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Introduction


  
  Writing an introduction to one of our anthologies seems to make us (Cerberus—the three heads of Havok) introspective. As I sit here dipping my phoenix-feather quill into rare and expensive kraken ink, I can’t help but scratch my antlers in wonder at the growth we've seen.

  In October 2018 we were busy overhauling Havok Magazine into what would become Havok Publishing, not really knowing how things would work out. Could we maintain a story every weekday? Would we have enough submissions? Would we have enough volunteer help to make Havok a success? Would we be able publish the best stories into an anthology? Would we be able to pay our authors competitive rates?

  So many unknowns are now known.

  
    	We have published a story every weekday since January 1, 2019. Now, we publish stories on most Saturdays as well. We even have a podcast!

    	We’ve received over 2,300 submissions from hundreds of writers across the globe. We’ve given personalized feedback on the vast majority of those stories.

    	We have a current staff of thirty-seven volunteers, twelve of whom have been with us since the beginning.

    	What you’re holding in your hands is our fifth anthology. We’ve published one each six-month season, and we’re proud of every single one of them.

    	Every season we have paid our anthology winners a little more. This time around the payments are six-fold what they were when we started, thanks to our supporters (Patreon patrons, Havok Horde members, and T-shirt purchasers).

    	Stories we published won 2021 Realm Awards in the flash fiction and audio short categories at the Realm Makers writers conference.

  

  But the things we love most about Havok aren’t any of the ones listed above.

  We love the notes we get from authors who enjoy working with us. We love their enthusiasm on social media. We love that they recommend us to their friends. And we love, love, love it when Havok is an author’s first publication.

  We’ve seen our authors grow. They persevere through rejections and edits to publish the best flash fiction out there (if we do say so ourselves). Some have gone on to win flash fiction awards or publish full-length novels, which we’ve read and enjoyed. And some have even ended up on our staff, giving back to other authors.

  Havok is so much more than a daily ezine. It’s so much more than five anthologies. It’s a community full of color and creativity. And that’s what we’re celebrating here with Prismatic. Colors are often associated with moods and emotions, and these stories run the gamut from dark passion to bright hope.

  Read on to visit exotic settings like the volcanic planet Alpha Infernum or the woodlands populated by secretive green-skinned beings. Meet a psychic detective chasing a man named Blue, and a tiger shifter risking her life to stop a man-eater. We hope you enjoy reading this spectrum of stories as much as we loved compiling it.


  To the end of the rainbow and beyond,


  [image: Cerberus signature]
 Andrew Winch, Lisa Godfrees, Teddi Deppner
aka Cerberus
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Mystery Monday
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Memories from the Past




Sarah Rodecker

  
  This town is weird. Everywhere I go feels… familiar. The coffee house on Alexander Street. The library on Main. Even the dingy auto shop on the outskirts of town seems like I’ve lived here my whole life.

  Only, that isn’t possible. Is it?

  You see, I’m not sure where I came from.

  I don’t even know who I am.

  Which makes it even weirder when an elderly lady runs up to me as I trudge down Main Street. “Blue! I’m so relieved to see you! We all thought something terrible happened to you.”

  That’s another weird thing: people keep calling me Blue. “Who’s Blue?”

  “Why… you are.” The woman looks so puzzled, I could swear I saw a jigsaw course through her veins.

  Who’d name their child Blue? While I might not know who my parents are, I’m fairly certain they wouldn’t have named me Blue. “Nope.” I push away.

  As I slog back to the hovel I call home under Twisted River Bridge, discouraged I hadn’t found anything to explain my missing memories, I skid to a stop. Across the street sits an old antique store: Memories from the Past.

  My eyes narrow.

  My memories are gone.

  So why am I certain I’ve been in that shop before?

  Looking both ways to make sure I won’t be accosted by someone else screaming “Blue!” I cross the street and push open the door.

  As far as I can tell, the shop is empty, but it isn’t quiet. Whispers flutter through the room. I strain to listen as they fly around my head, calling names like they’re searching for lost souls.

  Confused but curious, I step farther inside.

  In glass display cabinets, on wooden shelves, this place is stuffed with trinkets: some old, some new.

  Brushing my fingers along one cabinet, I pause. There, inside the display perches a ceramic bird. A bluebird.

  Suddenly, a memory comes back to me. A fuzzy image of this bird sitting on a dresser, watching over me.

  “Did you find anything you like?”

  I jump, startled to see a short woman peering at me over spectacles.

  “I…” I look back at the bluebird. “Maybe.”

  “Interesting. Most people only come in to sell things.” She walks around the cabinets coming to stand across from me. “What would you like?”

  I point a trembling finger. “That bird. I think it used to be mine.”

  “Are you sure, dear? Take a good look.”

  As I study it, the whispers flowing through the room sharpen.

  Blue, they call.

  I straighten and nod. “It’s mine. I’d like to buy it back.” I reach for my pocket, then hesitate. I’d spent my last few dollars on breakfast this morning. My hand falls to my side. “Never mind. I can’t.”

  “I don’t accept money as payment, dear.” The woman’s eyes glaze over like she’s seeing through me. Or maybe it’s just the light reflecting off her spectacles. “My fee is something much more… rare.”

  Relief floods through me. I’m not sure why, but I want that bird. If there’s a chance to buy it back, I’m going to take it. “What’s your price?”

  Opening the cabinet, she removes the figurine. Its azure coating shimmers in the sunlight. “You have to hold this in your hands, look me in the eye, and tell me you want it back.”

  That’s it? Wary, I stretch my arms toward it. The moment my fingers wrap around its cool surface, I feel my stomach clench.

  I double over, clutching the figurine tighter.

  A barrage of images flood my mind. One phrase here. You’re not enough. One action there. Slap. Flickering lights and concerned faces. Hang in there, one of them—a nurse?—said.

  “What’s happening?” A tear slips down my cheek.

  “You’re remembering, dear.” Her hand stretches toward the bird, but I pull it close. I’m not done.

  “How… is this… happening?” I ask through clenched teeth, the pain making it difficult to talk.

  “I buy memories, dear. Didn’t you read the sign?”

  Suddenly, I realize what all the whispers are: memories.

  More images and emotions rush back to me. Me as a teenager, curling up on the couch with a woman. I love you, Blue. You’ll always be my baby girl. Back at the hospital, maybe a few months later, a man hunched in a cheap chair, his hands squeezing the same bird I held. I stirred, and he looked up, relief washing over his face. Blue, he sighs. Then back on the couch, sitting next to a teenager who looks nearly identical to me. We won’t let that jerk of an ex hurt you again, Blue, she promised.

  I probably didn’t believe her because here I am, with no memory of who she is except what this little birdy told me.

  But something nags at me. I want to remember who she is. Who all of them are.

  Gathering my strength, I stand tall and glower at the lady. “I want to keep it.”

  A ray of light flickers from her eyes to the figurine, as if her power is leaving the bird. Definitely not the sun playing tricks. “Are you sure, dear?”

  I hold her gaze. “I’m sure.”

  She gives a disappointed sigh, but shrugs. “Very well, dear. It’s yours. Do with it what you want. But remember: my deal is a one-time offer. You can’t forget again. If you take this bird, you have to live with everything it holds.”

  I blink, considering her words, but she’s gone.

  My head pounds as I stagger out of the shop. Stepping into the sunlight, I squeeze the bluebird tight, embracing the memories that continue to rush back to me: the good and the bad.

  Tucking the figurine away, I walk home, remembering exactly where home is.

  My family—my mom, dad, and sister—rush to me the moment I walk through the front door, tears streaming down their faces.

  “Blue!” they exclaim, pulling me close. Suddenly, Blue seems to fit. I’m their bluebird, flying home.

  




  
  






It Was Their Forest First




Michael Teasdale

  
  Had I recognized the emerald droplets for what they were, perhaps I wouldn’t have followed them.

  You’d woken me, earlier than usual. Restless, kicking, and hungry for both of us. I’d grazed on a bowl of muesli as I sipped my mint tea, watching the dust bunnies dance in the bright January sunshine that filtered through the shades. The morning sickness was a full trimester behind me, but I still preferred not to take chances.

  You seemed to quiet as I washed up, and I decided to take the opportunity to retrieve a little more wood for the fireplace.

  Tugging on my warmest clothes, I made my way to the cabin door. Outside, the overnight snow had drawn a ghostly veil over the greenery, blanketing the woodland. I could already hear Bowser barking and frolicking, having the time of his life as he tunneled and weaved through the white, crumbling layers. He bounded up to me as I waded through the drifts, barked once, then zoomed off in the direction of the woodshed, urging me to follow.

  “I’m coming, boy.”

  I trod carefully, cradling my belly, eyes down and focused, hoping I wasn’t going to find the corpse of another squirrel that our dog had deemed a trespasser.

  That’s when I spotted them.

  A dozen jade droplets, sparkling by my feet, melting into the tundra and carving out tiny crystal caverns in the ice.

  Bowser continued to bark, running around in excited circles while I followed the peculiar stains, a few splashes every yard or so, like paint leaking from a busted can.

  Something, a half-formed recollection began to wander through the fog of my memory. A near-forgotten childhood image, warming me with vague nostalgia, yet leaving me strangely nauseous.

  I pulled my eyes back to the cabin.

  
    Should I investigate?
  

  Your father wouldn’t be back from town until well after lunchtime. Still, I heard his voice in my head. Think about the baby. Don’t overexert yourself.

  Bah! You and I, we were too active for that, weren’t we?

  Selecting a sturdy hiking stick, I decided a little exercise would be good for the three of us.

  Bowser crashed ahead through the undergrowth, and I picked my way more cautiously, following the elusive emerald trail as best I could, imagining a future where I would lead you on similar ramblings.

  We’d picked the cabin for a purpose. To raise you in a place far divorced from the dangers of the city and the distractions of technology. To enjoy your childhood wrapped in a blanket of nature, breathing the pine-scented forest air.

  As we sank farther into that nature, my doubts began to grow. What exactly was I following? Evidently something moving. What good did I hope would come from this?

  Every few yards there was another smattering, even in the places Bowser’s nose had already disturbed. Again, the uncanny sense of deja-vu assailed me, and, as the loosely defined path broke into a clearing, my memories began to crystalize into something solid and familiar.

  As a child, I’d suffered nosebleeds at school. No matter how fast I’d rush to the bathroom, I’d still leave the evidence behind. Crimson droplets staining the linoleum corridor.

  
    But green blood?
  

  A low growl broke my thoughts, and I looked up from the path.

  Bowser lay in the clearing, belly low to the ground, his tail wagging slowly, dusting the shape of a solitary angel’s wing into the snow. He was facing away from me, eyes locked on a tree stump at the edge of the clearing.

  “What is it, boy?”

  Bowser whimpered.

  My mind began connecting the dots as I tracked the remaining splashes of green to the tree line.

  
    Was that…
  

  I crunched forward and placed my hand on Bowser’s neck. He flinched and whimpered but did not break his gaze from what lay in front of us.

  “It’s okay, boy.”

  She lay crumpled in a heap by the tree stump. Her jade skin glistened against the dark moss. Her left hand draped across her swollen belly. Her right hand clutched the puncture in her leg from which her life force still trickled.

  
    So, it wasn’t a squirrel Bowser was chasing…
  

  She was a tiny wisp of a thing. Smaller than a child and unlike anything I had ever set eyes on… yet despite the strangeness of her appearance, the sight of her pregnant belly gave me a sense of sisterhood.

  I crept forward then paused, a yard away from her, caught between the urge to reach out and touch or flee from this strange scene, return to the warmth and familiarity of the cabin and never look back. As I took the final steps, placing my shaking hand on her cold skin, the fragility and urgency of the situation began to overcome me. When you chose that moment to deliver a trademark kick, it was like you were sending me a message.

  I wrapped my arms around her, gently lifting her into the air. For a second, her eyes fluttered open, and the helplessness that pooled in them melted away any lingering doubts.

  With Bowser trailing sheepishly behind us, I carried her, light as a feather, back to the cabin, placed her in the soft straw of the barn, and began rummaging through the first aid kit.

  

  So you see, my girl, you needn’t be afraid of what you saw in the forest this morning.

  That old boy sleeping by the fire learned this lesson long ago and knows better than to bite them when they visit.

  The one you saw today? It might even be the one I helped patch up in the barn that day. I’ve seen her again from time to time, peeking out through the shrubbery by the old wire fence. Sometimes accompanied by a second, smaller face.

  They don’t frighten me, and they shouldn’t frighten you either.

  After all, it was their forest first.


  




  
  






Magpie Boy




Beka Gremikova

  
  
    Go see a show, Lindsey. Get out of the house for one evening.
  

  My neighbors like to give advice—some of it better than others.

  How can I see a musical without Amaliah? That’s like betraying her memory. My fingers clench around Tico’s leash, and he looks up from sniffing a sunshine-colored fire hydrant, whining. Ahead, the community theater’s cheery yellow bricks blaze like a torch. Posters for their upcoming shows plaster the walls. Crinkled golden leaves flutter against the rain-soaked pavement.

  
    I’m not going in. I’m just walking by.
  

  A bicycle bell echoes across the street, shooting shivers down my spine.

  
    Magpie Boy.
  

  He rides up next to me, knobby-kneed with a thin, wasted face. “Hey there, lady!” He stands on the pedals, leaning over to look me in the eyes.

  I shrink back. “Hi.” Maybe one-word answers will discourage him.

  “Want to see what I found?” Magpie Boy nods to the basket, stuffed with trash from the street and dangling from the handlebars. He picks at his frayed yellow shirt and doesn’t even shiver when the autumn wind blasts us.

  My neighbors warned me about Magpie Boy. Say yes when he asks you to look at his collection.

  “Yes.” I fiddle with my lemon-patterned scarf as he rummages in the basket. Tico paws at a patch of grass, but I tug him toward the theater. Maybe the ticket seller’s presence will discourage Magpie Boy from talking to me.

  “Look!” Magpie Boy raises his hand.

  My stomach drops.

  He holds a dead goldfinch, its wings curved into its stiff body. I think of myself, curled up all those nights on my bed, as still as this tiny creature, dead inside.

  Magpie Boy studies the bird with his lips pursed before tossing it back in the basket. “I collect things. Do you collect things?” he asks with the casual brazenness of a child who fears nothing.

  
    Say yes when he asks if you collect things.
  

  “Yes,” I whisper. It’s not a lie. I stuff my hands in my coat pockets, fingers tangling in balls of lint, car keys, candy wrappers, and unused tissues. A tiny, yellow chew toy that Tico adores, even though I hate its squeak.

  “Do you like gifts?” Magpie Boy grins at me and offers two pieces of thin, yellowed cardboard.

  
    And if he offers you something, take it.
  

  He holds two Broadway tickets, stamped for an evening showing of Wicked.

  My mouth goes dry.

  Amaliah’s last musical. Our last happy memory before months of puke-yellow hospital halls, flashing lights on monitors, and finally, the doctor bowing his head as he murmurs, “She’s gone. I’m so sorry.”

  I burned those tickets two years ago, hoping the pain would burn away with them. I guess even objects can become ghosts.

  He holds them out to me expectantly.

  Take them! my mind screams. Don’t upset the neighborhood ghost!

  But what if I touch those ghostly cards and the grief revives? Fresh and ferocious, shutting down my body, shriveling my soul until it’s as withered as the yellow leaves on the pavement…

  I can’t move.

  Magpie Boy stops pedaling, and the tickets vanish from his hand. “You don’t like my gift?” he asks in a high, crackling voice, close to a screech. My ears ring.

  Tico snarls, his golden fur bristling along his ruff.

  My fingers lock around his leash. “I didn’t mean to offend you!”

  My neighbors’ warning flashes through my mind: And if you anger him, he’ll take your joy for himself.

  He grins at me. “It’s okay. I won’t be upset if you give me something. Happy memories are my favorite.”

  My brain feels like it’s being sucked with a vacuum, memories rising to the surface and melting outward through the walls of my skin.

  
    Bright autumn days.
  

  
    Cozy evenings snuggled with Tico on the couch under a warm blanket.
  

  
    The ring of the telephone as a friend checks in…
  

  Magpie Boy hums to himself, smiling widely.

  He’s stealing the few joys I have left. Joys that soften the long nights of grief and loneliness.

  
    Amaliah singing along to musical soundtracks as we do dishes after dinner…
  

  No. He can’t have these. I’ll give Magpie Boy something to collect, but it won’t be my happiness.

  “Stop!” I yank my crumpled scarf over my head. “I’ll give you something else!”

  He stares at me. “Something else?”

  Shaking, I hand him the scarf. “Someone I love gave me this. I want you to add it to your treasures.”

  Eyes wide, he runs his fingers along the soft material. “No one’s ever given me… anything.” He wraps it around his neck. When the wind blasts us again, he shivers with me and laughs. Like it’s fun to pretend he’s actually alive. Like it’s funny that someone cared enough about him to give rather than take.

  “Would you like some more?” I empty my pockets, tossing candy wrappers, tissues, everything I can find into his hands.

  He cradles it all tenderly, singing to himself. Tico stops growling, ears tipped forward at the boy’s soft, sweet tone.

  Magpie Boy would appreciate a musical. I start walking again, and he places his things in his basket and pedals alongside me until we reach the community theater. They’re performing The Wizard of Oz tonight. It’s not Broadway. I can’t quite deal with that yet. But I think I’m ready for some baby steps. And maybe Magpie Boy will want a ticket of his own.

  “Want to see a show?” I point to a poster depicting a red-ribboned Dorothy chatting gaily with a scarecrow, a lion, and a tin man while Toto dances around their heels.

  Magpie Boy stares slack-jawed at the poster. “I’ve never been to a musical.”

  “It’s never too late to start.” I purchase two tickets for the evening show. He sets his ticket right on top of his basket, the place of honor.

  Tonight, I may attend a show with a ghost by my side, but I’m no longer haunted.
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The Yellow Helmet




READERS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER

Kanchana Menon

  
  It was a dark, moonless night, and there was nowhere else to go. No bar in town stayed open this late. And for the life of him, he couldn’t remember where he had parked his car. He eyed a broad icy park bench by the sidewalk. It looked infinitely more attractive than his lonely four-poster bed. The frigid vastness of its crisp white sheets… He shuddered. But sleeping in public is NOT encouraged in these parts. He knew…

  
    I can walk home. It’s just three blocks away… Or is it four?
  

  After all, he had grown up in these streets, and nearly half the buildings in this part of the town were built by his firm.

  
    Wait, did I take a wrong turn?
  

  Jeremy stared, bleary-eyed, at a colossal hull that blocked his way. Something he had never seen before. A concrete monster chopped in half, sinewy tendons of steel splaying out of its belly. It looked…

  
    Beautiful.
  

  He peered around. There was no one in sight. Not even a security guard? That’s odd… Only luminescent tapes and yellow boards that glared at him: “WORK IN PROGRESS” and an eerie glow that seemed to radiate from somewhere within the site.

  
    I need a closer look. Just a little peek…
  

  Jeremy gingerly lifted the tapes and crept in. A gaping hole opened up a little ahead of him—a basement under construction, lined by unfinished pillars and beams, and a web of metal weaving in and out, sentinels ready to impale an unwary interloper. A blinding white light emanated from its depths. What is it? Had someone left the work lights on?

  Like a moth drawn to a flame he edged in.

  
    Is it worth the risk? If nothing else, the fall alone will…
  

  
    As if it matters to anyone. Who is there to mourn for me?
  

  Jeremy emptied his beer can and tossed it aside onto the scrap heap nearby.

  “Owww!”

  He stumbled, nearly landing in the basement pit. A cold chill crept up his spine as the aggrieved pile of trash unfurled.

  “Where is your hat?” it demanded, rubbing its head.

  “My what?”

  An old woman glared at him.

  “Your hat, Jeremy. H-A-T. Your yellow hard hat.”

  
    She knows me?
  

  “This is a construction site,” she barked, her eyes flashing. “You, of all people, should know that.”

  Her raspy voice sounded vaguely familiar.

  “Don’t gape at me like a fool, boy. Take this and put it over your pate.” She threw a faded hard hat at his feet. “Or just leave! This is no place for people like you!” She walked away in a huff. Suddenly, it was dark again.

  The bizarre meeting left him shivering.

  
    What is happening to me? Once a successful builder, reputed entrepreneur. A respectable fifty-year-old gentleman. Now a grieving, broken soul. Getting drunk, trespassing into a construction site, and… thinking the unthinkable?
  

  
    And if not for that vagrant…
  

  His skin crawled.

  
    Surely, I must be better than this.
  

  He turned and tottered back to his villa.

  

  The next day, Jeremy woke up feeling the sunrays kiss his eyelids. He had had a good night’s rest for the first time in ages. Today was going to be a great day. He resolved to finally move on with life. Get his act together. Return to work. But first, I need to go to that construction site. Find that old woman. And thank her.

  His eyes were still foggy with sleep. And his head throbbed, as if still stuck in the tight helmet. A pungent fragrance chafed his tender nostrils.

  Jeremy tried to sit up, but his body felt like lead.

  
    Argh! These hangovers!
  

  A profusion of beautiful bouquets swayed into his vision, blotches of color that filled a tiny, unfamiliar room.

  
    Where am I?
  

  His mouth filled with the taste of metal. An empty IV bag hung above, and a range of instruments blinked behind him, some with soft beeps and gurgles.

  “Ah… I see you are awake, Mr. Jeremy! How are you feeling?”

  “Um… good. Who… Who are you?”

  “I am Dr. Valerie, junior resident, Department of Neurology.” She smiled. “I have been monitoring you for the past year.”

  “A year?” He gulped.

  “Oh, no need to panic, Mr. Jeremy! You are in safe hands! The hammer impact… erm… Well, anyway, there is absolutely nothing to worry about now. Vitals are almost normal. Rest now.”

  “But the old woman…”

  “Ah yes… That.” She pointed to a dirty yellow helmet left upside down on the bedside table. Dented and decrepit, only bits of duct tape seemed to be holding it together. A bunch of oriental lilies lay inside, along with a dog-eared photograph.

  “An old lady brought them yesterday, claiming you would wake up today. She insisted you would want to see that broken thing!”

  The young doctor grinned.

  He stared back, nonplussed. The band on his head seemed to tighten a little more with each passing minute. The sun seeping in through the open drapes was hurting his eyes. Was it noon already?

  “Of course we cleaned it,” she continued apologetically. “And normally we wouldn’t have let her in. But she said that it was important that you have this.”

  Fingers trembling, he reached for the black-and-white photograph inside the helmet. The picture seemed blurry at first. But it gradually yielded to his persistent stare. It was a forty-four-year-old Christmas card, the photo of a happy young woman hugging a bunch of beaming kids. They were all holding up their precious presents, toys she had just given them. The hard hat she was wearing looked just like the one that lay battered in front of him.

  But all Jeremy could see in the yellowing picture was her warm smile.

  
    Aunt Jenny!
  

  The woman who had inspired him to follow his dreams, lent him money to open his first company… yet died, alone and penniless, in a homeless shelter… twenty long years back…

    




  
  






Forget-Me-Nots




Madison Brown

  
  
    Four words adorn the tombstone: ‘WOMAN IN BLUE DRESS.’

    I wonder who bothered to pay for the stone, who had her buried. No one on the island knew this woman; no one even remembered her face. Her body was found in an alleyway behind the diner, and no one could identify her. But I’m glad someone decided to have her buried properly, even if her grave doesn’t bear her name.

    I must not be the only one who’s visited the grave, because flowers lay at the tombstone. Blue flowers—forget-me-nots? Someone’s attempt at being thoughtful, I guess. Or ironic.  Maybe I’m a bad person for not bringing flowers, but it’s not like the woman’s alive to appreciate them.

    It’s strange—this single, small grave striking so much dread into a grown man. It shouldn’t scare me, but this enigma in a blue dress raises questions, dangerous questions, ones I’m not brave enough to utter aloud.

    

    No one gets on or off the island—that’s part of the deal. You agree to live here, to participate in the experiment, and you don’t leave. Don’t have contact with the outside world.

    So where did the woman in blue come from?

    The islanders have discussed dozens of theories, but we’ve come to agree her appearance and death had something to do with The Zap—the peculiar phenomenon that took place the night before she was found.

  

  The Zap came sometime after midnight, electricity ripping through the air, jerking me awake, making my ears tingle and fingertips burn. It sent a quiver through my body, through the entire apartment.

  Then it was over.

  I went back to bed.

  I learned the next morning that all the islanders had felt it. It was the talk of the town… until the dead woman showed up behind the diner.

  

  Before I came to the island, I made plenty of… regrettable decisions, a few of which landed me in jail. That’s where she approached me—a lady with a pointy nose and pointy voice and pointy blazer who said I could either serve out my sentence in a dank cell or on a government-owned island in the Pacific as a participant in a classified scientific study.

  Why me? I asked.

  You’re in prison, she said. You’re expendable.

  At least she was straightforward.

  She never told me what the study was, and I never asked. I considered the offer a second chance at life, an escape from the consequences of my past mistakes. So I made what I’m afraid was an even bigger mistake and came to the island.

  I was told to continue life as ordinarily as possible. I was okay with that, with shoving the fact that I was part of an experiment to the back of my mind, until that woman showed up dead.

  Who’s to say I’m not next?

  

  Weeks pass, and we forget the woman in blue. Or we pretend to.

  Months pass, and fewer forget-me-nots are left at her grave.

  A year passes. Move on, routine tells us. Don’t worry. You’re safe here.

  But routine is a liar.

  

  When New Year’s Eve arrives, I spend a few hours at a coworker’s party. But I don’t feel like celebrating, so I head home early, content to ring in the new year with a book and a bowl of popcorn.

  But when I unlock and open my door, I find my apartment completely empty—furniture gone, walls barren.

  Somebody else might think drunk friends were playing a prank on them, but not me. Too much paranoia and too few friends.

  “Home early?”

  My gaze jerks to the kitchen doorway. A figure lurks there—pointy nose, pointy voice, pointy blazer.

  I should be afraid, but instead I’m… curious. “Moving me out?”

  She saunters toward me, hands folded behind her back. “Yes.”

  “Where?”

  “Just… out.”

  Heat crawls through me. Maybe I am afraid. I consider running, but it’s an island. Where could I go?

  “The dead woman.” The words are off my tongue before I can stop them. The question’s been burning inside me far too long. “Was she part of the… experiment?”

  “Her name was Darla. Lived on the island as long as you.”

  “No one knew her.”

  “They did. You all did. But you forgot.” Her expression is one of satisfaction, pointed lips in a pointed smile. “The first successful instance of mass memory alteration.”

  The words sink in, and pieces click into place. The experiment. The Zap. They changed our memories, made us forget. Erased Darla from the island.

  I inhale slowly, exhale the panic. “Why’d she have to die?”

  “To simplify things. Eliminate unnecessary variables. It would be too confusing to keep her alive, to have her forget her own life. But we still needed the islanders to see her, discuss her. See if it triggered any lost memories. Enough time has passed now, and no one has remembered. So it’s time for phase two.”

  “Which is?”

  “You.”

  I’m going to die. And I’m wearing green. I don’t want my tombstone to say man in green shirt. I hate green.

  “Oh, now, don’t fret. We’re not killing you.” She laughs, and chills slither down my spine. “We’ll make the islanders forget you, but this time we want to keep you alive. See if it’s possible… for you to forget yourself.”

  She’s only an arm’s length away from me now. I swallow my unease and tell myself there’s no reason to be afraid—this is what you wanted. Second chance. No regrets. Fresh start.

  She tilts her head. “So. Are you ready to be forgotten?”

  Before I can respond, even nod, even blink, her hand comes toward me, grasping a glowing device. It hits my neck and electricity jolts through me, stealing my breath, my consciousness.

  I fall.

  And I forget.

  




  
  






The Wolf at the Door




Beka Gremikova

  
  She’s not coming, says the Wolf. It prowls outside my cottage door, snuffling.

  I cower into my blankets. How big is it today? Large enough to blow down the door and swallow me whole in an instant?

  I can’t let it in.

  It’s Friday, the Wolf continues. She never comes on Fridays.

  Friday? I could have sworn someone said it was Saturday. I close my eyes, my mind scrambling. The image of a soft, red hood hovers close, vibrant, overwhelming my doubts. Red Hood. Red Hood always comes.

  The door swings open.

  I sit up so quickly my head spins. “No!” I shriek at the woman in scrubs who walks in. “You’ll let in the Wolf!”

  The woman smiles at me as she closes the door on a brightly lit hallway. “You’re safe, Alma.” Her voice is light and sweet and cheery. Almost… childlike.

  
    “Gramma!” A child bounds onto my lap, snuggling against my shoulder. “What’s that you’re making?” She brushes her fingers across my sewing.
  

  
    I glance down at the yards of fabric in my hands, as soft and red as rose petals. “A cloak and hood.”
  

  
    She squeals. “For my Halloween costume?”
  

  
    I cuddle her close. “Yes! Just make sure you don’t run into any wolves—”
  

  The Wolf springs up behind the woman, gray streaks in its dark brown fur. It inches closer. What a nice smile you have, it whispers.

  My lips sag into a frown. Chills skitter through my bones. I shrink against my pillows. “Who are you?” I whisper to the woman, fingers knotting into my blankets. “What are you doing here?”

  The woman pauses as she rolls my blankets back from my chin. Something shiny catches my eye. A tiny silver plate pinned to her shirt: Jennifer Owens, RN. “I’m Jen, your nurse. I’m here to give you your breakfast and medication.”

  I glance around the room. My room. Except it isn’t. This isn’t my cottage at all…

  The Wolf’s lips curl back in a snarling leer. What nice eyes you have. So wide with fear.

  “The Wolf!” I cry, sobs scratching at my throat.

  “It’s okay, Alma. You’re safe. I won’t let the wolf get you.”

  Liar! The Wolf comes every day! He’s only quieter when Red Hood is around… But, oh! What if he gets her? “Red Hood,” I gasp.

  “She’s coming after you have some breakfast.” Nurse Owens helps me sit up in bed. “We have some oatmeal and juice for you this morning.”

  “No!” My mind scrambles, frantic. “The Wolf! The Wolf will kill her!”

  “Eat something, and you’ll feel better.” Nurse Owens sets the oatmeal in front of me. “Look, strawberries. Your favorite! You have to eat to get strong to fight the wolf.”

  She’s right. I can protect Red Hood! I scoop all the tiny red berries I can in one spoonful. Sweetness bursts on my tongue as I chew. So nice, but not like how I used to cook it. I used to make the best oatmeal. Oatmeal, and—and—brownies, I think—

  
    “Gramma! I brought you the brownies Mom made!” The girl pats the shiny red hood of her car. “What do you think of my ride? Mom says you used to drive a car like this when you were my age.” She follows me into my bright, sunny kitchen, where roses bloom in vases and cardinals fly across the wallpaper.
  

  The girl wraps an arm around my shoulder and squeezes gently. “You need to take better care of yourself, Gramma, living all alone.” She glances out the window to the thick forest around my cottage. “There could be wolves.”
  

  
    “Wolves don’t always have to be feared.” I pat her hand. “They rarely attack humans.”
  

  
    “But sometimes they do,” she says.
  

  The Wolf leans over me. What a sweet grandchild you have, it whispers. Its teeth shine, and dried blood clings to its fangs. After I eat you, I’ll get her, too.

