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            FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

          

          A REALLY TALENTED GROUP
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      About thirty years ago, Kris and I decided that all the knowledge we had learned from our success at writing, plus the years of being publishers and editors, should be shared with newer writers coming in.

      And over the years, in different forms, we kept sharing what we were learning. From the early years of just doing talks at conventions to now our massive online school of classes for fiction writers.

      We never said to other writers that our way was the only way of doing things. We just talked about how we did it. And writers made up their own minds and worked their own ways. Some, the really driven ones, over the years became stunningly good fiction writers.

      Kris and I take no credit for anyone else’s success, any more than a directional sign on a road can claim credit for a car’s entire journey. Nope, we just sometimes say, “Go that way.” It is up to the writer to do the work and the practice and the learning.

      Being able to write top-quality fiction, as all the writers in this magazine have done, is a long journey.

      I have had the pleasure of watching and being around the early days of almost every writer in this issue. (Yes, I am that old.) I consider a lot of them friends and all are full professionals.

      I find myself very lucky to be able to buy their stories and put them in an issue for you all to read.

      And I know a lot of you have become fans of many of the writers in this magazine, mostly from their novels or their stories in the top genre magazines. Keep finding and buying their work. You will be in for some great reading.

      So, welcome to another packed issue of Pulphouse Fiction Magazine and the highest quality fiction I can find from some of the best writers working today. Hope you enjoy the read as much as I have enjoyed sharing these stories and great writers with you.

      

      
        
        —Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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        Acclaimed veteran fantasy and science fiction writer Lisa Silverthorne gives us a wonderful dragon story full of heart and nifty takes on classic fantasy tropes. Really fun.

        For a lot more about Lisa’s stories and her growing new Game of Lost Souls series, go to http://www.lisasilverthorne.com/
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        * * *

      

      Draven, a lesser emerald dragon, stared at the screaming woman tied to a post outside the rocky cave where he’d been sleeping.

      Another princess. He groaned. Too rich for him. Jewels and gold coins got stuck in his teeth. And virgins gave him reflux, especially loud, screeching princesses, but right now, he needed a virgin—some of her blood at any rate. To heal his wounds. They were severe and would take months to heal—if they healed.

      The scratch of a dragon’s claw across her left palm would tell him the truth. If it glowed, she was a virgin.

      He had to find out.

      Draven lifted his horned head, blowing ringlets of smoke into the cool spring breeze that swirled through the cave. How long had this rich, buttery princess roll-up on a stick (a favorite snack of most dragons) been out there? It hadn’t been there when he arrived a day and a night ago.

      Even from the depths of this dark cave, he’d smelled her lilac perfume and buttery human scent above the smell of cave moss and loamy soil, heard her piercing screams and wailing. Her screaming would have attracted every dragon within a hundred miles of this cave.

      Why hadn’t one flown down already and picked her off in a single gulp?

      Draven’s stomach twisted into a knot. He’d have to hurry and save her from herself. And maybe she’d help him. He rubbed his head with a leathery green paw. Her screams were giving him a migraine on top of his other injuries.

      A large company of knights had ambushed him near a creek, trying to kill him for his scales. To make armor. He defeated the knights, but one wing and leg were badly injured. And a broken sword was still wedged tightly beneath his scales. Barely able to fly, he’d found this cave, hoping to crawl into its dark depths and heal.

      A male voice rose above the screams. Draven froze. More humans! He was in no condition to fight anything.

      A white-haired man with a gold crown, purple cape draped over one shoulder of his polished silver armor, stood beside the post where the princess had been tied. About three hundred feet or so away from the cave. The king was flanked by dozens of armored knights that stood on the dirt path winding down the hill and in the grass. In front of the post stood a row of barefoot women in flowing white gowns, wreaths of flowers on their heads. Dressed just like the princess tied to the post, except she wore a silver crown. Tears ran down their faces as they glanced from the cave to the princess tied to the post. She was quiet now, brown hair whipping in the wind, tangling into the folds of her diaphanous white gown.

      “Here, you foul beast!” the white-haired king shouted, and kicked open the lid of a battered wooden trunk that had been set at his feet. “Here is your tribute. Gathered by Prince Genaro, betrothed to marry my only daughter. Who will never see her wedding day thanks to you. Now, leave our village in peace and may you burn in hell!”

      Jewels and gold coins glimmered in the wash of sunlight, the trunk almost overflowing.

      A young knight in shiny gold armor stepped up to the king’s elbow. A fringe of light brown hair peeked out from his helmet and framed his oval face and light green-gray eyes. A sword perched on his left hip. His face was thin, nose sculpted perfection, jawline strong, frame lean and lightly muscled. He kicked open a second chest of coins and jewelry.

      “And here is Princess Emelina’s bride price,” he said, his smooth, velvety voice tight with anger. He gritted his teeth. “Paid in tribute to a dragon instead of her family. We were to be married. Rot in hell, you monster!”

      Draven watched as the procession left the sobbing princess tied to the post and disappeared down the hillside path. He was relieved that they’d stopped lobbing princesses at the cave.

      Well, this was awkward.

      Draven unfurled his graceful, studded-emerald wings and stretched. The cool darkness soothed his aching wing, but the sword lodged under his burnished green scales throbbed. He’d tried to remove it but couldn’t. He couldn’t fly like this and he wanted no part of this tribute game the major and greater dragons played.

      Just a little virgin blood and he’d be on his way.

      He shifted his lean, leathery green body to the right in the dark cave, looking for the path out. He just missed knocking over a pile of broken skulls and bones. He turned left, squeezing around another pile of charred armor, but found only rock wall in his way.

      The only way out was up. He sighed. To the cave’s entrance. He had no choice but to go out that way. And get out of here before the huge dragon that had demanded tribute returned and killed him, too. But maybe, if he freed the princess, she’d reward him with a little blood to heal his wounds?

      Piles of rusted metal and bones were strewn everywhere inside and outside this cave. Draven struggled around them. With so much debris lying around, whatever dragon lived in this cave had dwelled here a long, long time.

      Draven had only seen one or two major dragons in his lifetime. Bright scales of polished silver, bright copper, or brilliant gold. With a massive wingspan, wings dotted with rows of graduated sharp spikes that outlined its wings and rose in jagged peaks along its spine. Spitting fire and ice—and magic. Could shift form. And take out a thousand or more knights at once.

      Uninjured, he could only fell about a hundred or so knights. He was young and lean with a lot of growing left to do (if his injuries healed). He stepped over another pile of rusted armor and stopped just short of the entrance.

      Something about this cave felt—off.

      Dragons marked their caves as a sign to other dragons. The symbol, two swirls with a line between them, meant “home” in the dragon language. They scratched through the symbol when they left. Draven hadn’t found any such mark inside or outside this cave.

      Besides, each dragon had its own sense of order, a place to eat, a bed of straw and cloth to sleep on, and a place for treasures, but this den lacked any structure. Everything seemed to be haphazardly strewn about. It was chaos!

      No dragon had slept here recently besides him. He’d have smelled their scent. So where was this dragon that had demanded tribute from the neighboring village? Most dragons didn’t bother humans—except the occasional raiding of their cattle or sheep. Dragons kept to themselves (like him), until stupid humans obsessed with their pointy sticks showed up to poke creatures ten times their size until they hit back. And then they cried about it until the entire countryside gathered to hunt it down and kill it.

      Draven winced, the princess’s wailing like claws against slate. He wouldn’t be here for that part of the fun.

      He put most of his weight on his right foot, the left one swollen and painful, its talons blunted. And knocked over a pile of rusting swords. One slid down a heap of charred, smashed armor and clanged against a blackened helmet. The helmet rolled over his left foot.

      He howled in pain, stumbling backward. He couldn’t fly. And he didn’t want to mete out some old-fashioned fairy tale justice. He just wanted to lie in the sun. But he was a big bad dragon, blamed for swallowing up dozens of virgin princesses and noble knights.

      But only in self-defense.

      Stupid humans. He’d have to fight his way off the hillside. It would be some time before he could fly.

      With a grunt, Draven swept his massive spiked tail across the cave’s rocky floor, pushing the bones and debris against the wall. Stacks of broken swords, skeletons, and bloodied armor skittered across the dirt and thundered against the cave walls.

      “Hmmm, wonder if I could recycle any of those?”

      Had to make room to fight when the steady stream of lanky, knock-kneed man-children stumbling over their bravado and swords came to save the virgin princess. That they tied to a post and left without even a goodbye.

      And he was tired of Princess Roll-up’s shrill, screaming harpy voice.

      He shuffled forward, but something blocked his path. Something rectangular and heavy. Draven reached out. Felt like a box or a chest of some kind.

      Tilting his head up, Draven breathed an arc of fire across the chamber. There in the dark glistened five iron chests. Filled with gold coins, jewels, gold bars, and all types of jewelry, even crowns.

      A fortune of riches! A major dragon’s hoarded treasure? Or something else. Where did all of it come from—and why was it in here?

      “Did you hear me, you horrid piece of luggage?” the princess’s squeaky, high voice penetrated his sinuses. “Just you wait until my brave betrothed prince storms up that path to kill you!” She bared her pearly white teeth. “I’ll mount your head on my throne room wall.”

      Time to leave. Before things got any worse.

      Draven stepped out of the cave’s darkness and into the warm sunlight.

      The brown-haired princess’s brown eyes bulged out as the wind fluttered through the folds of her white gown. Her mouth fell open and she let out the shrillest, sharpest screech he’d ever heard. The note almost pierced his eardrums.

      “By the gods! No! NO!”

      The knights in that castle below could probably hear her from the gates now. No wonder the village had been so eager to offer this one up as a sacrifice.

      The princess fought the ropes binding her to the post, eyes brimming with tears, mouth open wide, chin bobbing.

      “Help! Help, please!” she shouted. “This cave was empty! There weren’t any dragons—it was abandoned!”

      Footsteps crunched against rocks along the winding path that ran up the grassy hillside to the cave and down to a burbling creek below. From the creek, the hillside path weaved through the tall, wispy green grasslands to the gates of a stone castle.

      At the top of the path stood Prince Genaro, the knight that had brought the bride price.

      “My dear Emelina,” said the young man. He moved with cautious steps toward the post, his gaze flicking from Draven to the princess. “I’ve come to save you.”

      The look on the young man’s face was strange, puzzling. Draven watched him with interest because he made no move to draw his sword.

      “Genaro! Save me—please! Slay it!”

      “Who me?” Draven said, shrugging at the knight. “I didn’t demand a tribute. I was just here taking a nap.”

      “I assembled the tribute and the bride price just as you and your father asked.” Genaro shook his head. “Just as Prince Relan did in HighKeep. And Prince Philippe from the Narrows. It seems that all three of us have been betrothed to the same princess. Emelina. Who has apparently been eaten by at least three dragons so far.”

      “What?” Princess Emelina stared at him, her eyes wide. “You know uh…Relan and Philippe?”

      Genaro nodded. “That’s why I came here to court you, Emelina. And then the most horrid thing happened. Another dragon demanded a virgin and riches as tribute. Right here.” He pointed at the cave. “In this very cave. The same exact thing that happened to Relan and Philippe and others. So, I’ve waited, watching to see what would happen. Then this dragon appeared. Now, I’m confused.”

      Draven sighed. Time to speak up.

      He unfurled his wings in a show of force. Pain snaked down his right side as he rose on his haunches and blew a burst of flame down the crag’s dirt path.

      The prince dropped to his knees, shielding his face as brush caught fire, crackling with smoke. A seedling fell on its side, charred and smoking.

      The hilt under Draven’s scales dug into his flesh again and he winced, letting his wings droop against his spine. Trying his best to hide his injuries.

      “See why we must kill it,” the princess snapped. “And now, my hair’s going to be all frizzy, you big, stupid lizard! You’re going to be so sorry when Genaro kills you!”

      Draven turned toward the prince as he got to his feet, sword raised. “Look, I don’t know who’s playing whom here, but I know one thing for certain. I’m the only dragon to step out of this lair in a very long time. And I did not ask for tribute.”

      “A dragon with good grammar,” said Genaro. “I’m impressed.”

      “Slay him, Genaro!” Princess Emelina shouted. “Slay him now!”

      “She probably had people in the cave rattling bones and making noises to make you and the others think she was in danger,” said Draven. “Besides, dragons mark their caves with a symbol in the dragon language. This one bears no mark. Oh, and one more thing.”

      Draven moved toward the post. He lifted his right paw and ran a sharp talon across the princess’ left palm. Just hard enough to scratch.

      Emelina screamed. “What are you doing? Genaro! Slay it before it kills me!”

      Genaro watched as Draven stepped away from the post and pointed at the scratch on Emelina’s palm. He waited several moments.

      The scratch didn’t glow.

      “Afraid she isn’t a virgin either,” said Draven, turning back to Genaro. “You’ve been conned, prince.”

      “What?” Emelina’s face turned beet red. “That’s a lie! Genaro, please!”

      Genaro’s eyes darkened with anger as Draven cut the ropes binding the princess to the wooden post. She collapsed on the ground beside Genaro.

