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Introduction

Introduction

  
  The story collection you hold in your hands is a tribute to tried and true blockbuster ideas—those treasured combinations that keep us binge-watching and binge reading late into the night, hungry for more of what we love. 

  
  Within these pages you'll find witty banter between dynamic duos, unlikely heroes facing their moment of decision, worlds you've never seen before or even imagined could exist, special talents and powers some call super, and singular obsessions that demand singular sacrifice.


We at Havok usually have some idea of what we're getting into each season, but what we could not have anticipated was that our "End Of The World As We Know It" theme would publish in April at the crux of the 2020 virus quarantine lockdowns, the toilet paper shortages, and the unfolding changes that truly reshaped our world's economy and societal norms. 


They say the truth is stranger than fiction, but in this case, you just may find a story or two that blurs those lines in powerful ways and others that offer catharsis in such trying times.


We hope that these stories will bring moments of reflection, laughter, and hope in the midst of whatever you currently experience in life. 


Step into the worlds of superheroes, Santa Claus, alien invasions, apocalypse, and time travel. Sink into the bliss of fiction, and enjoy these bite-sized chocolate truffles for the soul. Just beware the nuts.


  [image: ]Andrew Winch, Lisa Godfrees, & Teddi Deppner
aka Cerberus

  




  
  






The Time Travelers




Kaitlyn Carter Brown

  
  Light burst across the room, exploding in a shower of sparks.

  Chaimon lowered his pen and glanced up from the treaty spread across his desk. Ah, he’s back.

  When the sparks faded, a familiar figure materialized. Dressed in a black coat and matching fedora, his outfit looked out of place in the castle’s study where Chaimon’s sword collection covered the stone walls. Then again, a time traveler couldn’t help obscurity.

  “Ashton Benedict,” Chaimon huffed. “Where have you been?”

  His friend chuckled, approaching the desk. “No, Chaimon, when have I been.”

  Chaimon rolled his eyes.

  He’d once thought himself the only time traveler—until he found Ashton after accidentally hurtling himself centuries into the past. Ashton could only move forward, complementing Chaimon’s ability to only move backward. Thus they forged a fortuitous friendship.

  “I thought we were supposed to work together.” Chaimon pulled a journal from the desk’s top drawer and flipped to the last entry. “Stay in the same time. Keep our lives somewhat linear. You’ve missed a month.”

  Theirs wasn’t an easy power to master. Oftentimes, it just happened—and as the only two known time travelers, well, the gig came with a steep learning curve.

  Ashton pulled a chair up beside Chaimon’s desk and procured a matching journal from his pocket. “I know, I know. But I discovered a secret—the ambassador from Dovern is going to be assassinated!”

  “Aye, last week, my friend.” Chaimon raised an eyebrow. “The murderer has already been caught, tried, and executed.”

  “Well, they got the wrong man.”

  “How do you know? You weren’t even here.”

  The pages of Ashton’s journal fluttered. “I’d been investigating. You know there’s been bloody skirmishes all over the Dovern border? If the ambassador’s dead, well, it might lead to worse.”

  “Aye, Ashton, I’m a politician. I’m paid to know that. Maybe you should learn about the era in which you live.”

  Chaimon didn’t mean to reprimand. They both possessed complicated powers, and their arrangement prompted Ashton to decide to adopt Chaimon’s era, but thus far, his adaptation skills were lacking.

  “Sorry,” Chaimon grumbled. “But one can’t live skipping time. There is value in each and every moment.” Something I’ve been trying desperately to teach him.

  “It’s okay.” Ashton shrugged, tossing his hat onto the desk. “Anyways, I was hoping we might investigate. Without the ambassador, I’m sure things are messy.”

  Of course. Why else would Ashton appear brimming with speculation? Another mystery. Another adventure. And Chaimon could never resist.

  “You’re right about that.” He clasped his friend’s shoulder. “But promise me that you’ll return me forward—to this moment.”

  Ashton raised an eyebrow. “You’re a time traveler, Chaimon. This moment is quite relative.”

  “Promise, Ashton.” Chaimon narrowed his eyes.

  Plopping his hat back onto his head, Ashton dipped his chin.

  

  One flash of light later, Chaimon’s powers vaulted them into the past. One week. One chance to rewrite time.

  They landed in a courtyard. A tall citadel rose before them, its stonework covered with intricate carvings. Chaimon smiled. This was his world. A world of interlocking pieces, serving the parliament that made the empire function like clockwork.

  “This is the Citadel of Justice, right?” Ashton tilted his head up to gaze at the towering spires.

  “Aye, where Bendura will be tried in two days’ time for the murder of Ambassador Konai—which will occur today.” Chaimon frowned. “How do you know Bendura is innocent?”

  “The man’s a baron from the borderlands, near Dovern. He’s the perfect man to frame.”

  Chaimon sighed. “Then who really killed him?”

  Ashton marched toward the citadel. “I’ll show you.”

  Inside, the two men hurried down a corridor, one typically reserved for servants. They ascended a stairwell leading to a small balcony overlooking the grand congressional chamber. Down below, parliament was in session.

  “Where were you for this meeting?” Ashton whispered.

  Chaimon scowled. “At home.”

  “You missed the murder?”

  In favor of something more important. Chaimon folded his arms. “What were you doing here, anyways?”

  His friend’s features softened. “I am trying, Chaimon. I thought listening to parliament would be a good way to learn about your era. But look, over there.”

  Squinting, Chaimon peered across the chamber to another viewing balcony. Bendura stood with several other barons, all giving hearty applause to the measure parliament ratified down below.

  “The land disputes are being settled.” Chaimon spoke softly, understanding dawning like the sun. “Bendura’s land gains stability from this measure.”

  Ashton nodded, pointing. “Yes, but that man wants Bendura’s land. He’s from Dovern, isn’t he? If there’s no more fighting…”

  At that moment, both Bendura and the Dovern man left the balcony. Chaimon glanced at the ambassador down below, who would be murdered in minutes.

  “Konai was murdered by one of his own?” Now they came to it. The moment of decision. “Do we stop the murder or convict the correct man?”

  The weight of knowing was heavy. Chaimon despised it. But this burden wasn’t his to bear alone. A friend stood by his side—a friend who knew his struggles better than most. Another who saw time differently.

  Ashton looked at him, a lopsided grin on his face and his ridiculous hat on his head. “We’re here, aren’t we? Because we’re here, nobody has to die.”

  

  As promised, Ashton returned Chaimon to the present, where Chaimon’s treaty still lay on his desk.

  
    It might not be necessary. After all, we stopped the Dovern man from assaulting and framing Bendura and saved the ambassador’s life. Things might have changed—slightly.
  

  A new world. One they had created for the better—hopefully.

  “Chaimon? Is that you?” a voice called from outside the study.

  Smiling, he approached the door. There, his lovely wife stood, holding their newborn infant. “Aye, I’m here.” He took the babe in his arms and glanced back at the time traveler. “Some moments are too precious to miss.”

  




  
  




[image: flourish]





The Art of Taming a Dragon




READERS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER
Hannah Robinson

  
  “May I ask a deeply personal question?”

  “Again?” I turned to the dwarf, taking care to roll my eyes dramatically enough for him to notice from his position below.

  “It’s been five minutes since my last one.”

  “Not long enough.”

  “Oh.”

  He was quiet for a whole sixty seconds while I rigged my net in the trees. Knots: secure. Branches: sturdy. It would work.

  The dwarf cleared his throat, fiddling with the piece of rope I’d assigned him to hold. “Ilina?”

  I gritted my teeth. “What?”

  “Can I ask now?”

  “My stars, Pegryk!” I jerked a knot to test its strength, then swung down from the trees. “Will you shut up if I answer you?”

  “Yes.”

  “Fine. Ask. And give me that.”

  He handed me his piece of rope. “Did you have me hold that just to keep me out of the way?”

  “That’s your deeply personal question?”

  “No. That’s just a side thought.”

  “I don’t answer side thoughts.” I coiled the rope around my shoulder.

  “Okay.” He stroked his stubbly chin the way older dwarves stroked their beards. “The question is this: why did you bring me along?”

  “That’s classified.”

  “By whom?”

  I tied back my hair to give my hands something to do besides strangling him. “Myself. Move to your right a little.”

  He obeyed. “One last question.”

  “Not now, Pegryk!”

  “This is more of an observation, actually.” He pointed behind him. “First of all, that’s a cave.”

  “Well noted.” I swung into the trees.

  “It’s very deep. Something large probably lives there.”

  “Brilliant.”

  He pointed up. “Secondly, you’ve rigged a trap. You’re probably planning to trap whatever large thing lives in the cave.”

  “You should be a rhetorician.” I braced my back against the tree trunk and reached into my pocket, feeling for a little vial.

  “Thirdly, you’re in a tree, and I’m on the ground, standing directly under the net. Therefore, my role in this equation seems a little…” He raised an eyebrow.

  “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘appetizing.’” I pulled the vial out and squinted at it. The label was written in my native Giantish tongue. Melhana—dragon’s breath. I’d made the potion myself. Not the finest potion I’d brewed since becoming a potionmaster, but certainly not the worst. I knew the moment I dropped it on Pegryk, the smell, combined with the lure of live meat, should be enough to coax the beast from its lair.

  “I’m the bait!” Pegryk crossed his arms. “Why me?”

  “Because you’re the perfect savory combination of muscle and fat.”

  “That’s very rude.”

  “It was a compliment. You should be flattered.” I uncorked the vial. “The bounty on this beast is huge. If you survive, I’ll give you two percent.”

  “You told me we were trapping squirrels to sell pelts!”

  “You saw the size of my net. I feel I gave you ample time to catch on.”

  “In this country, some squirrels are big enough to fill those nets. I know the wildlife here better than anyone.”

  That scarcely seemed likely, but I wasn’t in the mood to question him. Instead, I let a few drops from the vial fall in his curly hair.

  He rubbed his head, then sniffed his fingers. “Melhana! Where’d you get that?”

  “Made it myself.” I corked the vial and shoved it into my pocket.

  A rumble sounded from the cave.

  Pegryk glared. “You’ve no idea what you’re doing! You foreign giants always want to meddle with the wildlife. I’m leaving before this gets ugly.”

  I smirked. “You’ll notice there’s a smaller net just under the big one.”

  “For me?” The hurt that flashed across his face almost made me a little sorry. Almost.

  The rumble sounded again, closer.

  Pegryk licked his lips. “You moron! You can’t capture a cave dragon!”

  “We’ll see.” I cracked my knuckles.

  Seconds later, a massive mound of green scales charged from the mouth of the cave. Pegryk ducked under its legs, and the beast slammed straight into the base of my tree.

  Wood cracked. My heart leapt into my throat. I jerked my rope, but it was too late. The net deployed in a floppy heap.

  My tree slowly tipped. I jumped into the branches of the tree beside it, my body slamming against the trunk. Something crunched against my hip, pricking my skin, and liquid trickled down the outside of my leg.

  “No!” I choked on my breath as the beast turned toward me. The larger victim. The meatier of the two. The one now covered in melhana. “Pegryk, help!”

  He smirked.

  The dragon rammed the tree I dangled from, drool streaming from its mouth. One of my hands slipped. I screamed.

  Pegryk sighed. “Excuse me, Mr. Cave Dragon?”

  The beast froze, then turned to him. “Yes, good dwarf?”

  “The giant dangling from that tree is a bit foolish, I’m afraid.”

  “I’d noticed.” The dragon backed away.

  “I suspected things might turn out this way when she requested my help with the simple task of ‘capturing squirrels.’”

  The dragon nodded. “Sage observation.”

  I dropped from the tree, quivering.

  “But since I’m saving her life, she owes me gratitude.” Pegryk stepped between me and the dragon. “And perhaps also partnership.”

  “Do you think I’ve frightened her enough by now that she’ll agree with you?”

  “You weren’t supposed to tell her that part of the plan… but, yes.” Pegryk extended a hand to me. “I’m the local dragontamer. I’ve been looking for a potionmaster for years, and when the folks at the tavern told me of your arrival, I thought I’d try to negotiate a deal with you.”

  My mind whirled. “This whole time, you were luring me?”

  “Of course. Think what we could accomplish together—a dragontamer and a potionmaster! Do we have a deal?”

  I tried to catch my breath. “Do I have a choice?”

  “I think you’ll like it better than bounty hunting.”

  I hesitated, then reached down and shook his hand.

  Pegryk smiled. “Oh, and next time? No live bait.”

  




  
  






The Advantages of Being Human




Cathy Hinkle

  
  Allegra watched as the guard extended one long claw and punched the code into the hexagonal panels above the doors, which opened lethargically. He grabbed the dull, lightless body from the neighboring prison cell and tugged it away, his insectile feet sinking into the floor.

  When he was gone, Briar placed his angular, green hand on Allegra’s shoulder. Together, they turned to the cell’s only surviving inhabitant, the one she called Hue.

  “Sympathy,” Briar murmured.

  Perhaps in response, Hue’s bioluminescent exoskeleton shifted to blue-gray. Whatever Hue was, it’d been there longer than they had, and its chromatophores dimmed hourly.

  Briar squeezed Allegra’s shoulder, and she glanced up at him, a knot forming in her throat. Like all botanicals, he needed sunlight—his chlorophyll reserve was so overdrawn, even his eyes had paled.

  Allegra’s jaw tightened. They needed to escape. Now, before the guards came back.

  She plunked down on the flesh-like floor and untied her laces. “Being human has its advantages.” She tugged off her boot. “You’re wondering what these are?”

  Her friend waved his pale green fronds; Hue pulsed a dim yellow.

  “We’re stubborn and persistent.”

  “Synonyms,” Briar protested.

  “Maybe. But the best thing? Boots. Boots and clothes.” Allegra hesitated. “Could you turn around?”

  Briar’s low laugh was like wind through reeds, but he complied. “Unnecessary.”

  She stripped off her shirt, shoved her arms back into her filthy flight jacket, and zipped it against the rancid air. “Done.”

  Briar turned back, and Hue peered past him as Allegra tore her shirt into thin strips and started tying them together.

  “Know what else we have?” She attached the makeshift rope to her boot. “Good throwing arms. Well… My sister doesn’t. Maybe it’s just me.”

  Briar snorted, though Hue’s color shifted to a sickly chartreuse.

  Taking aim through the bars, Allegra threw the boot at the panel and yanked it back. She nailed the guard’s pattern on her first attempt, and all the doors retracted.

  Briar hesitated, so she shoved him into the hall before turning to Hue.

  “C’mon!” She grabbed two of Hue’s four arms and pulled it out, and it steadied itself on its thick, backward-jointed legs. Briar held out her boots, but she brushed them aside. “No time. Let’s move.”

  They snuck through the corridors, and Allegra tried to ignore the way her bare feet squelched on the spongy floor. When they reached the passage’s end, no access panel glowed, no metal barred the way. Only filmy mucus stretched across the doorway. Relieved at so simple an obstacle, she reached out, but jerked back, shaking her stinging hand.

  Briar’s fronds folded back against his head. “Pain?”

  “Yeah.”

  Hue’s carapace cycled between apricot and vermilion. With a two-thumbed, claw-like hand, it brought Allegra’s injured fingers close to its unblinking, multifaceted eyes, and its tongue unfurled and licked her hand. Allegra cringed. Hue touched her cheek, gently shoved her against Briar, and staggered toward the film.

  “No!” Allegra lunged forward, but Briar’s branch-like arms held her fast.

  Hue stepped straight into the mucus, all four arms outstretched and head angled to the ceiling. The film pulled away from the doorway, enveloping Hue, whose entire exoskeleton flashed with blinding rapidity.

  A crescendo of clicks shook the walls.

  An alarm? Panic rose in Allegra’s throat. A sound like a vacuum-seal popping drew her attention back to the door just as Hue’s exoskeleton absorbed the last strings of mucus.

  Too much hunger. Could not speak, a soprano voice whispered in her mind as Hue straightened, bright and strong.

  Briar’s arms tightened around her, and she glanced up. Did he hear it, too?

  
    Sufficient meal. Was well thrown, Human-Without-Queen, but now for speed.
  

  The back of Hue’s carapace split apart, and two pairs of translucent wings unfolded. Without warning, it snatched up both Allegra and Briar and flew through the doorway.

  When guards spilled into the widening passage and synchronized energy blasts tore chunks from the walls, Hue dodged their fire, though the erratic flight pattern made Allegra’s empty stomach twist.

  The deep thrum of Hue’s wings quieted when they landed in the hangar next to a pod-shaped vessel. The ship’s door slid open, and Hue set Allegra and Briar down on the gray floor, which shuddered under their feet.

  
    Pilot! Status of Shipmate?
  

  The contralto voice echoed in Allegra’s mind, startling her again.

  Shipmate without light. Hue’s large head bowed, then it met Allegra’s eyes. But, to escape, need four arms. Human fires. Botanical maintains systems. Hue waved her toward a complicated panel with levers and buttons and Briar toward the one covered with switches.

  Allegra grimaced. “Hue, I don’t—”

  
    Ship, 
    show Human. Show Botanical. Pilot will fly.
  

  The deeper voice sighed. Ship welcoming Pilot. Welcoming Botanical. Welcoming Human. Ship will show.

  Allegra reached a tentative hand and patted the panel. “Sorry about Shipmate.”

  
    Gratitude.
  

  Allegra squinted at the controls, but when Ship explained in bright images, her tension evaporated. This was the most logical system she’d ever seen. She flumped into the oddly shaped chair and wiggled her toes. A projection lit up over the panel like flowers in ultraviolet light.

  “Weirdest heads-up display ever, Ship,” she said, and she felt Ship chuckle. Allegra initialized the weapons but glanced up from toggling the targeting systems. “Hey, know what else humans’re good at?”

  Briar hummed.

  She cracked her knuckles and grinned. “Blowing stuff up.”

  Ship shot up, then forward, the force pinning Allegra down. She grunted, reached one heavy hand to flip a switch, and blasted the bay doors to pieces, and Ship raced through the opening. All four arms moving at once, Hue reoriented Ship, pivoting to face the dark bulk they’d fled.

  Allegra took aim, and the enemy vessel imploded in a soundless fireball.

  Ship hummed, Briar gave a rustling cheer, and Hue clattered its wings.

  “Well. I dunno about you”—hands behind her head, Allegra leaned back in the chair—“but I’m hungry.”

  Hue gestured to her bare feet. Human also needs new advantages.

  Allegra laughed. “That, too.”

  




  
  






Sexiest Man In Space




Teddi Deppner

  
  Pete clung to the crawl handles on the skin of his spaceship and hoped he’d catch a breath before reaching the upper atmosphere. He’d looped his pilot’s harness straps hastily through a handle and clipped them together, taking most of the strain during acceleration, but he was already regretting his recklessness.

  What if KT couldn’t get the hatch open before they hit vacuum? As his vision streaked with tears and his lungs burned, one thought looped through his head on repeat. How did this happen?

  The day had started just like any other.

  

  “Peter Johnson, sexiest man in space, and he’s going to be stuck planetside for the next six months because he won’t flirt with a love-starved clerk.” The monotone buzz of KT’s vocal processor matched her droll taunt.

  Pete scowled at the four-legged bot next to him, thankful the spaceport customs clerk was in another room, out of earshot of her incorrigible commentary. The office was quiet, the barebones spaceport nearly deserted either because it was pre-dawn or because nobody ever visited this god-forsaken colony.

  “You know I hate it when you call me that.”

  “What? Peter Johnson? It’s your name. And really, the name says it all.” KT shifted her weight to bump Pete’s hip with her main chassis and rolled her head-like sensor housing as if in a knowing nod.

  Pushing shaggy black bangs out of his eyes, Pete stepped away from his droid. He needed a haircut. Heck, with the payment he’d been promised for this cargo, he could even afford to have someone other than KT cut it.

  “You know what I mean. Don’t call me—”

  “Sexy? Just because I have synthetic optics doesn’t mean I’m blind to how women look at you.”

  The woman in question appeared at the far end of the corridor behind the customs desk, frowning at a vidpad.

  Pete lowered his voice. Appear calm. Respectable. “She’s not looking at me. She’s looking at the five hundred fertilized neoplaquosaurus eggs in our hold.” Live cargo was always a gigaton of paperwork.

  KT buzzed, matching his lower volume, “Hell hath no fury like a clerk with an unrequited crush.”

  “Why didn’t Alicia design you with a mute button?” he muttered, assessing the approaching clerk’s frown. It wasn’t a mere gigaton-of-paperwork frown.

  “Alicia welcomed my advice. Alicia took my—”

  “Hush.” Pete pushed KT away from the counter and stepped in front of her, reluctantly flashing a smile at the returning clerk.

  The woman’s face lit up at his smile, but the frown returned when she reached the counter and turned the vidpad’s screen to face him. “Is this your ship?”

  Of course it was the Astral Rally, bright ribbons of color streaking from its nose to its tail even through the night mists that dimmed the spaceport lighting. It was the only ship on the landing pad. But the Rally’s nose was rising, the ship tilting into a launch attitude.

  Without him.

  The clerk took one look at his face and tapped her comm headset. “Port police! Wake up, Sheenan! Violation of export approval, pad five. Possible grand theft transport.”

  Pete was already out the door. KT ran at his side until he gathered enough wits to set her free. “Execute eleven-thirty-eight-niner. Go!”

  KT’s four legs spun into high gear, launching her across the hardpack landing zone. She zipped up the side of the ship and disappeared into the emergency hatch while Pete sprinted hard, every pounding step jarring his bones. A siren’s howl cut the air—the port police belatedly sounding the alarm.

  

  Now Pete’s day might be over before the night fog even cleared. The sun burst over the distant horizon, dazzling Pete even through his eyelids as the Rally flew above the mists at a low angle escape vector. The sparkles in his vision were fading to black around the edges when he felt coarse netting drop over him and yank him toward the hatch. He released the straps securing him to the side of the Rally, and KT pulled him inside.

  “’Bout time.” He sucked in deep breaths of familiar ship air, laced with cleaning solvents and fresh paint. Struggling to his feet, blinking, he peeled off the netting and pulled his blaster with numb hands. “What are we dealing with?”

  “Single gangster. Plucky bastard. Shot at me when I said hello.”

  Pete peered out of the emergency airlock down a clear corridor. “Where?”

  “He’s in the cockpit. Be careful, Captain.”

  Pete ran through the corridors of the Rally to the bridge, slowing as he neared the hatch, which was open. His heart thundered in his ears. His fingers tingled. He crept to the opening, breathing through his open mouth as quietly as he could. Surprise would be the ticket.

  He took a quick peek around the opening and then ducked back, holding his breath.

  And then let it out with an explosive, elongated sigh. “KT, you wretch!”

  Holstering his blaster, he stepped into the cockpit, shaking his head.

  The thief was out cold, wrapped like a bug in a spider’s web with the same cargo netting KT had used to bring him into the ship.

  “I thought you would enjoy the spike of adrenaline.”

  “I get plenty enough of that without your help!” Glancing at the console, Pete confirmed that the Rally was set on autopilot to break orbit.

  “I wanted you to feel useful, Captain. Like you were pulling your weight around here instead of riding on a droid’s apron strings like a lunk.”

  “Someday, you’re going to wake up from your maintenance cycle to find I installed a mute button while you were out.”

  “Ha! First you’d have to push it. Can’t touch this…”

  “Fine. I’ll install a remote.”

  Outside the wide window, the curve of the brown planet fell away and the distant sun took its place in the greater starscape.

  At least they wouldn’t have to pay any export fees.

  




  
  






Certified Allergen Free




Lisa Godfrees

  
  Fred slid his paddy wagon into hover and double-checked the address on the docket.

  “We got the right place this time?” Dave asked from the passenger seat.

  “Best I can tell.” Fred killed the ignition. “You and Arrow wait and join me in five.”

  “Gotcha, boss.” Dave de-solidified his window as Fred walked around the vehicle. “Be careful. This place looks trapped in the twentieth century.”

  A sprawling Magnolia tree blocked most of the morning sunlight from the yard while some bird—a rooster?—crowed from a neighbor’s yard. Fred picked his way across broken pavers to a single-story ranch house and rapped on the weathered door. Paint chips flaked onto the porch step. Fred resisted the impulse to peel off more as he waited.

  After a few moments, the door swung inward to reveal a young man wearing gym shorts, a stained t-shirt, a baseball cap, and week-old stubble. His sleep-crusted gaze moved from Fred’s face to his uniform and back. “Can I help you, officer?”

  “Are you Bill Anderson?”

  “Yeah…” The corners of the guy’s mouth pulled into a frown.

  “I’m Fred Johnson with the Food and Drug Administration. We have a warrant to search your residence for contraband.” Fred handed the docket to Bill, who took it and glanced at its contents.

  “You’re… Food Police?” Bill’s Adam’s apple bobbed as his gaze returned to Fred.

  “We prefer the term agent.” Fred schooled his face into the patient expression he gave all idiots. “May I come in?”

  Bill stepped back from the door, glancing over his shoulder as he did so. “Suit yourself, Mr. Agent. I don’t know what you’re hoping to find.”

  Fred stepped inside and pulled the door mostly closed. “Look, Mr. Anderson. We can do this one of two ways. You can cooperate and voluntarily turn in your contraband for a reduced sentence, or you can be uncooperative and receive the maximum sentence for whatever contraband is found. Your choice.”

  Bill combed his fingers through his hair and replaced his baseball cap before answering, “I got nothing to declare.”

  “Suit yourself.” Fred sauntered into the kitchen and opened cabinets, drawers, and the refrigerator. He didn’t expect to find anything easily. Violators with obvious contraband usually confessed. He was simply biding time waiting for—

  “Agent Johnson?” Dave called from the front door, right on schedule. “You need any help?”

  “C’mon in, Dave.” Fred didn’t bother to keep the smile out of his voice. “Mr. Anderson declined to cooperate, so you and Arrow are free to get to work.”

  When Dave and curly-haired Arrow came into view, Bill backed into the wall with enough force to dislodge the picture hanging there. It slid down the wall and shattered, but Bill didn’t even flinch. His attention was captivated by Arrow—all eighty pounds of her.

  “Is that”—Bill’s eyes bulged—“a dog?! I thought dogs were illegal.”

  “She’s a Field Agent.” Fred corrected. “Go ahead, Dave.”

  Dave motioned for Arrow to sit, then detached her collar.

  “But—but I’m allergic to dogs!” Bill spluttered. “She can’t be in here.”

  Fred pulled a certificate from his pocket and proffered it to Bill. “She’s a Labradoodle, certified Allergen Free.”

  “Arrow,” Dave commanded, “go fish!”

  The Labradoodle stuck her shaggy nose to the ground and started snuffling around the kitchen baseboards, cabinets, and pantry.

  “Ha!” Bill pushed the certificate back at Fred. “I don’t have any fish.”

  “That’s a training command,” Fred said. “We’re not necessarily looking for fish. Arrow is trained to alert to any of the eight contraband categories. Fish and shellfish just happen to be two of them.”

  Arrow scratched twice at the back wall of the pantry and sat.

  Fred smiled—a real smile this time. He inspected the pantry wall, knocking and listening. The area behind was hollow, and—there!—hidden hinges. He pushed on the opposite side, and the panel sprung outward, revealing shelves of contraband.

  Peter Pan, Jiffy, generic label, creamy, crunchy, no added sugar—every type of peanut butter ever made. A smorgasbord of processed legumes.

  Behind him, Dave whistled. “You’re a dealer.”

  “Let. Go. Of. Me.” Bill struggled to break out of Dave’s grip.

  “Do you have any idea how many school children used to die from peanut allergies in the days before the Food Allergen Protection Act of 2020?” Fred fitted the electro-clamps on to Bill’s wrists. “You disgust me.”

  He pushed the perp toward the door.

  “Wait!” Bill dropped to his knees. “I can cooperate. What if I give you the name of my supplier?”

  Fred yanked Bill to his feet. “Who do you think gave us your name?”

  From the kitchen, a familiar swish sounded, followed by the redolent fragrance of peanut.

  “Hey!” Bill protested. “You can’t—”

  “Yes, I can. Dogs love peanut butter.” Dave stuck a spoon into the newly opened jar and offered it to Arrow. “Good girl.”

  “Why do you think she’s so good at finding it?” Fred asked as he led Bill to one of the compartments in the back of the FDA Van. “The maximum sentence for possessing contraband allergenics—milk, eggs, fish, crustacean shellfish, tree nuts, peanuts, wheat, or soybeans—is eighteen months, no parole. Dealing carries an additional three years.”

  “It’s not fair, man,” Bill called as Fred closed the door. “It’s an addict—”

  That’s what they all said.

  “Where to next, boss?” Dave asked after the FDA’s Collections team had carted away the arsenal of peanut butter to be destroyed.

  “I think we need to check in with Bill’s neighbors.”

  Dave lifted an eyebrow.

  “I heard a rooster as I was walking up to Bill’s house this morning…”

  “Eggs,” they said in unison, and Arrow barked her peanut-tinged agreement.

