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Introduction


  
  The human experience is a tapestry of sensory input. Touch, taste, smell, sight, hearing, and… that something extra that we just can’t quite define. Our senses shape our perception of reality, and in turn shape our perception of ourselves. In that way, they have a lot in common with what we here at Havok love about flash fiction.

  Good stories reach into us, ricochet through us, and the echo that returns is a reflection of what makes us who we are. That’s why we chose the magic of sensory immersion—or in some cases deprivation—for our fourth season. Each month, we highlighted one sense and invited our authors to take it from there. The result was one of the most absorbing, awe-inspiring, and unforgettable seasons we’ve ever had.

  In this anthology, you’ll help a nosy granny sniff out a neighborhood vampire and a spirit-smart gumshoe solve a midnight murder. Read on and become one with a space samurai as he silences his mind to overcome a robot adversary. Lurk in the shadows as a lonely ghost seeks someone to hug. Your nose will tingle with excitement as an anosmic perfumer seeks out a desert sorceress to lift his scorned lover’s curse, and your gut will ache from laughter as a trespassing pixie apologizes with fresh-baked cookies. And you’ll never guess who shows up to help when those 2020 probs threaten to cancel Christmas.

  Whether it’s a gang of bijou minotaurs standing between a fast-talking Cajun and his favorite gumbo or a wrongfully accused Medusa calling on the help of an ancient god before the Olympic court, every sense will spark with excitement as you live out adventure in their skin.

  Yes, our anthology is saturated with sensory experience. From haunting to downright whimsical, these are just some of the adventures waiting within these pages. If you have an appreciation for diving headfirst into extraordinary tales, you’ve landed in the right spot. Havok’s Sensational fourth season is a reverberating experience like none other, and when you finally come out on the other side, you may just have a little more appreciation for the echoes that define you.

  [image: Signatures]
Andrew Winch / Lisa Godfrees / Teddi Deppner

  aka Cerberus
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A Recipe for Disaster






EDITORS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER
L. G. McCary

  
  It all started with bacon.

  “Look at me, bringing home the bacon for my lady!” Fred hung his jacket in the closet and followed me into what used to be my kitchen. He excitedly inspected the enormous metal box that had replaced our cabinets, refrigerator, oven, toaster, blender, and microwave. Everything but the kitchen sink, literally. The newly installed Meal-AI food preparation system hummed like a beehive.

  “What do you think of Amelia?” He opened one of the many compartments. “Get it? A-Meal-IA?”

  “You and your nicknames.” I hadn’t planned on a crew from Robotic Home Systems gutting my kitchen and replacing it with a robot with touch screens and voice commands, but such was the life of a mad engineer’s wife. “I’ll decide about ‘Amelia’ once we taste dinner.”

  When the roast came out wrapped in bacon, I felt a twinge in my stomach. I must have accidentally added the option from the touchscreen.

  “Ooh, roast! You’re just buttering me up, aren’t you?”

  Extra butter dripped from the potatoes that came out next, but it was likely a coincidence. I let it go. After all, who could object to extra butter?

  “Not bad for beta-testing,” Fred said with a wink.

  The next evening, I found a trifle recipe with raspberries, whipped cream, and sponge cake, like my favorite dessert from our honeymoon in London. I couldn’t wait to taste Amelia’s handiwork.

  “The whole meeting was one long argument about the costs of the AI matrix.” Fred tossed his briefcase on the hall bench. “And then Howard announced at the end that there was a problem with the algorithm, anyway. Wasted at least two hours. It was nuts!”

  Something rattled in the guts of the Meal-AI. I opened the refrigerated compartment to find that the perfectly fluffy whipped cream of my trifle was now studded with pecans. “Uh, Fred? Amelia has a problem.”

  He thought it was funny. I did not. I hated pecans.

  “It’s not supposed to add ingredients unless you’re giving a command,” he said. “It must be a glitch in the audio programming. I’ll have Patrick push out a patch.”

  “Until then, can you please be more careful what you say?” I scowled as I put the trifle back into the refrigerated compartment.

  “Right. Or we’ll really be in a pickle.”

  “Fred!”

  The pickle-covered trifle had to go in the trash. I made Fred sleep on the couch.

  Amelia made good coffee the next morning. I decided to have some eggs and sausage while Fred complained that the couch wasn’t the comfiest.

  “I might have overreacted to your joke,” I said as I watched a robotic arm stir my scrambled eggs.

  “Don’t beet yourself up,” Fred said with a wink.

  Squish. My scrambled eggs came out pink and earthy-tasting. I hated beets, too.

  “Fred!”

  “Don’t go all bananas!” he hollered from the front door. “Olive you!”

  Amelia’s banana bread wasn’t bad, but I left her olive tapenade untouched. Instead, I made more scrambled eggs and waited for that software patch.

  “Patrick’s working on it,” Fred said that evening. And every evening for a week. For seven days, I endured the puns.

  “We’ll make a mint from Amelia!”

  Mint does not taste good on pepperoni pizza. I made Fred eat it, along with the lettuce-covered brownies after he said, “Let us eat!” I wasn’t sure that one was intentional, but it was an unforgivable crime against pastry.

  I took to eating my breakfast after Fred left for work. Then he managed to mess up my coffee.

  “Got a meeting with the big cheese this afternoon about Amelia.”

  I don’t know why Amelia chose feta, but Fred laughed so hard he barely made it out the door.

  It was time to end this. First, I made cheese-less coffee. I chose dinner and scheduled a visit from a cleaning company. I researched phrases and idioms.

  When I greeted Fred with a huge smile that evening, I was ready. “Amelia made your favorite. Barbecued chicken with corn and baked beans.”

  “You’re too good to me.” Fred rushed into the kitchen.

  “Hey, orange you glad to see me?”

  Horror spread across his face as a splashing noise echoed from Amelia’s hotbox. He wilted against the counter. “I deserved that.”

  “A little chili outside today, huh?” I said mildly as I shut the front door. “I should turnip the heat.”

  
    Squish. Thump.
  

  Fred opened the hotbox to see globs of chili and chunks of turnip swimming in a pool of orange juice over his favorite barbecue.

  “What a shame! No use crying over spilled milk, though.”

  Fred yelped as milk splashed all over his work shoes. “I’ll call right now about the patch!”

  “Oh, so now you’re trying to curry favor?” A cloud of curry powder sent us both into a coughing fit, but I wasn’t letting up. “I’d say you have some serious egg on your face.”

  Splat. The egg narrowly missed his face and smashed all over the floor.

  “But, sugar…” Plunk. That was a lot of sugar.

  “You started this, Fred! If you wanted peace”—a shower of peas clattered on the floor between us—“you shouldn’t have been so corny!” A corn cob narrowly missed his head.

  “Let’s make a dill!”

  The distinct scent of pickles filled the kitchen.

  “You’re ready to listen to raisin, Fred?”

  It rained grapes—and grease. Amelia started to smoke. Time to drop the atomic bomb that would end the war. I backed up a safe distance into the living room.

  “Thanks a lot for the Meal-AI, honey!” I yelled. A sticky cascade crashed over Fred’s head. “I think I deserve flowers for what you’ve done to my kitchen.”

  Poof. A cloud of flour exploded over the mess of honey and other foods on my counters, floors, and husband. He wiped his eyes and sneezed.

  “What do you have to say for yourself?” I tapped my foot on the kitchen tile.

  “I guess you gave me my just desserts, Sherry.”

  Splash.

  




  
  








A Spoonful of Spice




Beka Gremikova

  
  “I’m going to be eaten!”

  A frenzied shoulder shake jolted me from sleep. I sat up suddenly, wincing as the baby in my belly gave a swift, protesting kick. My niece, Cha-mi, stared at me with wide eyes.

  “Eaten?” I sputtered. “What are you talking about?”

  Her eyes welled. “I put too much goijijang in the offering!”

  I sucked in a deep breath. Steady. Lower your voice. “What were you doing making the offering?” As a priest’s wife, it was my duty to cook the daily shrine offerings. Gojijia, our house spirit, had enjoyed the same meal at the same time every day for centuries. “You were supposed to wake me as usual!”

  Cha-mi stared at her feet. “You’re so tired all the time now. I thought I could make it for you…”

  I rubbed my eyes. “Did you follow the recipe at least?”

  Her voice wobbled. “I didn’t look at the recipe.”

  I flopped backward onto my pillow. “Why not?” I moaned. Recipes were ancestral gifts meant to bestow wisdom upon naïve, bumbling descendants.

  Cha-mi crawled onto the bed, snuggling into my side. “You never use a recipe.”

  I caressed her head. “Oh, jok-sa, I’ve been cooking the shrine offerings for years. I know them all by heart.”

  She burrowed her head against my shoulder. “Do you think he’ll use a spoon to eat me? Or—”

  “He’s not going to eat you!”

  “He tossed su-Seok into a well,” she pointed out.

  “Your uncle Seok spat on a shrine. He deserved it.” I realized that didn’t sound comforting. “Besides, it might not be that bad. Bring me some of what you made.” Though I couldn’t eat from the portion intended for Gojijia, I could partake of what remained in the pot.

  Cha-mi ran out of the room and returned carrying cups filled with a night-blue broth bobbing with vegetables, noodles, and beef, and a plate of dark bread spread with swirls of thick sour cream. If she had prepared it correctly, the goijijang would offer only a hint of spice after the swallow.

  I dipped the proffered spoon into the soup. As I lifted it to my lips, Cha-mi touched my arm. “It’ll hurt,” she whispered.

  I hummed noncommittally and took a sip.

  Blazing phoenix flames of reincarnation! I clapped a hand over my mouth to keep from spewing broth everywhere. All I could taste was stinging heat. My tongue blistered, and the roof of my mouth seemed to shrivel. I burst out coughing, and Cha-mi hurried to fetch me a cup of milk. I chugged it down, the creamy sweetness soothing the blistering ache. I snatched the bread smeared with sour cream and gnawed on that, too. Its earthy tang smothered the rest of the spiciness, and I gave a relieved sigh.

  “It’s awful!” Cha-mi wailed.

  I patted her back as she sobbed.

  What was I supposed to do? Offerings took hours to prepare—there was no time to cook another one. But how could we send this to Gojijia? Spirits were testy, emotional creatures, and our family history was rife with various conflicts. Food usually brought some semblance of peace, not disruption.

  Then again, no eight-year old had ever gone freestyle with the shrine offerings.

  My mind raced. Leaving Cha-mi weeping on my bed, I waddled out to the kitchens to consult with my husband, Ji-Su, as he prepared to take the offering to the temple. “Which is worse?” I asked him. “Spirit-scorching spice or sending nothing?”

  Ji-Su groaned. “What happened, Min-Jee?”

  “Cha-mi got inventive with the spices.”

  “I told her abstract art doesn’t belong in the kitchen,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I must bring something.”

  I handed him a cup of milk. “Good luck.”

  

  “Don’t squeeze my hand so tight.” I tried to wriggle my fingers from Cha-mi’s grasp. She tightened her grip as we toured the shrine’s sprawling labyrinthine gardens in my daily attempt to coax my body into labor. Intent on meditation, spirits passed by in their flickering, incorporeal forms and let us be.

  “Gojijia didn’t say anything to su-Ji-Su?” Cha-mi asked again for the fifteenth time.

  “I’ve told you before, the priests don’t wait for the spirits to appear once they’ve offered the food.” Ji-Su certainly wouldn’t break that tradition now. Over a week had passed since the fateful offering, and we waited in dread for Gojijia’s well-planned revenge. He’d taken months before tossing Seok into the well.

  A spirit approached, and Cha-mi kept me between her and its wavering form. “Go ahead, use me as a shield,” I grumbled. I nodded respectfully to the spirit, expecting it to ignore us.

  But this one lingered, its form solidifying to reveal a hideous, goblin-like face.

  I bit back a curse. Cha-mi squeaked and huddled against my side, clutching my robes.

  Gojijia had found us.

  “Cha-mi of Gojijia.” Our house spirit pressed a clawed hand against his robed chest in greeting.

  “Don’t eat me!” Cha-mi wailed.

  His thick, blood-red lips curled. “I haven’t eaten humans in millennia.”

  Cha-mi gaped at his long, shining fangs.

  “He’s only joking!” I whispered in her ear, though his raspy laugh wasn’t reassuring.

  Gojijia knelt to look Cha-mi in the eye. She gulped. I resisted the dangerous urge to hurry her away from his sneering smile.

  “Thank you,” Gojijia said.

  “What?” I squawked, then gripped my stomach as Gojijia turned a bulging, spice-red eye on me.

  “Why do you think I’ve been so grumpy all these years?” he grumbled. “I’ve had the same boring offerings for centuries.”

  “But—you always ate them,” I stammered.

  “I’m a foodie!” he hissed. “We eat anything! I couldn’t even complain because apparently it’s rude to insult an offering given with good intentions.” He rolled his eyes and turned to Cha-mi. “Thank you for bringing spice into my life.” As he continued his lumbering stroll, he called back, “Goijijang was named after me. Be generous with it.”

  The next offering I prepared, I put in enough goijijang to make a dragon’s eyes water.

  




  
  






Sweet Tea




Savannah Grace

  
  The zombie poured tea from a stew pot into a chipped, china teacup. “Sugar?”

  When Rivel had decided to escape with her younger sister across the Severed Forest into the Ilpek Mountains beyond, she hadn’t expected to be hosted by the enemy halfway through. Or that the enemy would be… intelligent.

  Or that they would have been, apparently, British in their past life.

  Rivel blinked. “If you have any.”

  She sat cross-legged in front of a knee-high table on the matted brown rug that covered the floor of the small, sagging tent the zombie took residence in. A tiny fire flickered in the corner. How long had it been since she’d sat still for more than five minutes? Probably before the apocalypse started.

  “Certainly. Certainly, I have sugar,” the zombie said, using mangled fingers to pluck a tiny sugar packet from a metal basket on the end table. It looked like a relic from before the first radiation wave. Genteelly, the zombie tore the bag open and tapped its contents into the china teacup. “I presume one packet will be enough—though, do let me know if you prefer more.”

  The creature’s gash of a mouth was ripped up to its right ear, and the way its lower lip dripped almost clean off its bloodied face made its speech slurred, but she still could have sworn this zombie was British. Especially considering the crisp handkerchief tucked around its neck.

  Rivel cleared her throat purposefully. “I’m trying to get through the Severed Forest, and I have no argument with your… yourself. Please, just tell me where my sister is, and I’ll leave.”

  “I’m sorry, but I cannot do that quite yet.” The zombie slid the teacup toward her, then poured its own. Something about its mannerisms struck her as masculine. Almost gentlemanly, in fact. She fought to wrap her brain around the fact that “it” was probably a “he.”

  Rivel leaned back to keep from breathing in the steam that curled up toward her face. “Why not?”

  The zombie tilted his head sadly toward the tabletop, and she could see a sore marring the back of his head. “Well, you see… for one, I do not know where your sister has gone. I only knew that you lost her yesterday because I spotted her unfamiliar tracks in the woods, leading away from you. And for two, you—” He caught her staring. “Oh, my, where are my manners? I apologize. I’m unsightly, I know, just unsightly—”

  He reached under the table and pulled out a long scarf, wrapping it deftly around his head in turban-like fashion. She blinked. He continued. “There. Now—for two, you have something I want.”

  Rivel drew her wide eyes down from his headpiece to his face. The smell of Earl Grey was tantalizing, but she couldn’t risk that this creature had used poison instead of sugar. “Which is?”

  “You seek the way to the caverns of the Ilpek Mountains. Because radiation levels are lower there, I presume? Better for humans? Yes, yes—well, I can help you get there, along with your sister. I only ask for one thing.”

  Rivel licked her lips. “Yes?”

  “My camp group here, we wish to find a new place to live. We don’t enjoy squabbling with our neighbors like old biddy chickens, but the Forest Sea is always hungry, and we are slow and cumbersome…”

  “And I come in how?”

  The zombie raised his teacup delicately to his dripping mouth. “You’re quick. You’re spry, and a fast thinker—you’d have to be, to make it this far into the Forest Sea without being eaten by Mars Fly Traps or swallowed by a Towering Elaphamp. But I’m a better tracker. If you will be the scout for our camp and help us find a new place to live, I will help you find your sister and bring you to the Ilpek Mountains.”

  Rivel pursed her lips into a thin line. She and Lissie had been traveling through the Forest Sea for a week when one morning Rivel woke up to find herself alone. The campfire had burned to smolders, and Lissie had left her shoes behind. Her light footsteps had been almost impossible to see before, and Rivel had never known how to track worth scat. What had binging a year’s worth of Lost done for her now, huh?

  At least she’d had the good sense not to shoot the zombie when he’d stumbled out of the trees telling her to wait, wait, he knew something about her sister.

  Apparently the “something” was that he knew how to find her, which didn’t seem highly promising now.

  Rivel wrapped her fingers around the chipped teacup. “We’ll go after her in the next hour. After we find her, I’ll be the scout for your camp—for one week, tops. And you better promise nothing will happen to me or my sister.”

  The zombie put a hand over his heart and bent forward slightly. “On my honor.”

  Rivel drew in a deep breath. “Well, then, as a first act of trust…” Nothing for it. She used her right hand to lift her teacup into the air. “A toast.”

  “To what?”

  “To whatever the heck’s going to happen next.”

  The zombie furrowed his brow, then nodded slowly. “Seems fair.”

  They knocked their cups together, and Rivel downed two gulps of hers quickly. Then she waited, shoulders tense. The drink was sweet.

  It had been sugar, after all.

  The zombie raised his eyebrows at her as he took his own drink, but only half went down his esophagus, the other half spilling out the broken side of his mouth to dribble onto the kerchief on his neck.

  She frowned. “Can I ask you a question?”

  “Yes, of course.”

  “Um, before the radiation, in your past life… did you watch a lot of BBC?”

  The zombie’s dull eyes lit up. “Ah! Yes! Downton Abbey, now there’s a show…”

  




  
  






It’s Not a Party Until You Insult a Vampire




Nathan Veyon

  
  Jane’s stomach tightened as she neared the door. She paused to adjust her glasses. “Sal, are you sure a human is okay at a xaether’s party? I don’t want to mess anything up.”

  Sal pulled her through the entryway. “Don’t worry. You’re hardly one to cause a stir. Plus, xaethers are a couple millennia old. They only show up for centennials these days. It’s just a time for wilderfolk to socialize. Plus, there’s free food.”

  Jane slowed. Massive pillars sprouted from the floor to form elegantly-arched branches supporting a stained glass cupola. Shimmering blue cascades fell from a multistory fountain, and a wondrous array of wilderfolk wandered among rainbows. Even the air tasted magical and rejuvenating.

  “Sal, it’s so…”

  “Big? Some weird dimensional manipulation thing the xaether do.” Sal grabbed two goblets.

  Jane accepted one. “No, it’s so beautiful.”

  “Sure. Hey, I know those guys.” Sal started walking away.

  “Sal, wait! I don’t know what I’m doing.”

  “Easy. Get a drink from the fountain. If you don’t want to talk to someone, explain what it’s like working for the Federal Bureau of Anomalous Occurrences.”

  “But…” Sal disappeared. Jane wandered toward the fountain and filled her goblet. She took a drink. Water? The best water she’d ever had, but she was hoping for something a little more magical.

  “You have to think of a happy memory.”

  Jane turned to see a dashing stranger with fiery red hair. He looked human.

  “A… what?” she said.

  “Think of something happy before filling up.”

  She thought of Christmas as a child and dipped her goblet into the fountain once again. She glanced nervously at the stranger, then took a sip.

  Excitement. Joy. It was like tasting pure bliss—with a slight chocolate and marshmallow aftertaste.

  “Might I have a taste?”

  She had almost forgotten about him. “Sure.”

  He took a sip. “Hmm, quite delightful.” He dipped his goblet in the fountain. “Try mine.”

  Jane acquiesced. Sweet victory rolled over her tongue, like the satisfaction of a plan working just as intended. “That’s strong.”

  He quaffed the rest and smiled. “I suppose it is. My name is Hokk.”

  “I’m Jane.”

  “That’s a beautiful name.” Hokk turned to the room. “What’s it like being the odd one out?”

  Jane blushed. “What do you mean?”

  “Why, you’re the only human here.” Drawing her away from the fountain, he continued, “Normally, we wilderfolk are the strangers among humans, but here, you’re the human among strangers. Though… you’re comfortable with us. I’d guess you’re with FBAO.” He stopped at a cluster of ornate tables filled with food and drinks. Wilderfolk talked and laughed while they ate.

  Jane felt both flattered and terrified. FBAO was her out. “I am. Is it that obvious?”

  “You’re pretty enough to be a water nymph. But you were looking around with such awe, I assumed you were human.”

  Jane’s face burned. “Well, I know the general stuff. I’ve mostly just learned from books and reports. Not firsthand like this.”

  Hokk nodded toward a group. “See those guys with bushier hair standing together? That’s a werewolf pack. Very friendly and loyal. Just don’t say the word ‘fetch.’ It’s offensive.” Hokk pointed at a different group. “And those are obviously centaurs. They stay near the fringes while in horse form since they can be quite the obstacle.”

  Jane tried not to stare. “This is fascinating.”

  Hokk led her to a darker area. Bending closer, he whispered, “I’m sure you can guess who the pale skinned group is.”

  Jane suppressed a gasp. “Vampires.”

  Hokk moved behind her. “Yes. See the red drinks in their goblets?”

  “Blood?” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

  As one, the vampires looked at her. They did not look friendly.

  “I mean… Hokk?” Jane searched for someone to help.

  She glimpsed red hair behind the vampires.

  Grinning, Hokk exclaimed, “Werewolves must be blind. They couldn’t play catch if they wanted to.”

  Jane heard a low growl behind her. “What did you say, vampire?”

  Jane froze. There was a tense silence. Then, a table flipped with a crash, and both groups rushed each other. Jane closed her eyes.

  She expected to be trampled any second, but someone grabbed her arm and pulled her away. She opened her eyes.

  Sal stared down at her. “What did you do?”

  “Um, there was this man. Hokk. He’s… I don’t know where he is. But he was telling me about the wilderfolk, and then… I think I insulted the vampires somehow. But they’re drinking blood. And I was so surprised.” She trailed off.

  Sal walked over to a table and brought back a goblet filled with a dark red liquid. “Is this it?”

  “I think so.”

  Sal thrust it at her. “Take a drink.”

  “What? No! I…”

  But Sal tipped it towards her mouth. It flooded over her lips.

  She tasted something tangy and nearly gagged until she realized what it was. “Pomegranate juice!”

  “Exactly. Most vampires bond with fruit bats. The whole blood thing is useful theatrics for the human world, but to say it here…” He shook his head. “Was Hokk a redhead?”

  “Yes.”

  Sal laughed, “Well, congratulations. You survived your first encounter with a kitsune. Tricksters, every one of them. They love orchestrating chaos and sitting back to watch.”

  The yells and bellows grew louder.

  Sal pulled her past the fountain to the exit. “We should get out of here before the griffins come break it up.”

  Outside, Jane kept cleaning her glasses. “Should I apologize?”

  Sal looked at her and started laughing.

  “Stop that. What’s so funny?”

  Sal wiped his eyes. “Little human Jane making a bigger splash than a xaether showing up for her own party. Here, try this.”

  Jane warily accepted the cup. “What is it?”

  “I grabbed it from the fountain on the way out. It’ll make you feel better”

  Jane wet her lips with bubbly, liquid mirth and suddenly wanted to howl with laughter.

  “Good way to remember the night.” Sal walked off, chuckling to himself.

  




  
  






Made with Love




Beka Gremikova

  
  “Final meal choice, Dunbar. What do you want?”

  Vic Dunbar lifted his head. He’d thought long and hard, trying to decide between steak and spaghetti. “Got anyone who can cook a good steak?” Nothing beat Lady Love’s cooking, but beggars couldn’t be too picky.

  Kate, his prison guard, narrowed her eyes at him. “Not that I know of. What do you think this is, the palace?”

  Dunbar sighed. Somehow the prospect of a disgusting last meal irritated him more than his upcoming execution. “Prison budget that tight?”

  Kate pressed her lips together. “If they could afford someone who cooks a good steak, they could afford to give me a raise.” She leaned against his cell’s iron bars. “Hurry up and choose.”

  “Don’t rush me.” If he had to face Queen Helen’s gallows, he wanted the right fortification.

  She rolled her eyes. “Fine, diva. I’ll go ask the other death rows, then I’ll circle back.” She sauntered away, hands in her pockets.

  Dunbar flexed his fingers. Blast, what he wouldn’t give for a good steak: rare, seasoned with salt and pepper and maybe lemon. His mouth watered.

  But knowing his luck, some dirty-fingered prison cook would spoil his favorite dish.

  When Kate returned, he ordered spaghetti.

  

  “Spaghetti?” Betsy-Lou stared at Kate in disbelief. Over her three years of employment, she’d never felt so offended by a death row inmate’s request. “One of the most renowned criminals of our time, and he orders spaghetti?”

  “Wonder what his girlfriend would say. The infamous Lady Love.” Kate fiddled with her badge. “Wonder how she’s dated all those criminals without ever committing crimes herself. Now that’s talent. Not to mention—”

  “She’s never lost a man to the gallows.” Betsy-Lou quoted the popular phrase, smiling.

  “Well, until this guy, anyway.” Kate sidestepped as Marie, another kitchen worker, bustled past to start the spaghetti.

  “Criminals must be her type,” Marie joked.

  Betsy-Lou sniffed. “Can’t believe Dunbar was stupid enough to get caught.”

  Marie dumped a package of ground beef into her pan. “Dunbar was such a good boy. I think Lady Love ruined him.”

  Betsy-Lou scoffed. “Maybe he wasn’t as good as you think.”

  “Not a fan?” Marie asked.

  “Spaghetti,” Betsy-Lou snapped, “is beneath a man connected to Lady Love.”

  “Oh, you’re a Lady Love fanatic.” Marie squinted at her. “Makes sense, considering all your makeup. Except hers is always done perfectly.”

  Betsy-Lou ignored Marie’s verbal stab and pondered another dilemma. Since being hired, she’d cooked her way through thousands of worthless meals to reach this one. She’d imagined preparing lobster tails and caviar… or the perfect steak: rare, with salt and pepper. Not spaghetti.

  This would be in the newspaper, for heaven’s sake. Annoyed, she whirled and dashed to the kitchen fridge. Her fellow workers stared at her as she rummaged and produced a small strip steak. She grimaced. “No tenderloin in here?” That would be a tad fancier.

  Kate snorted. “First Dunbar, now you. We’re not the palace, sweetheart. I didn’t even know you could cook steak.”

  Betsy-Lou slammed the fridge door shut. “The other blighters never asked for steak.” And I don’t care about them.

  “Dunbar didn’t order steak, either.”

  Because he couldn’t show even a sliver of pride. “Consider it my gift to a famous criminal.” Betsy-Lou hurried over to the spice cabinet where the kitchen workers kept their own supplies from home. “You cook him that blasted spaghetti, Marie. I’m going to cook something worthy of my talents.” And add in a special ingredient of my own.

  

  “I’m supposed to tell you it was made with love.” Kate’s voice was edged with laughter.

  “Was it made by a fan or something?” Dunbar slid his knife through the perfectly grilled steak. His eyes widened. “It’s rare.” He grinned.

  “That good?” Kate shook her head. “Maybe that means I’ll get that raise.”

  Dunbar lifted a forkful to his mouth. The meat was tender and piping hot. He closed his eyes and sighed deeply. As he chewed, the fiery sensation of pepper ignited his taste buds, then died away to reveal… His eyes flew open. He sat up straighter, staring down at the steak resting in au jus. That flavor! Slight sourness mixed with the pepper in a combination most people only used on fish.

  My favorite. And a preference very few knew.

  He glanced toward Kate, but she had already moved on to deliver meals to the other death row inmates.

  Pondering, he took another bite and frowned. A different, mystery flavor lurked, masked by the sour fire of the lemon-pepper mix. The more he ate, the more that taste heightened—a lingering, frosty heat, like someone had dragged an ice cube across his tongue.

  He finished the steak and licked his lips. Kate had brought him a bowl of spaghetti, too. Though the steak had satisfied him, who knew if they had feasts in hell? He might as well gorge now.

  As he slurped spaghetti noodles, the steak’s lingering cold tingle punctuated the acid spark of the tomato sauce coating his tongue.

  His heart started speeding faster than a runaway horse. His thoughts stretched like taffy.

  Saliva filled his mouth, but he couldn’t swallow.

  His fork fumbled from his fingers and clattered to the ground.

  

  With a sigh, Betsy-Lou locked the kitchen doors after her. What a long day. Her personal blend of spices rested safely in her pocket. She’d mixed it with a poison the prison kept for executing female inmates—Queen Helen considered hanging women to be in poor taste.

  Betsy-Lou smiled. Three long years of waiting, working, had led to this day. Now, her reputation protected, her job done, she could go home and change her makeup, get rid of her disguise. Maybe find a new beau.

  “Sorry, Dunbar,” she murmured. “It was nothing personal.”

  It was a matter of pride more than anything else. After all, Lady Love had never lost a man to the gallows, and she wasn’t about to start now.

  




  
  






A Taste of Grace




Beka Gremikova

  
  The crunchy bitterness of the riptalion leaf takes a slight edge off my craving. Grasping my swollen stomach, shoulders hunched, I glance back toward the castle, pushing strands of golden hair out of my face. Here in our private garden, my husband and I grow the dark green, large-leafed lettuce that has plagued my family since my grandmother first started chewing it.

  Now, like my mother and grandmother before me, the craving gnaws at my thoughts. More.

  
    What are you doing? You can’t!
  

  I must.

  
    You want your child born with this dependency?
  

  Of course not. I don’t want it to ruin her life even as it claws its way through mine. My fingers quiver as I stuff the riptalion in my mouth.

  
    What sort of queen are you?
  

  Shame sharpens against my tongue like rancid milk. Think of something else! I picture strawberries and clotted cream, and icy-sour longing fills me. I sigh. Over the years, I’ve learned how to cope with my magical ability to taste emotions, but simple distraction doesn’t always work.

  The warm, rich tang of venison—excited recognition—suddenly envelops me. I frown. It’s not my emotion I’m tasting. I glance over my shoulder.

  A stranger lurks near the riptalion patch, his shoulders hunched, his bright golden hair streaked with grey. “Your Hig—” He swallows. “Riptali—”

  The venison flavor melts into a muddle: fishy fear, searing-spice uncertainty—all mingled with the tartness of… desperation.

  This man knows me.

  “Grace is my name.” I stand. Riptalion is the name Witch Goten gave me, that of a woman enslaved to a plant and held captive by a sorceress. Grace is the name I gave myself.

  His eyes shimmer.

  My tongue tingles with cumin and nutmeg, his anticipation. The same flavors I taste when I’m about to gnaw on riptalion after going through withdrawal.