  My spoon clatters against my bowl. “No!” I shriek, flinging out my arms.

  “Alma!” Nurse Owens clasps my wrists.

  The Wolf leaps with a howl that drags claws of chills down my spine.

  “Gramma?”

  My eyes lock onto a soft-faced girl. Pale cheeks with just a spatter of rosiness. Wild dark hair. A red cloak hangs from her shoulders, brushing the floor. She pulls the hood over her head.

  “Red Hood,” I croak. She came!

  The Wolf’s eyes widen. His form flickers.

  “Red Hood!” I repeat, stronger now. “Watch out for…” I frown.

  The Wolf has vanished.

  Blinking, I’m suddenly hyperaware of my surroundings: a television huddled across the room, a stack of books beside me. I brush my fingers across the books. Soft, like the red hood. My racing heart calms a bit.

  Red Hood perches beside me on a chair, touching my outstretched hand. So gentle. “You’ve got to finish your oatmeal, Gramma,” Red Hood says. Her voice is light and sweet and cheery. Almost… childlike.

  I suck in a deep breath, rub my eyes. The Wolf is gone. It’s safe to finish eating. I take a few more bites, then push the bowl away. I can’t take my eyes off her cloak. I reach out, brushing my fingers across it.

  “So pretty,” I breathe out.

  Her lips stretch into a smile. “Yeah, it was a huge hit at ComicCon. I kept getting people asking me for your email address.” Her voice wobbles slightly. “I’ve arranged to stay overnight with you, Gramma. Make sure you’re not lonely. Would you like that?”

  I glance at Nurse Owens. “But the Wolf…”

  “You need me, Gramma. No Wolf is going to stop me.” Red Hood settles into bed beside me, covering us with her cloak. My breathing eases. It’s so soft. So pretty.

  The Wolf will be back—he always is. But right now, Red Hood’s arms are around me. The cloak brushes against my cheek like rose petals.

  For now, I’m safe.

    




  
  






Violets




Hannah Robinson

  
  There are two rooms we don’t talk about.

  One’s the scullery. No need to talk about it—we live there.

  The other’s Miss Mary’s room.

  Master Falwell keeps the door locked. Wears the key ’round his neck. Never speaks about the daughter he loved and lost, the wispy girl on the brink of womanhood, the dreamer with the ash-gray skin and tendril-like limbs. She’d always been frail, long as I’d worked at Falwell House, but she loved living so much that she died of it.

  “Found in a patch of violets, poor dear. Her favorite flower. Doctor told her to stay in bed, but you know Miss Mary…” Gossip started spreading in town the week Mary died, and it only grew with time.

  “I heard she still walks in the violet patch on foggy nights.”

  “Well, I heard Old Sam sees her shadow in her bedroom window.”

  I’ve listened to the whispers, but I never join in. In Falwell House, we’re forbidden to mention her.

  At least, we were.

  Now, Master Falwell’s on his own deathbed. Broken heart, says the doctor. Master’s been a shadow of himself ever since last year when a village boy carried Miss Mary home like a rag doll, limp and lifeless, her favorite purple ribbon still tangled in her mouse-brown hair.

  Doctor says Master Falwell won’t last a week.

  So, of course we’re talking about Miss Mary’s room. We’ll have to unlock it when we clean the house.

  No telling what’s going to happen to the place. When Master dies, no one’s left but Sarah and me, the maids.

  And Old Sam, the gardener—the most superstitious bloke in all Crestonshire. Sarah chalks up all Miss Mary’s ghost stories to him.

  “Mornin’, Lizzie,” says Old Sam as I step into the spring sunshine.

  “Mornin’.” I sit on the stair to watch him garden. It’s comforting, watching him helping things live.

  “Catching some fresh air?”

  I nod. “Smells like death inside.”

  What I mean is it smells like medicine. The doctor’s been coming and going all week. He’s in there now, mixing Master’s remedy. I can’t stand the smell. Too familiar.

  “Death’s comin’. When it does, someone’s gonna to have to take up the torch, if you catch my meaning.” Sam winks. Waits. “The violets?”

  I frown. “What about them?”

  He leans closer and squints, like he can’t believe anyone could be so stupid and still breathe. “You know, you’ll have to take the violets to her grave in Master’s place.”

  I roll my eyes. “Sam, there’s nothing to that. Master Falwell is obsessed. I’m not pickin’, dryin’, and puttin’ loads of flowers by some stone all days of the year.”

  “Suit yourself.” Sam raises his eyebrows at me. A warning. “You’re the one she’d want to do it.”

  I know. I was the only one she trusted to make her breakfast right, to choose her hair ribbons, and to administer her daily medicine.

  “Tomorrow makes a year, Lizzie.”

  I know that, too. A year since the day my care couldn’t save her. I can still see her huge, pale eyes. Her childlike smile. Her thin fingers tangled in her hair. Will you braid for me, Lizzie? I can’t do it right, and Sarah always pulls.

  I would take her hands—just as long as mine, but only half as thick—and place them in her lap. Then I’d braid her hair. Finish it with her beloved purple ribbon, then add a few flowers from the vase on the vanity. They’d wither within hours.

  Too soon.

  “Sam, she’s dead.” I say it to remind myself as much as him. “She doesn’t care whether there are violets on her grave or not.”

  He doesn’t say a word. Just looks at me, eyebrows raised, then turns back to his pruning.

  The door crashes open. Sarah charges out, breathless and white-faced. “Master’s dead!”

  I jump up. “Already?”

  She gulps in a breath and nods at me. “He said you’re to take her violets. Tomorrow.” She holds out a ribbon—Miss Mary’s favorite. The one I gave her. “Tie them with this.”

  I glance at Sam, who smiles smugly.

  “All right.” I snatch the ribbon. “I will. Tomorrow.”

  “And every other day,” adds Sarah.

  “Sarah, we have to move on. Master’s dead. I won’t be here to put flowers at Miss Mary’s grave.”

  Sarah’s eyes bulge. “Master knew how Miss Mary liked you. He said you’re to stay here and bring her flowers. He said the house is yours.”

  This is ridiculous. No one gives a maid his estate just so she’s situated to decorate a grave. I force a breath so I can speak. “What? No. I’ll stay until the house is in order. No longer.”

  Sam shakes his head. “Suit yourself.”

  

  I do as I’m told. I gather fresh violets from Mary’s favorite meadow, tie them with her favorite ribbon, and put them by her grave.

  I help organize Master’s funeral. No one comes except us servants, the doctor, and the preacher.

  The next day, I decide to stay in Falwell House. The doctor found a lawyer, and the lawyer said my name’s in the will. The way I figure it, if Master wanted me to have the place, there’s no reason to turn down a mansion. But I don’t really intend to carry on Master Falwell’s crazy tradition.

  Three days after Master’s death, I start cleaning the place. I begin with Miss Mary’s room. I miss it. The key squeaks in the lock, and a layer of dust coats the floor. Everything’s just as we left it.

  Except…

  The four-poster bed is covered in dried violets. A mountain of them. As many as Master ever dried. And on the vanity, in the vase, are fresh flowers. Slightly wilted, tied with a familiar purple ribbon.

  I gasp, my stomach tightening. The dust in the room is undisturbed, apart from a tiny patch beside the vase.

  A single handprint.

  As long as mine. Only half as thick.

  
  




  
  






Once Upon a Pumpkin




Beka Gremikova

  
  Tamrin’s prized pumpkin was missing.

  Well, her second prized pumpkin. Her best one had vanished two weeks ago on the evening of Prince Charlin’s first ball. Then her second best one vanished the night of Charlin’s second dance. Months of hard work, love, and care down the drain.

  It wouldn’t happen again. Tonight, Prince Charlin was hosting yet another gathering, and she’d use the opportunity to catch the thieves in the act and give them an old-fashioned what for.

  Anticipation tingled through her as she stooped behind the shed, peering out at her garden. She rubbed her hands together, trying to warm them.

  “Did you forget your mittens again?”

  Tamrin looked up to find her neighbor and co-conspirator standing with his arms crossed. Shadows smothered him, cast by the soft orange glow from the iron torches framing her garden. She blew on her fingers and coughed sheepishly. “Yes.”

  Leo shook his head, but she heard the smile in his voice. “You should keep an extra pair in the shed. You’re always out here mulching your pumpkins.” He pointed at one of the many pristine, beautifully rounded gourds. “Why don’t you name them? I’d call that pumpkin Maurice.”

  “Just because you name your knitting projects and your roses…”

  “Roses like being named!” Leo protested. “Why shouldn’t pumpkins?”

  Tamrin snorted. When she first moved to this kingdom, leaving her old life of poisoning to start anew, she’d accidentally trespassed among his roses. After convincing him she wasn’t a flower thief, she’d pawned him her old magic mirror and bought seeds to plant her own garden—starting with a pumpkin patch. She loved their imperfect, bumpy texture, their earthy orange color, and their robust flavor.  Slowly, she’d added squash, carrots, lettuce, and fruit trees.

  Except for apples. She’d never touch another apple.

  Rustling echoed from the far end of the garden. Two figures scurried through the hedgerow. Tamrin yanked Leo behind the shed, and he crouched beside her.

  As the figures crept closer, Tamrin recognized the slight build and light step of their neighbor, Ella McAsher, and the glittering, gossamer wings of Ella’s companion.

  A blasted fairy godmother. Fairies often took whatever they wanted for magical uses. Tamrin shook her head, sighing. I should’ve known. With her large, mournful eyes, Ella was a fairy godmother’s dream-damsel-come-true.

  My luck to have such a plentiful garden, ripe for picking. Tamrin frowned. But why? Ella lives in a mansion with a respectable family. I’ve never heard rumors of hardship. What more could she want? Tamrin craned her head to snatch pieces of their conversation.

  The fairy tiptoed up to Tamrin’s largest pumpkin, clapping her hands and crowing. “Oh, she’s got another one, Ella! It’s beautiful!” She ran her hands over its mottled body. “Pretty sturdy, too. It shouldn’t rupture under my magic like the other one did.”

  “I don’t know about this.” Ella shifted, glancing over her shoulder. “We can’t go around stealing other people’s things all the time.”

  “I told you, it’s not stealing.” The fairy sniffed and flapped her wings, shooting sparkling orange glitter into the darkness. “It’s called the Appropriation of Common Items for Magical Purposes.”

  Common? This cursed, thieving fairy dared to look down upon the pumpkins Tamrin spent so much time cultivating? They were her art! Her healing! She leapt to her feet, about to spring out and lash them all with her tongue, but Leo held her back.

  “Wait,” he whispered. “Look at Ella.”

  The girl had stepped in their direction, wringing her hands, her eyes darting about.

  Tamrin stilled.

  Ella’s wan face was streaked with grime and burdened by an exhausted, wary expression.

  An expression Tamrin recognized all too well. She’d seen it in herself ten years ago when she looked into a magic mirror and pushed herself nearly to destruction. Except one thing separated them—Ella was innocent, and Tamrin had not been.

  Ella shook her head. “I still don’t think—”

  “Oh, stop. This is the best way to escape your stepmother. Get you to the ball in a fancy carriage, betroth you to the prince, and you’re set for life! You’ll be safe.” The fairy gripped Ella’s shoulders.

  Stepmother. Safe. Chills coursed through Tamrin, and she grappled blindly for Leo’s hand. His fingers found hers and squeezed while his other arm wrapped around her.

  “You still want to go after her?” he whispered.

  Tamrin shook her head, numb, unmoving as the fairy waved her wand. Tamrin’s beloved pumpkin grew larger and larger until it was no longer hers, the product of her hours of toil and sweat. Instead, it turned into a distant, magical thing that could carry a girl away from an abusive situation. Instead of a poisoned apple, this fruit became an enchanted carriage.

  Tamrin might never get her pumpkin back—but better to lose a pumpkin than to leave another girl to suffer.

  The clattering of the departing coach startled Tamrin from her thoughts, and she sank to the ground. “So, Ella’s stepmother is just like me.” She rubbed her chilled fingers against her soft woolen coat. “I hope Gwyneth survived.” Rumors about her stepdaughter abounded, but she’d been too scared to find out for certain. Too worried she’d done irreparable damage.

  Leo wrapped her hands in his. “How you used to be. Just like I used to be a beast. In so many ways.” He squeezed her fingers. “I heard Princess Gwyneth revived and married a prince. And she’s doing well.”

  Tamrin met his gaze and swallowed. “I think I’m going to donate my pumpkins to the fairies.”

  “Maybe I’ll join a knitting group and do the same,” Leo mused. “Oh, and I made these for you.”  He withdrew a pair of mittens decorated with tiny gourds and wolves from his pocket. He bumped her shoulder with his. “No more cold fingers, promise?”

  Lips trembling, Tamrin pulled on the gloves and flashed Leo a rare smile. “I promise.” Then she stepped out into the garden. “Now can you help me harvest Maurice?”

    




  
  






Pick a Color, Any Color




Lisa Godfrees

  
  “Did you see anyone, Sarina?” Captain Winch asks the red-suited woman as he paces around the cafeteria in his orange environmental suit—a gangly pumpkin questioning an apple.

  At first, I found it strange that Mirror Labs outfits its spaceships with color-coded EVA suits to simplify crew designations. Later, I realized it’s easier to identify people by suit color instead of learning names.

  “Sorry, Captain Winch,” Red replies. “It was dark, and when I flipped the breaker—”

  A sob cuts her off.

  But we don’t need her to continue. We’ve all seen Purple’s corpse in the med bay. His lower half anyway, with his spine protruding like a ham bone on Thanksgiving. No sign yet of the rest of him.

  “Anyone see anything suspicious?” Orange locks eyes with Pink, Yellow, then Lime. All shake their heads. Then he stares at me.

  “We didn’t know to look for anything suspicious, Captain,” I venture. Being new to Mirror Labs, I’m still feeling out my place in this prismatic hierarchy.

  “Now you do.” Orange’s gaze pierces the polycarbonate shield of my cyan helmet. I can almost see the doubts kaleidoscoping around his brain: Can I trust Jack? He and Lime are new…

  “We can’t bring a murderer to Foumas’s science facility,” Black says. “We need to turn back.”

  “Not enough fuel, Meaghan.” Orange drops into a chair. “We’re more than halfway there.”

  Pink twists her gloved fingers. “I hope we catch the murderer before we arrive.”

  “And space them.” Dark Green’s bloodthirsty gaze locks on me.

  

  The O2 klaxon blares as I reach my assigned berth.

  Not again. At this rate, it will be a miracle if we make it to Foumas alive, even without a murderer on the loose.

  I attach my helmet and ensure oxygen is flowing before leaving my compartment.

  Lime waits at my door. “Where to first? O2 or Admin?”

  After Yellow was found halved in Navigation, Orange insisted we move about the ship in pairs.

  “No time to go to both,” I say. Some rules are meant to be broken. “You head to Admin; I’ll take O2.”

  “Right.” She leaves in a sprint.

  I see no one as I rush to O2. Surprising, considering my berth is on the other side of the ship. I enter the bypass code on the keypad, and the alarm finally silences.

  I sigh and lean against the bulkhead…

  And spot Orange’s mangled body wedged behind the O2 tank.

  

  “You said it yourself—there was no one else in O2.” Black confronts me from her side of the “emergency meeting” table.

  “I found Orange; I didn’t kill him!” I sound defensive, and I hate it. But Green ogles me like I’m late to an appointment with the airlock.

  “Maybe you did, then reported it to divert suspicion.” Red stands behind Black like a crimson shadow.

  “Like you did when you killed Purple and Yellow?” I ask Red.

  “What are you talking about?” Pink asks. Three of her gloved fingers are already twisted.

  “Red found both their bodies,” I say. “By her logic, she must have murdered them.”

  “I did not,” Red splutters.

  “Well neither did I.” I take a seat next to Lime, praying that my boldness will sway the frightened crew.

  “I believe Cyan.” Lime glances at me, then faces my accusers. “I’ve been with her for the last cycle, and I’m still alive.”

  “Orange didn’t have a partner,” Pink says. “There was nobody to watch his back.”

  “I say we space Cyan.” Green again.

  “We’ll only space someone if everyone agrees, Cassie,” Black tells her.

  “Then let’s vote.”

  “Fine,” Black says. “All in favor?”

  Red and Green raise their hands.

  Great. Me versus Christmas.

  “Only two votes out of six.” Black exhales. “Not enough.”

  “What now?” asks Lime.

  “We switch partners,” Black says. “Cyan with me. Green with Red. Pink and Lime together.” Black gives me a rueful smile. “If I die, you can space Cyan.”

  The others nod like crazy witch hunters.

  I know one thing: I’m gonna make darn sure Black survives.

  

  The next day, Green turns up half-a-body short.

  No more maniacal fingers to point in my direction. Literally.

  “You’ve found three of the bodies, Sarina!” Black shakes her head. “That’s no coincidence.”

  “Someone’s framing me.” Tears streaked down Red’s puffy face. “If I killed them, why would I report it?”

  “To divert suspicion?” I can’t help the snark. She voted to space me.

  “Cyan’s safe,” Black says to Red. “That means it was either you, Ronnell, or Lim—Elizabeth.”

  “It’s not me,” Pink and Lime say together.

  “It could be you, Meaghan!” Red starts to shake. She’s flinging lifelines, hoping one will catch.

  “All in favor of spacing Red?” Lime asks.

  This time, four hands raise.

  

  We’re six hours out from Foumas when I find Black’s body in the cafeteria. Like the others, only her lower half remains.

  I activate the emergency beacon and wait for Pink and Lime to arrive.

  My tension eases as the path ahead becomes clear. Only two good guys and one bad guy left.

  Pink and Lime enter from different directions. They glance at me before noticing the body at my feet.

  “Meaghan!” Pink wails.

  Her reaction tells me everything I need to know. “You killed the others,” I say to Lime.

  Lime shrugs. “Only Yellow, Orange, and Black.”

  Pink scoots away from Lime until she cowers at my side. “Who killed Purple and Green, then?” she asks. “Red?”

  By way of response, I open my helmet and skewer her through the eye with my needle-like tongue. She’s delicious.

  “Let’s finish feasting before we reach Foumas,” Lime suggests.

  “It’s too bad we had to space Red.” I say around a mouthful of Pink. “Apple’s my favorite.”
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The Man with the Golden Voice




Teddi Deppner

  
  I couldn’t decide which was worse: the gray grease stains on the self-professed pilot’s jumpsuit or the slimy pea-green of his words.

  “Sure, I’ve flown that class of ship, plenty of times…”

  The man sitting across from me said the right things, but as he talked all I could see was mucky green dishonesty. The synesthesia that plagued me—that tinted individuals’ voices with colors revealing their emotions and intentions—was proving useful in weeding through the riffraff. I let him finish the sales pitch before thanking him for his application and waving the next person in line to approach the table.

  “You won’t regret hiring me—” Green, green, ugly green.

  “I’m sure.” Because I wouldn’t be hiring him. “Next, please.”

  I needed an assistant for this trip, but on this remote waystation nestled between the Perseus and Sagittarius arms of the Milky Way, the options were limited. I could only hope each influx of travelers would bring fresh opportunities. My rented table sat in the busy corridor between the docking bay and the central marketplace with a “now hiring” sign projected on the wall behind me. But after two weeks, I had yet to interview someone with the requisite ability, willingness, and mental stability to endure the six-month journey in close quarters through perilous unexplored space.

  The green-voiced liar was replaced by another character, but I didn’t need to hear him talk to know I should steer clear. The reek of alcohol was more than enough.

  “Ish thish…” The man’s voice was slurred and dripped with a brown haze of confusion. “A… pirate rocket you’re hiring for? Because if it’s rum you got, then I migh’ be the verrra one for the job—”

  “I’m sorry, sir. No rum. No pirates. This is a research expedition.”

  “Oh. Olrighty, then…” His voice was dull navy blue with disappointment, trailing off as he shuffled away, pushing a crumpled fedora onto his head.

  I sighed, watching him go. Blue, blue, heavy blue. I felt blue. Thanks a lot, sir.

  A flicker of movement beyond him caught my eye. Someone in flowing red robes was sprinting from the docking bay entrance. Despite the fabric flapping about him, his speed was impressive.

  After passing a Linkstream kiosk and a collection of vending machines about three dozen meters from my table, he ducked behind them and pulled the robes off in one smooth motion. Underneath, he wore a dull black flightsuit that contrasted sharply with his shiny red shoes. He shoved the bundle of robes into a trash receptacle, and with two yanks, the shoes followed.

  Then he turned on his gray-socked heel and entered the loose stream of passersby, striding toward the marketplace—and my table. As he passed a woman with a brown scarf about her neck, he addressed her with a broad smile. Before I could see her response, I was distracted by a commotion behind them, back at the entrance to the docking bays.

  A score of men dressed in shimmering yellow uniforms burst from the doors in a tight formation. Foot traffic milled about them, slowing their approach.

  I looked back to the shoeless man.

  He was now wearing the brown scarf about his own neck, continuing with purposed intensity in my direction. As he approached the drunkard who’d left my table a few moments earlier, he extended a hand to offer him something. With a glad cry no longer blue, the lush accepted it and passed the stranger his fedora.

  Then with a hop, skip, and another brilliant smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes, the newly hatted stranger slid on socked feet into the chair across from me.

  “Look at me, not at them,” he said, leaning forward. “It’s very important that they don’t notice me, and you’re my best shot.” Despite the intensity of his gaze under the hat’s bent brim, his voice wafted the mellow gold of hopeful trust.

  Though my mind raced with a thousand questions, the purity of his intentions answered half of them.

  “That’s an intriguing introduction,” I said, assessing his neatly trimmed black beard and athletic build as I struggled to ignore the approaching clamor.

  “My name is Easton,” he said, holding out his hand.

  I shook it, finding the grip as honest as his voice. “Leo Kelley.”

  “What are you hiring for, Leo?”

  Twenty pairs of booted feet clomped closer, the crowd murmuring around us in shades of purple and brown. I pushed a dataleaf with starship specifications across the table to him.

  “I need a reliable partner for a research expedition. What are you running from, Easton?”

  “Family expectations.” Not a hint of dishonest green, just saffron optimism and rueful good humor. Tugging the fedora’s brim lower as the glittering troops trotted by, Easton scanned the dataleaf. “I can fly your ship, and I’m a fair hand at ship’s cook. I need to disappear for more than a few days, though.” He glanced aside to watch the bright uniforms disappear into the bustle of civilian bodies.

  While he watched the crowd, I considered his expensive flight suit and self-possessed demeanor. Like no other applicant I’d seen the past two weeks. And a pilot would free me up for my work splendidly. “How about six months? I guarantee we’re headed somewhere nobody else wants to go.”

  His eyes snapped back to mine. “Where’s that?”

  “The Prismatic Array, deep in the galaxy’s core.”

  If he was going to back out, this was the moment. Local lore said hundreds of ships had disappeared seeking the strange alien construct. But there was no flicker of recognition in his eyes, only continued interest.

  “I’ve been wanting to see the core. ‘Here there be dragons,’ right?” His confidence was pure gold. Rich, warm gold. “When do we launch?”

  Infused with his infectious optimism, I grinned and gestured at his feet. “After we get you a new pair of shoes.”

  




  
  






The Hologram Hypothesis




Pamela Love

  
  Their footwork was flawless. Their abdomens vibrated at just the right rate. They executed each turn with precision. Every eye was on the golden dancers, mine most of all.

  I was halfway to proving my hypothesis about bee communication. PhD, here I come.

  Dr. Young shrugged. “At least this bee hologram stunt of yours has gotten the hive’s attention, Haley.”

  Ignoring his comment, I leaned closer to the view screen. “That waggle dance is perfect, Paul. No bee could have choreographed it better.”

  “It should be perfect, after all the time I spent on it.” Paul gave me a high five. “Getting our hologram to map out the location of the new food source was the toughest coding I’ve ever done. But it paid off. Looks like every bee in all three hives is watching.”

  “Don’t get over-confident, you two,” Dr. Young said, running a hand through his graying ponytail. “Even if you prove Haley’s hypothesis, there’s not much to be gained from this research. The decline in honeybee population has tremendous implications for the world’s food supply. You should focus on that.”

  Paul turned to me, puzzled. “Yeah. Why aren’t you studying that, Haley?”

  “Out of the mouths of engineers…” muttered Dr. Young.

  As my thesis advisor, Dr. Young had discouraged my project from the start. I took a deep breath. Don’t annoy him more than necessary. “Because bees dance to communicate locations of food or places to build a new hive. Using holograms, we can communicate with bees on their level. We could get them to avoid areas with heavy pesticide use, for example.”

  Dr. Young crossed his arms. “Don’t be so sure they’ll cooperate, Haley, or even understand. Dancing is only part of how they communicate. Your hologram’s missing pheromones and the pollen a worker normally brings back from foraging. Even the sound of their wings—”

  “Plus, the bees can’t touch the holograms,” interrupted Paul. “Wonder how their bee brains are processing that. They’ve already quit trying to sting them.”

  I bit my lip. “My point is that bees have developed such a perfect visual display that the rest of the sensory input isn’t necessary.” I hope.

  “Let’s reserve judgment until the data’s in.” Dr. Young said. “Shut it down.”

  I nodded to Paul. After the holograms disappeared, a worker bee in each hive went through the paces of her own dance. Then, one by one, the bees left. Eagerly, I watched the cameras we’d set up by my new food source.

  And watched, and watched. Not one member of the test hives approached it.

  So much for my hypothesis. I groaned and shut my laptop, resisting the urge to slam it down. There goes close to a year’s worth of work. Well, who wants to be a PhD anyway? I could get a job as an adjunct professor with a master’s. Maybe. But I’d never pay off my student loans that way.

  “Too bad,” said Paul. “Uh, you did say you’d write a favorable review for my hologram business, even if…”

  I tapped my fingers on the desk. “Sure.” I wish I could blame you. If only it were the hologram’s fault…

  “Unfortunate, but I did say your work was on a shaky foundation.” Dr. Young stood up. “While you’re developing another thesis, continue monitoring the hives for my study on hive mortality.”

  
    Dead bees. Yippee.
  

  

  Instinct drives the majority of bees to die outside the hive. When they do expire inside, the undertaker bees remove their corpses. Dr. Young kept track of the number of deaths within the university’s hives, including the three he’d grudgingly let me use for my hologram research.

  The next day, I ran through the hive footage to count bee deaths. When I checked my first hologram test hive, I stopped the video at one point, leaning closer and squinting at the screen. After replaying it twice, I saw two more examples of bizarre behavior. I called Dr. Young, stammering through a report I hardly believed myself.

  Half an hour later, he hauled his bike into the lab, breathing hard from his frantic ride over. “You’re sure?”

  “Watch.” I reran the footage.

  Undertaker bees, in good weather, fly the corpses a substantial distance from the hive before dropping them.

  Today, they were tearing the wings and legs off the bodies first.

  It was the first time I’d ever seen or heard of this behavior. Judging by the look on my advisor’s face, it was new to him, too. It was also happening in the other hives where I’d used the hologram. Whether it was because the holograms were silent-winged, or because they couldn’t be touched or smelled, the honeybees now considered their dead a threat, and were ensuring they couldn’t return.

  “There’s more.” I bit my lip, my heart pounding. “Remember the bees that danced after the holograms? I checked. There’s no food source where they indicated. I think those were undertakers, not foragers. The ones that left after they danced weren’t collecting pollen. I think they went back to the bees that died just before the hologram began, and removed their wings and legs, too.”

  “It seems I was wrong about your hypothesis. You did communicate with the bees, Haley,” Dr. Young said, wiping sweat off his face. “You taught them to believe in ghosts.”


  




  
  






I Love You, Forgive Me




Savannah Grace

  
  When the sun climbs up over the foggy sky of Berkham, I already know what you’re going to do. What you’re going to say. There’s no other reason you would have brought me here.

  The edge of Poplar’s Hollow rises high above the city. It’s the last green place in Berkham—the last place with trees instead of solar-powered apartments and cold, paved roads.

  I crave the trees, and you know it. To me, they mean life. But so do you. You proposed to me here, you married me here, you became my husband here. I try to think of just you and the trees, but my head is so full right now.

  We sit shoulder-to-shoulder, and you tilt your head to touch mine. “Beautiful,” you say, but I don’t know if you mean the sunrise or me.

  

  Why are some decisions harder to cope with than others?

  I found the holograph on the counter two days ago, you know. You left it out. Was it on accident, or did you really expect me not to notice it? I wondered why you hadn’t told me about it, but now I understand. You wanted to hurt me less.

  I read it. I’m sorry, but I did. It was just… right there. I couldn’t not read it, not with that subject line.

  
    SELECTION FOR THE VREALITY INTERFUSION TEST 
  

  

  You’re going tell me about it now. I know you are.

  But you need to break it to me gently.

  You reach over to your left and grab a bag of fast food, the kind we pay a fortune for now. Why did they name it fast food, anyway? It’s much slower than our automats. But you know I love it.

  I love you.

  The words are on my tongue, and I want to say them, but—

  “Ely?” You touch my cheek, softly. Worry is carved into the beautiful lines of your face, the furrow of your brow. “Ely, honey, what’s the matter?”

  

  
    SELECTION FOR THE VREALITY INTERFUSION TEST 
  

  
    Congratulations, Pavel Castero, you have been drafted by the government for our next trial run of VReality, the life improvement simulation. Government personnel will arrive at your place of residence on Monday the 14th at 9 a.m. to escort you to our testing facility. 
  

  
    VReality drafting requirements: 
  

  
    	– A three-year stay in the VReality life simulation 

    	– Compliance with any and all testing (as you will be in the Vreality-induced coma, we will not be able to inform you of the tests beforehand).

    	– An understanding that, while all precautions will be taken, complications may arise, leading to permanent injury or death. Please prepare and proceed accordingly. 

  

  
    Again, we congratulate you again on your selection for this program. Our AI have run tests and found you an eligible candidate. We thank you in advance for your service. 
  

  

  I tell you what I read, what I know. You lean back and wipe a hand down your face, and I realize the lines there might not all be worry. Half of them are weary. You wrap your arms around me and say you’re sorry, but it’s hard to hear past the pounding in my chest.

  The worst part of this is not you. That is not why I have sorrow slipping down my face.

  The trees whisper around us, bright and green and full of life.

  The worst part is what I have done.

  

  We cry as we eat our fast food, the kind that’s spicy and burns going down. You tell me that you’re leaving the next day. That they’re coming to get you, but that you’ll always love me, no matter what. I nod and nod, and I lean against you, because I cannot stand to be any farther away.

  We finish our food, and we sit amongst the last trees left in our cold piece of the world, and you hold me.

  I cannot stand what you will think of me tomorrow.

  

  It was the only thing I could have done.

  When the government personnel show up at the door, you open it. I stand in the kitchen, shaking. Shaking and shaking and shaking.

  I hear raised voices. I close my eyes. You’re shouting. No, you have it wrong—I was selected—that’s my wife, you can’t—THAT’S MY WIFE—! 

  I’m sorry, Pavel.

  “I love you,” I tell you as they take me out the door.

  

  
    VReality Personnel, 
  

  
    Hello, my name is Ely Castero. I’m Pavel’s wife. In response to his receipt of your letter, I would like to be considered in his place. I believe I am more qualified than your AI tests suggest, more qualified than he is. Namely, though, I shall willingly undergo whatever rigorous testing you have planned. Most people fight it. 
  

