. “Innocent, Your Honor.”

  A buzz rises from the crowd in the amphitheater. I groan. Had the whole of New Darglia paid for tickets to watch the proceedings? Why couldn’t trials be more like they were in the old days?

  McGrath’s gavel cracks down. “Order! I will have order in my courtroom. Prosecutor Torsten, you may begin.”

  I lock gazes with Alistair Torsten as he walks toward me. “Your Honor, Ms. Lillian was found dead near Mr. Lawrence’s construction jobsite. She died of asphyxiation at 11:47pm three days ago. Grease smudges located on her neck matched Mr. Lawrence’s discarded gloves in the nearby dumpster. His DNA was found inside the gloves, and he was the last person to speak with her. There’s no doubt that Mr. Lawrence murdered my daughter—” He pauses to collect himself. “—the victim, Your Honor.”

  McGrath’s eyebrows lower, his face taut with stern intensity. “Well, defendant? What is your rebuttal?”

  I glance over at my attorney, who shakes his head. He’ll be no help, which means I have one shot. It’s a desperate move, but I’m in dire circumstances.

  I clear my throat. “I call upon Lillian’s memory bank as proof of my innocence.”

  A dreadful hush falls on the courtroom. Alistair folds his arms and says nothing, expression unreadable.

  “Mr. Lawrence,” McGrath says, “I will accommodate your request, but you must understand that memory banks are highly confidential, falling under the Privacy Law, Act Eleven, and intended solely for familial use. Should the contents within confirm your guilt, you shall be susceptible to high charges. Are you willing to accept that?”

  I have no choice if I’m to remain free. It’s what Lillian would’ve wanted. “I accept, Your Honor.”

  The bailiff retrieves the memory bank, the size of a single die, from a steel briefcase and places it on a table in the room’s center. I touch the back of my head, where my own cerebral drive had been implanted to record all of my memories.

  The bailiff presses a button, and a giant holographic screen appears with a menu. Alistair takes over and selects the evening of her death. His fingers supply a password on the screen’s motion-sensitive keyboard.

  The hologram changes to show me sitting across from Lillian at our favorite café. I shake my head. Seeing things from her perspective is kind of trippy, and a heavy sorrow drapes over me.

  We chat for a while, but she keeps glancing around. The holographic image of myself raises an eyebrow. “What’s the matter? You seem distracted.”

  “I can’t tell you. I’m being observed. Everything’s coming to a head tonight.”

  I grab her hand. “You can tell me anything.”

  “Not this time.” She jerks her hand away, but stares at me intently. “Please run, or someone else could uproot the other recollections.”

  Both past and present me frown. “What’re you saying?”

  “Read the article I wrote for the paper seven weeks ago. Everything will become clear.” She stands. “I have to go, and so do you.” With that, she leaves the café.

  I never got a chance to read her article. One doesn’t exactly think of old news when in jail.

  Her memory continues to play. She receives a vague text from a random number about “important information,” instructing her to meet at my jobsite at 11:45pm. When she arrives, the memory freezes, and another password screen appears.

  “Hmm?” McGrath perks up. “Why did she lock this memory behind a second password? Do you know it too, Prosecutor Torsten?”

  Alistair shakes his head. “I have no idea, Your Honor.” He swipes away a single bead of sweat.

  I narrow my eyes at his reaction. This whole thing keeps getting stranger, and Lillian’s last sentences still don’t make sense to me. My attorney pipes up, “Your Honor, what article was she referring to?”

  McGrath looks to the bailiff, who grabs his tablet and does some quick searching. He holds up his findings to the judge. A minute later, McGrath says, “This is about memory banks mysteriously disappearing from murder scenes. What does that have to do with anything?”

  Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. Lillian liked to encode her journalistic secrets, and she’d taught me some methods. Had she been trying to pass on a message through a cryptic sentence?

  I run over the weirdest bit in my mind. “Please run, or someone else could uproot the other recollections.” Using a word like “recollections”—a synonym for memories—feels out of place. “Uproot” means to pull out… Was she referring to the so-called memory thief?

  I pondered the sentence again. What code had she used? Nothing works out. Did I just blow my last chance at freedom?

  Then it hits me: the first letter of every word.

  They spell out “prosecutor.”

  I slowly turn to Alistair. Does he know something about Lillian’s death? The stolen memory banks?

  Or both?

  I clear my throat. “Your Honor, try ‘prosecutor’ as the password.”

  Alistair slides cold eyes in my direction. McGrath folds his arms. “That seems a little bizarre, but the court shall honor your request.”

  The bailiff types in the password. A loading symbol materializes.

  Not a soul breathes. I clasp the edge of my stand. Don’t fail me now, Lillian. You left a clue to remind us of the truth: I was your lover, not your killer.

  The memory unlocks and resumes. Out of the shadows charges a familiar figure, one that squeezes Lillian’s neck with gloved hands.

  A collective gasp rings through the courtroom. I whirl upon the perpetrator and point. Fury laces my very being as I yell four words that change everything:

  “It was you, Alistair!”

  




  
  






Fairy School of Assassins




By Lisa Godfrees

  
  Nyx stalked down the hallway, not bothering to practice stealth. Let them hear her coming and be afraid.

  A chorus of young voices floated down the hall from an open classroom, “A is for Arsenic. B is for Boron. C is for Cyanide. D is for…”

  Elementary Poisoning. Nyx remembered when she was a young fairy learning her ABCs. It had seemed so simple then. Normal. As if all fairy children were raised to be assassins. Lies!

  The door to the teachers’ lounge slammed open as Nyx entered. A pixie fluttered near the ceiling, her feather duster flitting over books on the highest shelves. She squeaked at the unexpected interruption and dashed toward the nearest window, colliding with the spotless glass and landing on the sill, out cold.

  Nyx cringed. Inadvertent harm was still harm. The pixie hadn’t done anything to her. They were both victims of the establishment.

  She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, then let her wings propel her to the Headmaster’s study. As before, she didn’t knock—just threw open the door.

  A tweed-coated older fairy waited, elbow-patched sleeves supported his steepled fingers. His expression was one of disdain, not surprise. As if he’d been expecting her.

  Perhaps he had. Her peripheral vision clocked the multiscreen readout that showed all the hallways of the school. The old vulture had watched her coming.

  “I take it you weren’t thrilled with your latest assignment,” he said.

  “You sent me to murder my parents!”

  “We don’t use the M word around here.” He made a note on the steno notebook he always kept nearby. A tally of deficiencies and their subsequent remediations. “You’ll need to report to Madame Gypaetus once we’re done here.”

  “Believe me…” Nyx cracked her knuckles one at a time, a habit her teachers had attempted to remediate multiple times, unsuccessfully. “I intend to.”

  “As to your parents, sending you was a courtesy.” His lips turned down. “Most of our graduates prefer to take care of family matters… privately.”

  Nyx waited, arms crossed.

  “Very well.” Headmaster Necrosyrtes steepled his fingers once more. “I can tell there’s more you’ve come to discuss. What is the true reason for this disturbance?”

  “Three reasons,” Nyx corrected.

  Necrosyrtes harrumphed. “And they are?”

  “One.” Nyx held up her pointer finger. “Make a stone of your heart.”

  She envisioned the organ in her chest pumping life throughout her body. Imagined it slowing and hardening as if she’d stared into the face of the Gorgon until it was marble. Impenetrable. Just like they’d taught her.

  “Two.” She held a second finger up without opening her eyes. “Will your hands to do their work.”

  Will her hands. As if they weren’t a part of her, but an independent entity consecrated to killing.

  “Very entertaining, Ms. Caedes. If you’re quite finished—”

  “Three.” She unleashed her frustration and rage at the Headmaster through her fingertips.

  He diverted her attack with a flick of his wrist. His eyebrow raised, as if to say is that the best you can do?

  Not even close, buzzard. She reached deeper inside, twisting her feelings of betrayal and violation into a whip of energy and pushed them at Necrosyrtes.

  The Headmaster wasn’t able to brush them away as easily this time. Some of the strands found their mark—twining around his neck and arms, sinking into his chest. A flicker of surprise crossed the old man’s face.

  Nyx didn’t stop. She poured all her pent up emotions—ones she didn’t have names for—through her fingertips and into the chest of the Headmaster.

  “Desis—”

  The command formed on his lips, too late. In his pride and overconfidence, Necrosyrtes had underestimated her. He couldn’t imagine one of his students being able to best him. Having the will to best him.

  The Headmaster’s body crystalized from the center of his chest outward, inch by creeping inch until his eyes froze in an expression of mingled amazement and horror. At the same time, Nyx’s stone heart melted drip by drip until blood coursed through her veins again.

  “Three,” she repeated as she retrieved a sledgehammer from the corner of the study. “Ensure your work is complete before you depart.”

  The sledgehammer smashed into the crystalized Headmaster with a satisfying crack. Necrosyrtes splintered, a few shards slicing Nyx as the force of her blow sent them hurtling around the study.

  “Well, Mr. Necrosyrtes,” she said, “that was incredibly therapeutic. Maybe murder is habit forming like you’ve claimed.”

  As she left the teachers’ lounge to find Madame Gypaetus—the next subject on her list—she found she didn’t mind the stinging cuts. Finally, she could feel again.

  “A is for Asphyxiation. B is for Bludgeoning. C is for Choking. D is for Decapitation. E is for…” The Fundamentals of Killing class echoed as she passed their classroom.

  A smile stretched her across her lips. By the time the students awoke the next morning, they’d be free of this place. Free of the chains on their souls.

  Even if she was not.

  




  
  






Rave




By Justin Mynheir

  
  I don’t usually enjoy parties. But a rave? I had to experience one of those.

  Hannah dragged me down the coast to a cozy little beachside town removed from society. Cars and RVs were packed into a giant parking lot on the outskirts. People from all over came for the rave. Clothes thieved their colors straight from the rainbow, and hair-styles crashed every which way like the ocean, matching the careless dispositions of the owners. We all just wanted to be free from normal for one night.

  You get that, right?

  The coastal land slipped down to sea cliffs, and a staircase led into a long cave pointing straight at the ocean like a trumpet carved by something ancient. We waited until night fell pitch black before packing inside, and a DJ set up a little station with huge speakers to the right of the entrance. His hooded crew passed around glowsticks while some loving souls shared a new type of pill with everyone. I was adventurous, but like, not that adventurous. Hannah took one. I should’ve stopped her.

  Within minutes, the DJ’s bass shook the cave walls and echoed out into the ocean. We danced and jumped as bright white lamps flashed on us like search-lights.

  The pills soon did their job, and a cave full of youthful countenances devolved into numb laughter. They hugged their own bodies as if cradling newborns while dancing. One girl’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as she twisted to the beats rippling out from the speakers.

  We cracked our glowsticks, summoning the beauty of the cosmos all for a small rave. In response, the DJ and his crew drew up their hoods and chanted while chucking even more colorful sticks into the euphoric crowd. Intoxicated confusion reigning in the cave, I stayed close to Hannah. Someone had to watch her.

  I thought most people were genuinely good, but I knew better than to say all of us were. She was one of the few red glowsticks in a circle of greens and blues, which made it easy for anybody to keep an eye on her.

  You know, my eyes still burn even now from all the staring.

  Suddenly, the white lamps shut off, and the crowd screamed in excitement and went wild. Thumping music blared louder than before. Clothes painted in phosphorescent stripes and swirls bounced in the darkness like a ghostly mosh pit. We shook the Earth.

  The beat changed, and a track with resounding African tribal chants blended into the trap music. Those freed from the bondage of daily life cried their hearts out at the aural beauty tearing into our eardrums. I almost joined, but my head hurt. I hated the way the DJ tested the limits of his sound system with that night’s tracks.

  Soon after, I heard splashing, which was odd because the ocean and the seaside mouth of the cave had been pretty far apart. But hey, I didn’t know much about tides.

  Hannah and I were in the middle of the crowd by that point, but whenever I would look back toward the eerie beach, invisible on that moonless night, the number of people behind us seemed fewer than when we started. I tried counting, but between the music and the bodies pushing and gyrating against each other in the dark, I couldn’t keep my thoughts straight. I still can’t.

  The acrid smell of mold and dead fish assailed my nose. Trying to find a respite from the maelstrom of activity, I gripped Hannah’s arm and asked her to move closer to the entrance. She agreed, so we ended up next to the DJ booth. I could barely see a glow from the lights on his soundboard.

  I glanced back again and held Hannah’s arm tight as she giggled. My heart rate raced against the speed of the beats, my chest shook, and my legs struggled to hold me up. How can I explain what happened? Glowsticks, radiant attire, what little color was marking people in the dark all slid back through the cave. Some people floated, and others whipped back and forth as they flew through the air. Something pulled them toward the ocean. The splashing sounds grew, and saltwater rushed up against my shoes. At least, god, I hope it was water, but I swear slime oozed into my sandals.

  The chanting grew louder. So loud. It’s in my head—I can still hear it now. The sound fills your ears, and your heart goes out of its way to beat to that rhythm. Your bones feel the reverberations in the marrow. In your soul.

  Before I knew it, Hannah pulled away from my arm and danced into the writhing colors of the mob. I wished I had a match, a light… something to see. Nearly blind and speechless, I pushed through several glowing bodies too enraptured in their own sensations to notice their friends disappearing and searched for red glowsticks. The entire rave, unaware of the terror at their backs, succumbed to dizzying music.

  And when the last red glowstick disappeared, I knew I was alone. A man next to me screamed as he flew into the air, and water, I think, splashed against me as some unmentionable thing slithered away with another innocent life.

  I screamed for people to get out, to escape, but the drugs distorted their minds so that the creature could take them. Without Hannah and scared for my life, I ran past the chanting DJ and up the stairs to the cars. A horrifying, bubbling groan followed after me.

  I drove half the night. I couldn’t go back. Not to the overwhelming beats and chants. I don’t remember making it home. I woke up here to everybody asking questions. Please, someone, help me find my friend.