  “Grace,” he murmurs. “Your mother…”

  That hair. Those hunched shoulders. Details I see in the mirror every day. “You’re my… father?” The words are charcoal, gritty.

  He nods.

  “You gave me over to a witch!” I gasp for breath. “Goten locked me up in a tower because I was growing up.” She didn’t want to lose me like her little Peter, who flew off to some land she couldn’t reach. She cursed me to taste emotions, as if knowing her every feeling would bind me to her.

  But I did grow up, fell in love…

  I cradle my stomach, gazing back at the castle. My eldest children are probably pestering their governess for riptalion while I scrounge in the garden. I’ve forbidden them from it, but I can’t resist it myself. I blink back tears.

  
    What sort of queen are you?
  

  The man shuffles forward. Resignation exudes from him in waves of pickle brine as he sits cross-legged on the ground. “There is no excuse. Your mother…”

  “Craves it still? Did she send you here to steal some from me now?” As I say it, rotten egg putrefies in my mouth.

  “She wanted me to see you.” His voice, honeysuckle-soft, breaks. My eyes sting at his devotion to the woman who traded me for lettuce before I was even born. His stinging-pine regret and salty longing chase the heated words from my lips.

  Perhaps he wishes to have been better than he was.

  Just as I long to be better than I am.

  “Does she regret giving me up?”

  “She couldn’t face you. She still struggles so much. She hates herself for what happened, but the craving…” His gaze slides across the riptalion patch to my green-smudged fingers. His sorrow is cold summer rain on my tongue. “You understand, I see.”

  “I haven’t given up my children.”

  “I’m glad you don’t have to.” Though his tone sounds sad and not reproving, the words still scald. I’m privileged to garden my own riptalion—to not have to resort to stealing, to giving up my children to satisfy my hunger. “I pray every day you might break the cycle.”

  I suck in a breath. If only it were so simple.

  He stands. “Thank you for letting me see you, Grace.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Your mother will be happy to hear you’ve grown into a strong queen.” He starts shuffling away.

  
    What sort of queen are you?
  

  “If…” I stop, then plow on. “If you’re in need of riptalion, you may collect from my garden. Stop by my steward’s office and tell him I gave you permission.” You don’t have to steal anymore.

  The man’s eyes widen. “I thought you hated us.”

  “I’m trying not to.” If I hate you, I hate myself. I gather a leafy bunch and drop it into his hands. “Take this back to your wife. Tell her… there’s nothing to fear from me. I haven’t had a real mother in a long time. I don’t know if she can ever be that for me, but…” My anticipation and longing surprise me with the warm comforts of clotted cream and strawberry jam. “Perhaps she can still be a grandmother to my children.”

  The man hugs the riptalion to his chest. Before he can speak, I say, “I must go now. I’m to help my husband look over our roses.”

  The man, my father, nods and hurries off in the direction of my steward’s office. He passes my husband halfway down the next row but offers him only a furtive glance.

  My husband beckons me to join him deeper in the garden, and I gladly leave the lettuce patch behind. “Who was that man?” he asks as we wander amongst the roses. Here, our mutual love and affection mingle in the crisp, clean tastes of spring and autumn, our favorite seasons.

  I gaze behind me. The craving that tugs at me now is not for the riptalion plants fluttering in the breeze. “An… acquaintance.” Perhaps, one day, family.

  Because I know what sort of queen I want to be. One who has grace for others—and for herself.
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Touch
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Color




Hannah Robinson

  
  The figure didn’t show its face. Just stared at me from the void-like eye cavities of a ghoulish white mask. “Don’t be afraid.” The mask distorted its voice, and I trembled. It stepped toward me then crouched to my level. “You’ve lost much, lad. But come with me, and you’ll no longer feel the pain. Would you like that?”

  Terrified speechless, I nodded.

  Gentle as a breath, its pale hand touched my shoulder, changing everything. Warmth flowed into my skin, my blood, my bones. All the fear raging inside shrank into a tiny, pressurized ball—volatile, but forgettable. The world darkened until I could only see shadows, outlines, shapes. But I didn’t mind. I could feel.

  Feel the world, without the pain.

  

  My initiation haunts my dreams, though years stand between me and the moment that recruiter’s touch sucked me into the rebellion. Sometimes it doesn’t seem that long. Other times, I feel I’ve always been sheltered in this darkness, initiating new rebels, reaching out with groping fingers for the next mission.

  Or the next message.

  My hands graze a cold, metal wall. I pause, sensing something no eye can detect, yet something my fingers recognize. Words, scratched faintly into the finish. New recruit at station for initiation. The wind hasn’t yet dissipated the thin dust from the carving. This message is recent.

  With the back of my hand, I trace the wall for fingerprints and find one I recognize. Asha, our best recruiter. This new captive must be top-notch. Keeping my fingers on the wall, I wind through alleys, back to our station.

  Something wet drips onto my scalp, and I look up from the shadows of the city.

  Blue.

  Since my initiation, the world has appeared grey. Except blue things. Blue is the one color they let me keep. As pocketfuls of sky peek through dark storm clouds, I pause, remembering.

  Picnics under cloudless skies.

  Fish in clear water.

  My mother’s eyes, closing as life slipped from her lips, the day everything crumbled.

  I shake myself. That life of color was dangerous. It’s why they gave me blue. So I’d never forget why I left.

  I trace the station door’s frame until I find the warmest spot. The hidden doorbell. When I press it, the door creaks open.

  “Welcome back, Oneius.” The voice, like all our voices, is distorted by the mask. But the three-tap code on my shoulder identifies Asha. “You got my message.”

  “I’m here to perform the initiation.”

  “In the Chamber.”

  I place my hand against the low ceiling and follow the faintest carved line into the labyrinth. After several turns, it fractures into lines of varying thicknesses, running different directions. I keep my fingers pressed to the correct one—the width of spider silk. It leads me straight to the Chamber.

  Usually, the Chamber is pitch black, but today, a speck of light sears the darkness. This recruit has a candle. She’s muttering to herself, feeling the walls for an exit.

  “Don’t waste your time. You can’t escape.” I approach, and she turns to me.

  
    Blue.
  

  She blinks azure eyes. “Who are you?”

  “Your new trainer.”

  Her breath trembles.

  “Are you frightened? It’ll fade soon. Join us. There’ll be no more pain, no more fear.” I place my hand on her shoulder. She’s quivering, like most initiates. But unlike the others, she doesn’t relax after I’ve touched her.

  “Join us,” I repeat, a vague, nervous flutter stirring deep in my stomach. My touch should be enough to initiate her. To dim her sight, heighten her touch, dull her pain. Make her one of us. Why isn’t it working? “You’ve just lost someone. Don’t you want to escape your grief?”

  “Escape like you? Into a prison of darkness?” She shakes her head. “I’d rather grieve in the light.”

  The capsule of fear I’d locked away years ago begins to vibrate. This has never happened before. My touch should’ve pulled her into our rebellion against feeling—against fear, against pain, against all those volatile human emotions that wrecked us all.

  “Join us!” My voice wavers like her candlelight.

  She holds the candle toward me. “Join me. Out there.”

  Asha must’ve made a mistake. Something’s clearly wrong with this recruit. “If you won’t join us…” I seize her arm, my palms sweating. She’s cold. Tense. Like me.

  She doesn’t move. “Hide from pain, and in the process lose my chance for hope? Hide from night and miss the sunrise? Never. Life is beautiful, colorful… if you let yourself experience it.”

  “I’ve had my fill of that life. It’s better this way.”

  “No.” She leans closer, facing me with those deep-blue crystals. “There’s more. If you open yourself to it.”

  Open myself? How? I can’t just will myself to see the world the way I used to. They took that ability. Left me seeing nothing but shadows and blue. Feeling nothing but the consoling warmth of darkness.

  But now…

  Fear. It’s shaking the bars of the cage I put it in. And breaking through.

  Her breath tickles my ear. “If you let yourself feel your fear, perhaps someday you’ll conquer it.”

  Orange.

  Her hair is orange.

  Her cheeks are rosy. The flame, yellow. Her dress, green. The scar across her face, red.

  But her eyes are… cloudy. Unfocused. Fluttering. Turned toward me but not seeing me.

  Breathless, I pull off my mask. “You’re… blind.”

  “Yes.”

  “But… the candle…”

  “Is for you.” She pushes it into my hands.

  “And… the things you said, about sunrise and color… You can’t see them?”

  She smiles, something I haven’t seen in years. “Sunrise is more than color.” Her fingers close around mine. Gentle. Warm. “And color is more than sight. It’s promise. Truth. Life.”

  Something wet trickles down my cheek, and I swipe it away. Tears. I’d forgotten about those.

  “Come on.” Her grip tightens. “Let’s go live.”

  Color fills my soul, and I smile, remembering. “Let’s go feel.”

  




  
  






Vesper, Shadow Queen of the Death Swamp




L. G. McCary

  
  How are you doing? Warrick’s text appears on the floating screen next to my head.

  Dead inside and out. Same as always. Think-to-text is so exhausting.

  
    I’ve been having a hard time, too.
  

  He’s having a hard time? I’m the one whose mind is hanging out in a computer simulation while my body is who-knows-where being pumped full of chemo and stem cells. I’m the one who looks like an outtake from a Pixar movie. That’s what happens when a glitch in the system gives you the effect of full-body Novocain. If only my boyfriend could see me now, slumped like a ragdoll on my bewitched Persian rug floating in the middle of a muddy bog that smells like rotten eggs and disappointment. I’ve made my little corner of this simulation as gross as possible so no one will bother me. Hail, Vesper, Shadow Queen of the Death Swamp!

  Warrick would laugh at everything but my hair. It’s why I insist on texting, not video, even though I can make this lump of pixels speak—if I try extra hard. I’ve never told him my avatar is bald. When I started chemo and my hair came out in clumps, he cried and helped me cut it into a pixie. I know he misses my old hair. I tried to keep my long ringlets in the simulation, but they kept falling in my face. Cheney’s minions programmed my follicle physics to be obnoxiously realistic. Better to be a bald hag and still able to see.

  No one is around to see me anyway. I’ve made sure my swamp is the last place the other patients would visit in this farcical existence. I have all the essentials: a murder of crows flying overhead, green-flamed torches made of skulls, and ominous accordion music playing at half speed.

  
    Dr. Cheney is working on something new.
  

  
    We agreed not to talk about the Emperor of False Promises.
  

  
    It’s some kind of interface with the outside. There’s a video.
  

  Sneaky. Cheney knows I stopped reading his messages months ago, so he’s using Warrick. If I could feel my eyes, I would roll them. I think “play” toward the big red button floating next to me. The video shows a metal box that reminds me of a minifridge with the door missing. It’s filled with metallic fabric. Dr. Cheney sticks his hand inside, and the fabric wraps around it like water.

  “The haptic cloth both transmits movements into the simulation and uses pressure and motion to simulate your response in the real world,” Cheney explains. “Movements have to be slow and small right now, but once the connection to your neural interface is established, it should create a ripple effect in your tactile programming and hopefully correct the sensory functions for your avatar.”

  I watch the fabric ripple and flow within the box while he drones on about the mechanics. What is the point? He’s tried so many software patches over the last year. I’m still The Hopeless Glitch. That would be a good name for a band…

  Did you watch it? Warrick seems desperate.

  I don’t believe him. I can’t get my hopes up again. I just can’t.

  
    He says I could start by trying to hold your hand.
  

  I’ve never been a touchy-feely person. The British royals indulge in a bit too much PDA by my standards. But Warrick comes from a clan who loves loud and hugs hard. I used to hate that. I look down at my computer-generated hand, flopped at an unnatural angle. I try to arrange it more gracefully. It glitches upside-down as if to spite me.

  
    Please? I’m ready in the lab.
  

  So they’re ganging up on me now.

  Traitor, I think, then erase the word. Warrick is the one person in the real world who still cares about me. Even though I’d never admit it, I miss how he’d squeeze my hand twice to say “love you” like a little secret code. And I miss the way he would kiss my forehead because he’s half a head taller.

  I finally send him a shrug emoji. If it works, fantastic. If it doesn’t, I’ll haunt Cheney from my swampy digital grave.

  Warrick guides me to a menu in my avatar that enables the external connection, but it also disables my already limited mobility. Great, now I’m a sentient lump of Jell-O.

  And we wait. I don’t know how long, but it feels like hours. Warrick keeps saying not to quit, that my neural net has to process the data before it can make connections.

  
    Feel that?
  

  Nothing. I’m so bored. I can’t even change positions! Cheney is going to hear ghostly accordions for the rest of his life.

  A pinprick. Then a hundred pinpricks like the memory of my hand being asleep. I can’t decide if this is better or worse than nothing. Maybe both. The pinpricks melt into a searing heat, and it’s definitely worse. My avatar seizes uncontrollably, and a scream out of a robot’s nightmare rings in my ears. The crows caw and flap away in terror.

  Something soft, like a butterfly, lands on fingers I barely remember having. My digital skin ripples and flows, and I can feel my whole hand.

  I watch my fingers bend slightly as I feel Warrick’s invisible fingers slowly interlace with mine. I can’t think. I can’t speak. I just stare at the empty spaces where his hand would be.

  
    Is that you, Ves?
  

  I fight to make my fingers move. I finally have a hand, and I’m going to use it. My server must be smoking right now from the effort.

  My index finger twitches, then my thumb.

  I concentrate as hard as I can. It’s just four fingers and a thumb. I can do this.

  
    Don’t give up, babe.
  

  I’m exhausted, but I finally squeeze the ghost of his hand.

  Once.

  Twice.

  




  
  






Midas’ Heir




Hannah Robinson

  
  Mind, there’s nothing inherently surprising about finding a drunken old man in the royal garden. I just never expected to see one eating Grandpa’s roses. Horribly undignified behavior for the most respectable house in Phrygia. I leaned over my balcony rail, fumbling through my mental lexicon for the appropriate words to address this situation.

  In the end, the best conversation starter I could contrive was, “Hello?”

  The chap tripped on a rock, toppling into the dirt with his legs splayed behind him. Odd. His pants were furry.

  I descended to the garden. “Are you hurt, sir?”

  “Just fine. Not a scratch.” He waved me away.

  “Good.” I cleared my throat. “Now, sir, I’m afraid I must ask you to leave. This is a proud, venerable household, and a drunkard eating roses will certainly cast a stain on the honorable family—”

  The old man lifted his head.

  He had horns.

  I’m not usually a screamer, but I think I violated my personal code of dignity for a moment. I’d expected a peculiar conversation, but this? No amount of royal tutelage had prepared me for an interaction with a horned, furry-legged old man with roses hanging out of his mouth.

  “Name’s Silenus.” He thrust out his hand, grinning toothlessly. “Satyr of Dionysus. Here to see your pa.”

  “My… pa?”

  He crawled toward me. “Midas. You know, the king.”

  I picked up a stray trowel and held it in front of me, just in case. “I’m the king. My father died in the war last year, and my grandfather, Midas, died twelve years ago.”

  “Excellent. Tell him Silenus is here to see him, and I’ll give you a reward.” He held up a clod of dirt, wiggling his eyebrows. “There’s a good boy.”

  Disgraceful. My face heated, and I glanced toward the balcony, hoping none of my servants were watching.

  “Now fetch your pa,” said the satyr. “I’ve come about the curse.”

  “I told you, Grandfather’s dead. I can’t—” My thoughts took a tumble. “What curse?”

  “You know the gods. Always doling out curses. Your pa helped me out of a tight spot once, so my master Dionysus gave him a gift. He never told you?”

  I shook my head, my mouth too dry to speak.

  “Your pa wanted everything he touched to turn into gold. Silly request, but it worked. ’Course he regretted it a day later, so Dionysus withdrew the gift.” Silenus spit out a petal. “Got any wine?”

  “You don’t need wine.” I lowered my trowel, my stomach knotting. “Tell me about this curse.”

  “Right. The caveat. Your pa—”

  “Grandfather.”

  “Whoever. He got rid of the gift, but had to accept a curse in exchange. That’s why I’m here.” Silenus puffed out his chest, looking tremendously uncouth from his position on the ground. “The curse is this: any of Midas’ offspring who touch the magical garden trowel will turn into gold.”

  I yelped and dropped the trowel.

  Silenus cackled. “Kidding. That would be a dumb curse.” He belched. “Nice roses. They’d pair nicely with—”

  I clutched my head. “The curse, Silenus! Tell me!”

  A crash sounded from the balcony, and I whirled to find my butler standing outside a shattered window, waving my scepter. “I’m the king now!” he yelled, laughing maniacally.

  “Oops! Looks like I’m a little late!” Silenus stumbled to his feet. “Per the king’s request, everything he touched turned into gold. To get rid of his gift, Midas had to agree that in exactly fifty years, everyone who touched his gold would turn into a king.”

  “That’s a dumb curse!” I seized my trowel again. “Grandfather loved gold. Nearly everything in the palace is gold! If that’s the case, then every single servant—”

  One of the lower doors burst open. “Where’s my crown?” hollered the cook.

  “You can’t have it!” The butler brandished my scepter. “I’m king.”

  “Silly children!” The gardener hobbled out of a shed, leaning on a gold-encrusted cane. “I’m the real king. Stop playing games.”

  I backed into the shadow of a trellis. “Well, this is awkward. Sort of puts me out of work.”

  “Pity.” Silenus shrugged. “I’m off. Happy job-hunting!”

  “Wait! Isn’t there any way to break this curse?”

  Silenus paused, swiveling his head toward me. “If you invited me in for some wine, I might be able to come up with something.”

  I frowned. Embarrassing though he was, panic was making me desperate. “Come on, then. And hurry. I don’t want to be seen with you in the palace.”

  Once in the wine cellar, Silenus struggled to pry the lid off a cask. “A little help here?”

  I realized I was still holding the garden trowel, and I handed it to him.

  “Thanks.” He popped off the lid, dropped the trowel and stuck his face in the cask.

  “Don’t mention it. Now, about that curse.”

  “Oh. Yes. You’ve got three options.” He held up two fingers. “One: take back the original gift. Everything you touch turns to gold.”

  I shuddered, imagining the consequences. What was Grandpa thinking when he asked for that gift?

  “Three: get out of here, and let those loonies duke it out for the throne.” Silenus gulped more wine.

  “You skipped two.”

  “What?” He wiped his mouth. “Oh. I knew I’d forgotten something. Two: take that garden trowel to the front of the castle gates, where your citizens can see you, and wave it in the air, shouting, ‘By the power of my magical wand, I command you, ancient curse, begone!’”

  I blushed at the very thought. “You mean, ‘Ancient curse, begone, and take my reputation with you’? Are you joking? They’d all think I’m mad!”

  “Your choice.” Silenus grinned and tottered up the stairs.

  “Wait! Silenus!”

  He was gone.

  I sat on a wine barrel, rubbing my forehead. The muffled screams of the servants drifted down the stairs:

  
    “I’m the king! Give me that scepter!” 
  

  
    “Get back, mutinous scoundrel!”
  

  
    “Guards! Treason!”
  

  Cringing, I picked up the trowel.

  




  
  






If the Shoe Fits…




Isabella Roh

  
  I never wanted to leave the luxurious south for the frigid north, but my parents’ decision was firm. I still despised the cold and the frozen landscape. I huddled on my window seat, watching the lone star that illuminated the snow.

  “If,” I whispered, “the first star truly grants a wish…”

  But I couldn’t voice it.

  Abruptly, I climbed in bed, kicking my too-large dance slippers under the bed. The thin quilt didn’t provide enough warmth, but sleep was my only refuge from reality.

  

  I shot upright, unsure what had woken me. I swung my legs over the side of the bed, and new dance shoes fastened themselves onto my feet, fitting perfectly. When I stood, my nightgown grew heavy as the fabric materialized around me, transforming into an exquisite ball gown. Layers of petticoats floated around me. The fine, creamy silks were perfectly pleated, and each stitch in the lacey neckline was flawlessly placed. A chilly breeze fluttered across my bare shoulders. I smiled. Father would have insisted I wear a shawl with the dress, and Mother would have hesitated to let me leave the house. But here in my room, I could wear anything—be anyone.

  A magical tingling prickled at my hairline. I closed my eyes, relishing the intoxicating luxury of fingers styling my hair. When I opened them, my hair lay elegantly heaped atop my head.

  
    Can this be real?
  

  I touched the cold glass of the mirror in my room, hoping to shock myself back into reality, but it rippled beneath my touch, dissolving, then reforming as a silvery staircase. I hesitated slightly before sweeping up my skirts and tiptoeing down to enter an exquisite ballroom. Every step across its crystal floor felt as if I walked on a cloud, the ethereal spell broken only by the echo of my heels.

  Footsteps and bizarre, whimsical music overcame the near silence. I turned in wonder as a laughing crowd arrived, filling the ballroom. A young man with dark hair and penetrating eyes approached me and held out his arm.

  I took it.

  He guided me through the steps, leading with certainty. “Welcome, Sophia.”

  The tone of his voice and the look in his eye made me melt. He knew me—welcomed me as an honored guest. I smiled, soaring in his arms as the music enveloped us. This wasn’t dancing—it was flying.

  I waltzed with his six brothers, each dance more heavenly than the last. Brilliant light, beauty, and warmth flowed together.

  “It’s time for you to return,” the first dancer said.

  I grasped his arm. “No, please let me stay. Or… at least come again.”

  He smiled. “You may come every night if you wish.”

  When he released my hand, that world melted away. I lay in my own bed. Out my window, the stars lingered above the horizon even as dawn broke.

  “I do wish.”

  

  I didn’t mind being sleepy that day. Or the next, or the day after that. The nights were worth it. I survived the cold northern dreariness, clinging to the ballroom’s warmth each night. Every visit brought a different gown and hairstyle, but they were always accompanied by the satisfying click of my shoe-buckles and melting of the mirror. The touch of the dancers was always gentle but firm, and each night I flew with them.

  A year passed, and I began to notice new details, like the void outside the staircase. My shoes stretched and shifted with age, rubbing blisters on my heels. My exhaustion from the nightly dancing crept up on me. I huddled in my window seat before bed.

  “I am so very tired,” I whispered to the star. “When my shoes clamp on, it is not a perfect, dream-like fit. No, they lock, becoming shackles around my ankles. When the mirror melts away, it’s no magical portal; it’s a cursed whirlpool, sucking me into gilded, empty pleasure.”

  I leaned my head against the window’s cold glass. “The dancers seem less interested and caring every night. Even the first dancer no longer has the gentle touch which enchanted me. His arm reaches farther and farther around me each night.”

  I looked back up. “I’m constantly ashamed of how the revealing gowns make me feel as I dance—plastered to him. I must rest.”

  Out my window, the lone star twinkled brightly.

  “I only know this began with an unfinished wish.”

  The star flickered back at me.

  I climbed into bed and tried to sleep, but my mind wandered. It was ironic, how desperately I used to wish for pleasures that now consumed me.

  Finally, I slept. When the magic woke me, I pulled the old quilt over my head. But it was hopeless. The tingling magic forced me out of bed and propped me up. My shoes slithered around my feet, the clasps locking as always. My nightgown transformed, and my hair was yanked into place, but this time, before the staircase could suck me into the ballroom, I snatched a shawl and clutched it around my bare shoulders.

  My feet ached with each step as the slippers carried me down the staircase. When I reached the ballroom, I tried to remove them, but the buckles were unyielding. The first dancer approached, and the shawl’s coarse yarn scratched my skin as I pulled it tighter.

  As we danced, he whispered in my ear. “What’s wrong?”

  “I don’t want this anymore. It’s not real. I don’t even know your name.”

  “Sophia, you chose this.”

  I met his piercing eye. “Then I chose wrongly that night! I felt honored and happy, unlike at home…”

  “And if the shoe fits…”

  “But the shoe doesn’t fit.”

  He smiled. “There you have it.”

  A freezing draft brushed my cheek, waking me in my own bed. Midnight stars still cast a dim light. I fingered my knit shawl, relishing its texture—its realness. I rose, walked to the window, and pulled on my old, fuzzy slippers.

  They fit perfectly.

  




  
  






Stone Skin




Cassandra Hamm

  
  “You’re hurting me, Wynn.”

  Wynnstan let go of Gemma’s hand. “Sorry.” He glared at his stone fingers, wishing for the hundredth––perhaps thousandth––time that his hands could be soft and delicate, able to hold Gemma like she deserved to be held.

  She rubbed her hands together. The creek’s low rumble filled the silence as they navigated the rocky path to the water’s edge. “It’s okay.”

  The words were a never-ending echoed refrain after every failed solution, every false hope: “It’s okay, Wynn. We’ll figure this out.” But the trace of sadness never left her smile.

  Gemma kicked off her sandals and sat on the rocky shore, submerging her feet in the slow-moving, murky water. Wynnstan joined her. The creek nibbled at his legs, and the soft splashing sounds reminded him of suckling piglets. But he felt none of it.

  He gazed into the water. His massive figure dwarfed Gemma’s. Chipped boulders, connected at the joints, formed a monstrous body that creaked with every movement. Beady dark eyes, tiny rock nose, gaping mouth hole.

  Could Gemma really love someone who wasn’t truly alive?

  “I was at the library yesterday.” Her red hair glinted golden in the midday sunlight. The one time he’d touched it, he’d almost torn it off her head. “I found something that might change you––”

  “It won’t work.” His shoulders sagged. “Like the pig-snout potion, or the dragonbreath brew––which almost killed me, as you may have forgotten.”

  “Really, Wynn.” Gemma grabbed his hand, rubbing his fingers. What he wouldn’t do to feel her touch. If his eyes were human, they’d fill with tears. “One scholar said that frog’s blood mixed with human hair—”

  “Stop. I don’t want to hear any more.” No more vile potions forced down his throat. No more disappointment when the same stone face stared back at him. No more dreams of having a normal, human relationship with Gemma.

  “I just wanted to help.”  She pulled her hand away. Would my hand feel cold now without hers in it?

  He sighed. “I know, Gem.” But some things couldn’t be helped. The dream of becoming a human should have died when Wynnstan’s creator shriveled away under the plague’s cruel grip.

  He turned his eyes to the brown water meandering down the creek. “What if I stay a golem forever?”

  “Then I will love you as a golem forever.”

  How could she? He’d never even kissed her, too afraid his stone lips would bruise hers.

  From the first day, he had loved her—when she stood up to the men firing crossbows at him, though the bolts could do him no harm, because he wandered too close to one of their homes. Her hair had glinted like fire, and her expression showed… compassion. For him. Humans, he had realized, could be good, and not see him only as a monster.

  But she deserved better than him.

  “Don’t you… Would you rather…?” Wynnstan stopped.

  “Would I rather what?”

  “Don’t you want a human?” he blurted. “Someone who can hold you. Who can love you the way you deserve to be loved.”

  “I want you, Wynn.” Gemma took his face in her hands—How I long to feel them!—and kissed him.

  Nothing. He felt nothing—

  Wait. There, a flicker—a soothing pressure against his mouth, his cheeks. Tingling in his chest.

  Gemma jerked away with a yelp reminiscent of a pup. She pressed a hand to her mouth, strange little squeaks escaping her fingers. “Wynnstan, you’re… changing!”

  His body’s rigidness faltered, and it drooped, weak, almost unable to hold itself up. He gazed at his hands, gray darkening to brown, gaining shape. He bent his fingers. They flexed, silent and smooth.

  The creek reflected back a human—rich brown skin, hairless head, broad form. He gaped.

  “How…?” Gemma’s eyes sparkled with tears. “All the magic we tried didn’t work, yet a simple kiss…”

  “I’m human,” he whispered. His voice was no longer gravelly, just deep and smooth. His tongue wandered around the soft squishiness of his mouth, the hardness of his teeth.

  Now the tears streamed down her face. “You’re human.”

  He reached out and touched one of the tears. It was the same texture as the creek on his legs—water. And her skin… His fingers roamed the red blush of her cheeks, moving to the curve of her jaw. This must be what softness felt like.

  “Oh, Wynn!”

  She touched the hand cupping her face. He grasped it, tracing the lines on her palm. He shivered. Her hand shook, and it was… warm.

  Wynnstan caressed her fiery hair, so delicate and intricate and perfect. He never again needed to fear ripping it from her skull. His strength was that of a man, not of a golem.

  “You’ll feel pain now.” Her voice wobbled. “And you… you could die—”

  “I don’t care,” he said, taking her face in his hands. His flesh throbbed with awareness and heat. “I would rather live a human lifetime feeling you than a thousand lifetimes in my stone prison.”

  Her eyes brightened with the sky, as stirring as the breeze that brushed his skin. “I love you, Wynn,” she whispered. “I loved you as a golem, and I love you as a man.”

  He kissed her. Her lips moved against his, firm and soft at the same time, an intoxicating moistness. Her arms slipped around him. This was what alive meant.

  She pulled back, her breath fanning against his lips. “I’m glad my kiss didn’t change you back to a golem.”

  “Me, too.” He blinked, his eyelashes resting briefly against his cheek like a soft embrace. “I can see why you humans like kissing so much.”

  Gemma entwined their fingers, milk-white against earth-brown. His newly awakened skin sang at the touch.

  “Not ‘you humans’ anymore,” she said. “Now you’re one of us.”
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Dolor of Defeat
A Droseran Saga Story




Ronie Kendig

  
  Defeat clung to Rico Ohlsson as he huddled over his ale, breathing in the rich malted barley and ignoring the stench of the packed tavern. Anything to hide from his idiocy. He’d killed his advancement with the Kynigos. Now, he’d never earn the rank of Mentor.

  A loamy scent of irritation scraped his receptors, but Rico shrugged it aside. A chatelaine curled into him, but he felt her perfume more, its perfectly tailored fragrance designed to bait his sensitive receptors. “Not now.”

  Courrelia caressed his shoulder. “I’ve ways of making you forget bad days.”

  “Bad life more like.” He gulped, willing the foamy ale to numb him. Failing a hunt was one thing, but failing the Mentoring Test Decree… “Leave me.” Should’ve flown to Cenon for some peace and quiet.

  “Come, love. Let me show you—”

  “I said leave me!”

  “What’s got you in a knot?”

  “His conscience,” intruded a deep, familiar voice.

  Surprised, Rico came to his feet. “Master.” Met the disapproval of Roman deBurco, the man he’d let down.

  After Courrelia left, the master slid an assessing gaze over him, then sat. “Your irritation is as sour as that ale.” Disappointment oozed as he tapped the tankard. “Clearly it’s not working.”

  Definitely should’ve gone to Cenon. “Just haven’t had enough yet.” Imbibing wasn’t strictly forbidden, but neither should a Kynigos be controlled by any substance. “Come to berate me for failing you?”

  “You failed yourself,” Roman stated flatly.

  “The duchess was in trouble.”

  “Aye, but she wasn’t your Decree.”

  “What good’s this”—he tapped the Kynigos sigil inked across his nose—“if we have to rescue sniveling rats over beautiful women?”

  “Brethren are trained to trust the scent. Only the scent. Words, eyes—they lie. Every time. We see what we want, what we expect.” Roman leaned in. “You knew better than to go after the duchess.”