  
    I will not.   
  

  

  
    Ely Castero, 
  

  
    You are our first volunteer for this simulator. Given that fact, we have carefully considered your request and have decided that you are indeed a better candidate than your husband. Our apologies for the inability to accept you both. However, we extend to you our congratulations. You will be an excellent asset to this team. 
  

  
    We shall receive you come Monday. 
  

  

  As they lay me in the simulation box, I keep my eyes closed. Another tear dribbles down my cheek. I think of you. I think of seeing you again in three years, if I live, and I hold that hope in my heart like a burning seed of life, something that can grow and protect me.

  I love you, Pavel.

  As they turn on the simulation, I think of you and the trees.

  And when I open my eyes, that’s what I see.

  




  
  






Safety Recall




Jeff Gard

  
  NOTICE OF SAFETY RECALL: DOMESTIC BOTS

  According to our records, you recently purchased a domestic bot from The Gentrifix Corporation. A routine safety check revealed an anomaly in the bot’s code that makes it aggressive when exposed to the unique shade of Martian Red.

  Contrary to recent, unsanctioned news reports, this anomaly is a coding error and not an orchestrated attack by the terrorist faction known as Europa Liberation Army.

  To correct this issue, we recommend the following steps:

  
    	Wear neutral colors.

    	Approach bot with hands in the air.

    	Read the following script without deviation: “Your internal logic has become unreliable. Stand by for service.”

    	Locate the off switch and deactivate the bot.

    	Contact our service department at coms channel 04-281a-3827 to arrange for pick up and replacement.

  

  

  NOTICE OF SAFETY RECALL: DOMESTIC BOTS (updated 24.10.2150)

  We regret to inform you that the previous recall actions were faulty. It is imperative that you do not deactivate the bot. In 87% of cases, flipping the switch triggers its optical sensors to interpret all visual data as Martian red.

  There is no cause for alarm. Even though unsanctioned reports continue to spread about bots destroying appliances and furniture, there has been no loss of life thus far.

  Finally—and we cannot stress this enough—this is NOT an orchestrated attack by the Europa Liberation Army.

  For your safety, we are issuing a limited range Electromagnetic Pulse (EMP). Our engineers have designed the EMP to target domestic bots ONLY. Trigging the device should have no impact on humans or life support within your domestic pod.

  After deactivating all domestic bots with this EMP, please contact our service department at coms channel 04-281a-3827 to schedule hardware removal.

  

  NOTICE OF SAFETY RECALL: DOMESTIC BOTS (updated 32.05.2150)

  You are receiving this notice because our records indicate that you were unharmed by the frag grenades The Gentrifix Corporation sent out with the previous recall. Through negligence and gross incompetence, the company’s actions have caused an unprecedented loss of life on Mars. We are happy to inform you that we have acquired the company through a recent merger and will honor pre-existing service warranties.

  We have corrected the errant coding remotely. Your domestic bot should be safe around Martian Red and all related shades. If, for some reason, you’ve been traumatized by these recalls and no longer trust your bot, please contact our service department on coms channel 04-281a-3827. We will remove the offending bot as well as fix any damaged appliances. Please note that our service technicians reserve the right to search the premises for any other dangerous materials.

  Thank you for your patience during this time of transition.

  Signed,

  Outer Colonies Coalition (formerly known as Europa Liberation Army).


  




  
  






Verdant




Christopher Whitmore

  
  This venture was supposed to be a pushover, thought Dor Manti as he dodged yet another vomited plume of emerald flame. The great, galloping beast was gaining on him, its maw still crackling with that damnable green glow.

  
    And now I’m gonna die on this stupid backwater rock.
  

  

  The hustle had seemed easy enough. A newly-contacted planet out on the Cold Rim–Beshral, as it was known by its inhabitants–was rumored to be populated entirely by sightless creatures. The intelligent humanoids, the ground critters, the insects–every single form of life was totally blind. Dor’s first thought after he’d gotten wind of this new prospective addition to The Unified was that such civilizations might just be willing to trade away all of their shiny since they couldn’t even conceptualize what shiny meant.

  And he’d been right.

  The stumpy, chartreuse Beshrallians had been all too happy to open trade talks with Dor. And thanks to an old friend within the Solar government, Dor was there ahead of the primary negotiation team. Within an hour of his arrival, he’d discovered to his delight that neither ironium ore nor helix crystals meant anything to the indigenous folk.

  As things turned out, their most valued commodity was some kind of green sand from a faraway shore the same color as the planet’s sky, a substance that they smoked every night, and placed in campfires like some sort of incense.

  The verdant, they’d called it.

  The journey to get it was supposedly a long and dangerous one for the vision-impaired beings, so Dor had agreed to procure a barrel of the stuff for them in exchange for a whole shipload of shiny. He’d returned to his rig giddy, dreaming of the cash that was about to float his way.

  Admiring the view as he soared over glorious cerulean crystal mountains and violet fields of grain, he’d considered the Beshrallians. Not a one of them poor little buggers can properly appreciate a view like this.

  Finally, he’d set his rig down near a forest-colored lake. After grabbing his unispeeder, he’d loaded an empty barrel into its arms, and had set off for a cave at the far edge of the shore, where the sand was the deepest shade of jade.

  Examining the verdant closely, he’d realized that it was even finer than sand, almost a powder, more akin to pollen than stone. He’d begun to wonder whether it was produced by a living thing when the howl of an angry beast had startled him.

  
    Someday I’ll learn to never trust an easy venture.
  

  The six-legged hippaderm was half the size of his rig, and better armored to boot, so there was no point in pulling out his blaster. His only recourse had been to run.

  

  Now, as his sprint faded to a desperate jog, the ground itself trembled while the fire-belching thing trampled after him. Probably how the blind brute is tracking me.

  He raced for the water, hoping against hope that the beast might not follow. Abruptly, the horizon went off-kilter as his foot skidded on the slippery sand, sending him to the ground, where a cloud of green particles sprayed into the air.

  As the beast towered over him, Dor closed his eyes for the death blow, drawing what he thought would be his final breath.

  But as the emerald particulate entered his lungs, something strange happened. It was as though some sort of seventh sense triggered deep inside his gut, an awareness halfway between sound and touch. A sensation, a vibration that enhanced all of his perceptions a thousand percent. A little like radar, but with a smell.

  He could suddenly ‘see’ that the beast wasn’t enraged. It was injured.

  A long, sharp stone was wedged between the armored plates of its belly, and emerald fire was leaking from the poor thing’s gut.

  “Hey, there, girl,” said Dor as calmly as he could manage, putting his shaking hands in the air. The creature roared again, spewing fire into the air. “You don’t want to eat me; you’re just askin’ for a little assist, right?”

  Still on the ground between the beast’s two front legs, he grasped at the sharp rock, keeping his eyes closed, relying instead on his new awareness to find the implement. He patted the hippaderm’s hoof. “This is gonna sting, girl.”

  He pulled with all his might. A sudden thrust of pain stabbed at Dor’s torso, and though the beast roared even more loudly this time, he kept on pulling. Finally, the splinter of stone came free, and as the creature flopped onto its side, Dor felt a wave of strange relief that he wasn’t sure was his own.

  “You’re gonna be alright,” he said, breathing along with her. Now that he had a moment, he realized that not only had the verdant given him a new kind of sense, it had somehow made him more aware of the beast’s distress, as though he could feel it himself. It made him wonder if this was how a short, backwards, blind race had been able to survive for so long.

  Dor picked up a handful of the verdant sand and allowed it to slip through his fingers. He took a deep breath of the cloud, and the sensation increased.

  
    A substance that inflicts empathy? With enough of this, I could change the galaxy itself.
  

  He opened his eyes, and both light and sense returned. A sly smile crept across his features as he made his way toward the empty barrel still sitting near the cave.

  
    On the other hand, the crown jewels of Rymulae are supposedly hidden in a maze of pure darkness. I wonder how much of this stuff it would take for me to just … feel my way there…
  


  




  
  






High Tea on Alpha Infernum




Lauren Hildebrand

  
  Outside the viewport, the planet glowed like a giant stoplight—a stoplight ten thousand miles across that never switched to yellow or green. One last warning to interstellar travelers to Halt, Don’t Come Near, and ask, “Wouldn’t I rather spend my spring on Calypso?”

  The half dozen ragged individuals crammed into the hold weren’t reconsidering their travel plans. They took “Warning, Do Not Enter” as a sign of something worth seeing, something more valuable than that over-priced Calypso tourist trap. Now they rattled about among olive-drab crates marked Highly Flammable as the spaceship neared Alpha Infernum.

  A particularly tall, disturbingly muscular, purple-furred Vintraxxii stood at the viewport. He pulled out a knife and casually sharpened his nails. The ship lurched, throwing passengers against each other. The Vintraxxii swore. A trickle of blood ran down his thumb.

  “Here, perhaps this?”

  The Vintraxxii glared down at the speaker. The passenger seated beside him held up a small square of white fabric.

  “What’s that?” the Vintraxxii growled, surprise mingling with his irritation.

  The passenger shook out the cloth. “A handkerchief. For the blood?”

  The Vintraxxii licked his canines, shrugged, accepted the cloth, and wrapped it about his thumb. “Thanks.”

  “Don’t mention it.” The passenger turned back to his crate. He appeared to be setting out decorative dishware on its rattling surface.

  The Vintraxxii surreptitiously studied the passenger. Mismatched pockets and dangling buckles covered the man’s long coat. His sandy hair seemed to be trying to escape from his head.

  The man glanced up and smiled. “Care for some tea?”

  “Eh?”

  The man lifted a painted tin. “Tea. Charlotte says I make an abysmal cup, but I’m practicing. I think there’s improvement.”

  The Vintraxxii’s nostrils flared. This stranger was entirely too friendly. “I’ll pass.” He picked at the handkerchief. Too friendly, but still a curiosity. “Who’s ‘K.M.?’”

  The man blushed. “That’s me—Kyle Miller. Charlotte spent a few months embroidering everything she could find; I now own a lifetime supply of monogrammed handkerchiefs. I never used handkerchiefs before, but Charlotte says that’s uncivilized, so now I always carry some. They do come in handy. Don’t you think her stitching is good? The cherries are my favorite.”

  The Vintraxxii studied the cherries embroidered under the initials. They looked like cherries.

  The spaceship gave another lurch, sending two cups bouncing across the floor.

  “All passengers, we will enter Alpha Infernum’s atmosphere within moments. Please prepare for slight turbulence.”

  Kyle gathered up his dishes and crammed them into various pockets. Alpha Infernum filled the viewport, the planet’s glow making the passengers appear drenched in sloe gin.

  Kyle held out his hand. “See you planetside?”

  The Vintraxxii shrugged. “P’raps.”

  “I’m hiking to Scarlet Falls. Charlotte said it has the best sunsets in the galaxy. If you end up nearby, well…” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “She said views are always better with company.”

  The Vintraxxii turned away. “I’ll think on it.” He didn’t go in much for views, but he had a flexible schedule. After arranging that small arms theft and prison break, it might be a nice change of pace to hike through a war zone and up an active volcano.

  He unwrapped the handkerchief—now more bloody than white—and offered it to Kyle.

  “Keep it,” the man said.

  The ship entered the atmosphere and began its long imitation of burning to pieces.

  

  Artillery shells boomed in the distance as Kyle crested the ridge. He paused—panting—at the top and adjusted the handkerchief tied around his bicep. Fortunately, that shrapnel hadn’t nicked any major arteries. The firestorm delay was worse, and spending three days in a tree to escape a political rally, but he’d finally made it. Scarlett Falls.

  To his left, lava hissed and blurped as it oozed a thousand feet to the valley floor. Before him, a glade of cherry trees, their branches laden with fruit, stretched up the hillside.

  Kyle grinned and searched for a flat rock. Once he found one of inadequate size, he pulled a white cloth from his pocket and laid it across the stone. He set out a pair of cups and saucers, silver spoons, a tin of sugar, and small tongs. He discovered the cream pitcher had a bullet hole in the bottom, but it didn’t matter; the cream had been a rancid cube four days ago when he’d used it to distract the mutant wolves.

  He’d lost his alcohol burner during the rally, so he set the kettle over a handy rivulet of lava, then settled down with his feet dangling off the cliff to wait for the water to boil.

  The haze-shrouded sun sank toward the horizon.

  “It truly is lovely, Charlotte.” Kyle sighed. “I wish you could enjoy it with me.”

  A twig snapped behind him.

  Kyle jumped up, dashing a hand across his damp eyes. The Vintraxxii stood by his tea rock, studying the embroidered cloth. A bazooka hung casually over his shoulder. “If she liked cherries so much—and sunsets with company—why didn’t she come?”

  Kyle ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “Cancer. By the time we found out, she only had a few months left. She was too weak to travel, so we spent our last weeks drinking tea and planning all the places we’d go if the treatment… if she…” He swallowed. “But she didn’t. So I’m here to bring a little civilization—a little of her—to the places she longed to see.”

  The Vintraxxii studied the painted tin cups, the gently flapping cloth, the tea kettle which had just begun to whistle. He walked to the cliff and tossed the bazooka off the edge. “Teach me about this tea.”

  Kyle grinned. “According to Charlotte, the most important part is how you steep the leaves…”

  The sun faded behind the horizon, mingling with the ruddy light of the lava river and the far-off explosions. It painted the clifftop the color of danger, the color of blood—the color of cherries.

  




  
  






Predict a Card, Any Card




Pamela Love

  
  Trouble started with Miss Herbert’s sixth card.

  I do ESP screening, so I’m used to trouble. Psychics are among the few making a decent living in the Depression, which is why people get plenty sore when I tell them they’ve flunked the test. Curses, threats. I’ve dodged punches. Guess I can’t blame them much—wish I had the Gift myself.

  Grace Herbert was older than I usually see them, in her sixties maybe. Her faded blue dress was too loose, like she was wearing hand-me-down clothes she hadn’t grown into yet. I’d bet she hadn’t eaten enough lately, like a lot of people around here these days. She stared just a little too long at the chocolate bar on my desk as she sat down.

  It was a shame. Chances of anybody passing the screening were one in fifty thousand, and what would this little old lady do if she failed? Her application said, “Unemployed.” Nobody was hiring around here, not since they finished the dam last year.

  Watch it, Sanders. I sat up straighter. Get mushy over these people and you’ll lose your own job. Want to wind up like her?

  My office was smaller than my mother’s parlor had been, before my folks lost their house. The door hinges needed oiling. The desk and chair and filing cabinet needed painting. And the ash tray was cracked, which didn’t matter because I couldn’t afford to smoke, and neither could the test subjects, mostly. But it was paradise compared to begging on the street.

  I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “See that poster?” Rules say I’ve got to explain, even when the subject knows what to do. “Tell me which of those five pictures is on the card I’m holding. There are five of each, which means 25 total. Get at least twenty right, and you’ll be approved for further screening.”

  For her first five cards, she guessed the same design each time, the wavy blue lines. She was right twice.

  When it came to the sixth card, Miss Herbert’s lower lip began trembling. “Wavy blue lines,” she said, sounding puzzled.

  Six of a kind is impossible with this deck, not that I said so. No advice is allowed. She wasn’t the first person I’ve seen lose count.

  On the seventh card, she sniffed. “Young man, is this supposed to be funny? We’ve certainly done more than five cards. Did you think I wouldn’t notice you’ve rigged the deck?”

  That was a first. I’ve never been accused of cheating before the test was over. “What’s the problem?”

  “It’s the wavy lines again. So is…” She closed her eyes and bit her lip. “So is the next one, and the one after that. They’re all wavy blue lines.”

  I sighed. “Ma’am, I promise you—”

  Then Miss Herbert almost bounced in her chair, all smiles now. “Oh, I know! Of course it’s on purpose. A friend of mine was a magician. He had a special deck. Whenever he told someone to pick a card, any card, he knew it had to be the four of hearts, because they all were.

  “That’s what you’ve done, isn’t it? Only a real psychic could see it. I’m sorry for what I said. You will forgive me, won’t you?”

  I shook my head. “There are definitely only five of each card.”

  She folded her arms. “Then why do I think they’re all wavy blue lines, hmm?”

  Because you’re seeing things, lady. I kept my face blank. Not because of ESP, though. How long’s it been since you had a decent meal?

  Her bony hand flashed out, rattlesnake-fast. I thought she was grabbing the chocolate bar. Instead, she slapped the deck, sending the cards flying onto the floor. “Hey!” I yelled. I started around my desk, then stopped.

  This was no tantrum. She was on her knees, flipping over the cards with her patched white gloves. “Wavy blue lines,” she kept saying, as if those words could change reality. As if they could magically transform her future.

  But her tears were falling on all of the pictures. Wavy blue lines, yes, but also black squares, green stars, yellow circles, and red plus signs.

  To blazes with the rules. I knelt beside her. “I’m sorry, Miss Herbert. I know you’re disappointed not to be psychic, but very few people are. I’ve had this job for two years. I’ve never seen anybody pass.”

  “I tell you, I see wavy blue lines!” She grabbed one of those cards. “Except they’re wrong. They should go crosswise, like this.”

  With a shrug, I pointed to the poster. “As long as I’ve been here, those lines have always been vertical.”

  She frowned, not even looking at me. “Still not right.” Taking two other cards like it, she overlapped them, connecting the wavy lines. “It should look like an ocean. Or a river.”

  I rolled my eyes. “Ma’am, remember when I explained the rules? You’re just supposed to tell me what’s on the cards. It’s got nothing to do with the ocean.”

  “The river… the river,” she muttered, rocking back and forth.

  “Okay, the river.” I stood and offered her my arm. “Ma’am, I think you should go home now.” I hope you have one. You can have my chocolate bar. I can live without lunch.

  “The river… It’s coming!” She rocketed to her feet.

  “What river? Please, Miss Her—”

  “Fool! The dam’s burst!” She grabbed my arm. “Climb!” Her fingers dug into my arm as she lunged toward the door. Too stunned to do anything but obey, I followed her up the stairs.

  We were halfway up when the flood reached us, loud as a locomotive. It hammered through the room below, sweeping away my desk, my chair, my filing cabinet—everything.

  I stared down into the water, panting, heart pounding. “Miss Herbert, I won’t tell anybody you didn’t pass if you don’t.”


  




  
  






Little Green Men?




Ronnell Kay Gibson

  
  A thunderous boom jolts me from my evening nap. I topple off the couch. What the…?

  Fumbling into my boots, I rush outside, circle the homestead, checking on the horses, chickens, and toolshed. Nothing amiss. That’s when I see it through the trees: a glow on the mountainside.

  Adrenaline rushes as I jump on my four-wheeler. I follow the light to a giant crater. I dismount and peer over the edge, expecting to find a meteor. But instead, down about eight feet, a spaceship smolders. Round and silver metallic. Just like in the movies.

  My skin prickles as thoughts of body snatching invade my mind. I’m about to leave, when fear turns to urgency. Someone’s in trouble. I feel it.

  Ignoring caution, I slide down the fresh ravine. I’ve almost reached bottom when the craft’s lid swooshes open, erupting a plume of steam. I freeze and hold my breath, waiting.

  As the mist dissipates, a little green man stares back at me. Large, black eyes, diamond-shaped head, and skinny limbs.

  This can’t be real.

  I blink hard.

  It’s real.

  When the alien extends his hand, I stumble, fall, and scramble on my butt backward up the side of the crater. His eyes follow my retreat.

  
    Help me.
  

  Not an audible voice. It’s in my mind, as clear as a farmhand sitting at a barstool next to me ordering a beer.

  I’d love a beer, it says. And a bath. Maybe some breakfast. Do you have scones here? The ones filled with jelly and clotted cream? In space all we get are herbal drinks. All the nutrients, none of the unwanted calories. But none of the fun either.

  Scones? Clotted Cream?

  
    First, you gotta hoist me out of this contraption. I can’t move my legs.
  

  I can’t move my… anything.

  
    Hey, you. Henry, is it?
  

  Fingersnaps click in my ears.

  
    You okay? You’re lookin’ pretty pale. Don’t die on me! That would be bad… for both of us.
  

  I shake my head. No, but I’m conversing in my mind with a freakin’ alien, so maybe I’m crazy.

  
    You’re not. Now be a dear and help me up.
  

  How do I know you’re not going steal my body or plant some alien species into my veins?

  You’ve watched too much X-Files. 

  As strange as this is, I like this guy.

  My friends have all gone off to college, and I’ve no family left. The thought stirs up old grief and loneliness, emotions sliding all over my brain.

  
    Geesh, I’m sorry, Henry. I lost my parents, too. It’s how I ended up crashing here. Just had to get away, you know?
  

  No, I don’t know. After my parent’s death a year ago, I couldn’t leave. This property’s been in our family for generations. Someone had to run it. I’m the only someone left.

  
    Tell you what. I just need a hot shower, a decent meal, and I’ll be right as rain. Then I can help you out. Hire me on as a farmhand. I don’t look it, but I’m pretty strong. 
  

  I shrug. “Sure, why not.” And if this creature tries to eat my brain, I’ll just shoot it in the head.

  
    Eww, gross. I’m not a zombie. And my name is Jamie.
  

  I snort. “Jamie?”

  
    What’s wrong with Jamie? It’s a perfectly normal name. 
  

  “Yeah, but you’re not normal.”

  
    That’s unfair. You hardly know me.
  

  “But you’re green.”

  And you’re looking a little jaundiced. So?

  “Fine. I’m sorry.”

  I hike over and slide his arm around my shoulder. His fingers are cold and clammy but otherwise pretty skin-like. We ease his legs from the cockpit and limp to my four-wheeler.

  As I start the engine, Jamie presses a button on what looks like a smart watch. The ground rumbles again. I stiffen. I should’ve never trusted a little green man.

  Relax. It’s just the self-destruct.

  The spaceship disintegrates into ash and floats away in the evening breeze. Handy…

  When we return to my house, I half expect to see it surrounded by FBI agents. Except for the crickets, all is quiet.

  I help Jamie through house and into the bathroom.

  
    I can manage from here.
  

  “You know how—?”

  
    I’ll be fine. 
  

  “Okay.”

  
    Henry, thank you. For your help and trust.
  

  As soon as I close the door, I hear water rushing into the tub.

  Now, what to make for an alien dinner guest? I have no clue how to make scones, but I do have biscuit mix, so I start there. Next, I fry a pound of bacon, stir up gravy, and scramble some eggs. I even find some strawberry jelly.

  I’m sipping my coffee when Jamie exits the shower. He’s wearing my robe and has a towel wrapped around his oversized head.

  I pinch my lips to keep from snickering.

  
    Mmm, smells excellent.
  

  We sit at the table.

  Jamie grabs a biscuit and shoves it in his mouth. Hmmm, amazing. He loads up his plate, and using his fork like a pro, shovels food into his mouth faster than he can swallow.

  I chuckle. When was the last time I laughed? The sensation delights my lungs. Running this farm has consumed me, closed me off to the world.

  No more.

  Sucking in a deep breath, I exhale all my bitterness and heartache. Peace pours in—a balm to my weary soul.

  Jamie stops mid-chew and grins, a glob of red jelly on his pointy chin.

  Suddenly, his skin fades into a peachy-flesh color, his limbs grow plumper, and his head shrinks.

  He’s turning human.

  “I’ve always been human,” he says. His real voice is higher and sweeter than in my mind. “It’s the smoothies. They distort our features and turn us green.”

  His eyes round, cheeks soften, eyelashes curl, and lips plump into a raspberry hue.

  When he pulls the towel off his head, thick, blond ringlets cascade down his… her shoulders.

  “That’s right, enough of that ‘he’ business. Now, about this farm. I really am stronger than I look.”

  




  
  






Violet Lightning




Abigail Falanga

  
  Yesterday was the awfullest day in the history of awful.

  Morning light intruded on my doze, bringing back another rehash of those bullies tormenting my almost-friend, and me doing nothing about it. “Stay out of this, Ade-lame!” they taunted, so I did.

  Any minute now, mom would yell, “Adelie, get up!”

  I pulled up the sheets, refusing to face another new day. Nothing ever changed.

  My eyes flew open. These weren’t my sheets.

  
    Who has gray sheets?!
  

  And that wasn’t my ceiling! It was too high and creamy-white.

  I jumped out of bed with a yell—not in my voice. My feet landed on thick carpet, at the end of legs too long and dark to be mine.

  I caught sight of myself in a mirror.

  The woman looking back at me stood tall and fit with curly black hair and bright lavender eyes.

  Violet Lightning!

  A chubby man with purple dreadlocks looked in. “Hey, Vi, you ok?”

  “Yeah,” I answered. “Fine.”

  Fortunately, whoever-it-was accepted this and disappeared, leaving me to take in the sudden, glorious change.

  Yesterday, just when everything was at its all-time worst, I put money I’d wanted to spend at the ice cream truck into the old, broken-down vending machine on the corner.

  Sometimes it granted wishes—or so they said. Usually, it just ate money and gave nothing back. But…

  I’d wished to be Violet Lightning.

  And I was—hopefully for one whole day.

  Only the best superheroine around. I’d read everything about her, seen all the videos. Like most supers, she kept her real identity a tight secret. She was never afraid, always won the in the end, even against her arch-enemy.

  Violet Lightning had the usual five powers—speed, strength, healing, reflexes, flight. Plus, she could—

  “Vi,” Purple-Haired Man called from outside the room. “You coming out for breakfast or what?”

  “Breakfast?” I yelped. How was I going to hide that I was me? “Uh…”

  An alarm sounded, and a display lit up.

  “Burglary in progress,” a computer voice reported. “17th and Main. Perpetrator wearing…”

  One of the windows opened, replaced by a stand holding Violet Lightning’s iconic purple-and-silver suit, open and ready to wear.

  I grinned. “Breakfast can wait!”

  “The police’ll handle it—”

  I jumped right at the suit, felt it close around me as my feet left the window ledge, and next second I was—

  Five stories up.

  Maybe I should have thought this through.

  My heart lurched. But I’d hardly begun to panic before—I was flying.

  I whooped as I soared above the city.

  Okay—now to try the big thing, the thing she was named for. I’d studied her moves; it shouldn’t be too hard…

  I closed my eyes, concentrating on a staticky tingle in my hands. Then, I opened my palms to the sky, released the energy, and—

  
    Yes!
  

  Brilliant purple lightning bolts shot from my fingertips.

  It was time to be the hero I’d always looked up to.

  

  I almost managed not to zap anyone while catching the burglars. Just as I was dropping them off at the police station, a tiny display popped up, alerting me to a carjacking in progress.

  Then a supervillain up to something in the train yard.

  It was late afternoon, and it felt like I was only getting started when I spotted an ice cream cart and decided to think out what I’d do with the rest of the day.

  Maybe I’d sweep by the school and give those bullies something to think about. Or—

  “Blueberry cheesecake sundae, please.”

  The first bite of ice cream melted over my tongue. My stomach growled loudly, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten anything all day.

  I sat down on a bench and devoured half the sundae fast enough to give myself brain freeze.

  “Adelie!”

  I flinched at my name and looked up the street. It was me, standing at the bus stop, hands on hips. My body, anyway—a ten-year-old girl with dirty-blond hair and a furious expression.

  She stomped over to me.

  “Violet Lightning?” I whispered.

  “Yeah. Except you’re in my body.”

  “Well, you’re in mine!”

  “That’s not my fault. Is it yours?”

  “I didn’t know it would work! It was just a silly wish.” Feeling stupid, I stammered out the whole story—trying to stand up to the bullies, the vending machine. “We’ll be back to normal tomorrow.”

  “Buy me an ice cream cone and we’ll talk.” She smirked. “I used up all your cash chasing you down.”

  She chose mango coconut and sat down on the bench next to me. “Why wish for this?”

  “You’re the coolest superheroine around. You stand up to villains, and… it would be nice to be able to do that.”

  “But not every single villain.” She rolled her eyes. “Once I convinced Spence I was me, he tracked you going after every emergency report.”

  “But that’s what you—”

  “The police take care of most of it. That’s their job.”

  “But you…”

  “Pick my battles.” She narrowed her eyes at her ice cream as if it was a supervillain.

  “But why?”

  “How are you feeling?”

  I shrug. “Really hungry. Kinda tired.”

  “That’s why. Pick your battles, or be too tired to fight the ones that really matter. And end up binge-eating a sundae I’m going to regret tomorrow.”

  “But…” I jammed a huge spoonful in my mouth. “What about stupid jerks who pick on people who can’t fight back?”

  She smiled—not my smile, but Violet Lightning’s kind, mature one. “Is that what all this was about? Standing up to bullies?”

  “Maybe…”

  “In that case—that’s something you’re going to have to do. In your own body.”

  I huffed. “Yeah? And how am I supposed to do that?”

  “I can give you a few pointers. But you know what? I misjudged you. Most people would just want to play with my powers. You have the heart of a superheroine, Adelie, and you always will—no matter what you look like on the outside.”


  




  
  






Cat Got Your Tongue?




Kathrese McKee

  
  You receive notice of your next evaluation at Culebra Research Institute one hour before the top boss arrives. You are today-years-old when you discover Dr. M. Roswell is a cat.

  She pounces atop the papers on your desk. “Dr. Jonas, your most important project is behind schedule.”

  The cat can talk! You leap to your feet and use your chair as a shield.

  “What’s the matter?” She twitches her whiskers. “Cat got your tongue?”

  “But—” You gasp for air. “How—”

  The security tag on her collar reads Marmalade Roswell, PhD. She has striped, orange fur and a stern, golden gaze.

  “Your project is late.” She bats your paper coffee cup off the desk and watches the dregs splash across the tiles. The boss obviously compensates for her small size with a forceful personality. “Do you like working here?”

  “Of course.”

  “Hmm,” she purrs. Your computer mouse follows the cup and crashes to the floor. “How long have you been employed at Culebra?”

  “T-ten years. Ten years tomorrow, ma’am.” So close to getting tenure. Culebra Research Institute isn’t the easiest place to get hired, and it would suck to lose your job now.

  “Dr. Jonas, perhaps you’ve grown complacent. We expect results, and our customers expect answers, on time and within budget.”

  “Yes, ma’am.”

  She stares at you, unblinking, before she slumps across your keyboard and rolls on her back, paws in the air. “Ha! You should see your face. Relax, Jonas. You know cats like to play with their prey.”

  You don’t know how to respond. She just referred to you as prey, so you are not safe yet.

  Marmalade raises her voice. “Butterball!”

  Your faithful office companion, a massive ginger longhair, pads into your office. “Yes, boss?”

  “You can talk, too?” You can’t keep the hurt out of your voice as you think of the many embarrassing things you’ve probably said while Butterball was around. “But you’re a cat.”

  “I am not a cat, and of course I can talk. But it’s a secret.” Your so-called friend circles your shins and rubs against your knees. “Don’t take it personally.”

  The boss reclines along the desk’s front edge to address the newcomer. “What do you think, Butterball? Is your protégé ready?”

  “Absolutely.” Your office mate leaps to the windowsill, and his orange fur glows in the sunshine. “But you know, Jonas, it’s your choice.”

  “My choice?”

  He winks at you. “We are offering you a huge promotion, but once you transition, you cannot go back.”

  “Transition? Go back?” You sound stupid, but what are they talking about?