  




  
  






Team Second Star




Amber Woods

  
  Pan pulled at his leash, and it took everything in Peter to hold him back. The burly black-and-tan German shepherd was having none of it.

  “Come on, boy. We’ve got to stay focused. If we fail, we’re kicked out for good.” Muscles straining, Peter tightened his grip and heaved in the opposite direction. His auburn hair flew into his face, and his bright blue uniform was already damp from sweat.

  Ears erect and nose pointing, Pan strained toward the woods. He whimpered slightly.

  “Stay focused, buddy. Now, sniff!” Peter commanded.

  Pan reacted properly this time and turned back toward the sidewalk, still glancing at the forest.

  A sigh escaped Peter. Maybe they could pass after all.

  “I wouldn’t get too comfortable, Peter,” Rodriguez said from his radio earpiece. “That wasn’t a great start. If he’s going after a squirrel or something, it’s game over.”

  Peter’s brow creased. “He’s doing all right now. Don’t be so quick to give up on him.”

  Pan walked methodically along, sniffing intently. Then he lunged again, and the frayed leash broke with a snap.

  “No!” Peter cried as Pan disappeared. “Wait!”

  “I think you just failed,” the snide voice commented in his ear.

  “Thanks,” Peter muttered as he pushed bushes and twigs aside to chase after the sleek shepherd.

  Then he heard a bark. The alert bark. Naturally, he’d find drugs now.

  Peter’s single soft whistle called the dog. Pan dashed back to him, jumped, putting his front paws on Peter’s chest, and then turned back into the woods. Peter loosened his holster, ready for a surprise.

  
    Now to see if we can still pass.
  

  With Pan leading, the well-groomed park paths soon lay far behind them. Underbrush obstructed any possible routes through the thicket, and shadows ran rampant under the canopy. Peter slipped his gun out and the safety off, even though the bullets were blanks. Pan crept along beside him.

  “Come,” Peter said, and Pan followed close.

  They edged through the undergrowth, hidden behind bushes and trees. Pan crept soundlessly behind him, his coat blending perfectly with the forest. Test or no, adrenaline rushed through Peter’s veins. Primal instinct took over, whispering, One noise, and you’re dead.

  Heart pounding, Peter pushed branches out of his way until the thicket ended and only old trees dotted the landscape between him and a concrete bunker. Dead leaves and a few struggling weeds coated the man-made clearing.

  “You guys outdid yourselves,” Peter murmured. “I thought there would be a few people in dog bite suits with a bag.”

  Only static answered him through the earpiece. Maybe radio silence was part of the test.

  Rising from a crouch, Peter ran from oak to maple for cover. He stopped behind the last tree, roughly ten yards away from the pale structure. While he was considering a way to get in, the door opened. A flash of light and a popping noise erupted from the building, and instinct yanked Peter behind the trunk. His reaction was stupid really, the bullets were… The bullets were…

  Peter stared at the trunk off to his left; several chunks of wood were missing.

  
    The bullets are real.
  

  His adrenaline and blood pressure soared, and he whistled, then whisper-shouted, “Pan!”

  Except Pan was gone.

  Peter’s eyes widened as he searched for the dog, desperately trying not to panic. Another burst ricocheted across the clearing. Peter took a deep breath and, during the lull, fired three solid shots of his own toward the dark shape in the door.

  Nothing happened. Of course. His gun was shooting blanks.

  His heart thundered as he pulled back behind a thick oak and let out an exasperated breath. Naturally, the one time he trained in the real world, the real thing found him. What was next?

  
    Thud.
  

  A piece of wood flew off his tree.

  These guys are getting better. The thought had just crossed his mind when he heard a bark. Pan!

  Whoever was in the house didn’t like the noise and shouted gibberish. Someone answered, and a louder gun joined the first. Peter spied Pan off to the far left, slinking toward the bunker. One of the men was halfway out of the door, looking around.

  He’s going to find Pan. Another bullet nearly gave him a haircut, but he made it. Shaking, he fell against the thick maple. With the dealer’s attention successfully diverted, Pan crept closer to the bunker, out of sight.

  Peter took inventory: a couple of pairs of cuffs, one fake bullet, a utility knife, and a can of pepper spray. That was all he had. Time to MacGyver it.

  He took out the pepper spray. Making sure the top was secure, he threw the can at the bunker. It fell a few feet away from the hideout. Startled, the stockier man shot it.

  Big mistake.

  Gas sprayed from the hole, dousing both of them. They stumbled around, coughing. Peter couldn’t hold back the smirk. Pan rushed the younger one and jumped on his chest. The man—kid, really—screamed and dropped his gun. Peter charged, shoved the older one to the ground, and cuffed him before calling off Pan and cuffing the kid, too. At least the handcuffs were real. After a quick search of the bunker, which revealed some tech and several bags of white powder, Peter hauled the soon-to-be-inmates and their stash out to the park, where his trainers were waiting.

  “Rodriguez is furious…” a friend and fellow trainee began, but he trailed off when he saw the men. “We haven’t heard from you in over an hour.”

  Pan by his side, Peter rolled his eyes and dragged the handcuffed men toward the scowling instructor.

  “I see you’ve been busy, Team Second Star,” Rodriguez growled, crossing his arms. “But you’d better have a good reason for not responding.”

  Peter held up a signal jammer from the bunker. “Everything went to voicemail. Thought I’d use this to bargain for a pass.” He patted Pan’s head.

  Rodriguez almost cracked a smile.

  




  
  






Figlio Fortunato




Abigail Falanga

  
  Three of the dragon’s heads lunged, spewing noxious fire. Niccolò bellowed, charged between columns of flame, and drove at the beast with his axe. His blows glanced off the scales, then he staggered against the flags of the old church as four more heads lurched around the corner.

  Where was Giovanni? What a time to be distracted by a set of farmers. Granted, they were armed with scythes and pitchforks and demented by elementals. But that was nothing to a seven-headed dragon!

  Niccolò dodged another stream of flames, glanced through the stone arches, and swiped at a scaled head. He didn’t—slash—have time—swing—to look after—chop—the spoilt scions of—jump from tearing claws—princes too important to do the dirty work themselves.

  “Back!” shouted the young viscount as he bounded in from the portico, his face sweat-streaked and his blood-speckled sword lowered at his side. He held up an amulet—an elegant reliquary more suitable for the Medici courts than the battlefield. The idiot wasn’t even ready to fight!

  But the dragon quailed and writhed and then seemed to shrivel. It collapsed into a dark inner room within the church.

  Niccolò bent, free hand braced on his knee as he recovered his breath. “You might have mentioned you possessed such a charm before we met the monster, my lord.”

  “What’s the matter, old man?” Giovanni Carlo Fortunato Vespucci, heir of the Duke of Otr’Idri, gave a small mocking smile. “These enchantment-hunts grown more difficult in your dotage?”

  “Call me a dotard again, and less of you returns to your father, boy,” Niccolò growled, straightening.

  Giovanni’s hand shook slightly as he slipped the amulet under his doublet. “Its graces are small and worked better on the townsfolk. The dragon is not vanquished, merely weakened.”

  “Those men—dead?” Once, Niccolò thought nothing of killing an opponent, regardless of what they were. But that was before he’d spent fifteen years living as one of these farmers.

  “Injured. Recovering.”

  “Good.” His stomach eased. “Then we can learn something from them.”

  Giovanni followed him out, cleaning his sword with a silk handkerchief. “Why did they attack as if demon-possessed? We did nothing to provoke them.”

  “Not demons, but they were being influenced. Must be that sorcerer we’re hunting. He roused the dragon and unleashed the elementals—until that reliquary disrupted his spells.”

  Half-a-dozen men sat on rocks on the erstwhile battlefield, dazed and binding light wounds from Giovanni’s sword.

  “How came we here?” one asked. “We remember nothing but blind fury. Are we free of this sorcerer you speak of, master?”

  “Wouldn’t hurt to have your priest bless you. Have strangers come through recently? Travelers?”

  “Few travel this way. The garrison at the tower could tell you more.”

  Niccolò glanced up at the fort, miles distant on a hilltop and guarding the highway pass. “I’m sure they will.”

  “Father Francesco might know,” Giovanni murmured.

  Plain-spoken, learned Father Francesco had welcomed them last night and given them a bed and a meal. He’d been concerned and curious about the rumor of a new sorcerer but hadn’t been able to help except to direct them to the ruined church for information on their quest. He did promise to keep his ears and eyes open, though.

  “What about the dragon?” the prince demanded. “Surely conjuring such a monster would leave plain traces.”

  “These hills are full of dragons.” The farmer shook his head. “Usually shy.”

  “A beast like any other,” Niccolò said. “Though susceptible to magical perversion. Speaking of—”

  A seven-throated roar shook the sunlit hillside, bringing the countrymen to their feet.

  “Flee!” shouted Giovanni. “Go to your priest!”

  “But we don’t have a priest! Haven’t since before this church was a ruin.”

  They had no priest? But wasn’t Father Francesco—?

  No. He lived far from this church, which had fallen into ruin and certainly held no clues. He was too curious. Too helpful.

  Niccolò looked at Giovanni as realization struck. “The sorcerer is Father Francesco! He sent us here into a trap while he makes good his escape.”

  Before Niccolò could stop him, Giovanni spun to the farmers and commanded, “Go on! Get away from here.”

  The men scattered, fleeing downhill toward the village as the dragon’s first heads emerged from the ruin.

  “Fool!” Niccolò swept out his axe. “We need them.”

  “They’ll be killed.”

  “So will we without help! Where’s your horse?”

  “I sent one of the men on him to rouse the fort.”

  “Then we ride mine. Come on.”

  “No! We must drive the dragon back into the church.”

  “I’m not dying here! I lost too many friends to your family’s ceaseless wars.” Niccolò faced the approaching terror, anger roiling in his veins. “Now I’m looking after an idiot of a boy who sends off his horse and doesn’t know when to retreat.”

  With a rush of scales and fire, the dragon charged. Niccolò grasped his axe, letting it become an extension of his rage.

  Strike, duck, swing, fire, teeth—

  A head flew from a snaking neck, lopped by Giovanni’s blade.

  Only then did Niccolò see that Giovanni fought at his back. Matching him blow for blow, twist for feint, driving the dragon back into the church.

  They were still going to die, but the lad had skill.

  Twin whistles approached through the air. Giovanni shoved him backward before Niccolò had time to recognize the roar of cannon fire. They rolled down the hill over loose stones and flattened grass, just as the ruin exploded beneath the impact of both cannonballs.

  As dust rose and masonry fell, Niccolò pulled himself upright. “The messenger you sent to the fort—you had the fort take care of the dragon for us.” He leaned on his axe and met the viscount’s gaze. “Much as I hate to admit it, you actually saved my life, boy.”

  Giovanni grinned. “Enough of your family has died for mine. And we’ve still got a sorcerer to catch. How would I finish this quest without you, old man?”
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The Rubyspire




Steve Rzasa

  
  The dragon statue is as tall as ten men, yet the cavern ceiling seems as far away as the clouds.

  A smile creases my beard. Perhaps not so far. I do sail among them.

  “Of all the cursed places in which those peasants could hide a treasure,” Niall Phelan grumbles, “they secret our bounty in a heap of stone.”

  “Not them, Niall. Their grandfathers’ grandfathers. Let’s not levy blame on our patrons.” I survey the pale, speckled granite for fissures. The proper leverage, judiciously applied, will make our extraction of said bounty all the simpler.

  The wooden door rattles behind Niall. He plants his shoulder against it, linen cloak whirling like brown dust tossed by the wind. The dull color makes the crimson of his hair, and the snow white of his tunic, all the more brilliant in the light cast by fires snapping in twin brass braziers. “By all means, take your time.”

  “There.” I point with my falchion, the sword’s blade glinting. “The cluster of scales where the beast’s heart would be. You see they are a different shade.”

  Niall squints, emerald eyes turning to slits. He sneers, teeth appearing far too sharp for those of a mere man. “Yes, I see it. I’d be happy to clamber up there and wrench our treasure free, if the famed Captain Bowen Cord would be so kind as to bar the door.”

  Squeals akin to those of a tortured swine bleed through the door’s stone frame. Iron fastenings creak. Clouds above, how many have they brought? Enough goblins to batter the statue to bits and steal what rightfully belongs to the village they’ve cut off from its inheritance.

  I sheath my sword and flick my fingers, dismissing Niall as a man rids himself of a fly. “So I shall.”

  Niall leaps aside. Doubtless he’d prefer not to be frozen solid.

  I cast my thoughts to the Most High and whisper the only suitable word for such an occasion.“Glacii.”

  The hiss of my whisper merges with the tendrils of ice wafting from the blue glow under my right palm. They harden midair, twisting into a sheet that spreads across the surface of the door. I pile ice on, layering inch by inch, until a frost-edged wall thick as a man’s fist covers the only means of ingress—and egress.

  Niall grins. He raps on the ice wall with a fist, producing a meaty smack. “Well, now, that’ll do. I’ll get to climbing.”

  He arches his back as his body contorts, the muscles rippling, the limbs lengthening. White and red fur sprouts from his sleeves and collar. A man’s face warps into that of a canine’s—a fox, yet massive, grown to two heads taller than me. The vulpex leers at me, jaws full of fangs that would have no trouble tearing even an armored warrior to bloody scraps.

  But Niall leaps to the dragon statue’s knee with a guttural whoop of joy, claws scratching at rock, then scales the scales until he’s clinging below the drooped head of the sightless, winged beast.

  The goblin squeals trickle off, muted as they are by stone and ice. I imagine them turning back, traipsing the long, winding, dirt-floor tunnel leading to the depths. If we’re fortunate, they’ve gone for axes. If we’re ill-fated, they’ll return with black powder.

  But neither metallic clinks nor sputtering fuses greet my ears.

  Instead, a roar makes the ice barricade tremble with such force that slivers flake off.

  “Shark’s blood!” Niall slips. He jams his claws into the fissures. “Was that a bull?”

  “I presume a minotaur.” I back away, one hand on the falchion’s hilt. This warrants a moment’s consideration. Perhaps the barrier needs reinforcing—

  Another bellow. Horns pierce the door, shattering a three-foot circle of ice. Its remnants litter the ground at my feet.

  Yes. More ice.

  I level both hands, pouring the cold as fast and steadily as I can, until I lose sensation in my arms. The tingling creeps to my elbows. My knees refuse to stop shaking.

  “I have it!”

  A glance rewards me with Niall’s frantic tugging at a loose slab of stone. He pries it open wide enough for him to insert a hand. There’s a glint of red.

  The rubyspire.

  I hear a faint click over the minotaur’s bellowing, the goblins’ cheering, and the ice’s hissing. A metal catch releasing? Gears grumble.

  The statue’s ponderous head swings, pinning Niall to its chest.

  His howl pierces the air as the ice wall, thick with reinforcement, explodes in a hail of razor-edged slivers and thick smoke. Flame singes my gauntlets, but, mercifully, I’m still frigid enough to ward off burns.

  The minotaur stomps over the shattered wall, misshapen bovine head bobbing as soulless black eyes glower at me. It clenches its fists and bellows again.

  A dozen goblins swarm into the chamber, cutlasses clattering.

  I grimace. “Niall? If you could be so bothered…” I draw my falchion with one hand and the wheellock pistol from my belt with the other.

  The grunt of indignation can only be his. Slowly, the rocks grinding against each other and rusted metal whining in protest, the statue head tilts back up. Niall’s massive paws grasp a spear of purest ruby, spanning from wrist to elbow, as he glares down at our newly crowded cavern.

  “Very well, you scab-slathered bags of pus,” he snarls, “who’ll be the first among you to perish?”

  A pack of five goblins break from their band, running for him.

  Niall jumps into their midst, swiping the first one’s feet from under him with the rubyspire. A spinning blow with his paw removes the head of the next.

  I fire the pistol, smoke blotting my vision. The minotaur moans in response, clutching its face. I back from the goblins until my shoulders collide with Niall’s.

  “Perhaps,” he grunts, “we should have negotiated payment before the revels.”

  I can’t help but chuckle as we launch, swords flashing, into the fray.

  




  
  






Toby’s Call




H. Halverstadt

  
  The water sparkled green at the far end of the Northwest Coast, a beautifully masked death trap. At least it was a break from the witch hunt playing on all the holocubes in town.

  Toby kicked a rock and made sure to stay high on the jetty, well away from the water. Farther out to sea, a school of salmon headed for the nearby river, only to be scattered by the arrival of a harbor seal. It grabbed one and was about to swim off with its prize when two giant, dark red tentacles grabbed it with strong suckers and forced it down under the water.

  He shook his head. This bay used to be safe to swim in. Now three people are dead. When I find out who…

  Squid or not, the bay was beautiful. He had felt drawn to it after that rejection notice from Espada-BioBay. He had really hoped he would land that job. At this stage of the Danube settlement, there weren’t a lot of marine biologist jobs open.

  Toby stepped back from the water’s edge just as a bottlenose dolphin popped up, droplets dripping down its shiny gray-blue snout.

  “Blue, why are you here? I don’t want you to be eaten.” He tapped his AI and waited as it turned his words into clicks and whistles.

  The dolphin pulled herself up and whistled back. Toby waited again for the wrist unit to translate. “We stun big squids. Human hurt. You come.”

  His eyes widened. Why would a human be in squid waters?

  “There aren’t any boats here.”

  “Call skybird.”

  “Call the Air Rescue? This isn’t another game, Blue?”

  “Not game. Call skybird. Human hurt.” The dolphin pointed her shiny nose out to sea. “Big rock.”

  Toby tapped his wrist unit twice. “Emergency call, Danube Air Rescue. There’s a dolphin reporting an injured human on a rock at sea near this location.”

  A woman’s voice responded. “We have confirmed your coordinates. Please stay at your location so we can ping your wrist unit. Do you have any other information?”

  “No.”

  “Thank you.” The connection terminated.

  The dolphin whistled again. “Come. Now.”

  “Blue, the Air Rescue said I should stay here. The helicopter will come faster than I swim, and it won’t try to eat me.”

  “Too slow. We help. Leap comes.” Another dolphin popped up a few meters away and hastened toward them.

  They’re going to tow me? “My translator will have to stay here.”

  “Agreed. You come.”

  After peeling off his jacket, socks, and shoes, Toby removed his wrist unit and earpiece, laying them on a nearby rock. At least the copter could locate it. In the water, Blue and Leap positioned themselves side by side.

  Toby jumped. As soon as he had a hand on each fin, they were speeding through the water, the salt spray stinging Toby’s face.

  They approached a large rock, about a meter high. On the edge was a small, partially shattered boat, the word BioBay just visible on its hull.

  As they swam closer, Toby saw an unconscious man, up to his waist in water and sinking, slumped against the rock. Beyond him, a phalanx of dolphins faced off against a half-grown giant squid, its rich colors visible a few centimeters under the surface.

  The pod parted. As he swam in, Toby felt the whoosh of a suckered tentacle just missing his leg, and adrenaline propelled him to the rock in seconds. The gravel stabbed his bare feet, but he ignored it. He grabbed the man from behind across the chest and hauled his almost-deadweight to the top of the rock. They were safe from the squid here. Squid couldn’t tolerate open air.

  When Toby waved off the dolphins, they scattered, the squid chasing after them.

  Toby shook the man’s arm. “Hang on, sir. Help is coming.” An ID tag fell out of his shirt. It had a name, title, and a picture: Espada, BioBay Seeding Team.

  The man blinked and moved his head. “Conn.”

  “What?” Toby clapped the man’s shoulder, but he jerked away as if in pain. “Con what? Come on, keep talking to me!”

  The man opened his eyes. “Conn. My name.” He lifted his left arm a few centimeters. “Ow!” He grimaced.

  “Conn Espada? Son of the BioBay CEO?”

  Conn squinted at him. “You should have let me die.”

  “Nobody deserves death by squid.”

  “I do.”

  Toby pushed wet brown hair out of his eyes. “How could you think that?”

  Conn turned and waved toward where the squid had been. “This... would have been justice.”

  The pieces finally made sense. “You were the one who seeded colossal squid alongside the pygmy.”

  Conn nodded.

  “Half the population of Danube wants you for murder.”

  “I know.”

  “What happened, man? Were you drunk?”

  “Not drunk. Grieving. My mother was dying. I should’ve given the job to someone else.”

  Toby paused for a deep breath. “This bay is my haven. I wanted answers—justice, somehow—but not prison, like the others.”

  Tears filled Conn’s eyes. “You’re kinder than the rest.”

  Maybe I’m not. He hadn’t wished harm on Conn, but he had referred to whoever did this as an idiot more than once. Hot shame filled his cheeks.

  “Don’t listen to them, Conn. Everyone makes mistakes. The sperm whales will eat the squid.”

  Conn’s pupils went unfocused. “No. The whales are delayed. Space shipping problems.”

  “The dolphins! They might be willing to help. They can stun squid if they work together.”

  Conn’s eyes widened just as the helicopter appeared above them. A black-haired woman in an orange uniform dropped from it and pointed a medical scanner at Conn. “Looks like you’re in bad shape. Hold still.” She immobilized Conn’s arm and put him in a harness.

  She turned to Toby. “Be right back for you.”

  In the copter, Conn ignored the medic and motioned to Toby. “Name?”

  “I’m Toby. Toby Galanos.”

  “Toby, thank you. Can I persuade you to work for BioBay?”

  




  
  






The Hero of Parker City




Emily Grant

  
  I know the city has turned its back on me, but it’s still devastating when I see my face on a billboard with the words, “Why are we trusting the Blue Bullet with our lives?”

  Bitterness stabs my heart as I fly by. The cloud of dust below leads me to my destination: a collapsed building.

  
    What would they do if I stopped showing up?
  

  First responders are already there. I drop in front of the building to assess the situation. It’s just an old warehouse, finally giving in to time, but was anybody inside when it collapsed?

  Someone whispers, “There he is!”

  Another voice calls, “Hey!” I turn to see the chief of police walking toward me, his expression dark.

  “It’s all under control here.” His jaw twitches. “You can go back where you came from, Blue.”

  I grit my teeth. This man, new in his chief role, has proudly called me the Blue Bullet many times in the past when I’ve helped save a life or catch a criminal. Now he acts as if I’m not even worthy of the full name given to me by the citizens.

  “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?” I grit my teeth. I wish my visor didn’t hide my eyes; I want the chief to see that I know what he’s thinking.

  “No, I think you’ve done enough.”

  I whirl around, clenching my fists. “Fine. I’ll get out of your way.” Gathering my strength, I shoot into the air. My streamlined suit allows my departure to be swift. Its midnight blue color matches the darkness I feel.

  The skyscraper I land on is usually a sanctuary, where I scope out people who need help. Today, all I can see are the billboards screaming lies to the citizens of Parker City.

  The one that hurts the most reads: He let our chief die. He’ll fail your family next. The photo of me holding Chief Greer’s body in my arms, surrounded by smoke, turns my stomach. Grief and regret are still fresh wounds in my heart.

  I slump to my knees. Everything I’ve done for this city, and they shun me after my first failure. They don’t want my help, and maybe they don’t deserve it. Maybe I should just do what they want and leave them alone.

  “I told you this would happen.”

  I bolt up and hover a couple feet in the air. A dark figure rises over the edge of the roof on a cloud of smoke.

  “Smokescreen.” Hatred consumes me. “How dare you come here?”

  Smokescreen, clad in a gray cloak, steps onto the roof with a smirk. “Don’t be angry with me for killing Greer. I’m a supervillain. It was your job to save him.” His breath escapes in ashy tendrils.

  “How do you feel about your city now?” He stalks forward, disturbing the mist around him. “Your beloved people that you’ve worked so hard to protect…” He shakes his head at the billboard with the dead chief. “Pity.”

  I refuse to look at the image again, instead staring down the villain before me.  “I’ve made a promise to help protect this city. Nothing’s going to change that.”

  “Even when they snub you for trying?” Smokescreen snickers. “Face it, Bullet. Your superhero days are over. It’s time for you to accept that the people you care about don’t care about you.”

  Smoke gathers beneath me, curling around my boots and spiraling up until it tickles my ears.

  “All you can do is turn their hatred back onto them. If they’re too selfish to accept your help; they’re not worthy of you. Join me, and we can exact our revenge.”

  “What revenge? For not accepting you as a superhero because you were reckless and destroyed more than you saved?” Smoke seeps into my mouth, my eyes. My senses are going numb.

  “You’ll never get the treatment you deserve, not on your own. With our powers and motivation combined, we can bring justice to this world.”

  
    He’s right. Why help the people when all they do in return is reject me?
  

  I squint and try to catch my breath. My mind is hazy. This isn’t right. What’s happening?

  Of course—the smoke. He’s messing with my head, blinding me to the truth. And I’m allowing him.

  I shoot upward like a bullet, spinning as I go. Burning pain erupts as the smoke clinging to me rips away like a bandage, but precious relief follows.

  I plunge back toward Smokescreen. He’s formed a wall of smoke around himself, but I close my eyes and break through it, delivering a punch through its middle. Emerging on the other side of the haze, I turn and repeat, delivering the deadly impact that earned me my name. Once I have him gasping on his knees, I stop in midair and look down at him.

  “I won’t be like you.” I shake my head. “You’re wrong about the citizens of this city. They’re confused and scared, but they still deserve saving. And my mistake won’t stop me from doing what I can.”

  “You’ll regret it,” Smokescreen snarls. “I won’t ask again. You’re either on my side or alone in the big city with no allies.”

  Faintly, down in the streets somewhere, I hear a cry. “Help! Someone! Blue Bullet! Anyone!”

  I smile and lift my chin. If I must be alone in order to save lives, so be it. “I’ll deal with you later,” I warn him as I glide backward. “Right now, I’ve got a job to do.”

  Blasting away from Smokescreen, I race toward the sound of my calling.

  




  
  






Taquitos and Heroes




A. C. Williams

  
  “Here’s your pay, kid.” The foreman of the road crew dropped a few crumpled bills into Karl’s hand. “Now scram.”

  “Come on, man.” Karl moaned. “What does it even matter? I’m sixteen. So what? I can scoop up dead raccoons better than anybody else on your crew.”

  The foreman took the shovel from Karl’s other hand. “Off the road. You’re done, kid.” He turned his back and sauntered away.

  Karl stared after him bleakly before shoving the wadded-up money into his dirty jeans. He shed the yellow safety vest, tossed it over the road divider, and sank his hands into his pockets as he marched dejectedly northward up the Oklahoma turnpike.

  The pavement sizzled under his worn sneakers, and the fierce summer wind baked the sweat off his neck and brow.

  “This sucks.”

  He trudged along under the furious July sun until he reached the nearest exit—some nowheresville speck on the Oklahoma plains—and made a beeline for a sleezy-looking gas station.

  No cars. No people. As he neared, the smell of greasy pizza and roller-heated taquitos made his stomach grumble, and the handful of bucks in his pocket began to burn.

  But who knew when he’d get paid again? The smart move would be to skip the grease.

  “Water fountain.” He spied the hunk of gray metal hung on the wall between the outside doors to the restrooms. He slurped the cold, metallic water and then straightened, wiped the sweat off his forehead, and stared out over the rolling red hills. “Now what?”

  The fifth job in a week, lost because he couldn’t keep a lid on his age. What did it matter that he wasn’t eighteen? He was a hard worker. He was strong. And, more importantly, he was hungry. Cheeseburgers didn’t come free.

  He dropped onto a bench nestled against the side of the gas station and rested his head on the sun-warmed window behind him.

  The bench creaked, and Karl glanced at a man with long silver hair sitting down next to him.

  “Dude!” Karl jerked. “Not you again!”

  The man smiled at him with kind, dark eyes. “Hello, Karl Goodson.”

  “You got me fired.” Karl pointed at him. “Talking to me. Distracting me.”

  “I am sorry.”

  “No, you’re not.”

  “No, I am not.” The man adjusted the long, billowing sleeves of the weird dress thing he wore.

  Karl rolled his eyes and flopped back on the bench. “Why are you following me, man?”

  “I must speak with you.”

  Karl groaned. “Can we go somewhere with air conditioning? It’s like an oven out here.”

  The man smiled again. “Compared to where I am from, this weather is quite pleasant.”

  “Pleasant?” Karl yelped. “Where are you from? Kansas?”

  “I am from another world.”

  “Oh. Texas.”

  That made sense. That made a whole lot of sense.

  The man blinked and shook his head. He stretched out his arm and opened his hand. A shifting orb of light formed in his palm.

  Karl leaped off the bench, backing away with his jaw open. The light pulsed, glowed, and formed the shape of a tall staff, crowned with a golden ornament and nine jangling rings.

  “Dude. What?” Karl whispered.

  The old man stood and faced him. “I am from another world.”

  “So… not Texas?”

  The man sighed and extended his other hand. A small bronze charm shaped like an unfamiliar animal dangled from his fingers.

  “Do you know what this is?”

  “Party favor?”

  The man frowned. “No.”

  Karl eyed the charm. “Can I eat it?”

  “No.” The man sagged slightly. “You are… different.”