      “From the looks of that cave, you’ve played this game several times, haven’t you, princess,” said Draven.

      Genaro’s gray-green eyes burned with fury. He stormed past Draven and stepped into the cave. A short time later, he returned, shaking his head.

      “There’s enough gold and jewels in there to fill every kingdom’s treasury in a thousand miles,” said Genaro. “Thanks, dragon. You’ve saved a lot of treasuries. And a few hearts to boot.”

      The princess stomped her foot, arms crossed, glaring at Draven. “What? Why, I have never been so insulted in my entire life! You’ll take a despicable dragon’s word over mine?”

      The prince whistled and several knights rushed up the hill.

      “Take this—princess away. I’ll assemble delegations from HighKeep, the Narrows, and Stormlake Falls. We’ll discuss how to return this wealth.”

      A bloodcurdling screech echoed across the hillside, a huge shadow passing overhead. Fierce beat of wings.

      Draven looked up. A huge silver dragon soared overhead. A greater dragon! It swooped across the dirt path, shouting at Draven in dragon’s tongue.

      “Nice gathering of wealth, little dragon,” it said with a sharp hiss, circling the hillside. “You won’t mind if I take it for myself in exchange for not killing you.”

      Draven groaned. He was too weak to fight. And he couldn’t fly with an injured wing. Even on his best day, he was no match for a major dragon!

      “I’ll just snack on the humans while you decide.”

      A blast of icy air buffeted the hillside as the dragon swooped low. Its tail swept the hilltop, knocking Draven, Genaro, Emelina, and the knights to the ground.

      “Into the cave!” Draven shouted. “Hurry!”

      Everyone got to their feet and darted toward the cave. Draven waited until the last human was in front of him before he limped forward. When the dragon dived toward Genaro, Draven unleashed a fury of fiery breath at it.

      The dragon screeched, its left wing on fire. It puffed cold breath onto its wing until it extinguished the fire.

      “Why do you defend them?” the dragon shouted, enraged by Draven’s attack.

      “Because I’m tired of greed,” Draven yelled. “On both sides.”

      The major dragon circled the hilltop again, dropping down in front of the cave’s entrance.

      Draven stretched his wings as wide as he could, the pain excruciating, and blocked the major dragon’s path.

      “When I engage him,” Draven said to the humans behind him, “all of you run down the path. I can’t save your riches, but I can get you safely down the hillside.”

      “That massive dragon will kill you,” said Genaro, shaking his head. “Why are you—?”

      “Go!” Draven shouted.

      Draven lifted his emerald snout and spat a huge fireball at the big dragon. It screeched, skittering backward as Genaro, Emelina, and the knights bolted out of the cave. Draven rushed forward and leaped at the major dragon, talons extended, and shot a stream of fire into the dragon’s face.

      They tumbled backward, rolling across the dirt and grass, screeching and shooting ice and fire.

      Draven collapsed, the major dragon standing over him.

      “Say goodnight, little dragon,” said the silver dragon, hissing a bolt of ice at Draven.

      He rolled left, the magic missing him as the major dragon rose up on its haunches and plunged its talons deep into Draven’s leathery hindquarters, slipping past scales. Gouging deep.

      Draven let out a cry of pain and kicked out, catching the major dragon’s snout as it freed its talons. Lifting them toward Draven’s throat.

      A hail of arrows hit the major dragon. It swung its tail, knocking away a handful of knights as Genaro leaped forward, sliding underneath. His blade sliced into the major dragon’s tail and it shrieked, flailing.

      Talons raised, the major dragon turned.

      A rush of wind and darkness swept across the hillside and slammed into the major dragon.

      Another major dragon! Its scales were polished onyx, spikes long and sharp, as it locked horns with the major dragon, both tumbling down the dirt path.

      “Dragon, this way,” said Genaro, tugging on his good wing.

      Prince Genaro and the knights helped Draven down the dirt path and into the scraggly forest below. Just over a rise, where the creek bend curved away toward a stand of evergreens, stood a small cave in the side of a grassy slope. Draven crawled into the cool, dark chamber, chest heaving, sticky black dragon’s blood oozing across wing and haunch.

      Genaro dropped down on Draven’s left side. “This wound is so deep,” said the prince as he pulled off his gloves. “I’ve got to stop the bleeding. I need bandages.”

      Draven nodded. It cut to the bone. A mortal blow. At least, he’d done one good thing in saving this prince and his knights. Maybe these humans would tell the story and not think that all dragons were evil.

      “This will work.”

      “Hey!” Emelina shouted as Genaro tore off a piece of her white gown.

      “You saved our lives back there,” said Genaro, pressing the cloth against the wound. “Why?”

      “You were no match for that dragon.” His chest was heavy. Getting hard to breathe. “It—wasn’t a fair fight.”

      Genaro yelped, pulling his hand back.

      “Those talons are sharp,” Genaro muttered, holding his left hand.

      The prince’s face turned red as his left palm began to glow. He stared at Draven.

      Draven motioned toward him. “Just a little bit of your blood can heal me.”

      At last, Genaro nodded. He ran his palm across the sharp talon. Hard. Wincing, as blood ran down his wrist. He reached out and pressed his bloody hand to the jagged wound in Draven’s hindquarters.

      Pale gold light traveled down the stream of blood, encircling his wrist and running across Draven’s emerald scales. Settling into the wound. In moments, the gold light encased his entire body from talons to wing tips, a soft thrumming sound reverberating in Draven’s ears.

      His fire magic began to pulse and hum, building into a bright burst of magic that exploded through the cave. And everything went dark.

      After a few moments, someone lit a torch.

      “By the gods! What happened?” one of the knights shouted.

      Draven felt strange, his body still humming with magic. He felt…smaller somehow. Different.

      He sat up. Staring at Genaro. Eye to eye.

      “You’re human!” Genaro shouted.

      Draven looked at his soft, fleshy hands and arms. He reached up and felt thick bushy hair on his head. At his ears. That burst of healing had boosted his own fire magic, teaching him to shift form. Something only mature dragons could do.

      Genaro grinned at him, extending his hand. Draven reached out and shook it.

      “Dragons can shift form,” said Draven. “I hadn’t expected to learn that until I was at least a hundred.” The distant screech of a dragon made Draven freeze. “Your blood healed me, but I’m still no match for a major dragon.” He chuckled. “Or two. We’d better wait until they’ve fought it out and gone. Then you can salvage anything that’s left for your other Keeps.”

      Genaro nodded. “Y’know, Emelina isn’t the only princess playing the virgin game out there. Giving dragons a bad name and all. With your newfound form, you’d be a big help taking the others down. And a great bodyguard for a prince. Interested?”

      Draven smiled. “I am. And by the way, I wouldn’t have eaten that princess or any other human. I don’t eat meat.”

      Genaro’s mouth fell open. “A vegetarian dragon?”

      “A virgin prince?” Draven replied.

      “Okay, you win,” said Genaro, still blushing.

      Draven leaned back against the wall, watching Genaro and the other humans with newfound interest. He liked this new game much better than the other one.
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        * * *

      

      The good life was spending your vacation in the Bahamas in February when the rest of the northern United States was in the middle of what the weatherheads were calling an Arctic Flurry. Blizzards and temperatures below zero across the Great Plains, upper Midwest, and the East Coast. Even the southern states and California could feel the freak weather. Temperature near freezing and heavy rains in Florida. California, Benjamin’s home state, had the freezing temperatures, what a rarity that was, in LA.

      Instead, Benjamin had his feet in the sand, splaying his toes and grinding his heels deeper into the sand out of pure giddiness. He was a child again, playing in a sandbox. But instead of sand and dirt inside of a tractor tire in his parents’ backyard (born and raised in Wisconsin—he wasn’t a California native) when he was six years old, Benjamin had a stretch of beach sand all to himself. The sand was gold and silky, running smooth between his fingers when he picked up clumps of it. It was the most beautiful sand in the world and he wanted a ton of it sent to his home in the Hollywood Hills.

      He could dream, couldn’t he? He knew it would be expensive, but it didn’t stop him from dreaming. After all, when your production company had the top three rated shows on the streaming service, PicFlex, you can afford to dream big. He might decide to ship sand to himself, he might not. That’s the beauty of dreaming—he could afford to.

      Here he was, in the Bahamas, under a clear blue sky, the kind of blue you dreamed about with fancy names like azure and cerulean. The deep blue made him teary-eyed. The blue-green ocean stretched to the horizon as placid as a sheet of blue-green Jello. Yes, Jello. Benjamin saw the ocean wiggle. There were no huge waves rolling in and crashing against the beach like on the US West Coast. Yet the ocean here rippled, calm and collected. If he stared at the horizon, where the cerulean sky met the blue-green sea, he’d get the sense the ocean was wiggling. Like Jello.

      He’d been on this private beach for two full days playing in the sand. This sand wasn’t as good for making sandcastles like the Midwest sand in the old tractor wheel of his childhood. Not all sand was the same. But here he found the secret was keeping the sand wet and the art he created retained their shape. He also used a spray bottle to keep the older structures intact, but he understood it was only a matter of time before the sand dried and loosened, and entire structures would slide and collapse. Dreams made of sand never lasted.

      The sand coated his knees and his shins, which he didn’t bother brushing off when he stood. The sand was cool on his skin underneath the warm sun. The afternoon was hot, the temperature somewhere around the mid-eighties. His skin was golden after two full days playing on this beach. It was the best tan he’d ever had. His gut hung over the waistband of his swim trunks and he slapped it with his hands, leaving sandy hand prints on his skin and in his belly hair. He had the option to go nude on this private vacation island, but he was too modest to take it that far.

      The air smelled sweet and salty, a combination he marveled at. A breeze came off the ocean tousling his hair and wiping the light sweat from his brow.

      With the ocean caressing the shore not more than thirty feet away with a light swishing sound, he surveyed what he had created in the sand. There were two sandcastles with turrets, and one of them had a moat of the blue-green ocean. A conglomeration of skyscrapers to rival LA and New York City, and a little Titanic with an iceberg just off the bow. In the middle of all that was a mountain (the first thing he had created), a huge mound of sand with a sculpted face of his late wife, Monica, who had died from ovarian cancer five years earlier. He liked to think he’d captured both the shape of her face perfectly and look on her face when she was sleeping.

      “Sleep in peace, love,” he said to her.

      He was glad to have her there with him, in some form, instead of the usual ghost that hung around his memories, thoughts, and dreams. The image of her shaped in the sand, while never permanent, had given her substance for now. He gave thanks for that, gratitude aimed at the sand, the ocean, and the universe at large.

      He bent over to gather up the plastic cups and pails of different sizes and in array of colors, gathered up the little plastic shovels and scoops. He shoved it all in his canvas tote bag, a vintage sort of thing with an image of the old cartoon cat, Garfield, talking about lasagna.

      He rented this island, with its beautiful sandy beach and its luxurious bungalow because he wanted the privacy. He wanted to be alone. After working long days with endless phone calls and meetings, getting production set up for multiple projects was daunting and it had wrung him out.

      Sometimes he wished he had done more on the creative side of things instead of the business. Because running a production company was more business than creative. The ones who created the television shows and movies, they were the creative ones. Benjamin only approved their creations and found ways to finance them.

      Plus there was the part of the business, the business of talking to people. Sometimes he felt like a Chatty Cathy doll, his string being pulled and he continued to talk and he couldn’t stop because there was always someone pulling on his string.

      There had been a lot of noise in his life. Too many voices calling for his attention. He just wanted a break from it all. Alone time on his very own island for five nights would do the trick. He’d recharge like a smartphone. And he could be creative his own self, like building things in the sand.

      At nights, in his bungalow, he wrote ideas on paper, plots and ideas for series or movies. Focusing on ideas instead of numbers was just as much a vacation as the island away from everything.

      He had found it was easy leaving everything behind for five days. His company, Starling Productions, had good people working for it. He’d put his trust in Addison and Antonio, knowing full well they could handle anything the biz would throw at them.

      He didn’t even bring his smartphone as he’d expected not to get cell phone service, let alone 5G, but the place had wi-fi. He had had an old-fashioned notion the Bahamas were in the middle of nowhere, but he had been wrong. This little island was top shelf and high class. The rich rented this island and they certainly would want the Internet and cell service. Benjamin felt foolish for believing this would be an ordinary, workingman’s vacation like he’d gone ice fishing in Minnesota.

      This was Benjamin being privileged. He had the means and money to have this vacation while other people couldn’t pay their medical bills.

      Now that he was on the island, he felt like a glutton. He certainly felt privileged. How did he deserve such extravagance? True, he had worked hard for his production company, worked hard for his money, so he had certainly earned it.

      And he knew he should give himself a pat on the back, but that lacked feeling. He actually felt embarrassed about his wealth. Benjamin Starling, the son of a dairy farmer in Midwest America. He had been raised blue collar and now the sky was the limit, he was as fancy blue as azure and cerulean.

      He pulled the Garfield tote bag over his shoulder and before he turned back to the bungalow, he took one last look at the ocean.