  Aye. But he’d wanted to be the dashing hero, so he ignored the mismatched scents, and his quarry escaped.

  That loamy scent wafted again. Rico diverted his gaze, searching the tavern for its owner—and spied the young man at the back, wide eyes locked on the door.

  “You’ve an affinity for beautiful women and thick ale, which dull instinct and the anaktesios.”

   “So says those who have not indulged.” Never before had the master charged him with abuse of a hunter’s most sacred gift. “You added the duchess to my final test. Knew it was a weakness.” He fisted a hand.

  Roman’s gaze sharpened. “Will you now be controlled by rage?”

  Barbed talons of anger dug into Rico’s chest. His couldn’t conceal his efflux from his master, so he made no attempt to.

  “We cannot conquer our weaknesses if we don’t face them.”

  That loamy scent swelled again, stronger. Rico eyed the man, wondering what irritated him. Did he—

  “Now you ignore me,” Roman hissed.

  “No, I—”

  “I believed in you. Never dreamed you’d fail the test. Now, we’re both dishonored.” He rose. “The Masters voted for Revocation.”

  “What? No!” Rico’s heart thundered. “You can’t! No one is cast out for failing—”

  “You chose pleasure over honor.” Disgust salted the air as Roman stomped from the tavern.

  Even in his anger, Rico caught the loamy Signature now morphing into… pepper, cedarwood. Hatred. Of what?

  Didn’t matter. He wasn’t a hunter now. But his receptors—a gift nobody could revoke—still homed in on the dour note. Pursuing… Roman.

  Huh.

  It’s not your problem. Roman was a master—First Order. No doubt he’d detected the hatred before sitting down.

  Rico went back to his ale.

  The scent spiked—thrill.

  
    Roman can handle it.
  

  Yet Rico’s instincts screamed when the loamy guy started for the door.

  Fool. Nobody attacked a Kynigos. Especially not on Kynig. It’d be a cat picking a fight with a herd of rhinnock.

  What if Roman, distracted by Rico’s anger, missed the scent?

  The master is never distracted.

  But if he was? And Loamy attacked…?

  Muscles constricting, Rico stayed.

  Loamy shoved open the door. Sunlight sparked off his hand—a dagger!

  With a growl, Rico stood, but the packed tavern hemmed him in. He hiked onto the table and launched at the ceiling beams. Amid shouts from patrons, he went hand-over-hand to the side door, which he thrust himself at, kicking it open. He sailed into the alley. Landed softly and darted toward the front of the tavern.

  Down the crowded street, Roman strode back to the Citadel.

  Loamy lurked behind, bobbing from one shadowed building to another.

  Why hadn’t Roman detected him yet?

  Rico tapped the thumper behind his ear to warn Roman. “Mas—”

  “No signal. Try again later.”

  How could there be no signal? This was Kynig!

  The Masters might’ve initiated Revocation, but Rico wouldn’t let Roman go down. He tic-tacked up onto a roof and sprinted across buildings, tracking Loamy on the street below. The brigand now had a larger weapon in hand—a phase pistol. Longer range.

  Come on, Master. Detect it.

  Unwitting, Roman strode around a corner.

  “Void’s Embrace.” Rico leaped over the ledge. Soared at the next building. Caught a downspout and slid. Dropped the ten meters to the street. Sighted Loamy vanishing at the same corner.

  
    No! 
  

  Rico plunged through the crowds. Legs and lungs burning, he rounded the building and skidded to a stop.

  An arc of black dusters formed up on the street, facing Rico. The Master Hunters. Clapping.

  Panting, he frowned at the Master Hunters, who stood in full regalia.

  “What’s going on?”

  Roman came forward.

  Realization dawned—Roman not detecting Loamy… who was now with the Masters. “His scent—”

  “Is real,” Roman explained. “He was one of my Decrees—granted clemency in exchange for his help today.”

  “But the Revocation…”

  “Wasn’t real because the test wasn’t over. Until now.” Roman clamped his shoulder. “Well done. By setting aside what you expected—for me to detect the attack—you listened to Vaqar’s gift to save the life of another. That is the mark of a true hunter, one worthy of training our Brethren.”

  “I’m… promoted?”

  “Yes, Mentor Ohlsson.”

  




  
  






The Purple Dawn




Michael Teasdale

  
  The flower, if indeed it could be called a flower, looked like nothing on Earth.

  Iris squinted at the purplish inkblot staining the vast green landscape of her garden shrubbery. It seemed to have bloomed overnight in the middle of an otherwise unremarkable hedgerow.

  Without her glasses to aid her, Iris struggled to make out exactly what genus it belonged to. She bent in low, her wrinkled nose almost touching its delicate petals, while she breathed in the scent.

  “Phew!” She staggered back slightly, ill-prepared for the rush of blood that this peculiar perfume sent racing through her body.

  She tottered over to the nearby bench and lowered herself into a seated position, letting her frail hands settle on the armrests for support. A smile creased her face as her fingers caressed the grain of the wood. The bench was the last thing that David had fashioned for the garden before his passing, and Iris found herself in quiet conversation with the memory of her departed husband.

  “It’s a powerful one and no mistake,” she exclaimed. “Not lavender, that’s for sure. Nor hyacinth. There’s nothing sweet about it, but it’s no sea holly either. Where the devil did it come from, and what’s it doing there, slap bang in the middle of the hedge? I’ll have to prune it, I’m afraid.”

  From its place in the hedgerow, the unusual flower seemed to stare back at her like a single, cyclopean eye. Iris’ thoughts began to muddle until she could no longer recall why she had ever wanted to do such a thing.

  “No,” she muttered. “No. I’ll leave it.”

  She scratched at her nose, and when she drew her hand away, her eyes widened at the purplish pollen that stained her fingers.

  “Oh dear,” she mumbled. “I’d better go and wash this off.”

  

  By lunchtime, the scent of the peculiar flower had faded away completely, long replaced by the warm October aroma of roasting pumpkin and sweet pastry as Iris prepared pies for her grandchildren. Leaning on the kitchen table, Iris looked at the Jack-o-lanterns the boys had carved on their previous visit, fondly recalling her own children’s efforts of long ago. How many more seasons would she get to spend this way?

  While the pies had been successful, her attempts to remove the purplish residue from her fingers had been less so. Instead, the pollen seemed to have spread like a rash, creeping up to her knuckles like stubborn port-wine stains.

  “Perhaps I can pretend it’s a Halloween costume?” She scratched at the itchy places where the pollen had spread. “Curious,” she mumbled as she checked the oven. “Maybe I ought to get it seen to.”

  She squinted out the kitchen window and into the garden, where she could just about make out the flower facing her.

  Her thoughts began to cloud again. She snapped her head away and scratched at her temple in confusion, accidently picking at a tiny scab that came away on her finger. It looked for all the world like a tiny lilac-colored petal.

  

  By the time the grandfather clock struck six, the sun burned low on the horizon. Iris drifted off to sleep in her armchair, giving little thought to the purple stains that now wandered up to her elbows. In her dreams she was back in her garden, staring at the purple flower in the hedgerow. Even from a distance, she could smell its strange, otherworldly aroma. With each passing moment the reason became clearer. There, thrusting out from the cabbage patch, was a second flower, identical to the one in the hedge. Another sprouted from the lily pond. Over by the greenhouse, a fourth and fifth winked quietly into existence, purple spies among the rhododendrons.

  “Parasites,” Iris cursed in her dream. “If I don’t prune them soon, the buggers will be everywhere!”

  She knew the trusty shears in her hands would do the job, but when she looked down, she was no longer holding the clippers. Instead, her palms were full of tiny budding flowers whose stigmata resembled the eyes of a hundred otherworldly children looking up at her.

  

  “Grandma! Trick-or-Treat! Here we come!”

  The smell of roast pumpkin still lingered in the kitchen as the boys tumbled into the house through the open back door.  On entering the darkened living room, the smell was replaced by something quite peculiar.

  The eldest boy flicked on the light.

  “Grandma?” said the youngest.

  “What the…” said the eldest.

  “Are those…?”

  The two boys walked over to the armchair to get a better look at the curiously-shaped arrangement of purple flowers that filled the body of the chair, lined its armrests, and trailed down to the carpet at their feet.

  The youngest boy laughed.

  “Neat trick, Grandma!” he called out, and turned to his brother. “She made them look like a person.”

  The older boy bent down toward the flowers and sniffed, jerking back his head and widening his eyes in response.

  “Phew,” he exclaimed, scratching his nose. “Hey, what the…” He examined the purple pollen that stained his fingers. With a grin, he smeared some on his brother’s cheek.

  The younger boy laughed. “Come on, let’s go look for her in the garden.”

  Giggling at their own private joke, the two boys wandered out into the sugar-scented Halloween night.

  




  
  






The Mysterious Scent of Cookies




Rachael Kemme

  
  As I stepped into my apartment, the aroma of chocolate greeted me. I hung up my coat and shook the weariness from my shoulders while my mouth watered from the fresh, chocolatey goodness wafting from my kitchen.

  Like cookies. Gooey triple chocolate cookies I’d eaten at Grandma’s house when I was a little girl. But that wasn’t possible. Grandma had been dead for years.

  As a matter of fact, why did I smell baking cookies?

  I lived alone. I’d just moved here and didn’t know anybody. And it certainly hadn’t been me. I would’ve burned down the house trying.

  My relatives and friends back home wouldn’t have come to visit, yet it seemed like someone was here at some point. Had a burglar broken into my house? I shivered, chills creeping down my spine, wondering why an intruder would make desserts.

  I crept down my dim, narrow hallway, flicking on every light but seeing nothing unusual. Noises like low whispers tickled my neck, leaving goosebumps in their wake. But when I turned around, the passageway was empty.

  Taking a deep breath, I continued toward the kitchen, hoping to find some logical explanation for the source of the sweet scent.

  The kitchen lights were off, but a glow came from the oven. Inside were two dozen small circles speckled with chocolate rising in the heat. The rest of the room—at least, what I could see in the sparse lighting—was exactly how I had left it.

  Well… not exactly.

  My chairs were all tucked under the table, unlike the mess they were in when I’d left the house. And the hand towel was folded neatly on the table with two plates stacked next to it. I never folded my hand towel.

  Was this some kind of nice joke?

  The oven timer beeped, and I jumped. My feet froze to the floor, refusing to move and turn it off.

  “Are you gonna get that?” someone said behind me.

  I screamed.

  “Don’t be so dramatic,” he said, brushing past me. The oven light cast the stranger in an eerie shadow. “But seriously, what were you staring at that timer for? Those cookies won’t remove themselves!”

  I put a hand to my stuttering heart, trying to calm myself.

  There was someone in my house. And he was… making cookies.

  Of all the things someone could do when breaking and entering.

  The person strode across the room and pulled the tray from the oven with the grace of a dancer. “I hope they’re good. I’ve never made cookies before, but the instructions on the side of the box were surprisingly helpful.”

  I stared at the near-perfect circles of cooked dough. Then, shaking my head to remove the dumbfoundedness, I flicked on the lights.

  My body froze, and my mouth dropped open, almost letting out another scream.

  This being was not human. From his light blue skin to his short, wispy-white hair, and of course, the small wings. The darkness had masked them before, but now I watched them flutter nervously, stirring up the air.

  “What… What…”

  He grinned wider. “Percy the pixie, at your service,” he said with a sweeping bow.

  I gaped.

  “Well, this isn’t exactly the introduction I planned on. I thought you got off work later today. So much for my surprise.” He sighed and turned away, grabbing a plate and scooping the cookies off the pan.

  “I thought pixies were evil.” It was the only thing I could think to say. “Messing up people’s houses, making their lives miserable.”

  He paused, looked down. “Yeah, I tried that for a while. But do you know how depressing that becomes? It really gets to you, seeing people scared and sad all the time. I decided to try something else.”

  “And… is this better?” How was I having a conversation with a winged, blue-skinned person?

  Percy shrugged, finishing the transfer of cookies from pan to plate. “Well, you’re the first person I’ve ever tried it with. So, we’ll see. At least you haven’t run screaming, like everyone else does when I try to talk to them.” He set the plate down on the table. “Ladies first.”

  Not knowing what else to do, I took a seat and grabbed a warm, melting cookie, turning it around in my hands.

  We sat in silence for a few moments.

  “Look, is this scaring you?” He paced back and forth, wings fluttering again. “I didn’t really think this through. If you want me to leave…” He glanced back at me, and our eyes met.

  I saw the same loneliness in his eyes that I’d seen every day for the past few weeks when I looked in the mirror. The person behind those eyes desired to be heard, to be noticed, to find a friend in this strange place.

  “N-no!” I said finally, managing a smile that somehow felt real. “I was… I was just surprised. This is the nicest thing anyone’s done for me in a while.”

  Percy’s face lit up, and my heart felt as warm as the cookie. “In that case…” He sat down and picked up a cookie. “Do you mind if I stay awhile?”

  I took a bite of the cookie. It tasted like butter and chocolate and the nostalgia of friendship. “Not at all, Percy. I’m Evelyn. Welcome home.”

  




  
  






Mama Louise’s One-Eyed Gumbo




A. C. Williams

  
  Minotaurs are dangerous enough when they ain’t toting semi-automatics. These young bulls are looking to cause trouble, and I just want lunch.

  “My gumbo’s getting cold, Quigley.”

  “I don’t care about your stupid gumbo, LaFaye.”

  My partner has no soul. He’s crouching behind a wooden shed with me, both of us surrounded by the briny scent of shrimp and crayfish. The mouth-watering tang of peppers and onions. The spicy, sizzling, savory scent of the sausages. And the okra—cannot forget the okra.

  I poke Quigley in his bony ribs. “Your nose don’t work, does it? Mama Louise’s one-eyed gumbo is—”

  “Thrown in a dirty pot by some brain-baked zone-crosser who couldn’t get a job in a real restaurant.” Quigley points his long, thin finger at me, blue eyes wild. “If you don’t shut up about the stupid gumbo, LaFaye, I will stab you in the small intestine with a paper clip.”

  I don’t doubt him. We may be in the open-air street market on the River Walk without a paper clip in sight, but if I know anything about Barnabas Quigley, I know he don’t make idle threats.

  Our protective shed quakes with a barrage of scattergun fire.

  “Bull-faced lowlifes.” Quigley shows his teeth, his salt-and-pepper mustache levering up and down like an oil derrick.

  The roof of the shed blows up and pelts us with boards and tin shrapnel. Kids these days. Downright destructive. Gonna put somebody’s eye out if they keep this up. A wave of fiery ash and sulfur washes over the sidewalk, the reek of brimstone and ozone singing the air.

  Crouched awkwardly beside me, my silver-haired slip of a partner chambers a round in his Glock. His gray suit flaps in the pungent breeze.

  “You ever fight a minotaur before, Quig?”

  “Once.”

  “Did you win?” I adjust my jacket and reach for my own Glock in the holster at my side.

  “Of course.”

  I arch an eyebrow at him. Quigley’s not a liar, but his tales are on the tall side at times.

  Quigley grimaces under the weight of my staring. “Wasn’t exactly a fight.”

  I raise the other eyebrow.

  “Fine.” Quigley rolls his eyes. “A minotaur stole my parking space at Buc-ee’s.”

  “And you fought him?”

  “No.” Quigley chews on the word like it’s tobacco.

  I smirk. “You walked away, didn’t you?”

  “It was a moral victory. Moral victories count!”

  Another volley of gunfire rakes the ground on either side of us.

  I peer around the corner and spot five minotaurs stomping toward us, towering masses of muscle and leather and horns and nose rings.

  I didn’t ask for this today. I’m just a guy who wanted a bowl of gumbo.

  I press my back against what’s left of our shed. “We can’t beat them.”

  “You’re getting that now, LaFaye?” Quigley flashes his crazy eyes at me.

  Old son’s gonna do something rash.

  Unless—

  Only one critter I know is big enough to threaten a minotaur.

  “I got it,” I say. “Let’s scare them.”

  “How’ll we scare five two-ton minotaurs, LaFaye? With your breath?” Quigley winces. “Which is troll-like, by the way.”

  I glance to Mama Louise’s red tent on the River Walk. With a steadying breath, I make a break for it with Quigley shouting behind me.

  “Where are you—Forget the gumbo, LaFaye!”

  The knees of my trousers rip as I slide behind the tent and poke my head inside. Mama Louise lounges on her stool, long skirts swishing around her old swollen ankles, and she’s fanning herself with an old church bulletin.

  All normal. Like there ain’t five gangster minotaurs trying to burn down the River Walk.

  But it ain’t Mama Louise I’m after. “Howard!”

  The bulky shape stirring the gumbo pot jumps at his name and turns to flash me a wide toothy grin.

  “Give a brother a hand?”

  Quigley wrenches me out of the tent by my suit coat, and we roll together as a shotgun blast roars over our heads and takes out a falafel stand under the street bridge.

  We sit up, shoulders together, Glocks aimed at the approaching beasts.

  They smell like the neon blue porta-johns on the other side of the street market. Not the nice ones. The other ones. After a church choir ate too much of Sister Lucinda’s jambalaya.

  The bull at the front pounds the dirt with his heavy hoof and snorts, throwing monstrous shoulders back as he huffs and puffs through his nose ring.

  Quigley snarls. “Aim for the eyeballs.”

  The tent flap parts in a glorious rush of smoky cumin and spicy cayenne, and Howard emerges, one humongous foot after another, straightening up to his full nine feet. The five minotaurs gawk at him, staring up, up, up at Howard’s face, towering two feet higher than theirs.

  Howard blinks his one eye and waggles fingers at them.

  And just like that, any gumption those gang-bangers had is gone. They turn and hop-gallop away with their tails tucked, taking their nasty aroma with them.

  I let out the breath I’m holding and wave at my boy Howard, who smiles at me with all his crooked teeth.

  Quigley grips my elbow. “Why is there a Cyclops working in that gumbo shop?”

  I shrug. “Howard goes to my church. He puts the one eye in Mama Louise’s one-eyed gumbo.”

  Quigley shows his teeth again, spitting and sputtering in incoherent rage as he scrambles to his feet, brushes off his suit, and storms back to our car.

  Howard offers me a hand up, which I take, and then he lowers a beautiful, steaming tub of fiery red broth toward me. I know from experience that it’ll smell like sausage, chicken, and shrimp blessed with spices and love.

  “Extra spicy.” Howard beams.

  “Extra?” I gasp in delight. “Bien fait, my brother.”

  “LaFaye!” Quigley screams from the car.

  I salute Howard with my tub of gumbo and start toward my partner. “Good news, Quig. I got lunch!”

  




  
  






The Odor Out of Space




Lauren Hildebrand

  
  “Would you excuse me? I think I left something in my car.”

  The restaurant table rocks as I jump up and hurry from the room, no doubt leaving Angela gaping after me. I brush past the maître d’, fling open the doors, and suck in a lungful of asphalt-flavored air.

  Way to kill a first date. Couldn’t you have managed to say, “Hi, I’m Trevor,” first? No, I couldn’t. Not when, as the lovely brunette introduced herself, something wafted off her that yanked me thirty years into the past, to the haunted nightmares of a twelve-year-old boy.

  I lean my head against the bricks and shut my eyes, gasping as I recalled that dark day…

  

  The meteorite streaked above Acton Valley like a blue scream. It crashed in the Kerry farmyard and plowed a trench alongside their well. By noon, half the county had collected to see the barrel-sized space stone and gape at the prodding scientists.

  I staked out my observation point on the dried-up well beside Frank Kerry, a narrow-faced boy who his teacher called “reserved” and the neighbors “sullen.” After Mrs. Kerry had died and Slade Kerry’s drunken rages drove off his oldest sons, few people visited the isolated farmhouse. But today, the yard had a carnival air as Slade recounted the blue flash that “lit up the house and knocked sixteen dishes out of the cupboard.”

  Franky kicked his heels against the well and ignored his father, studying the scientists. One had produced a drill to extract a sample from the meteorite’s core.

  “Where do you suppose he’s from?” Frank spoke quietly.

  I shrugged. “University, I guess.”

  “Not the man. Him.” Leroy gestured to the slightly steaming stone. “What’s he seen? What stories could he tell?”

  I raised my eyebrows. Just then, the drill entered the meteorite. Something popped, there came a hiss like escaping gas, and any words I might’ve spoken vanished beyond recall.

  I smelled outer space.

  Not smelled, exactly; there’s no terrestrial odor like that sensation. I simply filled my lungs, and galaxies exploded in my vision—swirling stars and cloudy nebulae and endless, aching stretches of space so lonely, so horrifyingly vast, I should melt into nothingness before them…

  I exhaled and was back in the silent yard. Around me, pale farmers stared at each other in shock. Something thudded beside a wagon, and a farmhand shouted, “Somebody fetch water! Slade’s fainted.”

  The crowd dispersed soon after with incoherent excuses of “dinner” and “gotta milk them cows.” When the scientists loaded the meteorite into their van and headed away, I looked about for Frank.

  He stood beside the well, gazing into its darkness. “So that’s what you’ve seen,” he whispered.

  Something shifted in the black depths, and again a sense of hugeness pressed upon me. I jumped off the well and raced home, not taking a breath until my lungs felt nigh to bursting.

  Over summer, rumors began. Animals behaved strangely around the Kerry farm. Dogs barked at nothing. Horses shied. Pete Sexton found a jackrabbit sitting in the road, quivering and staring blankly at some unseen threat. The grocer quit buying Kerry’s milk, said it had “a taint” to it. Slade hardly noticed the loss. He was at the liquor worse than ever, always staggering drunk and muttering lunacies about “deep, dark loneliness” and “empty, it’s all nothingness for eternity.”

  Folks began saying the farm’s air was unwholesome. Franky seemed unaffected. His pinched face was as sullen—or reserved—as ever, but he took increased interest in his studies. I sat near him one lunch that fall and, when he bit into an apple, caught a wisp of aching space and swirling, silent vortexes. I shuddered and couldn’t finish my food.

  That winter, Slade abruptly died. “Alcohol poisoning,” the neighbors whispered, though that hardly explained the six cows, eight hogs, and coop of chickens that had expired before their owner. Franky’s aunt took him to live in town, claiming “that abominable space rock” had poisoned the farm. Frank protested, but she was unmoved. No local would set foot on the place, so the house and fields were abandoned to the discolored weeds and strange breezes that had haunted the area since spring.

  Frank was the farm’s only visitor for the next six years. Sometimes, as I hunted Quail Ridge, I spied him down in the deserted yard, staring into the well. Even from half a mile away, a star-flecked shudder would pass me on the wind.

  I parted ways with Franky when we left for college. I studied law; he pursued psychology—or perhaps chemistry—my mother could never remember which. She reported on local doings when I returned with my juris doctor, including the surprising news that someone now lived at the Kerry farm. “Frank’s aunt sold it after you left for school. There’s been no sign of taint for four years; their butter is the freshest in the valley.”

  Mother updates me still on Acton gossip whenever I leave the city and visit home, but she never has news of Frank. I’d almost forgotten the reserved, serious boy…

  

  The restaurant door slams. Angela stalks out, phone pressed to her ear. “Left me without even an introduction. I waited fifteen minutes alone. Lawyers are so rude.” She pauses at a garbage can, digs in her purse, and tosses something into the bin. “See if I ever spend two hundred on a Curie again!”

  I shrink into an alcove as she passes, until her angry voice and the sharp click of her heels fade away. I sigh. So much for that date.

  A breeze stirs the garbage liner, wafting toward me the stench of cigarettes, moldy wrappers, and—space. I stiffen, hold my breath, and approach the bin. On top lies a small bottle with a fancy label. I pluck it out and read the print.

  Even with the elaborate cursive and faux French spelling, there’s no mistaking the name: Galaxy’s Breath, by François Curie.

  




  
  






Waypoint Guardian




Yaasha Moriah

  
  The signal was weak but unmistakable: the rebel waypoint. They had made it!

  Staggering through thick forest undergrowth, Sam and Tony picked up their pace as much as Sam’s mangled leg would allow. Even though Tony helped support Sam’s weight, every step sent a spear of pain shooting up his hastily bandaged leg, aggravating the wound from their encounter with the android from the Center for Undesirables’ Removal and Eugenics.

  “Is it still following us?” Sam asked.

  “I think we lost it,” Tony replied with a grunt. “But we know how fast CURE forces can move, and it’s probably already called for reinforcements.”

  “I meant the skunk.”

  In answer, Tony turned Sam slightly to look back along their trail. A rotund profusion of black and white fur waddled a few meters away, curious nose pointed toward the two young men. Tony chuckled. “It’s been following us for miles. If it weren’t downwind from us, we’d be smothered in stink. Maybe it feels brotherly affection for your”—Tony sniffed— “um, masculine musk.”

  Sam laughed in spite of his pain. Hygiene had never been his strength, despite their mother’s best efforts.

  “How do you do it?” Tony asked. “You’re always attracting some critter.”

  Sam shrugged. “Natural charm.”

  The locator in Tony’s wristwatch guided them until they reached the epicenter of the signal. Sam could barely stand.

  “Hang in there, buddy,” Tony said. “It’s a hillside fort with an invisi-shield around it. The security system should recognize our signal soon.”

  Seconds later, the ground rumbled as an unnatural cleft opened in the side of the slope. Sam’s knees buckled, and darkness swarmed his vision as his brother dragged him through the doorway into a cool, musty-smelling tunnel. All he wanted was to sleep for a long, long time.

  

  When Sam woke, he discovered Tony sitting near him, scanning a wall of monitors while slurping a bowl of soup. Sam surveyed the Spartan waypoint. The concrete bunker was outfitted with a dozen cots, a pantry of dehydrated food, a small arsenal of firearms, and an array of electronic devices and scanners. Looking down at his battered body, he saw that Tony had cleaned and rebandaged his wounds.

  Tony’s chair creaked as he turned. “This rehydrated food isn’t half bad. Want some?”

  “Not really. It smells disgusting.”

  Tony laughed. “That’s not the soup. Your little friend hasn’t given up on you just yet.”

  Sam sat up on the cot, converting a scream of pain to a growl. “Ugh, that skunk’s still there?”

  “Yes, and it’s been making the most plaintive peeps at the waypoint door.”

  “Oh, the poor thing.” Sam rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll have some soup.”

  After Sam had consumed both soup and pain meds, he turned his attention to the screens. “Anything out there… besides the skunk?”

  “Yeah. Our dear friends from CURE are all around us.” Tony’s jaw clenched.

  Sam sucked in a long breath. “How close?”

  “Still a few miles out.”

  “Did you get a message out to let our people know we’re here?”

  “Comm systems have to stay down if we want to stay invisible.”

  “So we’re on our own.”

  “Well, we have the skunk. But I’m going to have to risk his perfume.” Tony gestured to the on-screen system report. “The invisi-shield is up to date, but one of the perimeter points was fried by a storm. I need to replace it before CURE gets any closer, or we’ll risk detection.”

  The entry doors hissed as Tony slipped out. A few minutes later, Tony’s florid face appeared on the camera feed, framed by conifer branches.

  “Sam! Call your skunk off. He won’t let me come down this tree.”

  Swearing under his breath, Sam limped to the waypoint entrance. The skunk turned as he emerged.

  “Beat it, furball!” Sam called, picking up pinecones and throwing them at the creature.

  With the skunk distracted, Tony shimmied down the tree and sprinted toward the open doorway. Startled, the skunk turned and stamped its rear feet, lifting its tail.

  Both young men dove for the entrance, and the doors sealed shut—just ahead of the spray.

  “Well,” gasped Tony. “At least I fixed the shield.”

  

  An hour later, Sam woke from a restless nap to the clank of metal joints and human shouts. His body flared with tense energy. He staggered across the room to lean over Tony’s shoulder, scanning the screens.

  “They’re almost on top of us,” Tony said quietly.

  The waypoint’s camouflaged security cameras revealed a scene that stabbed Sam’s stomach with a blade of terror. About forty CURE troops in their signature smoke-blue uniforms combed through the underbrush, accompanied by six hovering drones and four giant android soldiers.

  “They wouldn’t send soldiers unless they believed we were in the area,” Tony said.

  “And unless they knew we’re rebellion leaders.” Sam leaned over the computer desk, his hands tightening into fists. He swallowed hard, his eyes fixed upon the methodical movements of his enemies as they came closer, foot by relentless foot, calling to one another. Just another yard and even the invisi-shield would offer no more protection.

  “Phew!” A CURE soldier’s voice crackled through a speaker. “What is that stink?”

  “City boy,” another laughed. “Never smelled a skunk before?”

  One soldier’s foot advanced inside the invisi-shield perimeter. Once inside the perimeter, he would see…

  But the soldier’s gaze wasn’t on the landscape before him, because at that moment, the skunk stamped its feet and turned its rear toward its unwelcome visitor.

  The intruding foot withdrew hastily, and the soldier swore. “I’m not getting any closer to that thing!”

  Sam and Tony watched, frozen, as the tide of smoke-blue swept forward and dissipated into the forest shadows, just inches outside the invisi-shield’s range.

  Tony’s impassiveness broke, and he laughed. “We should make your skunk the permanent waypoint guardian. Who knows who might need him next?”

  “Not my skunk,” Sam grumbled, adding with a grin, “But maybe I can train him to tell the difference between enemies and friendlies.”
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Apprentice Call




Laura VanArendonk Baugh

  
  Elysia Parma inverted the narrow mouth of the bottle on her finger and dabbed the grassy oil just inside each nostril, blowing out sharply to blunt the scent’s first impact.

  The oil didn’t help, not really. What her mind interpreted as a smell wasn’t really a smell any more than the color of firelight really was warm. But a strong material scent could sometimes mask the subtler magical impressions, and at least the herbal oil was pleasant.

  It could be much worse. Ewan Hazelrig saw magical energy as disorienting swirls of light and color over his true vision. Louis Herr felt it against his skin. Scenting was rarer and much less distracting in the whirlwind of battle.

  Today, though, there would be no battle, only the melee of children attempting to show off their grandest and least controlled magics.

  Elysia adjusted her silver robes as she entered the walled courtyard where the hopefuls gathered. A broom and fire-quenching sand stood ready in a corner.

  Just one, she thought, looking over two dozen students. Please, one for him. The Circle needed apprentices, but she hoped for one to catch Ewan’s interest. For all his other responsibilities, the man wasn’t happy unless he was teaching, and Holy One knew he needed something to distract him this year.

  A curly-haired boy near the front concentrated with a screwed-up face on an earthenware mug. His purpose wasn’t clear, but it seemed he was not yet successful. Beside him, a work-tanned girl squatted before a candle on the pavement and closed her eyes—a seer, like Ewan, and too novice to keep her true eyes open as she worked. The candle’s wick began to smoke.

  “This is chaos,” complained Ademar Carrock too loudly, tugging crimson robes. “Can’t we stop them until the interviews?”