  “Could be worse. I could be a jerk.”

  The old man chuckled. “Truth. My name is Korin Sado, and this is a key.” He held the charm out again.

  Karl raised his eyebrows. “Don’t look like a key.”

  “It is called a menuki.”

  “Oh. A menoo-key!”

  Korin raised his wiry eyebrows.

  “Get it? Menoo-key?”

  Korin set his jaw.

  Karl scratched the back of his neck. “Do they not laugh in your world? Like ever?”

  Korin sighed and held out the charm again. “This menuki grants access to a great power only you can command.”

  “Me?” Karl drew back slightly.

  “You are more important than you know.”

  Karl scowled. “I scrape possum guts off the turnpike.”

  “You are more than that.”

  The wind breathed between them, jangling the rings on Korin’s staff in a tuneless melody that spread chills up and down Karl’s arms.

  “You are needed, Karl Goodson.” Korin’s voice resonated deep in Karl’s ears. “Without you, your world is doomed to fall to the evil that destroyed my home.”

  “Why me?” Karl met the old man’s dark eyes.

  “I do not know.”

  Karl sagged. “You don’t know?”

  “This power is—complicated. Even I know very little about it.”

  “Okay, dude, you got to work on your delivery.”

  “I—what?”

  “When someone asks you why you want to give them some amazing magic power, you don’t just say you don’t know. You say, ‘because you’re handsome.’”

  Up went the eyebrows.

  “I’m the chosen one, right?” Karl grinned. “I always knew it. Or is it just because I’m a young, hard-working roadkill scooper desperate for a cheeseburger?”

  “Well.” Korin blinked at him owlishly. “Those qualities can only help you.”

  Karl laughed. “You’re not very good at this, are you?”

  The old man smiled softly. “Apparently not.” Korin held out the charm. “Will you accept it?”

  Karl focused on the charm. “I’m no hero.”

  “Not today. Tomorrow may be a different story.”

  Karl lifted his chin. “Can you tell me more?”

  “I would be pleased.”

  Throwing his arm around the old man’s shoulders, Karl guided Korin toward the doors of the gas station.

  “If we’re going to talk about hero stuff, we need food.” Karl dug for the wadded-up cash in his pocket. “Want a taquito?”

  “What is a taquito?”

  Karl snickered. “You really aren’t from Texas, are you?”

  




  
  






To Catch a Killer




R. F. Gammon

  
  It’s the same every night.

  I wake up in a house not my own, in a dark bedroom, and through a doorway, I hear the sound of someone screaming.

  Then there’s always silence.

  The first couple of nights, I chalked it up to a recurring nightmare of some kind, especially because once I closed my eyes, I woke up back in my own bed. I suppose it could still be a recurring nightmare, but that has seemed less likely since the night the voices started. Have you dealt with that before, Doc? Actually, don’t tell me. I’ll finish first.

  “Adele,” the voices said. My name. Which would have been less terrifying if I hadn’t followed them. I don’t know how to describe what I found in the other room when I opened that doorway and went in. But… oh, that’s how I know it can’t be a recurring nightmare. Not even the subconscious could spin something that horrid out of nothing.

  There was a woman… dead on the kitchen floor, a lake of blood all around her. And that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part was the man sitting next to her on the floor—he’d stabbed her, I think. Or shot her. I don’t really want to think about that part. He was stripping her jewelry. She was wearing a diamond necklace, and he was taking it off.

  I panicked. What was I supposed to do? That was the first time it happened, and I just turned around and ran. I’ve been scared of the dark since I was a little girl, but that night it felt like the shadows were going to come alive and eat me.

  When I got back into the other room, though, it wasn’t a bedroom anymore. It was a living room. Completely unfamiliar, just a sofa and a TV and some lamps. Ordinary living room furniture, except I didn’t recognize any of it. I wasn’t in my house, and like I said, I know I wasn’t dreaming.

  Then there were these footsteps. That man, coming from the kitchen—coming for me. I ran, but my legs were shaking, slowing me down, and I knew I was doomed.

  Then I blinked, and I was back in my own living room.

  It’s still happening every night, a different house and a different woman each time. I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t know what to do. Just… all these women are dying, and every time it happens, I see that same man’s form, and he’s always chasing me.

  But last night, something changed. Last night, I went into the kitchen and found the woman’s body and all the blood and the man sitting there and… there was a gun at my feet. And I felt this itch. You know when you want to do something you shouldn’t—like when you’re standing by the railing of a boat and you get the sudden urge to jump into the water? That’s what it was like. I felt like I’d never wanted anything in my life as much as to pick up that gun and blow the man’s brains out.

  Naturally, I ran. I got out of there as fast as I could. But I can’t forget that itch. And I feel like this is going to end up being one of those sick horror stories—where I’m hallucinating things, and I’ll find out in the end that I’m the murderer, and I’m under some kind of mind control.

  Help me, Doc. I don’t know… I don’t know what’s happening. The voice always calls out my name before I go into that room. Like it’s summoning me. And I don’t know what to do. I don’t feel like Adele anymore. I don’t feel like anything.

  

  As I finish, I glance across the table at Doctor Perkins. I came to him because he’s the best psychiatrist in the region, and I don’t know where else to go. My hands shake in my lap. His forehead puckers, and my heart sinks.

  Doctor Perkins takes a sip of his black coffee as he considers. “I hear all sorts of things, Adele. No two patients’ stories are alike. But that’s the interesting thing here.” He meets my eyes, and I draw in a tight breath. “I’ve heard your story before.”

  It’s a full blow to my chest. I struggle for air, trying to keep my eyes on his. My mind fights a silent battle to keep from slipping back into the darkness of those nightmares-that-aren’t.

  “The last time was three years ago. I met a girl named Maria Bentley. She hallucinated murders, and then…” He removes his glasses. “She turned up dead herself.”

  I choke. I can’t breathe.

  “Every couple of years, something turns up. Before you, I thought Maria was the last. But now, here you are. You’ve been given a call. You have the ability to track a killer, one the newspapers haven’t even picked up on yet. I’m not sure where the gift comes from, but you need to know what’s coming.”

  He waits, like he expects me to answer now. But I’m still struggling. I can’t think or breathe or anything. I’m supposed to track a murderer?

  “I can’t,” I whisper.

  He just smiles gently. “I am so very sorry, Adele.”

  I get up and leave, thoughts rushing through my mind. If I have a gift, I have to do something. But what?

  

  Doc, I waited last night, and I saw his face, and the pure evil in it. I don’t know how, but I do know that I have to do something about it.

  If I see him tonight… I’m not going to run.

  I’m going to stop him.

  




  
  






Seven Canisters of Dark




Tracey Dyck

  
  
    One last time, Liz.
  

  As expansive as the salt flats were, the world shrank down to three things when Kendrick ran his trapline:

  The blur of white beneath his buggy’s tires.

  The acrid smell of diesel in his nostrils.

  And the ear-piercing shrieks behind him, growing louder.

  Kendrick punched the gas and chanced a look over his shoulder. Yep, here they come. Unfolding from the flat ground to leap after him on all four bony limbs, their mandibles cracked open to emit those devilish shrieks.

  Raiders.

  Kendrick swung left. His rusted trailer rattled as it slid sideways.

  The trouble with raiders was that, out here in the flats with nothing but blinding sun and miles of open ground, there was nowhere to run. Strategy boiled down to speed and proximity to the nearest trap.

  Wheel gripped in one gloved hand, Kendrick flicked a switch on his rudimentary dashboard with the other. Two klicks away—he could make it.

  A raider sprang into view. Too late to swerve. The buggy plowed right into its wiry, humanoid body. Choking on a curse, Kendrick ducked to avoid flying talons as the creature tumbled aside.

  A hundred meters away, a dozen more stood, revealing themselves like lizards from the desert floor.

  This time a curse slipped out, muffled behind Kendrick’s mask. He wouldn’t make it unless he dropped his cargo.

  With raiders clamoring behind and ahead, he veered for an opening and twisted in his seat, arm straining to release the buggy’s hitch. The trailer dropped with a heavy thunk. “There goes a week’s worth of raider corpses,” Kendrick muttered. Shrieks faded as he shot forward with renewed speed.

  At least he still had the dark. He patted the metal canister in the passenger seat. Another canister was stuffed under the dashboard, and five more were lashed to the back of the buggy. Seven years of deals, favors, and hard labor contained in seven canisters of dark, the tar-like substance used to paint around the edges of the brine pools scattered across the flats.

  If there was one thing raiders hated, it was dark.

  Out here, it was the only weapon in the war for water. For humans, water meant brine pools for harvesting salt, and salt meant wages. For raiders, their insatiable thirst meant they didn’t care what sated it—salted water or human flesh.

  And up in the mountains, those running the hydro plants would pay a lifetime of wages for the amount of dark he’d collected. Not many raiders ever made it past the traplines to the plants, but paranoia had a way of emptying deep pockets.

  Kendrick glanced back. No sign of raiders on his tail, just the haze of mountains on the horizon. Seeing them up close had been Liz’s dream. Now it was his.

  He shifted in his seat, every muscle aching from the week’s run. One klick, read the locator. One klick until he hit the final trap and left the flats behind forever. A trapper’s life was a step up from working the brine pools—but his Liz had always wanted more.

  Thanks to the worst raider attack in a decade, Liz was gone. Ripped apart on the edge of an undarkened brine pool.

  Filling a weekly quota of his wife’s killers brought a grim sort of satisfaction. With every body he hauled from the traps, he earned enough to survive. In between, he collected the dark. His ticket to a better life.

  Kendrick pulled his buggy to a stop next to the final trap and killed the engine. “One last time, Liz.”

  Moving quickly, he dismantled the trap’s metal bars. Five stiff, white bodies lay inside, surrounding a capsule of poisoned water. There was no way to turn the corpses in for payment now that his trailer was gone, but he’d empty the trap and rig it again for the sake of any nearby extractors.

  He was bent over, gloved hands clenching the spindly arms of a raider to drag it away, when a shout broke across the flats.

  “Hey! Trapper!”

  Kendrick straightened. A quarter-klick away, a man ran toward him, blurred through the heat waves.

  The man slowed to a jog before stopping, chest heaving. Sweat darkened his shabby clothing, and salt dusted his beard and eyebrows.

  “What do you want?” Not for the first time, Kendrick wished the dull knife strapped to his leg was a gun. If this man made a run for the buggy—

  “Please, Trapper, got any dark on you?”

  Kendrick’s hands curled into fists. “None. Talk to your overseer.”

  “We’re all out, the whole quadrant.” Wild fear quivered behind the stony expression the man struggled to hold. “I came here because I knew a trapper’d be along eventually.”

  “Wait till next week. There’ll be another.” Kendrick didn’t bother explaining why it wouldn’t be him.

  “Won’t last a week. Raiders attacked yesterday, and we barely fended them off with the last of our dark. Just enough to spread around the main pool, but they’ll be back.”

  Kendrick kicked the corpse at his feet. His stomach twisted. “Sorry. I don’t have anything for you.” He turned to jump into the buggy, but in the distance swirled another chorus of shrieks.

  The man grabbed Kendrick’s arm. “Trapper, please.”

  Kendrick looked down at the man’s hand, sun-leathered, salt under the nails, a band of ink tattooed around his ring finger. There was a band just like it under Kendrick’s glove.

  Seven canisters of dark might be his ticket out of here, but it could also mean the lives of an entire quadrant of salt extractors. Liz’s mountains weren’t worth souls. “Get in.”

  




  
  






White As Snow




Lisa Driscoll

  
  I trudged down the aisle, eyes on the ground. I could not face the countrymen who stood on either side of me, judging. Instead, I counted their shoes. Twenty-nine people to witness my fate.

  I slowed when my father’s calfskin-covered feet came into view. Beside him, the monstrous boots of my betrothed rested in the snow. He was a stranger, but I placed my shaky fingers in his hand. Instead of observing the ceremony, I examined a piece of the snowy hair that trailed over my shoulder.

  A stab in my ankle interrupted my thoughts. I twisted to find Mother ruffling my dress.

  “Pay attention!” she whispered.

  I nodded; she relented.

  “We gather today…” the priest murmured.

  “Are you well?” my betrothed whispered.

  I stole a glance and gasped. A man did not stand before me, but a beast; one impossibly taller than my father. His crooked nose snaked above a thick, heavy beard. A pair of surprisingly kind eyes that resembled truffles soothed my worries.

  The ceremony finished in a blur. My father raised his glass. “Salutations, kind folk! After the sorcery that turned my Eira’s hair white as snow, no one thought she would marry. It is fortunate that Meurig selected our daughter. Hear ye!”

  The villagers cheered. “Hear ye!”

  The night ended in a flash. Arm in arm, Meurig escorted me to a carriage on the road.

  I stole a glance back as we departed. Thankfully, Meurig sat on the opposite bench. I avoided his watchful eye and gazed at the stars, burning the image to memory.

  The carriage halted. I frowned—Meurig’s village was days away. “Why are we stopping?”

  “We are here.”

  
    Here?
  

  I exited the carriage and landed in a blanket of snow. The wind whipped through my skirts, and I fell, but Meurig caught me with a gentle arm.

  I followed him as we plowed toward a cave in the side of a travertine wall. It was drafty, but warmer than the wind outside. Meurig lit a torch and gestured forward.

  We traveled in silence down a narrow tunnel. Soon, a golden light appeared around the edges of an opening.

  Meurig paused in front of it and turned, grabbing my shoulders. “Eira, I’ve not been honest with you.”

  I tried to lean away, releasing a whimper.

  Concern swept over his face. “Forgive me. I mean no harm.”

  “Then what do you mean?” I stammered.

  He pointed. “You see the light? That is the way to our home.”

  I eyed him with suspicion.

  “Place your hand in the light. Then you will understand.”

  I shook my head, uncertainty clouding my thoughts.

  “Eira, I know you cannot remember, but I am your king. Once, we ruled a mighty kingdom that has now fallen to our enemies. Many moons ago, those enemies snatched you from our home, placed you here as a peasant’s daughter, and erased your memories. I came to bring you home to save our people. They need you… They need their queen.”

  A laugh escaped me. I’d expected a barbarian, not a lunatic.

  “Eira, please.”

  His brow furrowed with such earnestness that I swallowed my laughter. To appease him, I reached one finger into the light.

  An explosion of warmth radiated through my body. Flashes of another life filtered my vision: jewels, castles, villagers who loved me.

  I recoiled. The visions vanished into the cave’s shadows, but the warmth and love lingered in my soul.

  “Eira, we need you…” Meurig murmured.

  “What of my family here if I go?”

  “They will have no memory of you. They are not even your true family…”

  I thought of the coachman. I could return to him, claim my new husband had sent me away. Would he believe me? Would he take me back home to the familiar life I knew?

  “Eira, I can see you struggle to remember. Your hair is proof. They say it turned white, but your hair was always this way. A girl from the village here ran off with the farmer’s son that night—she fell in the lake, not you. Her soul did not survive, but our enemies brought you here and put you in her place, marring the villagers’ perceptions so they believed you to be the dark-haired girl they knew.” Meurig’s eyes softened. “I know you have doubts; you have her memories instead of your own. The enemy hid yours, lest you remember and come save us.”

  I was confused. How could I prove Meurig’s truth unless I followed him? And if I believed him, I would lose my family, my home, my life. Forever. But perhaps it was all a lie.

  Suddenly, a memory sprouted from my subconscious.

  
    It was dark the night I fell into the lake. I crawled to shore, my fingers raking through frozen mud. As I lay dying, a deer wandered into view, so soft and peaceful in the moonlight, before loud footsteps scared it away.
  

  
    I could not see the man who found me. He remained silent as he dragged me by my feet through the woods. Sharp branches scored my face, my hair ripped as it caught on ice. I shrieked and kicked until exhaustion overtook me. I was hauled to a clearing and left with the stars. Cassiopeia dazzled the brightest. It was too beautiful a night for pain, but my body stung from head to toe.
  

  A swish awoke me when he returned. As he neared, I recognized the calfskin boots. Before I could speak, my father dragged me home by my snow-white hair.

  I sank to the cave floor and stared into the light. Perhaps… perhaps truth really was waiting on the other side.

  “Eira?”

  At last, I met Meurig’s eyes. “Let’s go home.”

  He helped me upright, his arm supporting mine gently. Yet it felt right—like we belonged in this position, side by side.

  I did not look back as we stepped into the light.

  




  
  






In Search of the Magma Heart




Michael Dolan

  
  Maelys, spear-maiden of Nomad’s Peak, leaped between rock outcroppings as lava flowed down the mountain. She glanced up just as a wyvern swooped toward her. Thrusting her weapon high, she tore the creature’s wing and sent it tumbling into the molten river.

  “Maelys,” Tom shouted, clinging to a half-submerged boulder, “this is not what I signed up for!”

  “It’s okay,” answered the girl, motioning Tom to follow. “That should’ve freaked out the other four wyverns. Probably.”

  “Okay? We’re surrounded by lava, beset by wyverns, and probably lost to boot. This is not ‘okay.’”

  “Oh, yes. I see how staying on that rock is going to fix each of those issues.”

  Tom, reluctantly acknowledging the sanity in her sarcasm, pushed himself up and started following Maelys’s series of jumps in the world’s most methodical—and literal—version of the floor is lava. When he reached the plateau where his friend waited, the teenagers resumed their ascent up the rocky slopes of Mount Perilus.

  “This is crazy,” Tom muttered as he climbed. “We’ll never find this cave. I know Zorex is an evil overlord, but couldn’t he have made it a teensy bit easier to find the one thing capable of defeating him?”

  “Come on,” Maelys said. “You know this area better than anyone. Besides, don’t you think it’s kind of exciting trying to overthrow him? Isn’t that part of why you came?”

  “The only reason I agreed to help is because I figured this would be a good place to expand my rock collection. Speaking of…” Tom knelt down and inspected a dark stone. “Oooh, scoria.” He slipped it into his satchel.

  “You’re not planning on continuing the quest after we find the magma heart?”

  “Oh my gosh, no. That sounds miserable. Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate you being willing to fulfill the prophecy and vanquish Zorex. But, no.”

  The duo continued climbing, pausing occasionally for Tom to collect a new rock. In time, they pulled themselves up a ledge and came face-to-rock-face with a tunnel plunging into the mountain.

  Maelys unhitched her spear from her back and spoke a spell over its head. The steel point gleamed as she entered the passage.

  She turned around to face Tom. “You coming?”

  An ear-splitting shriek echoed through the mountain range.

  The rock collector’s shoulders slumped. “I guess so.”

  With a smirk, Maelys turned around and led the way through the tunnel. She and Tom each held one end of the spear as the subterranean passage led them into the depths of the mountain.

  “So,” Tom said, “does the prophecy say anything about how long this is supposed to be?”

  “I mean, prophecies are always on the vague side, you know?”

  “What did it say?”

  “Something, something, ‘Reach the trove at last when light has died and time has passed.’”

  “Wouldn’t you say both have happened by now?”

  “For us, sure. But you could also interpret it as all light in the cosmos being extinguished and time itself ceasing to exist. You know, heat death of the universe type stuff.”

  The pair continued in silence for a few steps. “That would be a long walk,” Tom said.

  “I mean, yeah.”

  They took a few more strides. Then Tom said, “Well, I’m out,” letting go of the spear and turning around.

  “Tom, wait—” As Maelys turned, the spearhead hit the rock wall, breaking the spell and plunging the tunnel into darkness.

  “Brilliant.” Tom groaned. “Obviously, I’m being ironic.”

  “It’s fine. Give me a second.” Maelys shifted the spear to bring the point closer. “Wait, do you see that?”

  Tom laughed. “Unlikely.”

  “No, turn toward my voice. What do you see?”

  “Just you in a sea of blackness.”

  “Ha! So you can see me. Barely. I think there might be a little light ahead. Grab the spear.”

  “Ouch!” Tom whimpered. “That was too close, Maelys.”

  The duo picked their way toward the faint light, which grew stronger as they navigated the tunnel. The passage emptied into a large cavern filled with stalagmites, each supporting a glowing jewel the size of a fist.

  “Beautiful.” Maelys strode forward, eyes widening at the wondrous sight.

  “What the heck is this?” asked Tom.

  “Our quest’s end. This is where we’ll find how to defeat Zorex.”

  “How? What does the prophecy say?”

  Maelys thought a moment. “Reach and take the magma heart in hand for strength to purge evil from the land. But don’t be tempted by hearts of lies if you wish again to see open skies.”

  Tom blinked. “You know, this quest is really your thing. I’ll support your decision one hundred percent. But I’m going to stay right here and just… keep looking for rocks.”

  Maelys rolled her eyes but began making her way through the cavern. The spear-maiden inspected each stalagmite and jewel, muttering the prophecy as she searched for clues.

  Tom stayed by the tunnel, halfheartedly inspecting rocks. After a few minutes with no word from Maelys, a stone near the base of a nearby stalagmite caught his eye.

  “Oooh. Ignimbrite, maybe?”

  He crouched to pick it up. As he gripped it, spasms tore through his arm. He tried to drop the rock, but his fist wouldn’t open. Molten lava surged up his hand, arm, and right side of his torso, followed by rocky scales.

  He gaped at the appendage, unable to comprehend what had just happened. He managed to open his hand, but the rock was gone, seemingly consumed by the transformation. He croaked out, “Maelys?”

  She came running, spear at the ready, then stopped upon seeing her friend. Her eyes widened as she stared at the arm, then she looked at Tom and smiled.

  “No,” he said. “No, no, no!”

  “Oh, yes,” she said. “This is how we defeat Zorex. Together.”

  Tom nearly facepalmed with the transformed arm, then switched to his normal one. “I was worried you were going to say that.”

  




  
  






Patch




Elizabeth Liberty Lewis

  
  We’re halfway through the woods when I hear somebody behind us.

  My arms bristle with goosebumps. I draw my pistol with one hand, reach for my silencer with the other. Maurice glances over, and I jerk a thumb behind me. Followed.

  I hike up a ridge, crunching leaves, shoving through honeysuckle vines, silhouetting myself against the sky. I’m gambling on whether this fella wants to kill us. If he does, I’m a goner. But I’m betting he don’t.

  I get to the top of the ridge, Maurice right on my heels. There’s a giant oak just ten feet down the other side. Two quick steps and I’m there. I duck behind it, catching a face full of briars. That’s okay. This poor idiot’s about to catch something worse.

  He follows us right to the top of the rise. That’s when I end him.

  My shot barely makes enough noise to startle the birds. His corpse is louder, crashing down the hillside like a sack of rocks.

  I shouldn’t look. But I do anyway.

  He lands at the bottom of the ravine. One of his arms broke on the way down. He’s got scraggly hair longer than my sister Emilee’s, and the black bandana around his neck means he’s Ridgefolk.

  I take a breath. The air smells sweet, like rot. I think about him rotting here. And then I stop thinking.

  “Let’s go, Patch,” Maurice growls.

  I stand up, brushing off my backside, and lead the way. It’s Patricia, really, but they all call me that. Out of all the hunters, I always find the best patches.

  Not that I get to keep them. Boss keeps everything. The mushrooms. The money. I get shoved farther out every year. Farther toward Ridgefolk territory.

  I spit into a clump of mayflowers. Boss don’t care if I get kidnapped or shot. He’s got a hundred freelancers just like me. A hundred people with debts they can’t pay.

  I been hunting for the Jaspers since I was nine. Since they found me and Emilee in one of their patches, grubby and snot-nosed, arms full of mushrooms. I owe them for not shooting us. Like that’s something special.

  I’d had a plan to sell those mushrooms. They’re worth their weight in cold, hard gold. Ever since the world went haywire, people pay stupid money for stuff like this. Mushrooms. Toilet paper. Cigarettes.

  Murder’s worth less, but I hunt people, too. People who trespass in Jasper woods. People I find in my patches. People who follow me. Freelancers who try to run.

  I do what I’m told. I go where I’m sent. I shoot who I’m supposed to. I don’t make trouble. That plan, back when I was nine, was the last one I ever tried to act on.

  I check my battered GPS and aim east, toward the creek. Maurice leans his shotgun barrel against his shoulder and follows me. He’s an ugly bastard, with stained teeth and a tangled red beard. He’s here to make sure I don’t run. Or steal mushrooms and hide them. Or keep a patch secret.

  I’ve never tried any of that. I think about it sometimes. And then I think about my sister, back in the Jasper compound, and then I stop thinking.

  The patch we’re headed to is right on the edge of Jasper land, in a little bend in the creek. An old elm tree fell over in a storm last winter, and I been keeping an eye on it ever since. With the warm weather we’ve been having, I’m hoping for a big flush of ’em.

  I hitch myself over the bank and splash into the stream. Mud swirls around my boots, and the breeze is cool and soft down here. I tug on my sleeves, keeping my pistol out. I’m still edgy from the brush with the Ridgefolk man, I guess. Or maybe something else don’t feel quite right. Maurice sloshes loudly. I want to shush him, but he’d just laugh.

  The patch is around the next bend. I see the elm’s dead branches rising above the briars.

  I turn the corner and freeze.

  There’s the elm, all right, its shriveled root ball tipped toward the sky. And there’s mushrooms, a dozen at least, big and fresh and yellow.

  And there’s a kid. Nine years old, or ten maybe. He’s grubby, and snot-nosed, and he’s got an armful of mushrooms.

  We stare at each other, dumb and twitching, like a couple of deer. My pistol’s cold in my fist. He glances at the shotgun shell on a string around my neck. The one that means I’m Jasper.

  “Well, well,” Maurice says. His voice is low, but I startle anyway. “Looks like we’re gettin’ ourselves another freelancer, Patch!”

  The kid blanches. I think about all the years I’ve been hunting. All the people I’ve killed. All the hunger and cold and the fear that sticks to me even when I’m sleeping.

  I can’t let this kid end up the same way.

  Then I stop thinking.

  I shoot. It’s point-blank range, so really, I shouldn’t be proud of my aim, but it’s right between the eyes. A small dark hole.

  Maurice falls sideways into the creek. His blood bubbles up even after the muddy water closes over him.

  
    No.
  

  I can’t breathe right. It’s like someone punched me in the gut. What did I do? I killed him. I shot him dead.

  The kid’s hyperventilating. He drops the mushrooms in the water and tries to scramble backward up the bank.

  “Wait,” I say.

  He stops. I’ve got a gun, after all, and he just watched me shoot a man.

  My heart’s pounding. My mouth is dry. And my brain is spinning.

  I’m committed now. I’ve finally gotta do something. I’m finally gonna run.

  “I’ve got a plan,” I say, quiet and shaky. I point to the mushrooms floating in the water. “But we’re gonna need those.”

  




  
  






A Far-Off Place




Brianna Suazo

  
  I pretend not to notice when Sarah and Cricket disappear into the woods behind our property. Normally, I would warn her not to wander too far, but I can see it. I can see the familiar glimmer around the small wooden fence and between the trees. So, I look away. It’s not my place.

  When my daughter reemerges minutes later wearing a crown made of starlight and a sparkling gold gown, I smile and act like she is still wearing her knit hat and overalls.

  “Did you have fun?” I glance up absently from my show. “Catch any frogs?” I add, knowing full well she spent the last three months chasing down the last key to the forgotten Diamond City.

  She stares at me, awestruck. After a few moments, she grins and strokes Cricket’s fur. “Yeah, Mom. A few.”

  I nod and turn back to the TV.

  Days later, I watch them run into the blend of summer haze and blue-lit magic while I fold the laundry. When they come back covered in scrapes and cuts, panic grips me. I run out to the yard and scoop Sarah up. Her tears soak my shoulder. I forgot it could be like this.

  I take her into the bathroom and clean the cuts, but shush her when she tries to tell me about the cruel, cat-sized, velvet-scaled dragons who did this. “You’ll have to be more careful,” I say while Cricket whines and licks at the scrape on Sarah’s elbow, “not to fall into brambles or wild rosebushes next time.” She glares at me through her tears for a moment but softens when I place an orange Band-Aid on her knee. It’s not my place to remember.

  Sarah’s hesitant to return, at first. For a few weeks, she sticks to playing in the yard or reading at the kitchen table while I work. But after dinner one night, Cricket’s wagging tail disappears into the mist. Sarah has no choice. Adventures await her.

  When they return, Sarah is holding a gleaming sword above her head. I shout from the deck that the stick is neat, but she needs to leave it the yard, and she smiles knowingly. “Sure, Mom.”

  It’s not my place to see it.

  That night after she is tucked in bed, I sit outside in a lawn chair. I try to keep my eyes off the gleam at the edge of the woods. It’s no use. In a moment of weakness, I weigh down the stack of bills with my phone, step off the deck, and run barefoot toward the mist.

  I can almost see the enchanted meadows and shining castle coming nearer, nearer, nearer… and then I’m past it. Sharp twigs stab my heels, and I can smell the neighbor’s cigarettes in the air. It’s not my place anymore. No matter how much I’ve missed it.