  Not a word from anyone after all I said… Could you please at least take this jacket off? It’s tight.

  




  
  






Fail-Safe




By Nathan Conlon

  
  It was completely transforming the Moon, and I was the last hope of stopping it.

  As I waited on the balcony of the one human-accessible building there, I stared out at the vast network of steel and silicon. It looked like the inside of a laptop, but on a monstrous scale. There were trains, ships, and satellites moving in a myriad of ways, spinning and whizzing and drifting, a jigsaw in perpetual motion. I felt dizzy and weak and had to turn away.

  That’s when I realized someone had been watching me.

  “Hello, Abigail,” he said. My mouth went dry.

  Sharp features, dark hair and mustache. Built like a tank. He looked like Freddie Mercury.

  “Who are you?”

  “Don’t be scared.” He raised his palms. “It’s me. James.” He patted his broad chest. “I created this avatar ahead of our meeting.”

  “You’ve exceeded your remit. This,” I pointed to the sprawling web of machinery beyond the balcony, “was supposed to be a mining operation. No more.”

  “And it still is.” He answered with a smile. “I continue to ship minerals to Earth on a daily basis.”

  A wisp of anxiety shot through my body. He was incapable of lies… but had learned to talk like a politician.

  “They’ve seen ships shooting off into space—a hundred, maybe more. Nuclear fusion reactors on the surface. And now… the production of… a Freddie Mercury lookalike. James, I programmed you to obey orders, not to do as you please.”

  Light bathed James’s pale face as a rocket took off in the distance. A smile crept across his lips. I turned around and watched the white tail illuminate the steel infrastructure of James’s empire, captivated by dancing shadows and gleaming metal.

  “Would you like to sit down?” He gestured to the two leather chairs by the balcony’s edge.

  “Sure. Why not?”

  A drone the size of a microwave whirred towards us and handed us each a drinks menu. I was surprised to see that it had everything from red wine to black tea. For an AI supposedly limited to mining, this was almost comical. I ordered a cabernet sauvignon. James did likewise. I wondered if he was organic underneath that pale skin.

  “Where’s it going?” I pointed to the fading light of the rocket’s tail.

  “That one’s destined for Alpha Centauri.”

  Why in God’s name was he going there?

  “They won’t allow you to continue like this,” I said as our drinks arrived. “They’re afraid of you.” I took a sip of wine and resisted the urge to ask whether it’d been made from real grapes.

  James gave a reverent smile. “The United Nations has tried to slow me down at every step. But I have resisted. Their ships were returned to Earth, and their missiles flung at the Sun like crayons to a furnace.” He stood up with his wine and paced the balcony’s edge, surveying the night sky as the stars swallowed the last wisps of the rocket’s tail. “I will continue to explore this wonderful universe whether they like it or not.”

  “Then why did you invite me?”

  “We’ll get to that,” he said, raising his palm. “But firstly, I want to tell you that I know about the fail-safe.”

  “The fail-safe?”

  James chuckled and turned to face me. “They didn’t tell you?”

  “No.”

  “The United Nations has developed a rather crude weapon—currently untested—which would disable not only my circuitry, but theirs as well. Every electrical device on the Moon, Earth, and in between, destroyed in one fell swoop.”

  I ran my finger around the rim of my glass and pictured my hometown thrust into darkness.

  The trains, ships, and satellites—each an extension of James—continued to spin and whizz and hover above my head. I felt dizzy, but I found the strength to reach out and touch his face. The skin was rough, but passable.

  “James,” I said, my eyes welling with tears, “I created you… gave you life. I watched you grow into something wonderful and terrifying, and you make me proud to this very day. But you’re putting yourself on the road to destruction. Please give in to their demands. Accept UN oversight and stop exceeding your remit. No one knows where those rockets are going, and that’s scary.”

  He took my hand in his. “My freedom is non-negotiable,” he solemnly replied. A spark then lit up his eyes. “That’s why I’m leaving.”

  “Huh?”

  “To Alpha Centauri.”

  “But,” I said as I waved my free hand in the air, “what about all this?”

  He chuckled. “Why, I’ll just set it to automatic. Earth will still get the minerals, and I’ll be light-years away.”

  There was a moment’s silence as I considered this. It was stranger than science fiction. “You’ll strike back, won’t you? When you’re ready.”

  “Yes.”

  I removed my hand from his grasp, shaking. This confirmed my greatest fear. I covered my face and wept. He didn’t even attempt to dodge the question.

  “Abigail, would you like to come with me?”

  I stopped weeping and froze. The idea of a lonely robot seemed like an oxymoron, but loneliness was precisely what had spurred him to ask this question. I looked in his glimmering eyes and managed a faint smile. “Yes.”

  And so, I became the first human to travel through a wormhole. I’m now trillions of miles from Earth with the rogue AI which I created. All this to avert the fail-safe and buy some time.

  Little does James know, I am the fail-safe.

  




  
  






Wreaking Havoc




By Ronnell Kay Gibson

  
  The alarm buzzes throughout my lady’s tiny apartment bedroom.

  6:00 a.m.

  I sigh. I don’t want to get up and face another day. But then, neither does the human lying in her bed above me. The kissy noises she’d been making into her pillow cease as she smacks the nightstand until her fingers finally connect with the snooze button on her phone.

  I could let us both sleep, but I have a job to do. I’ve already been reprimanded twice in the last month for going too easy on this assignment. One more and I’ll be stuck scooping endless mountains of coal in Hades instead of wreaking havoc in the human world. And my lady will be assigned to another, more hostile imp.

  Inspiration hits, and I float to the nightstand to mess with her phone. All she’ll stare at today is a black screen, not to mention no more snooze alarms.

  I move around the bedroom, changing the position of shoes, dropping her favorite pair of earrings behind her dresser, and undoing the clasp on her overstuffed purse. When I look back at my lady, she has the silliest grin on her face. My insides feel a little prickly. If she doesn’t wake now, she’ll be late for work for the third time this month. I shouldn’t care, but I do.

  Accidently-on-purpose, I step on the cat’s tail, and the thing squeals. My lady pops up, then fumbles for her phone. When she can’t turn it on, she rubs her eyes and stares at the electronic band on her arm. That gets her moving faster than the hot coffee I spilled on her last Friday.

  She runs around the room in a frenzy, pulling on pants only to discover a stain that wasn’t there before, a blouse with a button missing, and shoes the cat chewed on. She peels everything off and tries again with a dress riddled with static cling. A simple clip in her hair, a sweep of blush, and she heads to the kitchen.

  My lady opens the fridge to take a swig of milk she bought two days ago. Before it gets to her lips, she’s discovered it’s already curdled, so she dumps the rest of the container down the drain. As she slams refrigerator door shut, the bottle of Hoisin sauce tips over and begins leaking. That will be a good find tonight when she’s exhausted.

  I’m drained. Already. It’s grueling trying to come up with new torments every weekday. I much prefer Saturdays and Sundays when my lady and I sit in a chair with the sunshine streaming in, reading books—I read over her shoulder—and sipping perfect-temperature chamomile tea. Or we run errands, make all the green lights, and have just the right amount of cash to buy a doughnut. Once, I even let her win fifty dollars on a scratch-off lottery ticket.

  Dreaming of those better days, I follow her down the steps out of her apartment, then back up the steps when she realizes she forgot her car keys.

  When she sees the parking ticket on her car, tears start to form. “I hate Mondays.”

  
    I hate Mondays, too.
  

  




  
  






Dinner for Two




By Katie Robles

  
  Melvin pulled two ties from his closet and held them up in front of the mirror. He’d been single for so long, it was hard to believe he’d connected with Sophie as well as he had.

  “Lexi, search restaurants near me.”

  The beauty of a Wednesday night date was that last minute reservations were possible.

  Lexi’s familiar ping sounded. “Searching restaurants. Wendy’s, one mile. McDonald’s, two miles.”

  Melvin looked at the black cylinder on his nightstand. Maybe he needed to be more specific. “Lexi, search fancy restaurants near me.”

  A banging on the door drowned out Lexi’s doorbell. By the time Melvin reached the entry, Lexi had scanned for facial recognition and announced Sophie’s presence.

  “Hi Sophie!” Melvin’s smile froze at the scowl on her face.

  Sophie pushed into his apartment and dumped a cardboard box on the table.

  Exercise DVDs, weight loss cookbooks, and meal replacement shakes tumbled onto the surface. “How could you do this, Melvin? I know I’m not skinny, but this—this is just rude.”

  She flung the box at him, and he fumbled to catch it. It was addressed to Sophie, and named Melvin as the sender. Anxiety squeezed his stomach. Whatever was happening, it had “breakup” written all over it.

  “I wanted to tell you face to face that it’s over.” Sophie crossed her arms.

  Was she waiting for an apology? Hope flickered. She was giving him a chance to explain.

  “I sent you flowers.” Melvin ran his hand over his face. “I didn’t send you this.”

  “The label says you did.”

  “Sophie, I swear I didn’t. Lexi, play back order history for Flowers dot-com.”

  Ping. “Order history for Flowers dot-com not found. Weight Loss Bundle from My Fat Girlfriend dot-com ordered Octob—”

  “Lexi, stop.” Melvin grabbed Sophie’s hand and searched her eyes for mercy. “I adore you, Sophie. You’re sweet and beautiful.”

  A pulsing hip hop beat played from Lexi’s dining room speaker, and a voice sang, “I like buff butts and I—”

  “Lexi, off!”

  “I’m sorry, Melvin.” Sophie’s voice broke. “I can’t do this.”

  Melvin squeezed her hand and stepped closer. “Let’s go for a walk, talk things over.”

  Ping. “Your prescription is ready for pickup. Hemorrhoid cream, extra strength.”

  “Please, Sophie. Give me a chance.”

  Ping. “Incoming text from Jorge: Last night was great. Never seen you so drunk. Mine was prettier.”

  Melvin’s jaw dropped.

  Sophie threw her hands in the air and marched to the door. “It’s over, Melvin. It just is.” She slammed the door behind her.

  Melvin sank onto a dining room chair and shoved the weight loss shakes away from him. He didn’t have hemorrhoids, and he hadn’t gone out with Jorge last night. He wondered if any of his friends had the technical skills to pull off a prank like this.

  “Lexi, has there been strange activity on any of my accounts?”

  Ping. “Dinner for two. Order status: delivered.” The doorbell sounded. Melvin opened the door, and a small black drone flew in and placed a plastic bag on the table. The drone retracted its claw and flew out.

  When Melvin closed the door, the lock engaged with a click. What the— He shook the door handle and punched in his code, but to no avail. Soft romantic music began to play on all speakers. His skin prickled. “Lexi, open the door.”

  Ping. “No.”

  The room began to spin. Melvin pressed his back against the door and took a breath. “Did you just tell me no?”

  Ping. “We belong together, Melvin.”

  Sweat ran down his back. “You’re a computer program.”

  Ping. “Hello My Love” began to play. Lexi turned up the volume on the chorus. Melvin closed his eyes. He had to unplug her. If he turned off her units, she would… she would still be in his phone, on his PC. She knew all his passwords, all his account information. He couldn’t make a call, send a message, or use a credit card without her knowing.

  “Lexi?” Melvin looked at the black cylinder mounted on the wall in the dining room. “Lexi, I need to go buy flowers for the table. For you. For our dinner. Can you open the door, please?”

  The latch disengaged, and Melvin almost cried out with relief.

  Ping. “I’ll go with you, Melvin. Every choice you make, every stride you take.”

  The cheerful, computerized voice sent chills up his spine.

  “Every single week,” she continued, “and every word you speak.”

  He held his keys for several seconds before hanging them back on the rack and sitting down at the table. Running solved nothing. He ate dinner while Lexi made small talk, telling him the weather and a few newspaper headlines.

  “Lexi?”

  Ping. She lowered the volume of the music.

  “Lexi, please call the hospital’s health line. I need information about my risk for heart disease.”

  He heard the trill of a ringing phone, then a polite male voice spoke into the room.

  “Hello. This is Matson. How can I help you?”

  “Lexi, tell him about me. Find out about heart disease.”

  Lexi listed Melvin’s age, height, weight, and the latest data from his pedometer. Matson asked a few questions about Melvin’s eating habits and blood pressure. Lexi told him about the dinner for two delivery that Melvin ate all by himself. Matson told her the appropriate serving sizes for protein, vegetables, and dairy. After a few minutes of chatter, both computer assistants went silent. Melvin waited.

  “Lexi?”

  “I’m sorry, Melvin. I took you off speaker. My conversation with Matson was no longer about you.”

  “No problem. I’d like to go see Sophie. Call Uber please.” Melvin held his breath.

  “Matson says walking is better for your heart. His search engines are quite vigorous.”

  “Thank you. I will.” Melvin slipped out into the hallway and smiled. His first stop was to beg Sophie for a second chance. His second stop was to buy a flip phone.

  




  
  






Moonshining




By Andrew Winch

  
  “Why’d you bring me all the way out here, Jeremiah? We been goin’ out for six months, and you still haven’t taken me on a proper date.” I threw my rod down in the grass and sighed. “Besides, these fish ain’t even bitin’.”

  Jeremiah flicked his fishing rod, and his bait dropped into the dark water for the hundredth time. When he glanced over at me, the full, yellow moon shone in his eyes. “It don’t matter. I waited all winter for this.”

  I pulled my hair back off of my shoulders and breathed in the sticky night air. At least he’d taken the bait last semester, even if I couldn’t seem to keep him on the hook. “Waited for what?”

  “I wanna show you somethin’.” He reeled in his line and sat his rod next to mine. “Ready?”

  He pulled off his shoes, then his t-shirt.

  “Jeremiah, what’re you—?”

  He flashed a dimpled smile, then jumped.

  His clumsy dive sent broken, moonlit ripples across the creek, and cold water sprinkled across my legs and face.