      A sliver of light on the ocean caught his eye. It was a reflection of sunlight off of metal or glass. He spied a raft out there in the ocean, maybe a hundred yards out, but Benjamin wasn’t good at judging distances, let alone anything spatial. Eyes bigger than his stomach, that’s what he had.

      But there was definitely a raft out there. He had to squint from the sunlight on the water and there were two people on a raft made of sheet metal with something on the underside to keep it afloat. A raft. The two people were hunkered down, almost flat against the raft. They didn’t wave and Benjamin had no indication they were in trouble or trying to get his attention.

      Then he saw the two rafters put poles in the water and used them like oars to pull them closer to the island.

      He felt intruded upon, his private getaway would probably be interrupted by emergency responders and strangers in his space. In the next instant, he felt guilty thinking that way. Yes, he liked his space and his alone time. Yet, here might be a couple people in dire straits and in need of rescue. And all he was concerned about was an interruption in his vacation, one he was privileged to have.

      He stood where he was on the beach, unable to turn back to the bungalow. Dread and guilt fighting for dominance inside him. He knew the right thing to do. The right thing to do was to help them, even if they were strangers. Who knew who they were? Victims of a shipwreck? Maybe a plane crash?

      He shielded his eyes from the sun with one hand to his brow as if saluting the ocean. That relieved some of the sun glare. The two people on the raft, now closer, were easier to see. Two men dressed in overalls that looked baggy as if they were two sizes too big.

      They were probably thirsty and hungry. They needed protection from the sun and they needed shelter. Benjamin knew this. They needed it more than his need to get away from it all.

      He slid the tote bag from his shoulder, letting it drop to the sand, the plastic tools lightly rattling. He walked towards the water, the sand sticking between his toes (and he smiled at the sensation). The water was rolling across the sand onto the shore and when he reached the wet portion, his feet sank and the water washed the sand from the tops of his feet. Then the water rolled in again, flowing around his ankles, a cool sensation under the warm sun.

      The men on that piece of sheet metal were closer to the shore now and Benjamin walked farther into the surf, the water climbing up beyond his knees. The poles he assumed they had were actually wood boards. One person rowed enthusiastically, or maybe urgently, to get them to the shore. The other person looked weak, lying flat on the metal, making a weak attempt to help row.

      Now that they were closer he saw they were actually wearing strange-looking jumpsuits. The man rowing had one fuzzy ball on his chest. Their sleeves were in tatters, exposing their forearms to the sun. The one lying low had ruffles around his neck.

      They could see Benjamin in the surf and they didn’t shout anything as they rowed right for him. The surf now was up to Benjamin’s waist and he waved his hands at the men. When they were close enough and he could see their eyes, they were wide, red-rimmed, and Benjamin had a sinking feeling in his gut because the those eyes looked kind of crazed.

      “Do you need help?” Benjamin asked, thinking it was a stupid thing to say.

      The healthy one of the two continued to row. The closer one raised up and balanced on his knees, the board in his hands. The front of his jumpsuit was streaked with red. It looked like blood and he wondered if they were injured.

      “I’m here to help,” Benjamin said, a wave nearly knocking him over.

      He stumbled and looked down, bracing himself in the sand under the water. When he looked up the two strangers on the sheet metal raft were upon him. The one on his knees swung the board and struck Benjamin across the head.

      He collapsed in the water, a bright white light exploding behind his closed eyes. The top of his head hurt and he felt dizzy. There was blood in the blue-green water—his own—floating like a thick, red spiderweb.

      Water flooded his mouth and nose, and he coughed and choked. His feet lifted off the sandy bottom and his first instinct was to swim to shore, get away from the two strangers. For a second, he hated himself for being a fool.

      The two men were upon him again. This time both of them had been rowing rapidly with their boards and they were right next to him. One of them used his board to strike him on the back.

      Benjamin howled and more water filled his mouth. His hands and feet brushed the sand under the water. When he got his feet underneath him, he attempted to stand again, but before he could turn around he was struck in the back of the head.

      He fell face first into the water and blacked out.

      He came to a moment later, coughing up water. The two strangers were dragging him ashore, their arms hooked around his, their hands high up in his armpits. He felt his toes drag along the sand. He saw his sand creations (thinking of the face of his late wife) and instead of panic, wondered if he’d be joining her shortly wherever she was.

      “Don’t hurt me,” he said. “I was only trying to help you.”

      He hadn’t looked at their faces yet, only knew they were pulling him across the beach. His head ached and his mouth tasted like salt water. He wondered if he was bleeding from head wounds.

      They dropped him and he face-planted in the sand. The one on his left kicked him in his side and he jolted as if he was shocked with electricity. He rolled over and the world seemed to spin, so he closed his eyes.

      One of them finally spoke. “Don’t give up so easy, lass.”

      He opened his eyes to find the two men staring down at him and above was that beautiful blue sky and he longed to be alone under that cerulean blue again.

      He realized what the two men were wearing. They weren’t wearing baggy jumpsuits. What they were wearing were clown suits. Without makeup, probably washed off by the ocean. One suit still had one cotton ball button on the front. Both of their suits had remnants of ruffles. The suits were rather bland and not very colorful. They might have been baby blue but the color had faded and the suits were filthy, and wet. Not to mention the blood on the front of one the suits.

      Benjamin’s head ached as he lay on the cool sand, but he managed to utter in surprise, “You’re clowns.”

      The two men looked at each other and broke out in laughter. The man on Benjamin’s left (the one who had hit him with the board) was a redhead with stubble on his face and buzz cut on his head. He had an overbite and when he laughed, his two front teeth were prominent as if he were a half-man, half-beaver.

      The other man had the one poofy button in the center of his chest which he occasionally squeezed. His hair was almost cut to the scalp. And judging by the thicker black beard, his head might have been shaved at one point, before they had been stranded at sea. And the sun had burned his scalp and the side of his head. His skin peeled on the ear and nose.

      “I’m Red,” said the one with the red stubble. “This is Pee Wee.”

      Benjamin didn’t believe those were their real names. “What do you want? Take anything you want. Just don’t hurt me.”

      This time only Red laughed. And he said, “Too late for that. The hurting, that is.”

      “I only wanted to help you,” Benjamin said. “I thought you needed help. Where did you come from?”

      “Don’t get too curious, cat,” Red said. “This is a puny island. Your house looks nice.”

      “It’s a rental,” Benjamin said. “I don’t live here.”

      “You here all alone?”

      “Just me.”

      Red looked at the other man. “You believe him, Pee Wee?”

      “Eh, he might be telling the truth. I haven’s seen any movement from the house,” Pee Wee said.

      Benjamin wanted to sink into the sand. Maybe get buried under sand like how some kids would bury their father with just their head exposed. There was an innocence to that image running through his head and it had nothing to do with the reality of the situation. These two men would likely bury him alive.

      “You watch him, Pee Wee, and I’ll check out the house. Make sure he doesn’t move.”

      “I told you the house looked empty. I haven’t seen anything move over there. Why do you need to look? Let’s just take this dude to the house.”

      “One thing at a time,” Red said.

      The sun was hot against Benjamin’s face. The two men were having an argument and he thought about interrupting and assuring them he was the only one here on the island, but he didn’t want to be kicked again.

      When Red finally ran to the bungalow, Benjamin closed his eyes for a moment.

      He was alone on this island for three more days. Nobody would be coming for him until then. They might contact him in two days to finalize the departure from the island and he didn’t think these men would allow him to talk to anyone. He was a victim of their every whim.

      The bungalow did have a satphone to communicate with the resort and for emergencies. He would love to use it to call for help without the clowns around. It was on the kitchen counter, plainly in view. He didn’t think he could get to it before they did.

      He lay in the sand, baking under the hot sun. Sweat ran down his temples and pooled into his ears. That tickled and he shook his head. If Pee Wee noticed, he gave no indication.

      His scalp itched with sweat and he had a sore spot at the top of his head. He raised a hand and touched the spot where the board had hit him. When he lowered his hand to his eyes, he saw blood on his fingertips.

      “I didn’t tell you to move,” Pee Wee said. “Put your arm down like you had it.”

      “You and your friend hungry and thirsty? There’s plenty of food and water inside,” Benjamin said. He meant it as a friendly gesture, not one out of fear, or at least that’s what he told himself. Maybe sustenance would balance their minds.

      “Shut up,” Pee Wee said.

      He couldn’t let go of the curiosity about them dressed in weathered clown suits. He wanted to ask them where they’d come from and why the clown suits, but he didn’t dare.

      Oddly, his curiosity was as great as the fear for his life. It was a combination of feelings he’d never had before. It was interesting. And disquieting. Inside his head, he was trying to figure out a way to live, to shelter and shutter himself away from these two men. While at the same time, his imagination was running wild as to why somebody would be at sea dressed in a clown suit. Benjamin imagined a circus ship full of performers and animals and tents and the circus accouterments on their way around the world performing for audiences. However, he was not aware of any such circus that traveled by ship.

      Then there was the question as to what had happened. Did their ship sink? What about the rest of their circus troupe—were they not concerned about them? What about the blood on Red’s suit?

      It was likely they were not part of a circus at all. More than likely they were criminals. Which still begged the question, where did they get the clown suits?

      He looked at Pee Wee’s feet. His pant legs had been ripped as if there were more to the jumpsuit, like footsies. The right pant leg ran higher than the left. And his shins were sunburned and blistered. The tops of his feet were red and as Pee Wee stood there he curled his toes in the sand, squeezing sand oozing between his toes. Looked like the fellow was enjoying it. Again, Benjamin wondered how long they had been out there.

      He thought of his wife, Monica, whenever the fear of dying overtook the curiosity. She had been the fearless one, and not just because she had battled with cancer for two years and refused to let it keep her down for long. She had been fearless for the simple fact she didn’t let it get in the way. She acknowledged the fear and why she felt it. Then she planned to move around it. He saw her move around that fear in her career as a brain surgeon, and when she’d taken up parachuting early in their relationship. Fear wasn’t an obstacle. It was a piece of furniture and she moved around it.

      When he asked her once how she did it, she said curiosity never killed anyone, but fear did.

      Benjamin recognized a flippant answer when he heard one and when he pressed her more, she said the best way to get by fear is quiet the mind, calm yourself, and use your imagination to see how to get around that fear.

      On his back in the sand of that beach, Benjamin had a hard time imagining a way around this fear. The only thing he had was his curiosity and the memory of Monica.

      From the bungalow he heard Red whoop and holler. Something crashed and he called Pee Wee and the “beached whale” to come on in.

      “Get up,” Pee Wee said.

      Benjamin was pleased the man let him climb to his feet on his own.

      The bungalow was only a thousand square feet with one bedroom, fully stocked kitchen, fireplace, and a veranda. Out in front of the place there was the dock where the resort company had dropped him off by water taxi. It was a small island, the footprint of a convenience store, including the parking lot and fuel pumps.

      They walked across the veranda, the wood creaking under their feet, and through the open glass door. The place was a mess and Red had only been inside for five minutes. He had gone through the cupboards, piling the contents on the counter and, in some instances, dumping them on the tiled floor. The refrigerator door was open, exposing the bottles of Modelo inside. He had thrown the leather sofa pillows around, overturned the coffee table and smashed a lamp against a wall.

      There was an empty Modelo bottle near the sink and Benjamin hadn’t been the one to drink it.

      He nearly tripped over a horizontal leg of the coffee table when Pee Wee pushed him onto the leather sofa, where he went sprawling into the cool genuine burgundy leather. The ceiling fan was on, the air wafting across his bare shoulders. He had gotten sand on the sofa and he saw some blood from his head wound. When he looked closer, he found some of his sandy hair sticking to it. He felt nauseous and wondered if he had a concussion.

      The two fake clowns had the contents of the fridge piled on the granite center island, eating with their hands from the Tupperware of barbecued ribs he had made on the grill the night before. They used their hands to dig up clumps of potato salad and smeared it on their faces as they ate. They belched and Benjamin hoped they would throw up from eating so fast and on such empty stomachs.

      They had left the glass door open and an ocean breezed came through. The sweet ocean smell cut the body odor of the two men and for that Benjamin was thankful. The curtains billowed some in the breeze and instead of looking at the two men gorging themselves on his food and drink, he looked at the palm trees outside, the fronds bristling in the breeze.

      After they got their fill, which didn’t take long, the two clowns each took a bottle of Modelo and a bag of sweet potato chips and came into the living room with bounce in their steps. Red also carried the satphone that had been on the kitchen counter. Red raised his leg and used his foot to push the coffee table back down on all four legs. The legs landed on the tile with a bang. Benjamin winced.

      They placed their food and drink on the table and sat on the couch, on each side of Benjamin. Their suits were still wet.

      Red, his jaw working and crunching on a chip, paused, and said, “You don’t have a way off this island. Expecting someone to pick you up?”

      “That’s right,” he said, but he didn’t want to offer up when they’d be coming.

      “We have people to call,” Red said, tapping the bottom of the satphone on the coffee table.

      “The rest of your circus troop,” Benjamin said. He couldn’t help himself. He wanted to feel brave and being sarcastic was one way to cultivate that.