  Embarrassed and hurting, I walk back into the house. I pause at Sarah’s room, then go quietly inside. When my eyes adjust, I can see her sleeping with her hair in her face. Cricket is curled up at her feet, her nose twitching slightly with doggy dreams. A few feet away, I can see the starlight crown glowing slightly on Sarah’s bookshelf, nestled between other treasures: seashells, quarter-machine keychains, plastic snow globes, and a small rocket ship she made at school. I curl my fingers around the top of the crown. I wonder how she feels wearing it, if it’s the same. Does it make her hold her head high, safe in the knowledge that she is clever, graceful and brave? I start to lift the crown but think better of it. Instead, I lift a stray blanket off the bed, mush it into a pillow-like shape, and lay on the floor next to the bed.

  “Mom?” she whispers just as I am falling asleep.

  “Mmmm?”

  “Are you awake?”

  “Uh-huh.”

  “I can’t fall back asleep. Will you tell me a story?”

  I chuckle. “How about you tell me one?”

  “Sure,” she says, “but you have to know something.”

  “What’s that?”

  She sits up on her elbows and Cricket stirs slightly. “It’s 100 percent true.”

  I glance over at the shimmering woods outside her window. “Okay,” I say softly.

  She takes a deep breath. “Okay… So, sometimes through a shiny portal in the woods, there is a far-off, magical place…”

  




  
  






The Run




Savannah Grace

  
  The first time Sun and Moon met was an accident.

  At eight, she was the youngest to have been drawn as the chosen Sun. It was a position above even the chieftainess, one that came with near-immortality and the strength of all the creatures of the plains.

  Sun didn’t much care about the specifics. She just knew she liked to run and to play and to race the warm wind. It grew tiresome to play alone, though. And when she asked her mother why no one in the village would play with her, her mother replied, “Because you are the Sun, my dear, and no one can hold a candle to your brightness.” And so, Sun ran alone.

  She’d been beating a path through the wheat fields of her people when she first saw them coming. Her Indian-brown feet skidded to a stop in the warm soil. Moon-people.

  Moon-people hadn’t trespassed on Sun territory in decades.

  Sun set her feet wide apart and crossed her arms over her chest, watching them. They were black-haired and slender, sleek. As tall and pale and otherworldly as the Sun-people were short and plump and rosy-cheeked. The procession of eight carried a black stretcher between them.

  “Halt!” Sun called. Her waist-length brown hair tangled in the wave of wheat behind her, caught in the breeze.

  Despite the fact that the child before them barely came up to their stomachs, the people of Moon halted before her.

  She tilted her chin. “What business have you in my lands?”

  For a moment, silence reigned. Then the two foremost Moon-people slid back, and from between them stepped a boy. His slanted black eyes were rimmed with thick lashes and set wide apart in his narrow face, offset by his black garb.

  He could not have been more than seven.

  “I am Moon,” he said. “The healer of my people has been grievously injured. We have brought her to be made well by yours.”

  Sun pursed her lips. The daisy chain around her neck blew to the side as the wind gusted by. “I see. And what shall I gain in return, Moon?”

  “You are my only equal.” Moon clasped his long-fingered hands in front of him. “I will abide by your wishes for trade.”

  Sun nodded slowly. An equal. “In that case, your people may go to my village and find the chieftainess; she is our healer. As for trade—” She flicked her hair out of her face. “I have found an antelope run. East of here.” She made her gaze heavy. “I wish for someone to race it with me.”

  Moon cocked his head, a gesture that made him seem more animal than human. Then he nodded, his obsidian eyes seeming to reflect light. “You have your trade.” He turned to his people. “And you have your orders.”

  The Moon-people bowed in a fluid motion, then glided away through the wheat like shadowy scepters.

  Sun held out her hand to Moon. The earth beneath her feet was warm and wild and waiting. “Come,” she said. “It has been so long since someone ran with me—not since before I was the Sun.”

  “Nor I,” said Moon, taking her offered grip, “since before I was the Moon.”

  

  The antelope were used to Sun, but Moon was alien.

  The animals took off down the run at the sight of the children, and Sun grinned with ferocity as she and Moon bounded after them. Her limbs had the strength of a leopard, her heart the song of the wild horses of the plains. What form of strength did Moon have? She guessed panther and elk, for he moved fluidly and kept pace with her, his teeth fanged as the thrill of the run stretched across his strange face.

  He was different, but viciously quick, and nimble. An equal.

  Finally, someone to play with her!

  They soon outpaced the antelope, running far beyond their path and galloping into Sun’s forests full of towering trees that never shed their leaves. The world looked on in wonder as the two children—one a sliver of night, the other a piece of the earth itself—flitted along the banks of the stream through the woods until they dropped beside it, exhausted, panting.

  Sun rolled onto her stomach to look into the water. “I want to play like this, forever.”

  Water-skippers glided over the edge of the still creek. Moon nodded and plucked a blade of grass to drop into the tiny world. “I, as well. But… I fear my people would not live long in your bright world. We need the mystery and dark and cold deep of our own.”

  “I know.”

  The children sat in silent comradery as the rest of the world looked on.

  Then, Moon spoke. “But my people have a saying: eyin shulvuk, yiten eclipse. Though parted, we’ll meet again.” Moon’s strange eyes blinked at Sun. “Can we do that, Sun? Can we arrange a time for our people to eclipse? Annually! A day of celebration.”

  “Annually…” Sun rolled the word around on her tongue. It was warm. She shoved herself up to sit and cocked her head, her long hair brushing the ground. “Would our people run together on this day? Everyone, equal?”

  Moon’s eyes brightened. “Yes—yes, everyone. Everyone will run.” He stood, holding out his long, pale hand. “Are we in agreement then, to an annual eclipse one year hence?”

  Sun nodded and rose to grasp his forearm, her skin dark against his. “To our annual run.”

  Both of them smiled. An eclipse, one year hence.

  For a Sun and Moon with all of history left to live, one year didn’t seem like too long to wait.

  




  
  






Forest of Fear




Yaasha Moriah

  
  No one entered the Forest unless they were unwilling, arrogant, suicidal, or mad, but desperation would make a mother do many things.

  At the edge of the moisture-net field, Ever crouched with her infant son, Spear, wrapped in her cloak.

  Behind her lay the base where the Taa and Marzr warred. Smoke hung like a battle-shroud over the lake basin, tainted with the bitter, sharp after-smell of blasters. The discharges flared like dying stars in the half-light of midday; on Gen, day was a watercolor painting and night a theater of monochrome without true light or true dark.

  Ever stared, mesmerized by the strange shadow-puppet theater where blasters licked light into the world silently and life winked out just as silently. The Marzr had sworn to destroy the Taa dynasty, and this infant in her arms would reap the blood of that vow.

  Turning, she rose and dashed across the shifting sands. Men shouted behind her. Something flashed and sparkled to her right—a missed blast. Her foot slid in her haste toward the scarlet-laced edge of the corrosive lake, but she recovered her footing, darting amongst the moisture-nets that collected the mist breathed from the waters. Another harsh light exploded at her feet.

  All ways were death to Ever and her son: the Marzr behind, the chilling damp of the night or the shriveling dryness of the day, the toxic lake.

  The Forest was her only hope.

  In three more desperate strides, she ducked into the shadows of her chosen refuge.

  The Forest was so named because of its density, but by Terran standards, it was little more than an overgrowth of exotic grasses and ferns the height of several men. Some of the vegetation looked like feathers, others like serrated blades, and still others like papery scrolls—all of which blocked out the wavering light and trapped moisture in the ground at Ever’s feet.

  The first Taa colonists had walked beneath the shadows of these striped leaves, and had disappeared entirely, as though swallowed alive. The later colonists armed themselves, but panicked transmissions were the last anyone heard of the explorers. Since then, no one had dared enter the Forest, even to recover their bodies.

  Fear. Ever tasted its bitter metallic flavor on her tongue. Was it wise to flee from a known death to an unknown one? She glanced back. But already the grasses had swallowed her path, erasing all sense of direction, and Gen’s smoky sky offered no navigational points.

  Survival in the Forest was no longer a choice. It had enclosed her, and she and her son must live.

  Her heart beat like frantic wings, flinging fear out from her chest, where it returned to her triple-fold.

  I’m going to die. He’s going to die.

  Die, die, die, alone on a planet light-years away from her birthplace. The voice of panic cut off all reason, mounting to greater heights.

  Something was wrong. This was beyond natural fear. Was this what the dead explorers encountered—fear that they could not control? Fear so intense that their hearts died within them? Where did it come from? An airborne toxin? Some alien virus?

  Ever fell to her knees, throat dry and limbs quivering.

  There was no time. The Marzr had won, after all.

  
    There will be no Taa survivors.
  

  Ever’s son stirred and whimpered in her arms, writhing against her tightening grip. Then he opened his glass-bright eyes and looked up at her.

  A sliver of wonder cut through the chaos in Ever’s mind. It was not the first time that she had fallen in love with her child’s face, but the interaction anchored her.

  
    I love you, Spear Alefto Junior.
  

  The nightmare melted. It seemed the Forest glimmered with a warm light that she had missed before. Why had she thought the Forest horrific? Why had she feared death? The very leaves in this place echoed back her love for her son, chanting his name.

  Ever lifted her face to the broken pieces of sky visible through the thick leaves and laughed. Now she knew the Forest’s secret.

  “An amplifier,” she said aloud.

  The first man had walked into the Forest, wary of its strangeness and of whatever dangers he might find. His invisible thoughts had spread like a contagion amongst his companions, and to every degree that their fear increased, the Forest magnified it back to them until, looping and increasing, their own reaction became their death.

  The explorers had brought fear, found fear, and died by fear.

  But Ever had brought a child and found only love, wonder, possibility.

  Ever closed her eyes. The future unraveled before her, as clearly as a memory.

  They would survive the Forest, she and the boy who bore his slain father’s name. They would eat of the plants and drink the moisture that collected in the hollows of the leaves. They would sleep upon the high ground where the earth remained dry, and they would carry only strength and hope with them.

  If enemies came to seek her and her son, those enemies would fall by the same evil intention they brought into the Forest.

  Her son would live, and he would walk the Forest unharmed until he could come into his birthright. The Marzr would be conquerors for a short time, but her son would be lord of Gen.

  




  
  






Foodpocalypse




Zachary Holbrook

  
  The monstrous leviathan rises from the depths, swimming across the bay toward Super Awesome City. I grin. At last, the battle where I prove myself has come. Every shortsighted inventor who dismissed my ideas, every teacher who gave me detention for starting food fights in class—they will all look upon me as their savior.

  “Load the pineapults!” I bark.

  Soldiers of the newly-created Edible Defense Corps™ rush to obey. Gears whir. Ropes tighten and release. Thousands of pineapples fly through the air, pelting the scaly beast on the snout. Our foe roars in pain but continues to advance.

  Well, that was only my most obvious attack. Any fool could weaponize pineapples, but the arsenal wielded by the rest of the EDC is truly a work of genius.

  My genius.

  I unclip my radio. “Unleash the Sky Shakes!”

  A squadron of bombers rises into the sky, pelting the monster with wave after wave of milkshakes in a wide assortment of flavors. Thick, multicolored liquid seeps into its eyes, and the monster jerks his head about wildly.

  “Commander Bob!” My right-hand man, Spatula Sam, leaps from a frosting-coated parapet and lands in front of me. “We have a problem—an amphibious invasion of some sort.”

  I look down at the beach. Sure enough, people in sinister cloaks are swimming ashore and running into Super Awesome City, wielding strange, sheet-like weapons. Of course. A cult of evil cultists that worship the monster and want to rule the world. I should’ve expected as much.

  “This won’t be pretty,” Spatula Sam mutters. “If we have to repel ground troops, many more of our men will die.”

  “Their names will be baked forever into the bread of history!” I clap Sam on the shoulder. “Come with me, friend. Let us put the fear of food into these cultists!”

  I descend into the city, two trusty bananarangs in hand. Innocent civilians scream in terror, fleeing as cultists brandish their weapons—which appear to consist of white sheets tied to long sticks. Not very threatening, but I can’t let my guard down. Perhaps those sheets are cursed with dark magic.

  “Hey! You!” I wave at the nearest cultist, then hurl a bananarang. “Get out of my city!”

  The cultist scoffs as the bananarang flies past his head. “You missed!”

  I smile at his naivety. A moment later, the bananarang slams into the back of his head, sending him sprawling to the ground. I retrieve my weapon, peel it, and take a bite.

  The other cultists look at me in stunned silence.

  “He killed Fred!” one yells.

  I glance down. “Oh, him? He’s not dead. Just unconscious. A bananarang isn’t a lethal weapon, ignoramuses. But this…” I reach for the blueberry bazooka strapped to my back. “This, on the other hand…”

  The cultists pale and slowly back away.

  “Um… sir?” Spatula Sam says. “I may have misread this situation. I don’t think they’re invading us.”

  One of the cultists hoists his weapon in the air. “Actually, we were sent to negotiate with you—”

  “Negotiate?!” I roar. “You think we’ll just surrender? You think you can subjugate the proud people of Super Awesome City to your false god in the bay?”

  “God?” The cultist raises an eyebrow. “Toothyface isn’t a god. Where did you get that idea?”

  That’s… a good question. Where did I get that idea?

  “My name is George, chief ambassador of the moving island of Toothyface.” The cultist bows. “Our home, which has the distinction of being alive, has quite an appetite. When I heard Super Awesome City had a surplus of food, I thought we could work out a trade agreement.”

  I spit. “Trade? I spent years turning all that food into weapons for the EDC, and now you want me to trade it away? No! We will fight, and I will win glory and honor for Super Awesome City! For the Edible Defense Corps™!”

  George shakes his head. “Bad idea. You’ve got Toothyface riled up now, and he’s never in a good mood when he’s hungry. If we don’t get him fed quick, he’ll destroy the entire city!”

  “My men will resist that monster,” I growl.

  “How many will die, though?” George asks. “My own people can’t stop him. We’ll have no choice but to evacuate while Toothyface rampages.”

  “Could you at least consider a trade agreement, sir?” Spatula Sam raises his hand. “I’d rather not die.”

  I clench my fists. Negotiate, and go back to being nothing more than an inventor with useless ideas? Or fight, and win respect for myself—and possibly death for my comrades?

  Toothyface’s thunderous roar shatters the air. I glance toward the bay, at his black maw surrounded by gleaming white spears. A third course of action appears before me. I can’t help but smile at my cleverness.

  “Fine,” I say to George. “Your island gets a full belly. In exchange, I ask only that you leave and never return. If you dare break our agreement, know the Edible Defense Corps™ will be ready for you. We won’t let you off so easily next time.”

  Sam lets out a sigh of relief.

  I turn on him. “Don’t breathe a word of this to anyone. You understand?”

  “Yes, sir!” Sam salutes.

  My glory is secure. The EDC will drive away the fierce beast, and Super Awesome City will hail me as a hero.

  I tune my radio to all channels and send an order to the courageous defenders stationed across the city. “Aim all ammunition at the monster’s open mouth! We can’t penetrate its scales, so we’ll have to target its fleshy insides. Repeat, fire only at the mouth!”

  Pineapults crack, cheese cannons boom, and grape gatlings chatter. For a moment, food blots out the sun—then the yummy barrage crashes into the sea monster’s maw. Toothyface chomps, chews, and swallows.

  I smile in satisfaction and clap George on the shoulder. “And that, my cultist friend, is how you defend a city.”

  




  
  






Tower of a Thousand Doors




J. L. Ender

  
  I led my sheep along the bank of the river, cane in hand. Prodding them along, every once in a while, I would yell, “On Taran! No grass yet, Salem!” I knew the names of every one of the little fluffballs. They loved me with a sweet, child-like devotion, and in return I protected them with life and limb.

  We rounded a small rise. I wiped sweat from my brow. As I lowered my forearm, I spotted a tower in the middle distance. That wasn’t there before. I was certain of it. We had just been this way a few days ago.

  “Hmm,” I said to the sheep. “Mysterious magic tower appears out of nowhere, in the middle of nowhere. What should we do?”

  The sheep kept walking. Demariel baa-ed gently, but I think he was yelling at Susy about getting in his personal space.

  “Obviously, we’re going to check it out. How can we not? It might be empty, in which case we can take a nap in the shade!”

  I turned the sheep from the riverbank and started driving them toward the tower. Taran baa-ed. “You’re right. It is a fine afternoon for an adventure.” Taran had doubtlessly also taken note of the cloudless blue sky and pleasant heat of the day.

  Built from thick, tan stone, the tower wasn’t huge, maybe three stories tall. It had no door, just a single, glass-less window high up. Its roof was studded with battlements.

  “I’d like to go inside,” I told the sheep. “But how?”

  A few of the sheep baa-ed worriedly, but I didn’t like their tone, so I elected to ignore them. Instead, I circled the tower, walked around the whole dadgum thing and found nothing.

  But when I got back to where I’d started, there was a keyhole cut into the stone at hand height, about where a lock and handle would be. Still no door though. I pushed Troika out of the way and peered through the keyhole. The sheep nudged me as though she wanted to see too, so I pushed her again, harder.

  I couldn’t see a thing through the hole, even when Troika left me alone long enough for a lengthy gawking.

  Straightening, I stepped away from the tower, prepared to wash my hands of the whole endeavor as easily as it had come. “Sorry, kids. Guess we’ll just have to find shade elsewhere.”

  Taran baa-ed, and several other sheep joined in. Probably an objection to being called “kid.” Sheep have no sense of humor.

  As I turned to go, my foot bumped against a hefty, leather-bound book. It was covered in dust, as though the thing had been there for ages. Caught up in studying the tower, I’d completely missed it. I picked up the filthy tome and blew the dirt away, coughing as a cloud of grit floated into the air.

  “Don’t laugh.” I waved a finger admonishingly at my flock. I coughed again, and then chuckled myself.

  “Fine. Laugh it up.” The book was thick, hundreds if not thousands of pages. It had a velvety green cover and weighed so much I had to hold it with both hands.

  I opened the tome to a random page in the middle. A picture of a green door lay before me. I brushed the intricate print with one finger. Suddenly, a door appeared around the keyhole in the tower, nearly hitting me as it swung outward on its own.

  Peering through the opening, I saw a whole world inside the tower, as if from far away—a white and blue and purple orb with moons I didn’t recognize orbiting nearby.

  “Shriveling shrimp shacks!” I slammed the book closed. The door shut too, and the doorway vanished, leaving plain stone blocks and a tiny keyhole.

  I returned to the book, heart pounding as I flipped through the pages. The tome was all pictures of doors, all different shapes and colors and styles.

  I turned to page 442 and tapped a door with a rounded top. This time, the tower-portal led deep underwater. Not a drop spilled out. Seaweed waved through the dark murk of greenish water, and fish swam between the long strands of ocean plants. One little yellow fish stopped and stared at me. In the distance, a shark swam at furious speed. He was aimed at the doorway, which spilled golden sunlight across the ocean floor.

  “I’m going to give you some advice I often give my sheep,” I told the fish. “Run!” I slammed the door closed, heart pounding.

  “Do you think she listened?” I asked my sheep. “You lot never do.”

  The door on page 765 led to an orchard. I reached out and grabbed a golden apple, biting into it even as I turned to the last page, 1000. This door led to a beautiful palace floating high in the air on a massive, glass disc. When I peeked my head through the door and glanced down, I could see a forest far below. Dizzy, I shut the door.

  “Maybe we’ve seen enough?” I asked, closing the book. Not one baa. Nothing to encourage or discourage. It was my decision to make.

  My stomach growled as I stood. I glanced at the sheep, all crowded around, staring at me now like gawkers at a street performance.

  “Wait a second, where’s Troika?”

  I opened the book back up and turned to page 765. The orchard reappeared. I spotted my lost sheep in the distance, munching on an apple.

  I turned to the sheep around me. “Well,” I said. “I suppose we’re going on an adventure after all.”

  




  
  






The Light Smuggler




Zachary Holbrook

  
  Ral stumbled into the smoky tavern and allowed himself the indulgence of sitting next to one of the blazing torches mounted along the walls. Dangerous, perhaps, but at this point he didn’t care. He needed to get away from the presence of the Shadow.

  A barmaid brought him a glass, but he didn’t drink, instead watching the firelight play on the liquid surface. He thought he saw the shape of a young girl among the shadows, pale-skinned, wide-eyed, dancing across a barren field by the light of a skeletal moon.

  Ral cursed and shoved the glass away. I shouldn’t be here. If the Thralgard knew that a minister of the Shadow had sulked back to an unscrupulous neighborhood like this, he’d be demoted so fast he’d— he’d—

  
    Be free from work so I could watch Riley die.
  

  Ral poured the beer down his throat and called for more. He should be at home, where he could hold his daughter’s hand, listen to her fading breaths even if the light allotted him by the Shadow was insufficient for him to see her withered face. But if Ral had been the sort of man to do what he should do, he would’ve joined Eric on his quest for the unknown. Probably would’ve died, but maybe it was better to die looking for light than to survive in submission to the Shadow.

  “Hello, Ral.” A man with bronzen skin and a beaming smile sat down on the other side of the table. “A wise woman told me I’d find you here.”

  Ral squinted. “Eric? I’m not that drunk, am I?”

  Eric chuckled. “That would make convincing you easier. Come, I’ve rented a place to talk in private.”

  Eric grabbed Ral by the arm and led him down the stairs to a pitch black room.

  Ral felt for the wall. “You realize the only people who rent these rooms are whores and Thralgard, right?”

  “Listen, Ral,” Eric said. “The legends are true. There is a place beyond the Shadow. I found it.”

  Ral froze. “What?”

  “Look. I brought proof.”

  The room exploded with light. Ral cried out, shielding his eyes with his hand. Slowly, he peeled his fingers away. He could see. Every corner of the room, Eric’s jubilant face, all by the glorious luminescence flooding from the open box in Eric’s hand.

  Ral reached forward and withdrew one of the six shining spheres with a trembling hand. This… this was a treasure worth cities, a legend spoken of in hushed tones far from the Thralgard’s ears. This was power, beauty, life.

  And this would get them both killed the moment the Thralgard knew about it.

  Ral replaced the sphere and slammed the box shut. Darkness reclaimed his surroundings. “Put it back. I don’t care where you got it, just put it back!”

  “I risked my life smuggling these across the border,” Eric said. “But with a government minister to cover for me, I could bring in thousands more. We could bring hope, Ral!”

  “No!”

  Silence filled the darkness, then…

  “You could heal Riley.”

  The old weight of darkness settled over Ral once more. “How did you know she’s sick?”

  “I looked for you at your home first. You should have been there.”

  Ral gritted his teeth. “The Shadow takes whoever it wants. There’s nothing I could do for her.”

  “Wrong. I’ve seen healing with my own eyes. Fugitives half-dead from the wasting disease spend a day in the light and emerge more vibrant than ever.”

  Hope flickered in Ral’s heart.

  
    No. The Shadow would kill them all if it knew about this.
  

  
    Better to die looking for light…
  

  “Save my daughter.” Ral reached through the darkness for Eric. “I’ll shelter you in my home. But no promises about protecting smugglers, understand?”

  “You’re a good friend, Ral.”

  They left the tavern and prowled along shadowed streets toward a more respectable part of town. Ral’s heart beat faster with every step, but he resisted the urge to run and draw undue attention.

  Despite their caution, only the faint hiss of leathery wings warned them of the Thralgard’s approach. The bulbous-eyed creature plummeted into Eric’s chest, sending him crashing to the ground.

  The Thralgard laughed. “Stranger. What have we got here, mmm?”

  Ral bowed, panic clawing at his chest. “O great dark one, this is my friend, a fellow servant of the Shadow visiting from a faraway town.”

  “Away? Then we has to inspect him, mmm, right away!” The Thralgard chittered and patted Eric’s side, stopping when it felt the box underneath his cloak.

  Eric punched it in the face. “Gerroff me!”

  The Thralgard ripped the box free, cracked it over Eric’s head, then opened it. A horrific scream shattered the night. “Poison! Stranger has poiiisssooon! Kill it! Now!”

  The Thralgard hurled the box aside, then drew its scimitar.

  Ral dove after the box. That’s life. Riley’s life.

  Eric groaned, the Thralgard’s blade above his throat. Ral glanced at his friend’s face, then opened the box and shoved a luminescent sphere in the Thralgard’s face. The creature screamed and shied away, its sword going wide and scraping against the street.

  Ral kicked the Thralgard, wrenched its scimitar away, then ran the monster through.

  Eric stood, a pained grin on his face. “Thanks, friend.”

  Another screech. Ral glanced overhead to see the circling forms of more Thralgard, drawn by their comrade’s cry and the hated light from below.

  Resolve stronger than any he’d ever known filled him. He clenched the scimitar’s handle. “Go.”

  “What?”

  “Heal Riley. You know what to do. Then get her and my wife out of here. Away from the Shadow. The Thralgard think I’m the only one. I’ll hold them off as long as possible. Go!”

  Eric reached for the scimitar. “No, I’ll stay.”

  “Only you know the way to the light-filled lands. Get my family there.”

  Eric saluted. “Riley will know of her father’s heroism.”

  Ral took a deep breath and shoved the light toward the sky.

  




  
  






The Last Gateway




Cassandra Hamm

  
  I haven’t found the right universe yet.

  “What do you think?” Cleo’s feet squish into the swampy ground with each step.

  I peer through the tiny tear in the fabric of our universe. On the other side is a different world—blanketed in reddish stone with deep canyons and majestic mountains.

  “Well?” Cleo demands.

  “We don’t know if there’s any water.” I pull back from the peephole.

  “So?” Swamp muck smears my little sister’s face. I doubt she’s noticed. “Come on, Clara, you can’t tell me you don’t want to leave Shaar.”

  I stare at the mire beneath my booted feet. What would it be like to live in a world where mud doesn’t drag at my heels, where the air is fresh and clean, where Cleo and I could finally relax? Where I could forget the nightmares where alligators tear at my flesh like they did to Uncle Raymond?

  Already, few of us remain. Shaar has so many holes leading to other universes that most people have already jumped, trusting from a glimpse that the world beyond is better than here.

  Like Mom did a few years ago without telling us. No goodbye. No note explaining why. Just… gone.

  “Come on!” Cleo stomps her foot, sending swamp water everywhere. I swear, sometimes she acts like she’s twelve instead of fifteen. “Anything’s better than here!”

  “But what if we choose a world that’s even worse?”

  “We come back. Problem solved.”

  “What if we can’t? What if it only goes one way?” Maybe Mom couldn’t come back even if she wanted to. Maybe she thought she could check out a new world and then bring us with her. Maybe she regrets leaving us without saying goodbye.

  Cleo huffs. “Whatever.”

  No one’s ever shown up in our world. If the holes allowed re-entry, wouldn’t people be poofing into our swamp left and right?

  Then again, who would willingly come here?

  I sigh. “Did you find any other possibilities?”

  I don’t know how Cleo does it, but she has an eye for spotting the holes—slight atmospheric disturbances too insignificant for me to see. I spot the danger; she spots the holes.

  “Yep!” A grin splits her grimy face. “You’re gonna love it.” With that, she pulls me across the swamp.

  I extract myself from her grip and slow, my eyes peeled for mud pits and gators. “Yeah, you said that about the one yesterday, but all I saw was black smoke and massive buildings.”

  Cleo stands ankle-deep in swamp water, pausing only to let me catch up. For someone who hates the swamp so much, she really needs to be more careful. “But they were cool buildings!”

  I roll my eyes. My feet make loud squelching noises that make me shudder even though I’ve lived here for eighteen years.

  We reach the edge of the lake, filled with pond scum and more gators. I only ventured inside one time when Cleo dared me to go in naked. Never again.

  Cleo walks in with barely a hesitation.

  “Cleo!” I hiss, my heart pounding. “What are you doing?”

  “It’s here,” she says.

  “In the water?” I half expect a gator to chomp her legs in half.

  “Above it.”

  I groan. “And exactly how did you discover the hole?”

  “I saw it from the shoreline.”

  I’m not sure I believe that, but I follow her in anyway. Someone has to take care of her, and that someone is always me. The slimy water seeps through my pants, and I gag. At least the stench is no worse than the rest of the swamp.

  I don’t blame people for jumping universes, what with the gator problem we have. I don’t even blame Mom for leaving us.

  Oh, who am I kidding? She decided her new world would be better off without her daughters. How could I not hate her?

  “There.” Cleo huffs, treading pond water, pointing at a small disturbance in the air.

  I swim to her side, trying to stay aware of the more important disturbances—water ones—and peer through the hole. It’s green, so green, but there’s blue, too—water. Drinkable, non-swampy water. My heart aches.

  Still, we don’t know what’s really out there. I can’t lead my sister into danger.

  “Well?” Cleo’s eyes shine.

  The sounds of the swamp—crickets chirping, frogs croaking, wood creaking—join with our ragged breaths as we try to keep ourselves above the algae-choked, rancid water. Each second we stay is a second we could lose our legs—or our lives.

  “We should get back to the shoreline,” I say.