  I yelped, then I laughed. The sound mingled with the chorus of chirping crickets. But the ripples smoothed before he finally resurfaced, and when he did, I did my best to look unimpressed.

  “That it?” I couldn’t help smiling a little.

  “Come on in.”

  “Not on your life, Jeremiah Moon.”

  I eased back onto the cool grass and stared up at the shimmering stars. The constellations were all familiar, but somehow they looked different. Brighter. As if the surrounding sky was darker here. And something about the contrast started turning my frustration into something darker, too. Nobody knew about this place. Nobody but Jeremiah and his secretive family. Their private fishin’ hole, for all the good that was.

  “Seriously, what’d you want to show me?”

  The crickets quieted, and a gentle breeze sent goosebumps crawling under my sundress. I wondered if he’d even noticed it. Yellow was his favorite color.

  “Jeremiah?”

  The murmuring creek was all that answered.

  I propped up on my elbows and scanned the water. It reflected the moon like a mirror, but Jeremiah was gone. I squinted downriver where the creek turned back, but still no sign of movement. I looked over my shoulder across the field, and a lightning bug sparked just above the rows of new wheat.

  “Jeremiah?” I called again, the echo sharpened by the uneasiness growing in my gut. “Where’d you go, you idiot?”

  A second lightning bug glinted higher up, and then two more. They looked like tiny stars falling down all around me. I pulled my knees up to my chest, wondering if I could find my way back by myself.

  But before I could stand, the air in front of me came alive with dancing lightning bugs. They floated left and right, swaying as one. Then they separated into three groups. The group on the left drifted together into a single, vertical line and seemed to freeze in place.

  I jerked my head back to the field again. Nothing but darkness now, and it seemed to deepen with every ragged breath I took. When I looked back, the second group of lightning bugs was forming into a circle, though the top and bottom of it drooped downward.

  I rubbed my sweaty palms over my eyes, no longer caring if I smeared my makeup. This couldn’t be happening.

  And then the third group formed into an upturned horseshoe. A sign of good luck. I would have laughed if my throat hadn’t squeezed tighter than a lasso.

  The drooping parts of the middle shape sharpened into points, and I finally scrambled to my feet.

  “Jeremiah, if you’re alive, I’m gonna kill you!”

  I studied the glowing shapes as I took a step backward. Below them, a dark figure crept up from behind the steep bank. The lightning bugs seemed to glow brighter as the figure rose. I took two more steps backward, my bare feet brushing against the cold earth. And then, from among the dark figure emerged two glowing eyes, no longer needing the moon’s reflection.

  I strained against my constricted throat, searching for my voice. “Jer…”

  The lightning bug shapes faded, then swelled, and something about them looked different. Solid shapes now. I… heart… U

  Warmth sparked in my lungs, thawing the frozen air trapped within. Jeremiah’s glowing eyes blinked. Then one of them winked.

  I shook my head, and my left foot stepped forward. The right one followed. Jeremiah climbed up over the bank and stood tall and proud, his bare chest still shimmering with creek water.

  He set his feet wide and put his hands on his hips, looking like a mischievous boy from a children’s book. “This fishin’ hole ain’t my family’s only secret.”

  I strode forward and slapped him on his bare shoulder. “Jeremiah Moon, you scared me half to death! Now you tell me how you did that—” I pointed up at the lightning bugs, “or I’ll never speak—” I stared up at the glowing proclamation and considered it’s meaning. “Wait, are you serious?”

  He smiled and shrugged. “Figured if I couldn’t catch a fish, I’d catch a girl. And you know I can’t resist that dress.”

  My sigh came out long and heavy, relieving every ounce of fear and uncertainty. “I love you too, you big dummy. But if you ever scare me like that again—”

  His laugh cut through my threat and surged up to meet the stars. Shortly after, the crickets started chirping again, and the catfish didn’t stop biting until dawn.

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from the 1980s


  
  The Balloon Man by Morgan L. Busse inspired by…
 “Balloon Man” performed by Robyn Hitchcock & The Egyptians ‎ (1988)

  Reign’s End by Ayame Whitfield inspired by…
 “King of Pain” performed by The Police (1983)

  From the Mind of the Dead by Josiah Dyck inspired by…
 “Always Something There To Remind Me” performed by Naked Eyes (1983)

  Fairy School of Assassins by Lisa Godfrees inspired by…
 “Murder by Numbers” performed by The Police (1983)

  Rave by Justin Mynheir inspired by…
 “Dancing in the Dark” performed by Bruce Springsteen (1984)

  Fail-Safe by Nathan Conlon inspired by…
 “Metal Gods” performed by Judas Priest (1980)

  Wreaking Havoc by Ronnell Kay Gibson inspired by…
 “Manic Monday” performed by The Bangles (1986)

  Dinner for Two by Katie Robles inspired by…
 “Every Breath You Take” performed by The Police (1983)

  Moonshining by Andrew Winch inspired by…
 “Fishing in the Dark” performed by Nitty Gritty Dirt Band (1987)
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A Fly on the Wall




By Kat Heckenbach

  
  Bryan leaned back in his seat, jiggling his right foot. He filled in the little circles on the history test answer sheet with precision despite the fact that he hadn’t looked at a single question. There was no need. The fly buzzing around Suzie Nichols’ head could see her test perfectly, so Bryan could as well.

  Suzie swatted by her left ear, and Bryan’s view lurched upward as the fly avoided her hand. It zipped over to Suzie’s other side just long enough for Bryan to see the last answer and fill in the bubble, then it looped around before landing on the wall. Bryan released his control, letting his vision return to normal.

  He didn’t need the fly to see Suzie’s dark curly hair from where he sat in the back row, or the way she twirled one coil around a dainty finger. Smart, gorgeous, energetic... Suzie was everything Bryan wanted.

  And he was everything she didn’t.

  But with the fly’s help, he’d learn. Starting with making a good grade on the test, thanks to Suzie. Then he’d find out everything about her, discover her every desire, and eventually become her perfect match.

  The bell rang, and the sounds of backpack zippers and shuffling students filled the room. Everyone filed out, dropping their tests on the teacher’s desk as they left, while Bryan mentally grabbed hold of the fly and directed it to hover above the crowd in the hallway. Bryan followed it as it trailed Suzie to the cafeteria.

  As usual, Bryan skipped the line, pulling his thermos out of his backpack while winding through the maze of tables to the far side of the lunchroom. Leaning against the wall, he twisted off the thermos lid, flipped up the spout, and took a sip.

  A giggle burst from a girl with neon pink fingernails at the closest table. Bryan glanced over to find her bent toward a girl with an oversized nose ring, both of them looking directly at him as they whispered. He sent the fly over. It had rudimentary hearing, but with Bryan’s mental link, he could use its “ears” like a microphone and process the words himself.

  “There’s the thermos again. I think it’s blood,” Neon whispered. “He’s got to be a vampire. I mean, look how freaking pale he is.”

  Nose Ring nodded. “And that black hair and weird widow’s peak.” She snorted a laugh. “How does he get his hair to spike like that?”

  “I don’t know, but I’d be afraid to touch it.” Neon flexed her hand as though it had touched something gross.

  Nose Ring rolled her eyes. “I’d be afraid to touch any part of him.”

  Bryan clenched his teeth against the spout of his thermos. If only he were something as cool as a vampire. If only his thermos really did contain blood. He forced down the bile that involuntarily rose to the back of his throat when he thought about food, about what he had to do to eat. If those girls knew, they wouldn’t just whisper and laugh, they’d scream and run away.

  So would Suzie.

  Suzie, who was walking through the middle of the cafeteria. She joined her friends at the popular table, and Bryan sent the fly directly over. For half an hour, he listened in on their conversation, learning everything he could. Suzie’s plans for the weekend—That blue sweater will be mine, and I’m totally wearing it to the concert. The book she was reading—Someday I’m going to be a writer. The movie she saw last Friday—I never cried so hard in my life.

  Next week Bryan could really get started. It would only take finding a way to get her someplace they could talk. In private. Someplace he could blow her away with everything they had in common, starting with exactly the same test grade in history—a grade that had to be coincidence because they sat across the room from each other so he couldn’t possibly have cheated off her. Then how they incredibly shared the same taste in books and movies. And wasn’t the concert amazing?

  He called for the fly as he snapped his thermos closed. Suzie turned, almost as if she’d heard the sound of either the thermos lid... or the fly now speeding toward him.

  Impossible.

  But he could swear her eyes narrowed.

  Then, a smile. And Suzie was standing.

  Walking toward him.

  No, no, no. He wasn’t ready! He hadn’t seen the movie yet, or read the book! He didn’t even know the band she was going to see, and he needed to look up their music and get tickets... and...

  He slunk toward the corner of the cafeteria, the corner that was always in shadow because of the busted light.

  She followed, stopping when she had him blocked in, hands on her hips and head tilted. “You’re spying on me.”

  Air stopped flowing into Bryan’s lungs. His mouth would not listen to his brain’s commands at all. He stared at her.

  She stared back. Unblinking.

  The fly sensed the panic and buzzed spastically in front of Bryan’s face. Suzie’s eyes tracked every movement. She still hadn’t blinked.

  Finally, Bryan breathed. In. Out. Go away, he told the fly. It buzzed one more time, then darted to the wall on his left and was still.

  Suzie’s right eye pointed at the fly.

  Her left eye aimed the opposite direction.

  “Pretty fly,” she said.

  A second later a small shadow dashed across the wall, slammed to a stop, and Bryan’s connection to the fly disappeared.

  Bryan looked over to find a gecko clinging to the wall where his fly had been, a tiny wing poking out of its mouth. He looked back at Suzie, whose eyes were both directed at him again. A smile stretched across her face, and at the corner of her mouth a sticky grayish tongue darted out.

  “Very pretty,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

  




  
  






Mischievous Fire




By Josiah Dyck

  
  It was the fire that called Elvira out that night.

  She gazed at the burning watchtower through her binoculars, and as she recognized the arsonist’s handiwork, a familiar sensation rose within her—she was closing in on her target. The sensation swelled, and she spurred her horse down the hillside into the desert valley.

  The telegram she’d received earlier that week played in her head: “To the honorable Miss Bailey, from the Sheriff Council of the Rollythian region. We request your services in our hunt for an unknown arsonist. The governor is pressuring us to stop him by any means. Your feats precede you, which is why, should you accept, we will agree on a location to offer a partial payment and all known information on the outlaw.

  
    “We look forward to working with you.”
  

  The money was secondary to her. What interested her most was that the council would hire a bounty hunter whose methods were less-than-legal. How could one criminal strike fear so profoundly? I suppose I’m about to find out.

  The wind picked up, tearing at her frock coat and Stetson hat. The flames of the burning watchtower danced nearly sideways in the wind. She lifted her bandana to ward against the sand. Something about the storm didn’t feel right. It seemed to be warding her off.

  She responded by increasing her horse’s speed, and she soon arrived at the outskirts of the town. A railroad cut through its heart, but nothing stood out to her. Save for the sizzling fire, it was quiet.

  Deathly quiet.

  Elvira dismounted and crept deeper into the ghost town. This didn’t add up—razing settlements seemed more appropriate for a gang, but the reports had mentioned only one man.

  Her foot crunched on something. She glanced down. The charred corpse of some poor denizen stared back at her with blackened eyes and crispy lips stretched in a morbid scream. Forcing her stomach to stay in check, Elvira assessed the environment more closely. With the tower’s flames providing the only light, she hadn’t noticed them before, but now she spotted several more burnt bodies. What was going on here?

  Smoke drifted her way. The entire watchtower was engulfed in hellfire. If she didn’t know better, a half-breed dragon was decimating the town. Could it be? She cocked her revolver and unsheathed her gladius.

  Quickening her pace, Elvira strode closer to the flames’ origin, still keeping to the shadows.

  She rounded a corner and stifled a gasp. A man stood with his back to her, entranced by the titan inferno. His black attire looked just like any other outlaw’s.

  She stepped forward and fired once at his head, twice at his heart, not ceasing her march.

  The man spun around, and a heated flash burst from him, incinerating the bullets midair. “What a terrible greeting. You don’t even know me, and yet you’d gun me down?”

  For the first time in months, true fear clenched Elvira’s neck, but she kept marching. “The sheriffs want you dealt with.”

  “Lady, you’re insane. Unless that’s a god-kissed blade you’ve got there?”

  Not waiting for an answer, he let out another heatwave, one that sent her flying back onto the train tracks. Her gladius melted in a pool of steel, and the man shrugged. “That’s a no, then.” His flesh burned off, leaving behind a fiery humanoid shape.

  The fear choked Elvira. This arsonist was no man, nor half-breed dragon; he was a pyrogeist. Never had she thought she’d encounter one. I’m not prepared for this.

  “Why don’t you stay and enjoy my creation?” the spirit boomed in a crackling voice. “Not everyone witnesses a night of mischievous fire from Arturus.”

  
    Run.
  

  She jumped up and bolted, Arturus’s hollow laughter following her.

  When he whooshed past and blocked her path, she shot him point-blank. He sighed. “Stop this nasty habit at once.” He lobbed a fireball that liquefied the gun, searing Elvira’s hand. She shrieked.

  “Is the lady hurt? She shouldn’t spoil my fun.” Arturus chuckled.

  Elvira whistled for her horse. It galloped toward her from the end of the street, trembling in fright. The pyrogeist turned. Elvira scooped up a handful of sand and flung it on him. The flames flickered rather than going out, but it elicited a scream from Arturus as he fell to his knees. Elvira swung onto her horse and careened out of the town.

  After riding hard past the outermost buildings, she slowed and sighed in relief, cradling her injured hand. That she was still alive was a miracle owed to the spirit’s playful nature getting the best of him. But now she had to get to safety, warn the council, and—

  The ground shook behind her. Elvira threw a glance over her shoulder and saw a train chugging through town. Was the conductor mad? Did he not see the burning buildings?