      It was good idea, until Red backhanded him across the face. The slap cracked like a whip inside the bungalow and his head snapped to the side so he was staring at Pee Wee. The look on that man’s face was empathetic one, as if he didn’t approve of Red’s tactics, but it quickly vanished into a fake-looking grin as Red started to laugh.

      “We’re the entertainers around here, lass. Don’t try to be funny,” Red said.

      Benjamin’s cheek buzzed from the slap.

      “Who we gonna call?” Red asked, and bounced his eyebrows.

      “We can’t call anyone, Red. We’re in deep trouble the way it is.” Pee Wee said.

      “Shut your mouth. There’s nobody around to speak of it,” Red said.

      Benjamin didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Just tell me how you’re going to fix this. We’re done for, man,” Pee Wee said. “We should just call the Coast Guard or—”

      “I said shut your mouth,” Red said. “You’re just as guilty as I am. No getting past that.”

      Benjamin shuddered.

      Red looked at him and grinned. He patted him on the knee and said, “This isn’t our first rodeo. Isn’t my first, anyway.”

      That didn’t make Benjamin feel any better.

      “Well, you figure this out,” Pee Wee said. He pulled at his wet clown suit from the fuzzy button. “I’m building a fire to dry out.”

      “I’ll do better then that,” Red said. “I’m taking a hot shower.”

      “Knock yourself out,” Pee Wee said.

      Red took a long swig of the Modelo as Pee Wee moved to the fireplace and began to throw the pre-split wood inside. There was a box of matches next to the small stack of wood and the man struck a match and got the fire going.

      After Pee Wee was finished, Red held out the satphone over the coffee table. “Hold on to this. Watch this guy while I’m in the shower.”

      “Don’t use up all the hot water,” Pee Wee said.

      Red snickered.

      The fire snapped and Benjamin could feel the heat beginning to build. He thought it was too warm for a fire, but he couldn’t blame the man for wanting to be comfortable in his wet clothes.

      Pee Wee sat on the sofa next to him. Benjamin eased himself slowly over to the other side of the couch.

      “Woo!” Red proclaimed from the shower. He whopped and hollered over the sound of the spray from the shower head. “That’s the stuff!”

      Pee Wee held on to the satphone, propped up on his right thigh. Benjamin looked at it and then looked at him, but he was staring outside at the beach just as Benjamin had done earlier. He had a faraway look in the eye and he didn’t look like he was having a good time. He looked scared without the facade of bravado whenever Red was around.

      “You’re not like him,” Benjamin said.

      Pee Wee turned his head, the cold, tough facade back up again.

      “Red,” Benjamin said. “You’d rather not be here doing this. What the hell else have you done with him?”

      “Shut your mouth,” Pee Wee said.

      “Use that phone in your hand. Call for help. Nothing else bad needs to happen.”

      “You don’t know half of what you’re talking about,” Pee Wee said, and he got up, shaking the satphone in his hand. The wood floor creaked as he walked across it and through the open glass door and onto the veranda.

      Red was humming a tune now in the shower, the water hitting the bottom of the tub. The air in the whole bungalow was already feeling humid from the added steam.

      Outside on the veranda, Pee Wee, next to the railing, had his back turned, arms crossed, looking at the ocean. Benjamin was certain the man went out there for a reason and that man was considering using the satphone. While that man was outside and Red in the shower, Benjamin didn’t want to sit still. He needed to do something.

      He wanted a backup plan if Pee Wee didn’t make an emergency call, a backup plan that would at least secure his safety. He had no weapons, except anything that he could get his hands on to use. There was iron poker by the fireplace.

      It occurred to him that Red’s humming from the shower had stopped. The water was still running, buzzing along like static. When he turned his head, he saw Red standing in the bathroom door. His hair was dripping wet, and he was wearing a towel around his waist, steam billowing over his shoulders.

      Red stared at Pee Wee on the veranda and, without even glancing at Benjamin, he walked around the sofa to the open glass door. An enormous tattoo spread the entirety of Red’s upper back: feathered wings and the words Circus Of Flying Death in cursive script.

      Outside, Pee Wee, still with his back turned, lifted the satphone to his ear.

      “Hey, Pee,” said Red, “What are you doing with that phone, planning on making a call?”

      Pee Wee dropped the satphone from his ear and turned around. He didn’t have his facade on. In fact, he looked guilty, caught red-handed. Benjamin shook his head and shifted to the edge of the sofa. He didn’t want to see anything bad happen to the other man and hoped Pee Wee could talk his way out of it.

      “Just thinking, is all,” Pee Wee said. “Our host inside won’t shut up.”

      “I don’t like you thinking,” Red said. “How hard is it just to keep your eye on him?”

      “I’m going back in,” Pee Wee said. “Calm down.”

      He walked across the veranda to the open doorway, but the other man didn’t move. Red tightened the towel around his waist and held out his hand, pointed at the satphone, and curled his fingers.

      Pee Wee glared at him and looked annoyed, but he handed off the satphone. And then Red stepped out on the veranda to let Pee Wee pass.

      Once he stepped inside the bungalow, Red said, “I’m having my doubts about you.”

      Pee Wee stopped just inside the doorway of the bungalow and he looked to the open bathroom door where the shower was still running. Benjamin saw the man’s face go white and he probably understood Red had been having doubts for quite some time. Benjamin could only guess.

      The satphone clunked on the wood veranda outside and Benjamin caught sight of the white towel behind Pee Wee snapping out and up.

      And before Pee Wee could turn all the way around, Red had that towel wrapped around the other man’s neck.

      Red pulled the man out onto the veranda, Pee Wee’s heels banging on the floor. Red sat himself down with Pee Wee’s head in his lap as he tightened the towel around the neck. Pee Wee’s face turned turned red and his eyes bugged out of their sockets. Meanwhile he kicked his legs and squirmed, his heels bouncing on the wood veranda. His hands fluttered like birds, throwing them up and scrambling for Red’s face, and all Red did was snap his teeth at the other man’s hands.

      The satphone was kicked once by Pee Wee’s flailing feet. He had caught it by the antennae and it spun a one-eighty.

      A nail of fear pressed him against the couch and Benjamin didn’t move. The ferocity or Red’s attack made his bowels curdle and his breath stop. Monica had always liked to sprout the motivational things like fear is the mind killer. She had always said that the fear will stop you dead.

      He had never truly listened to her little nuggets of wisdom, a man in the business of helping creating bullshit in Hollywood. What sort of fear had he ever expected he would encounter there? Nothing like this.

      After a moment too long sitting frozen there, Benjamin leapt up from the sofa, walked over the coffee table by stepping on top of it. Smashing a bag of chips and the bottles of Modelo fell over and rolled off.

      He ran onto the veranda where Pee Wee was still struggling. Now Red had his head down, staring Pee Wee in the face which was going purple and his eyelids fluttering.

      Benjamin reached for the satphone and Red slowly raised his head and saw him. He froze again. Red shook his head, slowly.

      Benjamin picked it up and backed into the bungalow. Red was just staring at him, not paying attention to dying Pee Wee in his grips. There had been hope that Red would stop choking Pee Wee and follow him for the satphone. The fact Red continued sent a shiver up Benjamin’s spine.

      He slid the glass door shut and locked it. That wouldn’t hold Red for long, but at least he had access to communication.

      He couldn’t watch the other man dying out there. He turned around and staggered towards the kitchen as he stared at the satphone. He switched it on and all he needed to do was dial a three digit code.

      The glass door behind him shattered, sending shards of glass around his bare feet and something heavy hit the ground. Pee Wee was face down on the floor with the towel still around his neck. And Red, stepping in glass, slapped the satphone out of his hands.

      The satphone flew towards the sofa, bounced off the top back and vanished behind the sofa with a thud.

      Pee Wee began coughing and wheezing. His head (his scalp bleeding) raised up once, twice, three times as if he were bobbing at sea. This distracted Red as he stepped over the down man, walked through glass again, and grabbed the poker from the fireplace. He gripped the poker with both hands, looked at Pee Wee, and raised it up.

      Benjamin stepped forward, feeling the glass cut into the soles of his feet. The pain was clarity from the fear mind killer. From that point on, he knew there was no turning back. He had to follow through. He was bleeding now and wanted to survive, and if he could save Pee Wee, he would do that too.

      He plowed into Red just as he was beginning the downstroke. Benjamin shrieked as he drove his shoulder into Red’s sternum.

      Red fell backwards, the poker in his hands arching through the hair and into the fireplace. The poker struck the flaming logs, sending up ash and embers, as the two of them thudded on the floor. Red used one hand and gripped Benjamin’s face and pressed his head against the floor.

      Red’s hand covered Benjamin’s eyes and his fingers dug into his temples. The pain was excruciating and Benjamin groaned. He heard the poker digging around in the fireplace. Something hot, an ember, fell onto his arm and sizzled.

      There was shuffling and Red’s hand moved away. Pee Wee, with blood on his forehead, was standing up staggering towards Red.

      Benjamin rolled away towards the coffee table as Red pulled the poker from the fire, sending logs tumbling out of the fireplace onto the floor. Red was on his feet in an instant.

      Benjamin’s hand brushed against one of the bottles of Modelo, a miracle it hadn’t been broken. He picked it up and threw it at Red.

      The bottle shattered against Red’s head. Pee Wee collapsed over Red, sending them both towards the spreading fire in front of the fireplace. Red landed on his back against the opening to the fireplace, sending another cloud of ash and embers into the air. Red howled in agony and Pee Wee was still, dead weight on top of him.

      Red dropped the poker and reached back into the fireplace, gripped a burning log, and flung it out in the living room, howling as he did it.

      The log struck Benjamin in the chest and the flame bit at his face. He reacted as if he were playing hot potato and deflected the flaming log away from him and, unintentionally, onto the leather sofa.

      There was a soft whomp! The sofa caught fire, surprising him with its quickness. Smoke, smelling putrid and like burning meat.

      At the fireplace, Pee Wee’s clown suit caught fire. Red was still squirming underneath, his groans now moans as the fire ate away at his back.

      Benjamin got up and ran across the floor, glass cutting his feet again, and went into the kitchen for the fire extinguisher. It was under the sink and he had to pull hard three times before it came out of its wire-encased holder.

      By the time he got back into the living room the flames had grown tall over the two men in the fireplace. Pee Wee was not moving and obviously dead. Red’s left foot moved back and forth like metronome. The rest of him was still.

      Benjamin watched as the flames danced off the burning couch and onto the coffee table. The bungalow was hot and sweat broke out on his forehead. The smell of burning flesh made him nauseated.

      He pulled the pin from the fire extinguisher, grabbed the hose, and squeezed the trigger. A sorry little white stream of foam floated out and into the fire, drying up in five seconds as he waved the hose back and forth.

      Smoke was getting thick and he realized he hadn’t heard the smoke alarms go off.

      Then he realized the satphone was on the floor behind the couch and he dropped the depleted fire extinguisher on the floor. He ran around the burning couch and saw the phone just out of reach of the flames. He picked it up, gripping it in his hand like it was gold.

      He ran for the veranda, but stopped before walking over broken glass again. He looked for a pathway where he might not cut his feet and realized he just needed to get the hell out of there.

      He ran through the glass, out onto the veranda. His feet thumped on the wood, yet his bloody feet were slick on the wood. He jumped down the stairs and ran for the beach to where his sandcastles were. He made sure the satphone was working and he punched in the number.

      Back at the bungalow the fire had caught the drapes. The entire inside of the house was on fire now. Black smoke billowed out of the open door. The place would be gutted from the inside out.

      A voice finally spoke from the satphone. “What is your emergency?”

      “The place is on fire and I’m injured. Two men inside. They’re dead.” He suddenly found it hard to breathe and he panted for a moment. “I’m hurt. Send help quick.”

      He didn’t wait for a response before he dropped the satphone to the sand. Then he followed, but fell the opposite way, onto the sand skyscrapers and castles. He crushed them into the grains of sand they’d always been and the sand was comfortable. It was fine.

      His head was near the mound of sand with the carving of Monica’s face.

      “I made it, love,” he said to her. “It wasn’t pretty, but I made it.”

      In the sand, under the fancy blue sky with the burning bungalow, that would be enough.
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        Interrogation

      

      

      Anyone looking down into that cold little room from the ceiling camera, say, will see two people sitting across from one another in folding chairs at a metal table bolted to the floor—the Meat and the Police Officer, but things are not quite that simple. The Meat is seven people, and the cop is at least two (the good cop and the bad cop), and one of the people in the Meat is dead. Her murder is the focus of the interchange between the still-living people in the Meat and the two cops.

      I am one of the people in the Meat. My name is Nick. The Meat, that is to say the original personality, is actually called Mikhail Vodovos. Mikhail is in deep trouble over Yolanda’s sudden death, and he knows it.

      I see the entire scene in black and white, but that’s just me. There are probably splashes of color. The cops might be wearing a red power tie. Those fuzzy spots swimming around the corners of Mikhail’s vision might be blue or green or yellow. I couldn’t tell you.