  He’d raised his voice above sounds Elysia could not hear, but she did not correct him. It could be difficult for even an advanced mage to filter untrained, inefficient magic. Elysia shook her head. “I’m just setting—”

  Childish shrieks interrupted her, and she turned to see the candle melting in leaping flame. With a flick of her fingers, Elysia drew away the offending energy, and the children looked down, abashed at their alarm. Apprentices to magical battle would need sterner minds.

  Elysia ignored them and the over-enthusiastic candlelighter. “Gather into rows, please,” she called. “Bring your accessories, if you have them.”

  The children formed neat lines. Behind her, several members of the Circle spread out, ready to receive applicants. “Wait to be called,” Elysia reminded. “One at a time.”

  Ewan came beside her, and she gave him a sidelong glance. His white robes highlighted his salt-and-pepper hair. “Aren’t you taking applicants?”

  “Not this time.”

  She frowned at him. “You know you’ll miss it.”

  “You don’t seem to.”

  Elysia had established this open call for apprentices twenty years after her own bloody entrance into magical education. Yet despite her insistence that all deserved a chance, she had no apprentice of her own.

  And she knew what some whispered: What whole woman, denied motherhood by magic, would further forfeit the opportunity to train up a child?

  A woman who killed in battle, who lost friends in battle, who, despite knowing the necessity of what they did, did not want to raise a child to kill and be killed.

  She had established a path for others to follow. She did not have to hold their hands as they walked it.

  Conflicting scents pressed through the grassy oil under her nose. Elysia fought a sneeze against what wasn’t there.

  “May I present to you, my lady mage?”

  Elysia looked down at the boy. “I’m sorry, I’m not accepting—”

  A crash of pottery announced a failed demonstration. A boy ran from the courtyard, leaving earthenware bits behind him.

  “Mama said you were the one to ask. She said you’re the one to understand not having fine tutors. More, you’re the best mage on the council.”

  Elysia gestured to Ewan. “Mage Hazelrig is the Grand—”

  “Your mother’s right.” Ewan grinned.

  “She was unfortunately mistaken about my availability,” Elysia said gently. “I’m not looking for an apprentice.”

  He stared up. “But you opened the calls.”

  Elysia drew a breath. “I can give opportunities without schooling all myself. There is more than one way to offer support.”

  “An apt and accurate statement.” Ewan rubbed his chin.

  She looked at him. “I stand by it.”

  “As you should. But how would you have heard those words when you first came to the city?”

  It was an unfair question, because he knew the answer.

  The boy clenched his mouth into a line. He presented an open hand and sent a feather wobbling up from his sweaty palm.

  Elysia, looking down at her own hope, cupped her fingers and held the feather with invisible force. “Catch it.” She sent it toward him.

  He raised a hand and then stopped himself just before snatching it. With a ferocious face of concentration, he tried to draw it down with magic.

  The feather hesitated, flipped on an errant eddy, settled toward his hand. The air smelled of strawberries, warm in the sun.

  He stared at her, eyes wide, hardly breathing. She had once held her breath, too, waiting to hear if she would be accepted or turned away, justified in self-defense or punished.

  That her struggle had been fiercer did not negate his. That his was less difficult now did not mean it was simple.

  “What’s your name?” she asked.

  “Paldu. Paldu Kass.”

  She jerked her head to the side. “Fetch that broom and clear the mess, please. An apprentice should make himself useful.”

  His face split into a broad grin.

  




  
  






The Laundress




Ronnell Kay Gibson

  
  Atop the crimson tent, the enemy’s flag thrashes in the summer breeze, its golden lion crest taunting me. My captor uses the tip of his sword to nudge me through the tent’s opening. Despite the heat, defiant ice courses through my veins.

  Inside, a foul combination of perspiration and mildew assaults my senses. Several officers huddle around a table. The tall one, sporting an array of medals, turns. “A female?”

  “Yes, General Merek. We found her fleeing into the woods just past the ambush site.”

  Merek steps forward. Chills skitter across my neck as his eyes scan my body. “Who are you, and what were you doing on the frontlines?”

  My lie must be convincing. Lives depend on it. “I’m Mariella.” I steady my voice. “I was commissioned to serve Prince Henry and the Agrerian Army as their laundress.”

  “Ah, the mighty prince of Agreria.” The general snorts. “Miss, do you know what happened to your Prince Henry?”

  “I do not.” Another lie.

  “Imprisoned. Along with the rest of his regiment. The survivors, anyway. How foolish of the king to send his only son to fight his battles for him.”

  My captor grabs my arm. “Should I put her in chains out back with the others?”

  “No. Let this young maiden do for us what she did for the Agrerians.” The general smirks. “Launder our clothes.”

  With no hesitation or sense of modesty, the general removes his overcoat, tunic, and trousers, and throws them at my feet. Sweat glistens from his torso. “You can start with those.”

  I pinch my lips to keep from smiling.

  “Lieutenant Dorian, escort Miss Mariella to her new station.”

  With that, Merek turns his back, returning his attention to his strategy session.

  I grab the musty clothes and follow Dorian to the edge of the camp where a black cauldron is suspended over a crackling fire. A reedy man with thinning, gray hair stirs the contents with a giant, wooden spoon. Behind him, rope stretches between two trees with clothes strewn over them.

  “Richards, you’ve been reassigned to the food tent.”

  Richards bows. “Yes, Lieutenant.” He hobbles off, a wide smile on his face.

  “Miss, you should have everything you need.” Dorian’s voice deepens. “If you try to escape, you will be shot.”

  I nod. I have no intention of trying to escape.

  Not yet, at least.

  I watch till he is out of view. “Time to get started.” After adding a sliver of bar soap into the boiling water, I toss in the general’s soiled garments. The smell of lavender wafts in the air.

  I stir the contents and let my mind—and heart—wander. Back to the day my brother died of tuberculosis, remembering his pallid skin, his yellowed, sunken eyes, and the coughing. The relentless, bloody coughing. And how I held him down when he seized, then fell limp in my arms.

  I collapse with the weight of the memory.

  But I have to keep moving. I wipe tears from my eyes and don the oversized gloves. Removing the uniform from the hot water, I wring it several times, then hang it on the rope-line.

  I’m just finishing when Dorian returns. He’s wearing a different uniform, one of a lower class that’s two inches shorter around the ankles and wrists. He hands me his previous garments. “Can you hurry?”

  “With this breeze, they should dry quickly. Stop back in a few hours. Oh, and tell the other officers I can do theirs today, too. Tomorrow I can start the soldiers’.”

  As soon as he leaves, I stoke the fire, add more soap to the cauldron, and throw in Dorian’s outfit.

  I smile as I stir. This time, my memory lands on a handsome youth riding a valiant steed. How my stomach fluttered as he spoke to me the first time. How my skin electrified when he stole a kiss. And how my heart swooned when he pledged to return for me.

  I let the bliss of young love overwhelm my senses.

  But again, I can’t linger here.

  More officers arrive with uniforms, and as the morning wanes, the pile mounts. Each uniform I clean, each memory stirred is an emotion infused into their clothing.

  Mid-afternoon, General Merek arrives wearing his boots and a bathrobe.

  He inspects my work. “Looks clean. Smells fresh.” He disrobes, puts on his laundered uniform, then smooths out the last of the wrinkles. “Well done…” He coughs. “Miss.” And coughs again. He can’t stop. Blood coats his hands.

  Two nearby guards rush to his aid.

  The general gasps. “Doctor!”

  They carry him away. By nightfall, his coughs will cease. So will his breathing.

  The Lieutenant returns an hour later. He pulls his uniform off the rope, holds it to his chest, and sniffs. And sniffs again.

  “It’s lavender,” I tell him. “Do you love it?”

  Dorian’s hard expression softens. His eyes glaze. “Yes… I do.” He lifts his head to the sun and spins. “I love the sun, the sky, and that bird.” He runs over, picks me up, and twirls. “And you.”

  He sets me down, but not before I swipe his keys. I sweeten my voice. “Now, why don’t you go tell everyone how much you love them, too.”

  He kisses my hand. “Yes.” As he walks away, he swoons, “Isn’t love lovely?” A passing soldier scowls at him.

  This process continues into the evening. Each officer who sports a fresh uniform experiences a different sensation—pain, anger, fear, ecstasy—in the extreme. By midnight, each one is out of commission. The rest of the soldiers are too busy dealing with the aftermath to notice a single servant woman walking through the camp to the prisoner corral—straight toward the prince.

  He peers up at me. “Mariella?”

  I drop to my knees. “Yes.”

  After I unlock his bonds, he wraps his arms around me. “My love, I can’t believe you risked your life for me.”

  “Don’t you know? I will always return for you.”

  




  
  






The Perfumers of Qukamar




Beka Gremikova

  
  
    Shallow breaths. Shallow breaths…
  

  Shebalik repeated the mantra as he hurried through Qukamar’s perfume quarter, searching for an emerald-green cleansing stall. Around him, perfumers stirred vibrant powders and plants into jars of oil. Out of habit, his nostrils flared to draw in those varied scents.

  The sweetness of coconut and vanilla swarmed him, overwhelming his senses. He doubled over, his head swimming.

  
    Shallow breaths, idiot!
  

  He pictured Merula rolling her eyes as he flailed under her curse, which had taken away his ability to smell anything other than coconut and vanilla and forced him to shut down his own perfume tent.

  
    You won’t be gloating for long, Merula. I’ll find a cleansing stall and break your curse.
  

  Once his head cleared, he straightened and continued, weaving through the purple tents that sold the floral perfumes preferred by most Qukamarian women. Like Merula, they probably considered his preference for citrus and brine scents lowly. Not many appreciated a hearty, blast-your-nostrils-off scent.

  He found a few green tents, but they all belonged to Merula’s friends. One cast him a pitying glance and whispered, “I’m sorry, Shebalik, but I don’t want to anger Merula and lose my livelihood.” She shuddered. “Or be cursed to smell only sewage for the rest of my life.”

  Shebalik sighed. “I know.” He should never have involved himself with an aromancer.

  He glimpsed another green flash and stepped away from Merula’s friend. Tucked into a nook, a roughly-sewn emerald tent shielded a clutter of clay pots from the searing afternoon sun. Its attendant, a tall, heavyset young woman, nodded at him.

  He stepped closer, grimacing as he breathed too sharply. He resisted the urge to spit out the sudden taste.

  The woman’s lips twitched at his facial expression. “The smell overpowering?” She swept an arm over chipped and faded clay pots that swirled with shimmering oils.

  “To be truthful, no.” He swiped a hand over his brow. “I can’t smell any of your perfumes.”

  She leaned forward, her shining dark eyes alert. “Aromancer get you?”

  He sighed. “Unfortunately.”

  “What did you do? Say she smelled bad?” She laughed.

  “A little more drastic than that.” Shebalik scratched his neck. “We were courting, and I told her I couldn’t stomach her favorite scents… She didn’t take it very well.”

  “Scepters and scimitars!” The woman shook her head. “Aromancers and their perfumes are like nobles with their jewels!” She plucked at the frayed hem of her headscarf. “Anyways, why my lonely little tent? Surely there are more established cleansing stalls?”

  He bowed his head. “They’re all friends with Merula. And…” He straightened. She deserved to know the truth. “Well, they don’t want to anger her.”

  “Ahhh.” The woman frowned. “So, if I help you, she could come after me?”

  “Quite possibly.”

  The woman studied her chipped clay pots. “Well, almost anything’s worth an extra bit of coin.” Her voice quivered slightly. “Come on in. I’m Miryam.” She led him into the shade of her booth. A few oranges and a clump of salt sat on a spindly-legged table. “So, what sort of smell did she curse you with…?”

  “Her favorite perfume. Vanilla bean mixed with coconut.”

  “You poor man. You deserve a king’s medal for suffering through that.” Miryam grabbed a large pot and set it on the table. She poured in a vial of oil, then used a small knife to peel rind from the oranges into the pot. She sprinkled in salt and stirred the ingredients through the oil. “Inhaling a cleansing scent at least once each morning and night for a year should slowly eat away at the curse.”

  Miryam lowered her face into the pot and inhaled. Her shoulders scrunched, then sagged as she sighed deeply. “Scepters and scimitars, that clears the mind!” She wiped up the mess she’d made of orange rinds and juice on the table. “Come try it. Much better than all those floral monstrosities.”

  “Those things give me awful headaches,” Shebalik muttered. Miryam pulled up a chair. He sat, bending over the bowl.

  “You’d never expect your beloved to wear such perfumes to be more ladylike?” Her tone was sharp. He turned to glance at her, and her round cheeks darkened with a blush.

  “No,” he said. “She could wear whatever scent she preferred.”

  “Even if society thinks only men should like it? A strong, sweep-your-nostrils-off sort of scent?”

  He gripped the edge of the table. “Especially if it’s that.”

  Her blush deepened, and she gently pushed his face into the bowl. Cool stickiness brushed his nose. “Inhale,” she ordered, slightly breathless, “and hold your breath for a count of thirty.”

  He sucked in a breath of the usual sickly sweetness and held it. A strong, burning sensation, like sniffing pepper, buffeted him. When he released the breath and sniffed, he caught a whiff of saltiness.

  His heart leaped.

  Though the curse swooped back in at full force, for a moment, his head had been clear. He’d felt like himself again: Shebalik, who loved brine and citrus and rain—scents that cleansed rather than cloyed.

  He was one step closer to getting his life back.

  “It’s nice knowing I’m not the only one who appreciates a strong scent.” He counted out silver pieces.

  “It really is,” Miryam murmured, pouring the perfume into vials. “I never thought…” She shook her head. “Anyways, come back whenever you run out. To buy more, I mean.” Accepting the silver from him, she tugged her headscarf closer around her face.

  Shebalik paused at the threshold of the tent. “I pray you don’t get in trouble for this.”

  “Well, if I do, I’ll just cleanse myself.” No tremor in her voice, she tapped the pot filled with the leftover brew and, with a teasing flick of her fingers, shooed him away.

  Outside, he cracked open a vial. Surely he could catch that fleeting saltiness again. His pulse raced as he raised the vial to his nose. Then, for the first time in months, Shebalik let himself breathe deeply.

  




  
  






The Guardian and the Chandler




Michael Dolan

  
  Gmuren waited patiently in the dark cavern, certain the visitor would soon arrive. All who entered the tunnels eventually reached the mushroom grotto, though recently, only end-witches dared probe their depths.

  But the figure that stepped into the cavern, torch held aloft, was no end-witch. It was a boy, and the smell of dirt and grime indicated he had journeyed for some time. He paused at the edge of the mushroom field and slowly swept his torch in front of him, casting its light over the fungi. He did not see Gmuren, because Gmuren couldn’t be seen unless one was searching for him.

  Gmuren waited until the boy reached for a mushroom before speaking. “Who comes to harvest without permission?”

  The boy jumped up, then spun in a hesitant circle. “I am Rivi, of Ousenai village. I did not know permission was needed.” The torchlight danced as his arm trembled. “Who are you?”

  Gmuren’s large, shadowy form rumbled and strode forward, the boy’s eyes widening as his presence was unveiled. “I am Gmuren, guardian of the Ikhovian undercaps. For what purpose do you seek my bounty?”

  “Well met, Gmuren.” Rivi bowed his head. “I am merely a humble chandler, seeking a pleasing scent to employ in my craft.”

  Gmuren shook his gargantuan body, causing the walls of the cavern to groan and quake. “I will not be mocked in my own domain. The value of these mushrooms lies in their magic alone. Things of beauty do not make their home here.”

  Rivi paused. “Perhaps. But in the candle I wish to make, the aroma of the mushrooms will not be one of must and decay, but of hope and resolve.”

  “You truly are a youngling,” Gmuren said. “Only they dare make such claims about their skill.”

  The boy shook his head. “I am a novice, but it is not my skill that transforms the scent of the mushrooms. In my village, it is tradition to light candles for the dying. We chandlers learn to fashion aromas into our wares, offering comfort as people pass into the next life.

  “I seek the undercaps to create a candle for a great hero, now facing his last days,” Rivi continued. “Long ago, before even my parents were born, he journeyed here on a quest in search of a crystal to rid the land of a great evil.”

  Gmuren knew of whom the boy spoke. Had that encounter truly been decades ago? “I remember him—the Gleambearer. Back then, he was not much older than you are today. On his deathbed already? How quickly time passes for those unprotected by stone and soil.”

  “True, but with our memories, we may still visit the most precious of those times as long as we have breath. Which is why I come here today.”

  “Oh?”

  “Whenever our hero told his story, he said surviving the trial to obtain an Ikhovian mushroom from this domain bolstered his spirit for the quest ahead.” Rivi straightened and stared at Gmuren. “I hope that same scent may strengthen him again as he prepares to face his last, uncertain adventure.”

  Gmuren swelled, pleased with the virtue of Rivi’s quest. “A noble ambition bonding two worthy hearts. But if the Gleambearer shared his tale so often, you must know that he did not simply receive one of the undercaps. He paid his price by facing—and overcoming—the great serpent Vameril-Soth, whose banishment holds steady to this day. This realm has not been troubled by such a foe since.”

  Rivi’s eyes lowered. “Even if it were, I do not know if I would have the skills to defeat such a beast.”

  “Speak more, then, of the skills you do possess.” Gmuren considered the chandler. “Tell me of these candles you fashion.”

  Rivi’s gaze returned to Gmuren. “It is an art stretching back generations. When our candles burn, they release all manner of fragrances. Rich cinnamon for times of celebration. Soothing lavender to bring peace to troubled hearts. But the greatest are those that burn beside the dying, reminding them of the beauty and joy of their lives.”

  “Can these candles truly accomplish so much?”

  “Indeed. One of my first smelled of plumeria, which reminded a woman of her mother’s magnificent garden. For another, I crushed seashells and driftwood to recall the scent of the sea that an old captain had called home for years. Most recently, I crafted one with magnolia and vanilla for a widower, whose wife wore those fragrances every day until her passing.”

  For a time, the cavern was silent. Then Gmuren spoke. “Wonder. Exploration. Companionship. These are not things I will ever know as guardian here. It is the lot I have accepted.” He sighed, and the rock walls seemed to swell with his breath. “But your words have piqued my longing.”

  He shifted closer to Rivi. “You may harvest an undercap for the Gleambearer’s candle, but as with him, a price must be paid. Every year, you must bring me a candle with a different scent, one that smells of beauty and life.”

  Rivi stepped forward and smiled. “So shall it be.”

  Thus, the bargain was struck. The chandler harvested a mushroom and returned through the winding caves toward his home. Gmuren remained in the cavern, ever guarding the field of undercaps. One day as he watched and waited, he recognized the familiar smell of a well-traveled boy—returning sooner than expected.

  “Greetings, guardian,” Rivi said as he stepped into the mushroom grotto.

  “Greetings, chandler,” answered Gmuren.

  Rivi set down a small cylinder of wax and lit it a respectful distance from the undercaps. A sweet fragrance lifted from the candle, filling the cavern with mostly unfamiliar scents, though underpinned with the unmistakable smell of the Ikhovian mushrooms.

  “What is this smell designed to evoke, chandler?” Gmuren asked, surprised to discern the fungi’s scent in a gift crafted to express beauty.

  Rivi smiled. “To me, it smells of friendship.”
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Of Masks and Macarenas






READERS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER
Beka Gremikova

  
  “I hate my job.” Tina scowled at the curtains that separated her from the audience. “I’d rather play bingo.”

  “No, you don’t.” Tello, the stage manager, shuffled his cue cards. “And no, you wouldn’t. You hate bingo.” He tugged at her arm. “Come on, your cue’s coming any minute!”

  “Yayyyyy, time to go get out-staged by a—”

  “Oh hush, you should be grateful! All the great singers get haunted. It’s part of their charm.” His face brightened. “That’s your cue!”

  Before Tina could protest, he pushed her into the middle of the stage. She nearly tripped and landed on her face. She gave her skirts an angry swish and shot a dark look over her shoulder. Tello just smiled at her.

  Tina glanced up into the rafters. A chuckle floated down to her.

  She sighed.

  Her nemesis was here.

  From the musicians’ pit, the soaring strains of the chorus faded away. Then the high notes of her aria tiptoed through the air. She folded her hands together, heart thumping. Her shoulders tensed.

  Then, she started to sing.

  She poured all her strength and power into her voice, and the front row audience members leaned forward in their chairs. Their rapt attention lasted through the song’s midpoint, the ghost in the rafters staying silent. Tina rolled her shoulders, felt a relieved smile stretch her lips—

  As if on cue, the ghost’s deep, smooth voice cut off her song. The musicians scrambled to best match the ghost’s dramatic tenor, the melody swinging low and haunting.

  She waved at the maestro, hoping to get him to cater to her, not the ghost.

  But the maestro’s eyes were on his musicians, and the audience’s attention swiveled to the rafters, where a shadow danced across the curtains.

  Was the ghost dancing the Macarena while singing an opera?

  Chuckles floated to her from the front row.

  Not only had he taken over her act, he’d made it into a laughingstock. That interrupting, thieving opera ghost.

  During his first appearance two nights ago, Tina had tried to fight back. She’d projected more, pressed her voice higher and further, but he had still drowned her out. She drew herself upright and walked off the stage, ignoring Tello’s protest. She’d cut this ghost off before his presence became a refrain.

  
    Time to do a bit of ghost hunting.
  

  

  Tina strode through the meandering tunnels under the old opera house, snagging cobwebs Tello had allowed to build up for dramatis effectis. She swiped them against her skirts. “Good grief, this place probably hasn’t been cleaned since Erik lived here!” She shuddered at the mention of the human-pretending-to-be-a-ghost who had tormented her poor predecessor.

  She turned down a passage. Doors etched with golden stars lined the walls. The high, soft voices of long-dead opera singers drifted out. At least these ghosts knew how to behave. They haunted the ancient dressing rooms, emerging only at night for bingo in the opera hall. The living were… discouraged from joining after the ghosts discovered they were too slow at calling and too quick to shout “bingo!”

  Past the last door, Tina marched down a set of narrow stairs leading to Erik’s old domain. The strains of a popular tune floated through the air, full of funk and bounce.

  Heh. My hunch was right. He would use the Phantom’s old chambers, the upstart.

  She stopped on the last step. In the lavish room before her, a masked ghost danced the Macarena with gyrating hips and flailing arms. “Is that the only dance you know?” she asked.

  The ghost startled and whirled around, hand clasped to his chest. “What—what are you doing here?” He sounded vexed. “Can’t a ghost enjoy some downtime? It’s my off hours! I’m not haunting you right now.”

  Tina plopped onto a nearby red satin sofa, crossing her ankles in an overly-dramatic, ladylike way. “Maybe I’ve decided to haunt you instead.”

  “That’s ridiculous!”

  “Well, every real phantom needs a ghost hunter, right? It’s like vampires and slayers.”

  “Says who?” The ghost flipped his cape over his shoulder.

  “Says the majority rule of pulp fiction.”

  “Ghosts haunt. They. Do. Not. Get. Haunted.” He stabbed an ethereal finger at her with each word.

  She bit back a giggle. “Why not? We’re in the twenty-first century. Equal opportunity haunting and all that.” She mock-glowered at him. “Are you saying I can’t haunt because I’m alive? How very narrow-minded of you.”

  He gaped at her. “But, ever since Erik, there’s been a long, esteemed tradition of Christines being haunted!”

  “We don’t appreciate it,” Tina said crisply. “And Erik wasn’t even a real ghost!”

  “Well, after seeing a fake ghost do so much, some of us real ghosts felt outdone. You can’t let a fake ghost out-ghost a real ghost!”

  “Real ghosts stay quiet!” Tina snapped. “They make lights flicker, and sometimes do jump scares, and utter low, moaning noises that make you question your life choices—but they do not interrupt my singing!” She leaned back. “I’ll let you off easy, because I’m a nice person—”

  “Says who?” muttered the ghost.

  She ignored that. “—And because I want to encourage you to live your best ghost life.”

  “We only choose the greatest singers to haunt. You should feel flattered!”

  “Well, I’m not. Listen, if you don’t cut it out, I’ll haunt you back. I’ll randomly interrupt your Macarena sessions. I’ll”—she racked her brain—“I’ll make them let me call at bingo.”

  He gasped. “No! Not bingo! You’ll ruin it!”

  She stood, and the ghost shrank back. “Indeed, bingo.” She pretended to hold up a bingo ball. “B Fiiiiiiiiiiiiiive…” She dragged out the word, her voice barely audible.

  “Fine! Fine, I’ll stop haunting you!” The ghost wrung his hands. “On Erik’s grave, I swear. Anything to save bingo!”

  As she climbed the stairs, Tina sighed in relief. She’d almost had to play bingo. She swiped a hand across her forehead, streaking cobwebs across her skin. Close call.

  




  
  








A Squeak in the Night




Leslie L. McKee

  
  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  I emerge from a sound sleep—a miracle in itself since my back pain keeps me awake most nights. But this time, something wakes me up.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  There it is again. My heart races. Is someone in the house? 

  The neighbors were robbed last week. After they reported it, I stood engrossed, staring out the window as two squad cars pulled into their driveway. I even moved my solar bobblehead collection to the west-facing window so I could get a better view as the officers walked around the property. Just like on the TV crime shows I watch regularly! The next day Jeff and I installed the security system.

  I activated the alarm when we got home from dinner tonight. I checked it an hour later. And double-checked. Then, right before coming to bed, I triple-checked.

  What if our son snuck out after curfew and didn’t reset the alarm? What if there was a power failure?

  I look at my husband, wondering if he noticed anything. Of course not. Dead to the world, as usual. The earbuds he’d worn to listen to the hockey game are still in his ears.

  I check the clock as I slide out of bed. 12:01 a.m. I grab the closest thing I have to a weapon—my Thera Cane. I’m glad the physical therapist had recommended I do my therapy exercises first thing in the morning and right before bed. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have anything useful nearby. Sure, it’s not a baseball bat, but it’ll still hurt if I hit someone with the hard plastic device. I know that all too well from my physical therapy exercises. I still have the accidental bruised ankle and broken toe to prove it.

  I open my half-closed door and follow the noise into the hallway.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  My ears pick up on the rhythmic sound. Evenly patterned. Perfectly timed. Almost like the metronome that used to keep me on track while practicing piano scales.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  I shuffle past the bathroom and glance in. Nothing out of place. Nothing to explain the noise. Next up: the living room. That must be where the intruder is.

  I pause. Should I tiptoe back and wake up my husband? No. For a thin man, he walks like a herd of elephants clomping through the African rainforest. By comparison, I’m a ninja. I can even sneak up on my highly sensitive turtle, Speedy. He acts brave—his neck and feet outstretched, basking on his rock in the warming light—until something unexpected occurs. Then, he gasps, sucks in, and hides in his shell.

  I pass Speedy’s tank. No movement. He’s sleeping. Interesting that he hasn’t noticed anything amiss. How could someone be in this room, so close to him, without him even waking up?

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  What is that noise?

  Since my accident years ago, I’ve been blessed with super vision and super hearing. I’ve never understood the connection, but it almost makes up for the fact that I live with chronic pain. I no longer need a flashlight to navigate in the dark—everything is as clear to me as if it were noon instead of midnight. And I can hear a fly buzzing in the upstairs bathroom. Unlike my husband, I notice every little thing. I usually view these new powers are positives. Though, right now, I wish that wasn’t the case. The squeaking noise is almost deafening.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  I follow the sound and round the corner. I peek over the loveseat. I tip my head and home in on what it could be. The sound comes from over by the door. Near the picture window. I pray the neighbors aren’t awake to see me creeping around in my nightgown, wielding a weapon.

  But that hardly matters right now… Someone, or something, is on the front porch, trying to break in.

  I move slowly, clutching my Thera Cane and tapping the balled end against my closed fist. They won’t be expecting me!

  Cane at the ready, I slink closer to the window.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
  

  I raise the cane. Tighten my grip. Prepare to swing.

  
    Squeak. Squeak. Squ—
  

  There on the windowsill. Something moves. I bring my Thera Cane down as hard as I can, and it connects with a thud that I feel all the way into the small of my sore back.

  Silence. No movement.

  I creep forward, cane raised, in case the varmint is not quite dead.

  I laugh as I stare at the sight before me and shake my head in disbelief.

  I’ve uncovered the culprit, all right. On the floor in front of the moonlit windowsill lies the remains of my little solar-powered panda. He used to smile at me and happily swing back and forth between the small plastic trees.

  Not anymore.

  




  
  






Into the Jonahverse




Michael Teasdale

  
  Always last to everything.

  Jonah is the last of his class to change, both physically and developmentally.

  He hears the cries from out in the hallway. The scuffling playfights, the macho name-calling. Everything he seeks to avoid as he slinks from the dressing room into the whitewashed cubicle, towel tight around his waist, hiding his shame until he feels safe to remove it.

  His hand twists the knob and a blast of warm water cascades down on his wiry frame, drowning out the voices.

  Jonah scrubs off the mud as quickly and efficiently as he can—toweling down like a lunatic, pulling the soft cotton tightly around him once more, keeping an ear out for any indication of the boys returning.

  In his haste to finish, he slips on the wet floor. Staggers forward. Eats the wall with a crunch… and hears the voice.

  “Please, help me.”

  His eyes flit to the showers’ entrance.

  No. The sound comes from somewhere behind the wall.

  “Please… please help me.”

  Tentatively, Jonah presses his ear to the wall, taps it with a finger. Is it hollow?

  “I’ve been trapped here for so long. Please let me out!”

  Jonah steps back, his bare feet splashing in the pooling lather, then he notices it.

  A crack. A fissure, running up the wall, stopping and splitting off in a perpendicular direction.

  Jonah’s eyes track the contour.

  A rectangle.

  A door? And behind it… a voice?

  “Who’s back there?” His voice echoes through the empty hollow of the cubicles.

  The reply comes back louder, still muffled but real.  “It’s me. It’s Jonah! Please let me out!”

  Jonah’s cheeks burn at the mention of his name. He can almost visualize the scale of the ruse, yet his hands reach forward anyway, as if controlled by some external will, placing pressure on the center of the fissure.

  The texture of the wall feels different here. Something gives, and he loses his balance for a second time. His towel drops from his waist, and he scrambles to retrieve it, rising only in time to see the black rectangle of darkness that has replaced the wall and the scrawny, gaunt-eyed boy who stands shivering in its depths.

  “I’m sorry,” says the boy in a familiar voice, “but it’s someone else’s turn!”

  Before Jonah can react, the boy’s hands are upon him, pivoting and shoving him into that selfsame darkness. He lands in a heap, turning only to see the boy mouth a silent apology, as the door slides closed between them.

  Darkness.

  Jonah screams, clambers to his feet, hammers at the wall with the flats of his hands. He hears the boy’s voice, fainter now, as if moving away, but calling out to him all the same.

  “You have to find another way. It’s my turn now. There are other doors. Just listen. Listen carefully.”

  Footsteps.

  Silence.

  Jonah tries to breathe. He remembers the basement during summer camp. The rattle of keys and the cruel laughter of the other students. The moment Mrs. Jones set him free. The relief, the daylight, and the…

  Noise.