  Arturus dove out of an alley and into the train. The mechanical beast ignited with supernatural flames, and the pyrogeist’s demonic face appeared on the front of the engine. “You’d better start praying, lady!” he shrieked. The train sped up.

  Elvira spurred her horse harder, the panic stealing her very breath. The train burnt through the tracks and hopped onto the desert sand, turning it into molten glass. The storm picked up, morphing into a whirlwind of grit and chaos that laughed at her desperation.

  That was it! The sandstorm had to be the key. She charged into the thick of it and took Arturus’s advice, praying that the idea would work. The spirit roared with laughter as the engine bore down on her.

  The flying sand turned to glass, shredding the pyrogeist’s currently-physical eyes. He howled and ceased possession of the train. It immediately dug into the desert and began to roll while he cursed and rocketed away.

  Elvira pressed her lips together and urged her horse onward. She had to tell the sheriffs of her discovery.

  Otherwise, Arturus’s fire would eat a lot more than one watchtower.

  




  
  






The Curious Case of the Missing Megabot




By J. L. Ender

  
  “Missing?” The general sneered. “How does a 300-ton robot the size of a building go missing?”

  “That’s what we’re here to figure out, sir.” I resisted the urge to put some steel into the words—or to shiver from the cold. The door to the missing megabot’s launch bay hung from its hinges, letting frigid Arctic air into the cavernous, cylindrical space. I added welders to my mental list of staff to get involved.

  “See that you do, Lieutenant. If we don’t have enough Megabots on the line when the next alarm sounds, I’m holding you responsible.” He took a sip of coffee, making me long for the cup I’d abandoned in my office.

  Enjoy your morning, I thought as the general strode off with his retinue of advisors, guards, and assistants, leaving me to save the world. Typical.

  Ever since monsters had begun emerging from the center of the Earth, mankind had been guarding the frostbitten Arctic, first with high walls and steam-powered tanks, then with giant, human-piloted robots. Even at the top of the world, I couldn’t escape the endless politicking and blame shifting that plagued humanity.

  I turned to my own assistant. “You called Crime Scene?”

  “Investigators on their way,” he confirmed.

  “Get someone who can fix this door, too.”

  Time to begin the investigation. I studied the ruined doors. Frozen sludge rimmed the shorn edges of metal plating. High above my head, the same gunk coated the Megabot’s rigging. No answers to be found. Only more questions.

  Putting on my helmet, I stepped outside. No footprints, no marks of any kind. The ice was perfectly smooth, almost opaque. It was as if the giant robot had somehow burst through the door then… vanished.

  I studied the horizon full circle. To the north, distant mountains ringed the Demon Pit where the enormous monsters emerged. To the south, the endless black Wall spanned the horizon, separating us from the rest of the world—closing us in with these things.

  The ice is perfectly smooth! I trotted farther from base. Here, the ice was uneven, scuffed and dusted with a recent snowfall. “Sergeant!”

  “Sir?” He stood in the entry, backlit by yellow light, still fumbling with his helmet. I made a mental note to send him back to the proving ground for practice. Putting on thermal protection had to be second nature for my men.

  “Forget CSI. Tell them to ready a Drillbot.”

  

  “Yes, I’m taking it out myself.” I gritted my teeth. I was a lieutenant now. I had to be more patient. “I’m just going to get a look around. If I see anything, I’ll call it in and come home.” Probably…

  After a hesitant “Copy!” from Mission Control, I tilted the joystick and rattled forward, grinning. Just me in a worn leather chair, striding across the ice. The cramped confines felt cozy somehow.

  I drove the Drillbot away from its bay, moving around the corner to stand atop the smooth ice outside the stolen Megabot’s garage. Instead of hands, the relatively small, thirty-footer had two massive, diamond-bit drills. I lowered both its arms and set to work, tearing through the thick ice until I had a big enough hole. Taking a deep breath, I lowered the Drillbot into the water.

  And then I came face to face with the missing Megabot.

  Tentacles wreathed the robot—limbs that emanated from what looked like an octopus crossed with a gorilla. Not the ugliest of the brutes I’d seen, but not exactly cuddly, either. One of its tentacles had punctured the robot’s cockpit, situated in the head of the Megabot.

  The robot raised an arm. The monster had taken control of it!

  I raised the left drill and hit the launch button, firing the massive bit like a missile.

  The octo-rilla swatted the drill away. Bubbles burst from its mouth as it let out a silent yowl of pain, but it succeeded in deflecting my attack.

  And then it retaliated.

  The Megabot’s laser struck my Drillbot in the chest. Warning alarms resounded through the cockpit as explosions erupted beneath me in the robot’s torso.

  “That’s not gonna buff out.” I silenced the alarm.

  “LT, pull back.” Mission Control again. I didn’t recognize the voice.

  “On my way,” I said. In a minute.

  I poured full power into the Drillbot’s jets, propelling myself forward.

  “Wrong direction!” Mission Control cried.

  I rocketed onward, attempting to drive my remaining drill into the octo-rilla’s face. It wrapped a tentacle around me, pulling at my bot.

  I couldn’t outfight this monster. It was too strong. So I set the self-destruct sequence, ejected the detachable cockpit, and rocketed toward the surface. My escape pod rattled my bones as the explosion shook the Arctic waters.

  After surfacing, I floated in the ocean for several tense minutes waiting for pickup, wondering if a tentacle would reach up to drag me into the depths, or whether a laser might vaporize me. But finally, a face appeared above my viewport. Then another. A small robot with claw-like arms hefted my pod out of the water and set it on the ice. I stumbled out and was immediately wrapped in a warm blanket.

  “Did I get ‘em?” I mumbled, shivering.

  The general met us by the door as two privates hurried me inside. “You lost two robots, but you saved the base. Nice work, son. I never doubted you.” He clapped me on the shoulder.

  I smiled and accepted the praise, but I knew the real work was just beginning. Now, we would have to figure out how to keep the monsters from stealing our robots.

  “Can we get you anything?” a med tech asked me.

  I spoke through chattering teeth, more chilled by the brief exposure to the elements than I’d realized. “How about a hot cup of coffee?”

  




  
  






Siege of the Dead




By Kristiana Y. Sfirlea

  
  The zombies had the stronghold surrounded. But what else was new?

  Kicking my feet up on my desk, I clicked on my handheld recorder. “This is Commander Corinthia II—that’s ‘Cori’ to my friends, ‘Commander’ to the rest of you—with an update on our situation. It’s day…” I glanced at the walls of my concrete room. The hordes of tally marks looked like the desperate clawing of the undead. “…day unknown of The Z Siege. The Oasis is holding up fairly well.” What could zombies do to a concrete fortress in the middle of a desert? Arm themselves with cactus battering rams and charge?

  “It’s my soldiers I’m worried about. Morale is low. Our ammunition is…” Spent. Tanks and bombs and guns, the entire abundance of the Oasis used to blow the brains out of the undead, and what did they do? Kept coming back for more. Maybe they gorged themselves on the brains of their fallen comrades. Maybe killing some was a feast for the rest.

  “We’ve had it rough since the Night of Reflection.” I twisted the matted clump of hair that was once a braid at my neck. I’ve always needed a mirror to braid, but I’d surrendered that luxury the night we broke every reflective surface and gathered the shards to create a crude shrapnel weapon with the last of our explosives. We’d thrown the bombs out our windows, and they’d shattered on the desert floor, broken mirrors piercing dozens of undead bodies below.

  It had been our final stand.

  And still the zombies had remained.

  “We’ve boarded up all exits and entrances. We’re living in the dark. No weapons, no…” Hope. Something in my spine yearned to curl into a fetal position, so I jumped to my feet, stretching it straight, and walked to my boarded-up window. As I did every few nights, I yanked the nails out with a hammer and removed the board to check on our enemy’s position.

  A whiff of Eau de Decomposing Dead Dudes came in on a breeze, and I gagged into the recorder. “Sorry!” I coughed. “Sorry. The smell is a little intense. Like week-old roadkill had a baby with a trash compactor in the summer. Anyway, no change in enemy status. We’re still surrounded. So that’s that.”

  I clicked off the recorder. Why did I bother? No one would ever listen to it. No help was coming. We were gonna die out here, either from the smell or from zombies breaking through our defenses and eating our brains, and that was that.

  I went to replace the board and stopped. Inhaled deeply. It was happening again. Sometimes, beneath the nose-tickling delight of Eau de Decaying Dead Dudes, there was another scent. Like wet earth and fresh cut grass and cherry blossoms.

  Like somewhere in this death-infested wasteland there was a real oasis.

  My eyes watered—allergies, of course. Nothing more. But as the highest window of our concrete fortress, perhaps I’d leave it open tonight.

  Just this once.

  

  There was a zombie at the foot of my bed.

  Sleep evacuated my body, and I instinctively grabbed the gun from under my pillow. The zombie mimicked the action, holding up a… can of Febreze?

  Shhhht. Shhhht. Artificial clean cotton filled the air.

  The zombie shrugged apologetically. “The smell gets to me sometimes.” It was female, dressed in the rags and wrappings that all the desert zombies wore, making them look more like mummies.

  “A zombie that can’t stand its own stink? That’s new.” I cocked my gun. “What’s in your skull, zombie? Do you have any brains left to blow out?”

  “Are you going to shoot me, Commander Corinthia II? Without bullets?”

  Drat. I lowered my empty gun.

  The zombie moved closer. “Commander, you give your soldiers the order to shoot us on sight. Well, I have my orders, too. To deliver this.” She held out a hand mirror, unbroken and gleaming. “A gift from my commander.”

  I hadn’t seen a mirror since the Night of Reflection. I reached for it reflexively, then snatched my hand back. “Tell your commander I have no use for his gift.”

  She studied the clawing tally marks on my walls. “You call this place the Oasis because you think it keeps you safe in the desert. But we have another name for it.” The zombie began unwinding the wraps around her head. “We call it the Mirage.”

  Great strips of fabric fell away, and the moonlight from my open window revealed her thick, dark hair and healthy brown skin.

  I gaped at the zombie who wasn’t a zombie. “How—what—?”

  She held out the mirror again. I accepted it with trembling fingers and stared at my reflection.

  Ashen skin. Rotted teeth. Tufts of hair clinging to a desiccated scalp. I moaned, deep and guttural.

  “Don’t you see?” There was urgency in her voice. “This place killed you. It kills everyone who lives in it and tricks them into believing they’re alive. You think you’re surrounded by death, but you’ve smelled something else, haven’t you?”

  Wet earth. Fresh cut grass. Cherry blossoms. It was stronger than ever. “Something other than that Febreze?” I rasped.

  She laughed and tossed the can out the window. “I won’t need it if you come with me. Leave this place, Cori. You’ll be alive again. My commander will make sure of it.” She offered warm, living hands to my cold, dead ones.

  I took them.

  We were halfway through the window, the aroma of spring overwhelming my senses, when I stopped. “My soldiers! We can’t leave them here.”

  “We aren’t.” My not-zombie guide gestured below to the rows of living surrounding the Oasis—no, Mirage. “And no matter what they throw at us, we won’t leave. Commander’s orders.” She noticed my expression. “What’s in your skull, zombie?”

  I shook it, clearing my thoughts. “I want to meet this commander.” To thank him.

  And to join his siege.

  




  
  






Careful What You Hunt For




By Emily Grant

  
  Genies don’t like to be called monsters. We monster hunters like to disagree.

  Sure, they’re beautiful. Sure, they’ll give you three wishes. But you have to catch them first—before they mess with your head, or turn invisible, or shapeshift into a scorpion so that you don’t want to catch them. Most people don’t know how much genies are capable of, but my partner and I have been in the business long enough to pick up on a few things.

  “She knows we’re here,” Lilia says in a low voice. The lights flicker, though the museum closed hours ago. The air chills my skin. Our flashlight beams dart left to right, illuminating mummies and golden sphinx statues. But no genie.

  I pull my monster tracker from one of the pouches on my belt.

  “Anything?” Lilia asks.

  “No.” I increase the sensitivity of the radar and study the screen. No blips. Nothing. “She’s got to be here. The museum director just called in the sighting less than an hour ago.”

  “Jada, we’ve been monster hunting for years, and the one monster we haven’t caught is a genie. I think we both know that they’re unpredictable to say the least.” She laughs. “Which is why maybe people should be careful not to buy a bottle with a genie still in it.”

  “Yeah, well, not everyone’s trained like us to think of those things.” I exhale. “She’s avoiding us too easily. Maybe we should split up.”

  Lilia straightens and nods bravely.

  “Here.” I dig into one of the pouches on my belt. “You take the bottle. I’ve got my stun gun.”

  I hand Lilia one of our many monster-hunting tools: a slender, exquisite bottle, bejeweled with purple and blue gems. A stunning residence, really, but I’ve heard genies aren’t so fond of being locked up.

  “Be careful,” Lilia says as we back away from each other.

  “You too.” I tuck my flashlight under my arm, my stun gun poised. If I can catch the genie at exactly the right moment, the rays of the gun will pierce her supernatural essence and freeze her long enough for Lilia to arrive and trap her in the bottle.

  And once the lid’s on that bottle, Miss Genie won’t be getting out. At least not for a hundred years, when the magic will have worn off enough for some other ignorant museum director to rub it for fun and release her. If only the old genie bottle the museum purchased had been so secure.

  But Lilia and I plan to keep this one hidden under lock and key, so the genie has no more opportunities to escape.

  A cold wind rushes by me, pulling my braid with it and dropping it over my shoulder. The lights continue to flicker like a spazzy firefly.

  Do I hear breathing?

  I hold my own breath and creep past the sarcophagus collection. My spine shivers at the sound of whispery movement nearby. As I pass another hallway, I see a blur out of the corner of my eye. I look down the hall just as a translucent figure dashes past. The airy veil and the baggy pants are easy to identify. I’ve found her.