      The walls of the interrogation room look flat white, but a lot of the paint has chipped off, revealing gray bricks underneath. The metal table is a darker gray than the walls under the paint and gleams dully in spots. The light comes from faintly humming florescent tubes, and the shadows all have sharp edges. Every detail has been carefully chosen, of course.

      The police officer conducting the interrogation had introduced himself as Sergeant Billings and Sergeant Dumont. B and D, I’d thought. Dumont is probably female. It isn’t hard to keep them straight, because they’re doing the classic Good Cop/Bad Cop routine. They know we know they’re doing it, and they seem to be just going through the motions with it. I am not fooled. I know a thing or two about interrogation techniques, and these two are obviously sharper than they want us to believe. They have a lot going on under the surface. For example, there is the rubber ball they hold in their right hand. It’s about as big as a tomato, and I’m betting it’s red.

      Sergeant Billings, the good cop, looks at the ball in their hand, and then he looks at us, and then he looks back at the ball.

      “It’s like this, Mike,” he says. “Do you mind if I call you Mike?” He doesn’t wait for a reply. “We generally leave such family affairs alone. Someone kills someone in some head, and the dead person respawns, and the two of them kiss and make up. If no one files a complaint, it’s nobody’s business but their own. You follow me? But this is different, Mike…” Sergeant Billings continues, again stepping on any reply Mikhail might have made. I recognize what’s going on: it isn’t time for Mikhail to speak yet. It’s time for Mikhail to realize that the jig is up, that they have the goods on him, that it is only a matter of time, and so on.

      “…You went way too far this time. Not only did you give her neck a few sharp twists, but then you erased all of her backups. There will be no respawning for Yolanda. That last bit is the important part. That’s where we have our problem. That’s the part that makes this a serious crime, makes it murder, in fact. That’s what makes it our business. Am I making all of this clear to you, Mike?”

      But it’s still not quite time for Mikhail to talk. “We have the 911 holograph recording, of course.” Sergeant Billings pauses to let that sink in. “In this recording, we see the person you call ‘the Animal’ standing over the body. We want the Animal to come out and answer a few questions.”

      He holds the ball up about a foot or so above the table. I can feel Mikhail’s heart pounding like crazy and smell his sweat. When Billings is sure everyone inside the Meat has gotten a good look, he drops the ball and then catches it as it bounces back up toward his hand. He does that again, and then a third time. And then he does it again. I know what he’s up to. Obviously, he knows about the Animal and the Ball. He’s trying to trick Archie (who the others call “The Animal,” among other things that are similarly unkind) into coming out into the open. The fact that he knows about Archie’s obsession with the Ball probably means he knows everything there is to know about all of us. They would have had crawlers all over the Clouds gathering information on us before they picked Mikhail up. They’d done their homework. That doesn’t surprise me. Anyone can know everything about anything at any time, and the police even more so.

      I can feel Archie tensing and crouching and focusing on the Ball. For Archie, the Ball is not some childish game. The Ball is serious adult business. The Ball must be thrown. The Ball must be chased and caught and returned. The Cycle must be repeated. The welfare of the entire Multiverse depends on the Cycle.

      Archie is in my lap, so I put a hand over his eyes. He could shift his sight around my fingers easily, but my gesture is enough to bring him back from the brink. Relief washes through the Meat. Mikhail must have let some of it show, because the cops close their hand on the bouncing ball and do their face changing routine again.

      The bad cop says in her sharp tones, “I think you are all in it together.”

      Does that make any sense? Didn’t the other cop just say that one of us had reported Yolanda’s death? Who did that? I consider each of us one at a time starting with Mikhail (who no one calls “Mike”), the original personality that had developed “naturally” in the Meat, if it could be called natural—it seems pretty strange to me. Next had come Yolanda, who Mikhail had made to study physics, which he had been interested in at the time. Apparently not interested enough to go out and study the subject himself, but interested enough to make an avatar to do it for him. It didn’t take Yolanda long to “wake up” as the popular press puts it and demand she be allowed to branch off into cosmology. Mikhail had no choice but to let her do what she wanted, so he made Ricky, a first person shooter soldier dude, and turned him loose in an advanced War world where he happily slaughtered everything that moved.

      Gabriela Fontane was next. The Butterfly Girl. She was supposed to be beautiful and smart and just all around fabulous, and she was, but she also was prone to dark periods of depression that not even new shoes could diminish. Mikhail thought a pet might help Gabby, so he made the Animal. The Animal started out as a “Tiny” in one of the classic Second Life Worlds, a Dachshund with huge black eyes and floppy ears who walked around on two legs like a very short human but considerably cuter. I don’t think Mikhail expected the Animal to become a person, but it did. And when it did, it disappeared into a jungle world for nearly two years and didn’t participate in Mergings with the rest of us at all. It turned out the Animal had spent months pouring over databases of scanned animal brains, adding who knew what.

      I came next, Nick, the PI, and his black and white world. I hated being a private investigator and threw away my stupid fedora and dropped that nonsense as soon as I had any say in the matter. I worked for a while as a small town cop before drifting off into drink and existential angst. I might still be doing that, but the Animal suddenly returned and became my dog, you might say. I named him Archie, and he didn’t seem to mind. Since he had become a person, he couldn’t actually be my dog. He was more like my inscrutable friend. When he finally joined the Merging, he brought images of the hunt, the chase, the kill, the blood, the eating. It was pretty good. I think he liked me because I was the only one of us who would throw the Ball more than once or twice. In fact, I would throw it almost (but not quite) as long as he wanted to chase it.

      After me there was Aaron, who Mikhail made to go off on trips around the world and bring us his experiences. Aaron was just back from Brazil when Yolanda was killed.

      “Since you are all implicated in the murder,” the bad cop says, “there won’t be any trickiness involved when you all go down for the crime.”

      I look over at the mirror and see the officer and Mikhail. Probably a two-way mirror. Who knows who is out there watching? Mikhail glances around like a cornered animal. He licks his lips. He opens his mouth and then he shakes his head and closes his mouth.

      Stop that, I tell him. You’re just telegraphing that what she’s saying is one-hundred-percent correct. Someone else should be talking to the cops, but I need to keep Archie calm and out of the picture, so it can’t be me. Gabby, get out there and talk to them.

      Me? Why me? She says that in a way that makes me realize that she’s the one who called 911 in the first place.

      You know why, I say.

      She doesn’t have anything to say to that, which confirms my guess. Does that mean I can cross her off my suspects list? Absolutely not. Calling for help might just be part of her plan.

      Gabby comes up to the front. “That’s ridiculous, Sergeant Dumont,” she says. Using the bad cop’s name is a nice touch. It lets them know we are having no trouble telling them apart. It tells them we have some confidence. That alone goes a long way toward canceling out Mikhail’s sweating and fidgeting. “Why would we call the authorities if we had some kind of conspiracy going on?”

      “Miss Fontane,” the good cop says. “Shall we go over what you reported to the 911 system and get a few things cleared up?”

      The bad cop comes back before Gabby can reply. “Even if you are not all in on it, at least one of you is. There is no way someone from outside Mikhail Vodovos could have killed Yolanda Kane. We know the Animal is involved. We just don’t know if it was acting alone.”

      They change their facial expression again, and the good cop says, “Here’s what happened…” He manifests the 911 holographic recording of Gabby’s call for help, and there it all is. They are in the Library. Yolanda is on the floor, sprawled on her stomach but with her head turned all the way around to face up at the ceiling. Archie is standing over her. It’s easy to think of him as the Animal in this picture. He is a classic Manticore with the dull red body of a lion and a human head—vaguely human anyway. The head is too big, the eyes too round and too flat, the gaping mouth with too many rows of sharp teeth. He has wings like a bat, but it doesn’t look like he could actually fly. He has the tail of a scorpion.

      But wait a minute. If Yolanda is dead, what’s maintaining her shape there on the floor? Maybe she’ll just get up and twist her head around straight and give the Animal (she calls him Sparky because that seems to irritate him) a good swift kick. But no, here is a tablecloth moving across the room like a magic carpet. When it’s positioned itself directly over Yolanda, it goes limp and drifts down and covers her. I can still see her shape under there. Someone screams.

      I see it’s Gabby, standing by the Library door, her big butterfly wings spread wide. This must be Gabby’s re-creation. This couldn’t have been recorded live as she called 911. This must be part of the mental dump she provided in the heat of the emergency.

      “You!” she yells in the recording.

      The Animal looks up at her. It crouches as though to leap across the room, but then ducks its head under the tablecloth covering Yolanda. There is a horrible slurping sound. The Animal pulls its head back out and spins away and is gone in an instant.

      Things don’t look so good for Archie.

      “So, it seems pretty clear,” Sergeant Billings says. “The Animal killed Yolanda. Miss Fontane came upon the crime scene and called it in. Now we need to talk to the Animal. None of you is going anywhere until that happens.”

      Gabby, I say, ask him how he knows Yolanda is dead. If the body is still there under that tablecloth…

      “What?” Gabby asks, speaking out loud.

      “What, what?” the cop asks.

      Maybe Yolanda is not even dead, I say. Maybe we can still make this all come out okay.

      Archie whimpers in my lap, and I scratch him between the ears. After we’d been arrested, he’d returned in his Dachshund form, short gray coat (reddish-brown to everyone else) and black eyes like glass. He’s pretty cute when he’s like this. He knows this is my favorite of his looks. He always uses it when he wants to be comforted or when he wants to work with the Ball.

      It’ll be okay, I mutter.

      Are you crazy? Gabby sounds astonished. She inserts herself into our local rendering of the holographic presentation in the head and marches over to Yolanda’s body. She bends and grabs the tablecloth and jerks it away like that magic trick where everything stays in place on the dinner table when the cloth is snatched from underneath.

      There is nothing under the tablecloth.

      Sergeant Billings says, “Subsequent research shows all traces of Yolanda in the Clouds disappeared the moment the Animal did whatever it did under that cloth. Some glimmer of her undoubtedly exists in your Meat, but even if she were rebuilt, she would never be the same—that’s what makes this a clear murder. Now send out the Animal.”

      We need to stall a little longer while I figure this out, I tell the others. We’re overlooking something.

      Like you’re going to figure it out, Gabby says.

      I am the detective, I say.

      She laughs.

      I simply can’t believe Archie killed Yolanda. Mikhail has to be the main suspect. Or Gabby. They are the ones most upset by the worldview Yolanda introduced into the Meat, the worldview that cannot be true, but probably is.

      

      
        
        Just the Facts

      

      

      Yolanda’s postdoc work in cosmology had focused on Special Relativity and the Relativity of Simultaneity, where two observers moving relative to one another will disagree on which events are happening Now. Events considered to be in the past or the future (depending on how they are moving in relation to one another) of one might be in the present of the other. Past, present, and future events are all equally real in space-time. Which means you can no more change the future than you can change the past. There is no such thing as classic free will.

      Yolanda also told us how multiple universes arise in almost every theory of physics. Everything that can happen does happen somewhere in the Multiverse. So, she explained, the purpose of life is finding out which universe you happen to be in and seeing how it all plays out. It’s like you are a character in a book that no one wrote. You have no idea what’s in the upcoming pages, and you can’t change anything that you will do, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to make choices.

      Mikhail and Gabby did not accept any of this even if they couldn’t come up with any arguments against it. Ricky didn’t give a rat’s ass, and Aaron had places to go and people to see.

      I am not just a character in some book! Gabby would shout.

      Well, Mikhail did make you, Yolanda would say.

      And who made me? Mikhail would ask.

      We all make ourselves! Gabby would shout.

      And so on.

      

      
        
        Malice Aforethought

      

      

      So, there had been some friction in that area, but would Gabby or Mikhail kill Yolanda over philosophy? Well, I suppose people have committed murder for stranger reasons. I can easily imagine Gabby setting Yolanda on fire or pushing her off a building, but someone had coldly and with malice aforethought erased Yolanda. This was not a sudden crime of passion. More like Mikhail than Gabby.

      We should switch again, I say. Buy us some more time. Someone else get out there and talk, and you come back inside, Gabby.

      I’ll go, Ricky, our action figure, says.

      Good, I say. But no shooting.

      I am only half joking, and he knows it. Things could go from bad to horrible if Ricky decides this is a situation that demands no subtlety.

      Once Ricky starts talking, I tune him out to think about motives and opportunities. Ricky’s chatter is irrelevant. It will have to do with caliber or fire rate, and Ricky will be saying that if he had killed Yolanda he would have used a shotgun or maybe a grenade. And the cops, one or the other of them, will be telling him to shut the fuck up and send out the Animal.

      Maybe Ricky did do it. Why else had he volunteered to go out and talk to the cops? This is not an action sequence. He has no expertise in this area. If anyone should be talking to the cops, it should be Aaron, the world traveler who is all the time interacting with strange people in strange places. Why hadn’t he volunteered? Had Aaron come home and killed Yolanda?

      “Well, it’s like this, officer,” Ricky says.

      There is a commotion, and Ricky doesn’t finish his thought.

      “What the hell just happened?” one of the cops asks.

      Gabby screams again.