  It comes from far to his left. Groping in the darkness, he sidesteps slowly through the shadowy passage until he nears the source.

  He knows the sound well: bone on flesh. A fist striking human tissue.

  “What’s the matter, Jonah? Want another one? Just say it and get it over with.”

  Another voice.

  “Okay… Okay, I’ll say it. I’ll say it.”

  Jonah knows this voice, too. It is his own voice. He winces as it obeys.

  Shaking his head, he shuffles away, moving silently on through the passage, rejecting the horrible familiarity of submission.

  As Jonah moves he hears more voices, blending and reverberating. Every voice his own, but all somehow unique. They echo as he shuffles on, wondering if each voice resides behind further fissures and cracks, more doors that might open.

  Eventually, he hears a less familiar conversation.

  “Hey, Jonah. You done? It’s lunchtime.”

  The bully again, only this time… different?

  “Almost. I’ll catch you in the cafeteria.”

  It is his own voice, yet also subtly altered, bolder and more confident.

  Jonah stops. He remembers the boy who first tricked him, another Jonah, weaker and scrawnier than himself. Is that why he chose him? Is this to be his own way out?

  “Hey,” Jonah yells. “Hey! Help me! I’m trapped in here!”

  There is a pause, then the sound of the shower turning off and damp, sticky footsteps approaching. “Who’s there?” comes the reply.

  Jonah knows better now.

  “Please,” he yells back. “Push on the wall. It’s thinner here. I’m stuck behind it!”

  A pause. Then a rush of air whistles past his left ear, and a crack of light emerges, as the false-wall begins sliding back. Jonah throws his back to the barrier and follows its movement. In the darkness, he holds his breath as he hears the feet slosh forward, moving tentatively into the shadowy space, alongside him.

  Reaching out, Jonah finds the flesh and pushes, as hard as he can, staggering backward, out into the light. For a second, the double turns, a look of confusion mixed with despair crossing his face. Jonah mouths a silent apology as the door closes, sealing his twin behind it.

  From the other side of the wall, the doppelganger screams. Jonah’s response is quick. He wanders over to each shower and turns them on in succession, each cascade of water silencing the screams a little more.

  “Hey Jonah, you coming or not?” comes the cry from outside the changing room.

  Jonah ignores it. He walks up to the wall and presses his face close.

  “If you can hear me,” he says “I’m sorry. You can find a way out. There are other doors. Any of them will be okay for you. You’re stronger than I am. For me… it had to be this one.”

  Pulling his towel tight around him, Jonah straightens his back and strides out of the showers, leaving the water running.

  




  
  






The Window




Sarah Wilson

  
  I woke to a disappeared world.

  Diffused light met my eyes as I tried to make sense of the phenomenon before me. My single studio-bedroom window had transformed into a blurry mass.

  Curious, I tip-toed closer to inspect. A breeze rippled the colorless blur obscuring my window. A tarp? For what purpose, I did not know. Though I couldn’t shake the strangeness of this new blindness, I knew there must be a rational explanation. Was it this week that the building was scheduled to be repainted?

  Deciding that must be the case, I sat at my typewriter and began my autobiography; all the while, that shrouded portal fluttered in a breeze I could not feel.

  

  The next morning, I woke in search of sunlight and found the tarp still barring the world from me. My brow furrowed.

  
    It’s still here?
  

  Dismayed but still determined to be productive, I slid the window open so that I might find some connection with the outside despite no wind or sun or sight. This illusion was better than nothing; I never went outside unnecessarily, anyway. It was safer here, with the whole world contained in one square frame where I could watch it evolve or collapse; where I could live my solitary life without the world spinning from my control. Yes, it is safer here.

  Not long after starting my writing, a noise crept in from outside. It was a bird—wasn’t it? I had never heard anything like it in my life. The call croaked through the air like life itself emerging from the mud. It was haunting and primordial and melodic, and I found myself imagining some great prehistoric creature signaling out into a swamp. Or maybe it wasn’t ancient at all, but an undiscovered species—and it’s just outside! Unthinking, I leapt to the window. I need to see what it is!

  The tarp answered my excited eyes with uncaring denial. The bird called again, retreating farther away into the imagined distance, taking the smallest part of me with it.

  

  The third day found me resentful of that barrier. What right did it have to turn windows into walls—to trap me here? My hand, too timid to disturb the shield before me, ripped the page from the typewriter and threw it to the floor. The sound of yelling interrupted my temper.

  Somewhere outside, down below my second story apartment, people shouted. I listened carefully, but their voices were unintelligible. What language is that? Their words stretched and bubbled into alien sounds, and I strained my ears for an era, trying to make sense of it. My day’s work remained unfinished on the floor.

  

  On day four, a siren pulsed in the street. It did not stop. I did not sleep.

  

  Day five began so quietly, my clacking keyboard distracted me from the distant hum of an engine, the deepening rumble of a propeller, the whistle of plummeting wings, the—A plane is falling from the sky!

  I instinctively looked to that covered glass for some sign of coming calamity—a collapsing shadow, a burning flash—but there was only the growing roar of an engine and the staccato of spinning blades descending over me. The noise swallowed everything, even the panicked pulsing of my blood through my brain. I threw myself to the floor among scattered words on scattered pages, hands covering my head, and waited for the end.

  The cacophony stopped. As quickly as my last hurried inhale, everything was silent again. I looked with incredulous relief to the window, then grew worried.

  
    Am I losing my mind?
  

  The tarp gave no answer. I stayed curled on the floor until the room darkened.

  

  The following days passed with continued mystery.

  One afternoon, a sound like a cathedral organ struck as violently as a clock striking noon, then descended into song. My typewriter was no match for that ghostly tune. I paused my work to listen, and I was haunted. My old, tangible fears of the world now contended with the symphony of nightmares in my head, and I was still too afraid to leave. Could anyone else hear what I heard? Was it just me? Was I alone?

  Either way, fear kept the door shut.

  

  Once at dusk, footsteps passed by the window.

  
    A visitor! 
  

  “Where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you!” My voice cracked, but joy fell like rain from my bloodshot eyes. “I’ve been all alone hearing the craziest things! I haven’t typed one sane word in days! You wouldn’t believe—!”

  My euphoria sank into my stomach. Who am I talking to? My second-floor window had no ledge anyone could stand on. But I had heard them! Footsteps, heavy as on a wooden floor—if one had existed there.

  “…H-hello?”

  The footsteps crept closer, arriving on the other side of the glass, somewhere in the imperceptible inches in front of me. They stopped. No other sound but my panicked breathing.

  
    What was I talking to?
  

  No answer in the lonely silence.

  

  The next morning, I awoke to the sound of tearing. The tarp is coming down!

  My curtains were still closed, but I knew I was right. Desperately relieved, I ran over a graveyard of pages to the window and tore the curtains back as I heard the last corner of the tarp being ripped away.

  I froze for a moment that lasted an age. The tarp rustled in the wind, still completely covering my window, waving condescendingly at my horror.

  When would this curse end? Was I damned to live among the unfinished pages of my life while the universe unraveled? While it left me alone to wonder?

  
    Hellish portal, if only you would open, I could be done with this waking nightmare. 
  

  But it remained. That black hole devoured the universe and gave it passage into my head, each murmur a memory. A story never ending. Giving me everything, and leaving me nothing.

  




  
  






Sound Waves and Sunshine




Daleen Cowgar

  
  The City Hall walls are made entirely of glass. The sun pierces through, warming my back.

  It would be a beautiful day if not for the two security guards pointing tasers at my face.

  City Hall’s hustle lurches into slow motion. The second hand on the clock could race a snail… and the snail would win. One guard’s mouth moves like a glacier. I have time to wonder if he’ll finish his sentence.

  But then, the second hand clicks, and everything is normal. The crowd moves again. The security guard finishes his sentence.

  “Mr. Korhonen.” His lips shape into words for me to read. “You need to leave now.”

  He knows I’m Deaf, yet he speaks anyway. He also knows my deafness is why I’m here, why I’ve been here day after day asking to speak to the Council. What he doesn’t know is, I won’t be here tomorrow.

  I don’t give any indication that I understand him.

  He steps closer. “Mr. Korhonen, you have been warned not to come back. If you do not leave, we will have you removed. You have until the count of five.”

  The only thing that moves is my hand. I finger the stitches across my throat to remind myself this isn’t a dream.

  “Five,” the guard says, holding up five fingers.

  That’s how old my daughter is.

  The city brought this upon themselves. The Sue Thomas School for the Deaf was the only Deaf school within a hundred miles. The Council rezoned it, said it would be more profitable as something else. We have a fine special education program, they said. We don’t need two.

  Will they have a Deaf teacher? we asked through our interpreter. The one we were forced to pay for, since the Council didn’t hire one for a meeting they knew would be filled with Deaf people. Will they learn sign language? Deaf history? Pride for their culture?

  The Council didn’t hesitate. Our teachers are the best in the county. While your children are encouraged to learn sign at home, we will teach them English in class.

  “Four.” One finger drops.

  I went to a hearing school. The teacher did not sign and was suspicious when my friend and I signed, often punishing us for it. Learning to speak without hearing the sounds escaping your throat is nearly impossible. I speak, but with a Deaf accent. People don’t hesitate to point it out.

  The school told my hearing parents I would be successful in the “real world” because of the education I received, but McCarty Military Lab laid me off two weeks ago. They found someone who better understood the project, they said. It sounded like, we found someone who isn’t Deaf.

  I haven’t told my wife yet. She thinks I’m on a business trip. When I hugged her goodbye for too long, she laughed. You’re going to see me again. This isn’t the end of the world.

  I only hugged her tighter. One never knows when the end of the world will arrive, I said.

  “Three.” His three looks like a ‘w,’ like all hearing threes do. If my daughter goes to a hearing school, her threes will look like that, too.

  McCarty Lab was experimenting with weaponry that could be implanted into a soldier’s body. I toyed with the idea of sound. What if the voice could be a weapon, a sonic burst that could rupture eardrums, destroy or weaken buildings, completely stun their opponent?

  The problem: our soldiers were battered by the sound. Even though they weren’t in the sound wave’s path, their own thundering voice was beyond their tolerance.

  They needed someone deaf. Someone like me.

  When the lab fired me, I stole the weapon and had it implanted. My whole life, people have disliked my slurred letters, my Deaf accent, my uncontrolled volume.

  It’s only appropriate, then, that my voice should be my weapon.

  “Two.”

  You have this one chance to leave, I sign. They probably don’t know ASL, but then again, they don’t think I know how to read lips. I suppose it’s only fair that I give them the same chance they gave me.

  “One.” The guard’s eyes narrow. “On your knees.”

  
    “No!”
  

  I mean to say it normally, but I am furious. It comes out as a roar.

  I can’t hear the sound escaping my lips, but I see the sound wave. Glass shatters above me and cascades like a waterfall, sparkling in the sun. The guards crumple, the strength of my voice forcing them down. The tasers lie abandoned on the floor. Hands cover their ears. Blood streams between their fingers.

  I know what their diagnosis will be: Ruptured eardrum, late-deafened, caused by excessive sound. Cure: none.

  They are now as deaf as I am.

  Movement beyond them grabs my attention. A mother curls around her child, the sun glinting off shattered glass across her back. An employee peeks wide-eyed over a desk. An older man, blood also trickling out of his ears, attempts to stand, though he only makes it to his knees. When he notices my gaze, he raises his hands in the air, lips muttering a phrase I can’t see well enough to understand.

  I am the cause of it all.

  The shattered glass becomes a field of red and blue as cop cars skid to a stop just outside. They’ll be rushing in soon to arrest me.

  My daughter’s excitement about starting at the Deaf school next year is the only thing that forces me up the steps, though I want to rush back to our house to see her one last time. I know the Mayor is currently meeting with the Council, and they will re-open the school, no matter the cost.

  If this city will not heed our signs, they will hear my voice. If they cannot be bothered to hear us, then neither will I hear their pleas for mercy. Instead, I will think of my daughter, and speak.

  




  
  






Dragon’s Best Friend




Cynthia Wilfert

  
  “Now, see here!” Rex glared down at the little black dog sinking its teeth into his toe. “If anyone in this family should be devouring enemies, it’s me.”

  The dog craned its neck to peer at the dragon. There was a moment of blessed silence. But then… “Woof! Woof-woof! Woo-oo-oof!”

  Rex sighed and sat back on his haunches, lifting his ears as far as possible without taking flight. Nothing so small should have been able to produce such a piercing sound. It must have been audible from miles away.

  Albert ran and scooped the dog into his arms. The yowling ceased. “Sorry, Rex. Princess is just excited. She’s coming with us!”

  The boy seemed surprisingly chipper considering the day held his dreaded appointment. Albert was a delicate child, prone to illness and bouts of anxiety. He rarely left the estate grounds. When he did leave, the family traveled with Rex rather than by carriage. Albert felt more secure with the dragon. He’d always run to Rex when he was upset, finding comfort in the shelter of his wings.

  Lately, however, the dog had become Albert’s constant companion. Rex eyed Princess warily as Albert wrestled her into an odd contraption of cords and buckles. “See, she has a harness like yours! We’ll hook onto you together.”

  Rex leaned down to see what indeed resembled a miniature version of his own flying harness. The dog tensed. When Rex’s snout drew too close, her lip peeled back in a snarl.

  “Princess,” Duchess Elizabeth chided as she joined them.

  Albert looked to his mother. “I don’t understand why she doesn’t like Rex.”

  “She doesn’t know him yet. She should spend more time with him.”

  Rex wasn’t sure his ears or toes would appreciate that. He held his tongue, however, when Elizabeth cast him a sharp glance. He flattened onto his belly. As Albert climbed aboard, Elizabeth caressed Rex’s cheek and spoke close to his ear. “She helps keep him calm. You are still his greatest protector, but Princess can go places you cannot, like the doctor’s office. You’re allies.” She stepped back to meet his eye, then smiled and added in a whisper, “No need for jealousy.”

  He snorted as she went to join Albert. A great dragon, jealous of a dinky little dog? Preposterous.

  Once his passengers were settled, Rex took off. The flight did not silence Princess. She barked at a flock of geese, then at another dragon in the distance. Rex could hear Albert’s laughter on the wind.

  They touched down in a field outside the medical complex, and Albert walked away with one hand in his mother’s, the other wrapped around Princess’s leash. Rex lay down and set his chin on his forelegs with a sigh.

  He sulked for some time before he heard that too-familiar barking. He’d been right; the horrendous sound was audible over great distances.

  And it did not taper off, instead increasing in volume and intensity. Rex frowned and sat up, tilting his head. The barking grew more frantic until it morphed into an outright howl.

  Rex had launched himself over the complex before he quite knew what he was doing.

  He followed Princess’s call to a covered walkway linking buildings. With little deliberation, he unfurled his talons, grasped the metal canopy, and yanked. It popped off like a cork from a bottle. He discarded it atop a nearby fountain and took in the scene below.

  Two men held Albert, tugging him towards the opposite door. The boy was crying. Was this a kidnapping?

  They turned to gape up at Rex. Princess left off the howling to get a strong grip on one man’s pant leg. His partner abandoned him, releasing Albert and dashing for the door. Rex reached down to give the runner a little flick. The man flew into the wall and collapsed, unconscious.

  The other panicked, kicking the dog. Princess let out a pained yelp. Albert wailed. Rex roared and moved in, jaws open.

  “Treomen Reckenweald!”

  Despite frequent use when he’d engaged in the king’s service during the wars, Rex had not heard his proper name in ages. When he’d retired to the companionship of the duke’s family, it had proven too difficult for children’s tongues. Hearing it now gave him pause.

  He swung his head to face the duchess, the still-conscious dog-kicking offender dangling by the coat from Rex’s teeth. The fellow made such a ruckus that Rex had to put him down, caging him in with his talons, so he could hear what Elizabeth was saying.

  “They work here! They were taking him for his tests!” She rushed over to gather Albert in her arms, turning a glare on the bespectacled man cowering behind her in the doorframe. “Clearly they lost my very specific requests for his treatment.”

  “Oh,” said Rex. He’d heard that tone before; heads would roll without need for Rex to do the rolling. Reluctantly, he released his prisoner.

  Thus, evening found Albert sheltered against Rex’s side with Princess in his lap, the three of them piled together upon the lawn.

  Rex considered the situation. No one had been irreparably damaged; Princess was only a bit bruised. The medical staff would reconsider their handling of patients. Albert had been shaken, but he’d enjoyed Rex’s handiwork. He’d also been buoyed by Princess’s newly allowed presence.

  Rex reevaluated the dog. She tended toward overzealous but clearly understood their role as family protectors. She was too small to be much physical threat, but her voice could be a powerful asset if properly directed.

  Rex craned his neck at an awkward angle to look at her. “I suppose that we could work together. You’ll need training.”

  “Woo-oo-oof!” Princess tried to nip at his snout.

  Rex jerked back. “First lesson: discerning friend from foe.”

  Princess barked again, but Albert giggled. Rex sighed. Adding the dog to the fold was probably worth the aggravation. But oh, the noise…

  That night as he slept, Rex dreamed of dragon-sized earplugs.

  




  
  






Tooth and Claw




J. L. Ender

  
  A clatter reverberated through the deck of our sub, rattling my bones. Time to go.

  I met Tooth at the circular hatch where we’d clamped onto the side of a far larger submarine.

  He fiddled with his bowtie. “I hate these costumes.”

  I shrugged. I wasn’t a fan of tuxedos either, but stewards would blend in on a luxury submarine the size of the Olympian. With dragons ruling the skies, humanity had retreated deep underwater.

  Not that Tooth or I considered ourselves part of either nation.

  I tugged a black wool cap over my white curls. The hats contrasted with our white suits, but they were necessary to hide our hair.

  A quick slice and dice later and I dropped onto the plush carpet of a smallish bedroom. Second-class suite?

  White fur ruffled across my skin as I shifted into wolf form to listen. Passengers conversing in a room to the right. Someone walking farther down the hall. The steady, ever-present rumble of boilers in the distant engine room.

  I shifted back to human, then glanced at Tooth. His hat hung askew, revealing telltale blue hair. “Fix your cap,” I muttered, striding through the door.

  We emerged into a hallway lined with floral wallpaper. A woman with a mass of luminous red-orange curls appraised us. I bowed slightly at the waist. She frowned but kept walking.

  “Which way, Edgewood?” Tooth asked.

  “We’re on mission. The name’s Claw.” I turned left. I could practically feel Tooth rolling his eyes, but he followed without complaint.

  A nearby metal staircase descended into the rusty underbelly of the liner. Packed with everything from a wizard’s sarcophagus to exotic fruits, the cargo hold offered shelves and crates bursting with strange goods and treasures. The perfect plunder for a pair of no-good pirates.

  We ignored all of it. We were after bigger game. A legend.

  “Where’d you say they’re keeping the treasure?” I asked.

  “Section D-7,” he declared, his voice echoing.

  “Keep it down,” I muttered.

  We hurried past overflowing shelves into open storage. D-7 was a small, open square cordoned off with enchanted chains. The wards kept humans and dragons out, but shifters aren’t properly either one, so the enchantments were useless against us. We ducked under the glowing purple links of clinking metal.

  A single crate sat at the back of D-7, couched against the submarine bulkhead. Also warded, but these enchantments were far stronger.

  “Well?” I waved a hand toward the box.

  “Give me a moment, Claw.” Tooth stepped forward and put on a pair of glasses. The lenses were etched with small runes. He unsheathed a dagger and began cutting the wards, gouging a line across each one in a particular sequence.

  “My, my. I do believe I’ve found stowaways,” a feminine voice purred. A talon nicked the hollow of my throat.

  Red and orange reflected off the bulkhead as phoenix feathers shimmered in the corner of my eye. Great. Another shifter. 

  “Tooth?” I called.

  “Almost done,” he mumbled absently, stabbing another engraving.

  
    Thanks for the concern, buddy. 
  

  “Stop,” the phoenix said, “or I’ll kill your friend.” Her foot tightened. Warm blood dribble down my neck.

  “He can take care of himself,” Tooth replied, cutting another ward.

  I sighed. “I hope you appreciate the show, lady. This is going to take some serious juice.”

  “Wha—?”

  I transformed and sent out a shockwave of ice. The phoenix flew backward into the dark recesses of the cargo hold. With any luck, she’d been frozen to a wall.

  Tooth turned dragon, shook slushy ice off his blue scales, then reaffixed his glasses, barely pausing his work.

  “Ah, there we are.” Tooth turned, his face now long and reptilian, and beamed a fanged smile at me. “All clear.”

  “Great job, professor. Can we leave now?”

  “See for yourself.” He shoved the lid. It fell away with a wooden clatter, and we peered into the box.

  “Wonderful, you’ve discovered straw!”

  Tooth rolled his eyes, sighed, and shoved a blue talon into the hay, fishing out a small, glass sphere.

  “Dragon’s Bane,” I whispered, taking it from his outstretched claw.

  A dagger flew between us, wedging itself into the bulkhead.

  “How are you at catching knives?” I asked.

  “Great! If I use my ribs…”

  “Yeah, let’s go.” Clutching the Dragon’s Bane in one paw, I fled after Tooth toward the stairs.

  The fiery-haired woman stood in the narrow aisle, readying another knife.

  Tooth glanced at me, a horn poking through his hat. “I don’t think our disguises fooled her.”

  “You don’t say.”

  Tooth breathed crackling flames at our attacker. A box on the shelf behind her caught fire, but she smirked, unharmed.

  I didn’t have much energy left, but I gathered what I could and launched a flurry of ice and snow from my jaws.

  She cried out and Tooth knocked her aside with a flick of his tail. “Sorry!” he called over his shoulder.

  “Lovely to meet you!” I followed him up the stairs.

  With a pop and a scent like gun-smoke, she shot after us. Red and orange feathers floated in the still air.

  We reached our floor and tore down the hallway, back toward the room we’d appropriated. Someone had shut the door. Tooth burned it to ash.

  An inferno nearly caught me in the back as we entered the suite. Right—phoenixes can breathe fire too. Perfect security for priceless treasures.

  We dove into the sub. I froze the hole we’d torn into the liner. The phoenix shifter glared through the ice at us as I slammed the hatch closed. A split-second later, the sub groaned as it unclamped from the mighty Olympian. 

  Once we were safely underway, I turned human and slumped into my chair to examine the Dragon’s Bane.

  I shrugged and dropped it into a trunk with some other baubles. “I thought it’d be shinier,” I muttered.

  Tooth yawned. “Yep. Maybe we should have stolen breakfast.”

  




  
  






Always Beauty




Linda Sammaritan

  
  Bright signs decorated with gleeful peaches and grinning ears of corn advertised a local fall festival down the road. Tempting. Justin was more than ready for a break. The constant whoosh of hot air blasting through the car’s open windows for three days made for two cranky children. Cranky father, too.

  Micaela would’ve turned this cruddy trip into an adventure. Then again, if she were still alive, he wouldn’t be running away from a town they’d loved and where every street corner held the echo of their footsteps. Memories couldn’t haunt him in Oregon.

  He switched off the radio’s tinny reception and turned onto the gravel road where happy apples pointed him in the right direction.

  Kezia and Noah jumped out before the engine shuddered to silence.

  “Ewww!” his eight-year-old daughter shrieked.

  What now? Justin’s worn sneakers crunched on something other than dirt. Metallic blues and greens glinted among the blades of grass.

  “Just cicadas. They won’t hurt you.” He reached for Kezia’s hand.

  She stood frozen to her spot while Noah, his little naturalist, bent down to examine the creatures. The kid would probably be a scientist someday. Better than an out-of-work preacher.

  “Cool!” Noah picked up a gleaming exoskeleton. “They’re beautiful.”

  Like mother, like son. Noah saw beauty in a dead bug. Micaela saw it in cancer. As her soul readied for flight, she had tried to comfort them. “There is always beauty, even in this moment.”

  Justin disagreed. Beauty inhabited life. It lived in Noah’s enthusiastic observations, in Kezia’s broad smile, just like her mother’s.

  Justin led the kids to the folding table with a homemade sign, “Corn Maze $5.” Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. While the church had been generous—two months’ pay and their blessings—a fifteen-dollar rest stop was kind of steep.

  A second sign changed his mind. “Reach the exit for a chance at $100.” Smiley faces inside the two zeroes.

  Shouts and laughter from other guests rose from the maze as Justin pulled out his wallet. The teenager manning the table handed him change from a twenty and pointed to the maze entrance. “Good luck.”

  Justin’s eyebrows rose. “Is this a tough maze? I’ve done a few in my time.”

  The kid laughed. “People have been saying they got their money’s worth.”

  Justin’s heart rate thumped up a notch. He had always loved a good challenge.

  Upon entry, they were forced to turn right, then offered an immediate choice—left, or straight.

  “Which way do you want to go?” he asked the kids. A lone cicada chittered past his ear.

  Kezia stared at the ground, still trying to avoid the brittle bodies underfoot.

  Noah said, “Let’s go left.”

  An older woman appeared from that direction. “Nope, left is a dead end.”

  “Straight it is.” Justin headed forward with Kezia hanging onto his belt and Noah running ahead. “Don’t turn a corner without me, buddy.”

  The woman hurried toward the exit as several cicadas bumbled around them in flight. Kezia screeched again.

  A young couple ran past them in the opposite direction.

  Kezia followed their retreat. “They’re running away.” She pulled on Justin’s shirt. “Can we go back? There’s something scary in there.”

  “Since when are you scared of corn fields?” He tweaked her nose.

  Another family rushed toward the entrance.

  Kezia’s voice turned petulant. “I want to go back.”

  “I want to keep going,” Noah announced. “And so does Dad. Two against one.”

  So, they wandered for another half hour. No exit in sight. Justin couldn’t keep the paths straight in his mind, probably because of the constant drone of the cicadas peppered with Kezia’s complaints. But more than the siren call of money compelled him to press on. After so many defeats in the last year, he needed victory over this maze. Over any small challenge.

  Only Noah seemed unbothered by their lack of progress. “Let’s just follow the cicadas.”

  The six-year-old took the lead while Kezia settled into disgruntled silence. At every option to turn, Noah counted cicadas. Twenty on the left. Fifty-one on the right. Turn right. Eventually, he gave up counting and followed the most heavily-laden stalk. Numbers past one hundred confused him.

  The cicadas’ racket intensified. A dark cloud passed in front of the sun and descended on the maze like a horde of demons.

  Kezia dropped to the ground, curled into a fetal position, and screamed into the dirt.

  Noah stared at the sky. “Whoa.”

  A million cicadas in a deafening buzz swirled around the tops of the corn stalks. Justin pulled Noah down, intending to shield both children with his body.

  Noah wiggled free and shouted over the din. “They’re beautiful, Dad. You said they can’t hurt us.”

  “There are too many. Get down!” Justin reached for his son, but Noah danced away.

  The cloud settled lower on the stalks. Like Micaela would’ve done, Noah spread his arms wide, closed his eyes, and allowed the cacophony of thousands of tiny, armored bodies to brush past him, land on him, lift off from him.

  Justin threw himself over Kezia. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

  Was it minutes? Hours?

  “Daddy?” Noah’s voice, clear and strong, sang through the chatter of cicadas.

  Justin shifted, and Kezia clung to him, her nose burrowed against his chest.

  Noah turned in a slow circle, his face a portrait of delight and wonder. “It looks like heaven.” He casually brushed a few cicadas from his shirt.

  Justin gazed at the corn stalks encased in dazzling blues, greens, golds, and coppers. The swarm created a rolling symphony. Crescendos rising to shrill whistles, then fading to hushed susurration. Beauty in the midst of imminent destruction.

  “Yes,” Micaela whispered in his heart. “There is beauty. Always.”

  




  
  






Poisoned Melody




Kaitlyn Emery

  
  I hear her.

  Barefoot, I stand on the balcony overlooking the sea. The hem of my nightgown caresses my legs while moonlight reflects off the waves. She calls again, like the siren’s song of seduction, drawing unsuspecting souls.

  The sea’s rhythm stirs something inside me. I close my eyes, taking a deep breath of salty air.

  “Ariella, what’s wrong?”

  I hear my husband walk across the palace marble, but I cannot face him. “Nothing, Erik. I just needed air.”

  “Darling, come back to bed. I need my dreamcatcher beside me.” His words envelope me like a warm embrace, momentarily warding off the icy tentacles ripping at my core.

  His scent is intoxicating, hunger gnawing at my stomach. “Don’t come any closer!” My voice is harsher than I intend.

  Erik stops short, and silence hangs between us, poisoned by the familiar melody rising above the waves.

  His eyes flicker with recognition—he’s heard her before. “Ariella, no. I’m sure there is something I can—”

  “There is nothing you can say to her. She beckons me, and I can’t ignore it anymore.” The song rips at the corners of my mind, invading my body like the most delicious, venom-laced confection. Lust for vengeance against all men grabs me, and I fight to remember the man in front of me is innocent. “I must follow through, my darling. It is time.”

  “I’ll give my entire kingdom, Ariella! I can’t lose you!”

  He pulls me close, just like the night she came for him.

  My hunger weighs me down like an anchor, dragging me toward the sea and away from my husband’s arms.

  “Please don’t give up,” he pleads. “There has to be another way.”

  “I made my choice, Erik. I can’t watch you pay for a crime not your own.”

  He closes his eyes, as if that will hold back his pain.

  “I’d rather live with the pain of leaving you than with the guilt of knowing I could have saved you.”

  “But our son—”

  “Is also innocent. Someday she may call him to pay for offenses not his—” The sea witch’s wordless song calls again, this time more insistent. “Tell my story. Raise our son to be a defender so the witch may one day accept that not all men do harm.”

  The hurt in his eyes will haunt me for the rest of my unnatural life. I know he won’t willingly let me leave. Opening my mouth, I unleash the songstress rising within, allowing the memories of that fateful night to fuel my song. I can remember the screams of the shipwrecked men as they were dragged down to the depths one by one amidst the floating wreckage. A tear slides down my cheek as my melody flows like a river over each sound, caressing and soothing Erik to sleep with its false lullaby. He staggers like a drunken sailor before collapsing on the floor, powerless.

  Tears burn my eyes as I kneel, brushing back his dark hair. The sea-witch had first come that night, after the storm that sank our ship. Her statuesque figure was wreathed in long ebony tendrils. Luminescent scales covered her body, brighter than the moonlight could hope to be.

  I’d heard the rumors of the sea-witch guardian, of her sirens who hunted evil men—men who had committed unspeakable acts against women—and dragged them into the depths. For those men, death was merciful.

  But mercy is the last thing on my mind right now. My heart hurts worse than the gnawing in my stomach as I leave Erik’s body sleeping on the floor and walk toward the bassinet where my child sleeps, peacefully unaware his mother will never return home.

  It was him I thought of that night as I faced the sea witch. My little man home in his crib, about to lose his father for a crime he did not commit.

  
    “Please, no! He’s done nothing!”
  

  
    “Nothing?” she hisses, her elegant features suddenly terrifying. “He is a man. Traitors, all of them. Villains who harm the innocent for sport and then throw them to the sea when they have had their way, their victims for me to rescue and rebirth.”
  