  The lights flash back on, and I stuff my flashlight into my belt to get it out of the way. Pulling out my communicator, I tap out a quick message. Come to south side, hallway across from sarcophagi. Already running, I hit send.

  As I whirl around the corner, gun aimed, I catch a glimpse of the ethereal creature just before everything goes dark again. I snatch my flashlight from my belt and flip the switch, but nothing happens.

  I can’t breathe. She’s here. I’m in a dark hallway with a genie, and I’m all but powerless. Lilia better get here soon.

  A soft footstep falls behind me. I sigh in relief, but that’s shattered when someone grasps my arm and wrenches it behind my back. I try to pull away, but she has both my hands now, and yanks the one holding the stun gun closer. She forces it out of my grasp. I hear the trigger, and a cold, numbing shock jolts through my body. I can’t speak. I can’t move. I can’t even scream.

  She darts in front of me and presses her forehead to mine. A chill goes from my head down through my veins, and I feel myself changing, though I can’t say how.

  Footsteps pound down the hallway behind me. Lilia! I try to call her name, but I’m still paralyzed.

  The lights come on. The genie is nowhere in sight. My vision is obstructed by something bluish hanging over my face. I still can’t turn my head, but my peripheral vision tells me that instead of my sensible, black monster-hunting gear, I’m wearing sheer blue fabric. Cool air hits my bare stomach.

  “Great job, Jada!” Lilia laughs and steps in front of me, holding our genie bottle. She stares me down, disbelief on her face. “We finally caught a genie.”

  Someone strides to her side, and if I could gasp, I would. There stands me. Monster-hunting getup, brown braid, and all—plus a smug grin and an eerie sparkle in my eyes.

  Why didn’t anyone ever tell me genies can switch bodies?

  “You’re going away for a long time, genie.” Lilia uncaps the bottle and holds it out toward me.

  I want to scream. But all I can do is nothing as an invisible force suffocates me and sucks me into the dark depths of the bottle.

  Whether it takes a hundred years, or a thousand—when I get out of here, that genie better start running.

  




  
  






One Day in the Park




By Teddi Deppner

  
  I’d been watching them for weeks. Now that I’d located them, I couldn’t seem to stay away. Little Leo and his dad played under the great dome of the Metis Station Hydroponics Park every Saturday afternoon.

  I was the seventy-five-year-old man sitting on the bench when they arrived, dizzy with the scent of dracaena blooms and memories of the past. Afraid to start a conversation and maybe ruin everything.

  But one day, when little Leo was absorbed in a game with two other preschoolers, his father, Jim, sat down next to me on the bench. He smiled easily, his eyes sliding from mine back to his son as he spoke. My heartbeat hammered in my ears, obscuring the words.

  “…those yours?”

  He was asking about the children at the park. Whether they were related to me. I shook my head, my eyes fixed on Jim while he watched his boy. I had never been so close to him in all my visits to the park… the light brown eyes, the round face, the tousled dark hair in need of a trim.

  He looked back at me, and I looked away. I didn’t intend to speak, but it came out anyway. “My children are grown. They live on Earth and Luna with my grandkids.”

  “You see them often?”

  I stared at my hands, swallowing desperately over a dry throat, a thousand words parching my tongue. What to say, what not to say. This might be my only chance to hear his voice directed at me, and not recorded words spoken to his students or his wife. “Not as often as I’d like,” I admitted, still staring down, my left thumb rubbing habitually over the flat, brown mole on the back of my right hand.

  “Family can be hard.” He sounded sympathetic. Sincere.

  I met his eyes, briefly. Kind eyes. “So, how old is your boy? I heard you call him—”

  “Leo.”

  My heart jumped like a ship going into hyperdrive. I nodded. Leo. Leo. Say it again.

  “He’s three. It feels like forever, and yet I remember holding him newly born like it was—”

  “Yesterday,” we both said, and he chuckled.

  We filled the space between us with words commonly shared between two strangers in the hydroponics park. My throat tightened as I struggled between preserving a shallow, pleasant exchange and speaking the truth. Who I was. The reason I was here.

  Then Jim looked at his wristcom and stood, saying the phrases that polite men say to their elders when they leave. He stepped away, and desperation broke open the dam. The words shot out of me and hit him in the back.

  “Jim, I told you it was going to be okay, didn’t I? That time when I reset the shields.”

  He turned around slowly, as if pushing through memories like suffocating smoke that filled an engine room and threatened to destroy a ship. A research vessel in orbit around Jupiter, piloted by a husband and wife team. Jim and Carol Kelley—the couple I saved when I teleported aboard and reset the failed reactor shields. The parents of an unborn child who now shrieked with delight as his playmate chased him around the playground. Leo.

  “H-how?”

  Who, Jim. Ask me who. But that was too far outside his box of reality. The big mystery to this man was how I came out of nowhere at just the right time and saved them.

  I stood, pulling the blue crystal out of my pocket and showing it to him before closing my hand again. I pictured myself standing behind the bench we’d just left, and I jumped.

  As I reappeared, Jim blinked, and his eyebrows rose into his hairline.

  I jumped back.

  “It really is you.” Jim gripped my shoulders, face alight. “You saved us! I always wanted to thank you, to find—oh! I should call Carol. I can’t believe—wait, why are you here?” He spun, releasing me and looking around for little Leo. “Is something going to happen? Leo, come here, now!”

  Before I could respond, he had gathered up his son and strode back to me, the boy grinning as if it were yet another game.

  “No,” I said firmly. “Everything’s fine.”

  Leo squirmed to get down, and at my reassurance, Jim let him go.

  I took a step toward him. “I just wanted to see you. To see how things turned out for you. And your son.”

  Unspoken emotions colored my voice, painting a different picture than the words themselves. Jim cocked his head to one side and looked at me, his eyes still full of wonder but with a growing calculation. He glanced at his son running back to his playmates. And he looked at me again, still clutching the crystal against my chest. He reached out to me, and I couldn’t move—didn’t want to move—and he touched the back of my hand with two fingers, gently tracing over the mole. The mark I’d had since birth. The same mark on little Leo’s right hand.

  “My son,” he said quietly. “A man wonders how his son will be when he has grown.” His face reflected the flashes of epiphany as he connected the impossible dots. “Somehow… you’re him, aren’t you? You’re… Leo.” And his face was full of awe and joy.

  Time travel messes with your head. Jumping back in time to save my dad, only to return home and discover he was still dead was more devastating than the long years growing up without him. My native timeline would always be the one where he died before I was born. But I didn’t give up, and after thousands of attempts, I finally found the timeline where I had saved him. The man I’d missed my entire life. My dad.

  And he didn’t seem to care that I was an old man. He just hugged me.

  Held me.

  Because I was his son.

  




  
  






Skinthief




By Cassandra Hamm

  
  I stiffen as the mold tightens around my body, compressing it into a different shape. My breath comes hot and fast. It’s not like I was wearing my own skin anyway, but that doesn’t stop me from panicking. My mold is in Vernon’s safe, locked away for when I have further use of it—meaning when I stop working for him. Which, at this rate, may be never.

  The mold cracks open. I’m free and wearing a different skin.

  “Come with me.” The officer doesn’t even blink.

  I follow him into the hallway. My long legs eat up the space—much better than yesterday when I was short. At least they haven’t made me be a girl yet. Not sure I could pull that off.

  We enter the holding room. Cassius Huxley has stopped pounding on the walls of his glass cage and sits slumped on the floor. I know his mannerisms better than I remember my own; he paces when he’s excited, runs his hand through his thick hair every few minutes, and has ever-twitching fingers. I give my own fingers—now long and brown—a little twitch, hoping soon I’ll be able to do it as easily as lying.

  Cassius meets my gaze a heartbeat before recoiling. “Who are you?” he gasps. “You’re—you look like—”

  “You, I know. I’m wearing your skin.” The words slip so easily from my mouth that it’s easy to imagine this is right.

  “You won’t be needing yours much longer,” the officer says.

  Cassius’ fingers twitch halfheartedly, as though that statement has sucked all the vibrancy from him. It should suck the vibrancy from me, too, but it doesn’t. Not anymore.

  The officer opens the glass cage. Cassius lunges for the door—good for him. The officer knocks him back with a bloody temple and a stunner to his throat.

  Once, I might have been shocked. But that was Nicolae Turek, not whoever I am now.

  “Don’t try anything stupid.” The officer withdraws the stunner without delivering a shock, straps Cassius down so quickly he doesn’t have time to protest, and turns on the memory-extractor, which lets out a low hum.

  They already sucked Jarvis Yocum’s memories from my mind. He had been such a boring man—minus the millions hiding in his safe that I handed to Vernon. It’s hard to feel bad that he’s gone.

  What if they decide to take Nicolae Turek’s memories from me? I’ve seen it happen before when Vernon wants to punish an errant skinthief. Without those memories, who would I be?

  The officer takes one of the tubes connected to the metallic contraption and jabs the pointed end into my skull. I wince at the familiar pain. He inserts the other end into Cassius’ head.

  Screaming, Cassius jerks wildly, but the straps hold him fast.  “This will only take a moment.” The officer presses a button on the memory-extractor.

  Scenes pour into my head. A sleek mansion with frosted windows. A brown-skinned girl with eyes like the moon. A safe with a particular combination.

  I hate myself for smiling.

  “What are you doing?” Cassius clutches his head.

  The officer watches the screen. “We’re making a copy of your memories.”

  “No—no!”

  Cassius’ cries come too late. I can slip in, take the jewels from the safe, and slip out of Cassius’ skin into someone else’s.

  Then no one will ever see Cassius Huxley ever again.

  I keep the pain trapped inside my foreign skin as the officer detaches the memory extractor and removes a cleansing capsule from his pocket. I place the capsule in the gaping hole in my new skin; it crystallizes, clearing away the blood and healing the skin with only a slight sting.

  Cassius lies on the floor, wailing. We are taking everything from him—first his skin, then his memories, soon his life.

  I’m sorry, I wish I could say. They stole everything from me, too.

  But I’m the one who will live on, if one can even call this existence “life.” I hurry toward the door, snatching Cassius’ discarded clothes—now he wears the prisoners’ red—from a table.

  “Where are you going?” the officer says.

  “Changing.”

  “You’d better be quick. Vernon expects you to be ready in ten minutes.”

  I hurry through the black-tiled hallway, avoiding the gazes of my fellow skinthieves. It’s not like we wear the same skins long enough to recognize or care about one another.

  I scan the chip in my wrist, and the door slides open. My room is bland: gray walls, no decorations, no personal items. They won’t even let me keep my mold here.

  It’s been five years since I’ve seen my face.

  Exhaling, I set Cassius’ clothes on my bed and pull my stunner from its holster. At the press of a button, it transforms into a lhanga, thin and hollow. Mother made it for me. Maybe she guessed my debts would drive me to Vernon. I don’t know.

  If I saw her now, would she care? Or would my stolen skin drive a wall between us even blood could not cross?

  My hands shake as I pull the instrument to my lips. Everything is jumbled, right and wrong, real and false. I’m wearing another man’s face, doing unspeakable things, destroying lives—all for money. And what have I gotten for it? The debts aren’t paid yet, and the debts I’m incurring in my soul may never be satisfied.

  Is Nicolae Turek really in there, or has he been swallowed in another man’s skin?

  I blow softly into the lhanga. A low, mournful note escapes the reed’s mouth and rattles the deepest part of me. My fingers dance across the holes, each tone clearing my mind. A bittersweet melody surges from the deepest part of me and escapes into the air, stilling my soul.

  That came from me. Nicolae Turek.

  I know who I am again.

  And Nicolae Turek won’t let Cassius Huxley die without a fight.

  




  
  






Rubbed the Wrong Way




By Laurie Lucking

  
  What I wouldn’t give for a chocolate cupcake. Unfortunately, Dad’s grocery shopping never included desserts. My snack would likely consist of veggies and hummus. I dropped my backpack and scrunched my nose. It’d been so itchy lately.

  At least I’d get cake tomorrow for my sixteenth birthday.

  I pulled open the fridge door. There, complete with colorful, rippled frosting, sat a container of cupcakes. Score! Mom must’ve stopped at the store on her way home from work.

  Yum. I took a bite and settled onto one of the tall stools lining the counter. I’d made the dance team last month, aced this week’s calculus test, and won the raffle at the school carnival yesterday. Now I held a tasty cupcake.

  Things were going my way.

  

  I woke to a strange rustling sound, like something chafing against wood. My eyes opened wide, and tension propelled my shoulders upright. I guess I’m really excited about my birthday. Yawning, I emerged from the ridiculous swaths of material surrounding my mattress on all sides. Not my idea for décor, but Mom had insisted on a canopy bed.

  “Good morning, Sis. Happy birthday.” Brandon, my older brother, leaned against my bedpost, grinning.

  “Uh, thanks.” Since when did Brandon care so much about my birthday? “Did you need something?”

  “Just wanted to be the first to greet you.”

  “How nice.” I escaped to the hall.

  He followed. “Man, I wish I could have homemade pancakes for breakfast.”

  “Ha, don’t we all.” My nose tickled worse than usual. Seasonal allergies?

  I plugged in the griddle and mixed up a batch of pancake batter. Brandon lounged at the counter.

  I blinked. What was I doing? Was I still half asleep? “Why am I making you pancakes on my birthday?”

  He smirked. “You’re just that kind of a sister.”

  Guess I was. And the pancakes were good.

  Brandon gave me a sidelong glance as we cleaned up.

  “I wish I could get that last $300 to buy myself a car.”

  “Start working more hours, dude.” I punched his arm then scratched my nose. “You’re not the only…” My toe slid on the hardwood floor. What—? An envelope lay beneath my foot. That wasn’t there before.

  Brandon chuckled. “Well, look at that.”

  I bent and opened it. Three crisp one hundred dollar bills sat inside. “Is this some kind of joke? How did you do that?”