      I poke around in the Meat, expand myself into all of our brain rooms, but Ricky is gone. Not gone like he’d walked on down to the corner for a beer, but gone in the same sense Yolanda is now gone.

      Two things. First, I can take Ricky off the suspects list, and second, but more important, whoever killed Yolanda and Ricky must be trying to kill us all! Who’s next? And who’s doing this? Aaron, Gabby, or Mikhail himself?

      Out in the so-called Real World, Mikhail had been jerked to the forefront when Ricky disappeared, and he had slumped forward onto the table. The cops had leaped up and called out or jabbed buttons or something because there are suddenly a lot of people and even more confusion pushing into the little interrogation room.

      Mikhail’s sudden seizure doesn’t fool me.

      Mikhail, I say quietly. Why don’t we just Merge now and see who the killer is?

      I don’t think that’s a good idea at this point, Nick. Mikhail sounds calm and cold and not at all like a guy who has just passed out on a table. He had simply come back inside and let the Meat go limp.

      It’s you, isn’t it? I ask him. It makes sense. Who else would want to kill us all off? Mikhail must want to start over with new people. He doesn’t love us anymore.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Nick, he says. What kind of detective are you anyway?

      No kind of detective, I might have told him. I never asked for this black and white bullshit. If I live through this, I’m going to take my dog and head out to the woods for a few years and get in touch with nature or whatever.

      They’ve flopped the Meat onto his back on the table and someone is peeling back his eyelids and listening to his heart and slapping his wrists and his cheeks.

      Back in our head, Aaron runs into the Library. He’s naked except for a cheap white bathrobe hanging open with the logo of a major hotel chain above the little pocket in the front.

      You think Mikhail is trying to kill us? he asks.

      Well, maybe, I think, but it just as well might be you. But it isn’t. Aaron explodes, sending bloody body parts shooting out in all directions. I slow everything down and step into the stacks just in time to miss being splattered. In the Nick of Time. Ha ha. Aaron dead, too? I feel the hard rubber edge of the oxygen mask as it is clamped down over Mikhail’s face.

      Nick? Gabby flutters near the high ceiling on unfurled wings. What’s happening to us, Nick? Is it really Mikhail? You wouldn’t hurt me, would you, Mikhail? Nick?

      Then she goes up in a pssft of flames from bottom to top with nothing but a little squeak and falling ashes like a paper with the secret code on it that you burn in an emergency so the bad guys can’t read it.

      This is it. Mikhail killed them all except for me and my little dog. We have to be next. Out in the Real World, it will probably be judged some kind of brain seizure. Maybe Mikhail will get some medical rehabilitation, learn to walk and talk again, so sad, and later when all of this is behind him, he’ll cautiously make some new people. Of course he’ll make them. He will be encouraged to make new people. You just can’t be fully human these days without the transcendental experience of the Merging. Making new people will be part of his therapy. It will take time, but he’ll have good doctors and lots of support. Someone will write up his case, and students will study it for years to come.

      Surely, he can’t get away with it. Surely, this is not the first time the original person in the Meat has wanted to get rid of the newcomers who have not worked out as expected. Surely, the cops will see right through all of this when Mikhail is the last man standing.

      You’ll never get away with it, Mikhail, I say.

      What? He sounds frightened. Nick? Don’t. Wait. Stop…

      Blood fills the head. Blood everywhere. Much worse than when Aaron went. It washes through the head’s hallways and floods the Library. Books float away on rivers of blood. There’s a terrific wind and the sound of millions of leaf blowers and chainsaws. There is a tremendous bang, and then all goes still. Things are subtly different. The details are not so bright.

      What is this? I ask. Mikhail? Mikhail!

      “This doesn’t look good,” someone out in the Real World says. The frenzied activity out there has subsided. Only the two cops in one and a guy who has to be a doctor are left.

      Things are pretty quiet inside, too. I feel around for Mikhail, but I don’t find him. There are holes where Yolanda and Ricky and Aaron and Gabby and Mikhail used to be. There are faint echoes of them all. Or maybe that is my imagination.

      So where does all this leave me?

      I look down into the gleaming black eyes of the little dog in my lap.

      

      
        
        The Ball

      

      

      This might be Central Park judging by the skyline beyond the greenery, but we don’t think it is. At least it isn’t Real Life Manhattan which has no zeppelins swimming between the buildings. Nick is sitting on a bench, with a restless little dog in his lap.

      Nick puts Archie down on the ground. Archie twists around and runs a short distance and then turns back and barks twice at Nick.

      The Ball! The Ball!

      Nick has no ball. “Sorry,” he says, and shows the dog his empty hands.

      Archie paws at the ground. He curls his lips back over his teeth and snarls a low deep sound, then yaps again.

      Things have fallen completely apart. The others are dead, the worlds they’d lived in drifting away. Yes, there are traces of them all, but they would never be the same people they had been even if they could be rebuilt, and Nick has no idea how to do that anyway.

      That leaves the Animal and the Ball and the Person Who Throws the Ball. The Animal has taken over, and any new person introduced will have something to do with the Ball.

      Nick had been too busy trying to be the detective he never was, ignoring the obvious and trying to dig deeper. It had been bad enough to be a black-and-white detective, but now he was going to be the guy who endlessly threw a ball for a little dog.

      “I don’t think so,” Nick says.

      Archie expands in all directions like he is being blown up from the inside, and he has only to take a single step to be right up in Nick’s face. The Animal is the Manticore again and then he is the Griffin. He is the Lion, he is the Bear, he is the Tiger, and then he is the Big Bad Wolf. His jaws are big and horrible and the mouth wide, and the teeth razor sharp, and there are rows and rows of them, and the jaws come down over Nick and bite him in half at the waist. The Animal swallows the top half of him and then gulps down the bottom half.

      We realize that this is what the Merging will be like from now on. No more happy transcendental orgies. The Animal will send his parts into the worlds, and at the end of the day he will eat them, and we will be what we were always meant to be. The Ball is not a game. The Ball is serious business. The Ball is like a poem describing everything. A poem needs words like this thing needs a Ball to throw and a Ball to chase and a Ball to catch and a Ball to return. It is not that the process must be done over and over, but more that it is just one timeless process, one thing stretched over space-time and holding us together making us what we are, which is an offshoot of the next stage in human evolution.

      We want to surrender now. We want to sigh and relax and say to hell with it all, but one more thought that is not strictly speaking our thought, but is instead a thought unique to Nick, comes into our mind. He opens our eyes, jerks our arms up, and snatches the red rubber ball from the fist of the cops leaning over us, who are still holding it after everything that has gone on out there outside of us. Nick throws it hard across the cold little interrogation room, and it bounces off the mirror and zooms back at us, and the Animal leaps out after it.

      The Animal cannot, of course, leap all the way out of our Meat here in the downtown police station, but he gets far enough out for Nick to slam the door on him. Once the door is closed, Nick expands into our brain and fills as much of it with himself as he can. The Animal struggles back in with the ball in his mouth, but it is too late.

      “Sit,” Nick says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE TIGER IN THE TUB
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        During Kent Patterson’s short stint writing fiction before his untimely death in the early 1990s, he had sold to F&SF, Analog, Pulphouse, and many other magazines. Jerry Oltion, who is in charge of Kent’s literary estate, sent me a huge file of Kent’s stories.

        Honestly, I’m having a hard time picking one for each issue because I like them all. But it did seem to be a fun thing for Kent to do to put things in places they didn’t belong and then figure out why, like he does in this story.
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        * * *

      

      Winston Sembley felt embarrassed being naked in front of Marilyn Monroe, even if it was only her picture, the famous one of her flirting her skirts over the subway grating printed on his brand new shower curtain. Shy, he closed his eyes when he pushed her aside to step into the tub.

      He heard a roar, something between a cough and a grunt, so loud it hurt his eardrums and rattled the bottles in the medicine cabinet.

      Winston opened his eyes.

      A tiger sat in the bathtub, nearly filling it, with its tail running around the rim like a black-and-orange-striped snake. The tiger pushed its face next to Winston’s, so close he could see the short white hairs on its muzzle and the little velvety spot on its nose, which looked as if the fur had been rubbed off. The tiger rumbled and Winston flinched from the sound and the stench of its rotten-meat breath.

      Winston turned his head, looking for the bathroom door behind him.

      “Don’t even think of running,” the tiger said. He, or perhaps she, didn’t move its lips. Winston heard the words not with his ears, but as if they had been poured directly into his brain with a rubber hose.

      Winston turned back and faced the tiger. If it was true animals could smell fear, it must be getting a nose full. The tiger’s big yellow eyes really did burn bright like the poem said.

      “You can’t get away,” the tiger said. “I’m a trained killer, while you’re a TV ad writer. You can’t match me. You’re in such bad shape I could disembowel you before you got turned around. You have no chance.”

      Winston looked down at his soft post-fifty over-the-hill belly and his narrow chest with the tiny curls of graying hair. Without trying to run, he knew the tiger was right. Even when he was young and in good shape (relatively), he was the worst athlete in school, always chosen last for every team. The coach called him “Lard Butt.”

      “So what are you doing here in my tub?” Winston asked, shifting the subject away from disemboweling. “Why me?”

      “What about all those ads you write, all about bringing out the tiger in you? Ha. You think I enjoy have my image exploited?”

      “Why don’t you pick on a tiger hunter?”

      “I understand hunters. It’s those ads that kink my tail. Besides, hunters have guns.”

      “You watch TV? Shouldn’t you be back in India, a magnificent symbol of the vanishing wilderness like on the PBS nature specials?”

      “I’m sick, sick, sick of being an endangered species. I’m going to do a little endangering myself. I don’t want to go back home. Besides, you might say—” the tiger struggled to keep a straight face “—it’s a jungle out there!” It laughed in its ear-hurting, coughing, rotten-meat-breath way.

      Hoping to wake up from this nightmare at any second, Winston glanced around. Maybe if he just pulled the curtain back and forgot all about taking a bath. No. The tiger’s head was in the way. How about making a weapon? An electric razor and a roll of scented, floral print toilet paper offered little anti-tiger firepower. He glanced down at his short finger nails and ran his tongue over his teeth. As for scratching and biting, he was totally outclassed.

      What a humiliating way to die, stark naked right in front of Marilyn Monroe. How could he have been caught so flat-footed, so utterly off guard? Had he no survival skills at all? Why hadn’t he smelled the tiger? The air reeked with carnivore breath and tiger pee.

      But like most Americans, he’d spent his life trying not to offend. In his eagerness not to give off an embarrassing body odor, he’d destroyed his sense of smell. The soap in the plastic dish fastened to the wall promised to keep odor away by smelling like an Irish dawn. Its chemical scent penetrated even the tiger pee. Then there was the plastic squeeze bottle of shampoo. It combined seven all-natural aromas and smelled like a fruit salad on amphetamines.

      Any dog in America would have had more sense.

      “Tell you what I’m going to do,” the tiger said. “I’m not that hungry, just peckish. Tell me the body part you can best spare, and I’ll start with that. If it satisfies me, I’ll let the rest of you go—for now.” It lifted a massive paw and patted Winston on the chest. “Don’t worry. My claws are surgical instruments. You’ll hardly feel the severed flesh.”

      Winston stood as if frozen, his mind a small mouse trembling in the cave of his skull, thinking nothing.

      “Come on, decide. I’m getting hungrier by the moment. The longer you wait, the more I’ll take. What will it be? Rump? Shoulder? Loin? Maybe the tender bits? Please not tripe.” More rotten-meat-breath laughing.

      What could be spared? Winston imagined himself trying to type without hands, or living without legs.

      The tiger lifted its paw. “Decide, or I’ll gobble you whole. It’s all or something.”

      “My left foot.”

      “Not enough.”

      “You could start there.”

      “Hardly very tasty.”

      “On the contrary. Note the pink, soft flesh of the upper foot, the crunchy small bones, all balanced perfectly by the chewy skin of the heel.”

      “Well, I always did like the crust.”

      “Bon appetite.” Winston lifted his foot, deliberately holding it at the rim of the tub where the tiger would have to lean down to reach it. The instant the tiger dropped its head, Winston grabbed the soap from its plastic dish, jerked his foot back, and thrust the soap into the tiger’s mouth just as the massive jaws snapped shut.

      The tiger spluttered, spitting bubbles. Winston snatched the fruit salad shampoo, popped the flip top, and squeezed the soft plastic bottle, shooting the goo straight into the tiger’s burning yellow eyes.

      The tiger roared and lashed out blindly, its claws slashing through the air exactly where Winston would have been had it not wasted time roaring.

      Stomach bouncing, his sex flopping absurdly (and in front of Marilyn Monroe!), Winston ran for the door, getting through and slamming it shut just as the tiger’s bulk crashed into the flimsy wood. The door boomed like a drum, the thin veneer splintering, poking out where the tiger’s claws penetrated. Winston didn’t hesitate for a second. He locked himself in the bedroom and dialed 91l.

      When the tiger broke through the bathroom door, the animal control people tranked it with a dart gun. It roared, swayed, then dropped. Finally it lay still on Winston’s living room carpet. Somehow, sprawled out and asleep, it didn’t look at all fierce, more like an out-sized tomcat.