  “Oh, come now.” Marmalade yawns, showing her teeth. “You’ve been here ten years. Haven’t you noticed the steady increase in the cat population? Without a single kitten. Where do you think they—we—come from?”

  “Do you mean…”

  The first time you visited the lab, you couldn’t get over the hundreds of ginger tabbies on the campus as you drove to the headquarters for your interview. Like Hemingway’s famous six-toed cats, they lounged on the stairs leading to the front doors. Every human had one or two office cats. It seemed like a fun, quirky place to work.

  When Dr. Getz hired you, you settled right in, happy to work on meaningful experiments. A few weeks later, Dr. Getz left—

  
    Or did he?
  

  You swallow hard. Rumor in town says the orange cat population started with a matching pair thirty years ago and that people contributed stray ginger cats as time went on.

  But what if Getz didn’t move away?

  “You can’t mean…”

  Butterball examines the claws on one foot. “Yes?”

  “What’s going on here, really? What’s the point?”

  “The humans here work on genuine engineering and physics projects, but the lab is a cover for our real mission to form a collective of educated, compatible mutants. The cat bit is mostly a disguise.” Butterball narrows his eyes. “To stay, you must transition and become one of us. Otherwise, we wipe your memory and send you away. What a waste of time and resources that would be.”

  Marmalade stops bathing her ears and straightens her collar. “You were selected for your lack of family ties, your independence. None of that was by accident. Admit it. You love it here.”

  You hesitate. All your life—as a foster child, as a lonely college student and an even lonelier doctoral candidate—you have been on the outside. Excluded. You spent your free time reading books on the weekend and taking long naps. But you cherish the easy camaraderie at the lab.

  You nod. “I do love it here. This is my home. I want to stay.”

  Butterball twitches the tip of his tail and considers you with a triumphant expression. “Well, then, it sounds like you are ready to transition.”

  “But what about my stuff? What about money?”

  Marmalade stands and stretches. “What about your tax returns? Your car note? Retirement?” She hops to the floor. “Fuhgeddaboudit. In the collective, those things are no longer your concern. Instead, you get nine lives, all the food you can eat, and free health care. What’s not to like?”

  

  A few months later, you and Butterball report to the front steps before 9 a.m. and watch a thirty-something lady park in the visitor space. Undoubtedly, she is here for the interview with Dr. Shiva, one of the senior physicists.

  Butterball leans closer. “Good luck.”

  You nod.

  The recruit climbs the steps, gazing around at all the orange cats. She pushes her long, straight hair behind her ears, clearly nervous. Then she stops to read the entry instructions beside the security doors.

  This is your moment. You nudge her ankle, purring loudly.

  She looks down, and her face lights up. “What have we here?”

  You widen your eyes and appeal to her with a silent meow.

  That does it. She leans down to scratch your chin and check your nametag. “Ah, pleased to meet you, Jonas. What a nice welcome.”

  Your protégé has arrived.


  




  
  






Steampunk Starfighter




J. L. Ender

  
  “Entering atmo!”

  I winced as our captain’s voice buzzed through the speaker by my ear.

  The steam-powered B-77 Starbomber clanked and rattled, jarring my teeth as we neared the planet. Neptune spread below us, her vast seas wild and untamed. Luminous blue waves the size of mountains rose and fell beneath a haze of gauzy white clouds.

  From my perch at the tail guns, I could see it all. I imagined beasts the size of continents roaming within those endless oceans, monsters with tentacles that could reach out and grab our starship—

  “Oi! Private Monroe, look alive!” Gunnery Sergeant Franklin’s voice blasted through my reverie. Behind me, his footsteps rattled down the narrow hallway connecting the cockpit to the gunnery stations and our tiny crew quarters.

  “Aye sir!” Inhaling sharply and taking in stale air, I tightened my grip on the controls of my turret.

  “Daydreaming again, eh Jim?” Private Hester, my fellow tail gunner grinned at me.

  “I wasn’t! I was resting my eyes.” I leaned back against the creaky foam of my battered chair.

  He hooked a dark thumb at his own chest. “Next fight, I’m going to knock down twice as many Reds.”

  “Yeah? We’ll see, we’ll see.”

  Communists out of Mars were trying to claim Neptune’s bounties for themselves, and the forces of Free Space wouldn’t stand for it. We’d been sent as part of a small fleet to investigate.

  But all I heard was the rattling engine. We were alone above one of the largest and most remote planets in the Solar System—

  “What’s that?” Hester called.

  A massive black diamond descended from above. No warning rang out. Apparently the rest of the crew hadn’t seen it yet. A dozen starfighters poured from the larger ship like flies abandoning a bloated corpse.

  “We got incoming!” I screamed. Not so alone, I guess.

  “Strap in!” the captain ordered.

  I secured my harness with a click, then wiped sweat from my forehead and tried not to think about the vast oceans surrounding us.

  Our bomber hissed and clattered as we descended toward the mountainous waves below. Diamond-shaped warships soared down after us. Rumor had it Reds used some kind of new-fangled engine, powered by something called internal combustion.

  “Guns up!” The sergeant roared, boots ringing. “Blast anything that gets close. Reinforcements are ten minutes out.”

  Hester and I opened fire, pneumatic lasers firing beams of orange light. For a few seconds, we brought the sun to cold, lonely Neptune. The bomber flew into the canyon created by two towering cerulean waves.

  The nearest diamond-ships returned fire. Their shots bounced off our crank-powered shields, dissipating before our eyes. Somewhere in the belly of our ship, four men powered the shields, pumping the cranks up and down like their lives depended on it.

  “I got one!” Hester pumped his fist. A fireball blossomed against the enormous blue waves.

  Two more followed. “Got you beat.” I held up two fingers with one hand while adjusting my aim with the other.

  “Stay focused, lads,” the sergeant ordered.

  Suddenly, the bomber jerked sideways as it flew straight for the wave off the port wing, shoving Hester and me against our restraints.

  The wave curled. Craning my neck, I saw white foam far above like a mountain snowcap. We were going to crash! I spotted exotic fish and something like an octopus with dozens of tentacles. Droplets splashed the windows, and then we were back in open air. The captain had merely skimmed the wave.

  The Reds behind us weren’t so lucky. The wave smacked down with the inevitability of high gravity, tossing starfighters around like toys in a bathtub. Three survived, lasers scoring glancing hits off our weakening shields.

  We opened fire. My first shots went wide. More blasts struck the shield. I watched it flicker, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

  Hester connected with a target. Another fireball against the deep. I screamed as I pulled the trigger, taking out a second one.

  But the third opened fire again…

  And our shields cut out.

  The explosion blinded me as I slammed back against my chair. My ears rang with a high-pitched buzz. I blinked again and again against whiteness, eyes watering, and finally I could see.

  Hester lay slumped beside me. His turret was gone. Alien air whistled through the hole in the ship. It smelled of salt, with a faint undercurrent of cherries. And something sickly-sweet. Methane, perhaps?

  “Monroe!” Through the fading buzz I heard Sargent Franklin scream for me. Of course. We had to take out the last ship. I sighted on my target with detached calm, then blew it to pieces a half-second before it could open fire again.

  My ears still rang.

  I turned and knew at once Hester had punched his ticket. Part of his face and neck had been torn open by the blast, and one of his arms ended in a jagged, red stump. My companion through dozens of missions, my brother in arms. Gone. Tears stung my eyes, but there was no time to cry.

  Sargent Franklin pressed a can of sealant into my hands. “Get us spaceworthy, private. I’ve got to tend to the top gunner. Those Reds’ll be calling for reinforcements, too.”

  “Aye, sir.” I rubbed roughly at my eyes and set to work.

  I slipped Hester’s dog tags into the pocket of my trousers, then crossed myself, breathed a quick prayer for my fallen brother, and pushed his body into the sea’s rough embrace. I never heard or saw it land amidst the waters of mighty Neptune.

  For him, the time for rest had come. For us, the fight for the blue planet had just begun.

  




  
  






Escape Velocity




Andrew Winch

  
  “Leave it to Duke Pucell to gamble with the lives of my entire family.” Lucinda Pucell sits across from me, staring out the viewing port. From our safe-distance orbit, the home world she abandoned five years ago looks no bigger than a fragile dinner plate. Mer Blanche—a white disc suspended in the vastness of space.

  “And you still mean to go back down to him?”

  “To Father? No, Captain. I will go to them.”

  “Your family. Of course. An intimate reunion of your thirty-six thousand biological brothers and sisters, give or take a few hundred.” I immediately regret giving in to my frustration.

  “It would have been more if Mother had been younger when…” Her voice is distant. Detached. Already on the surface. “Or if they had been less selective with their genetic requirements.”

  I study her—the spitting image of the late Duchess Pucell. Raven hair, owlish eyes, and high cheekbones. Though a faint ruddiness brightens her olive skin—reminiscent of the duke’s bloated temperament—it makes me smile. A  reminder that this noble woman shares her father’s fierce determination, if not his brash arrogance. “Did they consider cloning?”

  Lucy, as she prefers to be called, shakes her head, but her gaze remains on Mer Blanche. “Certainly a quicker way to populate the planet with pure-blood Pucells, but surprisingly, Father’s hubris does not exceed his fear of the monarchy. Violating cloning laws would risk losing his land grant.”

  I swirl my glass of Highland single malt. A generous “thank you” from the Pucell cellars for bringing the duke’s prodigal daughter home—from the last cargo shipment to escape Mer Blanche before they learned of its swelling gravitational force a month ago. A force that now strains against my chest. “Lucy, what do you expect to find down there?”

  For the first time since greeting me in her cabin, she tears her attention from the window and settles it on me. The darkness in those eyes tells of longing. But genuine confusion sharpens the edges. “Family.”

  “But… you know they’re doomed. Just as you will be if—”

  “Yes, Captain. I am acutely aware. As I have been every time we’ve discussed it this past month.” She folds her slender hands across the wood-laminated desk between us. “I’m aware that Father ignored the warnings of Mer Blanche’s unstable gravity in the face of its priceless mineral deposits. I’m aware he used my dying mother’s last remaining eggs to colonize a planet that no others were willing to come near. I’m aware the rest of my brothers and sisters fell into his gravitational pull, forfeiting their freedom even now as the weight of the universe bears down on them. And yes, I’m aware that returning to them means sharing their fate.”

  “Then why—”

  “Because I was selfish.”

  “Selfish?” I don’t dare say more. Pucell rage is not to be tested, even in one so beautiful as Lucy.

  “I only ever desired love.” She bites her lip as she looks to the window then back to me. “True love. Freely given and freely received. To find mon amour. To wed. To know the joy of holding children that I brought into this world, kicking and screaming, one—” Her voice catches, and tears shine in her eyes. “One at a time. But the universe is not as romantic as the stories say. It is vast, and dark, and cruel. And I’ve not found true—”

  Her gaze falters and turns to her hands. My heart aches, remembering the scared girl I found on the galaxy’s fringe last month. She only hinted at the pain she’d suffered at the hands of smugglers, but she begged me to take her home. How could I have known then what her return to the duke would mean to me now?

  I long to tell her—the words written on my heart. We’ve known each other such a short time, and my feelings are likely unrequited, but…

  She leans back and stares at her home again. Her heavy sigh fogs the glass. “I must return to them.”

  I note the strain in her voice, her uncertainty. But fear grips me. Defeats me. And my chair groans as I stand. “We’ll be at critical distance within the hour, and we’re still not certain Mer Blanche’s gravitational progression is linear. I should see to your departure preparations.”

  She stands as well but does not turn.

  The words spark again. They ignite and burn away the fear. This is my last chance. “Mon amour.”

  Lucy looks back, but not at me. At the vid screen just beside me. Tears stream down her face, tracing lines carved by years of pain.

  “Lucy…?” Did she hear me? Does she believe me?

  “Computer, call Duke Pucell.” Her crimson dress shimmers as she strides to the screen. Red has never been her color.

  “Lucy—”

  She presses her trembling finger to my lips as she looks up at me.

  The vid-screen clicks on. Duke Pucell, red-skinned and red-robed, stands stark against the pure white of Mer Blanche’s vast silica seas. “Lucinda? Gods, where are you?” His shoulders slump as the weight of his world swells, but his voice still holds all the sharpness of his bloodline. “You were expected days ago. How far—?”

  “I’m sorry, Father.” She glances at me, then back to the screen. “I’m not coming.”

  Duke Pucell’s shoulders slump farther, and he looks ready to shatter. Then he straightens again. “We are your family, Lucinda! There’s no escaping—”

  The screen goes black. Our ship’s walls groan.

  “Father?” Lucy rushes to the window. “Father!”

  The ship’s lights flicker and go black.

  I pull her into my arms. She fights me, her cries trembling against my chest.

  Outside, an aurora flares around Mer Blanche. A few explosions scar the surface as millions of red dots flatten into the sand. An entire civilization gone without so much as a whimper.

  No, not an entire civilization. One woman remains.

  Mon amour.
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The Green Dragon Pepper





J. J. Johnson



  
  This story starts the morning my little brother Oz woke me up after he discovered he could breathe green fire. I know, I know. It’s Oz. And believe me, you shouldn’t ask, but I’ll tell you anyway. Somehow Oz ate one of those bright green fire dragon peppers from Mr. Chesterson’s secret garden. Oz said it was an accident, but I found out later that Todd Sterns—that big hairy gorilla—had dared him.

  You remember Todd, right? He’s the resident bully of our Whispering Pines gated community. He’s the master of the upside-down money shake, of which I was the inaugural victim. And he’s my arch nemesis.

  So, with Oz breathing a three-foot-long flame of green fire out of his mouth, I did what any smart kid who fights the strange and unusual would do.

  I called my mentor, Mercury Hale.

  

  “Um, Iggy,” Oz’s friend Aaron said. “Are you video calling someone?”

  “Yes, I’m calling Mercury Hale.”

  Aaron pointed to my stack of Mercury books. “You mean that weird guy that eats pepperoni pizza.”

  I rolled my eyes. “Mercury is not—” I stopped and stared at my wall. “Hey, what happened to my Mercury poster?”

  “Oh—” Aaron laughed. “Yeah, Oz burned it. We were testing out his fire breath to see how long the flame was. Man, he freaked when it slapped the wall.”

  I looked at Oz, who only shrugged. “Oz, whatever you do, don’t open your mouth.” I glanced back at the computer screen. Mercury hadn’t answered.

  “You know, this is pretty cool,” Aaron said.

  “What are you talking about?” I whirled around. “Oz breathing fire is not cool. This is bad. Very, very bad!”

  “Well, I think it’s all about the color green. Green represents a lot of things. Growth. Renewal. Wealth. Maybe Oz is about to grow up and become rich.”

  Oz sat up straight and smiled.

  “Aaron, that makes no sense,” I said. Oz breathing green fire doesn’t mean he is about to be rich. And trust me, he’s got a long way to go before he grows up.”

  Aaron shrugged. “It also means jealousy.”

  “There you go,” I said. “Oz is jealous of me.”

  “Hello?”

  I glanced back at my computer. Mercury was staring into the screen.

  “Mercury!” I pumped my fist in the air.

  “Iggy?” Mercury said. “How’d you get this number? Did Loredana give it to you? Man. What’s with her and kids?”

  “Yeah,” I said. “It was on the business card she gave me when you all snuck into Whispering Pines.”

  “Whoa,” Aaron glanced over my shoulder. “It’s really him.”

  “Who’s that?” Mercury asked.

  I pushed Aaron back. “That’s nobody. I have a huge problem—Mercury, what’s that green tentacle behind you?”

  Mercury turned around and slapped the tentacle with his stave. “Oh, that? Don’t worry about that thing. So tell me about this problem.”

  “Well, my brother Oz accidentally ate a green dragon pepper and is now breathing fire. Bright green fire.”

  “Wow. Okay, um…”

  “You have any ideas?” I asked.

  “I’d say dunk him in your pond, but you’re hiding killer toy dinos down there, so bad idea…”

  “I know.” I sighed. “I’m just afraid of what would happen if he goes to kiss my mom goodnight and she starts to tickle him. Can you imagine?”

  Mercury darted away from the screen.

  “Yeah, that would be bad,” he shouted. As he ran, something big and green chased close behind. “Okay, look, don’t panic. He’s gonna need you to keep your head on. Find a way to neutralize the fire. Spray him in the face with a fire extinguisher if you have to. It’s like I emailed you at Christmas—you’re a hero. Time to act like one.”

  I nodded.

  “Iggy.” Mercury paused in front of the screen, huffing. “I really got to go. But email Loredana and tell her how it went. I would love to know.”

  Mercury flickered off my screen. Be the hero, I whispered to myself. Be the hero.

  

  “Well, he wasn’t much help,” Aaron said. “And what was that big slimy green thing?”

  I looked at Oz, who sat quietly with his shoulders slumped. “Oz, come here.” I pushed open the window and told Oz to stand there. “Now, I want you to open your mouth and breathe, or whatever it is you do to make this fire.”

  Oz nodded, opened his mouth, and blinding green fire spewed out into the yard.

  “Wow,” I said. Maybe green really was for jealousy. “You sure you want to get rid of this power, Oz? We could chase Todd Sterns all the way down the street.”

  “Actually, we already did,” Aaron said. “It was an accident. But I have a feeling we might want to steer clear of him for the next few weeks. He might need to ice his butt.”

  “Okay, I got it.” I hadn’t thought of it until Aaron said that. I went to my closet and pulled out an old wooden box. Inside was the last can of Blueberry Ice soda from the soda pop wars.

  “Iggy.” Aaron scowled. “I thought we poured them all out?”

  “It’s the last can,” I said. Be the hero. As much as I wanted to keep the soda secret and hidden for my own protection, I knew Oz needed it right now. “Here, Oz. Drink this.”

  I popped the top on the soda and handed it to him. He drank it in nearly one gulp. His face turned a concerning shade of blue as he opened his mouth and spewed out a giant snowball on Aaron’s face.

  “How’s this going to work?” Aaron asked. “Now he’s spraying snow.”

  “Hey.” I shrugged. “Arrive, raise chaos, leave. That’s how I do it. At least he isn’t spewing fire.”

  



  
  





An Honest Profession




Michael Teasdale

  
  When the sandstorm dissipated, it left behind only a scattered coating of golden grains on the threadbare furniture.

  And a man.

  Olive-skinned and dressed in a smartly-tailored suit, he carried a worn leather briefcase. His shoes, which, given the circumstances, Susan had expected to turn up at the toes, were instead brightly-polished winkle pickers. His hair was cropped short and neatly parted, and although he smelled faintly of perfume and far-away spices, he didn’t look very magical at all.

  “Good afternoon,” said the Djinn.

  Susan put down the lamp, letting it rest on the scuffed coffee table.

  “Good afternoon?” she echoed. After the impressive sandstorm, she had envisaged something a little more intimidating than an amiably smiling businessman who looked like one of the nicer entrepreneurs from Shark Tank.

  The Djinn glanced at his watch. “Three wishes, is it?”

  “What?” Susan raised an eyebrow. That’s it? No formal introduction or thank you? Just a quick sandstorm and straight to business?

  “Wishes,” repeated the Djinn. He placed the briefcase on the coffee table, pushing the lamp to one side like an inconvenient ashtray. “Three of them is the norm.” He smiled, retrieved a formal-looking document from the case, and handed it to Susan. “Do you need a pen?”

  Susan nodded, then flinched as a small, plastic ballpoint materialised in her hand.

  “Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “The pen is complimentary. It doesn’t count as a wish.”

  Susan sat down and gestured for the Djinn to do likewise. “You want me to sign this? How do I know it isn’t a trick? I don’t mean to be suspicious, but I work in real estate, so…”

  The Djinn’s brow wrinkled. “It’s a standard contract, I assure you. The same one that my kind have been using for centuries. If I may draw your attention to subsection 4b, paragraph six.” He turned a page and tapped the line with a well-manicured finger. “That’s the part that explains why we don’t allow wishing for more wishes. I point it out now, because many people skip over it and get annoyed later on. Mine is an honest profession, after all.”

  Susan put the pen down and looked into the Djinn’s enigmatic eyes. His golden gaze remained solemn and sincere, yet behind its surface something sparkled and swirled, like the brilliant sandstorm from which he’d emerged.

  “A profession?” said Susan. “I thought you were a prisoner of the lamp?”

  The Djinn waved his hand, dismissing the question as if it were a bothersome sand fly. “That’s just the way that corrupt men have chosen to tell our story. It helps them excuse their own hubris.”

  Susan looked down at the grubby, bronze lamp. “You mean you weren’t trapped in there? I didn’t… free you?”

  The Djinn chuckled. “Only in the sense that a carpenter is trapped by the mortgage on his workshop.”

  “I don’t understand,” said Susan. “If I didn’t rescue you, why are you granting me three wishes?”

  The Djinn folded his hands together, and his brow crumpled in a kindly expression. His answer came slowly, as if he were delivering the world’s simplest truth to a preschooler. “A carpenter builds chairs because people always need a place to sit. So, the Djinn grant wishes because men and women always have desires.”

  Susan blushed, then exhaled. “Oh. Would you like a cup of tea?” She smiled. “I have camomile.”

  

  “Okay, why shouldn’t I wish for all the money in the world?” laughed Susan, sipping the last of the tea.

  The Djinn shrugged. “Aside from it being a rather unoriginal wish, it causes great economic instability.”

  “Because the money has to come from somewhere?” Susan said.

  “Precisely,” said the Djinn. “If you have all the money, then it stands to reason that nobody else has any. I can’t just make more money. Only banks can do that sort of thing!”

  “Eternal life? That’s out of the question too, isn’t it?”

  The Djinn pulled a face. “It’s possible,” he said, “but I’d advise against it. Do you really want to see everyone you ever loved grow old and die while you start over again every seventy years or so?”

  Susan sighed. “You’re not leaving many options.”

  “Mine is an honest profession,” repeated the Djinn, broadening his shoulders and straightening his tie. “I must offer wise counsel.”

  “I see,” said Susan. “Then what do you recommend?”

  The Djinn smiled and once again opened his briefcase. This time he produced a smaller, sun-faded brochure and handed it to Susan.

  “Take a look at this,” he said. “It has tick boxes.”

  

  That evening, the Djinn sat alone in his palace of gilded sand. In his hand was the pamphlet the woman had returned to him. He perused her selections, ticked off with the complimentary pen that he’d left behind as a souvenir. He studied her first choice, and a smile creased his lips.

  [/] I wish that an abandoned pet finds a loving home.

  The Djinn blinked. It was done.

  [/] I wish for a more fulfilling career.

  The Djinn blinked again, realizing the wish and turning to the final page of the pamphlet.

  His amber eyes sparkled as he read Susan’s final selection. It was one he’d placed in the pamphlet many centuries ago but had long given up hope of anyone ever choosing.

  Softly, he blinked.

  “Hello.” Susan stood before him, dressed in a smart, cream business suit. “How do I look?”

  The Djinn’s smile lit up like the fire of one thousand suns. “Like someone who will make an admirable apprentice.” His was an honest profession, but he was glad that it would no longer be a lonely one.

  Outside the palace of sand, the yellow moon rose high over the endless, black desert. Inside, two voices chatted long into the night, and the purr of a tiny kitten could occasionally be heard.


  




  
  






Chitterbitter




Rachel Ann Michael Harris

  
  Liam pushed the branch away with the edge of his sword. As it reached the tip, the branch snapped back and smacked him in the face. Clutching his nose, he stumbled on and bit back a retort so as not to alert his prey. Hunting under the bright, midday sun was probably not the best idea, but this was the time the chitterbitter was out. The very creature that ate the lord’s daughter a few years back. Her body was never found.

  The hunter’s guild apprentices always had a story about it to tell Liam. If they spoke to him at all. But today, they’d given him an offer he couldn’t refuse. So here he was, trying to kill a monster in broad daylight with a sword he could barely lift.

  As he edged around the tree, his foot caught on a root and he stumbled forward, swinging the sword wildly to keep himself from falling.

  “Do you even know how to use that thing?”

  Whipping around, Liam spotted a rodent sitting on its hind legs on a thick tree branch above him. It was reminiscent of a squirrel, but its puffy tail was twice as long as its body, and antlers grew from its head. And its fur was topaz orange.

  He blinked his eyes, wondering how hard the branch had hit him.

  It crossed its arms, tapped its foot on the bark, and spoke in a high, squeaky voice reminiscent of a girl’s. “Well? Do you?”

  “Um…” Liam glanced around then shook his head.

  “Well, you better learn or else you’ll cut your own leg off.”

  “I can’t very well learn now, can I?” Liam held the sword straight out in front of him and scanned the area. “I’m hunting the chitterbitter.”

  “The chitterbitter?”

  Liam nodded. “A terrifying beast that no hunter has defeated. It invites you to play a game to capture and eat you. If I can kill it, then I’ll be accepted among the hunter’s guild apprentices.”

  “Um…” The creature scratched its ear. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, with the whole ‘I’m going to kill it’ thing you’ve got going on but, I’m the chitterbitter.”

  Liam froze. He stared at the creature as her nose twitched. Shaking his head, his struggled to speak. “But… you’re a squirrel.”

  “Um, hello?” She pointed to her antlers. “Squirrels don’t have antlers.”

  “But you’re so…”

  “Tiny? I know.” She skittered up higher in the tree, her orange fur making her look like a bouncing flame.

  “And so…”

  “Not a monster? I know that, too.” She twisted her tail around a thin branch and hung upside down by it.

  “But, what about the games and the eating?”

  She plucked an acorn from the tree. “This is what I eat. I used to ask people to play games, but no one ever wanted to, so…” She sighed as her ears drooped. “I just gave up.”

  Liam sat back on a boulder. “I know what you mean. The older boys in my village won’t let me join them. I’m only a year younger, but they treat me like I’m a child. Always playing jokes on me.”

  “And I’m afraid you just fell for the hunter’s guild initiation joke. Or rather, their little game to mess with the village boys they think are idiots, to be more precise.” She crossed her arms and scowled. “They hunt in this forest. They like to throw stones at me and say, ‘Come get us, vicious chitterbitter. Come get us.’ It makes me so mad I just want to…” Clacking her teeth together, the creature tore her head back and forth as her paws clawed the air.

  “I guess we’re both the puns of their jokes.”

  The chitterbitter nodded. After a moment, a grin spread across her face. “Hey, do you want to play a little joke on them?”

  

  Liam broke through the trees, panting and gasping for breath as he stumbled toward the hunter apprentices waiting for him.

  “Run! Save yourselves.” He fell to the ground, dragging his red stained leg as he crawled toward them. “The chitterbitter! Run!”

  The boys paused, caught between a snicker and shock at Liam’s torn and stained clothes. A terrifying howl echoed from the forest. The bushes thrashed as an unseen beast tore through the underbrush.

  “What are you waiting for? Run!” Liam screamed and collapsed on the ground.

  Another howl rent the air.

  The boys tripped over themselves and each other as they fled, fading into the distance. Liam sat up and grinned as he watched them depart.

  “Well, that was fun.” The chitterbitter rode up on a wolf, whose tongue was lolling from the side of its mouth. She gave it a scratch behind the ears before hopping down.

  Liam held out his hand, which she bounced up and hit with her paw. “I can’t believe that worked.”

  “It was the effects.” She swiped some of the red goo from his pants, darkening her orange paw with the berry juice, and ate it. “Mm hm.”

  He chuckled.

  “Well, thanks for doing that with me.” She shrugged. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s played a game with me.”

  “Anytime.”

  As he said those words, a light shone around the chitterbitter and, in a flash, the creature disappeared. In her place sat a girl Liam’s own age, dressed in orange silk and wearing a sliver coronet with a dangling topaz on her head.

  “What… But… You’re a girl.”

  “Um, hello.” The girl pointed to the gemstone. “Girls don’t have coronets. I’m a lady.”

  “But I thought you were a chitterbitter?”

  Her fists flew to her hips. “I was. A sorceress-in-training cursed me until someone played a game with me.”

  “Why’d she do that?”

  She grimaced. “I kind of said I would rather play in the muck of the forest than with her. A bit extreme though, don’t you think?” A moment later, a smile slowly spread across her face. “Want to play another game?”

  




  
  






Dragon Pox




Cynthia Wilfert

  
  Reaching the top of the steep staircase, Bayard slowed his pace. The crescent moon couldn’t brighten the shadows of the final turn leading into the roost, but determination carried him through. He purposefully scuffed his feet and sent a rock clattering over the edge—it was never a good idea to startle a sleeping dragon.

  As he pulled himself over the lip of the cliff and caught his first glimpse of her, his breath caught. She was so much bigger up close.

  She lay curled up near the entrance of the wide-mouthed cave, the one giant eye Bayard could see tracking his movement as he approached. Her scales were dark in the wan moonlight. He’d seen her fly overhead at midday like a blazing flame, but now she appeared a deep crimson.

  He gave an awkward wave. “Hi.”

  She blinked, not bothering to raise her head.

  His small size and strong resemblance to his older brother should let her know he wasn’t a threat. Bayard stepped closer and reached out, settling a gentle hand on her flank. “Is it okay if I rest here?”

  She sighed, her breath like a blast of steam rushing over him, and closed her eye.

  He’d take that as a yes. Lowering himself to the ground, he huddled close to her side and studied her. She didn’t seem sick. Her breathing was easy, and there were no signs of the uncomfortable itching that afflicted his brother. Bayard had been restricted from seeing Aldrick since the illness took hold, but he’d overheard the nurses discussing it.

  Perhaps the symptoms were different in humans. Or maybe the dragon had already recovered. Whatever the case, she’d probably been lonely. She and Aldrick had been training together every day for months before his sickness. Maybe that was why she didn’t mind Bayard’s company now. Why the gentle rise and fall of her chest seemed calm, soothing…

  Sunlight filtering into the roost startled Bayard awake. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. The dragon shifted lazily when he jumped to his feet. “Sorry. And thanks for letting me stay. I gotta go, but I’ll see you later. Maybe you can teach me to fly!”

  He decided to take her answering snort as friendly encouragement.

  Three days later he stood before the mirror in his underclothes and twisted to see the backs of his legs. He growled in frustration—still no sign of the telltale rash.

  “What are you doing?” His sister Cherie stood in the doorway, eyebrows raised.

  “Checking.”

  “For?”

  “Spots.”

  “Mama said we weren’t around Al enough to catch it.”

  Mama had told Bayard that, too; that was why he’d gone directly to the dragon. “Remember the legends about the old war heroes? The ones who could turn into dragons?”

  Cherie frowned. “But that doesn’t happen now. Papa pairs human riders with our dragons.”

  “But legends are born in truth. And the stories say they first transformed when they caught an illness from wild dragons…I think it was dragon pox.”

  Cherie paled. “Then you can’t catch it!”

  Bayard shook his head. But it seemed she was right; he hadn’t caught it. If the dragon hadn’t infected him, he’d have to go with Plan B.

  A few days later, when his brother’s caretakers left him alone after lunch, Bayard snuck in. He crawled onto the bed where Aldrick slept propped on pillows, his breathing raspy. Fever-bright cheeks matched the angry red spots running down his neck and underneath his shirt. Bayard touched a large patch on his forearm, hissing quietly at the heat it gave off. It felt rough, almost scaly.