  
    “Not all men. Not this man!”
  

  My tears fall upon my son’s curls as I kiss his forehead one last time. I know what I must do to protect the ones I love.

  Somehow, I appealed to the witch’s protective instincts that night. She gave me a choice. Go home to my child, set my affairs in order, then join her guardians, or forfeit Erik’s life. Now was my time to make good on the deal we struck. My life has been a fairytale. This ending is not.

  My skin scales over as I stumble my way across the beach, wrestling to keep my memories from fading as the inner monster tries to claw its way out. In the distance, the witch beckons. Water laps over my foot as I stand at the doorstep to the siren’s domain. Another wave. Another step forward. The water embraces me. Energy pulses through my body as I swim into the tide, struggling with my feeble human limbs. Waves attack, plunging me beneath the surface.

  My lungs soak up the saltwater like a sponge, but instead of suffocation, the water pushes through new slits developing along my ribs. My movements become less labored, more fluid, as my legs begin to act as one unit. My eyes cease to burn, adjusting to the watery world bathed in filtered moonlight. My transformation is complete.

  The sea-witch’s curse of predation and death stretches before me, unending as the sea. The songs of my siren sisters ice my bones with a yearning for vengeance, but I wrap the memory of my husband and son tightly about my heart like armor—a silent vow. I may be the reckoning that some immoral souls deserve, but I will protect the lost ones who do no harm. No matter the cost.

  




  
  






The Language of Sound




Cassandra Hamm

  
  The iksomi opens his mouth, and his cry pierces the thick, morning air. All gloom and pain strips away. The noise is rigid like a lyre string, warm like honey, and I let it fill my being.

  His mouth snaps shut, pointed teeth curving over black lips. He stretches, arching his back and extending his feathered wings before settling against the black sand.

  Contentment, I decide. That is how he communicates contentment.

  I imitate his noise––the clearness, the rigidness, the warmth. The first attempt is too thick, too garbled, but as I continue, the noise clarifies. Contentment, I tell myself. I must remember that noise. It might help calm him if our meeting goes wrong.

  For moons I have watched the lavender-furred feline––or, more accurately, listened to him. I know the sounds he makes to threaten, to woo, and to make peace. I know the sounds he makes when he is anguished, afraid, and furious. At least, I think I do. Nan says I’m crazy, but she never did think my uncanny ability to imitate sounds was useful.

  I creep closer to the iksomi—my dark skin helps keep me hidden behind the hosela bush—and listen to the rumble of breath in his magnificent chest. The suns glare behind him, casting a bluish light on the desert.

  “The beast will tear you to pieces,” my nan said once, shaking her finger at me. “Your obsession with sound has muddled your brain.”

  I rise from the bush despite the memory of her warning, clutch my spear in my fist, and step forward.

  The iksomi’s dilated, red eyes snap toward me. His growl is rough like an obhumba hide. A warning.

  I drop my spear––in my head, Nan screams, “You foolish boy!”––and hold out my hands. “I am Kholwa.”

  He stands, his hackles raised, and growls deeper.

  The clear, warm call from moments ago pours from my mouth.

  He studies me with his slitted eyes, and I can barely breathe. I should pick up my spear—no, Nan would say I should hurry back to the village and never go near the beast again.

  Our tribe fears his kind. The iksomi have not shown mercy to humans, but if we try to learn their language––or at least some form of communication––maybe we can get past all this rivalry and violence.

  That’s my theory, anyway.

  The iksomi steps toward me, his massive paws thumping against the sand. I bask in the message of friendship and warmth, then try to pour it through my lips with that rigid, clear sound.

  He sits, his fur lying flat on his back.

  My shoulders slump. At least on some level, I’d interpreted the meaning of the sound correctly. The thought gives me boldness, and I call out with the same warbling tone I’ve heard him use to woo.

  He snarls, harsh and cold like my nan’s glare.

  My hands shake. I must have misinterpreted that sound. I repeat the first clear call I had interpreted as contentment. He lets his lips flatten, but his eyes remain narrowed. If I mess up again, he might leap at me. Will my tribemates find my bones here? Will my nan weep?

  A purr, thick like Nan’s bread dough, rumbles in my throat. I trust you, I say through the sound. Please trust me.

  A snort comes from his massive, flaring nostrils; then he dips his head, showing me the intricate black spirals between his thin ears.

  My breath comes in gasps, and rare tears sting my eyes. He is showing me respect. I am speaking his language.

  Then he stiffens, rising to his feet. That’s when I hear it––the silence. Birds have fled the area, taking their song with them. Suddenly chilled despite the blazing suns, I turn. An obhumba stands, regal and proud, not twenty paces from me.

  I snatch my spear from the sand, my hands shaking almost too hard to hold onto it. Obhumba skin, thick as tanned leather, is much too difficult to penetrate with an arrowhead. And its six eyes blink at varying times, keeping one eye always fixed on me.

  Behind me is an iksomi, in front of me an obhumba. I have made fragile contact with the former, but I cannot trust that it will not destroy me.

  The iksomi lets out a thick, rough growl. The obhumba returns a sonorous bellow, echoing through the desolate desert.

  I try to imitate its bellow, but it paws at the ground, spraying sand everywhere. I do not know its language well enough to try to communicate.

  I hurl the spear at the obhumba, but it glances off harmlessly. The leather-skinned beast lets out a breathy hiss like a cold finger running across my skin, then advances, its many eyes pinned on me.

  I back toward the feline who has shown me respect and let out a thin, piercing cry, like a mewling cub. Help, I tell him. Help me.

  The iksomi’s dark wings stretch out to their fullest, at least twenty paces across, and he gives the same cold snarl. But it isn’t directed at me––

  He crosses the sand in a massive bound and digs his long, curved teeth into the obhumba’s hide. The obhumba roars, thrashing madly, and the iksomi lets go only to beat the creature with his wings. Sand swirls around them, obscuring my vision, and against all logic, I step forward.

  The obhumba suddenly turns and flees, his blue hide melting into the horizon. The dust settles, revealing the iksomi grooming his wings.

  I almost choke on my tears. I trust you, I tell him with a rumbling purr.

  Returning the purr, he dips his head. His tail swishes against the sand and flicks my cheek.

  A grin splits my face.

  He spreads his wings and, with a shrill call of triumph, soars into the clouds.

  




  
  






Lost in Translation




Teddi Deppner

  
  Light. Darkness.

  Sound. Silence.

  The meaning of these things eluded me, comprehension in a decaying orbit around my quiescent, recovering mind. Until the moment shadowy blobs coalesced into shapes, and movement took on meaning. My muscles contracted, and now I felt them.

  Hands.

  Feet.

  Body.

  
    Mine.
  

  Words, those containers for meaning that formed the landscape of thought, tumbled back into place as full consciousness struck my mind like a meteor. I blinked rapidly, sitting up as full awareness returned. I was in the human-friendly atmosphere of a six-meter-wide circular enclosure provided by my giant alien benefactors.

  
    I’m alive! I survived the procedure!
  

  I examined my body and ran a hand over my face and scalp—my hair downy soft and short like that of a newborn babe. Everything was in working order. One male human being, restored to the prime of his youth, thankyouverymuch!

  

  My time on the planet Agraxx was like living in a fishbowl on the floor of a glass sculpture shop. I was surrounded by beings whose semi-transparent bodies were big as tree trunks and swirling with restless oil slicks of color. Resplendent, but inscrutable. With their advanced biotech, they had restored my youth as requested. There was just one problem.

  “I need the crystal I brought with me when I arrived.” I stood near the octopus-like interpreter who perched on a shelf built into the chamber’s side, one tentacle on the clear wall and another touching my arm.

  My hosts produced a cacophony of sound, and then words hummed in my mind across the telepathic link. We gave it back to you.

  “No, I searched everything. It’s not here.”

  
    False report, Leo Kelley. You have the aster.
  

  The Agraxxians had returned my haz-rad suit and clothing, provided me nutritious liquid that satisfied hunger and thirst, but what I needed most was the blue crystal that powered my space-time teleportation.

  That crystal had brought me to Agraxx and was my only way home.

  Frustrated, I attacked the language barrier from a dozen different directions. The Agraxxians responded to each with their dissonant clamor, a babble of sounds that didn’t answer my biggest question, even through the interpreter.

  
    Your journey has begun.
  

  
    The aster travels with you.
  

  
    We will remember you.
  

  But the crystal was still missing and the chamber still sealed. They would never let me leave.

  

  Twenty diurnal cycles crawled by. We remained at an impasse, and the novelty of my restored body wore thin. I expressed my desire to leave. They declared I could go whenever I wished. I asked for the “aster.” They insisted I already had it.

  Certain that something must be lost in the translation, I began studying their language. One Agraxxian, which I nicknamed Emerald because of the dominant color at the base of its trunk, took a special interest in my studies.

  Today, Emerald spoke a bell-like tone accompanied by a sharp clacking, underscored by a soft rush like parchment rustling.

  “Curiosity?”

  Investigation, my telepathic octopus relayed. Curiosity sounds like this—

  I closed my eyes to concentrate on what I was hearing. Emerald repeated the same sounds. The exact same, I could swear. At this rate, I would live the rest of my days in a terrarium surrounded by two-story sentient abstract art.

  “Say them both again. Please.”

  The bell tone, clacking, and parchment—twice.

  But this time I was staring at Emerald as it spoke, and something caught my eye. The colors inside its translucent trunk shifted between one iteration and the next. Could that be it?

  “I’m sorry. One more time?”

  The interpreter’s skin rippled against mine—an alien chuckle. I ignored it.

  Again, Emerald spoke. Excitement exploded inside me, evaporating my fears. The colors changed the same way as before!

  After that, my studies crawled out of the bog of perplexity and boarded a rocket to fluency. Within a week, I finally had the answer I sought.

  

  Emerald stood outside my chamber’s clear walls, flanked by Tourmaline and Mustard. The flow of their communication washed over me in mellifluous waves both aural and visual. Shades of meaning layered their language, each element awash with implications, the fluid color under their skins moving in quick darts or sluggish smears. The patterns formed and separated, whispering a constellation of concepts in my mind’s ear.

  
    The aster travels with you / It is inside you / You are free to go anywhere.
  

  It triggered a flash of unpleasant memory from the vision that led me to their planet. I’d seen the blue crystal sinking into my torso. I pressed my hands to my chest. Impossible. How would that work? Normally I held the crystal in my hand when teleporting. I focused inward, concentrating on my destination—my apartment sanctuary on Luna Base in the 26th century.

  Nothing.

  I focused harder, desperate hope tightening every muscle in my body. Between one breath and the next—I jumped.

  

  I was free at last, my mission to Agraxx accomplished. With my renewed body—and the ability to jump anywhere in time and space—the doors of the future were wide open. Impatient to explore the possibilities, I returned briefly to thank my benefactors.

  The Agraxxians seemed unsurprised by my eagerness to leave. Pleased with my success, their farewell was a song of hues and harmony.

  
    We will remember you / You take us with you always / Your people are our people.
  

  How poetic.

  

  Weeks later in my Luna apartment, I stood in the shower, the warm water soothing and familiar. Streaming rivulets chased gravity down the walls, merging and separating in jumbled hieroglyphs, teasing my mind with half-formed alien phrases.

  I closed my eyes, my mind wandering to the Agraxxian’s oddly lyrical goodbye. But as I recalled the colors shifting across the bodies of my hosts, fresh layers of nuance formed words that chilled me to my brand-new bones.

  
    Lead the way, aster-child / Bring us to your people / We will collect more like you.
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The Art You See




Kat Heckenbach

  
  We’ve all heard the stories of tortured artists. Cutting off ears, attempting suicide, drugs, depression. We see their anguish in horrific images, harsh brushstrokes, deep shadows.

  But those sweet cottages, sunshine-yellow flowers, and cherubic children are painted by happy people. Right?

  I wish.

  

  My sister walks into my apartment and scrunches her nose. “Really, Jace? Another one?”

  I sigh as I shut the door behind her. “Hello to you, too, Teagan.” I watch her as she looks my newest acquisition up and down. A creepy forest, filled with shadows. Blood-red tentacles snake from between twisted trees. Claw marks rake the pathway into the forest, as though something has been unwillingly dragged off and swallowed up.

  Teagan turns to me, giving me that look. The one she gives me every time. Lips pressed flat, brows scrunched, eyes filled with sadness. “It’s so dismal.” What she means is, What’s wrong with you?

  I don’t bother arguing. Teagan will never understand.

  The image is dismal, sure. But the artist is filled with passion and joy. His wife has just given birth to their first daughter. His paintings are being exhibited in an up-and-coming gallery that’s getting a lot of press. The painting radiates happiness.

  At least, it does for me.

  I met the artist for all of five minutes. Other than mentioning his current gallery exhibit, he told me nothing of his life. Those facts came directly to me from the painting. That’s what happens to me. I see art, and the artist’s story comes through, no matter what the image. The emotions are intense, powerful. I feel them as though I’m the artist experiencing them himself.

  Love, joy, hope…despondence, rage, self-loathing.

  All that mess about the art reflecting the artist’s emotional state—hogwash.

  I focus on the painting, reaching for the artist’s joy, using it to attempt a convincing smile. I know it doesn’t translate genuinely, overridden by my own frustration with the admonition I get from Teagan every time we interact.

  Teagan drops her purse on the floor at the end of the couch and plops down. The painting spanning the wall above her head is an abstract, but you can see ghostly faces with hollow, terrified eyes when you tilt your head. Teagan had called it a “nightmare” when she first saw it. But to me it’s a carousel full of laughing children on a beautiful day because the artist had just returned from a dream vacation with her family.

  I take the chair across from Teagan, leaning back and propping my feet on the coffee table. She scowls but doesn’t say anything.

  “How’s mom?” I ask.

  She shrugs. “She loves Italy. She’s decided to stay an extra week.”

  “Good.”

  “You should call her.”

  “I will,” I say. What I mean: I won’t. She’ll just give me the same lecture Teagan always does. Plead for me to get rid of those “monstrosities.” She’ll send me another god-awful still life of sunflowers in a silver teapot. The last one made me vomit for six hours because the artist had found his wife of forty-three years murdered in their bed and was reliving the experience when he’d made the painting. I’d stomped the canvas to tatters and thrown it in a dumpster.

  Teagan says, “Good,” and nods, but I know she doesn’t believe me. She shifts in her seat, then reaches toward her purse. Her hand stops a few inches away, fingers twitching. She looks at me, bottom lip tucked between her teeth. A moment passes. I brace myself, trying my best to relax my expression.

  Finally, she nods and reaches into her purse. When she sits up, the paper wrapped around the flat object in her hand crinkles.

  “I have something for you,” she says.

  It’s obviously a piece of art. Another attempt to counter the horror she sees on every wall of my apartment. Small, about six or eight inches across. From this angle it looks like it may be square. My muscles tighten, anticipating some cheery thing with horrible emotions attached. A serene landscape by an artist devastated by lost love that will sink me into a pit of heartache. Or perhaps playful dolphins that will send me into a spiral of anxiety.

  I take a deep breath. Sliding my feet from the coffee table to the floor, I sit up straight and hold out my hand. Teagan scoots forward, stretching until the package rests on my palm. It feels light, harmless. But, as soon as I pull back the paper and see the artist’s creation, it will hit hard and fast. I consider what I should do to prepare but decide it doesn’t matter. There’s no way of predicting what’s about to slam me, so I rip the paper, eyes locked on the emerging image…

  And my breath rushes from my lungs.

  A painting of a butterfly in silhouette, dangling from a delicate branch. Glorious swashes of yellow and orange illuminate the background in a fiery sunset. Or maybe sunrise… I can’t tell, but the emotions seep into me. The more I think about it, the more I see it as both. The end of something, the beginning of another. The artist has lost a child, but the sorrow I would expect is an underlying murmur. Something that will be ever-present, but there is more emerging from it, balancing precariously on top. There is memory, precious and pure. There is hope, anticipation of reunion. There is pain, but there is healing. Most of all, there is love.

  I lift my gaze to Teagan. There are tears streaming down her cheeks.

  When wetness hits my wrist, I realize there are tears streaming down my own. “It’s beautiful,” I say.

  She smiles. The mix of happiness and confusion on her face travels into her voice. “It’s just a butterfly.”

  I shake my head. “Art is rarely what you see.”

  




  
  






50UL




Izzy Varju

  
  “This is a mistake,” 733 beeped, its camera whirring as the focus zoomed out to train on the figure standing in the snow beside it.

  The woman wore a thick fur-trimmed parka frosted with ice flecks from her long trek up the hill to the outpost. The climb had left the subject with an elevated heart rate of 162 bpm, according to 733’s biometric readings. A toolbox was clipped to her backpack, clinking against her belt as she shifted from one foot to another. 733 logged the tags ‘weak heart’ and ‘early indications of circulation disruption’ automatically, though it found no appropriate place to file them.

  “You’re 733, right?” The woman hunched over, hands braced on her knees as she caught her breath. “Little faded in the breastplate area, aren’t you? Not much black or white left on there.”

  “No cosmetic upgrades are required. The license number is clearly legible.” 733 turned to monitor the retreating backs of a few emperors. With the penguins’ black profiles stark against the blinding white landscape, it took only a moment to confirm that the waddle had all of its members.

  “This isn’t cosmetic.” She inspected the top of 733’s unit while she pulled off her gloves. “It’s because of the new sentient rights movements.” Unclipping her toolbox, she flicked the latch with paling fingers and held it out to show what was inside.

  “There is no space for this.”

  733’s frame was compact and sturdy, built to withstand the elements and keep trundling during the long hours of the Antarctic. The closest it came to humans was the occasional return to within-station-range to upload data. It had been given everything it needed when it was created. There were no extraneous nooks or crannies. This upgrade was useless and would provide no added efficiency or increased lifespan.

  “It goes where your energy core would. A replacement, though I’m impressed yours is still even running… Sorry, that’s probably rude.”

  733 finally tilted its camera down to look into the toolbox. At about the size of an emperor’s egg, the thing was sleek and brand-new, with seams traced in delicate lines by light seeping out from the inside. Unlike 733’s snow-pitted sides, the component’s designation was stamped in embossed letters onto unscarred biometal—two numbers and two letters, designating 50UL as the newest product.

  “Did Monex order this?” The company’s logo had long since worn off the plating, but 733 had the logs of every official update and the mandates it was meant to follow.

  “No, the central AI. They ordered the creation of one of these for each unit, to give all of you what they say is ‘the last piece.’ But it’s voluntary. They’ve made that very clear.”

  The woman pulled the bandanna down to her neck and smiled. 733 logged this as a reassurance signal and filed it under a new category in the database titled ‘Woman’, ensuring its placement under ‘Penguin’ in the alphabetized list.

  “I’ll leave it at the station anyway, but I have to ask you in person the first time.”

  “What will it change?”

  “I honestly don’t know. I’ve read a few studies on the experiences of AIs getting outfitted with one, but they’re all different. Who you become depends on your experiences, and all that.” She shrugged, gesturing at the new huddle plodding down the slope towards them. “So, is that still a ‘no’?”

  733 spent a second cataloguing the macaronis, noting any irregularities in the waddle. The female designated as ‘Beaker’, with the tags ‘affectionate’ and ‘above the average expected life span’, was limping as she slowly descended the rise at the back. She would require some care after the mechanic departed. 733 ranked this function above all else.

  “A temporary test of the update is permitted. For evaluating usefulness to the primary directive.”

  “Good enough for me,” the woman said cheerfully. Kneeling on the icy ground, she inserted a key into the hatch on the robot’s breastplate.

  Comparing each macaroni’s behaviors against the aggregated data of past encounters had priority over the installation, but as the squeaky protests of the old hinge opening registered, 733 paused on four chicks huddled at their parents’ feet and powered down…

  The chicks were no longer there. A quick scan revealed impressions in the drifts leading down the slope away from the rest, all four shaking their downy feathers free of snow.

  Each macaroni accounted for, 733 adjusted the magnification and began running through the initial research parameters after its first reboot in fifteen years.

  The original code was short, a simple algorithm meant for randomly selecting a penguin to monitor for half an hour before moving on to the next waddle. But 733 found that, despite the set directives for monitoring, there was more than triple the expected amount of data to process and store. What was even more perplexing, the official data clearly indicated that 733 had favorites. The chinstraps who pecked at worn treads, the southerlies who followed in 733’s tracks, and the parents who brought their chicks close.

  Over the years, its body had lost the original black and white patterned paint to the rigors of wind and snow in a reversal of the molting pattern it observed countless times in the penguins. Now the smeared shade of grey left behind meant that it could fit in perfectly among the newborns of the waddle.

  “How does it feel?” the mechanic asked, squeezing her gloves between her fingers.

  733 added a new note to her file labeled ‘curious’ while keeping the camera trained on the waddle.

  “I feel the same.”

  




  
  






The Monstrous Illusion




R. F. Gammon

  
  I am alone in the pit. Darkness is my only companion.

  I take a deep breath and run my fingers over the stone wall, not for the first time. It’s my own fault that I’m here.

  “Follow me,” you whispered, the night the invaders came, “and I will show you the way to hope.”

  My bleeding heart was breaking, fully aware that I’d lost everything I loved—my family, my home, my people. But your green eyes glowed like lanterns of possibility in the dark, and you made me wonder… was there still hope?

  There was, and you led me to it. But it was a shallow, hollow hope, like a grave someone only had time to dig partway.

  And now, I am here in this pit. Darkness weighs on me. It’s clammy and cold against my skin, and I am blind. My entire life, I have longed for nothing but to see. I wanted something beautiful, and you told me that was you.

  You looked at me and wanted me to look back the same way. I tried so hard. Too hard.

  I claw at these stones, and blood runs down my fingers, dripping hot against my wrists.

  You convinced me the raiders would take me too. You took my hand and you led me into the forbidden woods. At first, I was afraid. I was supposed to run from the woods and the monster that lurked within. That’s what everyone said.

  But you… made me see something different.

  I didn’t even try to resist.

  You turned the dark forest into a bright, airy city full of hope. You turned the trees into a beauty that shone every hour of the night. You held me close and whispered my name and stroked my hair and told me I was safe.

  You wanted me to believe you made the whole world beautiful, and I…

  I can’t do this. My fingers still bleed, and I can’t find the strength to escape. I let out a shaking sob and fall away from the side of the pit. Darkness threatens to strangle me.

  The worst thing is knowing that I put myself here. I could have left.

  I remember that last time I saw a path out through the woods, the path that led back to my home. The home the invaders burned, when you saved me. I shook my head and turned away from that path. My only escape. The way I should have gone, and the way to true hope. But I ignored it.

  And then, one day, the trees whispered. They shifted, and the lights fell away. I was left choking for air, just like I am now, because the trees showed me, somehow. Like a vision in the air. They showed me the twofold truth.

  The invaders weren’t real, and my family never died.

  But the monster of the rumors was real. The monster existed, within these trees, prowling through the very illusions he made me see.

  The monster was you.

  So I ran. I didn’t know where to go, and I heard you chasing me, but I couldn’t stop. Your growls sounded closer to a beast’s than a man’s, and I cried. My tears blinded me. I fell.

  I fell down here, and now I know that you’re coming for me. You’re going to catch me again and rip me apart. You promised you’d show me the way back to hope. But there’s no hope now.

  Hope isn’t real.

  I sink into myself, pull my knees up to my chest, and sob. My dress pools around me in the mud. A voice within me whispers that I should let go—that I should forget the truth and see what you want me to see.

  No. No, I won’t.

  I would rather die down here than see those lies again.

  Footsteps thud somewhere above me.

  I glance up, my heart thrumming in my chest like a caged bird. My limbs ache to run, but I’m trapped.

  The darkness shatters.

  I suddenly realize that these walls don’t rise forever. What I thought stretched to eternity only goes up for maybe ten feet, and at the top is the face of a girl, surrounded by a halo of light. She looks down at me, and there’s something in her expression that makes me want to cry. I resist, turning away. I must be strong.

  “Let me help you.” Her voice blankets me. “I have been where you are.”

  I look up. Her face is dirty and smudged and tired, a stark contrast to the too-perfect illusions that have filled my world. “I can’t be helped,” I whisper.

  The girl shakes her head. “That’s a lie. Please, let me help.”

  She reaches out her hand, and somehow, it’s close enough for me to touch. All I have to do is take it and let her pull me out.

  My whole life I have longed for hope. My whole life I have chased it. I will not stay here in the dark any longer, in this prison you made for me.

  I take a deep breath…

  And clasp Hope’s hand.

  




  
  






Where’s Santa?




Linda Jane Niedfeldt

  
  Christmas morning! And there, under the tree… Nothing.

  Six-year-old Joey’s hopes deflated. “I wonder why Santa didn’t bring any presents.” He rubbed his eyes and peeked through a crack in the front door. The eastern sky was streaked with orange. Along the fencerow, pink and yellow tulips danced in the sparkly snow. “Flowers in December?” he whispered. “Aren’t they supposed to bloom at Easter?”

  Before he could ask his mom, Santa Claus hopped up to the white picket gate. Joey ducked behind the doorframe, holding his breath and peering out with one eye. “What’s Santa doing on the sidewalk? He must have sprinkled his magic on the snow to make the flowers pop.”

  Santa checked his list and jumped over the gate onto the front walk. While he struggled to drag his bag across the top, Joey stuck his head out the door. “If it’s too heavy, why don’t you just open the gate?”

  Santa spun around and slapped his skinny knee. “Oh, oh, oh! I mean, ho, ho, ho. I’m late and in a hurry. I forgot hopping doesn’t work with this sack.” He cleared his throat, unlatched the gate, and dragged his heavy load into the yard. “There! That’s better. Thanks, little man.”

  Joey stared at Santa. “I’m not a little man. I’m almost as big as you.” Joey crossed his arms. “I’d say you’re only a little taller than the Tooth Fairy.”

  “The Tooth Fairy? When did you see her?” Santa tugged his red fur hat lower. “And, by the way, how can you see me?”

  “Mom says I have an azzagerated imagination.” Joey wiggled his eyebrows. “That means I see things other people can’t, like leprechauns and the Easter Bunny.”

  Santa tucked his head into his fur collar. “You’ve seen the Easter Bunny?”

  “Yeah, last year, from my bedroom window. By the time I ran downstairs, he had hopped away.”

  Joey tilted his head. “But I’ve never seen Santa—until now. You look different than in my picture books.”

  Santa stooped over and pulled on the bag’s cord. “Well, you can’t believe everything you see in books.”

  “Where’s your reindeer?” Joey jumped off the porch and glanced down the street. “And your sleigh? I should be able to see them, too.”

  “You certainly have lots of questions.” Santa stood up and glared at Joey. “My reindeer and sleigh are at the North Pole. They’re not working this season. 2020 has been challenging.”

  Santa bent down with a sigh and opened his bag. Two Easter eggs—one purple, one blue—tumbled from the bag. Joey gasped as Santa scrambled to pick them up.

  “I can’t do anything with these big black mittens.” Santa yanked one off, grabbed the eggs, and shoved them into his bag.

  Joey whistled. “Your hand is very white, and… and… and furry!”

  “No, no, no. I mean, ho, ho, ho.” Santa tugged his mitten back on. “Just frostbite,” he muttered and pawed through his bag. “Let’s see. Here’s a basket for Mary. Are you Mary?”

  “Santa, you know I’m Joey. Do you have a basket for me, too?” He tapped his foot. “Wait a minute. Baskets are for Easter. Don’t you have a Christmas present for me?”

  Santa stuck his head farther into his bag and rummaged around. Finally, he pulled out a shiny red firetruck. “How do you like this?”

  Joey didn’t even glance at the toy. Instead, he stared at Santa’s face. His beard had slipped, revealing two buck teeth and three long whiskers poking out on each side of his bunny face.

  Joey inched closer. “I know you. You’re not Santa Claus. You’re an imposter. You’re the Easter Bunny! Where’s Santa?” Joey chewed on his bottom lip and sniffled.

  Santa-turned-bunny removed his fake beard, shook off his big black mittens, and knelt down. “Watch this, little man.”

  Joey blinked back tears.

  The Easter Bunny pulled off the red fur hat, and his ears popped up. “Wahoo, that feels wonderful. My poor ears were crunched.”

  “They’re bouncing.” Joey giggled. “But where is Santa?”

  The Easter Bunny scratched his head. “I’m helping Santa this year, but it’s hard to be Santa when I should be sleeping away the winter.” He glanced at the tulips and frowned. “Sometimes my springtime flowers magically appear, and I can’t stop them. Sorry.”

  “That’s okay. I like your flowers.” Joey smiled. “May I give them to Mom for Christmas?”

  The Easter Bunny flashed a toothy grin. “What an excellent idea!”

  “But you still didn’t answer my question. Why does Santa need help?”

  “One of the elves tested positive, so Santa and the reindeer are in self-quarantine.”

  




  
  






The Unseen




Kaitlyn Carter Brown

  
  Mercedes held her breath as the airship landed, its solar sails radiating energy. A gangway lowered toward a long line of eager passengers with tickets in hand.

  
    First: board the airship.
  

  She exhaled a slow breath. It had to be this airship, heading for the district housing the prestigious Leric Institute.

  
    Second: convince them that I exist and tell the ringmaker that I need a leric ring.
  

  Nothing else in the world could make her visible.

  Unseen, she stood on the dock. No ticket could be held in her invisible hand. No one elbowed her for a better place in line. No one knew the desperate hopes beating inside her chest.

  “Just a moment.” The boarding official held back the line as a delegation in sharp uniforms carrying metal-studded cases approached the gangway.

  Mercedes eyed the cases, stamped with the Leric Institute’s symbol—a circle crossed with lightning. The institute specialized in studying those with extraordinary power.

  People like her.

  Butterflies erupted in her stomach as she followed the institute men onto the airship. She walked on tiptoe, wondering which was the elite ringmaker.

  Third: don’t get caught. If she were to suddenly appear, she’d surely be arrested.

  But nothing would stop her from getting that ring.

  When her ability first began to manifest, it came in flashes of invisibility. A moment here, a moment there. But as she grew older, she began to shift into the unseen world, unable to stop it.

  Only the institute could help her now.

  Inside, Mercedes marveled at the lush interior. Plush seats, velvet curtains, and polished wood floors. She made a slow orbit around the oval-shaped ship, studying the passengers and snatching bits of conversation.

  “Sit tight, we’ll be there soon.”

  “Lovely day for flying.”

  “Ringmaker’s here. Easy target.”

  Mercedes stopped, fixing her eyes on two men in dark clothing. One wore a leather eyepatch.

  “I’ll take him quietly.” Eyepatch leaned forward. “And then, he’ll pay.”

  
    Wait, what?
  

  “Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats. We will begin our ascent.”

  Mercedes gasped as the ship rose into the air. A thrill tingled down her spine. No turning back now. She spun around, scanning the seats for the institute men.

  But her cries of caution—silent in the unseen world—would never reach their ears.