      What next? The animal control people insisted Winston would have to pay for the tiger’s expenses, which, he supposed, made it his tiger. Actually, he didn’t really want a tiger. Too dangerous for a pet. Just changing the litter box would take a forklift. A rug? Tiger skin rugs had been staple cartoon fare for a century, but Winston couldn’t recall ever seeing one in real life. Besides, the animal rights nuts already had an injunction against him for cruelty to animals.

      It took four big men to roll the tiger onto a stretcher. As they picked it up, its head lolled backwards and an eyelid flickered.

      “You tricked me,” Winston heard in his head.

      “Of course. You’re a simple child of the wilderness. I am a trained manipulator.”

      The men put the tiger into a truck and went away.

      Winston opened a bottle of wine, then sat down by the phone.

      By that evening, Winston had solid commitments for the tiger on a kid’s cereal commercial, a talk show, and a cameo guest shot on a PBS wilderness adventure series.

      Except for bare subsistence for the tiger, Winston decided to keep every cent of the cash. Since the tiger had to do all the work, he admitted it was all extremely unfair.

      But in the TV world, it’s a jungle out there.
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        * * *

      

      The rookie guarding the front door yawns as I open my coat to show him the gold star-and-crescent detective’s badge clipped to my belt. He tells me, “The body’s inside,” as if I thought the body would be outside.

      Four people inside the art gallery when I step in—another rookie I don’t know, a heavy-set man with a bad toupee, a thin man with coal-black hair, and an eager-looking cop with reddish-brown hair done up in a bun on the back of her head. Her, I’ve seen around headquarters. The Revenant Gallery, sandwiched between two antique stores along the 600 block of Royal Street, occupies a typical, three-story New Orleans Creole townhouse with arched doorways, a black lace balcony outside, and fourteen-foot ceilings. The place smells of furniture polish.

      The eager-looking cop comes up, extending her hand. “Hi, I’m Sally Gallagher.”

      I shake her hand. Her palm’s damp. I resist wiping it on my suit pants. “LaStanza. Homicide,” I tell her. “Anything new going on in your life?”

      “Pardon?” She’s taller than me, around five-nine.

      I lean closer. “Somebody musta died, or you wouldn’t have called me.”

      “Oh.” Sally recovers. “Two victims went to Charity but didn’t make it.”

      I look over at the bad-toupee guy and the guy with the coal-black hair. Both glare at me with distrustful eyes.

      “Then where’d they end up?” I ask Sally.

      “Pardon?”

      “You say that a lot don’t you?” I look into her wide, green eyes, a couple shades darker than mine. “If our victims didn’t make it to Charity Hospital, where’d they end up?”

      “Oh, no. They made it to Charity but they died.”

      I keep my face expressionless, as if I’m serious. She shrugs again. Still hasn’t figured I’m messing with her. Pulling my notepad and pen from the coat pocket of my navy-blue suit, I jot down the date and time—Friday, September 13, 1985. 10:45 p.m.

      “Tell me what happened,” I say without looking up.

      “I think it was poison. In the punch. It smells funny.”

      I look over at the small table she’s pointing to—marble with a crystal punch bowl atop and several crystal glasses, one with the same red liquid inside as in the bowl. I move to the table. A couple dozen ice cubes float in the punch.

      “Probably cyanide,” Sally adds. “It smells funny, like almonds. Smell it.” She leans over and takes a sniff.

      “Cyanide fumes are deadly,” I tell her. “It’s what they use in gas chambers.”

      Sally blanches and I run my hand over my moustache to hide my grin. Okay, I’m messing with her. I need something to keep me jazzed. Almost made it through a long night until this call came in. Should’ve picked up some coffee-and-chicory on the way.

      “The fumes have to be a lot stronger than a simple sniff,” I tell her but she doesn’t look reassured. “So, who died?”

      She takes a step away from the lethal punch and flips through her notepad.

      “Jane Hayes, white female, twenty-four. She was the ex-girlfriend of the skinny man over there. Also dead is Ned Brossard. He was an artist.”

      I point my chin at the civilians. “What’s their names?”

      “The heavy one is the gallery owner, Mal Banky. The skinny one, Jane Hayes’s ex, is another artist, Pency Andover.”

      I look back at Sally. “Mal and Pency?”

      She nods.

      “Mal and Pency,” I call out as I move toward the civilians.

      I hear Sally following me. Mal, the fat guy in the bad toupee, puts his little fists on his waist and sticks his chin out. Pency, with the coal-black hair, steps forward and points to Mal. “He did it.” Pency has a deep New England accent. “He made the punch and didn’t drink any.”

      Mal bounces on his toes, screams, then begins slapping Pency, who slaps back. Sally breaks them up and I ask her to move Mal to the front of the gallery.

      I keep coal-black haired Pency with me. He straightens his gray turtleneck shirt and tugs up his black pants before folding his arms, making sure I see the gold Rolex watch on his left wrist. I reach to my right side and readjust the canvas holster holding my stainless steel .357 magnum Smith and Wesson model 66.

      Looking into his narrow hazel eyes, I ask where he’s from.

      “Arlington. Suburb of Boston.” He pronounces it ‘baston’ with a soft a.

      “I’ve been to Arlington.”

      “Really.”

      “Not yours.”

      “Arlington, Virginia?” He looks confused.

      “No, Arlington, Texas. Suburb of Dallas. Bet it’s bigger than your Arlington.”

      He’s really confused now, so I ask, “I understand one of the victims was your girlfriend.”

      “Ex-girlfriend.” He lets out a long sigh, his face sad now. “I drank punch too.” He points toward the punch bowl. “That’s my glass next to it. Check the fingerprints.”

      Check the fingerprints? I give him a deadpan look.

      “Check the video camera,” he adds, pointing to the ceiling. “I drank the punch. Shouldn’t I go to the hospital, too?”

      “If you swallowed cyanide, you’d be dead.”

      He tilts his head to the side like a puppy does when it hears a strange noise.

      “Tell me what happened tonight.”

      He does, his voice deepening as he explains that the party was for his friend and fellow artist Ned Brossard, because of his success in New York and Chicago. Mal put together the after-hours gathering of friends.

      I watch his eyes as I ask, “Did you know your ex-girlfriend was coming?”

      “Nope.” He stares right back at me.

      “Okay to let in the Crime Lab?” The rookie cop guarding the door calls out to me in a bored voice.

      I wave an okay and watch as Howard Coyle lumbers in with his silver camera case and black crime scene processing kit. Tall and bespectacled, Howie has some hair left around his ears and a mole the size of Rhode Island on his right cheek.

      I point to the punch bowl and ask if he has a test for poison.

      “Just cyanide and strychnine.”

      “Good. Check for both.”

      He puts his cases down and digs into the black one, pulling out a test tube. Carefully, Howie uses an eyedropper to deposit three drops of punch into the test tube. He swirls it and the clear liquid inside remains clear.

      “Not strychnine.”

      He pulls out another test tube and puts three drops of punch into it. The clear liquid inside turns bright green.

      “Whoa. Cyanide.” Howie does a little dance. “That’s good detective work.”

      I wave Sally over. “She gets credit. She sniffed it.”

      Howie shakes his head and tells Sally she shouldn’t do that. She’s paler than before.

      “I need you to dust the bowl and the cups.” I point to the half-filled cup. “Especially that one. And collect the punch as well.”

      “No shit.”

      Leaving Sally with Pency, I go over to Mal and get his story, which is essentially the same as Pency’s. He’s still angry, grinding his teeth as he leers at Pency.

      “Did Pency know his old girlfriend was coming?”

      “I don’t know. I think so.”

      I point to the video camera and ask where’s the tape. He tells me it’s in back and I can view it on the little TV in his office. I head there. As I sit in Mal’s tan recliner—he has a recliner in his kitchen-office—and watch the beginning of the surveillance tape, Sally peeks in and asks if she can watch. “The rookie’s keeping Mal and Pency apart.”

      “Got any popcorn?”

      She freezes until I get up and lean against the chair’s arm, pointing to the other arm. She goes over and leans against the far arm of the recliner. I fast forward the black and white videotape until I see Mal come out of the kitchen-office with the punch bowl in his hands. He carefully places it on the marble table, making sure not to spill any punch.

      A dark-haired woman comes into the picture.

      “That’s Jane Hayes,” Sally tells me. “The dead ex-girlfriend.”

      Jane is in a tight-fitting mini dress and killer high heels. She wears her hair like Morticia from the Addams Family, parted down the center, down to her hips. A good-looking woman, even on grainy film.

      Ole Pency enters from the kitchen-office. He carries a tray with the punch bowl’s matching cups. Mal passes him on his way back into the kitchen-office. Pency says something to Jane who turns away, giving him the cold shoulder.

      She walks toward the front of the gallery and Pency stares at her until another man enters the gallery. Tall and blond, he wears a baggy, pirate-looking puffy shirt with his collar opened to his waist.

      “That’s Ned Brossard,” Sally tells me. “The other victim.”

      No? Really?

      Jane and Ned kiss each other flush on the mouth, a nice long kiss. Pency backs away, passing Mal again as the gallery owner hurries out to greet Brossard. Cheek kissing now and hugging.

      “Your family hug a lot?” I ask Sally.

      “Uh, yeah. Does yours?”

      “Naw. We’re pretty antisocial. Being Sicilian and all.”

      She looks like she believes everything I’m saying, so I try to think of something even more outrageous when I notice Pency again on the videotape. He comes out of the kitchen-office with a large plastic bowl. He dumps it into the punch and I see it’s ice.

      He dips a cup into the punch and takes a sip. Standing there, holding his cup, he watches the three others laugh and talk. Placing his half-filled cup next to the punch bowl, Pency leaves as the others approach the punch. He goes back into the kitchen-office with the plastic bowl. I glance around the kitchen area of the office and see it’s over in the sink now.

      The three talk next to the punch bowl, Mal doing most of the talking, flapping his chubby little arms around. The conversation goes on awhile, at least five minutes, but Pency doesn’t come back in.

      “When do they die?” I ask Sally.

      “I don’t know,” she answers seriously.

      Jane picks up a cup and dips it into the punch, passing it to Ned. She dips another and passes it to Mal, who tries to wave it away, but reluctantly takes it. They stand around for a minute, just holding the cups until Jane dips a third cup in, raises it in a toast, and the men raise theirs. Jane and Ned take a drink, but Mal doesn’t.

      Just as Mal puts his drink down on the table, Jane and Ned hit the floor, both flat on their back. Mal bounces twice and jumps down next to Ned. He shakes him and shakes Jane, but they don’t stir. He shouts something to Pency as he steps back in. Pency runs back into the kitchen-office while Mal tries to perform CPR, first on Ned, then on Jane. Pency rushes back in and shoves Mal off Jane and takes over the with Jane. They continue until the EMTs arrive, but the victims don’t stir.

      We see EMTs enter the picture as Mal and Pency crawl away to catch their breaths. The EMTs have as much success, but don’t give up, hauling Jane and Ned away in gurneys. The two rookie patrolmen come into view now and I watch as no one goes near the bowl until Sally is there.

      “Anyone go near the bowl after you got here?”

      “Only me.”

      We continue watching the film until Sally leans over the punch and takes a deep sniff.

      “You haven’t gotten a headache, have you?” I ask her.

      “No.” She’s pale again.

      “Then you should be all right.”

      “What do you mean should?”

      I finally lose it and tell her I’m kidding. She doesn’t believe that either as she wrings her hands. Then she asks the most obvious question.

      “If Pency drank the punch too, why didn’t he die? I didn’t see anyone drop anything into the punch after he drank some.”

      “And the cups were lying upside down,” I point out, rubbing my fingers down across my moustache, which I seem to do when I’m nervous or thinking hard.

      “Is there an antidote you can take before ingesting cyanide?”

      Not a bad question, but I tell her there’s no antidote to cyanide. Then it hits me. I jump up and pull open the nearest drawer. I find a big spoon in the second drawer, grab a different plastic bowl and run back out into the gallery. I carefully scoop out what’s left of the ice and put them in the plastic bowl.

      Sally’s right behind me now, so I ask her to watch the two civilians, see who’s most curious about what I’m doing.

      “They’re both staring. So’s the rookie.”

      I hurry back into the kitchen and shove the bowl into the freezer.

      Howie Coyle peeks in and asks, “What’s up?”

      I point to the ice trays sitting next to the sink. “I need you to test these for cyanide. And the ice in the bowl in the freezer.”

      Sally gives me that tilted-head, puppy-dog look.

      “The poison’s in the ice. That’s why Pency could drink the punch.”

      Sally’s eyes light up. “The ice hadn’t melted yet.”

      Howie steps in with his vials and thirty seconds later confirms there’s cyanide in the trays. I ask Sally to bring Mal in. I listen to their shuffling feet and watch Mal bounce in, all eyes now, little arms dangling at his sides. I pull out my ID folder and slip out the Miranda Warning card and read him his rights. Don’t really need the card but I always read from it, make sure I don’t miss anything.