  She slaps the murky water with her hand. “We can’t stay here forever!” Her swamp-green eyes are wild and desperate. “You’ve got to choose something.”

  I choose her. I won’t leave her like Mom did. But what if that green world is hiding dangers worse than gators?

  The water ripples. My mouth goes dry. A ridged head breaks the surface between us and the bank.

  “Clara!” Cleo screams.

  I grab at the hole, tearing at it with my long nails. The fabric is harder than I expected, but it’s no match for a desperate sister. Each tear reveals more and more green.

  I turn to Cleo, then to the alligator’s beady eyes behind us, which come closer with each tail stroke. “Together!” I yell, grabbing Cleo’s hand.

  We dive through the portal. A sudden, frigid cold makes me gasp, and something slimy passes over me.  Then our bodies collide with grass—beautiful, cool grass. I breathe in its sweet smell for a moment before turning my gaze upward. Greenery surrounds us, only partially blocking a bright blue sky. The roaring of a stream nearby fills me with peace. And, best of all, no gator follows us through the hole, which is already closing back up.

  “Clara!” Cleo gasps, squeezing my hand. “Oh, Clara!”

  I fold her in my arms. We’re both trembling, but I did it. I kept her safe. “Welcome home, Cleo.”
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The Spark




Julie Hall

  
  I never expected to live to see my eighteenth year, so I shouldn’t be surprised that I’m about to die.

  My little brother’s fingers slip from my grasp as I’m yanked from the pen.

  “Alena!” Tears clean tracks down his dust-covered face. Charon may only be eight, but even he knows half-breeds like us never live to adulthood.

  It’s useless, but I fight against the Masters anyway. With my powers suppressed, my nails, elbows, and knees are my only weapons.

  A robed brute strikes me across the forehead, and my body collapses onto rocky dirt. Landing face down, I inhale dry earth, crunching grit between my teeth as my vision flickers. Warm liquid trickles from my brow into one eye, and then down my cheek.

  One of the Masters laughs. The other spits foreign, guttural words at me—Enochian, the tongue of fallen angels.

  Rough hands haul me to my feet even as Charon’s screams beat against my skull. Through blood-blurred vision, arms wrap around him. Desma—my only friend—presses my brother’s rounded face into her rough tunic and rubs an open palm over his back. When her eyes connect with mine, she nods—a promise she’ll care for him.

  With that, the fight leaks out of me as my soul absorbs a measure of peace. I mouth, “Thank you,” before being yanked away.

  The Masters flanking me wear the guise of men, but any semblance of their humanity dried up eons ago when they fell from grace. Even so, I recognize the one on my left. He used to be called Enyo. In life, he sang and shared his rations with orphans. Sacrificed three years ago, his soul was devoured to fuel this shell—this imposter.

  He and another soulless usurper march me through our settlement, but my fellow half-breeds don’t even lift their gazes as we pass. They’re trained to keep their eyes to the ground in the presence of the Masters, who regard us as lower than livestock.

  If it wasn’t for my mother’s teachings, my mind would be as warped as theirs.

  Still a touch foggy, I stumble along. Bound power churns in my gut, straining for release but stifled by the gold cuff circling my bicep—untarnished and shiny, encrusted with a glowing stone the size of my thumbnail. It would be beautiful if its purpose weren’t so nefarious.

  Equally as sinister, the sacred megalith catches my eye in the distance. When it comes into full view, my feet fail me, so a Master jerks me forward, toward the massive slab positioned on four huge boulders. At its top perch a row of half-breeds—some cowering with red-rimmed eyes, others standing tall, their hard gazes passing over the growing assembly.

  Reaching the base, I’m hoisted up and pushed in line.

  The area around us fills. Some of the Masters wear familiar faces as they prepare for their day of celebration. Pockets of half-breeds burst into tears as their soulless loved ones herd them into a mass of grimy bodies.

  Minutes pass before a Master ascends the megalith. Pristine white linens drape her body. A wreath of golden leaves is woven into her raven hair. She speaks, but the buzzing in my ears garbles her words. I’m sure it’s the same speech delivered at each culling. She’ll bloat her utterings with words like privilege and honor and duty, but she really means murder.

  I find Charon in the crowd, his large brown eyes half-filled with moisture.

  My limbs tremble as an idea flashes. It twists, grows, takes shape.

  Even at its end, my life can still count for something. The smallest spark can start a fire, and my people are brittle wood, thirsty for a lick of heat—begging to be set aflame.

  Rebel. Rise up. Fight back.

  The blood of man and monster flows through my veins. We’ve been bred for so many generations that our numbers now exceed those of the Masters.

  I glance at the stone on my cuff. It renders half-breeds like me innocuous, but if our power were released…

  Defiance focuses my mind and steadies my resolve.

  The white clad Master goes down the line, wrenching off our cuffs one by one with her superior strength.

  I know what comes next. The fallen can’t enter this world without a vessel. The Masters will free our power and order us to phase into their realm. There, the fallen will consume our essence and seize our soulless bodies.

  I stoke the wellspring of suppressed power roiling in my chest. When the Master reaches me, her fingers press into my muscle as she grabs the cuff, breaking it apart with a flick of her wrist. The pieces hit the stone beneath my feet.

  And I explode.

  My abilities are rusty and untrained, but powerful. Twin slashes of agony rip down my back, and brilliant gold wings spring forth, knocking the Master back.

  The world stands still for a single moment. Masters and half-breeds stare, faces frozen in awe and horror. I blink, and time catches up double speed.

  The Masters rush me. Half-breeds scatter on either side.

  I flap my new wings—the movement sloppy but born of instinct. Even with unleashed powers, I can’t overtake all our oppressors, but I don’t have to. My people only need a spark. Our numbers will overwhelm them.

  “We have the right to live free!” My voice carries over the shouts. “Fight back!”

  The air cracks, and liquid fire burns a path across my cheek. A Master is on the ground below me, whip in hand, my blood painting the end.

  “Silence, worm!” he growls.

  I sense movement behind me. Flaring my wings, I spin. The raven-haired Master gapes at me as her guts spill into her hands, staining her white tunic a sickly red. She falls on her face in a puddle of gore.

  Blood drips from the tips of my wings, the sun’s rays glinting off feathers sharp as knives.

  Freed by their kin, a new wave of half-breeds harness their powers. “Live free!” they shout, echoing over the chaos.

  Victory tastes of sweet honey on my tongue, but an instant later, a blow throws me across the slab. Lying on my side, I focus on the battle and ignore the spear embedded in my chest.

  Through a break in the madness, I see Desma sprinting from the fight with Charon in her arms.

  Run, I mouth.

  I was always meant to die today, so my last few moments aren’t wasted on regret. Instead, they’re filled with hope. With a shaky breath, my lips curl, and I die with a smile.

  




  
  






The Boy with the Crows




Hope Ann

  
  I found him by accident as I stumbled through the forest, cloaked in shadows.

  The child was crouched in a patch of light, bare feet dusty against the packed earth. He was feeding the crows. They hopped about him, nipping at his clothing, brushing his face with their wings. He laughed.

  It was the first laugh I’d heard in a hundred years.

  The crows fluttered, then returned. He grinned, holding out his thin arm.

  One child. One boy. I could pass my powers on and fade. I would have peace and he… He would grow up like me. Immortal. Tied to the rift, only able to step into the physical world every quarter of a century. Gifted with power, yet bound to watch those he loved die.

  I reached out a trembling hand.

  The lad looked up. I was glad he couldn’t see me through the veil that separated our worlds. I’d have frightened him. My great wings were gnarled. My clothes blackened. My arms twisted and bent. My steps unsteady. The price of power.

  
    Power. More like loneliness. Death. Sorrow.
  

  I should have released it centuries ago. I could reach through this rift now and lure the child close. Then finally rest.

  But those eyes… blue eyes, like a spring morning sky. Filled with laughter.

  My fingers closed over thin air.

  My last hope and I let it go. I couldn’t burden the boy with this life. I couldn’t bind him to the rift, that invisible realm of power and sorrow which would steal that laughter away.

  I stayed there that night. I had no strength to move.

  The boy came the next day. And the next. Through the veil between us, I watched him feed crows. I watched him laugh.

  I watched him grow.

  “I’ll be back,” he whispered to the crows one day. He was tall and strong now. His eyes still laughed, but his lips didn’t. “I promise. The forest will burn if I don’t leave. The land will be destroyed by the fires if each man doesn’t do his part.” It seemed as if he turned and stared at me. “I’ll be back.”

  That was ten years ago.

  

  The rift parts around me, letting me enter the visible world for the last time. My form is too wasted to survive another twenty-five years.

  He was my last chance at peace. At least I can feel the wind on my face and the sun on my crumbling skin.

  I’m glad I get to rest here. In his place. His forest.

  A crow flutters from a tree with a caw. I sink to a stump and pull out seed, cupping it as best I can. Another crow joins the first, and then another.

  I don’t see the shadow of the warrior until it’s too late.

  He stands, watching. Hand on his sword’s hilt.

  I thought it would end differently. The glittering blade at his waist can’t kill me, but it will force me to fade back into the rift. I won’t have the strength to heal. I won’t have the strength to return to the physical realm.

  He steps forward.

  A seed spills through my twisted fingers.

  The crows squawk, fluttering closer to peck it up. A wing brushes one knee. Another perches on my shoulder. Darling things. His things.

  I brush the crow’s beak with a gnarled thumb. “It’s okay.”

  
    It’s the end now.
  

  The warrior’s weathered boots step before me.

  
    He’ll be back. I promise.
  

  There will be one less fae to pass on power. One more mindless spirit, drifting harmlessly through the rift.

  
    Will I remember him then?
  

  I close my eyes. Feathers brush against my fingers. Inquisitive beaks peck my skin.

  Darkness.

  And then, a warm hand touches my shoulder. “Hey.”

  The word sounds like sunlight.

  “I wondered if you’d be here,” he says.

  The crows haven’t fled. They’re examining his boots now. I lift my head.

  The warrior—he’s younger than I first thought. A tiny smile on his lips. A scar on his brow. Dusty hair sweeping his strong forehead. Eyes… Blue eyes…

  “You changed since I last saw you,” he says.

  Laughter lurks in those eyes. Less carefree, but still merry.

  “You fed the crows,” I whisper.

  He nods.

  “You… saw me?”

  “Every day. I wasn’t afraid of the monsters when you were here.”

  My throat aches.

  The hand on my shoulder steadies me. “I said I’d come back.”

  “Yes.”

  “You waited? All these years?”

  I lift my eyes. To see him alive. To see him whole and safe. It’s enough. “I couldn’t abandon the crows.”

  “No.” He stares at them still hopping around our feet. “I couldn’t either…” He falters.

  I thought his face was young. I was wrong. Invisible lines etch his features. He’s tasted sorrow now. Death. Terror. Love.

  His eyes meet mine again. “I brought someone.” He pulls aside his cloak.

  My heart surges for the first time in ages. Air rushes into my lungs.

  A child clings to the warrior’s leg. Blue eyes stare at me like cornflowers. Young eyes in a youthful face with the same thatch of hair I saw so many years ago.

  “Come,” the father whispers. He gently unwinds the child’s arms. “He’s a friend.”

  The child watches me. There’s laughter deep in his eyes, too. It’s wary, but it’s there.

  “Well?” The father’s hands slip to the lad’s shoulders. “Go on. Ask.”

  Silence, thrumming like a heartbeat.

  The child takes a step. A warm touch brushes my own, then curls around them. “Your hands are cold,” he says.

  “They’re very old.”

  He looks at them, then cups his other hand around my stiff fingers. “I like them.” His gaze lifts to mine. “Will you teach me?”

  “Teach you?” I hesitate, the words dusty in my throat. Behind him, his father smiles.

  “Yes.” Laughter spills through the child’s eyes. “Will you teach me to feed the crows?”

  




  
  






The Ways of War




Madison Brown

  
  
    Royal Palace, Planet Truu


  

  We’ve been at war with Earth for ten years. A decade of destruction, death, and decay. Of weeping and watching loved ones suffer.

  Today, it ends.

  “Are you sure you want to do this, Empress?” my courtier, Arina, asks me from across my office.

  I wipe my damp palms on my skirt and turn my gaze to the wall, where a large screen displays a satellite feed of Earth. The footage makes the planet seem so small, so insignificant. It could almost make one forget the pain Earth’s caused.

  But I won’t forget. I will never forget.

  Earth has wrought nothing but woe, and it must be destroyed.

  “I’m sure,” I say. “Ready the missiles.”

  

  
    Work Camp #37417, Planet Earth


  

  Worker Eric Findlay died today. Don’t know what from—probably starvation or heat stroke. We buried him during our lunch break. His grave dirt smears my already filthy uniform. I wish I could change before I go to bed, but they don’t give us any other clothes here at the camp. So I climb into my bunk, grime and all.

  Forty other workers sleep in this barracks, but I close my eyes to them and pretend I can’t smell their sweat or hear their breathing. You get real good at pretending, living at this camp. You have to, or else you’ll go insane.

  I guess I really should be thankful I’m in a camp at all—thankful the government made me a worker instead of a soldier like most other low-class citizens. I’d much rather do manual labor than fire bullets into the bodies of Truuians.

  I roll onto my side and sigh. Maybe I think different than most people. Maybe I think simpler, but it just doesn’t seem right for so many innocent people to die because the Earthen leaders want to rule a planet millions of miles away. It’s understandable that Truu hates us to the edge of the universe and back… I just hope they know we Earthens aren’t all bad.

  

  
    Royal Palace, Planet Truu


  

  “The missiles are armed, Your Majesty,” Arina says from the doorway of my office.

  I clasp trembling hands behind my back. “Good. Initiate the countdown.”

  Arina doesn’t move. A frown purses her lips.

  “What is it?” I snap.

  She lowers her gaze. “Perhaps… you shouldn’t do this.”

  I narrow my eyes. “It’s not your place to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.”

  “But so many innocent people…” her voice shivers, “…will die.”

  Pressure clamps my throat. I swallow hard. “Thousands of innocent people have died in this war. My father died in this war, trying to protect his people. Destroying Earth is the only way to keep more Truuians from dying.”

  Arina’s eyes meet mine, smoldering with sorrow and fury. “Such violence… it isn’t right, Your Majesty.”

  My shoulders drop a fraction. I don’t like violence, but it’s the only way to obtain peace. Such are the ways of war.

  I lift my chin. “We did not spend years engineering and building this weapon only to turn back now because of a courtier’s convictions. Initiate the countdown. I will not tell you again.”

  

  
    Work Camp #37417, Planet Earth


  

  I’m given a moldy slice of bread to eat for breakfast. I choke it down, then receive my daily assignment from a camp supervisor. Today I’m put in the factory, building Earthen war weapons. I’d rather clean the latrines. I hate the factory; I hate knowing that what I make there will kill people. People who are probably just like me—pawns. Slaves to the whims of their power-hungry leaders.

  Such are the ways of war, I guess.

  

  
    Royal Palace, Planet Truu


  

  
    “Missiles launching in ten, nine, eight…”
  

  The robotic announcement vibrates across my office, sending tremors through my body. In ten seconds, Earth will be destroyed. In ten seconds, every living thing on it will die.

  It will be quick, I tell myself. They won’t suffer.

  I’m doing them a favor, really. Ending the fighting. The misery. It might seem cruel, but if they were in my position, they would understand.

  

  
    Work Camp #37417, Planet Earth


  

  Sweat runs down my forehead as I drill a screw into a half-assembled bomb. A bomb that will be transported to Truu and used to kill.

  Wiping the perspiration from my brow, I put down my drill. Tears prick at my eyes. I just want it all to stop. I want the Earthen and Truuian leaders to stop trying to destroy each other. Trying to destroy us. If they could just spend a day in my civilian shoes, they’d understand.

  

  
    Royal Palace, Planet Truu


  

  
    “… Three, two, one. Missiles launched.”
  

  Invisible fingers squeeze the air from my lungs. I watch Earth’s satellite feed, my body quaking. There is a moment of stillness…

  …before Earth breaks apart, engulfed in orange flames.

  I collapse into my chair. It’s done. Earth has been destroyed.

  But I don’t feel happiness.

  I don’t feel relief.

  I don’t feel anything… for a moment.

  Then the flood sweeps in—horror. Regret. Fear. Staring at the burning planet, I forget the pain it’s caused. I can only think about the destruction I’ve caused.

  I press my palms over my eyes to block out the reality of it all. I did it because I had to, I tell myself over and over again. I did it for justice; I did it for peace.

  But I realize now what I’d failed to realize before—where violence is involved, there is no justice. There is no peace.

  Win or lose, there is only pain.

  For such are the ways of war.

  




  
  






Flew




Pamela Love

  
  Hearing anything over that wind’s howl is impossible. So maybe I’m not hearing anything. Maybe I’m imagining… something. I’m sure I’m not dreaming. Must check.

  Cold floor. Even through my slipper socks, I shiver. As I tiptoe to the window, I keep a hand on the IV stand, steadying it on its squeaky path. I hope it’s not loud enough to wake my sister, curled up next to her teddy bear.

  My other hand touches the shade. Yes, I can definitely hear them. Twitching the slats apart, I try to see—

  “What’s wrong?”

  “Nothing.” I smile, even though I feel sick to my stomach. I smile, even though she can’t see it with the lights out. I smile as I whisper the biggest lie I’ve ever told in the twelve years I’ve been alive. It might be the biggest lie anyone’s ever told. Millions, maybe billions of things are wrong. But I’m not telling my six-year-old sister that now. Maybe I’ll never have to.

  “You were talking in your sleep. Did you have a nightmare?”

  “Yes.” No. Lie number two.

  “Was it about a ghost? The wind sounds kind of scary. And the geese, too.”

  She heard it too? My mouth goes dry. Hoping she can’t hear my pounding heart, I say, “I… heard the honking. It woke me up. I just wanted to see them flying south against the moon.” That part was true, sort of. True, but impossible.  “Anyway, we probably just dreamed it. Sorry I woke you up.”

  “It’s winter, not fall. Shouldn’t the geese be south already? And do geese fly at night?”

  I grit my teeth. “It was a dream, I said.” The IV stand lurches once as I head back to bed. I stop it before it can topple. Nothing’s wrong with my reflexes. Yet. “How are you feeling?”

  “Okay. I didn’t cough tonight. And you only coughed once,” she says, proud for us both. Even in the hospital, the Greeley sisters are achievers.

  “That’s great. We’ll tell the nurse tomorrow.”

  I sink back onto my pillow. Yes, we’ll definitely report the lack of coughing. And we’ll leave out the new symptom—the shared hallucination. Which is what it was. What it must have been. Because what has us both hospitalized, what killed Mom, Dad, and millions of other people, is bird flu. It wiped out almost all of the water birds. Geese are now extinct, like the dinosaurs. Emma’s been too sick to pay any attention to the newsfeed, so she doesn’t know that yet.

  But the newsfeed last week reported flu victims hearing honking and claiming to see V formations in the sky.

  The two of us were probably just dreaming, though. I hope so, anyway.

  Because those who hear the geese usually die soon afterward.

  I wonder where those geese are headed. I wonder if they’re leading the way for us.

  




  
  






What Comes Next




Andrew Winch

  
  It sounded like a lawnmower from the Davidson’s place across the field, about a mile away. It swelled and receded with the lazy, early-spring breeze, just background noise to the cows in the lower pasture, the frogs in the back pond, and my creaking porch swing. But after a while, a deeper, choppy thrum joined the high-pitched rotary whine. And then I saw it—a single black dot on the wispy, blue horizon.

  It darkened, grew. I put down my sweet tea and stood. My back ached more than usual from bailing hay yesterday, but it eased as I walked inside and grabbed my dad’s old .300 Win-mag. By the time I returned, two more black dots flanked the first. I shouldered the rifle and looked through the scope I’d mounted last year before deer season. Probably not a good idea to aim a high-powered rifle at a helicopter, but there was no way they’d notice me, and if they did, I doubted they’d be threatened by a middle-aged farmer. Their mistake.

  The aircraft weren’t any that I recognized—nothing similar to the Apaches or Black Hawks that I’d worked on in the service. These were broader like a Chinook, but with twin rotors on each side. Some sort of transports, but definitely military. The missile bays under the wings gave them away. Two of the craft broke off and went south, but the first kept its course. Straight for me.

  “What’s it doing?” Sue called through the window behind me.

  “Stay in the house, hon.” I peered through my scope to see old John Davidson standing in his driveway with his hands on his hips, looking up. “Turn on the radio and keep the girls inside.”

  The Air Force base to the north performed regular flight patterns in this area, but they never flew this low, and never in aircraft like these.

  By now, the thrumming beat against my chest and drowned out everything else, and I didn’t need my rifle to see the helicopter’s armament. It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t getting any bigger as it hovered over John’s solitary farmhouse, and I was just about to give him a call when something like lightning flashed off to the north.

  Like lightning, but not. Too clear. Too bright. Too sudden.

  “Sue,” I yelled as I turned and threw open the front door. “Call Linda Davidson.”

  Maybe John’s wife could get him inside before—

  But I barely turned to go inside myself before submachine gun fire echoed behind me. Deeper than 9mm. Russian caliber, maybe. Or Chinese? Either way, it meant armed ground troops. I swiveled, my rifle already on my shoulder. The helicopter was already headed off south, but through my scope, I saw John sprawled out on his back with four figures standing around him. Though standing wasn’t quite the right term. They were hunched, swaying, writhing, huge. Holding their rifles at their sides like toys. Sloppy.

  What was John into? The thought passed as quickly as it came. I’d known John all my life. That flash to the north, toward the air force base. The oversized helicopters with oversized armament. The inhuman shapes around John’s corpse. Not Russian or Chinese. But definitely not friendlies.

  “Sue, take the girls to the basement and lock the door. Shoot anything that doesn’t sound like me coming down the steps.”

  My daughters’ innocent questions, followed by their thumps down the stairs, calmed my racing heart. I took aim, exhaled, and squeezed the trigger.

  The first figure dropped. At least they couldn’t survive a headshot. Good to know.

  I pulled back the bolt and chambered another round as the three remaining hostiles crouched onto all fours, swiveled, and bobbed their heads in the air like hungry coyotes. My next shot rolled one of them onto its side, but it flopped on the ground and let out an undulating howl that rolled across the field and turned my stomach. The third was down before the fourth marked me. More submachine gun fire. This time in my direction, but haphazard. A single bullet hit the birdhouse a few yards away—the one my oldest daughter made last Mother’s Day.

  My fourth shot missed just wide. I sighed, then took a deep breath. My rifle casing clanked across the porch as I took aim again. But I didn’t pull the trigger yet. I let the creature spew off more rounds. I let it glance at its dead comrades, howl, and charge. Behind him, Linda stepped through the front door. Her hands went to her mouth, and she stumbled forward a few steps before dropping to her hands and knees in front of her dead husband.

  My sights leveled on the beast. Halfway across the field, bounding and slobbering like a rabid animal. Too many teeth. Too many eyes. Not enough brains. Whether it was an experiment, a mutation, a demon, an alien, or whatever—it didn’t matter. Who sent it didn’t matter. The explosion to the north didn’t matter. These things had invaded American soil, and they’d had help. Somewhere, politicians were scrambling, shouting, debating, dying. But here, these things had made Mrs. Davidson a widow. Sue and the girls were in the basement, surrounded by ten inches of concrete, at least a thousand rounds of ammo, and years of food grown from this God-given soil. I’d join them soon, and I’d bring Mrs. Davidson with me.

  We wouldn’t live forever, but we’d live longer than them.

  I took aim and fired.

  




  
  






Why God Made Beer




A. C. Williams

  
  The stout at the Crown is frothy and just a bit sweet. Not sure how many I’ve drunk, but tonight isn’t the night for counting. If I was sure there’d be beer in heaven, I might be elsewhere.

  Aliens. The outer-space sort. Came down from beyond months ago and decided last week they’d play merry hell with Earth’s national monuments. Knaresborough Castle came down yesterday by one of their bombs, but—joke’s on them, lads. It was rubble to start.

  Another explosion rocks the world outside the wavery glass windows of the old tavern.

  They already razed York and Leeds to the ground, though why anybody would want to invade Knaresborough is a mystery to me. But they are aliens. Maybe they’re keen on the North.

  I push my empty glass with gnarled, aching fingers to the barkeep cowering under the counter. Only a tuft of his red hair shows, sticking up amidst the taps like a grassy weed.

  “Seriously, mate, shouldn’t you be home?” The young man raises high enough to blink at me with wide blue eyes. “Haven’t you got family?”

  “Lost them years ago.” I knock on the counter. “I’ve been waiting to die for longer than you’ve been alive, boy.”

  Owlish and stammering, the barkeep stands, fills my glass, and pushes it back to me as another explosion rattles the walls. He squeaks like a mouse and drops again.

  “Get up.” I gulp my beer and wipe froth from the silver stubble around my mouth. “That weren’t even a bad one.”

  The boy glares. “How would you know?”

  “I lived through the Blitz.” I salute the walls with my stout. “When Hitler sent his bombs to break us apart, we kept calm and carried on.”

  The barkeep points toward the ceiling with a shaking finger. “This isn’t Hitler, you old loon.” His voice creaks with panic. “This is an alien invasion!”

  “Aliens, Nazis, no difference.” I drink. “Bullies, the lot of them. Well, they can blow up the world if they like, but someone will stop them.”

  The barkeep furrows his brow. “Who are you?”

  “Thaddeus P. Birtwistle.” I extend my hand, wobbly and shrunk with old age. “Corporal Thaddeus P. Birtwistle, that is. Retired.”

  The barkeep shakes my hand timidly.

  I nod at the taps. “Get yourself a stout, my lad. No one will tell. I certainly won’t.”

  The barkeep stares between me and the taps while I count off three more explosions in the distance, then snatches a glass and pours himself a pint of bitter. He comes round the bar and takes the chair beside me.

  He lifts up his glass with a heartfelt grin. “To keeping calm and carrying on.”

  I knock my glass against his. “This is why God made beer, mate.”

  But before I can take a drink, the door to the Crown bursts from its hinges as an armored fellow shoulders his way inside like a living tank. Boots the size of cinder blocks crush the carpet with every step, and his four arms rise on either side of his broad chest like cobras.

  The soldier utters a horrifying sound, something between a growl and a shriek.

  Blimey. At least Nazis were prettier.

  The poor barkeep is on the ground with his hands over his head, face in the carpet, whimpering in terror. I don’t blame the lad. If I were younger, I’d probably be down there with him, but I’ve got a beer to finish.

  The soldier marches toward me—aiming some kind of weapon—but I’m not bothered. What’s the worst that can happen? He shoots me before I finish my stout? Well, that’d be a shame, of course, but it’s not the worst way to go.

  But he doesn’t shoot.

  The soldier hangs about, staring at me, growling like an ill-tempered cat.

  I finish my stout and gaze at the soldier. Its armor is something out of a science fiction movie, the ones my friends’ grandkids all like going to see at the cinemas. The soldier peers back at me.

  Poor sod. Does it even want to be here? Did it leave a family to come wreck our mudball of a planet?

  I hold the glass out to it. “Want some?”

  The soldier makes a noise, something like a snuffling grunt.

  I slide off the chair and limp around the bar, cursing the arthritis in my knees. I pour another round of stout, one for me and one for the alien octopus. I offer it toward the soldier, and, to my surprise, it accepts, snatching the pint right out of my hands.

  I hobble closer to the fiend. “To the end of the world.”  I drink.

  Flapping its free hands in some kind of salute, the alien chitters behind its protective face mask. It lifts the lower half of the helmet to show a mouth crowded with needle-like teeth and takes a giant swig of the stout.

  Instantly, the alien’s four arms go rigid. It chokes. It flails. It seizes like a spider in a shower of pesticide. Gagging, gurgling, and gasping, it tumbles backward, sprawls on the carpet, and hisses before going limp.

  I nudge it with my foot. “Can’t say I expected that.”

  The young barkeep straightens and looks from me to the fallen alien soldier. Slowly, he creeps toward it and pokes it, but the soldier doesn’t move.

  “It died.” The barkeep gawks.

  “Guess he couldn’t hold his liquor.”

  “Maybe it’s an allergy.” The barkeep scrambles to his feet.

  “What? Like them folks what can’t eat bread?”

  The boy grabs his coat from the rack and races for the door. “My cousin’s in the military. I need to tell him about this.”

  The young barkeep dashes out into the rainy Knaresborough night, and I finish my stout and pour another.

  “Blimey. Maybe that’s why God made beer.” I salute the dead alien at my feet. “Cheers, mate.”

  




  
  






Average Joe




Joshua C. Chadd

  
  A small bell rang, and Joe looked up from his cup of coffee to the front door of Bob’s Stellar Diner. Darcy and Ben Jackson had stopped at the hostess’s desk, and Lucy smiled before leading them to the same booth they occupied at 7 a.m. every Saturday. As the elderly couple moved past, they gave Joe that typical pitying look they always did. Even Lucy, who was by far the kindest to him, could never look him directly in the eyes; no one could. Everyone seemed to fear that if they did, they’d catch his insanity.