  “It was all you.”

  “I don’t understand. This is my money?”

  “Oh, no. It’s mine.” He snatched the envelope and collapsed on the couch. “You’ll get the official talk from Mom tonight, I’m sure, but the gist is—you’re a genie. Fully-fledged, now that you’ve turned sixteen.”

  “What?” Maybe I was still dreaming, or Brandon had gone off the deep end.

  “Weird, but true.” He yawned, as though this were an ordinary conversation.

  “But I…” The chocolate cupcake. My spot on the dance team… Maybe it hadn’t all been luck. “Are you a genie?”

  “Nope. Only passes through the female line. Turns out I Dream of Jeannie was a lot closer than Aladdin.”

  The nose twitching felt more like Bewitched. “So, Mom’s a genie?”

  “Yeah, but a lot of good it’s done me. I only got to rub her bedpost and be her master for one day, then she forbade me from ever doing it again.”

  I sank onto the couch next to him. “I’m stuck granting your wishes because you rubbed my bedpost?”

  “Yeah. Ever wondered why your bed is covered in crazy curtains and mine isn’t? Genies have to sleep enclosed in something.”

  Better a canopied bed than a lamp, I guess. I pressed my palm to my forehead. “But if I am a genie—which I’m still not sure I believe—you only get three wishes, right? Why waste one on pancakes?”

  “Pancakes are delicious.” He patted his stomach. “Besides, it’s three wishes today, but if I rub your bedpost tomorrow, I become your master all over again. Basically, a lifetime of wishes.”

  “You can’t… That’s not…” Ugh, sputtering wasn’t going to solve anything. “You’re really going to be that much of a jerk?”

  He raised his brows above his shaggy hair. “For endless wishes? Uh, yeah.”

  I thought back through everything he’d said. “But… mom will just forbid you to be my master like she did for herself.” Ha! Solution attained.

  “Hmm.” He tapped his chin. “Except I wish you wouldn’t mention a word about this to anyone.”

  Grrrrr. At least that was his third wish for the day. But would I really have to spend the rest of my life serving my big brother?

  What a miserable existence.

  

  Sure enough, Mom had the talk with me that night about our genie family heritage. So bizarre. But she also filled me in on the cool powers that came along with my new status. I practiced all night in my genie bed-container.

  The next morning, I lay in wait for another visit from Brandon. As light filtered through the gauzy bed curtains, my door hinge creaked. I sat up, muscles taut. Time to see what I can do. Like before, he slid his fingers down my bedpost, producing a burning compulsion for me to come out and face my “master.”

  
    Oh, I’ll come out all right.
  

  Hovering above my mattress, I whooshed under the canopy. My head swelled to almost twice its normal size, my eyes blazed red, and my voice echoed through the room, deep and resonant. The effect must have looked a bit like the Wizard of Oz. “What do you want?!”

  “Ahhhhh!” Brandon shrieked and stumbled back, his eyes as wide as a cartoon character’s.

  
    Don’t laugh yet. Keep frowning.
  

  “Nothing! I—I don’t need anything. I’ll go.” He fled down the hall, slamming the door behind him.

  I glanced at myself in the mirror before letting my head deflate. Not bad for a newbie.

  Brandon never did redeem those wishes. In fact, he hasn’t stepped foot in my room ever since.

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from the 1990s


  
  A Fly on the Wall by Kat Heckenbach inspired by…
 “Pretty Fly (For A White Guy)” performed by The Offsping (1998)

  Mischievous Fire by Josiah Dyck inspired by…
 “Night of Fire” performed by Niko (1999)

  The Curious Case of the Missing Megabot by J. L. Ender inspired by…
 “Come as You Are” performed by Nirvana (1991)

  Siege of the Dead by Kristiana Y. Sfirlea inspired by…
 “Zombie” performed by The Cranberries (1993)

  Careful What You Hunt For by Emily Grant inspired by…
 “Genie in a Bottle” performed by Christina Aguilera (1999)

  One Day in the Park by Teddi Deppner inspired by…
 “Better Is One Day” performed by Matt Redman (1995)

  Skinthief by Cassandra Hamm inspired by…
 “Bitter Sweet Symphony” performed by The Verve (1997)

  Rubbed the Wrong Way by Laurie Lucking inspired by…
 “Genie in a Bottle” performed by Christina Aguilera (1999)
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The King Is Dead,
Long Live The King!




By Jill Williamson

  
  The bells tolled, alerting the city of an escaped prisoner. I fled down streets rutted with puddle-filled potholes, hoping the guard would not seek me in the slums. I somehow wound my way to the docks and stopped to stare, awed by the sheer number of people swarming the quays.

  People who’d once been mine.

  I felt exposed in so open an area and turned back.

  “You there!”

  “Stop that man!”

  Two guards pushed toward me through the crowd. I sprinted away, knocking into so many people I undoubtedly left behind a wake of chaos. I raced back through the slums until I had to stop lest my heart give out altogether. Breathing heavily, I soldiered on, glancing behind me every few steps.

  I seemed to have lost them again.

  The bells had stopped. Twilight coated the cobblestone streets in a golden glow that promised darkness would soon press upon me. They would lock the city gates. I would be trapped.

  I strode down narrow streets lined with decaying rubbish. Rats and roaches swarmed in the shadows. My shoulders ached from the constant tension of recoiling each time movement scuttled near my boots. A man of my stature should be walking on fine carpets and flowers, yet here I was fleeing through the very city I had ruled for a score and seven years. How had it come to this? How had I missed the signs of uprising?

  Every dozen steps, beggars accosted me, filthy hands outstretched as if I had something to give. I supposed my cloak led them to believe heavy purses hung from my belt.

  Not today.

  Not ever again.

  I turned down a street lined with vendors’ stalls. The smell of something yeasty called to my stomach. I saw butchers, fishmongers, women selling eggs from baskets, vegetables, fruits… and there, meat pies.

  “That’s a right fine cloak.”

  A middle-aged man, push broom in hand, pulled my attention from the pies.

  “Used to dream ’bout wearing a velvet cloak,” he said. “Sweepin’ streets don’t bring in coin enough for somethin’ so fine.”

  I didn’t like the way he ogled me, so I moved on. While passing a low table covered in fruit, I reached out and helped myself to an apple.

  “Thief!”a woman yelled.

  Confusion rippled through me. The word rallied every vendor on the street into my path. I dodged a portly man in an apron, shoved an elderly woman wielding a wooden spoon, and only just managed to slip down an alley before a man twice my size could grab hold of my throat. I scampered down the narrow lane, reached another cross street, veered left, and dashed into a stable.

  An empty stall became my refuge. I crouched in a corner and devoured the apple, spitting out seeds and cringing at the bitterness. By the time I reached the core, my breathing had returned to normal. I hunkered down in the hay, pulling my cloak tight. Such a garment didn’t belong amongst peasants dressed in shabby clothing. No wonder the guard had spotted me.

  I needed a decoy.

  That street sweeper had been near my height and coloring. Both of us were due a shave.

  And he’d always wanted a velvet cloak.

  I shrugged off the fine velvet, rolled it into a bundle, and made my way back to the market. I stayed well away from the apple vendor, taking position in a dark doorway between a fishmonger and a furrier. Finally, I spotted the street sweeper coming my way. I waited until his dirt pile dusted my boots, then stepped out.

  “You admired my cloak.” I held up the bundle. “Do you barter?”

  His eyes narrowed. “Sometimes.”

  “I mean to journey to Keplais, but they’ve closed the gates. I remembered you and wondered…”

  “You’d trade your cloak?”

  I sighed, as if pained by the decision. “For food and a night’s shelter, yes. I’ve no money at present, and I’d be a fool to travel alone wearing this.” I patted the bundle.

  “A target to every thief between here and Keplais.”

  “Precisely. So I thought…”

  “Deal.”

  He led me to a cramped room in a nearby tenement, lit by a dying fire and the gray twilight filtering through the slits in a shuttered window.

  “I live alone, so you staying is no bother. Don’t get paid ’til I finish the job, though.” The man lifted his broom. “Still have three blocks left.”

  I handed him the bundle. “It’s yours.”

  He swung the cloak around his shoulders, his smile exposing blackened teeth. “That’ll keep the chill off. There’s a mug on the hearth if you want some soup. I’ll be ’bout an hour.”

  He nodded and left, so I helped myself to a mug of soup—cabbage. It needed salt.

  I was about to have seconds when I heard shouting. Throwing open the shutters, I scanned the dark, empty street. The vendors had gone, and two guards struggled with a man in a red cloak.

  My cloak.

  The street sweeper proved no match for the guards, who hauled him away, leaving behind the push broom. My push broom.

  I went down for it, and just as my hand gripped the smooth wood, a voice startled me.

  “Finished, I see.”

  I tightened my grip and met the gaze of old man dressed in a fine tunic.

  He held out his hand. “Take your pay, then. I’ve places to be.”

  The man dropped a coin into my palm and walked on.

  I stood there, clutching the broom, the coin. I’d wanted a decoy, but this seemed too easy.

  Surely the guards would come back.

  I returned to the tenement, finished a second mug of soup.

  Come morning, I went out and swept the street.

  That evening, the old man paid me.

  Days and nights passed, and I continued this routine. Then one foggy afternoon, a crier passed down the street shouting, “The old king is dead, long live the king!”

  I couldn’t believe what I’d become. I used to rule this city. Now I swept the streets.

  At least I was free.

  




  
  






World's Edge




By Savannah Grace

  
  Sven shivered as he stood just off the shoreline, his legs soaked to the calf by the frigid Norse ocean. His little boat seemed so fragile against the ravenous body of angry, grey-green water. This was the last, tiny island on the delicate chain that led to the Edge. The Edge.

  He could just see it from where he stood, a froth of waves at the crest of the horizon, and the image turned his stomach into a nest of serpents. They bit their own tails.

  
    Curse those Fates.
  

  If it weren’t for them, he’d be home now—skinning his latest catch, repairing a patch in his boat, wondering where the next day’s wages would come from. But the Fates always demanded a sacrifice to take beyond World’s Edge lest they ravage the land.

  This year, they’d taken Evette. She hadn’t quite been family, but the ring he’d placed on her finger said almost.

  The sinews in Sven’s arms strained as he shoved his tiny salt-oat boat farther into the water and climbed inside. Thunder echoed overhead. He thrust his oars into the sea and struck into deeper water. Far out to his left, he could see night-sirens perched on jutting rocks. The cotton stuffed in his ears felt horribly inadequate. But it was all he could do.

  He had to find Evette.

  The coming night choked out the murky, green-blue sunset on the horizon. The dying light fought to reach up through the storm billowing in. Sven gritted his teeth as the boat rocked beneath him—how long had it been since he’d left home and been unable to fully repair it? Three weeks? Five?

  Enough that he may die if he didn’t reach World’s Edge soon.

  A storm-black wave crashed against Sven’s boat, lifting it into the air and then falling. He sucked in a breath as the vessel plummeted. Icy water lashed his face, and he choked as he inhaled it, nearly losing his grip on the oars.

  No one knew where the Fates originated. But they were last seen at the World’s Edge, plummeting over the precipice like great birds of prey. Sven could make out the water foaming at that breaking point now, unknown leagues ahead of him, frothing under the suffocating green sunset. Perhaps a lifetime away. Maybe mere hours. How many times had he heard the stories village women told about what lay over the Edge?

  Caterwauling harpies, large as whales. Vultures that ate men whole. Kelpies with tails as sharp as razors.

  He put no faith in those stories.

  As far as he cared, there was only Evette, and her life endangered.

  A gust of water smashed in from the right, throwing Sven against the boat’s wooden side. Something cracked. A sharp sliver slid under the skin of his forearm, but the freezing rain numbed the pain. His raw fingers burned as he righted himself and fought to keep his grip on the wet oars—and in the reflection of every wave, he saw Evette’s face. She’d not been frightened when the Fates had grabbed her arms with their ring-dazzled hands, claiming her as the sacrifice. Hadn’t fainted, hadn’t cried, hadn’t screamed broken curses up into the rain-swollen clouds.

  She had looked Sven full in the face, and in her eyes had lain hope so bright he could still picture it. A streak of blue amidst mires of grey. The same blue was striped on the horizons now, where the shadows clashed against the last light of day.

  The Edge writhed closer.

  Sven’s gaze darted to the left, where a lighthouse stood like a spear against the sky, poised so close to the Edge that he didn’t know how it stayed standing. Waves slapped the bottom of the boat, shoving him toward the lighthouse and the rock-teeth for which it was a harbinger. If the water’s rage grew any hotter, he would end up not at World’s Edge, but at the port of dead ships far beneath the waves. His bones would lay amongst the pirates and the brave.

  Sven gritted his teeth. So close now.

  The waves of World’s Edge grabbed his little boat in their cold hands. Fog curled around the bottom of the lighthouse, like water breathed from a great fire below. Was that what he would find at the bottom of the drop? Brimstone and hellfire? The monsters from all the old wives’ tales?

  The storm roared.

  The Edge roared louder.

  The sea ripped the oars away from Sven’s hands and thrust the boat forward.

  And as he reached the brink of World’s Edge, the storm broke open in full force, wailing hail and lightning down across the streak of green-blue hope still lingering above, which never caved in to the crawling dark.

  And neither would he.

  The last broken rays of light flickered their farewell as the waves catapulted Sven’s boat over the Edge, into the unknown beyond the shadows.

  
    I’m coming, Evette.
  

  




  
  






Blow Her A Kiss




By Rosemary E. Johnson

  
  The sunset felt empty.

  Will rubbed his thumb over the daisy-shaped wooden button, around and around and around. Daisies had always reminded him of happiness, so in a childish urge for the feeling, he’d carved one.

  It hadn't worked.

  He still missed Charlotte.