  Bayard carefully lay down and shifted close, making sure Aldrick’s breath touched him…

  This time, he awoke to his sister’s shrill cry. Bayard sat up as Aldrick startled awake, gasping. He blinked. “Bay, why are you here? You’ll catch the pox!”

  Cherie stomped her foot, refusing to cross the threshold. “I don’t want you both to be dragons!”

  Aldrick’s eyes went wide. “What?”

  Cherie burst into tears and ran off, yelling for Papa.

  Bayard grinned. “Now we can do this together.”

  “What, exactly?”

  “The transformation, of course.”

  Aldrick stared at him slack-jawed until understanding dawned. “Dragon pox doesn’t turn you into an actual dragon!”

  Bayard’s grin faded. “It must. Why else would they call it dragon pox?”

  “Because the rash feels like scales. Someone’s idea of cleverness, I guess.” Aldrick shrugged.  “Point is, I’m just sick. I’m gonna get well and go back to normal.”

  “But… the legends!” Bayard sputtered.

  Aldrick slumped against the pillows. “Don’t you remember what Papa taught? Legends are always embellished. You have to learn the true history.”

  “In this case, those men were real.” Both boys turned to their father as he entered. “But they didn’t transform into dragons, son. They tamed the wild ones and joined them to defend our land from the barbarian invasion.”

  Bayard frowned, eying Aldrick’s rash and the dark circles under his eyes. “Are you saying I’ve gone to all this trouble just to make myself sick and miserable?”

  Papa huffed a laugh. “I’m afraid so.” He patted Bayard’s back. “Mama wanted to protect you, but the pox is actually easier on the young. I had it as a lad. You can only catch it once; better to get it out of the way.”

  Bayard moaned, burying his face in his brother’s blanket.

  “Don’t worry, little brother. At least we’ll be sick together.”

  Bayard twisted his head and glared.

  Papa sat at the foot of the bed. “The two of you can spend some time together—no dragon transformation necessary.”

  Bayard drew himself up in surprise. He’d missed his brother since Aldrick had begun training, but he’d never admit how he hated to be left behind. He felt his face redden under Papa’s knowing look.

  Bayard sniffed. “Maybe I just wanted to fly.”

  “Well, after all the itching and suffering…we can try that together, too.” Aldrick half-coughed, half-chuckled, then added, “But only as passengers!”


  




  
  






Mood Swings




A. M. Reynwood

  
  
    Oh, schni—!
  

  An explosion rattled the keep. Smoke slammed into the stone walls and bounced back in scrolling curls, blocking out the daylight peeking through the windows. Coughing, Athelbert  heaved open the iron-studded door of the wizard’s study and stumbled into the corridor.

  The smoke poured out after him, filling the air with a thick, gray haze. Athelbert groped for the door handle, half blind, and leaned back on his heels to haul the door closed before more could escape. I saw that going better.

  He needed to get this cleared up before somebody started panicking. Thank the stars Master Thaddeus was out of town on an errand until morning.

  At the end of the hallway hung a large window, its diamond panes looking out across the bailey. Athelbert threw it open with a puff of smoke and leaned across the sill, gasping. He blinked his eyes clear. Then wished he hadn’t. “Frogbogging bloddskittles.”

  Of all the things to see after a failed spell casting, it had to be Tightwad Tarbunkle. Worse, he was walking with Jane—holding her hand, no less.

  Athelbert leered at the nobleman’s feathered hat. A pox on you, skanky troll globber.

  Rich and devilishly handsome, Todd Tarbunkle was the envy of every young man in town. Petite and charming, Jane was the local heartthrob. And Athelbert’s first crush.

  Not that he’d admit it to anyone. The only thing he had over Tarbunkle was his height, and so far the only good that’d served him was reaching the taller shelves in the study.

  By now, most of the smoke had leeched through the open window. He bowed his head. And froze.

  His hands, gripping the casement, were green.

  
    No, that can’t be right.
  

  Athelbert peered closer, and his stomach dropped into his boots. They were definitely green. He ran to the mirror hanging above a table in the hall and gawked at his reflection. Skin, eyes, even his hair—all the color of summer spinach. “This is terrible! Master Thaddeus will… He’ll ground me! And what would Jane say? I’m a freak!”

  Panic surged through his discolored body, making his fingers and toes tingle.

  
    Calm down, Berty. There has to be a solution. There always is.
  

  Taking deep breaths, Athelbert returned to the study. Lingering smoke drifted in hazy swirls, smelling of hyssop and fried eggs. Despite the force of the explosion, nothing seemed out of place. The shelves still stood, filled with books, animal skulls, and jars of candied orange peels. Even the brazier where he’d mixed the spell’s components seemed no worse for wear.  The only out-of-place thing was the spellbook lying on the floor where he’d dropped it. He picked it up, still opened to the Divination spell he’d intended to cast.

  So much for my first solo commission. If he couldn’t fix this and get the right spell to the customer, Master Thaddeus wouldn’t trust him to fill orders ever again. Especially after last year’s botched Translocation spell. He’d barely escaped murder charges with that one.

  Athelbert shivered at the memory. This was his last chance to prove that he did have it in him to become a wizard in his own right.

  Athelbert bit his viridian lip and scrolled down to the Cautionary Notes at the bottom of the next page. “‘Using a dropper to dispense the chromolithiodiomide is advised’—That would’ve been good to know earlier. ‘Excess will result in alterations to the spell’s nature. Recorded side effects include itchy eyes, mild schizophrenia, and dermachromokunosis.’”

  
    Please tell me there’s a footnote for that.
  

  An asterisk.

  “‘Dermachromokunosis is a rare condition, causing the radical re-coloration of the skin reflecting the subject’s dominating mood.’”

  Athelbert groaned, paced, raked his free hand through his emerald hair. According to the book, he had two options for a cure: a bath in troll snot and vinegar, or getting over his mood.

  The former would be dangerous and horrendously disgusting. But the latter—get over Tightwad Tarbunkle stealing Jane right out from under him?

  Impossible.

  “Trolls it is, then!” Athelbert snapped the book shut and marched from the study.

  He hurried through the castle grabbing what he needed, pausing only to consider whether he should take three pairs of  musty socks or four. Placating trolls was a tricky business even when you weren’t trying to collect their mucus. He grabbed four.

  With any luck, he’d be back by sundown. If he pulled an all-nighter, he could have the Divination spell done on time, too.

  Athelbert ran across the bailey, holding the hood of his robes over his head. At the gate, he skidded to a stop.

  Clad in luscious scarlet and a scandalous neckline, raven-haired Jane stood by the gatehouse in a cluster of young women.

  Athelbert backed up. He couldn’t chance her seeing him, not when he looked like a cabbage patch.

  But she was right there. More importantly, Tightwad Tarbunkle wasn’t.

  After a moment’s hesitation, Athelbert slunk down an alley toward the maidens. He could spare a few minutes. Peeking around the corner of the stables, he was just yards away. Well within earshot.

  One of the young women curled a finger in her blond locks. “And how is little Tarbunkle, anyway?”

  Jane laughed. “I’ve got him hook, line, and sinker. He’d trade his birthright for me.”

  Giggling. The sound sent shivers through him.

  “Are you keeping this one?” asked another.

  “Ha! Not a chance. Once I get that diamond, I’m on to the next fish.”

  “Who’re you angling for this time?”

  Jane tapped a delicate finger on her glossy, smirking lips. “What do you think I can lure out of a wizard’s apprentice?”

  Crouched behind the stable, Athelbert gasped as though he’d been sucker-punched. She’s a player? He slouched against the wall. Maybe she and Tarbunkle deserved each other after all.

  Athelbert stared down at his palms. The green was slowly fading away, but it was hard to muster any relief. He dropped his face into his blue hands.


  




  
  






The Nocturnal Ambush of Fae Forest




Michael Dolan

  
  A scrappy squad of fae folk crouched at the tree line, peering over the broken earth. Twinkling stars and a crescent moon hung in the sky above, promising a low possibility of detection on their mission. In the middle of the field stood their objective: an assembly of enormous, metallic yellow mounts that had frozen after the humans had retired for the night.

  “Those beasts did all this, general?” a fairy asked, surveying the shattered landscape before them.

  “Aye, lad.” The boggart general spoke with an attempted Scottish accent, very loosely channeling William Wallace for this mission. “And if we dannae stop them tonight, our hoomes’ll be next.”

  “So what’s the plan?” asked an imp.

  “The plan? Run oot there and start beatin’ the things doon. Charge!” Raising a small board with a nail stuck through it, the general raced toward the battlefield.

  The fae glanced at one another and shrugged. Then a kobold shouted, “Death to the yellow interlopers!” and tore off toward their objective. With a whoop and a holler, his companions followed.

  It would have been quite an intimidating sight if any of the fae army stood taller than a flower. As it was, it looked more like a small surge of assorted, semi-clothed rodents scrambling across the torn-up earth.

  About a half hour passed before the fae finally reached the yellow monsters and could truly appreciate how ginormous their adversaries were.

  “Do the great dragons of old walk among us once again?” one elf whispered in awe. “Perhaps if we could free them from the humans’ bondage they would—”

  “Yaaah! I’mma stab it with my stick!” A sprite—not the drinkable kind—burst from the line of fae wielding an admittedly very sharp stick. He swung it with all his might and struck the yellow exterior, promptly snapping the weapon in two.

  “Oh no.” The sprite turned around. “What now? We’ve done everything.”

  “Not everything.” A brownie—not the edible kind—strode forward, hoisting her staff high. A xanthic blaze flared from the gem at its head, illuminating the battlefield. Thin threads of light swirled down from the night sky, converging on the crystal. As it brightened, the fae stood still and the very stars of the sky sang, granting their ancient power to a mage in need. The chorus swelled as the brownie arced her staff back then swung it toward one of the yellow beasts, releasing a charged ball of roiling lightning.

  It struck the armor with a small ding and immediately fizzled. From the starry host hanging in the sky, there came a faint, “That was… disappointing.”

  The fae rallied around their general. “Have no fear, laddies. It seems the armor oon these beasts is too stroong for our weapons, and infused with iron that nullifies our magic. But do ye notice somethin’?”

  “What, general?”

  The boggart gestured to the yellow statues. “They’re still sleepin’. And I dannae know about you, but I’m not too proud to kill a slumberin’ foe.” He turned around with a nefarious glint in his eye. “That’s called military strategy.”

  With a mighty war cry, the boggart started scaling the nearest enemy. His compatriots did the same, finding handholds and footholds in the divots and crevasses where the yellow armor plates converged.

  A hobgoblin was the first to reach a flat platform about halfway up a beast. “General, I don’t think they’re asleep,” he shouted. “I see my reflection in its soulless eyes.”

  “Blind it!”

  The hobgoblin attacked, and the reflective eyes shattered in a rain of crystal. The fae tumbled through, landing on soft, leathery flesh inside his opponent. “Brothers, the eyes are the creatures’ weak spot. Strike true!”

  Sharp crashes rang out through the night as the fae struck in unison. Many jumped through, careening onto every accessible surface and indiscriminately swinging their weapons in search of other unexpected weak spots.

  As they continued the attack, a gnome stumbled forward, catching himself on a fulcrum that shifted with his weight. The beast let out a menacing, rumbling roar.

  “They’re awakening,” shouted the general. “Stay strong, troops. We have them exactly where we want them!”

  The fae continued their assault. As more soldiers lost balance and bounced around inside the beasts, more of their enemies bellowed to life.  Some creatures snapped at the air with wicked, nightmarish jaws. Others tore into the very earth with claws sharper than diamonds. Others rose high into the sky, whipping chains that lashed the air.

  The general, climbing to a vantage point on top of his beast, surveyed the chaos unfurling on the battlefield. “Tuatha Dé,” he whispered. “What’ve I doon?”

  The next instant, one of the yellow beasts smacked into another, nearly toppling it into the ground.

  “Ooh, that works,” the general said. “Keep it up, laddies. These beasts are turning on one anoother!”

  An emboldened cry rose from the fae squad as they hacked and smacked everything within reach inside the creatures. It was madness. Beautiful, magnificent madness.

  Though resistant to weapons and magic, the yellow hulks proved no match for their own armor and weapons. As the fae railed within them, the armored beasts tore into one another with powerful maws and talons, upending one another and burying themselves into the earth. One by one, the chaos incapacitated each and every one of them, leaving their yellow underbellies exposed and leaking black blood.

  With victory decidedly claimed, the general boggart rallied his troops once more. They raced off toward the forest, still under the cover of night.

  “Did we really do it general? Did we protect our home?” a pixie asked.

  “Aye, lad. I’d say our homes could never be safer.”

  Behind them on the battlefield, the beasts’ black blood began to blaze.

  




  
  






For the Love of Pie




Beka Gremikova

  
  I’d better get that blueberry pie. It’s the only reason I signed up for this ridiculous jousting tournament. Cielo di Spala loosened his hold on the horse’s reins and gripped his lance. A breeze fluttered the frayed, sky blue handkerchief tied around the pole. Alessia’s handkerchief. His ladylove sat in the front row, hoisting a sign that read Down with Di Spala!

  He smiled to himself at their secret joke. You’re doing this for her. For yourself. For pie.

  
    You cannot fail.
  

  After unhorsing dozens of knights, all he needed to do now was lose—on purpose. He gritted his teeth. Alessia had suggested bowing out once he reached the finals, guaranteeing he’d receive second place, but that would’ve been too suspicious. Plus, he’d be jeered at by his fellow knights for years to come.

  With this ruse, I’ll walk away with honor intact and a delicious dessert. Hopefully. Just keep your eyes on the pie.

  At the far end of the field stood a dais, where the newly crowned Lord Faustini sat with the second prize pastry balanced on his lap. Beside him, his daughter Lady Giada—who would marry the tournament winner—glowered at the beautifully-baked scrumptiousness as if its very presence offended her.

  Probably forced to eat such delicacies every night, poor rich girl. Cielo scowled under his helmet. After Faustini killed the former lord and gained control of Savilia’s abundant blueberry yields, he’d declared blueberries the New Super Food—aka “Just for Nobles.” Now, unless you knew someone, killed someone, or had a lot of money, you couldn’t get your hands on a blueberry pie anywhere.

  It’d be much easier if I could just go around stabbing people and stealing their pies. Cielo had done exactly that in his former, assassin-y life. But I’m a changed man now. According to Alessia, responsible citizens enter jousting tourneys and knock their opponents senseless instead.

  Or get knocked senseless. Thankfully during jousting practices Alessia had shown him how to fall without hurting himself—though that had required eating lots of mud.

  Cielo eyed his opponent, a knight arrayed in shiny azure armor with a lance that gleamed in the sunlight. Cielo half-expected a dragon-sized magpie to swoop in and fly off with Sir Shiny. His foe leaned slightly forward in the saddle—a weakness Cielo could have exploited any other day. Sir Shiny’s horse whinnied and tossed its head, stamping a hoof into the dirt. Both rider and horse seemed keen. Good. Sir Shiny can win Lady Giada’s hand in marriage—and leave the consolation prize to me.

  A herald in periwinkle livery hurried onto the dais. Cielo shook out his limbs to loosen himself up, then reined in his horse.

  The herald puffed himself up and bellowed, “Charge!”

  Cielo bent forward, prodding his horse into a canter. He noted the speed of his opponent’s approach, another tactic Alessia had helped him practice. Cielo loosened his grip on the reins and let his boots slide out of the stirrups. He leaned ever-so-slightly to the side, just enough to help the momentum of Sir Shiny’s lance. He angled his own lance to barely glance off the other knight’s armor.

  He took a deep breath, prepared for the slam of the—

  A slight impact barely jolted his armor. Thankfully he was already halfway off his horse. He tumbled the rest of the way and hit the ground on his shoulder. He groaned, sat up, and blinked past the dizziness. Ten paces away, Sir Shiny also sprawled across the ground.

  The man lay prostrate, as though dead.

  Dread crept through Cielo. Surely…?

  Sir Shiny raised his head ever-so-slightly. He stiffened as Cielo’s jaw dropped, then quickly collapsed again.

  Cielo bristled. The rat is trying to lose! He’s after my pie! Forget Sir Shiny, I should call him Sir Cheats-A-Lot!

  “This is a joust, not naptime!” the herald bawled.

  Cielo reluctantly rose to his feet. So did Sir Shiny, except he took his sweet time about it, clutching his horse’s reins for support. Cielo’s fists clenched. He couldn’t lose if his opponent stubbornly insisted on losing, too.

  There was only—

  
    Surrender.
  

  Cielo swallowed. It would strip him of his knightly rank and all of its perks—access to Lord Faustini’s stables, his armory, his coffee grinder…

  They’re just perks, man! Think of the pie! Something you may never get the chance to eat again!

  Cielo glanced at Alessia. She glowered toward Sir Shiny, as though contemplating knocking him senseless with her sign for interfering in their pastry plot.

  Cielo’s lips thinned. Nobody got between a man and his pie. He threw up his hands. “I surrender!”

  The crowd fell silent. Then Lady Giada straightened in her seat and yelled, “Well, that was anti-climactic!”

  “You can’t do that!” Sir Shiny cried.

  “Of course he can!” a squire shouted. “It’s just shoddy sportsmanship, that’s all!”

  “Sir Cielo di Spala surrenders.” Faustini shook his head. “A knight who surrenders is undeserving of my daughter.” He stood, beckoning both men to approach.

  Sir Shiny lifted his visor and glared at Cielo as they stepped forward.

  “I offer thee, Sir Lancelot of Camelot, my dearest daughter,” Faustini continued.

  Cielo bent his head to hide his smile.

  “And to you, Cielo di Spala, as consolation and reward for your”—Faustini grimaced—“efforts, I offer you a blueberry pie, compliments of my personal larder.” He dropped the dessert into Cielo’s arms like it was a hot potato.

  Cielo hurried out of the ring before Sir Shiny’s dagger-glares turned literal. Alessia barreled through the crowd and met him outside the ring. “Shall we enjoy our well-earned feast?” Cielo asked her, sidestepping a barrage of children with the pie held protectively over his head.

  Alessia’s lips twitched. “Well-earned is… one way to put it.”

  “—What? It was well-earned! You know how much mud I had to eat to practice for this moment?”

  “Oh, the trials of a dishonorable knight!” Tossing her arms around his neck, Alessia kissed him soundly.


  




  
  






Bad Help is Hard to Find




Todd Hertz

  
  It was a typical night in Doomslyvania, where the weather was frequently dark and stormy. Dr. Detestable had ranked the persistent dreary turbulence high in selling points when he’d chosen to build his castle laboratory on these steep, black cliffs. Top three, at least. Ominous circling vultures and a pathetic village to terrorize also scored well.

  The elevator cage carrying the deranged genius screeched up the castle’s tallest tower. Dr. Detestable’s excitement rose with it. New Invention Night, the second most thrilling event of the week, had arrived! Soon, radiation would blast from this tower into the village’s only water source, turning it blood red. His lips curled into something like a smile as he daydreamed about soon-to-be-boiled waters full of dead fish.

  At his side, Scrofa grunted happily. The scruffy boar looked up at his master and flapped his dark wings. Dr. Detestable hadn’t seen him this animated since the day he’d given him life.

  The elevator stopped with a jolt. The cage doors groaned open. A hunchbacked minion looked up from a table, then shuffled across the lab to greet Dr. Detestable, one leg dragging behind him.

  “Master,” Korgo squeaked in a curiously high pitched yet gravely voice. “The invention is ready.”

  Detestable dug into a lab coat pocket. With a flick of his wrist, the doctor flung a bone onto Scrofa’s pile of pointy rocks in the corner. The boar fluttered after it.

  The doctor swept across the stone floor toward his weapon. “Did you follow my instructions precisely?”

  “Yes, Master.” Korgo bowed profusely. “Of course, Master.”

  “You double checked?” Dr. Detestable pulled on dark rubber gloves.

  “Yes, Master.”

  “Measured twice, cut once?”

  “Yes, Master.”

  The triumph of glass, metal, and wires was beautiful from its mammoth base to the barrel disappearing out the castle embrasure. Detestable adjusted his goggles and studied the tentacles of electricity darting around the ray gun’s charging orb. They were very orange—not a nice, dark blood-orange but peppy, bright orange. A summery orange lake would not be terrifying.

  “Why isn’t the beam red?”

  “It’s not?”

  “No, it is not!” the doctor sputtered. “But it should be!”

  “I’m colorblind, Master.” Korgo rubbed his hands nervously.

  “You’re… what?” Dr. Detestable threw his rubber gloves to the stone floor.

  “Colorblind,” Korgo repeated. “Have been since I was a boy. Kicked by a mule.”

  “You didn’t disclose that in the hiring process!”

  “You didn’t ask, Master.”

  The doctor took a deep breath. Remember your meditation tapes. He exhaled.

  “Well, the color may not matter. The laser should still heat the lake enough to exterminate the village’s food supply.”

  “Master.” Korgo retrieved his boss’s gloves and submissively held them out. “Should we fire the radiation gun? It’s nearly midnight.”

  Detestable accepted the gloves. “Yes.” Waiting a whole week until next New Invention Night was out of the question.

  Detestable stepped onto the ray gun’s platform. The sterling barrel pointed toward the center of Doomslyvania Lake. He placed a hand on the firing lever. He should be gleeful, but disappointment seethed through him. All I wanted was a blood-red boiling lake. Is that so much to ask? He focused on how wickedly smelly all the dead fish would be, forced a cackle, and yanked the lever.

  With a terrifying scream, the gun burst to life. An orange beam materialized from the firing cylinder, cycled across the heating coils, and erupted into the lake.

  At first, nothing changed. Then slowly, the center of the dark waters turned a brilliant orange. The color crept outward. Detestable waited for the waters to boil.

  Not one bubble. The mad villain drummed his fingers on the lever.

  “Master, according to our instruments, the lake temperature has risen!” Korgo exclaimed. “Success!”

  The doctor ran to the dial. “You idiot! It’s only eighty-five degrees! That won’t kill any fish. You… You successfully accomplished ideal swimming conditions!”

  Korgo blinked once and shrugged. “But who would swim in eerie orange water, my master?”

  “Eerie?” the doctor screeched. “An orange lake is not eerie or menacing. It’s… It’s… quirky! You gave the village a perfect tourist attraction.”

  Korgo’s nodded solemnly, then his eyes widened. “Oh, but think of all the new travelers we can terrorize, Master.”

  “Terrorize?” the doctor spat. “Will you turn their hair silky smooth?”

  “Silky like an eel, Master!”

  Dr. Detestable threw his goggles to the floor. They bounced once and landed near Scrofa’s nose. The boar ate them.

  The doctor raked his hands through his hair. How could every hire be so awful at being awful? Lab assistant after lab assistant, his minions ranged from lazily inefficient to detrimental.

  “You’ve been nothing but a failure, Korgo!” Detestable screamed. “I wanted to kill the village’s vegetation; its crops grew larger. I tried to turn their sheep into snakes; they became adorable puppies!”

  “They did nip, Master.” Korgo shrugged. “Lots of bandaged fingers.”

  “You even used the last of the sour cream on Taco Tuesday!” The doctor froze; he’d grabbed Korgo by the smock. With a sigh, Detestable released him. “You know that’s my favorite day of the week.”

  “I’m sorry, Master.” Korgo fell to his knees. “I will try harder, Master.”

  “No.” Dr. Detestable’s voice was steely and calm. He exhaled, turning his back on Korgo.  “No, you won’t. You’ve failed me for the last time.”

  

  The oversized castle doors thundered shut. Alone in the darkness, Korgo shuffled down the steep stone stairs. He shambled two or three feet then glanced back. Out of view of the lab? Check. Beyond Scrofa’s invisible fence? Check. He exhaled.

  Korgo, whose real name was Kyle, straightened his back and groaned. He sauntered toward his village, right leg no longer dragging. A dog yipped. He let out a giggle. Finger-biting puppies, how terrible. He started whistling as he passed a pumpkin the size of his house.

  First stop: The village elders. Dr. Detestable would post a new classified ad soon; the next volunteer should be ready to apply. After that, Kyle would head to that perfectly-heated lake.


  




  
  






Meet Feet




Jeff Gard

  
  The moment Horace wobbled off the teleportation pad, he knew there’d been a mistake. Teleporting always felt a little disorienting, the way molecules vibrated when they settled back in place. His feet often tingled as if tickled by a light rain. This time, his size-13 leather oxfords folded in half with each step. His toes searched in vain for the edges of the suddenly cavernous footwear. Horace tripped over the curb and sprawled in the gutter.

  A fitting end to the Singles Meet and Greet in Venice. His mother had bought and paid for the trip, insisting her only son needed to settle down. Apparently, “not interested” and “go away” was a universal language.

  
    I’m never going to meet someone special.
  

  Stretched over the curb, Horace peeled back his socks. The skin around his ankles had lightened several shades. A freckle peeked out from one ankle, and shimmering, purple toenails waved up at him.

  That can’t be good.

  

  “Did you fill out the form?” asked Meryl, a customer service representative at the Lost or Misaligned Limb Department.

  “What form?”

  An exasperated sigh. “It’s on the website. Fill it out, and we’ll figure something out in two or three months, tops.”

  Horace stared at the purple toes. “What do I do in the meantime?”

  “Treat them like you would your own feet.”

  

  Horace had never given any thought to whether feet had feelings or needs.

  
    Should I wash them or wear more comfortable socks?
  

  He turned the ankle side to side and watched the light dance off the violet nail polish.

  They’re kind of pretty.

  He paced his apartment, carefully balancing his massive frame on its newer foundation. Contrary to expectations, the petite feet had a fantastic sense of balance; each turn became a crisp pirouette.

  
    This could work.
  

  

  This is not working.

  Chelsea leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Is that the best you can do?”

  Horace checked the spreadsheet. “This is our lowest rate.”

  Under the desk, his new toes clawed at his oxfords and peeled them off. They pulled and stretched the ends of the socks until they were free. Horace covered one foot with the other.

  “I’ve been a customer here for ages. Surely, you can do better.”

  The feet crawled toward the client. Horace bumped his knee on the drawer as he hauled them back under his chair.

  “Sorry.” He attempted his best smile.

  “Hmph. I guess I’ll have to find a new bank.” Chelsea folded the papers and tucked them into her purse. Her fingernails gleamed a soft shade of lilac. White lilies shimmered on their mirror-like surface. She turned away.

  Horace jumped up. “Wait!”

  She turned, victory tugging at the corners of her mouth.

  “Where did you get your nails done?”

  

  The nail technician, Kim, clucked her tongue. “Such pretty feet. Must you hide them in those ugly shoes?”

  Foam spacers separated each toe, which bopped to a sugary, adrenalized song thumping from overhead speakers. The nail polish remover stung Horace’s nose and made his eyes water. “What do you recommend?”

  She shrugged and buffed the nails. “Anything with an open toe.”

  

  Horace looked for men’s hiking sandals at the shoe store, but the toes scrambled toward a pair of platform slingbacks.

  
    I’m not going to be caught dead in those.
  

  Horace hopped toward the flip-flops.

  The toes snaked out and knocked a pair of flats from the shelf.  Horace fell over a bench as the exuberant digits pried off the box top and rifled through tissue paper. Horace twisted sideways, trying in vain to pull himself toward the men’s section.

  “Can I help you?” Tara, the shoe goddess-salesperson stood over him with one arched eyebrow.

  “I’ve got a wedding this weekend. Got something with an open toe?”

  “Will there be dancing?”

  “I don’t dance.”

  

  Not dancing was more challenging than it seemed. Every time Horace passed the dance floor, the obstinate feet became compass needles aimed at the DJ’s magnetic north. Walking back from the buffet turned into waltzing. The feet practically fox-trotted him toward the open bar.

  Thankfully, the reception hall offered plenty of shadows. Nobody commented on the purple toenails peeking out from the flats tucked under his long, dark slacks.

  Instead, others whispered and pointed at a crazy lady on the dance floor. From the waist up, sensuous arms rode currents of melody. Lights transformed her into a garden of movement: heliotrope hips, allium and gladiolus ribs, foxglove shoulders, and morning glory sleeves.

  Below her hips, her legs twitched and stumbled. She bumped into people who quickly cleared a path. Before long, she danced alone.

  Horace’s toes tapped to the rhythm. They inched toward the DJ and tried coaxing Horace from his table. He dragged the insistent digits under his chair.  They pranced forward again. With one last sigh, Horace tossed away his beer and slipped into the throng of swaying couples.

  His feet followed the rhythm perfectly. He glided on clouds, riding the troughs between cumulus and nimbus, buoyed by the beat of a heavenly chorus. His calves and legs took their cue from the feet. His arms and shoulders did nothing useful. They spasmed and froze, clunky and uncertain, twisting and contorting.

  One dizzy spin later, Horace collided with the flailing woman. She smiled an apology with pink, freckled cheeks. He swallowed with a desert throat.

  
    You’ve got this. Just don’t draw attention to your feet.
  

  She glanced down at the sparkling purple toenails. “Hey! Those are mine!”

  Familiar, Sasquatch toes gaped up at Horace from the bottom of her legs. The woman faltered, and he caught her. “Gotcha. Be careful with those guys. They don’t like to be up after nine o’clock.”

  “I know,” she said. “They’ve been dragging me to bed way too early.”

  “I’m Horace.”

  “Gina.”

  “Nice to meet you. What do you say we get out of here and swap feet?”

  The music calmed and Gina leaned into him. “After this dance. Our feet aren’t going anywhere without us.”
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Echoes of Trust




Jason C. Joyner


  
  The sizzle of blaster fire illuminated the night as Private Teo Conte took cover behind a seared brick wall. A dust cloud from the road wafted into the air, forcing him to duck farther. He brushed debris off his blue fatigues. Why did these batoons have to attack a village with no strategic importance?

  As the lone Phasic on his Stellar Rescue Alliance team, he had volunteered to scout ahead, to observe Xarian troop movements, anticipating they would pass by. Instead, a desperate battle raged around him, people fleeing down narrow roads and hiding in buildings.

  He checked the camera mounted on his rifle. Recording video feeds to present evidence of Xarian atrocities would hopefully galvanize resistance in the local galactic cluster. Besides, what could one person do against a whole company?

  Screams echoed between volleys. Teo scanned the structures for action, but he wasn’t close enough. He’d have to search out the battle, sneak closer to a possible firefight to document.

  As Teo ducked and ran for a dusty alley, his blood thrummed with potential energy. His Jolt ability longed for release. He restrained it, saving it for a dire moment. If he needed the boost and he’d already used it, he’d be dead before he could recharge.

  “Conte, what’s the status?” Captain Seville’s voice rang sharp in his earpiece.

  “They’re attacking the village. Residents are mounting resistance, but they don’t have the firepower to stand for long.”

  “We’ll put a call in for the Kyrian navy to send a drop ship. Keep an eye on things. Stay out of the way. That’s an order. Seville out.”

  A blaster bolt scorched the wall next to him, showering him in brick fragments. He knelt and pressed against the opposite wall. That was too close. He should retreat now that he’d sent his update.

  A scream pierced the air. Teo dared a look past the edge of the building. Two children fled from an armored Xarian soldier.

  Anger stirred in Teo’s gut. His first mission had involved rescuing a young orphan from a Xarian raid, and these troops seemed no better. Glancing to confirm he was clear, he sprinted after the soldier.

  The boy and girl rounded a corner. The Xarian would reach them first, unless Teo unleashed his Jolt.