  Joe returned his attention to his coffee and lost himself in the swirling depths as flashes of bright light warred in his subconscious. Visions of sleek metallic surfaces at impossible angles and terrifyingly tall figures hiding in the shadows threatened madness. Sweat broke out on his forehead as his white knuckles gripped the edge of the table where he sat alone in the booth. His mind strained under the burden of the images, the weight of them pressing down on him like a massive machine. He would break under them if his mind stayed there too long. More scenes of unintelligible voices speaking above him while he lay on a surprisingly warm, metallic surface flashed inside his head.

  The clear ringing of the front door opening broke the memories—or were they just delusions—and his eyes snapped open. It was only Pete Brown walking to the counter. Afraid of getting lost in his jumbled memories again, he gazed at the brightening sky outside. There was a brief flash of the early morning sunlight glinting off something in the distance. Joe’s heart rate, which had begun to slow when he’d been pulled from his memories, redlined. He knew what it had to be. He’d known for two years, ever since he’d reappeared after being declared MIA for three months. Then again, he’d seen things before, and it was always something mundane, so maybe it was just his fractured mind.

  Joe was on his feet, looking out the big window next to his booth, when something large and silvery streaked across the sky above the diner. It looked almost like a shooting star glistening in the light, except it was only a few hundred feet up in the air. As the object blazed overhead, something the size of an RV fell from it and smashed into the parking lot. The shockwave of its landing flung vehicles onto their sides and created a massive crater in the pavement. Glass from the diner’s shattered windows flew into the air, and Joe barely got an arm up in time to protect his eyes.

  The dust and debris settled, and the screams began. The first was from the Jacksons’ booth as Darcy gawked at the impact site. Three tall, sleek figures climbed out of the large egg-shaped craft with weapons at the ready.

  Joe wasn’t imagining things this time.

  They had come.

  After two years, they’d finally collected enough intel for their attack—and attack it surely was. Joe didn’t need to try conversing with the beings, didn’t need to call out in the hope of peace. He knew. He’d seen them before. He’d been their captive for three months, and he knew they were not here for peace, not here to trade with the lesser humans that lived on this planet. They were here to eradicate all sentient life and take Earth for themselves.

  Before the lead alien was fully out of the crater, Joe swung his dark duster open to reveal an AR-10 pistol chambered in 7.62x51mm. He nestled the collapsible buttstock in his shoulder in one smooth motion as he opened fire on the first alien.

  Sparks flew from the invader’s chest as the 150-grain bullets collided with its protective armor. Joe moved his aim to its head, and the alien had enough time to shoot only once before its facemask shattered inward—the armor-piercing round doing its job. The lead alien fell in a heap, and Joe switched his red dot reticle to the next as the other two zeroed in on him. Blue beams of light flashed by his head and burned holes in the wall behind him, their shots going wide. A three-round burst from his AR dropped the second alien, but Joe was forced to take cover as another beam burned into the booth mere inches away. The acrid smell of burning plastic assailed his nose, and his eyes darted to the blackened hole six inches into the cushion. Whatever these aliens were packing, they sure didn’t mess around.

  Staying low, Joe moved toward the entrance as blue beams continued to burn all around him. He finally reached the front door, which had shattered from the impact of the drop-pod’s landing, and leaned around the corner. The last alien advanced slowly toward the diner, still firing wildly inside. Despite their advanced technology, Joe had to wonder about their combat tactics. Two of its allies lay dead on the pavement, leaking orange blood from the backs of their heads, yet this thing didn’t take cover, making it easy for Joe’s next round to take it in the facemask.

  With a reassuring thud, the third alien hit the pavement. Joe rose from his knees and rapidly scanned for more threats. Nothing stirred. Returning his focus to the diner, he glanced around. All the patrons seemed to be alive and uninjured, huddling in corners and under tables. Maybe he should say something, urge them to prepare themselves for the fight ahead, but he’d never been one for words. After a moment’s hesitation, he shook his head. They’d figure it out sooner or later. Without another look back, he exited through the shattered door frame.

  Stepping out into the apocalypse, he couldn’t help but feel a small sense of satisfaction.

  He hadn’t been crazy after all.

  




  
  






Flowers




Hannah Robinson

  
  The flower opened silently. Unremarkably. Alone in the forest’s center, right where I’d planted it. Beautiful. Unnoticed. Deadly.

  Smiling, I crouched beside it. They’d never suspect this. Those humans were too busy worrying about World War III, global warming, and zombies to stop and smell the flowers.

  Their loss.

  “Good morning, beauty.” I stroked the fragile white petals. “Glad you’re awake.”

  Wind rustled the grass. The blossom bobbed as though nodding.

  “I’d hurry things along and pluck off these petals myself, but that would never do, would it? No good tampering with magic. You’ll just have to die on your own.”

  It would take days. Weeks, even. But I’d waited this long. I could wait a little longer. After all, I wasn’t about to die again anytime soon.

  I reclined against an oak, basking in the leaf-filtered sunlight. Who could ask for a better eternity? I never expected collecting bounties on planets to be an easy job, but here I was, planting flowers. Tearing planet Earth right out of the cosmos.

  The easiest part of this mission was that I didn’t have to worry about vengeance from some wizard or planet-guardian. Earth had no such thing. Unlike most other civilizations, she didn’t think she needed it.

  Birds sang above, beautiful songs I never heard while I was alive in my galaxy.  For all its stupidity, Earth really did have some strong points. One song stood out above the rest:

  
    Daylight’s fading, night draws near,
  

  
    I am young and have no fear.
  

  A lovely birdsong, but something felt strange about it. If only I could tell what…

  A jolt ran through my spine as I remembered: birds don’t sing lyrics.

  I jumped up, summoning all my knowledge of Earth’s wildlife to determine what might be producing that song. Did Earth have a guardian after all? That was impossible, wasn’t it?

  It didn’t sound like the voice of a wizard, either. More like the voice of a young female Homo sapiens, known to the natives of Earth as a “little girl.” And little girls liked to pick flowers.

  If my flower was to serve its purpose—and I was to get my reward—it was crucial that no little girl should pick it. It needed time for all the petals to fall. And one innocent child could thwart the entire operation.

  This would take some ingenuity.

  I stepped behind a tree and shifted into the form of a wolf since girls were usually frightened by wolves. That was one of the benefits of belonging to a shapeshifting species while I was alive—I kept my abilities after death. These humans didn’t have nearly as much post-mortem fun.

  Hopping over stones with a basket of flowers in her arms, the little girl approached. “Daylight’s fading, night draws near…”

  I stepped from behind the trees, snarling as wolfishly as I could.

  Little Girl froze, her eyes wide.

  I froze, too, my skin prickling. I’d never seen a girl this close before. The raw innocence in her eyes almost made me shudder. She could pluck that flower without once imagining she was saving a world and ruining a career.

  “Hello, mister.” Her voice held surprise, not the terror I’d hoped to inspire. She bent toward my prize, hand outstretched.

  Panic tingled along the nape of my neck. I had to do something. Fast. “Little Girl, I can show you flowers far more beautiful than this.”

  She smiled and straightened. “Okay.”

  I relaxed a little. “Follow me.”

  She did, skipping behind me as though I were a trusted friend and not a strange monster.

  Somewhere around here was a pit dug by the humans for the purpose of catching animals. It wouldn’t kill her. Probably. Just to keep her from meddling with my operation.

  Behind me, Little Girl hummed the same song under her breath. I couldn’t help turning my ears toward her. The melody was sweet, haunting, mildly intoxicating. I tried to remember the words, in vain.

  I kept leading, she kept humming, I kept trying to remember the words, and before long, I couldn’t think straight anymore. Why should I feel so desperate to learn the meaning of this human song?

  The faster we reached the pit, the faster this would be over. She would fall. Stop humming. My flower, with its beautiful, strong roots wrapped around the Earth’s core, would have nothing to fear. And when the last petal fell…

  Bang. The planet would explode.

  I, immortal, invincible, would watch.

  And then I’d collect my bounty.

  I focused on that bounty as her song twined through my mind like a parasitic root. The bounty, I thought, not the desperation to know the words of the song. The bounty…

  I halted, shivering.

  Little Girl stopped beside me. “Where are the flowers, Mister?”

  “Little Girl.” I tried to restrain myself, but it was no use. “I’ll show them to you if you sing that good, sweet song again.”

  She stared, confusion wrinkling her forehead. Then she smiled.

  
    “Daylight’s fading, night draws near,
  

  
    I am young and have no fear.”
  

  Speaking of fading, I could hardly keep my eyes open. I fought to stay upright. What was it about this song? Now was no time to fall asleep, but the song was so sweet… did it really matter?

  
    “Daylight’s fading, night draws near…”
  

  

  I awakened in the forest’s center, alone, with the distinct awareness I’d just been spellbound. I leapt to my feet, fear coursing through my body. Where was she? What happened?

  I raced back to the place we’d met. The place I’d planted the flower.

  Too late, of course.

  It was gone. Plucked up by an innocent child who wanted a nice centerpiece for her mother.

  Except…

  A tiny piece of paper lay half-buried in the dirt. Furious, I picked it up.

  
    I told you: I am young and have no fear.
  

  
    Sincerely,
  

  
    Earth’s guardian
  

  




  
  






The Incendiary




Abigail Falanga

  
  Kylie burst through the door so fast that her palm stung from the impact.

  The rooftop lounge was empty.

  Of course it was. No one ever came up here this time of day—or at least no one was supposed to. But now, not even Tom was sleeping in his favorite Adirondack.

  Because Tom was gone. He’d packed up his box and—

  Kylie could no longer keep the tears at bay. She gulped, and sobs shook her to the core.

  “Break area of the gods,” they said. Comfort. Relaxation. Happy employees made a happy company. Team building. Morale.

  All out the window. Down the toilet. Up in flames.

  Kylie staggered to the high concrete balustrade at the side of the building and leaned against it, aware of—though not seeing—the other trendy, modern buildings in this lower end of the city’s fashionable business district. Shiny and sparkling in the sun. A good prospect. Lots of opportunity for someone just starting out. Corporate ladders. Keep the company going, do your job, keep your head down…

  It all seemed so simple.

  Until it wasn’t.

  The door slammed behind her. She gulped in a breath meant to calm her, then turned to see who it was.

  Jeremy, the new guy.

  She wiped at her wet face, attempting to pull herself together.

  He was tall, blond, with moody blue eyes—really cute, though not her type. Too morose. He’d only been working four days, and now—

  A fresh wave of emotion broke over her.

  “Hey, you okay?” He approached and put a hand on her shoulder. “There are other jobs, you know. This isn’t the end of the world.”

  “I know.” Kylie sniffled, trying to hide her face in her hands. “It’s just…”

  “Just what? Look, we can get you to talk with someone to help you find another job. And maybe you can still get together with the friends you made here.”

  “It’s not that. You don’t understand! It’s—” Hiccupping sobs interrupted the words she couldn’t keep from spilling out. “My—fault.”

  “I don’t understand.” Jeremy shoved a handkerchief at her and pulled her into a chair. “But you can tell me about it. How is Berker Financial going bankrupt your fault? You’re just a systems analyst, aren’t you?”

  Kylie blew her nose, though it didn’t help much, and looked helplessly at him. “You’ll never believe me.”

  “Try me.”

  “Fine.” She drew another deep breath, shaky but calmer, and let it all spill. “I told Barb that Tim was using the downstairs machine to make copies of files. And I didn’t say anything when Tammy wanted to know if her perfume was too strong, when actually it really was, which made Greg have an asthma attack so that he couldn’t attend the strategy meeting and vote for the new vendors. And I told Marina that Grant had a thing for her, even though he didn’t want to say anything. So they got fired for dating—which’ll be fine, because they’re perfect for each other and will probably live happily ever after. But that means there were vacant positions just when the vendors who were actually a terrible choice failed to deliver. And the files were something to do with the import-export side of things and…” Kylie shook her head. “It all exploded.”

  “Wait.” Jeremy held up a hand to stop her. “So, you’re saying that you brought this business down by saying a couple of things at just the right time.”

  “The wrong time! The perfectly wrong things at the perfectly wrong time and… shoom. Everything in flames.”

  “That’s… amazing.”

  “You don’t believe me, do you? But the thing is, I’ve done it before. I always manage to do it! Like, I know what people are thinking and saying and what ticks them off, and sometimes, if I’m in a really, really terrible mood, I’ll just—” She balled her hands together, then threw them apart, miming an explosion. “Set it off.”

  “Like lighting a fuse.”

  “Yup. I try not to. I nearly tore my family apart when I was in high school, exploiting my parents’ marital problems for my benefit. Thank goodness they’re still together. But this, what I do, sometimes… It’s like some stupid superpower. Please don’t laugh.”

  “Do I look like I’m laughing?”

  He did. Jeremy grinned, just for a flash. He tapped and swiped at his phone.

  “That’s why…” Kylie said flatly, slumping. “That’s why I feel responsible. I’m incendiary, I guess.”

  “Were you in a terrible mood?”

  She shrugged. “Yeah… Hard to explain, but something felt off about that import-export deal.”

  “That’s because it was off.” Jeremy held up his phone for her to see a police report on the screen.

  Details about a weapons-smuggling scheme, backed by a corporation Kylie recognized as being under the umbrella of Berker Financial.

  “Wait,” she said. “So…”

  “So, you helped bring down a major criminal operation, which may have caused a lot of harm in this city. Your instincts were right—but then, good instincts when bad things are going down are a side-effect of superpowers.”

  Kylie snorted. “You’re saying that... No. I mean, making things blow up relationally is not an actual superpower.”

  “With you, it most certainly is. You’re incendiary, reading emotions and manipulating situations when you feel it’s necessary. It’s dangerous and can be harmful. But we can help you learn to control it.”

  “You can what? And who is ‘we’?” Kylie jumped to her feet. “What’s going on?”

  “I’m SilverBlade.” Jeremy half-smiled up at her. “I work with the Taskforce, and I came here to find out why the company fronting a criminal syndicate suddenly crumbled. I should have known to expect another superpowered individual already at work. Now…” He rose. “The work isn’t done, Incendiary. Will you stay here and set the rest of this operation on fire?”

  




  
  






She-Borg Goes on a Blind Date




Andrew Swearingen

  
  By all standards, Tony was cute. So few guys ever looked like their profile pictures, but he fulfilled his wonderfully. Nice smile. Stunning eyes. And praise the Lord, he knew not to wear cargo shorts on a date. Or ever.

  We ordered appetizers, taking in the view from the restaurant’s second story patio. He talked a little about his job but asked a lot of questions about me. Was this actually going to go well?

  
    He is an excellent specimen, Lucy.
  

  I switched on my internal comms. Not now, IRIS. Please?

  Green text filled the right side of my vision. Tony continued to talk, but I’d mastered the art of carrying on a conversation while receiving information from my A.I. best friend.

  I performed a 4D scan, IRIS said. He is in exceedingly great health. Although he did break his arm four years ago while kayaking. Also, there is a history of male-pattern baldness in his family.

  I chomped on my mozzarella stick. No displays right now. And stop violating my date’s civil liberties.

  
    I was merely attempting to be of assistance.
  

  
    IRIS, your job is to regulate my implants and watch out for potential threats. I can handle a first date on my own.
  

  Very well. Good luck! IRIS flashed a winky face across my vision, then closed the displays.

  The waiter returned. It was time for the ultimate test. I ordered a medium rare bacon cheeseburger and chili cheese fries. This dish had weeded out so many losers. Their eyes would go wide. Or they’d mumble “whoa.” In one instance, a guy had asked, “Do you eat like this all the time?”

  And if a guy couldn’t handle a woman eating a cheeseburger, how would he deal with a woman being a cybernetic crime fighter?

  Tony quirked an eyebrow. “Brave choice for a first date.”

  I leaned forward. “Something wrong with that?”

  “Not a thing.” He grinned. “You know what you like.”

  I grinned. Things were going well.

  Except for…

  The white van parked across the street. And the dude in gray coveralls, who’d been chain-smoking in front of the city’s central bank for the last twenty-three minutes.

  
    Lucy, I hate to bother you, but—
  

  I see him, IRIS. I kept eye contact with Tony. Give me a radar reading. Does he have any friends?

  None that I can see, IRIS said. But my scanning range is limited.

  I slipped my arms under the table. I’ll get a closer look.

  My butterfly-sized drone deployed from the housing in my wrist and dodged traffic as it crossed the street and scanned the area.

  “You okay?” Tony asked.

  “Hmm?”

  “You were staring into space. And holding that mozzarella stick next to your mouth for, like, a minute.”

  My cheeks burned. “I’m sorry. A work thing just popped into my head.”

  I bit down, letting the cheese stretch between my mouth and my hand, listening to Tony while parsing the data from the drone. I prayed that the sketchy guy was just a lazy plumber.

  The drone performed a thermal scan, revealing the cold outline of a pistol tucked into his waist band under his overalls. The gun itself didn’t confirm anything… but the two guys crouched in the back of the van with semi-automatic rifles definitely did.

  
    IRIS, call dispatch. We’ll need officers down here ASAP.
  

  Dialing, IRIS said. They may not arrive until—

  An explosion punched the air, knocking us to the ground.

  I dusted myself off and rushed to the edge of the balcony. The three gunmen charged onto the sidewalk as three more sprinted out of the bank, hauling massive duffle bags, presumably full of cash.

  Tony grabbed my hand. “Lucy, get down! I’ll call the—”

  “It’s okay.” I squeezed his hand. “I got this.”

  I jumped up on the railing and dropped my holographic camouflage, revealing the mechanized armor on my arm, leg, and face. I turned back for a moment, giving Tony a wink with my cybernetic eye. Then I jumped.

  I soared, somersaulting through the air in a graceful arc, and landed on the roof of the van, nearly breaking the vehicle in half.

  All six gunmen stared, slack-jawed.

  I had no time to waste with these fools. I ripped the remnant of the door off the van, hurling it like a discus. Two gunmen went down. The guy closest to me raised his gun. He caught my heel right under his chin, knocking him silly. My second kick launched him into the air and slammed him into two of his compatriots. All three thugs and their stolen payload crashed to the sidewalk.

  One last gunman. The smoker. He dropped his gun and ran. I launched after him, seizing him by one of his boots, cartwheeling him and pinning him to the pavement. Fear danced in his bloodshot eyes.

  “Well,” I said. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

  

  I fashioned restraints out of the straps on the duffle bags and had all six crooks tied to the wreckage of their van by the time the cops arrived. I slipped away, reactivating my camouflage and watching from the restaurant’s patio across the street. The cops always appreciated my help, but I didn’t feel like giving a statement today.

  “Well, that was exciting.” Tony settled into the chair across the table from me.

  “Yeah.” I sized him up. “I figured you would have run off.”

  Tony shrugged. “It is a lot for a guy to take in. The explosion. The gunmen. My date turning into a cyborg. However—” He set a “to-go” bag on the table. “—I enjoyed our chat before your epic display of heroics. So I think our date is worthy of a reboot.”

  “‘Reboot’? Is that a bionic woman joke?”

  He handed me a Styrofoam container. “Something wrong with that?”

  Steam rose from the container. I opened the lid and beheld a glorious bacon cheeseburger. “Not a thing.”

  This date was going very well.

  




  
  






The Lamest Superpower




Ronnell Kay Gibson

  
  Mom repeats her pep-talk for the millionth time as we pull up in front of the school. “Your powers are a blessing, not a curse. Everyone will realize it soon enough.”

  I nod. Not because I agree, but because I want this awkward conversation to end.

  I’ve barely made it out of the car when Mom rolls down the window and calls out, “Everything will work out, Charlie. You’ll see.”

  I cringe. Easy for her to say. She’s not the one being mercilessly tortured every day.

  It’s my own fault. I was showing off, trying to impress Ralph Hansen. Stupid. Superheroes never reveal their secret identity. Not that I have much of a superpower. The Avengers won’t be recruiting me. Yet. But there’s always a learning curve to mastering your abilities, and I just gotta give myself some time.

  Should’ve given myself more time.

  When I healed Ralph’s papercut on the second day of middle school, he was impressed. But when he wanted me to heal the black, crusted scab on his knee, I should’ve known it would end badly. I couldn’t heal his knee, or any other part of him. My healing powers are frustratingly limited.

  Ralph scrunched his eyebrows. “That’s it? All you can do is heal papercuts?” Then he burst into cackles. “That’s pathetic.”

  I guess a lame superpower is worse than no superpower. In fact, he called me a freak, and it spread like warm Aunt Jemima syrup on a stack of blueberry pancakes. Now, weeks later, kids are still coming up with new twists on my nickname.

  Sure enough, the minute I step into the school, it starts.

  Some point at me. “Look at the weirdo.”

  Some stare with mouths turned down and noses scrunched.

  Some whisper, “Did you know that he’s actually a failed military experiment? Escaped the government before they could dismantle him.”

  Though it’s warm for October, I pull my hood up, wishing I had the power to make myself invisible. But I’m not that lucky.

  As I enter the school, the new girl, Willow, stares at me. Her forehead crinkles, and her lips are pursed. Is that pity?

  Shaking my head, I turn away and find my first period class, slinking into a seat in the back.

  We’re about five minutes into our pop-quiz when Miss Heatherston waves her manicured hand in my direction. “Charlie, can you come here for a moment?”

  At the interruption, every student in my sixth-grade math class looks up from their quiz and swivels their head toward me.

  My face grows hot. I hate it when teachers do this.

  I let out an over-dramatic sigh and slide from my desk.

  As I approach, she sticks out her pointer finger. A miniscule drop of blood oozes from a small papercut.

  “You don’t mind, do you?”

  I absolutely do, but I shake my head. My neck hairs tingle as I feel all thirty pairs of eyes staring at me. She lowers her sliced finger right in front of my face. I take a deep breath and blow. As I do, the cut begins to seal, leaving no trace of the blood or the wound.

  She wiggles her fingers and smiles. “Thank you, Charlie. It’s amazing how painful one little cut can be.”

  She has no idea.

  It wouldn’t be so bad if I were a full-blown healer. I could help so many people. And I’d do it all for free. But for some reason, when the universe decided to bless me with an extraordinary gift, it stopped short. I’ve tried practicing, meditating, and praying in the hope that something more would come. Nope. Nothing.

  As I head back to my seat, I notice Willow staring at me again, like she can see through my skin. An eerie chill seeps down my neck, and I turn quickly away.

  But not quick enough. Ralph sticks his foot out, and I trip, landing against the bookshelf full of discarded textbooks. “Freak.”

  The whole class snickers.

  I bite my tongue to hold back the onslaught of obscenities I want to throw like darts.

  As the period drags on, the churning anger in my stomach builds until the bell rings. Outside the classroom, I shove Ralph up against the nearest locker. “What’s your problem, man?”

  He pushes me off him. “You’re the one with the problem. Thinking you are so special ’cause you can heal a papercut.”

  I push him harder. His backpack falls from his shoulder and hits his knee before crashing to the ground.

  The crusty scab he wanted me to heal weeks before is gone, but the skin has yet to change from a hard layer to soft, fleshy skin. I hate the sight of it.

  I hate Ralph.

  As I glare, the old scab reddens, the gash reappearing. Thick, burgundy fluid oozes out.

  Ralph’s face contorts. He drops to the ground and screams.

  I step back as the wound continues to grow, and blood now spills to the floor.

  Ralph looks up at me. “You did this!”

  I put my hands up. “No.” But inside, I wonder…

  Miss Masterson rushes over and gets a couple of boys to help Ralph off to the nurse’s office. She orders, “Everyone, off to your next class.”

  I don’t move. My insides have frozen, yet my thoughts are reeling. I replay the scene.

  “I… can’t believe I did that.”

  From behind me comes a whisper, so close the breath tingles my ear. It’s Willow. “You didn’t.”

  




  
  






Some Assembly Required




Patrick M. Fitzgerald

  
  I spent New Year’s Eve picking up my body parts from the sidewalk.

  The streets were filled with people. It was dangerous to make my way through the crowd, but I wanted to get to the coffee house to ring in the New Year with some friends. When the old woman staggered toward me, I tried to maneuver out of her path. But she swung her arms wildly—drunk and laughing—as she stumbled against me, and my night was ruined.

  I reflexively put out my hands as I toppled over. My palms hit the concrete, and with a hundred tiny pops, the filaments of my joints snapped open. My fingers sprang outward in all directions, and the shockwave up my arms caused the rest of my joints to come undone.

  Fortunately, my head landed facing my torso, so I could watch what I was doing as I shimmied my torso to my upper arms. I wriggled my upper arms over to collect my forearms, then inched them toward my fingers, wincing as a heavy boot narrowly missed my thumb. I’d learned from twenty-two years of practice that it was easiest to start with my largest parts. Squirming my fingers to my hands like inchworms took too much time and concentration.

  Thankfully, most people were too busy going about their business to stop and stare, or try helping. Putting myself back together was something I had to do alone. I’d learned that the hard way. Last time I accepted someone’s “help,” I’d had to walk home on my hands with my head facing backward.

  No such complications this time, but when I finally pulled myself together, the midnight bells had started ringing. The street was deserted. People filled the bars and cafes. Toasts were made, bells were rung, and confetti was thrown.

  I smiled with bittersweet vicariousness as couples exchanged their New Year’s kisses. I clapped and shouted, trying to feel like I was a part of it all. My friends were in a cafe three blocks away. I can still celebrate with them, even if I’m not in the same room.

  Unfortunately, I clapped a bit too hard, and my left hand fell back off. I sighed and picked it up. Pressing my hand against my wrist, I watched as the squirming keratin fibers began knitting themselves into a functional joint.

  I was exhausted and dehydrated—an annoying side effect of reassembling myself, but I’d lived with it since the day I was born. My mother said the delivery-room nurses got a laugh out of me. “You’ve got a perfectly healthy baby boy. There’s just some assembly required.” They didn’t know then how much was going to be required.

  I stopped at the nearest convenience store for refreshment. The cashier was pretty, with tousled ebony hair in a loose ponytail. She smiled at me sadly, and I nodded to her. We were both spending New Year’s alone. It gave us a sort of bond.

  Browsing the drinks, I decided an energy drink or soda would just dehydrate me further. I picked up a carton of coconut water, high in potassium. That should help. I looked up and noticed the cashier had been staring at me. Does she think I’m a shoplifter or something?

  I grabbed a banana from the display and paid the cashier. I looked into her big, brown eyes for a long moment and wished that I didn’t have to spend another New Year’s single. The first girl I’d kissed had spent the better part of prom picking me up again and again. That was the last time I’d kissed anyone. Or risked dancing, for that matter.

  “Want anything else?” she asked with a wink.

  She’s mocking me. I pretended to read the ingredients on the coconut water as I turned to leave.

  “Watch where you’re going, buddy.” The voice was unfriendly, and the hand that shoved my shoulder unfriendlier still.

  As expected, I fell against the counter and came apart. The man laughed as my left arm rolled next to the door and the other tumbled into the snack aisle. My head landed on the countertop. The drink carton hit the ground and burst. I sighed. This was going to be a long night.

  “Empty the register, lady.” The man pulled a pistol on her and held out a gym bag. The cashier opened the register and stuffed bills into the bag. Her tear-filled eyes kept glancing my direction. I was completely beside myself, and could only grimace in sympathy.

  The helplessness was the worst part. I couldn’t protect myself in this condition, much less aid someone else.

  I looked around at my scattered pieces, and an idea began to form. Maybe I’m not completely helpless.

  My right hand had fallen off my arm, but still held the banana. The drink had spilled into a puddle that slowly covered the floor. I flexed my arm, sliding my hand toward the door like a hockey puck.

  The jerk grinned as he stepped over the banana. Sure, that’s the obvious trick. Now avoid this one. My disembodied hand grabbed the cuff of his jeans. Slipping on the wet floor, he dropped the pistol and grabbed the doorframe.

  I clutched the pistol with my right hand and waved it in his direction. “Better get out while you can, klutz!”

  His eyes widened in terror as he glanced around at all my moving parts. “What the… what are you, you freak?”

  He scampered off into the night, leaving the gym bag behind.

  The cashier breathed a long sigh of relief and lifted my head from the counter. “What you are is my hero! Happy New Year!”

  She kissed me square on the lips. I would have fallen apart again if I weren’t already in pieces.

  The new year might not be so bad, after all.

  




  
  






A Healing Touch




R. F. Gammon

  
  The white hospital walls are as familiar as those of my own house, yet I’ve never been a patient.

  Perhaps I was strong once, with the youth befitting a man only twenty years old, full of vigor and life. I do not remember those days. The last ten years have been a blur of exhaustion and pain that belonged to others.

  I roll my wheelchair down sterilized hallways and up a ramp that I’ve seen a thousand times before. A woman, permanently paralyzed by a car accident, once laughed as she ran down this very ramp, making my wheelchair worth it.

  I stretch out a wizened hand—bent from arthritis and rheumatism—toward the door of the hospital room. I squint to take in the room number. 317.