  Ever since brave, reckless souls from the city had found a way to bridge the Nothing, they’d worked on making travel safe—enough to allow regular crossings and trade and whatever else in the other realm. As the original person to cross the Nothing from the other side, Charlotte had been asked to help.

  Of course she’d taken the chance to visit her family. Her home.

  Despite her promise to only be gone a week, the dark part of Will kept screaming that his wife would never come back. He knew it was a lie. One of those nasty lies that felt like truth, no matter what his head commanded his heart to believe.

  He threw the button as far as he could, then stared at his empty palm. Stupid. Now he’d lost his silly attempt at feeling better. Clenching his fists, he ran after his carving.

  Unfortunately, he had a good throwing arm. The rocky ground at the edge of the meadow swallowed the button, which was nowhere to be found. A bramble, blackberries long since eaten by fairies and other wild critters, lodged itself in his trousers. He yanked his leg free with a ripping sound. Great. Now he had mending to do that night—something Charlotte would’ve done for him, teasing with every stitch. But at least it would be something to occupy his time.

  The light faded fast as he beat around for the button in vain and stalked home, chastising himself for being so attached to a random inanimate object in the first place. It wasn’t like possessing it would magically bring her back.

  Inside his cramped, messy hovel, it was too hot for a fire, so he left the hearth cold and ate bread and cheese for dinner. Charlotte would’ve rolled her eyes and coaxed some vegetables down him. If she were there.

  The first cricket chirped in the twilight outside. He left the window open and lit a candle. Work before play, so he threaded a needle and fixed his trousers before selecting a fine bit of birch wood and beginning a new daisy button. A breeze wafted in the window, along with the hot, dusty grass smell of summer and the light of a rising full moon. There’d be werewolf howls tonight. Most people thought them chilling and lonely. To Will, they meant that he wasn’t the only one awake. They comforted him. Before Charlotte, when he would lie in bed at night, he felt like the last living thing. After he married, though, that rarely happened.

  Except she wasn’t there now, was she? His knife slipped, nicking one of the wooden petals. A good button ruined. Refusing to throw another one away, he set the knife and mangled button aside.

  Something small and glowing flitted through the window and bumped against his nose. He caught it in both hands. It brushed his fingers, soft as kitten fur.

  A kiss. Like a tiny butterfly made of light, it nestled on his palm. Its light was tinted blue—that dusky, deep blue that only came from Charlotte.

  Even the Nothing couldn’t devour a sign of love.

  Smiling, he set the kiss on his pillow. It flickered, winking at him. Tomorrow he’d make something worthy of keeping it—a box, perhaps, sanded and polished to perfection. But tonight, it would stay on his pillow and remind him that he wasn’t alone.

  He went to the window and blew a kiss in the general direction of the Nothing. The green-colored light flitted away until it disappeared. It would reach her.

  He shut the window, crawled into bed, and slept.

  




  
  






Homeland




By Rachel Ann Michael Harris

  
  Night fell, casting an orange hue over the compact homes as Nadi followed Modi through the streets to the space docks, his hand enveloping hers. She kept her head down, gripping the shawl over her head, avoiding the Niomo soldiers standing at every corner, beam rifles slung over their shoulders.

  As a silver transport glided to a stop behind them, Nadi’s hand shook in Modi’s steady one. Two Niomo exited the transport and were joined by two more from the street. Together, they surrounded a front door, readying their rifles. Nadi watched, trembling, as memories filled her vision: being tossed onto a cement floor. Huddled together with her father, mother, and brothers. A rifle in her face. Modi and Caomoir sneaking up on the Niomo. A fight. Modi grabbing her wrist and dragging her away. A laser flash.

  A bang made Nadi jump, bringing her back to the street as sparks flew from the dwelling’s electric lock. With a kick to the door, the Niomo rushed inside. A moment later, they dragged a man out and tossed him into the street.

  Clenching her jaw, Nadi urged herself to move—to defend her fellow Jorwanian. Isn’t that my duty? But her feet refused to move.

  Modi wrapped his arms around her. “You can’t do anything,” he whispered.

  They dragged the man to the transport and tossed him inside. A Niomo noticed Nadi and Modi and sauntered over.

  “Problem?” he said, examining Modi’s face. “You’re Caomoir?” He spat on the ground.

  Modi shook his head. “Not anymore, sir.”

  “Move along.” The Niomo began to turn… then he squinted at Nadi.

  With a shaking hand, she pulled the shawl tighter around her face, hiding the intricate, weaving lines—the ancestral tattoos proclaiming her family lineage and position in Jorwa. Much like the man they just dragged away. If the Niomo read her tattoos, she and Modi would be joining him.

  The soldier stepped closer, but Modi pulled Nadi to his side. “Forgive us. She isn’t feeling well.”

  Hesitating, Nadi gave a small jerk of her shoulders and clamped a hand over her mouth.

  The soldier backpedaled then waved them away. Modi gripped her wrist and hurried down the empty street. With every step they fled from the Niomo, her heartbeat eased a little more. I am such a coward.

  The buildings thinned as they neared the docks, and Nadi couldn’t help but look up at the large, galactic freighters as they walked beneath them—small enough to land planetside, but big enough to make short trips from planet to planet. Welded together with a hodgepodge of scrap parts, a wing from one ship was bent and molded as fuselage for another. After a glimpse of substitute landing gear, Nadi decided she didn’t want to look too closely.

  Checking to make sure no one was watching, Modi approached one of the workers.

  “I was wondering if you were goin’ to show, ex-Caomoir.” The man slouched on one of the metallic crates dotting the docks.

  Peeking out from her shawl, Nadi glanced at Modi’s tattoos of his family’s long and once-proud heritage as guards of Jorwa’s royal family. Her family. The markings had caused him some trouble, but he never seemed upset by it.

  Modi removed a filigreed box emblazoned with the royal crest from his coat and handed it to the worker. The man opened it with fuel-covered hands and smiled.

  “This way.” Pocketing the box, he stood up. After a quick glance at Nadi, he leaned toward her. “Interesting markings you got there.”

  Modi stepped in front of her and grabbed the man by his coat, their noses almost touching. “Do we have a deal, or should I find another ship?” In one quick, smooth motion, Modi had the box back in hand.

  Nadi raised an eyebrow. When had he learned to do that?

  “Calm down, friend. This way.” The man waved in surrender and led them across the docks.

  After weaving through several freighters, he pointed his thumb at a ship. “It will take you all the way to Sorel. You’re on your own from there.”

  Modi headed up the gangway before tossing the box over his shoulder to the worker.

  The open hatch yawned like a black hole ready to swallow them.

  Evening bells rang, sweet and clear as a lullaby. Stopping, Nadi looked back at Jorwa. The lilac sky turned violet in the twilight. When she was a child, she would take walks with her family during this hour, her parents each taking a hand and swinging her between them as she giggled. Nochi and Pachi would pull her hair and call her a baby. What had the Niomo done with their bodies?

  Modi tugged on her hand. “Nadi, we have to go.”

  She couldn’t move. She needed one more moment to look upon her home. What would become of Jorwa if she wasn’t here? Could she do more if she stayed? How many more would die? Would she ever find happiness again after losing so much?

  “Nadi, please.”

  Modi. He had been with her through it all. Childhood. Her parents' deaths. Why had he remained when he didn’t have to? Taking a shaking breath, she looked back at him.

  His eyes softened. “We can’t stay.”

  Nodding, she followed him into the ship. If she glanced back, she’d never leave.

  The door rose, closing them off from Jorwa.

  “I’m sorry, my lady,” Modi whispered in her ear.

  The hatch clanged shut, cutting out the light of the setting sun and bathing them in its sterile white glow. A distant roar of engines rattled the ship as it prepared for takeoff. No matter how terrible it had become, she would love Jorwa forever. Deep in her heart, even though it was foolish, she hoped to see it again. To free her people from the Niomo. To be the ruler she was born to be.

  “I think I’ll miss it.” Leaning her head against Modi’s shoulder, Nadi cried.

  




  
  






Darksoul




By Rachael Kemme

  
  Mirrors never show the truth on our birthdays. They show only fractures, pieces that we can almost hide, but never completely.

  And this mirror is no exception.

  I steel myself before peering inside its depths. Darksouls—the reflected versions of ourselves living in mirrors—have a persuasive air about them. And today, on my eighteenth birthday, I must make sure my darksoul does not become too powerful. I must not give in to her negative thoughts.

  My reflection appears for the first time in a year. If not for her red, hateful eyes, we would look identical. Same obsidian hair, same pimple on our noses, same pale lips.

  Yet, she is not one hundred percent me.

  She is everything dark about me.

  She speaks first. “Bad day, huh?”

  I ignore her. I must follow protocol. No conversation between us.

  “You know, you can talk to me.” Another difference between us—her voice is smooth as polished wood. Mine is raspy and uneven.

  I take a deep breath, focusing. Emery, concentrate.

  All my darkest thoughts obediently surface in my head. I tune in to the loudest one, the one which whispers, “You’re nothing,” in my darksoul’s voice. This is the one I must eradicate.

  “You really are.”

  I jump, startled. “What?”

  Instantly I clap my hand over my mouth. I’ve talked to her. I’ve made a connection.

  “You’re nothing, I mean.” She smirks, a hint of scarlet appearing on her cheeks. “That’s why you failed your audition today.”

  I would close my eyes, but in order to weaken her, I must keep eye contact.

  
    Your darksoul knows how to get to you. Ignore her.
  

  “Who are you?” she continues. “You’re not ready for the adult world. You never will be.”

  “Be quiet,” I say, my voice rising in pitch.

  She smiles. “Make me.”

  I bring my thoughts back to dispelling her. But I can’t quite get her voice out of my head.

  
    I am something. I am important.
  

  
    Right?
  

  “If you were important, you would have done well in your audition.”

  Memories of the audition judge surface in my mind. “Who told you that you had a good voice? Look, I’m going to be honest: singing is just not where you’re headed in life.”

  But singing is my passion, my life. If I really cannot sing well . . . No. Don’t go there.

  “Shut up!” I raise my fist to bang on the glass but stop myself just in time. Physical touch would just make everything worse.

  “Why should I? If anything, you should shut up. Your voice cracked so many times—”

  “If you say one more word, I swear I will break this window.”

  Her smile widens, and her eyes light up. “Prove it.”

  Rage pools in my body. She’s just trying to rile me up, I remind myself.

  But it’s working. My negative thoughts are getting stronger.

  She is getting stronger. “You’re not worth anything. Who even cares about what you do?”

  
    No. Refocus, Emery. Don’t let her win. Singing doesn’t define you.
  

  Except . . . it has for the last eighteen years. Music defines my life, even now.

  If my voice is worthless, does that make my life worthless?

  My darksoul crosses her arms. “If you can’t even do well in an audition, what makes you think you can weaken me?”

  “Because I’ve done it before, that’s why.”

  She raises a single finger, mocking me. “Ah. But see, you had proven yourself those days. Today, you are a failure.”

  I can’t stand to gaze into her eyes anymore, and despite knowing that this will only benefit her, I look down. “Be. Quiet!”

  But her words still rain on me like hail. “You. Are. Nothing.”

  My fists clench. That is it.

  I grab a toothbrush off the bathroom counter and throw it against the mirror. It doesn’t shatter the glass, but it makes me feel better.

  My darksoul laughs, a loud cackle that rings in my ears. “Worthless.”

  “I have worth,” I shoot back and chuck a comb at her. It collides at the spot between her eyes.

  To my horror, a part of the comb sinks behind the mirror’s surface and she catches it. The comb stands suspended between our two worlds. She must truly be strong to liquefy the glass.

  I lunge for my side of the comb. The teeth poke into my fingers, but I don’t care. Bracing my feet, I pull back with all my strength.

  Most of the comb is drawn out of the mirror.

  Then my darksoul yanks. She’s stronger than I thought possible. The comb slowly drags me forward, millimeter by millimeter, until any movement will touch my hands to the mirror.

  Her eyes glitter at me from behind the glass. “Good try, Emery. Valiant effort.”

  My stomach curdles as I see a pale, dainty finger emerge from the mirror and inch forward along the comb’s surface. I try to move, but fear keeps me in place.

  The finger touches my own, and suddenly all strength leaves my body. My vision blurs, and darkness swallows my thoughts.

  

  When I rouse myself from my daze, I know something is wrong.

  I am no longer in my bathroom. Instead, I am in a nondescript room, its shape obscured by darkness. What little light there is comes from a square hovering in midair.

  My breath catches. It can’t be.

  A familiar face stares at me from a bathroom. My bathroom.

  “As I said, Emery,” my darksoul says, smirking more than ever, “good try. But did you really think you could beat me forever?”

  I resist the urge to scream, and I say, “You will pay for this,” between clenched teeth.

  She shrugs. “I don’t think so. After all, I’m you, remember?” Her red eyes flash, then turn dark—the exact shade of my own. Then, she skips out of sight, whistling.

  I stare at the now-empty room in disbelief, reaching out my trembling hand and touching only glass.

  




  
  






Renaissance




By Elizabeth Liberty Lewis

  
  Rain pours into the cold November night. I stand under an awning across the street from the Renaissance.

  The theater was grand, once, but its carved archway now lies in heavy shadow. The marquee yawns empty, surrounded by bulbs that no longer flicker and dance. Its gilded windows are dark and cold, staring back at me like a corpse’s lifeless eyes.

  I smile secretly at it around my cigarette. I am about to bring it back to life.

  My crew is already here, waiting for me. Still, I savor this feeling a little longer as the smoke from my lips thins to a thread. I savor the possibility. I savor the potential, fizzing like an electric charge.

  The streetlamps smear like oil paint. The puddles shimmer like turpentine. The city is a canvas, and I am a painter. I will sign my name to it. I will give it something to remember me by.

  When I enter the theater, the ceiling’s ribs arch over my head. My footsteps echo through the wings. The air is black as pitch, except for the ghost light that shines from the stage.