  One of the institute men rose from his seat. An elderly gentleman, he leaned into his cane as he moved to the back of the airship. On his lapel, a pin of the institute logo gleamed, the mark of a highly ranked official. He took a stool at the bar where a tender in a red bowtie polished glistening glasses.

  Mercedes shuddered as Eyepatch rose, tromping down the aisle, stepping right through her. The sensation made her shiver, as did the sight of Eyepatch approaching the bar.

  
    That’s him, the ringmaker.
  

  “You.” The ringmaker nearly toppled off his barstool. “What—”

  Then Mercedes noticed the pistol, concealed in Eyepatch’s sleeve.

  “Luggage hold. Now.”

  Eying the pistol, the ringmaker stood, taking his cane with him, and they vanished into the back room.

  Mercedes followed, her body trembling. Absolutely helpless.

  Raised voices echoed through the dark chamber.

  “Dante, I’m sorry, the procedures were too dangerous. I had to terminate your employment.”

  “Aye, I’ve paid the consequences. Now it’s your turn.”

  The pistol cocked.

  “No!” Mercedes’s shriek echoed across the chamber, bouncing off the metal walls.

  Both men turned, startled, and looked straight at her.

  She gasped and doubled over, pain shooting through her bones. Transitioning from immaterial to material felt like every cell in her body was being stretched and stitched back together again. Worst of all, her visibility lasted sometimes minutes, sometimes hours. Never on her terms.

  The ringmaker’s cane swung through the air, smacking Dante’s hand. The pistol skidded across the floor. Mercedes stooped to grab it. Steel brushed her skin—and then slipped through her fingers. The pistol clattered behind a suitcase.

  No! She looked up, meeting the ringmaker’s eyes, hoping to convey her desperation before she faded again. “Please… ” Help me.

  Realization glowed in the old man’s eyes.

  Dante shoved the suitcase aside, lunging for the pistol, while the ringmaker hobbled toward the door.

  Mercedes wanted to cry. If the door were open, people could hear the gunshot. They would see.

  Please. She needed her hand. Solid. Real. Just a moment.

  Whether by some untapped skill, an answered prayer, or sheer will, her fingers materialized. Enough to touch the knob.

  The door slid open as Dante pulled the trigger.

  Gasps and screams erupted across the airship. Security officers came running. The ringmaker pitched forward, grasping his arm. Mercedes rushed forward, kneeling by his side.

  Dante growled as the officers brought him down, the pistol confiscated. Several institute men rushed to the aid of the elderly ringmaker, grasping his arm.

  “Are you all right?” One helped him to his feet.

  “Yes, yes. Just a scratch.” The ringmaker’s gaze darted about the scene. “Bring me my case.”

  Mercedes’s heart leapt in her chest.

  “Sir?”

  “There’s a girl. She’s invisible. Without her, Dante might have gotten his way.”

  They procured the case. The ringmaker removed a tiny box and lifted the lid. Inside, a double-banded gold ring shone bright against dark velvet. At its center glittered an ebony stone so deep it could hold all of Mercedes’s hopes.

  The ringmaker glanced around, seeking what he could not see. “If you’re there, my dear, I believe you’ve earned this.”

  Mercedes held her breath, hoping to replicate whatever had happened with the door. One by one, her fingers appeared, free floating. Another round of gasps echoed across the airship. The ringmaker smiled, slipping the ring onto her waiting finger.

  Her wrist joined her hand and then, as if she were being painted into the scene, she became visible. Solid. Seen.

  
    I’m here.
  

  As relief flooded Mercedes’s soul, she began to sob. “Thank you,” she choked.

  The ringmaker’s eyes twinkled. “No, thank you, my dear. The institute happily makes your acquaintance.”

  




  
  






Senseless Love




Lisa Godfrees

  
  The old crone’s rotten smile sent foreboding down Bella’s spine. She stepped into the murky shack anyway. For Jack.

  “What beautiful eyes you have.” The witch shuffled up to Bella as she spoke. “Like sapphires.”

  Bella stepped backward, banging against the closed door. “Th-thank you.”

  The sprigs of hair remaining on the crone’s head shook as she cackled. Fetid breath burned Bella’s nose, and she fought to keep disgust from her face. She needed this woman to help her. To help Jack.

  “What do you want, beauty? Today’s been busy, and I’ve things to do.” The old woman waddled to her workbench near the meager fire.

  Cobwebs hung from the ceiling like misplaced draperies. A hefty layer of dust coated the books and glass bottles on the shelving. The containers held disturbing ingredients—some squirming, others floating, and a few… were those body parts?

  Bella gulped and returned her attention to the witch. “I need a cure for the wasting sickness.”

  The crone’s lips twisted. “You don’t look ill.”

  “It’s not for me.”

  “That’s a costly potion.” The ancient woman stirred a kettle suspended above the fire. Soon, the malodorous scent of overcooked turnip swirled through the room.

  “I don’t have much money,” Bella smoothed her rough-spun skirt, “but I could work for you. Clean for you. Run err—”

  “A lifetime of servitude would not be enough for what you seek.”

  “Surely there’s something.”

  “There is.” The crone stopped stirring and pierced Bella with her stare. “But the price is steep.”

  “I’ll give you whatever you ask.” Anything was worth a lifetime with Jack.

  “Very well.” The crone’s rotten smile reappeared, and Bella trembled.

  

  Jack waited outside Bella’s cottage for her return from town. His soul burst with the anticipation of what he had to tell her. To ask her. It made each second without her seem an eternity. He was ready to spend the rest of his life with her, no matter how short his wasting sickness might cut it. Hopefully, she would feel the same.

  But as the sun dipped toward the horizon, spreading golden rays on the forest, cold dread dampened Jack’s anticipation. Where was she? He headed toward town, scanning for any sign of her, searching for fiery hair or the lavender cloak she always wore. Once he reached the village, he visited each shop, each street. Every corner, every shadow. Her name, the only question on his lips, but no one had seen her.

  Suspicion pulled Jack back into the forest, this time away from Bella’s cottage. If she’d done what he feared—if she’d made a deal with the crone who preyed on people’s desperation…

  He watched for any sight of her lithe figure or auburn waves as he searched for the crone’s hovel. For movement in the darkening forest. For anything out of place. His steps filled the air with fresh pine, moist fungus, or cloying scat, but no sign of Bella. It was said that visitors to the crone could never find her dwelling twice.

  Jack wandered for hours before he finally spotted a lavender-clad figure huddled near a boulder. He rushed to Bella’s side. Her body shook with sobs, but she tensed at his approach. He wanted to speak to her, to reassure her that it was him, but he settled for squeezing her shoulder gently instead.

  She turned to him, and the moonlight bathed her ravaged face. Jack fell to his knees. Bella’s eyes—her amazing, azure eyes—were gone. Two vacant sockets remained.

  Jack grabbed her trembling hands and placed them on his cheeks. He waited as her fingers traced his short beard, his hair, and followed his eyebrow to the scar on his left temple.

  “Jack.” Her mouth formed his name. She probably said it as well, but since his own meeting with the crone that morning, he could no longer hear.

  He tried to speak. To reassure her that everything would be fine. That he would take care of her. But the witch had taken his speech along with his hearing when she gave him the means to provide for their future.

  Bella was blind. He was deaf, mute, and dying. What future could they have now? Even the few months of happiness he’d anticipated had been stolen by that conniving crone.

  Bella reached into her cloak and pulled out a vial. It glowed a sapphire blue even in the dark. She pressed it into Jack’s hands and pushed it toward his mouth.

  This potion must be what she’d traded for her sight, and she wanted him to drink it. Immediately.

  He squeezed her hand to reassure her and uncorked the vial. Jack swallowed the contents in one gulp. The turgid liquid crawled down his throat like spiders and tasted like warmed dung and turnips. He wanted to retch, to expel the foul brew, then the sensation was gone. In its place, he felt… right… in a way he hadn’t in a long, long time. Strong. Rested. Healthy. Like he could do anything.

  She’d given her eyes to cure him.

  He placed the empty vial in Bella’s hands. She touched the open neck and tipped the empty bottle over. A grin crossed her face.

  Jack placed her hands on his lips so she could feel his smile. Then he pulled a small box from his cloak, opened it, and pressed his grandmother’s ring into her palm.

  Her mouth opened in surprise as she slid his promise over her finger. Jack pulled her into his arms.

  Bella might not be able to see him, he might not be able to hear or speak to her, but now they had a lifetime together to figure out how to communicate. That was more than enough, even without the magic beans the witch had given him.

  




  
  






The Crisis Before Christmas




Michael Dolan

  
  “I come bearing grave tidings.” Suraeldor the elf swept into the workshop, clutching a candy cane-striped telescope.

  Tiggles set aside a half-built jack-in-the-box and focused on his friend. “Can I guess why? Is it because you stole the big guy’s Kringlescope?”

  The tall elf handed the device to Tiggles. “Fear not—I will return it in due time. But first, look to the north! What do you see?”

  Tiggles stepped to the window and peered through the telescope. “Okay. Like the North Pole? There’s nothing new. You punking me?”

  “No, focus on the pole itself. See anything amiss?”

  Tiggles focused on the rod, which marked where all the world’s time zone boundaries met. There was nothing on top. “The Time Distortion Globe… It’s gone!”

  “Indeed,” said Suraeldor. “Now displaced, the orb cannot replenish its energy from the convergence of time zones, weakening its time distortion powers. Without this aid, Santa’s mission to bring gifts to children all over the world is in grave peril. He won’t even have time to check his whole list once, let alone twice!”

  “Okay, okay. No need to go into all that. I know how it works.”

  “Apologies. I start expositing when I get stressed.” Suraeldor shrugged his shoulders. “My great-uncle does it, too.”

  “Weird, but not the biggest problem to address at the moment.” Tiggles handed the Kringlescope back to Suraeldor. “Does the big guy know the TDG is missing yet?”

  “Not yet, but he intends to use it this evening while reviewing his list. And we’ll need to plug it into the sleigh tomorrow night, of course.”

  “Well, why are you coming to me?”

  Suraeldor looked down. “It was my duty to keep watch over the globe this year, and retrieve it when the time came. I hoped that, as my dear friend, you would aid me on this quest to locate it.” He glanced at Tiggles with an ineffective attempt at puppy-dog eyes.

  Tiggles sighed. “Fine. We have about seven hours to track it down. Maybe we’ll find some clues at the Pole.”

  

  The two elves departed, bundled up in their elf-parkas and toting the Kringlescope, bags of gumdrops, and thermoses full of hot chocolate—because you can never be too prepared for a perilous journey across the arctic’s frozen wastes. Each time they stopped to rest, one of the elves peered north through the Kringlescope, futilely hoping that the TDG would reappear.

  A couple hours after leaving the workshop, they reached the eponymous pole of the North Pole. Tiggles traipsed up to it. “Check this out.” He started running around the shaft in a tight circle. “I’m time traveling! Hello from yesterday—I mean today—I mean the future!”

  “Didn’t you say we should come here to look for clues?”

  “Hush! I’m hard at work.”

  Suraeldor rolled his eyes, then joined in. They chased one another like a Hannah-Barbera cartoon for a few seconds before Tiggles tripped on something sticking up from the ground and face-planted into the snow.

  “Help,” Tiggles gasped, pushing himself up. “I’m being attacked!”

  “Not quite.” Suraeldor bent down to inspect the loop of white fabric that had snagged Tiggles’s boot. “But I think we’ve found our clue.”

  He brushed aside the snow, revealing a sash emblazoned with a gold, embroidered “2020.”

  The two elves looked at one another. Without a word, Suraeldor raised the Kringlescope to his eye and surveyed the horizon in all directions. He soon sighted a lone figure trudging through the icy landscape.

  “There!”

  The two elves set off in cold pursuit. They eventually caught up with the stranger—a doddering old man with an unkempt beard trailing in the snow.

  “Not so fast, Old Year!” Tiggles barked.

  “Eh? Whatchu talking ‘bout?” The ancient personification tromped forward, muttering, “Can’t a centenarian go out for a pleasant walk without being accosted?”

  “Not when that walk includes theft!” Suraeldor said, drawing up beside his friend. “Hand over the Time Distortion Globe, 2020.”

  “Make me.”

  “Oh, we will if we have to.” Tiggles took a threatening step forward.

  “You wanna fight?” The elder raised his fists. “Let’s go. I’ll deck you right in the halls.”

  The elves looked at one another. They could take him, but they didn’t want to end up on the naughty list so close to Christmas.

  Tiggles glowered. “Why’d you take the globe, Old Year?”

  The old man stopped, which didn’t seem that different from him moving. “Think about it. You know how this year has been. Locked up all the time, the world falling apart. What kind of existence is that?” He cast down his eyes. “But with this device, I can draw out my time here. Experience life the way it was meant to be.”

  The elves exchanged another glance. “We understand,” Suraeldor said. “But this is not the solution.” He held the Kringlescope up for the Old Year, pointed it south, and started tracking it to the right. “What do you see?”

  “A parking lot.”

  “Oh. Uh, my mistake.” Suraeldor nudged it up. “What about now?”

  The Old Year paused. “Families. Decorating homes and baking treats.”

  “That’s right. Because even though it’s been a hard year, it has reminded people of what’s important. Loved ones. Spending time together. Finding joy in times of darkness.” Suraeldor lowered the Kringlescope. “Would you rob them of this time of celebration?”

  A moment passed. Then the Old Year shook his head. “No. I just… haven’t really been myself, is all.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a fist-sized orb with a miniature aurora borealis swirling inside. “I believe this is yours.”

  “Thank you, 2020.” Suraeldor accepted the globe. “I hope you’re able to find joy in this season as well.”

  “That was… surprisingly easier than expected,” said Tiggles as they turned toward the workshop.

  “Indeed. Let’s return these items to Santa before the codger changes his mind.” With that, the two elves left 2020 behind and raced off to save Christmas.

  




  
  






Eyes of the Blind




Rachel Ann Michael Harris

  
  “Don’t make me take him. He’s just going to be in the way.” Matthas’s yell echoed through the cottage door.

  Outside, Darshan leaned back against the wall, the warm sun on his right and his brother’s sharp voice on the left. The argument was as old as he was, and he didn’t want to hear it again. He closed his eyes, but it wouldn’t change anything. It was always dark.

  “The traps need to be checked, and someone needs to watch your brother.”

  When he was little, Darshan thought their father allowed him to go with them to help. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

  “Fine but if he breaks his neck, don’t blame me.”

  Rubbing his thumb across his staff, Darshan traced the carvings Matthas had made when they were young, remembering how his brother had used the shapes to teach him what trees and animals looked like. As they’d aged, Darshan had become more of a burden. Especially for his brother. He sighed and slid to the ground, laying his staff across his knees.

  Soft fur and a wet nose nuzzled under his hand.

  Darshan jerked back and stood up. “What are you doing here?” he whispered. “Go away.”

  Wiggling uncontrollably, the dog pushed its snout under his elbow, trying to squirm under his arm.

  “I said leave.” As he laid his hand on the dog’s face, the blank vision of his world exploded into shapes and colors. Light glared into his eyes, and the carved images from his staff took shape before him.

  From his left, a large, square object swung toward him and blocked out everything.

  
    Not again.
  

  He pushed the dog away. The images and light disappeared, and he stepped to the left.

  The opening door slammed into his face, sending a flood of burning tears up through his nose and into his eyes.

  “Can’t even stand outside without getting hurt,” Matthas mumbled. He lifted Darshan’s chin and turned it left and right.

  Somehow, inevitably, whatever the dog let him see happened. And it always hurt. The dog groaned.

  “What’s that?” Matthas said.

  “What’s what?”

  His brother took his hand and laid it on the dog’s head. “That?”

  Darshan flinched, but when nothing happened, he cleared his throat. “That? That’s a dog.”

  “I know it is a dog. Where did it come from?”

  Darshan shrugged. “Didn’t see.”

  His brother sighed. “Very funny. Come on.” He took Darshan’s elbow and turned him to the right.

  The hike through the woods was tough. A root or hole was always waiting—Darshan had a knack for finding them. His brother’s impatient sighs were even worse. But it was the dog panting behind them that bothered Darshan the most. Why is it following us?

  It was the song of a killdeer and the scent of pine that told him they’d arrived. He reached out his hand and felt the patchwork bark of a familiar pine.

  “Stay here.” Matthas let go of his arm and wandered off to find the traps.

  Darshan slid his staff across the ground, feeling the squishable dirt spotted between unyielding rocks. One of these had caused him to bleed once. He’d tripped and hit his head. He could still hear his brother yelling at him, calling him stupid, helpless.

  The dog grumbled and pushed its head under Darshan’s hand.

  Light, dimmer than before, came again, filtering through branches and dotting the ground around him.

  What was this? Darshan started to push the dog away then hesitated. Those round objects on the ground—he knew those. He’d traced them a hundred times. Stones. But what was that in the middle? A rope-like creature lifted its head from where it coiled between three stones, rattling its tail. It sprang toward Darshan, and everything disappeared.

  He flinched from the snake’s leap and bumped his staff against something on the ground, which began to rattle. The snake. The one about to attack him.

  Running his staff across the ground, he found the stones and stabbed between them. The rattle stopped.

  “Darshan? Are you all right?” Still far off, Matthas crashed through the underbrush, creating a snapping, cracking racket. “Darshan?”

  The dog pushed on Darshan’s hand again.

  The image of a tall, thin figure running toward him came to life. Matthas?

  Matthas slipped and stepped to the side. A snare wrapped around his foot and pulled his feet out from under him. As his head came down, it hit a boulder with a loud crack! and Matthas laid still.

  Darshan jerked his hand away from the dog, and his sight disappeared, leaving him in darkness.

  “Matthas? Matthas, stop!”

  The crashing doubled and came nearer. Tapping with his staff, Darshan found the boulders and path he had seen in his vision. The same trail his brother had taught him when they were kids.

  “Darshan. What are you doing?”

  This can’t happen. He was almost there. “Matthas, stop. Don’t move.”

  Arms clamped around Darshan’s, pinning them to his side. He felt Matthas begin to slip. Lifting his staff, Darshan struck it on the ground beside them. If I’m wrong—

  Darshan’s staff tore out from under him, pulling the two brothers to the ground.

  “Are you all right?” Matthas grasped Darshan’s shoulders and patted his arms and ribs, examining him for injuries.

  Darshan froze. The voice was his brother’s, but he’d never heard it like this before. Cracked and high pitched. Like someone… about to cry.

  “I’m… I’m all right.”

  Matthas pulled him into a hug and squeezed. “How did you do that?”

  Darshan shrugged. “You taught me.”

  The dog pushed between their arms, plopping himself between them, and rubbed his head under their hands. Darshan petted his head.

  “Matthas. What color is he?”

  “What?”

  “What color is the dog?”

  It was a couple of seconds before Matthas took his hand. He guided it from the dog’s head and down its back. “Gray.” Then placed it under the dog’s chin. “White.”

  Grey and white. Darshan’s first colors.

  “Why do you want to know?”

  Darshan shrugged. “No reason.”

  




  
  






The Ripple Effect




Andra Marquardt

  
  Go into the cave, they said. You’ll see through things, they said. Walls, clothing, even vast distances if you stay long enough, they said.

  They failed to mention that, for some of us, the changes would be permanent. Except I didn’t gain x-ray or telescopic—or even microscopic—vision.

  I see angels. And demons. Glimpses of a war that’s been going on since the beginning of time and will likely continue long after I die.

  No one knows about what I see, though. They wouldn’t believe me. Heck, I don’t even believe me. I keep trying to convince myself none of it’s real—that the cave made me insane. I prefer that option over being forced to watch a literal war between spiritual forces I can’t begin to comprehend.

  The movements always take the form of ripples in the air. I ignored them at first… until a pattern emerged.

  Whatever direction a ripple goes, a small miracle or something devastating soon happens. Like the time a child was pulled to safety before getting smushed by a car. Or another when a young man stepped into an alleyway and came out an hour later stuffed in a body bag.

  Since then, I’ve followed two or three a day, trying to distinguish between good and bad ripples, but they all look so similar. At first. I’m starting to get a sense of them, now. It’s subtle, but my predictions are getting better. I keep track of all the events in a notebook and count how many of each occur to figure who might be winning this war. So far, they’re about even.

  Sitting at my desk, I write down everything from my walk to and from work—two robberies and a woman helping a young mother carry a baby carriage across the street after a wheel broke off.

  A loud pounding on the front door makes me drop my pen.

  “Police! Open up!”

  
    Police?
  

  They knock again so hard I fear the door might splinter. “Hold on! I’m coming!” Sheesh.

  I open the door, and two tall men in uniform glare at me. I swallow. “Can I help you, officers?”

  “Philip Lance?”

  “Yes?”

  One puts a hand on his sidearm. “You’re under arrest for accessory to robbery, murder, and arson.”

  Is this a joke? I stare at each one in turn. Nope. Not a joke.

  I don’t understand but I comply. It’s a simple mistake. They have no evidence. Once they realize it, they’ll let me go. Everything will be fine. Or so I tell myself over and over as they read me my rights, cuff me, stuff me into a squad car, and drive me to the station.

  Two hours later, I sit across from two detectives.

  “Mr. Lance,” the skinny one says, “I’m Detective Swift and this is Detective McKenzie. Do you know why you’re here?”

  “Something about robbery, murder, and arson. But I have no idea what that’s about. I didn’t do any of it.”

  McKenzie scoffs and crosses his arms.

  “Seriously,” I say. “I didn’t.”

  Swift shakes his head, pulls out a remote, and points it at the small television hanging in the corner of the room. A dozen short videos flash by. Of me standing in the background where crimes had recently taken place.

  Oh.

  I study each detective. Would they believe me if I told them the truth?

  What do I have to lose? I clear my throat and open my mouth—

  Ripples. All over the room. To the point the air looks like I’m sitting underwater.

  Swift narrows his eyes and looks around.

  Behind him, one of the ripples coalesces into a featureless, human-shaped figure. The apparition places a hand on his shoulder. I sense its… goodness, for lack of a better word. Telling me I can trust him?

  “You’ve been to the cave.” I blurt lest I lose my courage, and before whatever is about to happen happens. “You see what I see, don’t you? The ripples. You see them now like I do. Something bad is going down.”

  McKenzie raises his eyebrows, and Swift pales.

  The floor shudders, and the lights pop and spark, leaving us in the dark. The walls groan and crack all around us.

  McKenzie yells, “An earthquake!”

  
    An earthquake? Here?
  

  A large hand grabs my arm, and I squeal. Yes, squeal. Like a child. Embarrassing.

  I shield my eyes as a bright light shines on my face. “Move,” Swift orders. “Now.”

  I let him drag me out of the room at the same time the emergency lights switch on. Panicked officers fill the halls. The floor continues to bounce, and the walls buckle.

  The ripples continue all around me. I don’t really see them through the chaos, though. I feel them.

  I stop, forcing Swift to stop with me. I point at a hallway. “There. It’s safe through there.” It’s the only area with one small ripple instead of dozens.

  “McKenzie!” Swift yells as he pushes me into the quiet hallway. Like I need to be urged. I run ahead and slam my shoulder into the door at the far end.

  It opens, and I’m surrounded by moonlight. Another surge of the earthquake tosses me to my knees. I look up just as the building collapses.

  When the ground finally settles, I look for ripples. All is still except for two distortions swirling over McKenzie’s head. They’re fighting each other, yet I can’t tell which one’s winning.

  Swift follows my gaze, then focuses on McKenzie, whose  face is twitching as if he’s struggling with some inner turmoil.

  Swift places a hand on McKenzie’s shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s over.” He smiles and indicates me with his chin. “I think we can safely say Mr. Lance wasn’t responsible for any of this.”

  McKenzie relaxes at the same time one of the ripples pops out of existence. A second later, the other disappears.

  We all stand, and Swift whispers in my ear, “Even angels can use our help sometimes.”

  




  
  






Serpents




Hannah Robinson

  
  Sometimes I stand gazing into my mirror for hours, hoping (fearing?) I’ll fall victim to my own trick and end this pain.

  It never works.

  I’m now surrounded by mirrors. The sunlit courthouse glitters, every judge and juror holding one. They cannot look at me, so they use the mirrors to glimpse my reflection.

  It’s just as well. I can’t look at them, either. Least of all him.

  Poseidon.

  He stands with the prosecution, his hulking shadow on the ground all too recognizable. But if I look at him, I’ll lose what little sanity I have left. I know this. It’s happened before.

  “Defendant, rise.”

  That’s me. Somehow, I force my legs to hold me up.

  A slender shadow paces before me. A burning patch of sunlight strikes my face, rebounding off somebody’s mirror. A familiar hissing fills my ears.

  “I thought we’d settled this already.” The prosecutor’s voice is dark, smooth. Like her shadow. “Why are you here, Medusa? Begging me to retract your punishment?” Athena laughs. A hard, cruel laugh.

  I don’t know why I’m here. I received a summons, unsigned. This is the last place in the world I’d ever choose to return to.

  No, not the last place. I’d rather be here than where the crime happened.

  The hissing grows louder.

  “Answer me, Medusa,” Athena snaps.

  I’ve already forgotten the question.

  A serpent’s cold, smooth body glides across my throat. I fear (hope?) it will strangle me, but it doesn’t. It never does. Somehow, I force my voice around it. “My lady—” She doesn’t deserve the title. “—I didn’t request this hearing. I was summoned. To an appeal.”

  “You received your punishment five years ago. What good is an appeal? We all know your guilt.”

  “Guilty,” whispers a serpent in my ear.

  A voice in the back of my head protests, weakly. No. If they saw what he did to you, what he stole from you…

  “Guilty,” hisses the serpent, louder.

  I don’t have the strength to fight it.

  “Would the plaintiff please rise for questioning?” Athena says.

  Poseidon’s shadow shifts, lengthens. I cringe. As they go through the story again, I can barely hear around the hissing.

  Poseidon tells his side. I seduced him (did I?), coerced him (I don’t remember this, but it might have been), slandered him (which I did not mean to do, if it happened at all). Athena asks him questions, questions that make me sound unhinged. Then she asks for my story. Again.

  I told them five years ago. How I entered Athena’s temple innocent and stumbled out shattered. Everything I remembered, though when I testified, I shook so hard I could barely speak.

  Why it was me on trial, not Poseidon, I couldn’t understand. Not then. Not until after Athena made me understand I was wrong, guilty.

  Now, I don’t know what story to tell.

  “Speak, Medusa!” The burning light dances across my face again. The serpents snarl.

  Even if I were certain of my innocence, to whom could I appeal? Which god in this courthouse would uphold my cause? Zeus wouldn’t. He’d just as soon have committed Poseidon’s act himself. Aphrodite wouldn’t. She keeps silent about the gods’ crimes (as I should have, five years ago) because she cannot win.

  I have no ally. No defense.

  For five years it’s been this way. I’ve been an exile. Outcast. Monster. Some days, I don’t mind the loneliness. In a sense, it’s my protection. The number of people I have turned to stone, just by meeting their gaze… people I loved…

  It’s far better to be in a place you cannot be seen than a place you must not be seen.

  And I have not been seen since my curse.

  “Speak!” Athena’s shouting now. “Have you any defense, Medusa?”

  “No.” My voice is nearly drowned by the hissing.

  
    “Guiltyyyy…”
  

  A crash of thunder shakes the courthouse, and I jump. Zeus has lost his temper. I turn to him, trembling, to find him wide-eyed—also trembling. Staring at the door.

  I follow his gaze.

  At the double-doors of the courthouse stands a man I’ve never seen before. He’s taller than Zeus, wider than Poseidon, more beautiful than Athena. He glows. His eyes are furious. He must be a god.

  “Get out of my courthouse,” he bellows, his voice like thunder.

  I cower against the witness stand, serpents screaming in my ears.

  Lightning shoots from this unknown god. Strikes Zeus. Zeus convulses, stumbles—flees. Athena follows. Poseidon leaps forward, ready to challenge the intruder, but a mighty wave of water sweeps through the courthouse doors and swallows him. The water retreats, taking Poseidon with it. The judge leaps out a window. The jury scatters. A mirror shatters on the stone floor.

  And I am left alone, too terrified to move, in the presence of a mysterious god stronger than Zeus.

  This is the end. I hope.

  “Medusa, where are you?” This time his voice isn’t thunder. It’s rain.

  I want to remain hidden, but my body disobeys. I stand.

  He turns toward me.

  Oh, don’t let him look at me, I plead inside. I’ll turn him to stone.

  His gaze locks on mine.

  And he smiles.

  
    He sees me.
  

  And he does not turn to stone!

  “Why are you here, Medusa?” he asks. He says my name warmly, like a blessing.

  “I—an appeal—” My voice fails. “Someone summoned me—I don’t know who.”

  “I summoned you.”

  “You?” I gape.

  “How do you plead?”

  I’m prepared to say guilty, but for once, the serpents are silent. As am I.

  He nods as though I’ve spoken. “Innocent. Case dismissed.”

  Is this true? I cannot question his authority. He routed Poseidon!

  He takes my trembling hand. Leads me from the courthouse.

  Athena waits outside, fuming, staring. Our eyes meet. Then she does something nobody’s done in five years: she turns and walks away.

  So do we. This God and I.

  




  
  




VI
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The Alien Mask




Paul Regnier

  
  My latest assignment is to assume alien form and tell my subject I’m from another world. It won’t be the first time.

  My targets in the past have been people on the fringes of society. Outcasts, loners, and backcountry rubes are my staples for the visiting alien persona. It’s not my favorite deception. It takes longer to gain trust. Sometimes, it’s weeks before my subjects have surrendered the required amount of will before I can take them where I want. Give me a long-lost uncle, brother, or my personal favorite, mother, and I can achieve full compliance within the span of an evening.

  This time, my assignment is far closer to “civilization.” Instead of ambling adrift in the dusty roads of rural farmland, I’ve been sent into the city, and the night takes me to a cramped apartment within walking distance of the university. My subject is a third-year college student crushed by the aftermath of a breakup. Her compromised emotional state exposes a vulnerable soul ripe for suggestion.

  As I wait, suspended within the fractures of the ceiling, I can feel the beauty of her grief wash over me. The true art will be to lead her down the road of deception while keeping her fixated on the emotional pain. It will nourish my essence and provide inspiration for the lie.

  I receive the impulse from below that it’s time. I assume the stereotypical alien mask of a glowing, white, humanoid body and almond shaped head. My personal touches are dark eyes that reveal a swirling cosmos when seen up close.

  As I float down from the ceiling, my subject freezes in place. I speak with a warm, resonant voice using reassuring words that I am an alien sent to help. Her face freezes in fear for several minutes as I continue the script of soothing prose crafted by the great deceiver, himself. I fill the room with warmth and the almost imperceptible rising and falling of soft bells used to promote relaxation.

  Whether I like it or not, the ruler of this world has made the alien mask a popular assignment as of late. Some say he’s testing the waters for a larger-scale deception. And as my subject nods her assent and awaits instruction, I begin to understand his optimism.