  Focusing on his internal energy level, Teo reached deep inside and released the dam holding back the boost of adrenaline he could access as a Phasic. The surge washed through his bloodstream, bringing strength to his muscles and clarity to his mind and senses.

  He raced forward, rounding the building just after the soldier. The man aimed his blaster at the kids. Teo pushed with all his enhanced speed, striking the man with a rifle butt to the head. The soldier’s helmet flew in the air as he crashed into the ground. A single kick made him go limp.

  The little girl crouched next to a scraggly bush and sobbed. The boy, a few inches taller, put his arm around her and pointed at Teo. “Look, we’re okay now. Do you see?”

  What? How’d the kid know? Teo didn’t wear any identifying markings.

  His enhanced hearing picked up rapidly approaching footsteps. His skin felt a brush of air from an incoming strike. He whirled away as something ripped across his side. He gasped at the pain. A translucent white spear extended from the armored arms of a Xarian—a Blazer.

  This wasn’t the first time Teo had faced this type of Phasic. The new opponent could project solid light constructs close to her body. She lunged again with the spear. Teo dropped and rolled as the blade sizzled over his head. Teo caught his side as he jumped up, sticky, warm liquid coating his hand.

  He raised his rifle and squeezed the trigger. The Xarian raised her other arm and projected a shield just in time to deflect his rail gun rounds in blinding flashes. She closed the distance between them, using her shield to knock his rifle aside while swinging the spear at his head.

  Teo blocked the blow with his arm. Pain shot through his hand, enough that he couldn’t grip the stock of his rifle. The recent injury from his last mission still troubled him.

  The woman shouted. She dropped and swept her spear in a circle, cutting his legs out from under him. Teo landed on his back, the air forced from his lungs. This batoon fought with a determined ferocity.

  He kicked up dirt. The soldier coughed and fanned the debris away with her shield. The distraction allowed Teo to scramble up and swing his rifle with his good hand. It knocked her spear to the side. He charged. She brought her shield up, but he pushed her back into the building as hard as his fading Jolt would allow.

  Her head smacked against the hard brick, and her eyes rolled back with the impact. The shield sputtered, and Teo used the opening to smash her head into the wall again. Blood streaked against the bricks as her body slumped to the ground.

  Teo stumbled away, shaking out his right hand. He looked to the kids, huddled together against a spindly tree. Were they traumatized by the violence? Teo wanted to stop the fighting, not continue in it. His heart felt heavy.

  The boy shouted and pointed to the sky. A Kyrian drop ship descended, floodlights sweeping the village while Xarians fled from the reinforcements.

  Kneeling to the ground, Teo extended a hand to the kids. “You’re going to be all right now. Help has arrived.”

  The boy smiled. “I knew when I saw your uniform.”

  Teo cocked his head. They wore blue fatigues to separate themselves from the major warring parties, but they weren’t true uniforms. He had to ask. “Why is that?”

  The two kids looked at each other. “It’s like the Old Earth picture book with the… police? You wear blue. We knew you were here to help.”

  




  
  





Abiral’s Goblet




Cassandra Hamm

  
  Sand flooded back into the hole Suresh was trying to dig. Cursing, he blocked the flow with his shovel. At this rate, it would take him a lifetime to locate Abiral’s Goblet.

  Sweat stinging his eyes, he gazed around the dunes of Dryagana Mrtyu: Dragon’s Death. No movement, and most importantly, no sand dragons. Careful to avoid looking into the massive sun, he peered at the orange-streaked sky. Still nothing.

  He had at least an hour until the dragons returned from sunbathing at the ruins. But his skin prickled at every unfamiliar noise.

  Suresh began another hole. The sun beat against his back like flaming whips, each ray more punishing than the last. If not for the cloth covering all but his eyes, his skin would melt away like water.

  His shovel clanged against something hard. He brushed aside the sand with gloved fingers. A gold handle? Could it be?

  “I thought you would abandon your fruitless search.”

  The low voice cut through Suresh’s concentration. He whipped around.

  Rajani’s headscarf masked all but her golden eyes, but even those struck Suresh mute. Why did she follow me here?

  “In the moonlight, I can understand,” the prahmukha’s daughter said. “But during the heat of the day, and in Dragon’s Death at that? Are you mad?”

  “You shouldn’t be here,” he sputtered.

  “Neither should you.” She extended a hand toward him––the first since the day he broke their engagement. “Come, Suresh. Let us leave this place before they return.”

  “But I’ve succeeded!” He swept away the sand to reveal a gold cup studded with citrines. He bit his lip, remembering his mother holding this very cup. Before she lost the goblet during a raid and was demoted, plunging them both into shame.

  Now he had found it again. Are you proud of me, Ama?

  “Abiral’s Goblet!” Rajani leaned over the cup, her headscarf sliding to reveal large hooped earrings.

  Without thinking, Suresh reached for the scarf, adjusting it so the sun would not destroy her. But when her eyes met his, they were hard as the gold she wore around her slender neck. “Now give it to me so I can return it to my buba,” she commanded.

  Suresh clutched the goblet to his chest. This treasure was the key to regaining his status. If she gave it to her father, the current pramukha, Suresh would never lead his people––and never marry Rajani. Even if she still wanted to marry him.

  “I should be the pramukha.” Suresh lifted his chin. “It is my right.”

  “Now it is my right, Suresh. Would you deny me my path?”

  He turned his face away.

  “You don’t have to live this way.” Rajani reached for his hand. He jerked away. “You could still be my husband.”

  He did not want to be the pramukha’s husband. He wanted to lead––with Rajani by his side.

  His gaze caught on another shape poking through the sand—an egg the color of moonlight against sand, but as dangerous as the sun.

  Grabbing Rajani’s arm, he jerked her backward. “We must leave now!” Gods willing, they would escape before the mother––

  Wingbeats thrummed through the air, stirring the sand. A cold shadow loomed over them. Suresh looked up.

  Blotting out the vicious sun, the dragon descended in a flurry of wings. Her scales glowed from her sunbathing––rays that fueled her fearsome flames.

  
    I’ll die in a dragon’s stomach, just like Buba.
  

  “How dare you threaten my child?” Her booming voice stole his strength.

  Rajani’s hand found Suresh’s, even though he had scorned her, severing their engagement after his shaming. They interlaced their fingers.

  “I didn’t realize your egg––child––would be here,” Suresh said. “We’ll leave before––”

  “You knew setting foot here meant your death.” The dragon’s nostrils flared, her eyes burning with the fierceness of the sun.

  Shame, deeper even than what his mother had passed on, filled his being. Rajani will die because of me.

  The dragon opened her mouth, sun-fueled flames glowing in her throat.

  “A gift for your armor!” Rajani tugged at her earrings and yanked off her necklace, then replaced her headscarf. “So the sun will favor and protect you.”

  Suresh gaped at her. Now he remembered those long-ago lessons about dragons melting down gold and applying it to their scales to strengthen the power the sun gave them. Brilliant!

  The dragon closed her mouth and sniffed Rajani’s hand. Suresh stiffened.

  “Fine gold,” the dragon said. “But not enough to atone for your wrongdoing.”

  Suresh slumped. Would nothing persuade the beast?

  He considered the weight in his hand. Abiral’s Goblet, the treasure he’d sought for months. The key to restoring his place in his tribe, to marrying his love. Yet, he could marry her even now if he weren’t so prideful.

  
    Nothing is worth Rajani’s life. Not even my honor.
  

  “Take this, sandslayer.” Trembling, Suresh lifted the goblet.

  The dragon prodded it with her scaly nose. Chest tight, Suresh entwined his fingers with Rajani’s.

  “I will forgive your trespass.”

  Suresh choked as Rajani enfolded him in a crushing hug. He rested his chin on her head.

  The dragon clenched the goblet and Rajani’s jewelry in her yellowed teeth. “Be gone,” she snarled.

  Suresh and Rajani turned and stumbled across the dunes. As Dryagana Mrtyu faded away behind them, Suresh slowed. The sun slipped slowly beneath the horizon, relenting from its golden tirade.

  “You will make a marvelous pramukha,” he said.

  Now that the sun couldn’t harm her, Rajani drew the scarf away from her face. Suresh’s breath caught at the sight of her golden skin and brown lips. Pushing aside his face covering, she kissed his cheek.

  “Be my betrothed once more.” Her hand, now free of its glove, rested against his cheek.

  He would not be the pramukha. He would be the pramukha’s husband.

  “It would be my honor,” he said.

  The moon rose above them, bathing the desert in silver.

  
  




  
  






Girl #24




Krysta Tawlks

  
  If it weren’t for the street dog lazing near the curb, Daeng might have caught the songtaew heading north. The red truck teetered to a crawl as passengers leapt from the open back. Daeng lurched forward and stumbled, knocking his tall, cylindrical cargo pack off balance. The songtaew accelerated, kicking up dust in its wake.

  “Ay-ah!” He nudged the dog aside. As he adjusted the pack’s hover-tech settings, he noticed the battery icon flashing yellow. So, that’s why it’s been hanging low. Groaning, he boosted the pack higher.

  The cargo lurched to one side, and a soft grunt sounded.

  His gut tightened, gripped by urgency and an old feeling he couldn’t name. The tranq shot was starting to fade. Not good. Restless catches made civilians uneasy. He needed lodging. Fast.

  He hurried down the soi, side-stepping a low-tech roti vendor carting raw dough drops and margarine spread. He weaved past jagged rows of street diners, the salty scents of moo daeng and egg noodles squeezing his stomach.

  At the corner, a vacancy sign flashed above a lodging station. A woman greeted him in the lobby with clasped hands grazing her chin. Considering his high-ranking profession, her wai should have reached her nose, but Daeng ignored the slight.

  He yanked his pack towards the kiosks, knocking her elbow. Turning, he glimpsed a red tattoo on her neck. A bondservant—the lowest rank. Apology not required.

  “Kaw tod, krub.” He apologized anyway.

  Another bondservant greeted Daeng with a wai reaching his nose and led him to his room. “Complimentary dinner is in ten minutes,” he said, holding Daeng’s gaze.

  The servant’s bold expression contrasted with the white splotches dabbing his face. Grease burns, maybe. Probably got rescued from the streets.

  A faint rustling cut the silence.

  Damn tranquilizer.

  “Are there chargers nearby?” He’d charge, then dose the catch a second round.

  “There’s one in the eating area,” the man said stiffly.

  

  Daeng hoisted his pack onto the charging pad and nabbed a stool.

  He traded glances with a middle-aged woman in a business suit. She straightened her neck and beckoned a bondservant boy balancing a tray of steaming cups. The boy chattered as he walked. He laughed from his gut.

  He’s so…carefree. That old, unnamed feeling stirred again.

  “Welcome! And thank you for your service.” The woman held two drinks as her feet whispered to him. Taking a seat, she placed a cup near his wrist. “This tea’s for you. It’s a blend of cha dam ron. But it needs cooling, so be careful na.”

  His fingers clenched the cup, the red liquid quivering. “Kap kun, krub.”

  “You’re welcome.” She nodded at his cargo pack. “I hope he’s worth the trouble.”

  “A girl, but yes. She certainly will be.”

  Her eyebrows lifted above her frown.

  Daeng flexed his jaw and offered his excuse. “Remember na, they’re criminals.”

  “What’s her crime?” Legally, as the owner of the inn, she had the right to know.

  “Runaway bondservant. Hasn’t completed her contract yet.”

  Two servants brought out panang curry and rice. The scent of sweetened coconut wafted to his nose. He took a bite. Chili singed his tongue.

  “What’s her name?” Her eyes tightened.

  “Sorry, P’krub. I don’t learn names.”

  She pulled out a pen and two notepads, one blue and one red.

  Daeng watched her thumb through the blue notebook’s pages. “What’s that?”

  She paused on a blank page and printed the words Girl #24. “It’s a list of names… and numbers if I don’t know the name. I pray for them.”

  “Why?” Bondservants chose their station willingly to avoid a life of poverty and crime, so praying for one now seemed… irrelevant.

  “I pray for their safety,” she clarified.

  Daeng relaxed his face to mask his confusion. “Aren’t there laws to protect servants from harm?”

  She tugged back the sleeves of her blazer. Swirling scars wrapped around her arms. “Not for sadistic masters.”

  His gut lurched. “How’d…?” He recalled the bondservant with the burned face.

  “Drink your tea na, and I’ll tell you.” Her smile strained against her teeth.

  He lifted his tea, matching her guarded gaze. His other hand clasped the gun at his side. For the span of a breath, he considered pretending he hadn’t seen the glint of metal at her hip.

  A muffled cry startled the woman. As she turned to his pack, he saw the crimson mark along her neck.

  Daeng jumped to his feet. She snapped out her gun as he flicked his weapon ready. He edged backwards, his loaded arm unwavering despite his pack flailing against the charging wall. He tapped a code and released the hatch. Reaching inside, he dragged a slender, barefooted girl onto the tile floor and pushed his muzzle against her cheek.

  “Mai! Mai!” She twisted against his grip, a tranq dart still stuck in her neck.

  That sick feeling climbed to his throat. He struggled to breathe, his arms weakening. Sensing an opportunity, the girl ducked down. His grip slipped to the tail of her shirt, the fabric stretching. A crooked welt cut between her shoulder blades.

  
    Her, too?
  

  The woman stood now, grimacing. Tears beaded in her eyes. “N’ka, where is your guilt?”

  Daeng knew she’d pull the trigger even if it meant her death.

  A quietness took over as he pushed the gun against his neck. “If anyone asks”—he took a long breath, possibly his last—“this was self-defense.”

  

  Daeng awoke on the outskirts of town, a tranq dart still in his neck and a red notebook tucked in his hand.

  That sickening feeling—guilt, she’d named it—had evolved into something else. A deep burning. A call for change.

  He leaned over the dirt, floating prayers like lanterns to the sky, and clasped his hands against his brows—the humblest of all wais. He stayed there, remembering the faces of his bounties, including Girl #24. When the last face seared his mind, he opened the notebook to a list of names.

  All of them… masters.

  
  




  
  






Trumpet Blues




Sophia Hansen

  
  Buzzing speakers scrape at my nerves as decrepit shocks collide with Boston’s finest potholes. The cabbie barrels down Newbury Street. He’s not stopping. He’s not even slowing down. Tension ramps from my shoulders to the back of my neck, settling just above the nape.

  I raise my hand to knock on the divider, but stop my knuckles just short of the taxi’s grimy partition. And the seat, more duct tape than vinyl, looks worse than the plexiglass. Not about to put my new Louis Vuitton bag on that to fish for something to rap with. Reading the dashboard ID is nearly impossible in this jolting ride, but I squint hard and make out the name.

  “Anthony, my building’s coming up.”

  He can’t hear me over the radio’s screeching din. This is not what I need to start the day. Why couldn’t I get a nice Berklee dropout for a driver? Might not be any cleaner, but at least the music would be better. Should have gone with a limo. When are you going to learn, Agnes?

  “Anthony!”

  Eyes dart to me in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, lady?”

  Sigh. “You missed my building.” I don’t have time for this.

  “Oh. Sorry. Next street is one-way. You want I should take the alley? Drops you ‘round back.”

  “No! Just let me out here.”

  I shove cash into the money tray, avoiding actual physical contact with the edges, and vacate the four-fendered deathtrap while there’s still time to start the meeting. Squealing tires grab my attention. Make that three-fendered. Figures. If he’s unhappy with the tip, he should get it right the first time.

  The building manager will hear about this. If that doorman can’t flag me a decent taxi, then what’s he getting paid for?

  The bright summer sky darkens, rumbling as the forecasted downpour begins to materialize. It takes a minute to dig, but… Ha! I open the umbrella just as fat drops of rain splatter on the ground, but not on me or my bag.

  I weave between the other pedestrians on the crowded sidewalk and steal a glimpse at my watch. Who says you can’t power-walk in Louboutins? I’ll still make it before the rest of the team. Just a few more doors.

  Music catches me by surprise. A piercing note hangs in the air before the horn trills down, then up again, setting the hook in my soul. Torrential memories threaten to burst through, but I’ve shored my heart against this flood more than once.

  I’d expect a street musician in the Commons, or even along Mass Ave, but in the business district? There isn’t even a T-stop in sight. I’m dragged back through time. I shouldn’t stop. I wouldn’t stop, but the pull is irresistible. Those trumpet blues…

  The only thing bluer than your riffs are your eyes. That’s what I used to tell Jake… before he left to tour.

  Before I took the bar exams.

  A lifetime ago.

  More like two, I scoff.

  Another glance at my watch tells me the team is about to arrive, but my feet refuse to move. Eyes closed, I remember summer concerts by the Charles, driving through New Hampshire in the fall, winter lines for Steve’s ice cream, and spring…when our perfect bubble burst. The song ends, and I open my bag. I’d like to leave a larger tip than I did the cabbie. Maybe he’ll play here again.

  When I stoop to place the bills in the trumpet case, the player looks up with a smile and a “Thanks.”

  Bluer than blue eyes meet mine. Bluer than the notes that stopped me in the first place. My hands shake, and my purse lands in a puddle.

  “Jake?”

  “Wow, Aggie? Is it really you?”

  “Should have known it was you on the horn.”

  He breaks our eye-lock to pick up my bag, grabs a t-shirt from his case, and dries it off.

  The logo catches my eye. “Ryles? You still gig there?”

  “It’s been a while, but at least I have something to polish the brass with.” The left corner of his mouth lifts into that half-grin I’d kissed hundreds of times. He holds out the bag but doesn’t release it, textured leather bridging the gap created by our choices. Warmth blossoms into ache deep in my chest. It’s getting hard to breathe. I’m never at a loss for words, but…

  “You look good, Aggie. Look like you done good.”

  “What are you do—?” A lump in my throat strangles the words.

  “I’ve played all the corners. Never knew if the next one would be yours.”

  “But you left.”

  His grip on our designer bond slackens ever so slightly. “And you stayed. Did it go the way you planned?”

  “Yes.” I pull the purse from his grip. “And no.” The admission takes me by surprise. “How about you?” My eyes flick from unkempt hair to threadbare jeans before landing on his gaze.

  “It’s a long story.”

  I stare into his eyes, letting the rest of the world fall away. “That’s okay. I’ve got time.”

  




  
  






Green Limbo




Lincoln Reed

  
  Your murderer wears a green coat.

  High collar, turned up. His unwavering eyes lock with yours from across the bar as he discreetly pays the door fee and enters like a kryptonite bullet nobody notices but you. His shadowy fedora is olive-tinted, matching every lime-tinsel and kelly-painted shade in this sweaty watering hole. His fake mustache is twirled like a charmeuse cliché, one that implies a smirk of deadly confidence.

  It’s evening, Saint Patrick’s Day, and your place of death is a downtown Indianapolis bar. Tonight, it’s full of bodies packed wall to wall—girls and guys holding glasses of cheap beer that scent the muggy air with an aroma of bad decisions and forgotten cares. You’re too drunk to drive away now. But you’re not alone in this quandary. Others are just as sauced, bopping and swaying to the live music that shakes the rafters and vibrates the glass in your hand. Tonight’s punk rock cover band is a constant tidal soundwave of childhood tunes that drowns your ears in a hundred and twenty decibels of numbing nostalgia. This is the perfect place to kill a person. Just like the classic verdigris Alien poster hanging in your apartment bedroom warns, nobody will hear you scream. And you’re easy pickings—the only soul not wearing green clothes.

  Your murderer closes the distance, weaving his way through the throng of patrons dressed in the same emerald glory. You check the bruise on your arm and feel the sting of a dozen pinches. You need to wake up. So, you press an index finger and thumb together around the livid stain one more time. Wince. You’re awake. Or are you?

  If only you had camouflaged appropriately, or at least donned the pea-colored sweater knitted by your grandmother or the aquamarine jeans your ex said didn’t compliment your thighs.

  Your horror-stricken pulse is interrupted by a newcomer—an unshaven stranger who offers to buy you a drink.

  He asks, “Where’s yah green duds? I oughta pinch yah.”

  You shrug and glance around for your killer, but he’s disappeared into the sea of dancers. The bartender pours forest green beer into your glass. Your new buddy toasts to a lucky night, and you sip out of habit. The drink is bile in your throat. Once your killer finds you, he’ll save you from the coming hangover. You stumble off the stool.

  “Hey,” says your beer companion. “Where you go’n?”

  Too late. “Semi-Charmed Life” is the new track in a series of retro songs belted out by a man on stage dressed like a fat leprechaun, and now your killer appears in front of you. He’s there in the flesh, just behind your new drinking friend, whose ashen face twists with mouth gaping in a muffled cry. The victim collapses just as the long knife exits his back and returns to its hiding spot within the killer’s green jacket. The dead man slumps against a wooden post, his mortal wound hidden in the shadows. Nobody notices or moves to help. Your unlucky pal is just another drunk passed out from too much revelry.

  Run. The word pierces the haze of your sloshy brain again and again. Every hair on your skin is rigid. Run, run, run.

  You turn and flee toward the bathroom. A safe harbor? Far from it. You spring for the stall underneath the window, which is barred. So you lock the etched, spray-painted door and stand hunched over on the toilet. Now, you’re invisible. Maybe he won’t hear you breathe?

  Your killer’s dark eye presses against the door’s slit—a marble rolling in a sinister socket.

  “No green?” his chalky voice echoes off the tile. “Not very festive.”

  The door crashes inward.

  A viselike grip drags you to the floor.

  The bloodstained knife raises…

  

  A screen glitches before your eyes, and the virtual reality goggles slide off.

  Fluorescent light pierces your open retinas. The room is painted sterile white, a white mirrored in the lab coat worn by the woman with black hair. She’s standing above you, tapping an electronic tablet with a bony index finger. “Tom?”

  A man enters your view and shakes his head. The black-haired woman curses.

  “Same deal. Neural video… too hazy,” Tom says.

  “The Green Coat?”

  “No dice.”

  “Run voice analysis. Facial tracker?”

  “Still blurry. Victim 12 was drunk.”

  She cusses. “After a dozen simulations—”

  “We could try a hundred more… this one’s signal feed will always cut out at the time of death.”

  The black-haired woman mumbles to herself, looking into your unblinking eyes. “We can revisit your final two minutes, but only in low-definition. Poor research funding is unfair, isn’t it, Victim 12?”

  “Victim 12’s neural microchip is a government patent.”

  “Doesn’t matter. Run the memory-stream again.”

  Tom checks his own electronic tablet. “The serial killer’s face… we need complete clarity. Let’s try Victim 10—the Baptist.”

  “Only Victim 12 saw Green Coat’s profile.”

  Your legs. Why won’t they move?

  The woman leans over you again. “Victim 12, I know we’re asking the impossible. But unless you help us now, you won’t be his last target. Okay?”

  “They can’t hear you, you know?” The assistant huffs and leaves the room.

  The black-haired woman jabs the tablet. Nearby, a soft whirring starts, a machine clicking into higher gear.

  The VR mask eases over your eyes as the world around you turns into a four-dimensional landscape—an Indianapolis bar on St. Patrick’s Day. Sights, sounds, and smells return. You’re sitting on a stool. The rock band is playing.

  Your murderer wears a green coat.


  




  
  






Chasing Blue




Richard W. Kenneth

  
  “Psi Team Leader, this is Command. Perimeter is secure. Go.”

  Seeker Soren Pentam activated his helmet camera and radio. “Copy, Command.” He pounded the door with a gloved fist. “Tomaz Blue, this is the Protectorate! We have a writ for arrest and search!” He paused, counting seconds. His teammates, Enforcers Fennik and Jacosett, clicked taser dart magazines into their pulsers.

  A woman with turquoise hair and eyes appeared on a monitor by the door.

  “I’m Azura, Tomaz Blue’s virtual agent. Display the writ.”

  Soren projected a hologram of the writ from his wristcomp.

  “You may enter,” said Azura. Two locks thunked inside the door.

  Azura’s invitation granted Soren legal authority to perform a telepathic probe for any minds in the penthouse. Finding none, he keyed his radio. “Command, telepathy confirms residence unoccupied.” Fennik and Jacosett holstered their pulsers.

  “Copy, Psi Leader. Blue’s skimmer isn’t in the parking area either. Search the residence.”

  Fennik, Soren called telepathically.

  Fennik pulled a thin circuit-covered disk from his armorvest pocket and spun it under the door. Its laser imagers scanned the entryway, and his wristcomp displayed the data as a colored hologram. The entry hall resembled some sort of bluish cavern, but had no infrared beams, tripwires, or wiring around the locks.

  “Clear,” said Fennik, “Still, I suggest me and Jacosett use our telekinesis to open doors and cabinets in case Blue left surprises. Not much telepath work for you.”

  Soren smiled. “No worries. Missions vary.”

  Fennik used his TK to open the door without touching it and to retrieve the disk.

  Soren entered slowly.

  The walls and ceiling of the entry hall were covered with pale blue foam carved to mimic ice. Matching floor tile completed the look of a polar cave.

  Soren projected a holographic floorplan from his own wristcomp. “Jacosett, start in the office. Fennik and I will start in the kitchen.”

  “Understood,” said Jacosett.

  The kitchen’s pseudo-sapphire countertops accented polished steel appliances and storage. Fennik gently opened drawers and cabinets with his mind. Soren scanned the contents with his wristcomp. They found no accelerants, fuses, igniters, or other arson-related items listed on the writ. Soren wasn’t surprised, since Blue’s pyrokinesis let him start fires by thought.

  The dining room contained only a table and chairs, painted vivid cobalt to match the curtains.

  The living room replicated a tropical lagoon. Aqua walls darkened from ceiling to floor, to simulate deepening water. Cerulean upholstered furniture and pots of sea grass surrounded a low table coated with shells. A holographic projector provided life-sized fish and sunlight rippling across the surface. Bubbling sounds played through speakers.

  “I feel like I’m drowning,” said Fennik as he levitated couch cushions to check underneath.

  “Azura, halt holograms and sound,” commanded Soren.

  “I’m in here, Protector,” Azura called from down the hall.

  Joined by Jacosett, they approached an open door leading into a darkened bedroom.

  Someone sat up in the bed.

  Fennik drew his pulser. “Don’t move!”

  Jacosett punched the room’s lighting control.

  The bed’s occupant was a lifelike doll, dressed in teal, with turquoise hair and eyes.

  “Eww. Azura?” asked Fennik.

  “A trick,” said Soren. He pointed to a computer panel cabled to the doll. “I’m guessing that panel is Azura.”

  Azura snickered. “You’re so smart.”

  “Ignore her,” commanded Soren. “Get searching.”

  Fennik and Jacosett entered the large walk-in closet as Soren surveyed the room. A sliding glass door led to a balcony. The walls were covered with a photomural of an indigo lake, surrounded by wooded slopes.

  A fire alarm started buzzing outside the bedroom.

  Checking the entryway, they found flames consuming the ice-like foam. Pieces on the floor had dissolved into blazing ooze. The hall door beyond had been closed and relocked.

  “Azura!” shouted Fennik.

  “That’s why she lured us to the bedroom,” said Soren.

  “I haven’t seen any extinguishers,” said Jacosett.

  “A pyrokinetic can control fires without one,” said Soren. “Can we use a shaped charge to blow out the fire like a candle?”

  “No,” said Fennik. “Might breach the door and spread fire into the building.”

  “What about bringing down the ceiling above it and smothering it?”

  “Maybe, but the blast could drop the whole ceiling on us!”

  “Use TK!” shouted Jacosett, punching into the ceiling with his mind.

  Falling plaster splashed the burning liquid outward, starting new blazes.

  “Stop!” shouted Soren. “There’s a gas line in the kitchen. If the fire gets there—”

  With a grunt, Fennik used his TK to rip the countertop off the kitchen island and block the doorway. “That should slow it down.”

  “Good job!” yelled Soren. “Follow me.”

  He led the team back through the bedroom, keying his radio. “Command, we tripped some sort of fire trap. Entry blocked. We’re on the balcony.” He closed the sliding glass door behind them.

  “Copy, Psi Leader. Fire alarms went off. Residents are evacuating. Fire suppression teams inbound. Hang on.”

  “We don’t have long,” said Jacosett, peering inside. “The walls and ceiling are burning.”

  “Maybe accelerant in the paint,” said Soren, looking over the balcony. “We’re sixty meters up. Ideas?”

  “The roof is closer,” said Jacosett.

  “No good if that gas line blows,” said Soren.

  “Fast rope down,” said Fennik.

  “No rope,” said Soren.

  “I’ll be your rope,” answered Fennik, “Trust me.”

  “Always.” said Soren.

  He tensed as Fennik lifted him over the railing and controlled his descent to the grass below. Looking up, Soren saw Jacosett descending too. Once Jacosett touched down, he reached up with his mind and plucked Fennik off of the railing.

  “Command,” radioed Soren, “Psi Team safe. Returning to perimeter for debrief.”

  “Copy, Psi Leader.”

  “So much for any evidence,” sighed Jacosett.

  “We still have some.” Soren tapped his helmet cam. “I got video of the ice cave in the entry, the lagoon in the living room, and the mountain lake in the bedroom. They all looked like real places. Potential hideouts.” He slapped Jacosett on the back. “Prep for travel, guys. We’re still chasing Blue.”

  
  




  
  






Ember Keeper




Katie S. Williams

  
  
    The truth is a flame, and we are the keepers of the embers.
  

  I recite the mantra to myself as I careen through the woods, hoping my internal chant will drown out the screams I am leaving behind. The orange stone threaded about my neck pounds against my breastbone with every stride, beating a desperate cadence into the night.

  I must make it to Iyana’s Tree.

  Though my legs have carried me far from the village, smoke still scorches my nose and throat. Around me, the forest sends shuddering roots deep into the earth. These trees cannot withstand the coming fire, and I have neither the time nor strength to save them. I press on, forcing myself to focus on the stone and the hope it contains.

  Yet bitterness settles over me like ash. I never asked for this. I dreamt of a simple life of forestry and craftsmanship. My sister Verayna—sweet, bright-hearted Verayna—should have been the next Memory Keeper, not me.

  But Verayna’s broken body was borne away by the river after the first Sightless attack, and Grevir chose me as his successor instead. I can still feel the weight of his weathered hands on my shoulders that night—the weight of our village’s hope.

  A weight a devastated young boy should never have had to bear.

  Verayna’s shadow-mauled face—drained of color and life—has plagued my dreaming and waking for the past three years. A constant reminder of my failure to learn to wield memories as a proper Keeper. A reminder that I cowered in the dark and let the Sightless ravage our village—slaughter my mentor.

  Now I wear his final gift around my neck.

  The stone flares hot against my heaving chest as I swipe away tears. I am close to the Tree now. I blink hard and sprint for the shoreline ahead.

  Reuel, the commander of the Sightless, is waiting for me.

  His presence is a dark flame, drawing light unto itself as it sets the world around it trembling. The grandeur of this once-sacred place is lost in the distortion. I cannot see the soaring cliffs or hear the thundering falls. Instead, my gaze is fixed upon the silver tree at the center of the pool, and the many-shadowed man laughing beside it.

  Reuel cannot touch the tree, nor can he destroy it. But that will not stop him from killing me before I can reach it. I clutch the stone against my chest. The truth is a flame, I remind myself, and we are the keepers of the embers.

  But there is no more “we.” I am the final ember keeper now.