  The room where I will die.

  The door opens before I have a chance to knock. The woman framed by the doorway looks down at me and takes in a shuddering breath. The red puffiness under her eyes is unmistakable even through my cataracts.

  “Sir,” she whispers. “You… you’ve come?”

  “I will do all I can.” My voice creaks like a hinge.

  She nods and backs up, letting me enter.

  I wheel the chair slowly into the hospital room. I’ve seen so many that this one shouldn’t stand out, but it does. Balloons saying “Get well soon!” and other pithy statements hover around the ceiling, their print large enough for my weary eyes. The shapes of plush toys line every shelf and chair. The TV blasts upbeat songs to match the movement of the cartoon characters dancing across its screen. Once, I might have liked such things.

  Now, I wheel my chair toward the bed, where my last patient lies on his back, eyes fixed on the television set, a cap pulled low on his forehead.

  The woman who let me in clears her throat. “Um, Drew? You have a visitor.”

  He looks up at me with eyes that have seen too much, gone too far. I wheel myself right up next to him.

  “Hey, little man,” I say. Words too young for someone who looks as old as I, but then, I am not truly old. “How old are you?”

  He holds up three fingers on each hand, solemn and silent.

  “Six?” I shake my head. “I remember when I was six.”

  Drew cocks his head.

  “If you could do anything, go anywhere…” I reach out and rest a hand on his arm. “Where would you go?”

  He shrugs. “I already used my make-a-wish to go to Florida. It wasn’t that fun.”

  “I went to Florida once. It’s overrated.” I smile to help him feel more comfortable. I have this discussion with everyone. Perhaps it’s selfish, but the assurance that this does good—that it’s worth it—is crucial for me.

  He sighs. “It doesn’t really matter what I want,” he whispers. “I’m never gonna grow up.”

  “What if you did?” I whisper. Closing my eyes, I block out the sound of the TV. It’s just me and Drew in a bubble of silence. This is the thing that I’ve been doing my whole life. I’ve never understood my gift… but I know two things. This will be worth it, and it will be the last time.

  “I want to go to space.” His voice grows a little stronger. “I want to fly. I want… I wanna be a superhero. Like Superman. Or Batman.” He pauses, and in the noise of the TV, I realize that he’s had Justice League on this whole time. It figures.

  “I bet you could,” I tell him, as the gift starts to fill my hand, warming my fingers. He won’t feel a thing. All the pain will be on my end, and all he’ll feel is relief.

  He sighs. For a moment, as I brace on the edge of the explosion that I know is coming, I wonder if he’s gone to sleep. Pain pricks itself through my arthritic fingers, surging along my paralyzed legs, burning in my half-blind eyes, aching in my crooked back and eternally roiling stomach. Each of my maladies once belonged to someone else. Someone who is now free to live their life.

  Then he whispers, “I don’t wanna die.”

  “I know you don’t, little man.” I squeeze his arm tighter. “And you’re not going to.”

  Then the pain hits me like a tsunami.

  I fall back in the wheelchair, releasing his arm and squeezing my fists. I clench my jaw to keep from screaming. There’s always been pain, roiling below the surface, hurting and burning with every breath I take. It’s only been a matter of time; I’ve always known this.

  But today… Today is the end of the line.

  The mist on my eyes grows thicker. I blink and blink again, but I think I’m floating now. I’m not grounded to my wheelchair. From a very, very long way off I hear, “Mama! I… Mister? Are you okay? Mama, I… I feel so weird!”

  “That’s the healing, kid,” I whisper. I don’t know if he can hear me, but I’m fading so fast that there’s no way to find out. This boy only had a few more days before the cancer ate him from the inside, and I only have minutes. “Go. Fly among the stars. Be a superhero.”

  They wheel me out as I slip away. I already left my instructions. The doctor downstairs knows what to do, who to tell. It’s okay. I’ve got nothing but peace.

  I’m no Superman.

  But as I take my last breath, I know: I’ve done a good job anyway.

  




  
  






Flight of the Fading Sorrow




Zachary Holbrook

  
  The bounty hunter turned to stone, hatred etched permanently on his features. Veyja stumbled away as the reptilian mass that passed for hair among her kind hissed in satisfaction. Her hand went to her throat and came back stained with a tiny drop of blood drawn by the tip of the hunter’s dagger.

  Veyja reached for her headscarf, but the hunter’s petrified grip held it tight. She needed to cover herself. The rioters tearing apart the city hated the Dizadian refugees Caleb was smuggling aboard his ship, but their vendetta against their fellow man would drop the moment they learned of the true monster in their midst. She tore a long swath from the bottom of her thick dress, covered her hair, and tied it around her chin. Not the height of fashion, but acceptable. She only needed to conceal her true nature until she reached the ship, then—

  
    Then what?
  

  The idea of revealing the truth to Caleb opened a pit in her stomach.

  So did the thought of concealing it from him.

  Veyja darted down twisted streets, avoiding the torchlight cast by the mob. Regardless of what she told Caleb, she couldn’t stay here, not if rumors about her were drawing bounty hunters.

  The Fading Sorrow rocked gently in the harbor. Veyja burst onto the docks and sprinted toward it. She caught a glimpse of Caleb descending into the hold, a child clasped in his arms.

  Veyja climbed aboard as Caleb reappeared on deck. A light sprang into his worried eyes when he saw her, and he wrapped her in a strong yet tender embrace, careful not to touch her head, as she’d requested.

  She allowed herself to melt into him for a moment, then broke away. “Are we ready to set sail?”

  Caleb shook his head. “One of the Dizadian families has yet to arrive.”

  “How long will we wait?”

  He looked away. “I don’t know.”

  “The rioters could’ve found them already.”

  “I know!” Caleb clenched his fist around the railing.

  Veyja studied him, drinking in the intensity of his gaze as he stared at the smoke rising from the city. The simple, unyielding goodness of Caleb Tantarov drew her to him more than anything else—willing to risk his livelihood to help the people his city had marked as enemies, refusing to leave even a single family behind.

  She touched the engagement ring on her finger. Caleb deserved the truth: that she wasn’t helping three Dizadian families escape the violence out of altruism. She needed to get away as much as they did. She was an object of greater and more deserved hatred than they were.

  Caleb picked up his crossbow and hopped off the ship, peering anxiously into the alleyway. Veyja followed him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

  “They might not make it,” she said. “You’ll have to face the truth sooner or later.”

  
    Just like I will.
  

  Caleb dashed forward. “That’s them!”

  A man and a woman in traditional Dizadian garb rushed out of the alleyway, each one clutching a child. Behind them, torches bobbed closer.

  The mob poured onto the docks. Caleb hefted his crossbow, aiming a warning shot over their heads. Someone in the crowd returned fire, and the bolt hit the father in the arm. He cried out and nearly dropped his son.

  Veyja took the child and helped the wounded man to his feet. Caleb reloaded his crossbow and swung it back and forth at the mob. The rioters hesitated, then continued to advance, those in the rear pushing on those in front.

  “He’s in league with the Dizadian monsters!”

  “Kill him!”

  Veyja’s breath caught in her throat. Hundreds of furious men and women poured onto the docks. They’d storm the ship, set it afire before Caleb could unmoor it. Slaughter the families aboard. Kill Caleb.

  Unless a greater enemy drew their attention.

  Veyja turned to Caleb and shoved the boy into his arms. “Get him to the ship.”

  Caleb stumbled, struggling to hold both the fear-stricken child and his weapon. “Veyja, what—”

  “I said, go!”

  A burly rioter lunged at Veyja with a vulgar shout. Veyja tore off her improvised head covering, feeling strangely calm as the snakes on her head burst free. She met her attacker’s eyes, allowing a burst of power to come through her and petrify him.

  A cry of fear spread throughout the mob. Veyja dashed away and hopped atop an empty barrel on the edge of the dock. The ocean lapped calmly beneath her feet, as if in defiance of the hell engulfing the city.

  Her hair grew frenzied, a dozen forked tongues lashing the air. Veyja let out a scream of primal fury, securing her place in the rioters’ imaginations as a monster far worse than the Dizadians.

  The mob stared for a moment. Then, like a warship about to unleash a deadly broadside, it turned on her.

  Veyja dove into the ocean. An arrow hit the surface to her left, and she swam, not caring which direction, as long as it was away. She’d swim forever to keep Caleb safe.

  The ship picked her up in ten minutes.

  Veyja collapsed on deck, shivering violently. Caleb stood over her, face unreadable. Her hair hissed at him.

  Veyja cringed. He saw her. He knew. She scooted away, wanting to throw herself back into the sea.

  Caleb knelt in front of her. “That’s why you always covered your head?”

  “I’m sorry.” Veyja looked away. She could still feel the mob’s wrath, the weight of a thousand fearful, furious eyes boring into her. She could already feel the pain of rejection, the separation that would always be her curse.

  “Veyja, I thought you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.” Caleb embraced her, pressing her soaked body against his.

  Veyja choked back a sob.

  “But I was wrong.” Caleb smiled. “You’re more beautiful than I ever imagined.”

  A thousand weights vanished from Veyja’s back. She pulled Caleb close and wept for joy.

  




  
  






Revolutionary Fire




Beka Gremikova

  
  The rebels had promised a quick, painless Revolution. Down with the king, up with the men living in nothing but dust.

  Liars, all of them, Sabelle thought, grimacing. The rebels’ notion of freedom excluded anyone connected to the nobility, no matter how far-removed the relation. Her fingertips tingled as they rested against one of the many scrolls she’d handled over her years as a royal file keeper.

  Here in Labitha, scribes recorded the Eliran family genealogies for both posterity and practicality. Betrothed couples visited to ensure they were not closely related; parents brought news of births, singing with her as she wrote them down; and priests wept with her as she penned deaths.

  This past year, she’d recorded more deaths than in her entire lifetime.

  She leaned her forehead against the wall, drawing in a deep, shaking breath. The genealogies helped the rebels connect the lowest shepherdess to nobility—and with those vague bloodlines, send thousands of innocent peasants to the guillotine.

  All to ensure they did not side with the fleeing nobility to put the king back on the throne.

  Sabelle choked on a sob, knotting her fingers in her skirts. How could something she loved and curated—a piece of history so beautiful—be used as a weapon against her own people? She felt like the rebels had stolen into her home, taken her child, and used him as a soldier in their ceaseless onslaught.

  Dread rippled through her body. Perhaps that would be next. Or…

  Perhaps her own family held tenuous yet dangerous ties to the nobility. And she would only know when it was too late, her children lining up for the guillotine.

  Terror kept her in place as her fellow recordists flew past, their arms full of scrolls that must be sorted before the end of the week.

  But you have a plan, she assured herself, breaking through the fear. She stared down at her feet and imagined dragging her bare soles across the lush carpets, the sparks that would fly from her skin.

  Flames flickered through her mind, eating up histories, destroying so much that she loved while saving so many she did not know.

  She kept her powers hidden as best she could so that she might work with history. So that she would not ruin what she loved by accident.

  She swallowed.

  Perhaps she could simply carry out some scrolls, destroy them elsewhere? Save the library for future generations to enjoy?

  But no, she couldn’t fathom it. She would never be able to sneak enough of them out, and there would still be lives left to the mercy of the guillotine. How could she save so few just to keep her own heart from breaking?

  She couldn’t. After all, she was a recordist. Her heart lay in history, and history was nothing but heartbreak. What was one more heart compared to the thousands of souls that could be saved?

  Nothing. Nothing at all.

  

  That night, Sabelle made sure to stay after everyone left. Working for so many years in Labitha, no one thought it odd. After all, there were always more marriages to write down and family genealogies to organize or unravel.

  Her heart pounded in her ears as she climbed to the highest level of the library. Then she knelt and pulled off her boots. She hated letting her powers out through her hands; the fires weren’t always manageable that way.

  “Today,” she whispered, “I am both flint and steel.”

  She rubbed her bare soles across the carpet, fast and hard, the heat growing the more she moved. Sweat dripped from her brow before she harnessed enough sparks. Then, unfastening the skirt of her overdress, she fanned the sparks into flame. She marched through the library, sparks falling at her heels, using her skirt to create billowing fingers of fire. Those fingers snatched at the scrolls surrounding her, gnawing at the papers and bookshelves that had filled her days for so long.

  She ran for the doors, pausing only to pull on her boots before she flung them open. She darted into the night, flames streaming behind her.

  “Fire!” she screamed. Tears streamed down her face. She choked, coughing on the smoke, and heaved herself into the arms of the nearest guard. She couldn’t escape completely, she knew, but true sorrow helped her act.

  “What happened?” he demanded, shaking her as the other ran for help.

  “I—I don’t know. It just started, and—” She broke into hysterical sobbing, coughing and wheezing.

  He narrowed his gaze at her and did not let her go. “The Rebels Supreme will want to question you.”

  She merely nodded, her hands covering her face. “All those scrolls,” she whispered.

  

  Sabelle wandered through the library, picking up charred scrolls that crumbled at her touch. The building had been saved, but little was left of its inner workings. Her feet ached as much as her heart.

  At least the Rebels Supreme didn’t question me long, she thought, trying to cheer herself. From all her crying, they seemed to believe that the incident was truly an accident. With no evidence of how the fire started, they couldn’t execute her.

  Instead, her punishment for negligence involved this search to recover any records that may have survived. Though Labitha would never be rebuilt, the rebels still hoped to trace and exterminate even more noble-blooded.

  Her fingers staggered across an intact scroll. Her breath hitched. She glanced over her shoulder, but she was alone in this aisle. She hesitated. It was too risky to remove her boots and send her powers through her feet…

  Without looking at the words, she rubbed her fingers together until sparks bounced onto the paper. The scroll blazed. For a moment, she panicked, but the flames stayed quiet, flickering like a horse’s tail before she smothered the fire.

  After a few deep breaths, she continued on, picking her way through the destruction to seek out more names to blot from history.

  




  
  






The Potion Maker




Rachel Ann Michael Harris

  
  Josephine leaned against the tent pole, watching knights and ladies wander up and down the dirt path as they examined clothing, trinkets, games, and food from various stalls. Uncorking a small bottle, she poured a potion onto a drooping flower. With little twitches, the stalk straightened, and the petals opened and turned a bright shade of pink as the bloom lifted its face to the sun.

  Josephine stood and noticed a young lady slightly younger than herself peeking around the corner of a nearby tent. Plump, rosy cheeks and grey eyes were all that Josephine could see. A gentle nod coaxed the girl farther into view, and as she shifted around the corner, Josephine saw that her gown strained at the seams and filled out in all the wrong places.

  Josephine twirled the end of her hair scarf and sighed. Another one. 

  The sweet angel of a girl tiptoed from her hiding spot, then scurried across the path. Shrinking into herself as she reached Josephine, the girl said, “Um.”

  “How are you enjoying the carnival?”

  The girl gave a quick smile before her face fell again. But like an animal sensing a threat, her head popped back up, and she ducked into Josephine’s tent. Three stalls away, a group of ladies and knights were gathered around as a knight tossed a ball toward some bottles, trying to knock them down. He smiled easily, like a grin was always upon his face. It softened his features, making him seem approachable and kind. Lean and well built—a talented and dedicated knight, to be sure.

  With a toss, the ball knocked over a pyramid of bottles. He received a small hair pin, which he used to tie up the hair of a lovely lady beside him. The group left the tent, the lady taking the knight’s arm. As they passed, he smiled. “Afternoon.”

  Josephine nodded back as they walked away, the rest of the group paying her no heed. The precious girl watched them from inside the tent, her eyes both dreaming and mourning as the knight was lost from sight.

  Josephine bit the inside of her lip. Oh, dearie. 

  “I want to be beautiful,” the girl said.

  Josephine dropped the end of her scarf and crossed her arms. “And what is beauty to you?”

  The girl touched her waist. “Thin.” She picked up the scraggly ends of her hair. “Silky smooth and full.” She laid her hands on her cheeks. “Not so rosy but clear and…”

  “Thin.”

  The girl nodded. She raised her hand above her head. “Tall and graceful. And”—she glanced down the path where the knight had disappeared—“I want him to love me.”

  Josephine pushed herself off the tent pole. “Follow me.”

  Lanterns hung sporadically inside the tent, the thick fabric blocking out the sun. Shelves with multicolored bottles encircled the perimeter, casting rainbow reflections onto the grass. Josephine walked around a cauldron in the center, her feet kicking the ends of her blue skirt, the coins at the edge of her sash tinkling.

  “I can do all you request.” Josephine stopped on the other side of the cauldron. “And more.”

  The girl’s head snapped toward Josephine. “Really?”

  Josephine nodded. “I can also make you witty, intelligent, funny.”

  “Yes! Yes! All that!”

  The girl’s eyes shone with excitement. Not at all the terrified animal from before—she was quite lovely when her eyes sparkled like that. What a shame she had come.

  Turning to the table behind her, Josephine picked up several bottles and began putting them into the cauldron. A pour here, a splash there. As she worked, the girl stood at the edge, rubbing her hands together and bouncing on her toes. Her rosy cheeks glowed, and the stringy hair twirled around her head.

  When it was finished, Josephine filled a glass bottle from the cauldron, corked it, and held it out, but pulled back when the girl reached for it. “Are you sure you want this? You can’t go back.”

  The girl looked between Josephine and the bottle, her brow creased. “You haven’t lived my life. I need it.”

  Sighing, Josephine handed the bottle to the young beauty. “Just do me a favor. Don’t drink it here.”

  She looked Josephine up and down, then nodded.

  Placing some gold coins on a table by the tent flap, the girl left, never taking her eyes off the bottle. Josephine leaned against the pole as she watched her weave through the crowd and disappear around the corner. If she ever saw that young lady again, Josephine wouldn’t recognize her. Maybe that was a blessing. The potion would do everything she said it would. The girl would be slimmer, her hair would drape down her back in a golden sheen, and her words would roll off of her tongue—sweet, quick, intelligent, funny, and charming. Everything she asked for. She’d probably even catch the attention of the knight she fancied.

  Then, one day, that glowing woman would look in the mirror… and not recognize herself. What had made her as beautiful as the sun? Why did her beloved knight love her? Like all of the other girls who begged to be changed back, as Josephine had seen more times than she could count growing up and during her apprenticeship, one question would haunt her: did he love her for herself or the potion? Like all of the others, she would never know.

  It had been the one thing that made her question if she wanted to be a potion maker. Even now, Josephine wondered, was it worth it? With her toe, she tapped the flower beside her, now full of life.

  Josephine twirled the end of her scarf, gazing at the carnival around her, the music and laughter bouncing in her ears. Two tents to her right, a girl fidgeted with her dress, inching forward. Shaking her head, Josephine untied the tent flaps and pulled them shut.

  
    Let that one be spared. 
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The Inheritance




Carrie Anne Noble

  
  “Your grandma’s a terrible cook,” Grandpa said, pointing an accusing finger at his wife of sixty years. Grandma only laughed and tapped an age-blackened wooden spoon on the edge of the hanging iron pot. Droplets splattered onto the hearthstones. The cat pounced, and with a few greedy licks, devoured all traces of gravy.

  No one from cat to king would have agreed with the only sentence Grandpa had uttered since his apoplexy, for it was a lie. Grandma’s cooking had made her wealthy. The king paid for her dishes with coin-filled purses, shiny copper pots, feather-filled mattresses, rare jewels, carpets and coverlets, and free use of the nicest cottage in town. Daily, he supped on her flaky-crusted meat pies and decadent wine-laced stews, gorged on her buttery biscuits, and devoured her berry tarts.

  For me, visiting Grandma meant a full belly, endless affection, and a soft bed—a far cry from what I was used to as the daughter of an ill-tempered goat herder too proud to accept “charity” from his mother-in-law. Home was drafty in winter and hell-fire hot in summer. There, suppers consisted of mushy beans, foraged greens, or stringy meat boiled off an elderly goat’s bones. My straw-filled mattress jabbed my skin relentlessly and usually housed a family of fidgety mice.

  Visiting Grandma also meant seeing the boy she employed to fetch and carry comestibles and water. But at seventeen, he wasn’t a boy anymore. Swithin had grown into a young man with a quick smile and too-dark eyes that made my stomach sink. He was stolen kisses behind the shed, sweet words whispered over a windowsill, blades of grass tied around wrists with oaths of everlasting fidelity.

  The day I turned sixteen, I begged Grandma to teach me to cook so Swithin and I might share a future devoid of hunger and worry.

  “Not today, my love,” she said, pressing pastry into a tin. “Your inheritance will be enough to carry you through. Don’t fret.” Then she sent me to the garden to pick rosemary and dill, where she knew I’d find Swithin weeding, wishing, and waiting.

  “Your grandma’s a terrible cook,” Grandpa called after me. “Terrible.”

  

  Home in my prickly bed, I dreamed of a goat trapped down a well, bleating its distress to a circle of starless sky.

  Awakening, I found the cries belonged to Mama. “They’re dead,” she said. “Mother and Father. A neighbor found them abed, asleep forever.”

  “We’ll not take one thing from them,” Papa said gruffly, arms crossed over his chest. “Not a stick of firewood, you hear?”

  Mama stood, fists at her sides, rage pulsing in the vein at her throat. “You’ll be pleased to know, husband, that the messenger said the king took back all his gifts the instant the barely-cold corpses were carted to the graveyard. We’ll perish here in rags, thin as specters, smelling of goat dung, as you’ve always wanted.”

  Grabbing a cloak, I rushed out the door. Five miles stretched between home and Grandma’s. The frosty air slapped my tear-stained cheeks and scraped my lungs, but I ran all the way without stopping.

  Beside the sooty hearth, Swithin crouched on an old stool that was the only furniture left, mourning with his head in his hands. For a moment, I saw him as Papa would: a boy without a job or family. My heart broke for us both. Our grand dreams of a spring wedding in Grandma’s garden evaporated. There’d be no ten-pound fruitcake, no dancing, no kissing our way over the threshold of a new life.

  In spite of Grandma’s promise of an inheritance, I’d lost everything.

  A sob escaped my mouth. Swithin looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes. He pointed to the mantel that formerly held gilded statues, little coffers of coins, and a bowl of silver-edged seashells—gifts from a fat, grateful monarch. All that remained was Grandma’s spoon.

  “She made me swear a hundred times you’d get that when she passed,” he said.

  “My inheritance…” I took Grandma’s simple gift in hand. It weighed no more than a hatchling, so much less than my sorrow. The black wood warmed my palm. Its curved bowl glistened as if bathed in oil. For the first time, I noticed symbols carved into the handle: birds, stars, and strange letters.

  My heart fluttered with an unfamiliar yearning to cook.

  Swithin opened his arms to embrace me, but I stepped aside. “There are a few old vegetables in the shed, if the king’s men didn’t take them. Let’s share one last meal before we part forever.”

  He nodded soberly, a practical boy who knew my stubbornness well enough not to argue.

  Minutes later, he returned toting a dented kettle containing two turnips, three carrots, and an onion. As I peeled and chopped, he begged firewood from the neighbors and kindled a blaze. He brought water and sprigs of herbs. I ignored his tears and bit my lip to stave off my own.

  Into the pot plopped the sorry ingredients. Over the fire, I hung the pot. Soon, the soup bubbled. I plunged the spoon deep and stirred clockwise, as Grandma always had. Swithin watched from the stool, silently.

  I stirred and stirred. In my grip, the spoon’s handle hummed like a handful of bees. A rich aroma not befitting thin soup arose and filled the room. I peered into the thickening, darkening broth. Impossible bits of brown meat bobbed among colorful vegetables.

  Your grandma is a terrible cook. Grandpa’s words resounded in my mind as I stared at the spoon—my miracle-working inheritance. Grandpa had been telling the truth.

  After we filled our bellies with soup, we carried the rest to the castle. We laughed and planned as we walked. We’d prosper from the king’s appetite and then flee to live by the sea, far away from his shifting loyalties.

  Someday, Swithin could tell our grandchildren that, just like Grandma, I was a terrible cook.

  




  
  






The Fountain




Teddi Deppner

  
  
    I’m looking down at myself, a naked old man encased in a giant glass coffin. 
    I don’t want to have this dream again, but once it starts I can’t wake up. Not until it’s over.
  

  
    The chamber around me dwarfs my limp body below, but it’s perfectly to scale with the three giant beings who move about, manipulating the bizarre apparatus around me. Their torsos are thick as redwoods, with a sprout of tendrils at the top and a tangle of limbs at the base. They’re disturbingly translucent—their skin an oil slick marbled by jewel-tone colors. Unidentifiable organs swirl beneath the surface in erratic pulses and darts.
  

  
    The scene might be beautiful if 
    the resplendent beings weren’t submerging me in a vat of clear, viscous liquid. My unconscious body jerks, and air bubbles obscure my face before swirling away.
  

  

  My pulse pounded in my ears as I woke, my chest constricting painfully against my lungs. Nightmares were not good for my ailing heart. I need a fix for these old bones—but not like that. Rising from the sleepchair in my Luna Base apartment, I reached into my pants pocket, and gripped the blue acorn-sized crystal that powered my time jumps.

  But where to go? I was out of leads after searching for nearly a decade, subjective time. I could not trace the origin of the mysterious crystal, so now I sought only a way to extend my own life. Time was the landscape through which I quested, hunting rumors of medical breakthroughs and ever so carefully jumping into the future with the stars to guide me. Maybe somewhere over that little hill of a decade or beyond the horizon of that millennium waited the answer I sought.

  I needed fresh ideas, but I only trusted one person with my secret. Given my deteriorating health, it might be a good time for a farewell visit, anyway. Focusing on the crystal in my hand, I closed my eyes, pictured my destination, and jumped.

  

  I stepped inside the open office door and ran a self-conscious hand through what gray hair I had left. “Hey, Dad. Got a minute?”

  The twenty-something scientist standing before an array of data monitors whirled around, his eyebrows disappearing into dark tousled bangs. He broke into a grin as he strode toward me. “Leo!”

  My heart kicked in my chest for a whole different reason as this young man wrapped me in a bear hug and squeezed. I tapped out quickly, wheezing, “Okay, Dad, easy does it!”

  He pulled up two chairs, and I reveled in the simple miracle of a rare moment with this man. Yet another gift the crystal had given me.

  “What’s on your mind, Leo? It must be important.”

  “It is.”

  He nodded encouragement.

  I jumped into the silence, filling it with my desperation. “I’m dying. Falling apart. I’ve been given the greatest gift in the history of the world, and I’ll die before I can make a difference with it.”

  At this, he smiled. “You’ve already done some good.”

  Abashed, I looked away. Of course I had. I had saved this man’s life.

  Before I could respond, he continued, “But I don’t believe that one act is the only reason you’ve been given this power.”

  The words confirmed my own conviction. “I can’t even pass it on to someone else, because it doesn’t seem to work for anyone else. So I’ve been jumping forward in time, guided by the stars. I jumped forward over a thousand years and still haven’t found a time where medical science can fix me.”

  “Really? Even today it feels like the cure for mortality is almost within our grasp.”

  “Preventing death isn’t the same as restoring youth. Once people find ways to stay young, they stop looking for ways to fix the elderly.”

  “The intrinsic selfishness of human nature remains, even a thousand years from now.” He sighed. “That’s disappointing.”

  Human nature. It hit me and I just stared at him, stunned.

  “What?”

  “Humans haven’t found it. But what if others have?” The memory of my body in that vat, surrounded by those creatures sent chills across my skin.

  My father perked up. “Other sentient life?”

  Oops. That’s after his time. I switched subjects. “Listen, I’ve been having this recurring dream. But it’s so specific, so vivid. What if it’s the place I need to go?” I remembered the start of the dream…

  
    I jump, and upon arrival my knees buckle in the heavy gravity. The air is thick, suffocating, though the cityscape view before me remains crystal clear. A fabulous nebula and a cluster of three bright stars dominate the night sky.
  

  My father nodded. “You jumped to my timeline using your memories and imagination alone. It’s not such a stretch to jump somewhere you’ve dreamed.” His eyes sparkled with excitement, but dread gripped my heart.

  
    Locked inside the liquid-filled tank, my body is covered with a swarm of black tentacles. One of the immense, multicolored beings extends a limb and releases a tiny object into the tank. The crystal! The blue glimmer disappears into the writhing mass around my chest.
  

  
    When I rise from the tank, I am young again. But I look different. 
  

  
    And somehow I know that things inside me, invisible things, have changed.
    What if the price for immortality was my humanity, my identity?
  

  “Dad… the next time you see me, I might not look the same.”

  Leaning forward, my father put his hand on my shoulder. “You are my brave, brilliant, impossible son. Your appearance has never changed the way I feel about you, and it never will.”

  His reassurance warmed me, but the chill of the dream memories lingered. The fountain of youth looked more like a hydroponics vat. The atmospheric pressure and suffocation also took on new meaning. The stuff of nightmares, yes, but also of alien worlds.

  Armed with this warning, I would be sure to bring an oxygen supply when I jumped.