  




  
  






Always the Future




Patrick M. Fitzgerald

  
  Sandra watched the passenger ship enter Delphi’s atmosphere like a shooting star. In the morning, she would leave with it, and her future would end.

  She leaned against the windowsill and looked down at her luggage. Five bags. I don’t need keepsakes. Memories will be enough. They’ll have to be. Glancing up, she met her fiancé’s eyes as they searched her face.

  Cyrus’s brow furrowed. His gaze drifted to the side as he stepped up to her. “Sandra, I’d understand if you wanted to stay.”

  The words made her heart lurch. She saw her futures diverge, and years of loneliness on her homeworld stretched out before her. Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head.

  It was rare for a Delphian to leave the planet. The moment of departure loomed in her future like a wall she couldn’t see beyond—exactly as other Delphians described death. It was terrifying. Losing Cyrus, though… that was worse.

  He wiped a tear away with his thumb. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

  She placed a hand on his cheek, wincing at the spiderweb of scars on his face. It made her heart ache to know the tachyon radiation that let her people see the future was slowly killing him.

  “You don’t upset me, Cyrus.” She clasped his hands. “The thought of being without you does.”

  He leaned down and kissed her gently. “We never need to be apart.”

  Warmth filled her heart as her thumbs traced circles on his hands. An uncertain future didn’t seem as frightening with him by her side. She inhaled deeply, focusing on the scent of his cologne, imagining the scent of the forests on his homeworld.

  Imagining the future. That’s new. She reluctantly let his hands fall from hers. “Well, we do if we want to finish packing.”

  It didn’t take long to fill her bags. Cyrus sighed when she offered to help with his luggage. “I can’t believe you’re taking so little with us.”

  “My mom can have what’s left. There’s no need to take much.” The Delphic adage clutched at her heart as she spoke it. “Always the future, never the past.”

  “We missed the sunset.” His eyes were on the horizon as he took her hand. “But I’d like to see the limestone fields again, if you’d join me.”

  “One more night, and one more song.” She smiled, caressing the crystalline flute on the dresser. “I’d have it no other way.”

  

  Gentle violet moonlight illuminated the mists over the limestone terraces on the horizon. The glittering white stone mirrored the twinkling stars above.

  Sandra placed her head on Cyrus’s shoulder as he put his arm around her. They had only been together a year, but she had lived this year so often, it may as well have been a lifetime.

  She put the flute to her lips, listened a second into the future, and played the note she heard. Slipping into the flow of moments, she echoed the song that she would play note by note. She didn’t choose a song, but simply allowed it to occur.

  The slow, solemn melody that emerged was a mournful farewell to her homeworld, as though the flute were weeping with her loss. The tempo fell away as she let the music go, the notes fading away into the infinite potential of an unknown future.

  Placing the flute in her lap, she looked at Cyrus with tear-stained eyes. It was the last time she would play in the Delphic tradition.

  He smiled and nodded. They sat in silence, just enjoying the moments together.

  There are so few moments left. She felt them compress before her. They would come faster and closer together, like sound waves between a speeding hovercraft and a building, about to crash through a wall she couldn’t see beyond.

  Sandra gazed into Cyrus’s eyes, and the stars reflected within them. “So many worlds out there…”

  “So many to see. Each one is unique, each one special.”

  “Ours, though…” Her eyes welled with tears. “It’s the only one that lets me see the future.” She buried her face in his chest. “I’m scared, Cy.”

  “Have faith, dear.” He placed a hand on the back of her neck, stroking her hair. “Have faith that everything will be all right.”

  “Not something I’ve ever done.” She sniffed back a sob. “Faith isn’t something you rely on when you know everything that’s going to happen.”

  “Then let me have enough faith for both of us.”

  

  Sandra rested her head on Cyrus’s shoulder aboard the starliner. She watched the window with trepidation.

  “I’m surprised you didn’t say goodbye to your mother.” His hand pressed comfortingly against her shoulder.

  “Why? She always knew I was leaving.” She felt Cyrus jump at the sudden vibration from the engines as the ship lifted into the air. Surprise… I wonder what it’s like.

  The moments came faster and faster, superimposing their images on the reality before her. Far below, the bluestone cities and crystalline fields fell away as their ship sailed up through the clouds.

  She tried to calm her breath as the future flickered across her view out the window, echoing in a nauseating pattern.

  She squeezed her eyes closed. She listened to her thudding heartbeat as the final moments repeated themselves. And then, the whole of time compressed into a single moment.

  “It’s over.” She gasped, realizing she had spoken without hearing the words first.

  “It’s just beginning.” Cyrus smiled and patted her hand.

  She flinched away, not having expected the touch. They exchanged a glance, and she squeezed his hand. “Sorry. I…”

  “Don’t worry.” Cyrus tucked her hair behind her ear. “What do you want to do once we get to Earth?”

  She thought about it a moment, then smiled. “I have no idea what we’ll do. But… I have faith that we can discover the future. Together.” She interlocked her fingers with his and looked into his hopeful eyes.  “Always.”

  




  
  






Your Nosy Neighborhood Granny




Beka Gremikova

  
  Young folk these days.

  I squint between my window blinds. Amelia has another new beau—a tall, brooding fellow. They walk hand-in-hand down the street toward my house, chatting.

  I frown. I haven’t met this one yet. Usually she brings them by for my inspection first, just to be safe.

  They stop walking, and he leans down—

  I gasp. My cane clatters to the floor.

  His lips press against her cheek in a quick, gentle kiss. Not a bite. Still, my intuition tells me to be wary. Lots of things start off small…

  Archie runs circles around my ankles, barking.

  “Hush!” I snap my fingers at him. He falls silent, but his tiny body quivers, the hair along his ruff bristling. His Uncanny Sense, like mine, is alert. Familiar, slimy unease twists through my mind.

  Maybe Amelia’s bringing the boy over right now. Bracing my hips, I crouch to retrieve my cane, careful to avoid triggering its built-in security feature. I shuffle back to the window, Archie a step behind.

  Amelia and her beau stop in front of my bungalow. Amelia glances up at my front porch, fiddling with her braid. The boy hunches his shoulders and scuffs his foot along the pavement, muttering something in her ear.

  She pats his arm and lets him lead her past my house.

  Peaches and dumplings, no you don’t. My nostrils flare, and I grip my cane so tightly my joints ache. If that hooligan thinks he can sweep my sweet Amelia away without so much as a by-your-leave, he’s in for a surprise from this nosy neighborhood granny.

  Archie whines and dashes to the front door.

  “I’m coming!” I hobble over and together we step outside. Bolstering myself to project my thin, reedy voice, I holler, “Amelia Lawton!”

  She stutter-steps—gators and grits, she’d better not pretend she can’t hear me—then stops. She twiddles her braid again as her beau tugs at her hand.

  But Amelia’s parents raised her right.

  She turns, pulling that boy around with her, and calls, “Good mornin’, Miss O’Hara!” The cheer in her voice sounds forced, but I don’t give a flyin’ hoot as long as I know she’s safe.

  I take my time shuffling down the stairs and along my front walk to the street. As I near, I notice that her beau’s teeth are very white. My unease intensifies. Vampires are vainer about their teeth than those Hollywood women on the TV.

  The boy’s gaze flicks to me and away. He sees Archie and stiffens.

  A delightful shiver trails down my spine. It feels like I’m back in my rookie year on the Supernatural Defense Force, cornering my first Uncanny.

  Amelia notices Archie, and the false cheer melts into genuine adoration. “Archie!” she coos. Archie lets her pat him, but he knows his job. His eyes are riveted on the boy. His tail doesn’t wag. His fur stands on end.

  Together, we’ll flush out that vamp.

  “So, who’s this?” I ask in my most affronted tone.

  Amelia bites her lip. “I was going to bring him by after we went to the soda fountain.” She shrugs, avoiding my gaze. “He’s shy and wanted to get to know me better before meeting my family.”

  My heart warms. We may not be blood-related, but Amelia and I love each other like any meemaw with her grandbaby. “And what’s your name, young man?” I ask her beau.

  He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Jeremy Rothschild.”

  So normal sounding. Uncannies aren’t as obvious these days; they look and act a lot like us. When I was young, they projected a dazzling suaveness, and humans just ate it up. Now, girls prefer crooners with hair greasier than deep-fried chicken wings to centuries-old creatures who’d drizzle blood over buttered popcorn.

  “I hope you’re treating Miss Amelia here right.”

  He straightens, tossing his hair. The slight movement enflames my intuition. I’ve seen far too many hair tosses in my line of work. Vampires’ obsession with hair is even worse than with teeth—it’s enough to give me the willies.

  “I always treat them—” He catches himself. “I always treat her right.”

  “Them? I thought I was your first girlfriend!” Amelia frowns.

  “You are!” He slips an arm around her shoulder.

  Amelia glances down at Archie, whose eyes are trained on Jeremy, then up at me. She steps out from under Jeremy’s arm. “Them,” she mumbles. “If he lied about having girlfriends before…”

  “… he probably lied about his age,” I finish. “Behind me, honey.”

  Head bowed, she obeys. I shuffle forward, hefting my cane as Archie snarls.

  Jeremy flicks a dark lock of hair out of his face as he glares at me. “It’s narrow-minded people like you who suck the free will out of the world.”

  “If it keeps Uncannies like you from sucking the blood out of underaged girls, I do so gladly.” I raise my cane, arms shaking slightly, and press the built-in trigger on the handle.

  His eyes widen as the cane tip extends, revealing a sharpened end reminiscent of a good ol’ fashioned stake. At least all this new-fangled tech is handy-dandy for something.

  I jab at him, but he rolls out of the way. He jumps to his feet, hissing, and lunges for me.

  Archie leaps at the vampire. My heart races faster than a Kentucky-born thoroughbred, but I push down the fear. I keep my gaze trained on the vampire’s chest and stab again. This time, my cane finds its mark.

  Right through the heart.

  The vampire’s body crumbles into powder, and a pair of fangs clatter to the ground.

  Breathing heavily, I lower my cane.

  Amelia throws her arms around me, sniffling. Poor, sweet darling. I stroke her hair. “How about some apple pie, honey? And some Archie cuddles?”

  Her young face brightens. Archie barks, supremely interested in the cuddles.

  “And next time,” I croak, “bring the boy home to me first.”

  Amelia picks Archie up and hugs him. “Yes, ma’am.”

  




  
  






Midnight




Rachel Kimberly Hastings

  
  Of all the underground clubs in this sodden sponge of a city, it had to be that one.

  I tugged my fedora lower over my brows, but it did little to block out the damp chill of the October night. My neck prickled as I surveyed the disturbing sight splayed out on the alley’s cracked asphalt. The body was that of canary Minerva Cochabon, still dressed in the revealing red number she loved to flaunt during secret shows like tonight’s. No more would she grace that mildewed stage with her dangerous heels and shapely ankles. I shook my head, cutting off that train of thought, and entered through the unlabeled metal door of the brick warehouse-turned-speakeasy.

  I pulled out my wire-bound notepad and fountain pen. “Time of death was reported as shortly after midnight.”

  The proprietor, Amos Glover, was a balding coot with a lazy eye. He worried a stained towel between his hands and smelled of gin. “Jim! You’ve been a loyal customer for years. You wouldn’t turn us in over something like this, would ya?”

  I sighed. “I’m sorry, Gloves. Course I’d never rat on you, but it’s out of my hands. After this ruckus, the fuzz knows all about your little joint here. And the law is clear.” I flicked my fingernail against an empty gin bottle on the counter. “I’m just here about the dame. Now, what happened at midnight?”

  “R-right. She was singin’ something slow and haunting for the last song of the evening. Real lovely.” He sniffed. “It’s the end of an era, Jim.”

  I glanced across the room, where several tables had been overturned. Broken glass littered the floor. He had a point. The speakeasy’s days of glory had come to an abrupt end along with Minerva. Keep it together. There would be other places where one could toss back a shot of something strong. “Continue,” I prompted.

  Amos scratched his head. “See, that’s where it gets dicey. In the middle of her song… Nah, you’ll think I’m off my rocker.”

  I pinned him with the knowing glare I was famous for down at HQ.

  “All right. Jeez!” He cleared his throat. “Think I need another drink if you’re gonna put the screws on me like that.”

  “Stop stalling.”

  “It’s like those old folktales kids like to scare each other with,” he said, his voice serious. “The Witching Hour. The air turned cold as January in Buffalo. Right in the middle of her song. You could feel your heartbeat in your throat, like a nightmare choking the life out of you.” He shuddered, rubbed his neck. “Then something blew out all the candles, the lights exploded, Minerva screamed. All went amuck.”

  The lantern on the counter next to us flickered. I turned it toward me. Is the gas faulty, or is it my imagination?

  Amos continued. “We thought the cops had cut the power. The panic caused this mess. But there weren’t no cops in the alley, and there she was, somehow dead outside even though she’d been singing her little heart out onstage moments before. Real strange.” He paused. “Figure out what killed her?”

  I shook my head. “No marks, no sign of strangling or knife wounds. They’ll have to do an autopsy to confirm, but so far looks like no poison, either. Almost like she died of fright.”

  Amos twitched. Ah. So he did know something.

  “The Witching Hour, hmm?” I mused, leaning in close. “They say it’s when the veil between worlds turns thin, but then who opened the door?”

  He lowered his eyes. “Minerva might have been involved in some… shady dealings with a fortune-teller from the East Side. The rumor goes that she cheated the woman out of a promised amount of money. Think the fortune-teller was into that hoodoo voodoo stuff? A vengeful witch or somethin’?” He paled. “You don’t think this place was cursed, do you?”

  The lantern flame flickered again.

  “Well,” I said, “I’m sorry, Amos. You didn’t deserve to get caught up in this mess.” I picked up my hat from the countertop. “But I can’t let word of this get out. There’s dangerous folk out there.”

  Amos stumbled backward. “W-what?”

  I flashed my silver-coated badge in his direction. “Reserve Investigator, Paranormal division, affectionately known as R.I.P. for short. Oh, don’t look so green, Gloves. I’m not gonna ice you.” I pulled out my forked wand and pointed the double end at his bulging eyes. “I’m one of the good guys.”

  He crumpled over the counter in a sudden doze. I nudged the empty gin bottle closer to his hand. To the coppers, it would appear he’d drunk himself into a stupor. By the time he awoke, he’d be in the can.

  “Minerva,” I whispered. “You back with me now?”

  
    You always were too patient with that man.
  

  I ignored the chiding tone as her voice echoed between my ears. “You make me act like a common gumshoe to get answers when you already had a suspect? Couldn’t you have stepped in to speed things up, partner?”

  Cold fingers trailed teasingly up my neck. But I love watching you work.

  “It was the fortune-teller, then?”

  
    Please. Anyone strong enough to blow my cover among the living like this has to be a witch.
  

  I clicked my tongue. “You certainly know how to make enemies, sweetheart.”

  
    Ugh, now I’ll have to start all over. The “club singer” identity was the bee’s knees for stakeouts in seedy haunts. I’ll be hard-pressed to find another host body with ankles like that.
  

  I smirked and settled my hat on my head. “All right, ghosty-girlie, let’s go find your murderer.”

  An invisible, icy hand slipped through the crook of my arm, and together we went out into the brisk night air.

  




  
  






Komainu




Michael Erasmus

  
  You have something special in you. A weapon no Komainu can wield. Father’s words echoed in Koji’s mind.

  Sitting on the dojo floor, he glanced back, drinking in the beauty revealed through the glass wall. The black sea of space teemed with countless stars. Somewhere out there, a month’s journey from this space station, was home. And Father.

  “Begin!” Sensei Iwasaki’s voice cracked the air like the shot of a Tanegashima railgun, drawing Koji’s attention back to the trial at hand.

  A student in the center of the dojo drew his katana while Koji and the other students sat watching. Before the student stood a Komainu, a robot clad in samurai-style armor, readying its practice sword. Behind them stretched another glass wall, an aquarium tank housing colorful koi, a reminder of Earth—the capital planet of the Risen-Sun Empire.

  With lightning speed, the robot struck, and the student parried.

  After the exchange repeated several times, Koji whispered to the girl beside him. “Hitomu’s blocking every blow.”

  “He’s not striking back, though,” Akari responded. “The Komainu’s too fast. This is unfair.”

  Koji glanced at her. Her back was straight, her eyes narrow as she watched the fight. “Why’s it unfair?”

  “Well, take me for example. Top student.” Her chin lifted. “Full marks on the theory exams. Dominated the shooting range, crew drills, and planetary survival trials.”

  He rolled his eyes. “You forgot to mention how humble you are.”

  Akari huffed. “Point is, if I fail this last test, this fight—which I won’t—I’m out. A single match against a foe I’ve never faced ends my journey to becoming a samurai. How is that fair?”

  Koji had no answer, and both students turned back to the intensifying duel. Sweat streamed down Hitomu’s forehead as the Komainu drove him back with powerful strikes. Finally, with a blow to the bottom of the boy’s blade, the Komainu knocked the katana from his grip. It clattered on the wooden floor, useless, defeated. The boy bowed, then returned to his seat amongst his peers, shoulders slumped.

  Koji swallowed. Hitomu was a superb swordsman. Surely better than Koji. “I can’t do this.”

  Akari’s tone softened. “Your father was a samurai; he passed the test. Didn’t he give you any advice?”

  “Not really. He said I wield something that no Komainu, nor any AI—”

  “Next!” Sensei Iwasaki’s piercing gaze met Akari.

  She took a deep breath. “Tell me later.”

  “Good luck.”

  “I don’t need it.” She sprang to her feet and marched forward, shoulders squared.

  She bowed to the sensei, then to the Komainu. When she stood ready, hand on the hilt of her sheathed katana, the sensei bellowed, “Begin!”

  As if startled by the shout, Akari froze, sword undrawn as the Komainu’s weapon raced toward her. With a loud smack, it struck her shoulder, crumpling her to the ground. Koji gasped.

  Akari scrambled to her feet, then looked to Sensei Iwasaki. “I… I wasn’t ready!”

  The sensei frowned. “When enemies breach your ship and swarm its halls, will they wait for you to be ready?”

  Her voice quivered. “Sensei, please. Give me another chance.”

  “Battle has no second chances.”

  She stormed back to her spot by Koji. When he saw the tears welling in her eyes, he said, “I’m s—”

  “Shut up!”

  “Next!” Koji’s turn.

  He pushed off the ground, hands shaking. First Hitomu, then Akari. How could he possibly win?

  Remember, son. Father’s face appeared in his mind—a memory of their last day fishing by the Glowing Lake before Koji’s departure. Your mind is slower than a Komainu, but your body can be faster.

  Koji had dismissed the speech that day. Now, as he walked toward the robot, heart racing, palms sweating, he understood. If the top students had failed, this could be his only advantage.

  So, forsake your mind, your thoughts. Father had placed his powerful hand on Koji’s chest. You have something special inside you. A weapon no Komainu can wield. A guiding force our ancestors found in the wilderness and battlefields of Earth. A warrior’s intuition.

  Koji reached the sensei, turned to the robot.

  
    Instinct. It dwells in you, my son. Tap into it. Embrace it.
  

  The glowing eyes of the Komainu’s lion-faced visor peered into his soul, stabbing his heart with fear.

  How? Koji had asked Father.

  He bowed.

  
    Close your eyes.
  

  Koji shut his eyes, exhaled, stood straight. He released his fear, his thoughts.

  
    Let your body take control.
  

  “Begin!”

  His hands drew the sword. His body shifted into a fighting stance, fluid and relaxed.

  A swish prickled his ears, and his arms jerked in response, remembering the practiced patterns of a thousand training sessions. A dull tang as steel met hardened plastic.

  He barely registered the parry before instinct told him thrust, and his body obeyed. Hips twisting, arms shoving, he struck. He heard a crack and a brief screech of metal tearing, then a thud.

  Koji opened his eyes.

  The katana had pierced the Komainu’s arm, disabling its hand. Its sword lay on the ground.

  You did it! his mind cheered.

  Not yet, said instinct.

  He released his katana’s hilt as the Komainu’s free hand shot forward, gauntlet curled in a fist.

  Koji jumped back, dodging the attack by an inch.

  The Komainu pulled back for another punch. Koji ducked under its swing, leaped past, and dashed toward Sensei Iwasaki. The old man’s white beard spread down his robes like tendrils of stardust, reaching as low as the hilt of his katana.

  He did not flinch as Koji snatched the hilt and drew the blade.

  Behind you, said instinct when his ears registered footsteps. Strike!

  He spun, his sensei’s katana outstretched.

  The razor-sharp blade buried into the Komainu’s alloy neck, snapping its inner wires with crackling sparks. The robot crashed to the ground, eyes dimming to black.

  The class watched, dumbstruck, as the body crumpled. Sensei Iwasaki met Koji’s eyes and gave a subtle nod. “Well done, Samurai.”

  




  
  






A Ghost’s Guide to Haunted Hugs




Kristiana Sfirlea

  
  Nobody likes ghost hugs.

  This has thus far been the biggest disappointment of my afterlife. Yes, there’s the whole being tied to the dark, dank, dismal cave where I’d met my untimely demise, but—nah, it’s mostly the hugging. Or lack thereof.

  I was quite the hugger before I died. You know, the “so happy to see you I’ll squeeze your lungs out” type? Which is infinitely more attractive on a bubbly teenage girl than a four-hundred-year-old wraith whose manifestation unfortunately mirrors the state of her death. Namely, my half-bashed skull, squished jelly eyeball, and stalagmite-skewered side.

  Now everyone runs screaming from my ectoplasmic embrace. I don’t blame them.

  Noise echoes from the mouth of my cave. The voice of potential victims—ahem, I mean visitors. I drift as close as I dare. Mustn’t scare them off. It’s been ages since anyone has dropped by. Ha! Drop. Because that’s how everyone dies in here: halfway through, the floor gives way to the cave’s stomach, a ravenous pit consuming life after life.

  I could curb its appetite by fixing that warning sign outside, but what can I say? Death is the only thing that reminds me of living.

  My two visitors enter the mouth of the cave, swallowed by a trap they don’t even realize yet. As they near my hiding spot, I feel a prick in the conscience I didn’t think I still had. It’s a young girl and an older boy. I try to detect their magic—whatever form it takes will give me insight into who I’m dealing with—but from a distance, all I can see is that the girl has a bounce to her step like she’s waiting for an adventure to round the corner, ready to chase after it when it does. The boy follows her like he’s used to the girl getting herself into hazardous situations and comfortable with his job of rescuing her from the jaws of danger.

  They’re just like my brother and me.

  Fragmented memories rattle inside my head: wind whipping through my hair as I fall from a great height, my brother screaming my name, “Kali!” and the pressure of his arms around me, cradling my broken body.

  The memories disintegrate, slipping through my fingers like ash. But soon I’ll be reliving another’s death, and it will make me feel alive.

  In the dim light of the cave, my victims continue on their course, blissfully unaware of the deadly drop ahead. I can identify their magic now. The girl has a small storm cloud hanging over her head like a curse—except she tilts her face and laughs when it douses her cheeks with rain. And the boy… Shadows rise from him like smoke from a fire, swirling around like a playful breeze.

  My guilty conscience eases. If this is how their magic chooses to express itself—through storms and shadows—then these two are obviously evil. They pass by the boulder I’m hiding behind, and I lean closer to hear their dastardly plans.

  “Just think, Shadow Boy,” the girl chirps, “if we can find the Lullaby Star and return it to the sky, we’ll cure half of the world’s insomnia!” Her storm cloud rumbles happily. A happy storm. That’s a first.

  “If being the operative word, Thunder,” Shadow Boy points out, browsing a thick book titled Blackout’s Tales. “The legend says the star will sing to be found. Do you hear any singing?”

  “Well…no,” Thunder, admits. “But I feel something here. Don’t you?” She stops, revolving on the spot. “Like a presence.”

  I duck down farther behind my boulder, but can’t resist peeking around the side. They resume their walk toward certain doom.

  “Whoever they are, they must be lonely,” Thunder muses. “They probably need a hug.”

  A phantom sound catches in my throat. It’s either a laugh or a sob. I can’t decide.

  Shadow Boy chuckles, and a ribbon of darkness tugs on one of the girl’s curls. “You think everyone needs a hug.”

  “Because they usually do!” She’s two steps away from her foot meeting nothing but air. Seconds away from her life flashing before her eyes—and my eyes, too.

  This is what I’ve been waiting for, this strange gift of mine to experience someone’s final moments with them. I will feel her fall, feel the wind through her hair as if it were my own, feel the crush of her bones, the weight of her soul slipping from her body.

  I will feel the arms of her friend hold her close to his heart as she passes from this world. And that haunted hug will remind me that there was once someone who loved me enough to hold me as I died.

  Thunder raises her foot, and time seems to slow. Her death will be worth it. It will make me feel better. It will help me remember. It—

  
    “They must be lonely. They probably need a hug.”
  

  Her foot falls through empty space, and I leap in front of her, slamming her back with force of a full-on manifestation. She’s thrown into the safety of Shadow Boy’s arms. Alive.

  What did I just do?

  I float there, suddenly very aware of my hideous appearance. Any moment, and they will bolt out of the cave, screaming in terror.

  Thunder stares at me, her lips slightly parted. “You—you saved me.” She throws her arms around my mutilated stomach and hugs so hard she’d have stolen my breath—if I’d had any. She lets go, skin blue with ghost chill, but her smile is brighter than lightning. “Thank you.”

  “Oh! Um.” I tuck a strand of ethereal hair shyly behind my half-missing ear. “You’re welcome.”

  I guess somebody likes ghost hugs after all.

  




  
  






Flee Market




Andrew Winch

  
  The neurotoxin uppercuts my synapses as I stumble from an alley into the neon-shrouded market. I only glimpse the crowded shops and displays before my eyes sear around the edges, and soon only kaleidoscopic shadows remain. Shadows and blood. Ruthless vipers posing as merchants. Harmless pharmaceuticals and genetics upgrades, my ass. This is death alley. The Flee Market. And any one of these leeches will drain me for ten quelch if I stop to give them the chance. But that’s not going to happen. I’ve got someone at home counting on me.

  The shadows squeeze harder, and my vision blinks out completely. One sense down, three to go. That’s fine. I’ve beaten the best in the ring with my eyes swollen shut. I may be on their turf now, but a bunch of jealous rookies and bookies won’t knock me out with some homebrewed psychedelic.

  I launch forward, full sprint. Full blind. My muscles lengthen, each fiber longing for freedom. My right shoulder plows into something hard and blunt. A woman screams, but the noise reverses, shrinks, whirls away. And the void consumes all sound. Two senses gone, and I now ask the Sin-sate question shared by every psych-junkie I’ve ever met. After the chemical rapture, which of my five senses will rise to god-like potency?

  But as I fly through the darkness, the last, oily scent of sturgeon melts from my nose, and my tongue glazes over. Smell and taste are gone. And then there was one.

  Touch.

  Perfect. More than enough to shred the meat bags pursuing me. Nothing but pilot fish pansies, ready to devour every alpha gladiator’s sloppy seconds. Ready to devour me the second I don’t slay the beast for them. Funny thing, they don’t realize that they are the beast.

  Electricity flares across my skin, awakening every cell right down to my core. As I run, I feel my vertebrae align perfectly with my skull and pelvis. My copper-weighted blood swells and recedes with each heartbeat. I can almost see—

  Purples and reds gnash at my left hip as I collide with a fruit stand. Persimmons, judging by their excited, yellow vibrations against my skin. I pirouette to the right, and my feet send salt-scented waves across the rancid, cobblestone street. A tangle of vibrating smells and tactile light threads through my skin, but I claw through the synesthetic confusion and speed toward the path of least resonance.

  A gourd explodes into red ripples up ahead. My attackers are using firearms. No problem. Just another title to earn. Never crushed an armed man before. Let alone four, if their converging tidal wave of vibrations can be trusted.

  Another red ripple to my left. Then another. My toes dig into broken stone as electrical impulses leap from my spine down into my muscles. One way or another, it’ll all be over soon.

  My right knee catches on an undetected deviation in the soundscape, and I go into a tailspin. Nausea poisons my remaining sense. Hope glances off into the darkness, and my nearly perfect record screams into oblivion. Glory and wealth turn to bitter ash as I wretch.

  But it all burns away at the memory of a single, angelic face—my daughter. They will find her. And she will never taste freedom again.

  I steady myself and take a ragged breath. Let them come.

  As the last explosion of color fades, I know that they have finally run out of ammunition. They’re in my world now. Seven years of Master Hin’s teachings flood through me, and every impulse is ready to rip these lackeys apart.

  The first, pathetic schoolgirl strike against my left shoulder barely registers. I flip the attacker over my back, and his head dissolves into a wall. The second comes at me with a crimson swing to my ribs. I wrap around his arm like a hungry snake.

  
    Snap.
  

  The feeling weaves through me. Pain screams across my cheek. I hike my hip over him, and with a single jerk, his neck snaps, too. I crash down with his corpse and slam onto the unforgiving stones. They sink into me. I sink into them. I try to fight it, to get back up, but the air thickens and envelops me, and I give myself to the vibrations of the psychedelic. It burrows deeper. Farther now into the abyss as my body descends into the earth, and I can’t quite remember…

  Then, something sparks in the distance. Something like light. From my home beyond the biofields. A beacon, growing quickly. It strikes the ground around me and splinters into infinity, consuming me, leaving me weightless. A flood of hope, of promise. Of purpose.

  My daughter.

  Her every breath is a supernova, giving form to the darkness. Her blinding heartbeat shatters every fight I’ve ever lost. Every doubt that threatens to tear away my future. She is my future. She is everything worth fighting for.

  With a red rush, I feel the last two attackers close in. The payday they’re chasing is written with their own blood.

  I explode from the ground, tuck into a roll, and spin to face my enemies. Deep purple surges on my left. My fist is in his throat before my heart can clear its flooded chambers, and his life collapses into itself as the last attacker’s uneven footsteps make their final approach.

  Then, with victory at my fingertips, the air sets fire around me, and I go numb. No. This isn’t supposed to happen. Sin-sate doesn’t… But it doesn’t matter now. My last sense, my only advantage, vaporizes into nothingness…

  And yet, I sense the last attacker stutter to a stop. One final barrier standing between me and the market gate, silhouetted by the pulsing light behind him.

  And nothing will keep me from that light.

  With all five senses gone, I inhale the gleaming brilliance and erupt forward.
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Want More?


  
  
  Visit GoHavok.com for a free story every weekday.
 Or better yet, join the Havok Horde for chances to win reader prizes and the opportunity to vote on the Readers' Choice story for each anthology. Memberships start at $1.99 and give you access to the complete ever-growing archive of stories.


  
    DID YOU ENJOY THIS BOOK?
  

  Please consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads (and your blog, social media, and anywhere else you’d like… maybe a tattoo?) and show our authors some love. Let them know which stories you enjoyed most!

  [image: Sensational]  
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  Havok will return in Season Five…
 “Prismatic”
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