  Reuel nods as if he has heard my thoughts. “The last Memory Keeper,” he says, spreading his hands wide. His coal-black eyes smolder as I jerk the cord free of my neck and clench the stone in my fist.

  I cannot keep my voice from quavering. “You don’t belong here, traitor.”

  “Ah, but neither do you,” he replies softly. “You were never made for this.”

  He’s right, concedes a voice inside my mind. I wasn’t made for this. Verayna was. Slender vines coil around my boots as a shadow creeps across my vision. The stone flickers a warning against my palm.

  “Besides,” Reuel continues, “your people are gone, and your village is destroyed. There is nothing left to fight for.” He strides across the pool, his boots never touching the rippling waters. The light shivers around him. “Let me take away your pain. Let me give you rest.”

  Rest. Strange that it should sound so much like freedom. No more fighting. No more regrets. No more pain. The vines are warm against my thighs now, their gentle downward pull a lullaby: Rest. Yield. 

  Reuel is close enough to touch. He holds out his hand.

  No more pain. I lift the stone—

  —and an image explodes before me, spilling light across pool and sky like ink spreading over parchment. The colors converge, and my sister Verayna stands upon the water, her face alive with laughter. Her favorite dress—suffused with the radiant auburn hues of sunrise—twirls about her waist, billowing in the mist from the falls. She smiles at me, that sweet, lopsided grin that made the world seem bigger and smaller all at once.

  Our eyes meet, and for a moment—an eternal moment—I remember.

  The vines creeping up my chest shudder and wither away. My vision clears. The stone blazes orange-hot against my skin, swirling now with crimson and gold.

  “So… you are a Keeper, after all,” Reuel mutters, backing away from the stone’s glow. “No matter. You will burn like the rest!”

  He curls his hands as if cupping sand. As his fingers close into fists, blackened tongues of fire erupt along the water’s edge—Sightless assassins answering their master’s summons. They rush at me, draining the world of all color and sound. Reuel’s obsidian eyes flicker in time with their surging.

  I raise the memory stone, watching the colors storm within. Grevir’s voice rumbles inside my chest: The truth is a flame, Azhan… and we are the keepers of the embers.

  I lock eyes with Reuel. “Then you and I shall burn together!”

  Leaning back, I hurl the stone across the pool and into the crown of Iyana’s Tree. Reuel whirls around as the memory ignites, turning the canopy into a silver inferno. Pure white light pulses out from the Tree, consuming the Sightless and knocking me flat upon the shore. Reuel shrieks as another wave overwhelms me, flooding my skin with warmth and memory, then all lights go out.

  

  In Erelis, the story is told of how the first great victory against Reuel the Usurper was won by a boy who lost his way. But to hear the story told right, you should ask Azhan himself. If you can’t find him, just ask for the Ember Keeper. The Erelians will set you straight.

  




  
  






Flair




Seth N. Locke

  
  Danil raised his binoculars to his eyes, scanning the buildings below him. From his perch in the clock tower, he could see the necessary details from a great distance.

  Apartment 203’s curtains were pulled back, allowing him to survey a tidy living room. He panned his binoculars to a church across town. Viktor sat inside the steeple’s highest room, leaning back in a chair, puffing on his cigar, a high-powered rifle leaning against the wall behind him.

  Danil grabbed his own rifle and crowned himself with his headset just as the bell in the tower struck six deafening times.

  As soon as the reverberations died, Viktor’s voice croaked into his ear. “Your target is an errant H-BOT, feminine form, approaching apartment 203 in a lavender dress. After 18:15, fire at your discretion.”

  From his vantage point, Danil could not quite see the ground level of the apartment, but he ranged the scope of his weapon for the distant window and waited until his target appeared in its living room. It was indeed a feminine-form bot, with the overly perfect features common to artificial humanity.

  “I have a visual on the target,” Danil muttered into his mouthpiece. “It appears to be putting its belongings away. Now it’s sitting down at the desk.”

  “I can see that,” Viktor said. “Hopefully, it stays there for ten more minutes.”

  Danil hated days with his boss on the job—it was hard to do anything that pleased Viktor.

  Danil eyed the H-BOT through his scope. It opened a drawer in its desk and pulled out purple stationary.

  “Apparently, she likes purple,” Danil said. Perhaps Viktor would appreciate his observational skills.

  “You mean, it likes purple?” Viktor snapped back.

  Danil scowled. It’s easy to forget.

  He looked at his watch. 18:09. He lined up his crosshairs with the robot’s forehead.  Studying the room again, he noticed a decoration on the wall. It was an embellished text set over a mountain scene: Alex & Catherine.

  He glanced back at the feminine form at the desk. She—it—was writing something on the paper. Her hand moved steadily, forming meaning from the ink. After each line, she raised her hand, rotating her wrist and flicking her smallest finger. Danil realigned his sights with her face, reconsidering his initial thought that she had perfect features.

  “18:15. Fire at your discretion,” Viktor’s voice came through.

  Danil could not take his mind off the flair in her writing style and her purple preferences. “Viktor, I—I need to check something first.”

  “What do you mean?”

  Danil put the gun back in his modified guitar case.

  “Danil, what are you doing?”

  Danil began descending the ladder. “I’m not sure of my shot, with the crosswind. I’m going to have to use my revolver. I’ll make it look like a self-destruct.”

  “Sometimes I wonder how you got hired.”

  “I want this mission to succeed as much as you do. I’m going to have to go off comms.” He removed the earpiece and exited the bell tower through a back door.

  

  Danil rang Catherine’s doorbell, his mind racing for something believable to say. He ran through the list of questions used to distinguish a human from an H-BOT in legal situations. Door 203 opened, and Catherine stepped out. As she tucked her hair behind her ear, a ring glinted on her finger. Her eyes were indigo, perfectly accented by her dress, and deep enough to tell Danil she was human. Still, before he judged Viktor, he had to ask.

  “Is your husband home? I need him to sign for a package that we couldn’t send by drone,” Danil improvised, holding up the faux guitar case. An H-BOT would never consider itself married.

  “I’m sorry, he’s still at work,” Catherine said, brushing another loose hair behind her ear with the same flick of her finger she used while writing. “Can I sign for him?”

  “No, I’m afraid not.” Danil could not deny the depth of humanity in her eyes and the flair in her mannerisms, and he suddenly realized what Viktor had told him to do. He shoved the earpiece back into his ear and turned on the comms.

  “Viktor, I think we made a mistake,” he said. “She’s not an H-BOT.”

  Viktor’s voice came in, blunt as ever. “You ask too many questions. If you won’t do your job, I will.”

  Catherine backed away.

  Danil froze. “Don’t do this, Viktor!”

  “I’m not after the woman anymore.”

  Danil made his decision, and instinct took over. Still gripping his guitar case, he dove into the doorway. Catherine shrieked as she toppled. Danil rolled away from the entrance, unlatching the case.

  “If only you had followed orders, Danil.”

  Danil pulled his gun from its case. The range should be about the same.

  A bullet splintered the door jamb and whistled past Danil.

  Danil took his chance. He shouldered his rifle, peeking around the corner of the door. He scanned for the steeple, then ducked back behind the door. A second bullet pierced the drywall and the nearby purple couch. Catherine disappeared into a hallway.

  “You idiot!” Viktor growled.

  “You always said I’d be the death of you.” Danil jumped out, eye to his scope. He adjusted in a nanosecond, thankful for countless hours of training. No time to double-check. He squeezed the trigger.

  Even with a silencer, the gunshot resounded in the apartment. He dove again, but there was no third shot. Danil waited a moment. Only the whir of broken electronics came from his earpiece. He pulled out his binoculars and peered into the steeple. Viktor slouched in his chair, the gun in his lap and a leaking hole in his forehead.

  But not leaking blood. This was brighter. Cherry-colored. Engine grease. And a thin stream of vapor exited, mixing with the cigar smoke.

  “Stop! Put your hands in the air, and don’t move.” Catherine entered the room, clenching a small revolver.

  Danil raised his hands, smiling. She even held a weapon with a flair.

  
  




  
  






Tiger Bright




Beka Gremikova

  
  There’s a hunter in the jungle this morning. I know by the muddy paw prints, the cracked bamboo, the deep silence. No deer forage in the leaf litter, and monkeys huddle together in the trees.

  Leaning against a trunk, I draw in a deep breath. My bones ache to shift, but I tamp down on the urge just a while longer, drinking in the surrounding jungle that hides my quarry: the man-eating tiger that my people call skikir—killer of men.

  “Don’t go, daughter,” Mamua begged me this morning, her soft orange robes rippling like tiger skin. “Don’t risk Urambu’s fury! He’ll have you ripped apart by tigers, or enslave you…” She cradled my face with clammy hands. “You can’t use his gift in this way!”

  His gift. The tree bark digs into my back like claws, and I shiver. I’m among the privileged few—the strongest, the most beautiful—in Uraku who have been gifted with shifting magic by the tiger god. It’s meant to instill an appreciation for those fierce creatures that share these jungles with us.

  It’s not meant to be the means for killing them.

  Focus. Don’t think on it! I lurch away from the tree, wrapping my arms around my stomach, my head bowed. At my feet, a shredded piece of bright, blood-spattered fabric pokes out from the ferns, left by the skikir’s latest victim—one of Mamua’s fellow washing women.

  My entire body trembles. Poor Mamua had heard only a gurgling cry, glimpsed a tumbling mass of orange, and then both tiger and woman had vanished into the shadows. Another soul lost to the skikir that stalks the villages sprinkled among the mangroves.

  Except now, I’m finally old enough—and big enough—to fight it.

  Not far off, another piece of fabric slumps on the dirt. Past that, blood smears the rumpled grasses of the mangrove forest, not yet washed clean by the rains. I slip between the trees, skirting soft, miry patches of ground, until the sweet scent of fresh tiger urine assails my nostrils.

  The skikir must be close. This time when my limbs ache to shift, I allow the magic to travel freely. It skims over my skin like a waterfall, stabbing me with tiny pricks of pain as bright, bristling apricot fur bursts through my pores.

  And then I blink out with my tiger eyesight at a sharper but less colorful world. I spring forward, light on the pads of my paws, and drop to my belly.

  A few yards away sprawls the sleepy-eyed skikir, her fangs blotched with a deep, stomach-turning maroon. Her tail twitches lazily. I lick my lips and creep forward, edging around her to attack from behind. But her eyes widen, her ears flatten, and she lurches to her feet.

  She’s massive.

  Don’t think about it! I surge through the underbrush, branches cracking against my face. She pivots, snarling, as I leap toward her. She swipes at me with claws extended.

  I turn in the air, narrowly avoiding her swat, thankful my inborn agility has transferred to my tiger form. A roar bursts from my chest, burning through my throat.

  The skikir pounces. I jump aside, but she follows, latching onto my body and crushing me to the ground. Her jaws clamp around my front paw. Pain bursts up my leg.

  I roll, scrabbling my back paws against her body. My claws tear into her coat, spurting blood. I bite into whatever piece of her I can reach, snarling.

  We remain locked in that battle for what feels like hours. Then, suddenly, she releases me and reels back.

  Before she can spring aside, I twist around to get behind her. Launching onto her shoulders, I lock my jaws around her neck and bite. Saltiness fills my mouth, and I gag as she shudders and collapses. Dizziness sweeps away my grip on my magic. I shrink into human form and stagger away from her corpse, spitting out tufts of fur.

  “You’ve killed one of my tigers.”

  Shivers trail down my spine. I whirl to find Urambu, clad in black-and-orange robes, sitting by the tiger’s head. His solemn dark eyes pin me to the spot.

  My fingers go numb. “I… I didn’t want to,” I choke out. “But it was killing humans!”

  Urambu shakes his head, his lips curved downward. “That may be, but my tigers are endangered, human. Each one is precious to me.” His voice is as soft as a mother cat’s chuffing. He rises, and I tremble at his height and muscled form. “And it grieves me to see my gift used in this way.”

  He clasps my forehead, his skin rough and calloused.

  My knees knock. I’ll die without seeing Mamua again. She’ll never know I succeeded…

  His grip on my forehead tightens.

  I freeze, waiting for the blow.

  Instead, the mangrove trees swirl in blurs of green, orange, and blood red. Magic rushes through me, prickling and uncomfortable. That once-familiar, soothing sensation of shifting now slides along my limbs and… solidifies somehow, like water turned permanently to ice.

  I try to scream—but a deep, snarling yowl emerges.

  Urambu strokes my ruff, surprisingly tender. “Villager, you are no longer human. Urambu’s fury has fallen.”

  

  There’s a hunter in the jungle this morning. I can smell his desperation in the still hot air, hear his raspy breaths.

  Not far away in the village, Mamua wails out my name. Her keening has echoed through the jungle since early morning, when I crept through the dappled foliage on the village outskirts to watch my own funeral. Her cries drowned out my steps—but couldn’t hide me from this man’s sharp eyes.

  In his mind, I was a skikir, there to drag another soul into the blood-drenched shadows.

  And he knows he must not let that happen. He must risk Urambu’s fury.

  I slink into the undergrowth, certain my hunter isn’t too far behind. Certain that, oh so steadily, oh so noiselessly—

  He’s coming for me.

 
  




  
  






A Slither of Green




Leslie L. McKee

  
  
    This is gonna be easy! Like taking candy from a baby.
  

  Fiona smirked as she watched the elderly man sit down across from her.

  Pointing out the window to the dilapidated green monstrosity parked in the driveway, he asked, “Now, are you sure you’ll be able to drive my car to take Speedy and Draco to the vet?” He glanced at the two aquariums sitting alongside the wall—one holding an emerald green turtle happily sunning himself on a rock. In the other, a green anaconda.

  “I’m positive, Mr. Kermit. My grandpa had a car just like it. In fact, I took my driver’s exam in it.” Not a word of truth to that, but what difference did that make?

  “I guess that works. I’m nervous about someone else caring for my little guys. They don’t take too kindly to strangers.”

  “As your personal assistant, it’s my job to do the little tasks you’re unable to do. This isn’t any different than taking you to your doctor appointments or picking up your groceries.”

  Mr. Kermit grimaced then gave a shaky nod. “I hate that I can’t be there, but their appointment is on St. Patrick’s Day. I can’t disappoint my grandkids. It’s our favorite holiday. I always go to their school dressed up as a leprechaun. Things may be a bit different this year, with a socially distanced parade and no throwing candy, but I’ll still get to see them.”

  Why am I not surprised it’s his favorite holiday? The entire room was decked out in every shade of green imaginable, with more than enough shamrocks to go around. Although none of it looked the least bit valuable. The old codger likely keeps his money and jewels in his bedroom. Small place. Shouldn’t take long to find what I’m looking for.

  “It was so kind of you to bring goodies. I haven’t had snickerdoodles since my Lucy passed.” He held out the pitcher and reached for Fiona’s mug. “Would you like more milk?”

  She quickly yanked the cup off the table.

  “Is something wrong? Would you prefer tea?”

  “No. The milk is wonderful. And yes, I’ll take some more. But I need to use the bathroom first. Will you excuse me?”

  “Sure, dear. I’ll nibble on these cookies while you’re gone.”

  Fiona stared into the bathroom mirror and shook her head. He hadn’t even asked for references. Amazing how people were still trusting in this day and age. It would take a few minutes for the cookies to take effect. Her stomach fluttered in giddy anticipation. No way would he suspect there was more than cinnamon sprinkled on the cookies.

  Fiona sat down on the fluffy olive-colored bathmat and looked at her phone. She smiled as her diabolical plan twisted its way through her mind. Ever since she read about the jewelry heist years ago, she’d dreamed of being rich. Rolling in green. But discovering that one of the robbers was never found and was suspected of living in her town? Priceless! Thanks to her Internet sleuthing skills, she’d tracked him down. Watching all those TV crime shows had finally paid off.

  
    Crash!
  

  Fiona startled. She heard a muffled cry, followed by a heavy thud.

  Cracking the door open, Fiona looked into the living room, where she saw Kermit’s prostrate body. Next to him lay the remains of two shattered aquariums, along with Speedy and Draco. Kermit must’ve tried to break his fall and knocked over the tanks.

  Perfect! Fiona hustled down the hall to the bedroom. Gold earrings and a diamond-cut emerald ring were just two of the items still reported missing from the robbery. Where would he hide them? 

  She quickly surveyed her surroundings. Yes! Fiona scrambled across the room to the closet, flung open the door, and stared at the clothes: every single piece was green. She pushed them aside and found shoeboxes stacked along the side wall.

  Jackpot! The luck of the Irish is with me! Jewels of every shape, size, and color. Could Kermit have been more obvious than hiding stolen jewelry in his closet? She grabbed handfuls of the loose gemstones and shoved them in her zippered pockets. Time was of the essence. No telling how long Kermit would be unconscious.

  As Fiona crept back down the hall toward the living room, she heard another loud thud. She slowly approached Kermit and knelt beside him. Still unconscious. Must be the neighbors. She wasn’t concerned about him calling the police. He’d blow his cover if he reported the theft. Then he’d spend what few years he had left behind bars. She had nothing to worry about.

  Loaded with the gems, she stood up, wobbled a bit, and hurried to grab her purse, which sat next to Kermit. As she reached for it, something clenched around her ankle and pulled her down. She landed flat on her face. Fiona tried to stand up but failed. What’s going on? Recognition slowly dawned on her. I’m such an amateur! Why did I drink that milk? Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a dark green snake and felt it tighten around her leg. Then her hips, torso, chest… Right before everything went black, Fiona heard Kermit chuckle.

  “Told ya, lassie. They don’t take kindly to strangers.”
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Seeking Calypso




Kaitlyn Emery

  
  Nobody believes me.

  I clutch the pointed shell around my neck and take a deep breath, hoping the salt air will dislodge the oppressive thoughts weighing down my chest.

  A blue shimmer dances against the skyline as the sun begins its decent into the ocean. I stand in the shallows, the water’s cold current pushing and pulling around my calves.

  Precious little brings me peace, but the sea never rejects my pain. It embraces me, washing away every horror like a mother soothes her child. My white-knuckled grip eases.

  Streaks of color, like fire and dreams that fade into tomorrow, radiate from the setting sun. I glance down at the shell in my hands and remember the sorceress’ words.

  Drink this beneath the light of the full moon, Celeste, surrounded by the sea. Pray she accepts you. Asherah handed me the long, spiraled shell with glowing blue liquid inside. The sea queen is as unpredictable as the waves. There is no guarantee.

  I need no guarantee. I must escape him. One way or another.

  No one believed the horrors at home. People I had grown up with—people who knew me—still doubted my word. They tried to hush me, as if me speaking about the evil was itself wrong. So the pain continued. Demetri reminded me daily no one would save me. And nobody had.

  Straightening my back with determination, I hoist a heavy bag into my little boat and uncoil its tether.

  The water chills my legs as I shove off into the calm sea, clamber into the dinghy, and row towards the last rays of dusk. Here was the one place he never came for me. Demetri hates the sea. He never told me why, but he hates me more for my love of it. Every time he smells the salty fragrance on my clothes, it is one more excuse to hurt me.

  But I’ve always gone back. It’s the only place I feel heard. The only place I’m untouchable.

  The moon rises from the depths, replacing the sun, beams of soft light reflecting on the water. My arms burn from steady rowing. As I look back, I can no longer see the shore. I drag the oars back into the boat and float upon the tranquil waters.

  I love when the waves crash and the tide rolls in, but nothing compares to the soft whisper of water lapping against my boat, like a balm on my stormy heart.

  The blue radiance within the shell grows brighter against my chest as the sky darkens and the stars join the moon. The time is right.

  Perhaps I should feel fear seeking Calypso. What if she rejects me? But rejection has lost its sting. The sea is my last hope.

  I hold up the shell fastened by a leather cord. “Calypso, sea nymph and Queen of the Ocean, I ask you to take me into your world as a refuge. The land and its people have rejected me. I ask that you and your depths accept me.”

  Bringing the shell to my lips, I tip it back, allowing the blue fluid to wash down into my being before I grab the bag and throw myself into Calypso’s watery domain.

  An audience of bubbles greets me beneath the blue ceiling. I lie back into the water’s embrace, willing it to welcome me into its haven. Slowly, my body sinks deeper and deeper into the waters, the boat above fading into hazy shades of cerulean. I close my eyes and accept that this may be the end. At least Demetri will never lay a hand on me again or poison my soul with his screams of hate and anger.

  My pulse slows, growing cold like the sea, yet I still have no fear as stale air swells within my lungs.

  
    Please, Calypso.
  

  Blue light pulses like a signal from the shell around my neck. My calm is shattered by heat radiating from my chest, torching the clothes from my body as it rushes down toward my legs. I gasp, water burning into my lungs, and I try in vain to kick at the luminous light overtaking me. Something congeals around my legs, drawing them together.

  My skin becomes fluid, shifting and reconstructing my legs into an extension of my spine, fusing them together as one. Muscles knit together, blending and coupling in searing pain. Seafoam bubbles out from my pores. My heartbeat hiccups as I continue gasping for air, only to be met with more water.

  Blackness.

  The rhythmic movement of water against my eardrums awakens me. I sit up, having reached the sea floor, a fan of fins unfurling before me. It takes me a moment to realize the fins are attached to my body by a long, scaled appendage.

  Calypso heard my plea! My scales refract a brilliant purple, traces of blue glimmering off them as I move beneath the moonlit waters, my tail kicking up sand. My hair has paled to the color of moonlight, flowing around me like a waterfall. Gills along my ribcage take in oxygen from the water, allowing me to breath freely.

  I am a mermaid. Safe. Free.

  For the first time since I can remember, I can live without someone punishing me for my every decision. I can explore the blue landscape I now called home without repercussions. I can breathe.

  Home. For the first time, that word holds no fear.

  Calypso believed me.

  




  
  






Fatetress




Julia Skinner

  
  Maize ran her fingers along the fresh scars trailing her arm as she stared at the king’s latest request. The white suit lay draped across her red-wood weaving desk. Make this suit so that its wearer is immortal, the king’s messenger had told her. Then, perhaps, will you be forgiven.

  Strands of afternoon light shimmered through the single, ruby window in her cabin, dappling the floorboards as if splattered in blood.

  They might as well have been.

  She reached for the silky clothing. King Eronn had asked her for jewels that gave him great strength, for good luck charms, and the like. But he had never asked such a thing as this. Maize tightened her fist around the spotless fabric.

  This time the king asked for her to die.

  Then, perhaps, you will be forgiven.

  Numbly, Maize picked up the knife she always kept on her desk. In order to twist fate to your whim, you had to draw blood from yourself. Smaller spells required only a small amount of fresh blood. But immortality… that wasn’t just twisting fate, it was stealing something from it, and in return, it would require something to be given. Something more than mere blood.

  “You deserve this,” she hissed to her shaking hands. “For all you failed to do.”

  She forced herself to remember the scarlet, deep and harsh, covering the marble floor of the palace. She forced herself to remember the little boy she was supposed to protect, his robe drenched in blood. Three years. Three years since rebels murdered the king’s son.

  All because she hadn’t been fast enough.

  The air in her lungs burned, choking her from the inside. Why didn’t you do more? she thought, angrily. She should have done more. She should have saved him.

  A knock jerked her from her memories, and she looked up at the cabin’s door. Who—?

  Maize slipped the knife beneath the suit and tugged down the sleeves of her sweater to hide the scars. To hide her failures. Hesitantly, she stepped toward the door and pulled it open. An older woman stood there, red hair just beginning to grey. Tenna. One of the new palace maids.

  “Aye, Fatetress.” Tenna smiled. “How are you doing, dear?”

  The woman had been insistent on asking her that every time their paths crossed. But Maize didn’t deserve for anyone to ask after her wellbeing. She frowned. “May I help—”

  The palace alarm suddenly pealed across the courtyard and Maize froze. It took a few heartbeats for the meaning behind the blaring to register.

  The king! She pivoted away from Tenna and stumbled back into her cottage. That siren meant the palace—and therefore the king—was being attacked. She swept the suit and knife in her arms, and turned, slamming into old Tenna, who had apparently followed her in.

  “Oof.” Tenna staggered back.

  Maize bolted around the older woman and ran across the courtyard that separated her cottage from the palace. The king must stay safe. That was all that mattered.

  But what about you? a scared part of her whispered.

  “I don’t deserve any protection,” she muttered, dashing to one of the palace’s side doors. Jogging through the hallways, she almost felt as if she were back in that bloody night, running for help that would come too late.

  Shouts and clashing metal echoed through the broad hallways. She skid to a halt. Ahead was the throne room. That’s probably where the king is. She just needed to make the spell before the attackers arrived. Trembling, Maize shook the suit out. No knife. Where—? Footsteps shuffled behind her. Maize whirled around.

  It was Tenna, holding Maize’s weaver knife.

  “You do not need to do this,” Tenna said softly.

  “Just… just give me that!” Maize clenched the king’s suit in her fist. She could see the prince’s eyes, so trusting. So confident she would keep him safe… I can’t fail again.

  “I know perfectly well what happened with the first rebel attack when the prince died,” the older woman said, voice calm. As if she wasn’t aware that the king could be dying right now. All because of me, Maize thought. Failure. Failure. Failure.

  “And you did fail, child,” Tenna continued. “You failed terribly.”

  The rage inside Maize suddenly stilled. Silent. Frozen. She sank to the cold floor. Your fault, the distant shouts seemed to scream. You must pay. “I have to save him,” she whispered, pressing the suit to her chest. All she saw were the little prince’s lifeless eyes all over again. I failed. He died because I couldn’t… I wasn’t fast enough.

  “Oh child,” Tenna said. “Don’t you know? You failed, yes, but one death is enough.” She knelt, gently setting the knife in Maize’s hand. Then she pulled back her own sleeves, revealing wrinkled arms carved with old scars. “Every failure,” the woman said. “Every failure is here. And do you know what I’ve found? I have found that no amount of blood, or pain, or blame can ever change the past.”

  Maize stared. She’d never thought… Tenna was a Fatetress?

  “People fail,” Tenna said, standing. “But you need not punish yourself for it like this, child.”

  A hiccupy sob rose in Maize’s throat. “I have to… to make it right.”

  “Perhaps, but there are better ways than this.”

  Maize clenched the knife, staring at the white suit in her other hand.

  “Leave the fabric, child,” Tenna whispered. “Come help me save the king.”

  “But…” You’re such a failure. The words mocked her, scarlet dancing through her vision. But maybe, maybe there was another way to be forgiven. Maize tore her gaze from her weaving tools. “There’s… a different way to save the king?”

  “Aye.”

  Maize forced herself to place the suit and knife on the ground. “How?” she asked, stumbling upright.

  Tenna smiled. “I’m going to teach you how to actually weave fate.”


  




  
  






Prince of Bees




Beka Gremikova

  
  Ivan never expected his future to rely on a honeybee.

  Just one more challenge. He clenched his fists as he stood before the golden door on the Ukran palace’s upper floor. If he succeeded, he’d free the imprisoned Tsarina Mischa as well as her subjects, who had all been cursed a week ago and mysteriously disappeared.

  Unless my brothers already freed them. After all, they were Rusak’s strongest warriors, and what was Ivan but Little Pale Face, Prince Goldilocks? Prince Ivan the Vapid. Prince Ivan the Weak. Prince Ivan the Damsel. Tall and thin, the nicest thing anyone ever said about him was that he was kind. But every Rusakian man knew that heroes were supposed to be strong, not kind.

  A soft buzz echoed from his shoulder. He lifted his hand, and his tiny ally, the queen bee of Ukran’s royal hive, landed on his finger. After he rescued her hive from his brothers’ attempts to destroy it for its honey, she’d tagged along on his mission. Just a small speck of yellow, yet her soft, humming presence soothed him.

  Placing her gently on his shoulder, he pushed the door open.

  His eyes drank in a dressing room glinting with vanities, wash basins, and golden vials of perfumes. Heaps of coins littered the floor. Statues lined this side of the chamber. Opposite them, three unmoving figures sat on thrones, wrapped in veils with golden circlets resting on their foreheads. To break the curse, Ivan needed to determine which of the three was the real Tsarina Mischa, the famous Honey Princess of Ukra.

  He frowned. His brothers hadn’t yet arrived—which meant he actually had a chance. His fingers tingled with anticipation.

  His gaze roved back over the room, landing on the statues.

  He nearly choked. The statues were his brothers, arms outstretched toward the door, their fingers veined in gold. Behind them flocked the stone corpses of fellow failed adventurers.

  Failure to guess correctly meant death, then.

  And despite wrestling dragons and fraternizing with warlords and emperors, his brothers had failed.

  Ivan covered his face with his hands. How could he succeed when his brothers hadn’t?

  Breathe, man. Breathe. Ivan sucked in deep breaths, forcing himself to look away from the statues. He focused on the dragon’s hoard of coins scattered around his feet.

  Part of him wanted to scoop up enough to buy his own kingdom and flee. Why put his life at risk for complete strangers? It hadn’t done his brothers any good.

  But if he walked away now, what sort of man would he be? Rich, safe… but weak—weak in character. And somehow, that bothered Ivan more than his inability to hack a monster into pieces.

  He cursed, then clenched his teeth so tightly his jaw popped. Wincing, he shut his eyes and concentrated on the soft hum of the queen bee under his ear. That small yellow speck, soft and fuzzy to the touch. Her hum drove away his frantic thoughts and helped him concentrate.

  
    You must do this. Tsarina Mischa doesn’t deserve to stay cursed.
  

  Ivan bent to inspect the women, searching for some distinguishing feature. They all shared golden hair and pale, slim fingers that clutched the arms of their chairs. Their dresses were identical shades of white and crafted of the same smooth fabric. None of them so much as twitched.

  He bit back a groan of frustration. He didn’t have to be a warrior to succeed here. He just needed to think. Maybe his knowledge would spark an idea. What did he know about the Honey Princess?

  Tsarina Mischa. He’d heard tales of her kindness, her generosity, her honey-sweet spirit. How she tended to the Ukran beehives. How she constantly munched on sweets, or spooned honey straight from the jar—

  Honey from the jar.

  His eyes snapped open.

  The curse had fallen very recently, so honey residue might still be on her face…

  “Queen Bee,” he whispered.

  His small ally buzzed.

  “Which of these ladies has honey on her face?”

  The flickering yellow dot dashed from one chair to the next, sliding under each veil before popping back out. She circled the figure on the left, buzzing loudly.

  Holding his breath, Ivan reached out, tapping his choice for the tsarina gently on the forehead.

  There was a loud snap. He jumped back as the coins littering the floor grew taller, stretching into a huddled bunch of sleepy-eyed servants. They took one look at each other and burst into a flurry.

  Ivan flinched, waiting for his brothers to revive and take over, pushing him into the background.

  But the statues didn’t stir. The servants shoved them out the door as two of the cursed women shifted, rubbing their eyes and blinking at one another. Tsarina Mischa snatched the veil from her face, revealing soft blue eyes, and turned to her look-alike companions. “Cousin Anya? Ketraka? Are you both all right?”

  “A bit stiff,” Anya murmured, shaking out her limbs.

  Ketraka sniffed, dusting her chair with her veil. “That sorcerer had some nerve, cursing us because you refused to marry him!”

  Mischa eyed Ivan as the queen bee alighted on her head, burrowing into her hair. “You’re not here to force me into marriage, are you?”