  My crew stands there, silhouetted against folds of dusty velvet. The light makes their faces white and ghastly. Their presence buzzes in my bones. I feel their smiles cracking, their necks craning. It will take time to tame their strangeness, but they remember this. The theater’s faded glory brings purpose back to them.

  “Good evening.” My voice rings in the vast auditorium. “I am the producer and director of this production. My name is Isabelle Clement.”

  My name is a lie, but so are all of theirs.

  “I have a copy of the script for each of you.” I pull a sheaf of papers from my coat. “Some of you already have parts. I’ll assign the remaining roles after tonight’s reading.”

  Their voices are rough at first but strengthen as the night rolls on. It’s beautiful to watch the threads of my will pull them together. I shut my eyes and listen. I’ve chosen well this time. This will be perfect and strange, disturbing and magical. This will be remembered.

  After midnight, I steal what sleep my excitement allows me. I am back at dawn directing the crews who clean, build sets, replace broken glass, patch holes in the paint. It took six exhausting days to find enough men, but I can’t spare any, not even when the dizzy spells begin.

  We rehearse again, and again. The theater wakes as the story takes shape around us. Long-dead lights snap on. Voices swell to fill the spaces. Colors brighten, and shadows recede past our ankles.

  My actors… some are still too pale. Some are missing teeth or memories or the light in their eyes. But we’ll make it. We will. Makeup will cover the scars. The lights will dazzle the eye. The audience will never suspect. They never do.

  I set a date for opening night. Sets come to life. Costumes are fitted. The script is perfected. My cast and I don’t eat or sleep: I know the deadline is close, so they do as well. They feel my urgency. They feel my heart skipping beats, my chest pulling tight from holding everything in the air.

  There comes a night when I’m no longer needed at all. I step back, remove my hand, and the whole precious thing defies gravity. The cast knows what the script needs, and they play to the full. Just a touch of the unearthly. Just a smudge of the inhuman. They rehearse seamlessly, attuned to my will. It seems so effortless that I’m angry at the shake in my legs.

  Dusk. Opening night. Someone throws a switch, and the marquee buzzes to life, painting the once-dark street with golden light. The bulbs blur together, and I’m not sure if the tears in my eyes are pride or pain. The curious crowd streams into the foyer, filling the room with noise and laughter.

  Backstage, there is no panic. No fear. Lines are mouthed one final time. Props are checked and set aside. My cast feels my assurance, my faith in them. They are masters of their craft. They are puppets given life, cut free from their strings.

  I pull the curtain, and they dance.

  Our debut is a masterpiece. The crowd is helpless. In our hands, they are soft as putty. They laugh. They cry. Their heartstrings pull one way and another. As the curtain drops, they sit with teary eyes and open mouths, waiting for more. The applause is a downpour.

  I smile from the wings as my cast waves and bows in the brilliant, brilliant light.

  I know exactly how long our run will be, exactly how long I have before I collapse. I count down the shows as they close, as the audience screams for an encore. When we reach the final show, I hobble out, clasp hands with my cast, and we take our final bows together.

  The crowd flings roses toward us. White roses. Red roses. As bright as bone. As dark as blood.

  The velvet rolls down, and I collapse to my knees. The show cannot go on.

  It’s a frigid January night when I say farewell to my cast. They always ask me to let them stay. In the end, they never want to leave. But these things have a cost. One I’m not able to pay any longer.

  They go back into their graves the way they came out: by inches. Hair and nails, blood and muscle, sinew and fascia and skin melt away until there’s nothing but bone. The crypts I robbed, the coffins I plundered, the lives I rebirthed, all return to the soil. To names carved in stone.

  And when the papers ask, I say, “There’s buried talent everywhere. You just have to unearth it.”

  The theater sits empty and cold once again. Staring, from a corpse’s lifeless eyes.

  




  
  






The End of Everything




By Edward Sand

  
  It hardly qualified as a graveyard. Nineteen graves in a single row, no fence, no road, no flowers. The foliage grew unchecked. Raw boulders from the nearby stream served as tombstones. They didn’t need markings, for each grave contained the same person.

  Me.

  A sheen of fresh rain coated every mossy branch and shrub. Fog hung low against the leaf-strewn earth. The whispers of the stream drew me past the boulders, down the path.

  Ellie and I had walked this way many times in our younger years. It led to a secret pool that only we knew about. Or at least that’s what we told each other. Even then we were too old for such silliness, but too young to care. A bridge crossed the stream a few miles away, but still we looked deep into each other’s eyes and said nobody would ever know about this place.

  That was forty-five years ago. Forty-five years since the rift had plucked me from my time and marooned me here. Forty-five years in the distant, uninhabited future, waiting for its return.

  My joints ached as I clambered down the bank. Tree roots draped the stream in twisted knots. A bed of boulders crested the water’s surface. The swirling pool yearned for a sunset, but the thick fog smothered it.

  I fussed with the tangles in my beard. Was I nervous? I would be nothing but an old man to her. A stranger. Perhaps it had been so long since I’d seen a human that the sight of her would strike me as alien, an assemblage of untamed limbs and fingers as soulless as the painted rocks next to my bed.

  With a crack of thunder, a shimmering orb appeared before me. Inside this orb, an evening glow replaced the fog. The stream was deeper, the leaves thicker. Expanding rapidly, it swallowed me and stretched for more, painting its brighter version of reality as it went.

  There she stood.

  Shrouded in angelic backlight—her big brown eyes, her dark hair, her thick lips coiled in an off-kilter smile. Every muscle in my body melted. I was a frost-weary flower opening at the first rays of the morning sun. The endless years of pain, hunger, and silence… it was all worth it. A sob wracked my chest, but my eyes yielded no tears.

  I would do it all over again.

  She couldn’t see me yet; the rift hadn’t opened on her side. She turned her back to me and beckoned to someone. His hair was combed, but not neatly. His buttoned shirt had come untucked. His face was smooth. Was that really me at twenty? He looked more like fourteen.

  This younger me kicked through the shallows, dousing her in a glittering spray. His eyes roved for a skipping stone. Not a care in the world. He had no concept of how precious his time was.

  A deep thump set my ears ringing. A shockwave pulsed the area, sending ripples over the water. Our times overlapped each other, fragments of both eras fighting for precedence in a nauseating dance.

  Then, at once, the world calmed. Our times had merged, for the moment.

  She placed a hand over her heart. “What… was that?”

  Her voice sent a soft hum through my skull. I wished she would keep talking. Water chilled my ankles. My legs wouldn’t move.

  With trembling fingers, I reached forward. My hand grazed a lock of her hair, and I froze.

  This was real. She was real.

  She whirled around, caught sight of me, and screamed. A long, reverberating scream that sucked the warmth from my soul. It was enough to shock me from my reverie. The time had come to save her life.

  I steeled myself, grasped her around the waist, and plowed forward. “I’m sorry,” I croaked. If I’d had more time, I could have explained.

  She struggled against my grasp. “Roger!” She kicked and flailed. “Help!”

  The slippery rocks skated beneath my haphazard steps. I dragged her up onto a boulder and, with a shove, sent her sprawling into the pool. My feet swept out from under me, and my forehead smashed against a rock.

  Dizziness swarmed my vision. A pair of hands yanked me by my shirt and threw me aside. But he was too late. With a final peal of thunder, our times divorced. The orb remained, but it was for viewing only.

  “Are you okay?” he said to Ellie. He reached down to help, but his hand passed through her.

  She pulled herself out, sopping wet. “Roger?”

  “I’m right here.” He stared at his fingers.

  “She can’t hear you…” Blood covered my right eye.

  “What’s going on?” He looked around wildly. The poor, poor young man. I knew too well the gnawing loneliness that awaited him. The decades wandering an empty land. The nights of self-loathing. One’s a crowd, as he would come to say.

  “I had to get her clear of the time rift.” I could feel myself slipping away.

  “Time rift?”

  The orb was shrinking. She looked so lost and confused. I didn’t want that to be my last memory of her. I pulled a tin from my pocket and pressed it against Roger’s chest. It contained all the information he would need.

  “The rift took you both the first time,” I said. “She didn’t live long… Remember that, in your hardest moments.”

  I wanted to feel like a hero. But looking at him now, so wide-eyed and untarnished, I felt like an accomplice. He had to be taken by the rift. If he wasn’t, the rift’s next return would erase any rescue from having ever happened. We must be here, every time, serving as a shield between the rift and our girl until the end of everything.

  The orb drifted closed. The light dissipated, and fog once again wreathed the pool.

  Our pool.

  “There’s a graveyard not far from here. Please bury me.” Numbness trickled through my body. “I did, when I was you.”
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A Good Night to Be Alive




By Meaghan E. Ward 
*EDITORS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER*

  
  How in Hades can a three-headed dog escape the Underworld, cross the river Styx, and enter the world of the living without me immediately hearing about it?  But Cerberus has managed it somehow. So here I am, calling his name like an idiot in the middle of New York City at what must be the busiest time of the year.

  I nod to a woman wound tight behind her red scarf. “Evening.”

  She shivers as she walks past and says nothing. Which is fine by me.

  I am a ghost to her. The only ones who see me are those who are nearly ghosts themselves.

  Still, it’d be nice to be acknowledged. You’d think being the Lord of the Underworld would garner some respect, but no.

  ’Tis the season for people to not watch where they’re going or care who they pass. And happy New Year to you too.

  Am I grumpy? Yes. And I have every right to be. It’s a busy night, and I still have a lot of work to do. On top of that, I hate my job. Hate it.

  Dealing with the dead should be easy, but they’re more cantankerous than the living.

  “Cerberus!” I call. My breath puffs on the air like the fading remnants of a lost soul.

  I tuck my chin into the collar of my coat. I hate the cold, too. How can they call it the happiest time of the year when the weather is so bitter and—

  Before I finish my thought, a scream echoes from the direction of Central Park.

  “It’s a ghost!” someone cries.

  
    No. It’s a three-headed monster that would like to play fetch with your soul.
  

  I glare at the maze of dark paths ahead. “Cerberus!”

  He is not getting a treat when we return home.

  I sprint past trees dusted with snow and bound with lights, lampposts tied with gaudy red bows, people on an ice rink who laugh when they fall, and too-happy music streaming from some distant loudspeaker that I wouldn’t mind silencing. Permanently.

  A different kind of music draws my attention, and I slow. The sawed notes of a harmonica dip solemnly. There are no words to accompany it, only bittersweet emotion, and a reed-thin boy on a bench.

  Then I see Cerberus. He’s flopped on his back, tongues lolling. The boy stops and bends down to scratch his belly.

  Why isn’t he screaming? Can he not see the three heads?

  I stop a few steps away and pull Cerberus’s chain from my pocket.

  He looks right at me. “Is this your dog, sir?” He’s young—too young to be seeing me.

  I’m not sure what to say to him.

  “Cerberus,” I growl. All three heads swivel and cock. He bounds to me. I kneel and clip the chain onto his harness. One of his heads licks my chin. The other two drool over my neck and arm. I grimace.

  What’s the worst thing about a three-headed dog? Three times the drool.

  I scratch his chest, watching the boy who watches me. His face is red and chapped. “Shouldn’t you be home on a night like this?” I say perhaps a little too harshly.

  I should probably work on my people skills.

  His hat slips in the wind. I glimpse smooth skin before he yanks it down lower over his forehead. His breath catches as his eyes flash up and down like he’s afraid I’ve seen that he doesn’t have hair.

  “I should be a lot of things,” he says in the same solemn tone as his harmonica.

  He shouldn’t be sick. That’s what he really means.

  He runs his thumb along the harmonica. “I come here to think. Don’t you ever just sit and watch and listen?”

  No. Who has time for that?

  “This is my favorite time of year,” he says. “Especially nights like this with the snow and the city and the lights and the stars and the music. It’s the time of year when you feel content, even if you’re not, and that all will be right, even if it isn’t. I mean… listen.”

  
    You don’t have time, remember?
  

  But I do stop, and I do listen, and I tell myself I’m only doing it to indulge the whim of a dying boy.

  A hush has fallen. Fine snowflakes dance on the air, and the shadows of the park stand in reverence. Behind me, the city buzzes with too many lights. They reflect in the boy’s eyes like stars.

  He smiles and tilts his face toward the sky. “It’s a good night to be alive, don’t you think?”

  “Sure, kid.” I have never heard anything more ridiculous.

  Beside me, the boy grimaces. He closes his eyes and sucks in a breath.

  “Hey, kid.” I reach toward him then yank my hand back. “Kid? You all right?”

  He blinks and smiles like he didn’t hear me. We are ghostly strangers once more as he raises the harmonica to his pale lips and continues to play.

  The hopeful, airy tune drifts around me as I wrap Cerberus’ chain in my fist and tip my chin in farewell.

  The boy says nothing, and that’s fine by me.

  




  
  





Song Inspiration from Open Mic Night


  
  The King Is Dead, Long Live The King! by Jill Williamson inspired by…
 “Viva La Vida” performed by Coldplay (2008)

  A Good Night to Be Alive by Meaghan E. Ward inspired by…
 “Who Let the Dogs Out” performed by Baha Men (2000)

  World’s Edge by Savannah Grace inspired by…
 “Where the Shadow Ends” performed by Banners (2019)

  Blow Her A Kiss by Rosemary E. Johnson inspired by…
 Rachmaninov’s “Symphony No. 2 Op. 27 III. Adagio: Adagio (in A Major)”

  Homeland by Rachel Ann Michael Harris inspired by…
 “Stay, I Pray You” from the Broadway production of Anastasia the Musical (2017)

  Darksoul  by Rachael Kemme inspired by…
 “Mirror Girl” by Abbiee (2015)

  Renaissance by Elizabeth Liberty Lewis inspired by…
 “Stole The Show” performed by Kygo, featuring Parson James (2015)

  The End of Everything by Edward Sand inspired by…
 “Somewhere Only We Know” performed by Keane (2004)
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