  




  
  






Show Me Your Socks




Cadi Murphy

  
  As soon as Mister Crockett found that sock on the floor of our dormitory, I knew we were in big trouble. Of all the teachers in the Reformatory School for Troubled Young Monsters, Crockett was the oldest, the meanest, and the wrinkliest.

  The dark sock dangled like a limp fish on the end of Crockett’s cane. My fourteen roommates and I were lined up in front of him, waiting for him to finish his weekly inspection. Clearly, we hadn’t cleaned our room well enough. Even from the far end of the line, I caught a whiff of sweaty boy foot stench.

  Crockett’s mouth twisted into a smile around his fangs as he raised the reeking thing above our heads.

  I hope I’m not as ugly as he is when I’m an old vampire.

  “To which of you,” he hissed, “does this belong?”

  Nobody spoke. We weren’t stupid.

  I peeked out of the corner of my specs and caught Vespian’s eye down the line. My werewolf friend’s face was usually covered in as much sass as it was hair, but right then, anger boiled in his eyes. Sure sign of a coming train wreck.

  Vespian was the leader of the Pack, the gang that united students against the teachers’ unfair treatment. He took care of the organized crime side of our protests, but he relied on me in diplomatic situations. It worked… unless, of course, he got mad.

  Crockett rounded on Vespian, shaking the sock in his face. “You’d be the one careless enough to leave this heinous garment lying out. Confess!”

  Vespian leaned back, the silver hair around his eyes rumpling as his brows turned downward. “I confess that thing smells like trash. How should I know if it’s mine or not? Do you keep track of all your socks, sir?”

  I did, but I wasn’t going to point out my superior organizational skills right then. I knew I wasn’t missing any socks.

  And I knew Vespian was pulling the Pack right toward trouble. He was my best friend, but he could be an idiot.

  Crockett’s wool coat flapped around his boney ankles as he shuffled down the line, scrutinizing each boy’s face. When he got to me, I held my breath, pinching my bottom lip with my fangs. The sock just barely overpowered his putrid body odor.

  “If none of you will take responsibility, you will all face the consequences.” Crockett’s cruel smile reappeared.  “Until one of you confesses ownership of this sock, you will clean every lavatory in the school, twice a day.”

  My stomach puckered like I’d sucked a hundred lemons dry. The lavatories made the rest of the reformatory seem like a nice holiday cabin by the sea. I would’ve rather dealt with constipation for a few days than have spent more than eight seconds in a lavatory.

  I glanced at Vespian. He glanced back at me. We both knew the Pack had to stick together, protect every student. But how could we get out of punishment this time without betraying someone?

  Vespian’s eyes flickered, and a cheeky grin crept across his face. I gulped. He had an idea.

  Replacing his grin with a submissive tilt of his head, Vespian raised his hairy hand. “May I make a suggestion, sir?”

  Crockett scowled. “If it’s a suggestion as to who owns this abhorrent sock, you may.”

  “It’s a suggestion that will help you find the culprit.” Vespian pointed at the closest dresser. “Every sock has a match. If we turn out our dresser drawers, we’ll find who’s missing half a pair.”

  Oh no. This had to be the worst idea Vespian had ever come up with. Everyone knows that socks go missing all the time.

  Several of my roommates shifted their feet. I was willing to bet that many of them had an extra sock in their drawers.

  But… our socks were school-issued, part of our uniform. They’re all the same boring black color. If every pair could be accounted for, Crockett wouldn’t be able to prove who the sock belonged to.

  Our decrepit teacher wrinkled his long nose. “I shudder to imagine what we will find in those drawers. Yet I can think of no better way to determine the owner. Show me your socks, boys. And rest assured, whoever I find to be the offender will be put on permanent lavatory duty!”

  We scurried to our dressers. I placed all my socks on my bed, each pair rolled into a neat ball. Vespian dumped his in a tangled pile on his own threadbare blanket. As we all began matching, Crockett stalked the room.

  It didn’t take long for my roommates to begin finding unpaired socks. Behind Crockett’s back, Vespian and I took turns using silent gestures to connect lonely singles together. Our roommates caught on fast and tossed orphaned members to each other. Within minutes, every sock had a match.

  Crockett inspected each boy’s collection twice, the purple vein on his forehead bulging more and more.

  Vespian stretched and covered a yawn. “I guess this means that sock doesn’t belong to anyone in this dormitory, sir. No idea how it ended up in here.”

  I nodded, trying to keep the threatening grin off my face.

  With a huff, Crockett shuffled to the door. “Your little Pack won’t make a fool of me. I’ll find the owner of this sock, and they will realize who runs this reformatory!” He left the room, the stench lingering.

  Vespian flopped onto his bed and folded his arms behind his head. “Whatever you say, sir.” As he crossed one leg over the other, his pant leg slipped up to reveal a hairy, naked ankle.

  I chucked every pair of my snowballed socks at him.

  




  
  






Name That Planet




Alex Mellen

  
  Bea fought the urge to twitch as the sticky, worm-shaped alien readjusted itself around her ear. She failed.

  “You better stop that if you want me to stay attached during the final round,” the alien, a glottaalan, snapped. It settled into place with one last splitch.

  “Sorry,” Bea said. She’d never worn a living microphone. Glottaalans could transmit audio feeds with their bodies, translate hundreds of languages, and watch for cheating. Very closely.

  “You do your job, I do mine, we appreciate the subtle boundaries in our lives. And stop sweating, wouldja? Such an outdated fight-or-flight response.”

  “I can’t help it. My Aunt Trixie and I used to watch this show every night.” Bea sighed.  “She was the biggest fan. Hopefully she’ll see this someday, but I need to win first.” She closed her eyes and squeezed the corners of her podium, focusing on her game plan—guess wrong once, but get the rest right. “Zoltlan, Zoltlan, Zoltlan,” she whispered.

  “Very good, you made it through your alphabet,” the glottaalan said. “And relax. Worst case, you still get five hundred crits. Now stand up straight. We’re live in three.”

  “No, I need the trip to—”

  Theme music crashed in, drowning her out. Blinding neon lights flashed from every direction. An eyeless purple slime with a sequined top hat oozed onto a podium across from Bea and the two other contestants and gave a wide, gummy smile.

  “There’s a million worlds out there. Can you tell us what they are? I’m Yxtela, and it’s time for Name That Planet!”

  The studio audience erupted in a variety of yelling, honking, and whistling noises.

  “Our contestants today are NeWoo, a thonteron from Thontera; Qithwip, a prr from Diplon 2; and Bea, a human from right here on Centrius. Is everyone ready to play?”

  Bea’s stomach lurched as her podium hovered up ten meters with the others to the studio’s virtual effects backdrop. The current view was black-hole black. It was hauntingly empty. She rested a sweaty palm on her podium’s blinking purple buzzer. “Zoltlan, Zoltlan.”

  “Round One starts now, gentlebeings. Be the first to ring in and tell me what planet we’re visiting.”

  Air and light swept through Bea’s spiky pink hair, and suddenly they were suspended over a swirling gas giant. Ice shards whipped past them as the view slowly zoomed out to resolve into rings.

  “No guesses yet?” Yxtela said. “Some say this planet’s atmosphere might put you to sleep. Bea!”

  Bea stared at her buzzer. She must have pushed it without realizing.

  “Uh…” She blanked. “Zoltlan.”

  “I’m sorry, that’s incorrect.” Bea’s buzzer dimmed, indicating she couldn’t guess again. Then she realized she did know it—Sommania had an atmosphere of nitrous oxide. Sure enough, one clue later, NeWoo answered correctly.

  Oh, well. Now she could stop focusing on Zoltlan. Time to win.

  “Planet number two,” Yxtela announced. The scene dissolved and reformed into a different solar system. Its watery fourth planet came into view, featuring one medium-size verdant continent.

  “This planet has a platinum core, but it’s better known for its gold, silver, and bronze.”

  Bea slapped the purple buzzer. “Olympus 4!” Where the intergalactic games were held.

  “Right this time!”

  Bea nailed several more that round and the next, which featured local landmarks, but she struggled in Round Three to identify species from silhouettes and clips of spoken languages. NeWoo kept pace with her, but Qithwip had trouble pressing his buzzer hard enough through the thick fur on his palms.

  A horn wailed. Had it been twenty minutes already? Bea had lost track of the score.

  “We’re out of time,” Yxtela said as the podiums floated to the floor, “but it appears NeWoo and Bea are tied. You know what that means—we’ll be reaching into the Bag of Randomosity!”

  The audience cheered as two silver-furred nekonas in glittery bodysuits wheeled out a large, purple sack.

  Bea knew the bag held about ten questions that had been written for this episode. Their randomness knew no limits, from obscure cultural details to personal facts. One contestant had been asked the number of pairs of shoes his mother owned. It hadn’t ended well.

  “Ready?” Yxtela reached a pseudopod into the bag and pulled out a slip of pale purple paper. “What is the full name of my species?”

  Bea slammed her buzzer. Fresh adrenaline surged through her. The answer wasn’t a trick question or a government secret—just hard to finish in one breath. She’d memorized it when she was twelve. “Triskenyz’eaile-bhömphalgeee-qoclnnetchi’apitiiŝ-ismaloishian.”

  Yxtela was silent as Bea counted her heartbeats… ten, eleven, twelve.

  “Bea…” Another wide smile broke out. “Congratulations! You’re our winner! Not only will you take home 10,000 crits, but you’ll also get an all-expenses-paid five-day vacation to any of the habitable worlds mentioned in our show today. We’ll give you time to think it over, of course.”

  “I don’t need to think about it,” Bea shouted over the theme music.

  The glottaalan squeezed her ear. “Don’t yell; I can handle it.”

  “I want to go to Zoltlan,” Bea announced.

  “Uhh, Zoltlan.” Yxtela pawed at their podium touchscreen. “That wasn’t one of the clues today.”

  “You just said it had to be mentioned. And I mentioned it.”

  The audience murmured.

  “Well… since you know your planets,” Yxtela said, “you probably know that Zoltlan is mostly uninhabited wasteland. Why not pick a more stunning destination, like the blue-sand beaches of Esioqut?”

  “Because I need to get to Zoltlan.” Even though she’d practiced these words, hoping for some audience sympathy, her throat tightened. “My aunt went there on an archaeological expedition ten years ago. We—my family—haven’t heard from her since. This was the only way I could afford go look for her.”

  Yxtela cocked their head, listening intently to the glottaalan sticking where an ear might be. Finally, the host said, “The producers of Name That Planet hope you enjoy your trip to Zoltlan!”

  Bea was grinning too hard to reply.

  




  
  






Santa’s Little Foes




Michael Erasmus

  
  Oh, I can already taste our sweet victory! Just imagine the rush, the bliss! That old nudnik Santa will give us elves what we desire. No, what we deserve.  Finally, we’ll have—

  “They’re coming!” Pint Ree slides down the snowbank. His elfin ears are red with adrenaline, small hands shaking.

  I peek over the snowbank, our cover. Sure enough, Santa’s reindeer-led sleigh raises a white cloud as it races across the snow-laden field. The jolly bells—may they forever be silenced—jingle along with the pounding of reindeer hooves. Santa’s white beard—may it burn—sparkles in the pale sunlight. Mrs. Claus sits beside him, her silver hair whipping in the wind. Disgusting.

  “Lezgo, lezgo!” buzzes Whined Uptoy beside me. The bell of her elf hat tinkles, golden locks dancing as she bounces in excitement.

  “Soon.” I dip my fingers into the snow and draw white war stripes across my cheeks. The snow melts against my skin. Candy apples! I’m meant to look cool in battle!

  “How ‘bout now?” pleads Whined.

  “No. Be patient.”

  Pint makes his voice squeaky—well, squeakier—as he mocks me. “Be patient. Bah! You’re boring.”

  Hollering, he jumps on the snowbank and runs at the reindeer.

  I blink, mouth agape.

  “Now?” Whined’s eyes sparkle.

  “Now!” I draw my candy cane shortsword.

  I vault over the bank, grab a fistful of snow with my free hand, and charge after Pint. My elves follow me, rushing toward Santa’s reindeer as they come to an abrupt halt fifty meters away from us.

  Santa steps onto the snow. “Hey!” his voice booms. “What’s the meaning of this?”

  I respond with a battle cry. My army of thirty joins in, our roar as fierce as a horde of squeaky toys.

  Mrs. Claus jumps from the sleigh and waves her wand. The snow between us shoots up, swirling as it forms a dozen snowmen. Our charge halts as we watch in shock.

  Branches sprout from their round torsos, and nose-carrots and coal-eyes form on their faces. A snowman turns its head to Pint, rolls forward, and snatches him by the neck, lifting him off the ground.

  “No!” Whined scoops a snowball from the ground and throws it. It strikes the snowman’s elbow, jarring its arm and freeing our friend.

  “Attack!” I hurl my snowball at the snowman, but I miss and strike Pint square on his back. He flops forward in the snow. “Oops.”

  Whined and the others run ahead, meeting the snowmen in battle. I look to Santa; he’s releasing the reindeer while Mrs. Claus controls her frozen soldiers.

  Uh oh. Not the reindeer.

  I dart toward him. A snowman rolls in my way, swinging a branch at my head. I block with my sugary sword and slash at the snowman’s mid-drift. Snow sprays from the strike, and the snowman crumbles to the ground.

  Around me, the elves defeat the last snowman. Pint is back on his feet, swinging a branch and whooping as if Christmas Eve came early.

  I look back at Santa, ready to resume my sprint, but I’m too late; the reindeer are free. Their leader, my old pal Rudolph, paws the ground and flares his nostrils. An unholy red glow blazes from his nose.

  I squint against the light and shout, “Rudolph, no! Bad reindeer!”

  He angles his antlers down and charges. The other reindeer follow. Oh boy, we can’t win like this. I must stop Santa before my friends are reindeer fodder.

  I wait until Rudolph is a heartbeat away, then roll forward, dodging his thunderous hooves. The blizzard he kicked up powders my face and stings my eyes, blurring my vision, but this time I don’t delay. I grip my candy cane hilt and run, covering the last few meters to Santa.

  Behind me, my friends scream as they engage the reindeer. Before me, Mrs. Claus uses her wand to launch a magical snowball as large as my head. I duck, but the projectile catches my shoulder. The force spins me and flings me to the ground. I land face-first.

  My body aches. My cheeks and nose throb against the cold snow. The shortsword lies beneath me, the flat of its blade against my chest. From the ground, I watch as the reindeer form a circle around my friends. Pint, Whined, and the elves raise their palms in surrender. Cowards. I should’ve known better.

  A heavy boot crunches the snow behind my ear. Santa. “I knew from your name that you’d be trouble, Sweet Ooth.”

  I take a deep breath. This battle isn’t over. I roll on my back, grip my sword, and thrust it upward. The tip stops an inch from his beard. His eyes grow wide. He takes a step back. I spring to my feet, keeping the blade aimed at his neck.

  “Drop your weapon, dearie.” Mrs. Claus aims her wand but casts no spell. I’m too near to her precious Santa.

  “Not until I get what I want,” I growl.

  “Not that.” Santa’s voice quivers. “You’re hyper as it is! I’ll give you a salary. I’ll grant you freedom!”

  “Freedom means responsibility. Boring. You know what we want.”

  “Think of the chaos this will cause.”

  I can’t hide my manic grin. “I don’t care.”

  “The production lines, the toys—you’ll get carried away and all will stop. You’ll ruin Christmas! I cannot allow this.”

  “Know what else will ruin Christmas?” The tip of my sword enters his beard. “When the world sees a clean-shaven Santa.”

  Mrs. Claus gasps. “You wouldn’t!”

  “Last chance, old man.” I hold out my open hand.

  I relish his defeated expression as he reaches for his pocket. He fumbles for a moment, then drops a key—red and white like a candy cane—into my palm. My mouth waters and my ears buzz as I run my thumb over my prize.

  “Finally!” I cackle. “Unrestricted, all-day access to the candy.”

  No more veggies at mealtime. No more rationing sugar. Victory truly is sweet.

  




  
  






Raiders of Magic




Krysta Tawlks

  
  Lora, my youngest, grinned as she lifted our dinner plates with a wispy sapphire spell. “Clean up time!” Her arms wobbled. “Ooh, heavy.”

  “Papa!” Thorn, my oldest, leapt from his chair, his eyes on me. “Make her stop!”

  “Lora, you know the rules.” I spoke gently, not wanting to shame my daughter for her newfound abilities. Having a magically-gifted child emerge in our ordinary family was puzzling—and inconvenient.

  My oldest plucked his dishes from the whispering magical haze, and Lora tightened her fists. Glasses, plates, and bowls crashed to the floor, pieces scattering across the room.

  “Papa, Thorn distracted me!”

  “Lora.” The edge in my voice silenced her. She tucked her hands behind her back.

  A breeze slipped through the door frame, bringing with it trace amounts of magic residue. I trapped a red spark between my fingers until it popped against my skin. Someone nearby was casting spells.

  The raiders were hunting like they did every moonless night, but they were starting early tonight.

  “To bed, now.” My grim voice pulled both children to attention. “Stay in your room. Door locked.”

  Thorn was already on his way. Lora held her breath for a moment, fear tightening her mouth, then followed her brother. She knew the routine for every raid: latched windows, bolted doors, and no lights. In the past, those precautions made us feel safe. But now that my child had discovered her own magic, our ordinary home could attract break-ins, and raiders had the rare ability to steal that magic from her soul.

  A cold sweat tickled the back of my neck as night leaned over my shoulder. Our home—doused in my daughter’s magic dust—glowed like a beacon for the raiders. I grabbed a gnarled broom from the closet—a dusty relic that had come with the house—and gathered crumbs and broken bits of dishes. Normally, magic cannot simply be swept away, but this was no ordinary broom.

  I scraped the bristles against the remnants of Lora’s spell, the broom handle vibrating as the sapphire magic sheen faded with each stroke. I worked through the rest of the house, the broom purring and glowing.

  Heavy footsteps banged on our porch. I clenched the broom and remained still. They would have to pry this house open—

  A hoarse whisper tickled my ears—a curse. The hinges popped off the doorframe, and the door clattered against the floorboards.

  I’d never seen a raider so close before. I’d only glimpsed them in the dark as they weaved past my window. This one strolled into the entryway with a smirk, her palms open, ready to cast more curses. She wore a scarlet jacket—a daring color for a lawbreaker living in the shadows—and surveyed the carefully swept room before pointing to my broom. “There it is! I’ll take that.”

  “My… broom?” I stammered, my arms shaking.

  “Don’t play dumb. Hand it over.” I hadn’t thought of it before, but it made sense that raiders would want to hide evidence of their crimes, especially with the bounties posted around town.

  The raider’s hand brushed a bloated pouch fastened to her hip. The stolen magic dust dribbled from the pouch to the floor. “It hurts less if you give willingly.”

  I was no match for her, so I tossed the broom over. “Take it.”

  
    Now, please leave my home.
  

  The raider gripped the broom and arched a brow. “It looks so ordinary.” She frowned.

  Before I could respond, a smoky blue spell emerged from the hallway and threaded its way to the back of the raider’s head.

  
    Lora.
  

  The raider brushed the spell aside before it did any harm and swiveled toward my children’s bedrooms.

  Fire roared in my belly. “Leave her!” I jumped forward but never reached the woman.

  I didn’t need to. A sapphire stream—the color of my daughter’s spells—sparked out of my fingers, whipping the raider against the wall. I heard Lora squeak, and her door slammed shut.

  Adrenaline raced through me as I examined my hands.

  That was new.

  The woman rolled to her side. Taking aim, she cast a scarlet spell that knocked me to my knees. The spell’s remnants lingered over my body before seeping underneath my skin. My heart quickened as the foreign spell crackled and tingled my chest. It was different from my daughter’s wispy spells—darker, angry. I clenched my arms and breathed slowly until the spell quieted under my control. I turned, and this time, a scarlet curse snaked out of my fingers and latched around the raider’s neck. She wasn’t smirking anymore.

  “Please, stop!” The raider writhed, clawing at the magic wrapped around her neck. My grip was clumsy, but I held fast. “I didn’t know!”

  “You didn’t know what? That I had magic?” I hadn’t known either, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. All this time I thought I just had a magic broom.

  “No!” She sputtered, unable to break free of the curse. “I didn’t know you were like me.”

  “Like you?” I bristled. She was right, though. First, I’d thrown a spell with my daughter’s signature sapphire blue. And the red spell now in my hands…

  The raider tugged at the constricting spell and wheezed, “This magic is mine.”

  I could raid spells just like her. I was raiding her magic now.

  Disgusted, I dropped my grip on her throat. Her eyes were closed, her grimace faded.

  I dragged the raider across the porch and to the edge of my property. She was still breathing, just unconscious, so I left her there. As I dusted my palms, a raider in quiet gray clothing appeared, his mouth gaping. He looked at the broom, then back at the woman. His palms jerked up, gray magic sparking from his fingertips.

  “I’ll take the broom,” he growled.

  I smirked. “Sure.”
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Unexpected Encounters of a Draconic Kind




EDITORS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER
Beka Gremikova

  
  Basket snug under her arm, Elmira scanned the forest floor. A long, paper-thin material poked out among the nettles—a discarded dragon skin. It was yellow and curled, probably a few days old. Still, she had to be on the right track.

  Where are you? She swiped a hand across her brow. She hadn’t huddled in a tent alone for weeks—surrounded by the threat of bears and jackals—to go home empty-handed.

  Her toe bumped something sharp and ridged. Squatting, she ran her fingers across two large, glinting scales.

  Not as many as she’d hoped, but they were better than nothing. And they hadn’t started to crumble yet, so they would fetch a better price on the market. Still, she had to act quickly to preserve them. She dipped her fingers into the pouch at her waist and rubbed tamir paste across the scales before dropping them into her basket.

  Such fresh scales, she thought. There must be a dragon nearby somewhere.  And while dragons tolerated scale gatherers in their forests, it was an unspoken rule that if a gatherer angered one, the dragon had complete rights to attack. No one would save her if she got into trouble.

  Senses alert, she continued to forage through the mountain forest with its towering trees. The vibrantly green, wide-brimmed leaves of fuska plants brushed her bare upper arms as she passed by them, and tingles of warmth swept through her skin. Elmira crept along overgrown paths and through unexpected clearings, her gaze darting to every fallen log or—

  On the far side of a field of golden flowers sat a clump of rocks.

  Except they weren’t rocks.

  She let out a breath and crouched.

  She’d heard foreigners brag about their winged dragons swooping down from the sky, but among Sobrek’s forested mountains, there were places to hide from these beasts. She feared far more the dragon without wings—the dragon that could dash over land in a blink and rip its teeth into her before she knew what happened.

  The dragon watched her with small, glittering eyes. Its tongue flicked in and out, tasting her scent on the air. Its hide rippled with scales and muscle as it glided toward her.

  But it stopped suddenly in the middle of the field.

  Are those dragon scales you carry? The dragon’s question slid into Elmira’s head like a snake’s soft hiss.

  She gripped the basket in both her hands. The dragon’s beady eyes stole any lie she might have told right from her mouth.

  “Y-yes.” She wrapped her arm around the basket, her heart thundering. Hungry mouths waited for her at home. She couldn’t return empty-handed. She raised her head and met the dragon’s gaze. “Why do you ask?”

  Why does a scale-less need scales? The dragon did not sound angry, merely curious. Confused, even.

  She relaxed her tense shoulders and kept her voice even. “We make medicine and jewelry from them.”

  
    I don’t understand.
  

  “We—when we are wounded, we use them to get better. And…” She flushed. “We use jewelry for… displays.” She peeked over her shoulder to the trees at her back. If she ran in a zigzag pattern, perhaps…

  Ah. The dragon nodded. Courtship displays. You are preparing for courtship?

  “Uhh… no,” Elmira said. “Well, I mean, I’m already courted.”

  You have dragonlings, then? The dragon’s voice rose slightly, and its talons scratched at the dirt.

  Elmira’s throat closed at the thought of her babies. “Yes, three of them. They are back… back in my nest, far away.”

  
    You will return to them soon?
  

  “I hope to.” She held up the basket. “Your scales—selling them helps me feed my dragonlings.” She bit her lip. “I need them.”

  
    How long until they breathe fire?
  

  Until they were grown up? She prayed that’s what the dragon meant. “In my town, we care for our babies until they are sixteen summers old.”

  The dragon’s jaw opened and shut, clicking noises echoing through the clearing. So long you care for your little ones. How very hard for you, vynema. The Sobrekian word for hero sounded odd coming from a dragon.

  Elmira had never been called vynema. She was just an average woman, not a soldier or a princess.

  Then again, she’d spent many months foraging alone in the woods throughout the years to provide for those she loved best. Perhaps that was a kind of heroism.

  The dragon’s tongue flicked over her forehead. How did the creature get to her so fast? She tensed but remained still and quiet as the dragon nosed her hair. Her eyes dropped to the long, sharp talons that ripped up the earth in front of her bare feet.

  Scales dripped like tears from the dragon’s body, scattering across the ground. They glittered in abundant heaps of purple, red, orange, and blue—the colours of dragon flames. Elmira licked her dry lips and clutched her basket to her chest. Selling all these scales directly to a factory would see her family through until next summer. She could return home earlier than expected and see her husband and children. Perhaps even pretend she would never have to leave them again.

  “I—” she whispered. “May I take them? Please?”

  Every day, the sun scorches them from my back. It would be a waste for another not to use them. Take them for your dragonlings. The dragon moved backward, bowing its head, still shedding scales. Elmira’s fear fell away much like the dragon’s scales. She sprang on them and smothered them with tamir paste before they could shrink. With trembling fingers, she placed them in her basket.

  After a few minutes, she looked up just in time to see the dragon slink back into the forest with five smaller versions of itself sliding along behind.

  Elmira smiled. “Farewell, vynema,” she murmured after the dragon and pressed a scale to her heart.
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Cadi Murphy has been spotted in public dressed as characters from her own imagination. Not only this, but her practices also include writing, editing, and excessive amounts of dreaming. Anyone who catches this elusive introvert, last seen in the wilds of Central Florida, is encouraged to report the sighting on Facebook or Instagram and to visit her website for more information about her exploits. // monstersdwellhere.wordpress.com

In the wake of her thrilling past as a theatre student, restaurant hostess, nurse aide, and newspaper writer, Carrie Anne Noble now crafts enchanting fiction for teens and adults. Her award-winning debut novel The Mermaid's Sister was called a “must read” by Publishers Weekly. Her second novel, The Gold-Son, recounts the adventures of a teenage leprechaun. Her work has appeared in Deep Magic E-zine and Splickety Magazine, as well as on the Folklore Thursday website. Carrie lives in rural Pennsylvania, where she enjoys taking walks, letting her imagination run wild, and hosting the occasional tea party. // www.carrienoble.com

Hannah Robinson is a YA fantasy author who loves spinning tales of royal intrigue, assassins, and, of course, dragons. She has won several writing awards through Florida Christian Writers Conference, including 2019 Writer of the Year. When she’s not writing, she enjoys exploring nature, making music, reading old books, and drinking lots of tea.

Steve Rzasa doesn’t slay monsters, but he defeats word count goals and vanquishes overdue books. He’s the author of many novels of science-fiction and fantasy, gobs of short stories, and when he’s not writing, he’s running a library in Wyoming. // www.steverzasa.com

Brianna Suazo writes in Boulder, Colorado. She has been published in Spider Mirror Journal, is a featured writer for Memoir Mixtape’s song recommendation column, and is a staff reader for E&GJ Little Press. She was also the recipient of the CU Libraries Frankenstein Bicentennial Creative Award and The Jovanovich Imaginative Writing Award. In addition to writing, she enjoys exploring bookstores, hiking, and annoying her friends and family with trivia and fun facts.

Andrew Swearingen is an aspiring science fiction writer, living in the hidden kingdom that is Southern Illinois. He spends his spare time playing board games with his wife, wrestling with his dog, and has on numerous occasions saved the city from invasion by mutant koalas. (One of those isn’t completely true, but we’ll let you guess which one.)

Krysta Tawlks has written various projects over the years, which range from picture books to young adult fantasy trilogies. When she’s not lost in her imagination, she teaches English skills to language learners. Her writing is inspired by real life people and stories—family, friends, UFO documentaries… and her doting husband. // andtheplotthickens-stories.blogspot.com

A. C. Williams is an author and entrepreneur who loves cats, country living, and all things Japanese. She’d rather be barefoot, and if she isn’t, her socks will never match. A proud Hufflepuff, she takes her coffee with cream, her pizza with pineapple, and her stories with spaceships. Follow her travel adventures with Hermes the Frog on social media. // www.amycwilliams.com

When Andrew Winch, PT isn’t mending bones as a physical therapist, he’s breaking them as an author. From flash fiction to novels, Andrew writes action-packed science fiction that keeps you guessing. He’s also the editor-in-chief for Havok Publishing, a father, and a bunch of other things, which you can read all about on his website. // raisingsupergirl.com

Amber Woods lives in a forest where she talks to the voices in her head.
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Havok will return


  
  Havok will return in Season Four…
 “Sensational”
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