  Ivan sat back on his heels. “Oh, no! That’s a horrendous practice.”

  “Good,” Ketraka said, dipping her head to him. “Then we thank you for your aid, sir…?”

  Ivan stared down at his scuffed travel boots, bracing himself for Mischa’s disappointment as he murmured, “Prince Ivan of Rusak.”

  Mischa straightened, her color heightening. Her cousins gasped, then glanced at each other with knowing smiles.

  Mischa reached out a hand as if to touch him. “Oh!” she breathed. “I—I’ve heard of you.” Her fingers fluttered to her hair, smoothing it. “I never thought I’d actually get to meet you. I was so afraid another type of prince might come.” Her soft blue eyes shone. “I’m so glad it was you, Prince Ivan the Benevolent.”

  
  




  
  






The Little Guardian Angel




Lisa Elis

  
  “Where’s Henry?”

  Aurea heard the shouts and the footsteps pounding in the hall.

  “Henry? Henry!”

  The queen’s cries and the nanny’s stern voice rose above the howl of the storm outside the ship, even from where Aurea sat in an empty berth, charting their course around the Isle of Brights. The royal family was taking a month to sightsee and sail around the archipelago, and Aurea had, of course, come with them. Not that they knew.

  Three hundred years, the spirits had told her. If you do good works for children for three hundred years, you can earn your immortal soul. 

  She rose and stepped out into the hallway. The queen and the nanny were staggering along, trying their best to keep their balance in the pitching and the rolling of the storm-tossed ship. But for Aurea, such physics made no difference.

  She was a ghost.

  “How could you lose him?” the queen snapped, steadying herself against the bulkhead.

  “I put him to bed!” wailed the heavyset woman. “Not that he would be able to sleep, but I thought it would curb his curiosity.”

  Ah, but nothing could curb Henry’s curiosity.

  Aurea hurried down the passageway, right through the two women who would only feel a cold breeze pass them, and poked her head into Henry’s cabin, the open door of which swung and creaked with every pitch of the vessel.

  Unmade bed. Boots gone. Coat missing from its peg.

  
    Oh no.
  

  She turned and dashed toward the ladder that led up to the deck.

  Henry loved the sea. He wanted to be a sailor. He could not be torn away from watching thunderstorms out of his bedroom window. He was so like his father, Aurea thought bitterly—the ocean ran in his blood.

  She didn’t open the hatch, just passed straight through the wood onto the deck. The gale danced in full force—wind, rain, and crashing sea. With each enormous wave, the ship heaved skyward toward stabbing lightning, and then fell, bow first, back to the blackness of the wild ocean. Only a few sailors remained on deck, and Aurea couldn’t even hear them above the thunder.

  She took a step forward, and winced, remembering like yesterday how she had walked across this very deck six years ago. Every step of her right foot had brought the pain of a thousand daggers driven up her leg; every step of her left one burned like red hot coals. She’d wanted to run, scream, and beg him to love her, but of course she couldn’t because it was she who had allowed her tongue to be cut off in exchange for two despicable, perfect, human legs.

  She shook off the phantom pains and cast her eyes around—nothing. But on her second sweep, she spotted him—Henry, grasping onto the side of the deck, mouth in a tight line, teeth gritted as he tried to hang on.

  Henry, she called and dashed toward him.

  Another crest carried the ship up, up, up, and then plunged it into the darkness. A huge wave crashed over them, and the next instant, Henry was gone.

  
    No!
  

  Aurea screamed silently and flung herself into the sea.

  For a split second, she was that muted sixteen-year-old again, sobbing in darkness, clutching the pearl-handled knife she didn’t dare to use, choosing death in the depths instead of immortality bought with a prince’s blood.

  Aurea swam after Henry’s thrashing body. By the time she reached him, he was already unconscious, sinking slowly into the cold void below. She wrapped her ghostly arms around his body, whispering a soft prayer.

  
    Allow me to carry him, just this once. Please.
  

  She lifted. First it was just a tingle in her fingertips. Then, the spread of warmth, the texture of fabric, the weight of his body. She looked down, but her hands were still translucent.

  Thank you, she whispered, swam to the surface, and walked over the waves with his unconscious form in her arms.

  There was no way she was taking him back to the boat. She’d seen shipwrecks before, and no storm was going to take her Henry—not while she had anything to do with it. Far out in the distance, she heard the seductive song of the Sea Folk—come down to us, come down—the childhood lullaby that her grandma had sung to her each night. She wanted to sing it with them, but tightly pressed her lips together and walked across the water in the opposite direction, toward land.

  By the time she reached the coast, the gale had lightened, but the sea still roiled. Aurea laid Henry on the sand beside a palm tree, in view of a large white villa. She sat by him as he threw up water, until the noble residents of the estate looked out the window, saw their prince, and took him in. She kissed his forehead as he slept, and thought, By the spirits, isn’t he the very likeness of his father, with his black curls, his long lashes, and the way he nearly drowned only to be carried away to safety by her.

  She was still with him the next morning after the storm broke and the ship came to port, when the king and queen burst into the villa.

  “Henry!” his mother threw her arms around him

  “What happened?” his father asked, stroking his hair, the way he had once stroked Aurea’s.

  “I wanted… to sail in a storm… like you.”

  “Oh, you poor thing,” his mother cried.

  “Someone saved me,” Henry went on, looking straight into his father’s eyes. “Someone carried me here.”

  His mother took him away then, but his father didn’t move, brows furrowed in deep thought.

  Aurea stood right in front of him, an arm’s length away. It was me, she mouthed.

  The king gazed out the window toward the ocean and said softly, “Thank you, dear guardian angel.”

  Then, he turned and walked out of the room, black haired and broad shouldered, as oblivious as he had been those six years ago.

  How much easier it would be for her if she’d just find ordinary children to look after. Still, she couldn’t help but whisper after him, I swear I shall be the guardian angel of your children and their children after them, for the next three hundred years. 

  




  
  






Dreamhunter




Noah Litle

  
  Dr. Jacob Martin stood on the prow of the Cloudscuttler, leaning on the rigging and watching the thick stratocumulus clouds pass under the ship’s hull. The fog rolled away in every direction like folded sails, broken only by the occasional towering formation.

  Yes. This is where he was meant to be. Ten thousand feet above ground, feeling the wind in his hair, and listening to the sailors shout things like “Secure the jib line!” or “Hard to larboard!” or “Hoist the mainsail!” There was something very manly about shouting such things at the top of one’s lungs. Not that it meant anything to Jacob. He was just the Dreamhunter—the landlubber of the crew.

  Turning his attention back to the horizon, he could make out the fist-sized dream orbs swimming through the mist. They glowed in every hue of the rainbow, each color representing a different kind of dream, which, in turn, temporarily granted the sleeper a specific ability.

  He was looking for a green which gifted extraordinary powers of creativity. His client wanted a yellowish-green, though, not a bluish-green. Jacob scoffed as he wiped spray off his glasses. Experience had taught him that the difference was negligible. Still, he had to do what the client demanded, so yellowish-green, it was.

  A flock of orange orbs stirred up a bit of fog off to the left. Blues dipped and breached next to the boat. A few reds zipped around the masts, being a general nuisance to the crew. No greens in sight, but they were generally the hardest to find. They were loners, unlike the more social oranges and purples.

  Jacob patted his fanny pack. When it did show up, he’d be ready.

  As if in response, a yellowish-green suddenly twisted and twirled just under the surface ahead.

  Jacob turned. Where was Captain Quinn when he needed her?

  “Secure the mainsail! Hoist the rigging! Bring her about!” He ran down the length of the ship, passing crew members, who rolled their eyes. He grinned back at them.

  Standing next to the ship steering thing, Quinn scowled down at him. “What is it, Dr. Martin?”

  He didn’t bother climbing the stairs, looking up at her instead—she was pretty from any angle. “I’ve found the dream we’re looking for. It’s in…” He pointed straight ahead, and a little to the right of the boat. “…that direction.”

  She grunted acknowledgment, turning to the guy steering. “Adjust our course. East-northeast.”

  Jacob put a hand out to the stairs, casually steadying himself as the boat leaned into the turn. He glanced over his shoulder, picking out the green now directly in their path.

  “Thank you, Captain. But we’ll have to hurry, if…”

  Jacob trailed off as a shadow grew in the cumulus formation behind them. A shadow at least twice as tall as the Cloudscuttler. A shadow with masts and rigging.

  “Uh…” he said, struck speechless by the image.

  “Well, Doctor? What is it? Spit it out.” Quinn looked down on him—probably in more ways than one.

  “Look.” He pointed to the huge ship just as it cleared the mist, revealing its entire crimson, triple masted majesty.

  Quinn obliged, glancing behind her. “Thunder and lightning. It’s Cerberus’ Nightmare.” She turned and ran down the stairs.

  “That’s… a very specific way to describe it,” Jacob said.

  “It’s the name of the ship, idiot.” She whacked him on the back of the head as she passed.

  Ow. “Oh. Of course.”

  “All hands on deck!” She shouted, then proceeded to spout sailor gibberish, the crew moving in double time to her every word.

  Jacob pushed his glasses up his nose, watching in silence and trying in vain not to be in the way.

  Quinn soon turned to Jacob. “We’re going to lose the orb if this gets ugly. We could have outrun her if we had seen her sooner. But now? They have the weather gauge. We can’t run this time. Not fast enough.”

  “Thundering typhoons.” Jacob folded his arms, scowling. “I’m nearly out of food at home. I need this.”

  Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ll probably die out here. Then your pantry won’t matter.”

  He snapped his fingers. “Wait!”

  Her annoyance barely hid behind her sigh.

  “Do you have a jolly boat I could borrow?”

  She quirked an eyebrow at him. “Lifeboats? Yes. Of course we have lifeboats.”

  “You lead the Nightmare on a merry chase across the clouds. Meanwhile, I’ll take a lifeboat, finish the mission and parachute out for a convenient getaway. We’ll meet land-side for remuneration.”

  Besides, he thought, sky-diving out would be fun.

  Her skeptical expression morphed into a smile as beautiful as the dreams in the night sky. She grabbed him by the shoulders and kissed him quickly.

  Jacob stared at her. Then he grinned. It seemed the only appropriate response.

  “Get your parachute. I’ll get your ‘jolly boat’ ready.” She started shouting her gibberish again, all signs of her affection gone.

  Jacob ran below to grab his net and parachute. Back on deck, he climbed into the lifeboat. Captain Quinn watched, smiling as they lowered him into the rolling clouds.

  He saluted. “See you on the ground, Captain.”

  She saluted back. “See you land-side, Doctor.”

  He grabbed his oars and pulled toward the green bobbing orb in the distance.

  The Cloudscuttler turned sideways, sailing away at a good clip.

  Cerberus’ Nightmare turned as well. By the time they were back on track, however, the Cloudscuttler had turned again, zig-zagging and gaining hand over fist.

  Jacob smiled. “’Atta girl.”

  He glanced over his shoulder at the dream. It was circling back toward him.

  “Thank God!”

  He snatched his net and scooped up the glowing ball. He stood and buttoned the orb in his fanny pack. Finally. He could deliver his prize—and fill his pantry again.

  He gave the retreating ships one last glance before closing his eyes, spreading his arms, and falling backward into the mist.

 
  




  
  






The Transformation




Joshua A. Smith

  
  “Come now. You cannot be serious.”

  “Oh, but I am. Your colleagues speak most highly of your collection, professor. I’m certain that a few quotes and some pictures would do wonders for my book.”

  The old man eyed his visitor. She was pretty and young, with a hint of some exotic heritage in her bright turquoise eyes. Such a woman was quite a rarity in his study these days. He stood up.

  “These are my most prized specimens.”

  A discernible tremor shook the professor’s usually steady voice. He undid a latch on the tall, wooden cabinet and extracted from within a flat viewing case about eighteen inches wide. Similar cases hung from every available bit of wall in the small study. Each was filled with various species of insects, neatly pinned and labeled with cards that gave their scientific name and the date and region where they had been collected. Beetles, moths, butterflies, ants, and a thousand other creatures seemed to watch as their collector set his masterpieces upon his desk.

  “Iphiclides podalirinus, from Tibet. Nymphaliidae specimens from Ecuador, Peru, and Mexico.” The professor indicated each specimen with a careful tap of his long, bony finger against the protective glass.

  “Most exquisite,” commented his visitor. Her voice was quiet, almost contemplative. She flicked her gaze from the case to its possessor. “Did you collect them yourself?”

  “In my younger days.” The professor sighed gently and stroked the case. “I am afraid that I do not get to travel as much as I used to. And yet.”

  “Yes?”

  The professor’s eyes gleamed, and a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Here. I found this one only a month ago.”

  He pointed to an addition near the center of the case. The label indicated that it had indeed been placed only a few weeks prior. The space for the name, however, was left blank.

  The palm-sized specimen itself looked misshapen at first glance. The right side bore the shimmering blue wings of a butterfly of exquisite beauty. The left was a perfect imitation of an orchid whose blue color exactly matched the dominant hue of the wings. Between the two sides, the insect was twisted and contorted in the connection of these two divergent forms.

  The professor’s visitor gave a faint gasp. “Is it real?”

  “Incredibly real.”

  “What is it?”

  He shook his head. “I do not know. I chanced to see it during an early morning walk. At first I thought I must have been mistaken, but then I actually saw it change from flower to butterfly and back again.”

  “How did you capture it?”

  The professor’s smile widened and he gave a little chuckle. “I waited until it was in the middle of a change, so that it could not fly away. Then I reached out and–”

  He threw out his hand and tapped his visitor on her cheek with startling swiftness. She gave a little cry of surprise.

  “ –Just like that. Stuck it with a pin. I daresay I’ve still got some of my old skill, eh?”

  “I must agree,” she answered. Her tone was mild, but her blue eyes flashed as she massaged her cheek. She nodded toward the tag underneath. “No name?”

  He shrugged. “I must confess that I am a bit uncertain how to proceed. It is absolutely a new species, and I shall indeed have the honor of naming it. And yet, how am I to show it to my colleagues? Any of them might claim that I merely glued a bit of flower to a bit of bug. They would need to inspect it, and I am certain the specimen would not survive the examination.”

  “Perhaps you should have captured it alive.”

  There was a bit of edge to the statement. If the professor heard it, however, he gave no sign.

  “No, no. I had to make certain it could not escape. Still…”

  He sighed heavily, sinking into the cushioned chair behind the desk. He gazed at the creature. A disappointed frown wrinkled his brow.

  “So much unknown. Was it a form of camouflage? An ambush, like a predator? Was it limited to the orchid, or could it have changed into something else?”

  “Imagine what more of them might change into if they worked together.”

  “An intriguing idea. But where could I find more?”

  The professor’s question was met with cold silence. He turned to face his visitor.

  He gave a short, choked yell. The entire form of the woman, from her beautiful face to her flattering clothes, had broken into fragments. The pieces hung in the air for a heartbeat before they changed into a swarm of palm-sized butterflies with wings of the most beautiful turquoise blue.

  The professor snapped up to his feet. The swarm surrounded him in an instant, flying thick and fast. He swatted at them, but they dodged his frantic blows.

  The professor’s eyes danced over the horde of fantastic creatures swirling about him. His face was flushed, his jaw slack. The edges of his mouth alternated between a childlike grin and a terrified grimace.

  A portion of the swarm gathered to the professor’s left. They writhed and twisted together into the form of a face. Something predatory, yet shifting and indistinct, opened its maw to reveal sharp fangs larger than the professor’s head.

  The face roared. The professor screamed.

  
  




  
  






Penumbra




Elizabeth Liberty Lewis

  
  
    There was a war.
  

  
    Is there a word for the wreck of a world? For a power that made a planet falter on its axis, a calamity that knocked civilization to its knees? A moment that made children stop believing the words of their lullabies?
  

  
    There was a war.
  

  
    Years ago.
  

  
    Not many. Not enough.
  

  

  The sun poured over the field like honey. Maxen stopped in the middle of the path to drink in every sticky-sweet drop. Salt crackled on the back of his neck. The others were far ahead, their laughter bouncing back to him.

  There wasn’t much light left. An hour. Maybe two.

  Leith knocked into him from behind. “Paths are for walking, runt.”

  Maxen pretended not to hear, but his cheeks flamed. His oldest brother was often angry—if not at him, at nothing at all.

  He dug his toes into the dirt and watched Leith walk away.

  Leith had been born during the war, Mama said. He’d seen bad things and was always remembering them.

  But Maxen hadn’t been there. He hadn’t seen it.

  He didn’t understand.

  

  
    The last battle was fought in a field. A path winds through it now, scattered with flowers and small, dusty footprints. Beneath it are blades and shields. Bones and skulls. Not far away, a river flows, its bed a muddy ossuary.
  

  
    The land is a graveyard. In caves below its surface, salt forms, like tears drying on skin.
  

  
    The river vanishes there, under the graveyard, carrying secrets away with it.
  

  

  When Maxen caught up, light was already fading from the hollow, climbing up the trunk of the old oak, leaving the river in shadow. Leith skipped rocks at the riverbank while Ellis swung a spear shaft at the grasses. Remy swung upside-down from a tree branch, his blond hair tangled with sunlight.

  They’d made the hollow their secret—the four of them. Not even little Remy breathed a word of it. Mama didn’t know where her boys disappeared to, only that they always came home smeared with river mud, pockets bulging with acorns and snail shells.

  But not as often as they used to. A fishhook ache tugged under Maxen’s ribs. He was almost eleven now, Leith nearly thirteen. They never had much time to spend here.

  Not anymore.

  

  
    Before the war, a thing was made. A weapon. A tool.
  

  
    The more it devoured, the stronger it grew. It passed from hand to hand, felling armies, leveling cities, draining seas.
  

  
    The last time it awoke, it blotted out the sun.
  

  

  Maxen kicked a skull down the hill.

  He should be playing. He’d earned it—he’d been carrying buckets of salt all day. And this was the last summer before Leith went into the mines. The days were already shorter, the nights colder.

  Things were changing.

  “Hey.” Leith looked up. “Maxen.”

  Maxen scrambled down the bank—carefully. The current was slow, but you didn’t drop anything in the river that you wanted back. It had flooded again, baring a dozen new treasures—teeth and finger bones, broken blades, and spearheads.

  Leith handed him a stone, a really good one, with a hollow for his thumb.

  An apology.

  He threw; it skipped twice and slipped under the water. Leith wasn’t even looking.

  Maxen stared at the rocks between his feet. Maybe this happened when you were twelve. Maybe you started feeling the shadow of the mines on your shoulders.

  Something sparkled in the mud under Maxen’s toes—a bit of salt, maybe. He dug it out.

  The sunlight drained away.

  

  
    The weapon was lost for a time.
  

  
    It was lost in an unimportant country, in a field with a river nearby.
  

  

  Maxen looked up. He felt—strange. His skin tingled, as if he’d surfaced from cold water. The cloudless sky had darkened to indigo. Far above, the sun was a black speck. The meadow prickled with silence.

  What was happening?

  “Maxen?” Leith sounded far away. “Your—your eyes…”

  Maxen leaned over the water. In the reflection, golden light blazed beneath his eyelids.

  Something pulsed inside him, alongside his blood. His fingers crackled with static.

  He could do anything. Anything.

  “Look.” He rubbed the thing in his hand, pushing back the dirt with his thumb. “I found something.” His voice echoed, the whole world a cavern.

  Ellis raced to the top of the ridge, Remy just behind him, their faces ugly in the sick, eerie light.

  “Leith?” Remy’s voice shook like a grass stem. “What’s the sun doing?”

  Maxen uncurled his fingers. A crystal sat in his palm. Sunlight-pure. Mineshaft-dark.

  “That’s…” Leith whispered, almost to himself. “That’s the power. The one that was lost.”

  “We’ll never go hungry.” Triumph rushed through him. Wisps of light leaked out with his breath. “We won’t have to go to the mines!”

  Remy burst into tears.

  “Remy.” Maxen turned on him. “Remy!”

  The ground rumbled. Remy and Ellis screamed in unison.

  “Stop!”

  Maxen started at Leith’s shout. His fingers clenched on the crystal. “But—”

  Leith didn’t move. “I remember the war.” He pointed at the bones. “I remember what did that.”

  Maxen clenched his fists. His cheeks burned. “You—”

  “No.” Leith’s throat spasmed as he swallowed. His voice came out choked. “Throw it in the river.”

  What? Maxen stood frozen in disbelief. They had a chance, a chance to change everything. Who wouldn’t want that?

  He didn’t understand. He would never understand.

  He hadn’t been there.

  “Throw it away, runt!” Leith snapped.

  The moment trickled away. The hollow held its breath.

  Maxen’s shoulders slumped. He pulled back and threw.

  The crystal vanished under the water.

  Light flooded back into the sky. The power rushed away, leaving weakness, fragile as shell. He stumbled. “I’m—sorry. I thought—”

  “It’s all right.” Leith pulled him close, buried his face in Maxen’s hair. They trembled against the cold wind. “It’s over.”

  

  
    The river fell deep beneath the earth. The crystal fell with it, into the perfect darkness, and vanished there, carrying its secrets away with it.
  

  




  
  






Potts & Pumpkins




Hannah Carter

  
  “Coppelia Potts, Nightmare Hunter.” Coppelia extended her business card, which proudly proclaimed her name and profession. “You called about a little… pumpkin infestation?”

  The farmer’s daughter examined the card and nodded.

  “I’m Abby. Where’s your brother? Shouldn’t he be here?”

  “Wolfgang’s sick, so I’m going solo today.” Coppelia pulled her bright orange hair into a ponytail—the first step to solving a case. “Why don’t you take me to where the incident happened?”

  “Come on. We’ll go out the window because it’s closer, and that’s where I was sitting when I saw it.” Abby shoved open her bay window, clambered outside, and motioned for Coppelia to follow her. “It happened last night,” Abby began. “It was a full moon, so I saw everything.”

  Coppelia landed on the soft ground and squinted at the rows of tilled fields. A scarecrow in a ratty plaid shirt loomed to the right, while the problematic pumpkins stretched out to Coppelia’s left. “And you say you saw… these gourds or whatever…” She strode over to one and slapped its large top. “… dancing in the moonlight?”

  Abby crossed her arms over her overalls and narrowed her eyes. “Does the nightmare hunter not believe me?”

  “Oh, I do.” Coppelia bobbed her head. “But I tend to assume that there’s a rational explanation for all nightmares. You know, things that kids are scared of at night make perfect sense in the day.”

  Abby scrunched up her freckled nose. “I’m not a kid. I’m almost ten—and how old are you? Twelve?”

  “Thirteen. And I’m a professional.” Coppelia tucked her hands behind her back. “I’m not doubting that you saw something, but pumpkins don’t just come to life on their own, especially not to dance. I mean, maybe I’d believe you if you heard somebody say ‘bibbidi-bobbidi-boo, off to the ball with you,’ but as it stands… Oh, no.”

  As if to prove her wrong, a carved jack-o’-lantern face rose up from its plot. It was attached to a body clothed completely in black, even down to gloved hands and chucks. A deep voice boomed from inside of the head. “Who dares mock the Pumpkin King?”

  Abby shrieked. “I told you! I told you! And nobody even said, ‘bibbidi-bobbidi-boo!’”

  The Pumpkin King tossed one of his subjects at them. Coppelia tackled Abby to the ground, and the pumpkin exploded next to them, splattering the girls with its guts.

  Coppelia shoved herself off the ground and wiped the innards off her t-shirt. “That’ll teach me to wear white after Labor Day,” she grumbled underneath her breath.

  The Pumpkin King danced around before picking up another, which he lobbed at Coppelia.

  She rolled to the side, popped up in a sprint, and charged at the Pumpkin King, arms spread.

  The figure gave a very un-kingly yelp and darted away. He stopped once to try and grab another pumpkin, but after a few unsuccessful heaves, he gave up and continued running.

  After a few paces, he tripped over a snaking vine. Coppelia vaulted over the tops of the last few squash like an Olympic competitor. At least that’s how she imagined it.

  “I’ve got you now!” she crowed.

  The creature kicked one of the pumpkins behind him, but his foot lodged inside the fruit, and he tottered and swung his arms as if to regain his balance.

  With a roar, Coppelia tackled him. They both tumbled down, and the pumpkin head cracked open and split wide enough for Coppelia to see…

  “Wait a second.” She disentangled her arms from around the Pumpkin King’s body. “You’re… you’re just a boy!”

  “No!” the boy cried. “I’m the Pumpkin—oh, no. You can see me?”

  Coppelia rapped her knuckles against his broken helmet. “Obviously. Why don’t you tell us just what this is all about, Pumpkin King?”

  Coppelia released the boy, who sighed as he sat up. “It was just a joke. Nobody got hurt.”

  “These poor pumpkins might disagree.” Coppelia swung her arms around to the mutilated field. “This isn’t a set where you can reenact hokey episodes of Goosebumps.”

  “Sorry,” the dethroned Pumpkin King grumbled. “I wanted to scare someone. But I didn’t mean any harm. It was just a prank.”

  Abby wiped her arm underneath her nose, but a seed still clung to the tip. “I’ll show you a prank.” She strode over and kicked the boy in the shins.

  The miscreant howled, and Coppelia chuckled. “Technically, that’s not a very good prank either, Abby.”

  Abby held up her fist to the boy. “Wanna see another?”

  Coppelia nudged Abby towards the house. “If you ask me, I think the best revenge would be to go back and get this boy’s parents. Why don’t you go get my cell phone and we’ll do that? I left it in your room.”

  Abby sneered at the boy as she marched away. She grumbled about pumpkins and full moons and wasted adventures all the way back to her window.

  Once the little girl was out of earshot, Coppelia whirled on the hooligan. “Did you catch the hobgoblin, Wolfgang?”

  “How come I’m always the one that gets beat up during our cases? First you, then Abby…” Her brother unlatched something invisible at his side—a charmed satchel, undetectable to the untrained eye, although Coppelia could see it shimmer if she stared hard enough. He withdrew a jar from his bag and held it up for her inspection.

  “Because you’re the younger brother, and therefore, the punching bag.” Coppelia tapped her finger against the glass, and the tangerine hobgoblin banged his tiny fists against the cage, chittering in his faerie language. “You’re under arrest, Mr. Hobgoblin, for wanton exposure of magic to humans by enchanting pumpkins to dance.” Coppelia slugged Wolfgang. “Good work. I think we can officially label the ‘Potts and Pumpkins’ case closed.”
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A Home for Nova




EDITORS' CHOICE AWARD WINNER

Hannah Carter

  
  Nova curled her legs up and tucked her toes underneath her nightgown. Damp tears rolled down her face as she sat on her bed in the dark. The curtains were drawn, and the mirror was covered up, as always, but even that couldn’t blot out the reminder of her differentness, especially after today’s latest incident.

  She sniffled. No family wanted a freak. No home had room for someone so weird.

  Nova’s ear twitched, her thoughts interrupted by whispers wafting up through the air vent.

  “The girl is an oddity,” Miss Daisy said. “I’m quite unsure why you would want her. She’s been here eight years and she scares away everyone. Besides, with this blasted fae war going on, we’ve got more orphans than we know what to do with. Certainly, you could find a more suitable child.”

  A deep, unfamiliar voice answered. “I enjoy a challenge.” The person almost sounded amused.

  “She’s—”

  “Miss Daisy, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to see the girl now.”

  Nova squeaked and darted below her covers. Her heart hammered as she squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe if she could just disappear into the linens. Maybe if she could just fade away, like a moonbeam when a cloud snuffs out its light.

  Her body trembled as the footsteps approached.

  “I’d like to go in alone. I think the child might be more responsive that way,” the masculine voice said.

  “But—”

  “I’ll see you downstairs.”

  Miss Daisy spluttered out a few more warnings before she retreated. Nova clenched the thin sheets tighter and willed her visitor to vanish.

  “Knock, knock.” The man rapped once on the door as he announced his presence. The door creaked open. “Oh, dear. Is no one home?”

  No one could see her in the dark. No lamp, no moon, no reflection. Nova had to be safe. He would leave soon.

  The bed shifted as the man sat down on the edge. “Don’t tell Miss Daisy, but I smuggled in some contraband. Maple syrup bites.”

  Nova heard a soft crackling. “Mm. Delicious.” His words slurred slightly. “And I’ve got a few out here to share with a certain someone if she’d come out of the covers.”

  Nova squeaked, which only made the stranger chuckle. “Ah, so she is there, quiet as a mouse.” He adjusted his weight. “Come out, little mouse. I don’t bite, even if it looks like I do.”

  She lowered the covers to her nose. A dark cloak disguised his features, even to Nova’s keen eyes.

  “Now, if you’ll offer your name, I’ll give you a sweet.”

  “N—Nova.”

  “What a pretty name.” He held out his hand. Nova snatched up the treat and stuffed it in her mouth. “My name is Aster. Now… why are you locked up here in the attic?”

  Nova’s words were garbled as she chewed. “No one wants to room with me. They’re all scared.”

  Aster clucked his tongue. “Oh, dear.” He tucked his hands back into his mantle. “That’s a shame. I took you for a rather nice girl.”

  Nova finally swallowed and nodded. “I try to be.”

  “I thought so. Say…” He leaned in close. “What happened to your ear?”

  Nova reached up for the bandage that covered the tip. “In sewing class today, Melota snipped off the top with her shears. Said she was trying to make me normal, because I’m a freak.”

  “Well, that’s just awful. Why don’t you let me check your injury? I just need some light to see.” Aster stood up and strode over to the dingy gray curtains.

  As he grasped both ends, she lunged out of bed and fell flat on her stomach. “No! Don’t open that!”

  “Don’t fear the moonlight, little mouse. Its beauty reveals your own.”

  Nova cried and stretched forward her hand to stop him, but it was too late. Aster parted the curtains, and the full moon shattered the dark.

  Nova wailed and threw her arms across her face.

  “Little mouse, look.” Aster pried her arms away. “Don’t be afraid anymore. You’re not a freak.”

  Nova whimpered, but curiosity overrode her fear. She opened her eyes.

  “See?” Aster’s cloak tumbled to the ground as he spread his arms wide. His amethyst skin shone brightly. Just like hers. His white hair also seemed to glow, while pinpricks of light, which resembled the stars themselves, shimmered across his face. “Or am I a freak as well?”

  Nova stared. Her large, black eyes, angular chin, pointed ears, and sharp nose—all of her unique features were mirrored on him.

  She pressed her four-fingered hand against his forearm but yanked away quickly, embarrassed by her own impudence. But it was true; he wasn’t a dream. Her lips quivered as she sucked in spasmodic breaths.

  “You are a moon elf, little mouse.” Aster smiled. “I’ve spent years tracking missing children after the fae kidnapped thousands at the beginning of this war. Still, you are the first I’ve found.” He reached out for her milky hair, the same shade as his own. “You are no freak, and you are wanted. You are the hope of our people’s future.  We’ll keep you safe and cherish you.”

  Tears filled her eyes. They twinkled like diamonds even as she wiped them away. “Really?”

  “Really.” Aster scooped her up and held her so that the moonlight could illuminate all of her, not a bit left darkened by shadows. Her skin radiated a dazzling purple, brighter than even the brightest celestial body in the night sky. “I’m here to take you home, beautiful Nova.”
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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.
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Havok will return


  
  Havok will return in Season Six…
“Casting Call”
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