      Mal interrupts me twice, but I don’t stop until I’m finished reading.

      “You understand these rights?”

      “Am I under arrest?” His voice squeaks.

      “No. But you’re a suspect. Do you understand the rights I just read you?”

      “Yes.” More subdued now.

      “Did you make the punch?” I ask.

      “Yes.” Barely a whisper. He points to the garbage can. I can see large cans of Hawaiian Punch inside. I nod to Howie who goes out for more test vials.

      “Why didn’t you drink the punch?”

      “I don’t like Hawaiian Punch.” He shrugs. “Everyone else does.”

      “Did you make the ice?”

      Mal shakes his head dejectedly. “Pency brought the ice. His place is close.”

      I point to the trays. “Those your trays?”

      “No. Pency used his.”

      It takes another five minutes to get the rest of the story out of Mal, who perks up when he sees I’m asking more questions about Pency than about him. I take careful notes. Pency lives two doors down Royal, above yet another antique shop. I ask about Pency’s relationship with Jane and Mal is quick to jump on it, telling me how she dumped him and he’s still carrying a torch for her.

      Howie catches my attention and points to the cans and shakes his head.

      I leave Mal in the kitchen-office with Howie as Sally follows me back into the gallery. Pency sits in a folding chair against the wall, his legs crossed and arms folded. Above his head hangs a painting of an octopus mating with a cow or maybe it was just an amoeba.

      “Did you arrest him?” Pency asks, managing to look down his nose at me while still sitting.

      “Why should I?” I watch his eyes. “You’re the killer.”

      He tries to keep from reacting but his pupils become pinpricks. I read him his rights and he sits there, glaring at me. Putting my ID folder back into my coat pocket I give him the Sicilian stare, the stiletto-stare that pierces all the way through to the back of his head.

      “Do you think we’re stupid?” I ask.

      “He fixed the punch. I drank the punch. I’m a victim!”

      I smile coldly. “But you made the ice.”

      He looks at Sally, then at the rookie standing next to him, then lunges for Sally’s gun. She’s too quick, however, covering her gun with her right hand as she falls away, punching him with her left fist. I kick Pency’s feet from under him. He rolls over and Sally’s on him, with the rookie now, and have him cuffed behind the back in three seconds. They pat him down, then sit him back in the chair.

      He looks up at the ceiling, face red, neck veins bulging, and screams, “She ripped out my heart!”

      The sound of someone tapping on the gallery door turns me around. My partner, Detective Jodie Kintyre, in her beige suit, with her blond pageboy and hazel cat eyes, blinks at me as she holds up two paper cups of coffee. We’ve been so busy bouncing from call to call, it’s the first time I’ve seen her this evening. We’d worked a suicide. I did follow-up on an old case.

      I unlock the glass door and Jodie passes me one of the coffees. I don’t have to sample it to know she’s fixed it the way we both like it, coffee-and-chicory with cream and two sugars.

      “So, what do we have here?” she asks.

      Pency screams again, “She ripped out my heart!”

      “A love story,” I tell my partner. “Boy meets girl, boy gets girl, boy loses girl, boy murders girl.”

      Jodie shakes her head and I catch a whiff of her light perfume. Same perfume my wife wears. They’ve getting as close as sisters. That’s all I need.

      Sally steps up and I introduce her to Jodie.

      “You should’ve seen your partner,” Sally gushes. “He figured it out right away.”

      “What’d he figure?” Jodie asks, a sarcastic smirk on her face.

      Sally tells her the tragic story of the tainted punch.

      I watch Pency drop his chin to his chest, breathing deeply as he sits with his legs apart. As soon as Sally finishes, Jodie grabs a folding chair and sits next to Pency. He raises his face and looks at her with a tear-streaked face. She talks softly to him and he’s listening, intently.

      I lead Sally to the door and watch.

      “What’s she doing?” Sally asks.

      “She’s being the good cop. I’m the bad cop tonight. She’ll get a confession. The DA loves confessions. Hey. That’s not an amoeba. It’s Jesus.” I point to the painting.

      Sally laughs. “It isn’t Jesus. It’s Abraham Lincoln. That’s a Salvador Dali.” She turns to me with those wide eyes. “Really, how’d you figure it so quickly? How’d you know?”

      “It’s not what you know,” I tell her. “It’s what you can think of in time.”

      As that sinks in, I tell her the truth. Criminals make mistakes. Using the old poison-in-the-ice trick was a big mistake. His fatal mistake, however, was underestimating me.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a solid week since JD had come up with a good excuse. Deep down in his being, he just knew he was going to be fired any day now.

      As he was growing up, JD had an excuse for why he couldn’t do what was expected of him: homework, chores, getting up in the morning. Anything. His ability to make excuses had been so robust that he’d never been reprimanded, punished, or held accountable in any way.

      But now that his livelihood depended upon it? Bupkis.

      In the Land of Abstracts, Giving Inc. is the top employer. They manufacture everything. From tiny straightforward impulses, inclinations, and innocuous instincts all the way up to complex concepts like love. If it puts you into action, keeps you in action, or is something you need to give, Giving Inc. makes it.

      Because JD had been the top creator of his young peers in making excuses that floated out for use by beings in the Concrete World, it was only natural that he was given the corner desk on the ninth floor of the Excuses department looking out upon the great vast gray nothingness of Abstract. There were times when he thought that he might’ve been able to see a speck of a building in the distance, but could’ve just been making it up.

      Hard to tell.

      His glass-enclosed ether, L-shaped corner desk was speck-free, supporting his glass-enclosed ether keyboard for documenting his excuses as they went out into the Concrete. Risking distracting the hundreds of coworkers laid out in a grid behind him, JD drew in a deep inhalation of the eternally peppermint-scented air.

      Hundreds of crystalline keyboard chimes rang. It sounded like everyone in his department was making excuses.

      How could they create under this pressure?

      His midback glass-enclosed ether chair was the only one that swiveled. Curious, not showing off, he turned, and the chair gave off grating glass-on-glass whines, to see if he could ascertain what had them going.

      Every other externally genderless glass-encased ether fae had their heads bowed, gazing at their fingers tinkling away on the glass keyboards on their small desks the length of the short end of JD’s own.

      Each of their enviable keystrokes gave roundness to—at first—amorphous opaque gray excuse bubbles forming above their pointed ears. While the number of keystrokes needed to complete an excuse varied, those bubbles were rising up slowly before fading away for use in the Concrete. Not for the first time, he wished he could see through the excuses others made.

      All those excuses.

      Let loose into the Concrete.

      Why was there always such a high demand and what would they ever do with them all?

      The only other fae whose fingers weren’t going crazy on a keyboard was Jonesy, directly behind him.

      Jonesy was a throwback glass-encased fae from when they used to have tiny hands, feet, and an oversized head. If asked, she’d sadly tell you that they tried her in every department. She just couldn’t regularly make quota often enough to earn her wings and transcend into Fable.

      Just the stray thought about Fable made JD’s inner ether bubble.

      His career plan was to spend a decade with the Tooth Fairy and, just before earning his enamel, apply to Santa’s workshop. Outside of their token reindeer, The Clauses only knowingly hired elves, but the great thing about being an ether fae was that they could be anything they set their mind to.

      Except, apparently for JD, being successful at professionally making excuses.

      The ether in Jonesy’s huge glass forehead formed the letter c. It floated up and out of her head to line up behind fu. She clamped her eyes tight as the letter k formed. Relieved, she opened her eyes and the k floated up to be in line with fuc. Smiling up at her creation, she blew on it.

      She whispered, “Please. I only need one more.”

      The fuck went up slightly before falling on her head, breaking open and tinkling onto piles of mostly loose f, u, c, and ks littered around her desk.

      Poor Jonesy.

      She flinched and her upwards gaze flicked, and then anchored, on her keyboard.

      Curious, JD looked up and flinch, too.

      Their boss, Bectavious, stood on the ether-enclosed glass ceiling looking down at them. He was an ancient and angry little flesh fae one-twentieth their size from a time long ago when humans imagined every non-concrete thing was like them and had stupid names like Bectavious. Names that people rarely got right so he, and others from his time, rarely got credit for what they did. Or so he claimed.

      Hoping that his boss would just move on to look down at other employees, JD spun back to the keyboard and put his gaze where his fingers landed on the keys.

      Starting to move away, those little soft disgusting padding sounds that flesh feet make on glass while leaving smudges rained down. He stopped over Jonesy.

      Always shouting, Bectavious always sounded angry. “Um, Jonesy. What are you doing?”

      Voice small, Jonesy admitted, “Trying to think of an excuse.”

      “Of course.” He sighed. “Of course.” Shaking his head, he started away before he frowned at the piles around her. He asked, “What are all those letters around your—” He balled his fists and his voice someone how got louder. “Jonesy! Are you making fucks again?”

      Proof piled up around her, she found the nerve to lie. “No.”

      JD almost chuckled.

      “No?” Bectavious dropped from the ceiling, flipped, and landed on Jonesy’s big head. “No!” He started a winding route that went around her face as he pointed at the piles. From the very slight downward angle, it was clear to JD that Bectavious planned to walk all over her.

      “Jonesy.” He knocked on her right ear before grabbing onto it and yelling at her eardrum. “Nobody gives a fuck anymore!”

      The ether in her head formed his words as they went in one ear and right out the other.

      JD’s nose scrunched up. Bectavious’s breath smelled like burnt hemlock.

      Poor Jonesy.

      Bectavious growled. “I thought this was your good ear.” He jogged around her head making those disgusting flesh sounds as he left footprints. He grabbed onto the tip of her left ear and twisted as he yelled, “Are my words going to stick this time?”

      He leaned back to see his sentence went in and lingered at the top of her head. Nodding he said, “Listen, cupcake. Nobody gives a fuck.”

      Eyes clamped shut, she shook her head, but not hard enough to knock him loose. Because Jonesy was resistant to the idea of nobody giving a fuck, Bectavious’s sentence became a glass-enclosed line of ether-made-solid outside of her head.

      Bectavious grabbed it. The tip turned sharp like a spear. He reared back. “I’m going to get this through your head.”

      “Hey!” JD swivel to face them. “Easy Beccy.”

      Bectavious’s tiny eyes went wide. “What’d you call me?”

      Worry about being shattered kept JD from saying it again. But he replied, “You heard me.” If he was going to be fired, might as well bring it on instead of just waiting for it to happen. JD got out of his chair and went over to Jonesy’s piles. Looking for a whole one, they tinkled as he sifted through.

      Bectavious asked, “What are you doing, JD?”

      Finding a whole one, JD lifted it. “Something I’ve never done before.” Smiling at Jonesy—handed it to her. “Giving a fuck.”

      Jonesy’s face lit up as butterfly wings blossomed from her back. Putting her middle fingers to her lips, she kissed them and fanned her arms out as her wings expanded. A golden sash unrolled across her torso. Stitched in white cursive text was her message to the world: Give a fuck.

      Every fae, except Bectavious, broke out into tinkling applause and cheered for her.

      However, instead of fading into the Concrete, she popped away.

      Everyone—including Bectavious—gasped.

      Popping meant going to Fable. Fable meant being one step closer to being real.

      JD imagined the surprised joy Jonesy would give to all of those out in the Concrete World who’d been waiting for a give a fuck fairy to show up.

      They all cheered.

      Long and loud, and proud. While she was much older, she’d been present long enough to feel like one of them. And, thus, the first of them to make it out of their horrible department.

      Bectavious didn’t dare ask why they weren’t working. They had a reason and he knew it. However, he tapped that pointed sentence against JD’s foot.

      Throttling the urge to stomp on him—because he surely shatter—JD leaned down at his beckoning finger and his bunched-up bloodred angry face.

      Almost out of control, Bectavious’s head nodded. “So, you want to give a fuck, huh? You wanna go and do something so disgustingly vulgar like that in here?” He pointed out of the Excuses department. “Go to FR!”

      “I—” JD tried to think of an excuse for doing what he’d done to keep from having to go to Fae Resources, but all that came were reasons. Solid reasons that he didn’t even try to contort to his use. Disappointed in himself for not wanting to come up with an excuse and for losing a job so well fitted to him, JD made his way to Fae Resources to be fired.

      His parents had warned him that there’d be a day that he’d run out of excuses and be held accountable.

      Today was that day.

      Not sure where his existence would take him, JD felt pride swelling within at owning what he did. And, goodness, it felt awesome. If he’d known this was the reward on the other side of putting forth the effort and giving a fuck, he would’ve started doing it long ago.

      Even though he was going to be held accountable, he was done making excuses.
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        * * *

      

      The handcuff on my right wrist was much tighter than it needed to be. I wasn’t going anywhere. But I understood their need to assert some authority. The whole base was on high alert.

      They had lost three priceless assets, as the people interrogating me kept calling them. I never corrected them. What would be the point? They didn’t want my opinion, they didn’t want my enlightened world view, they only wanted to know how I helped their assets escape. Right under their noses. No security cam footage, no clues, nothing.

      They had me in one of the small concrete interview rooms, one-way mirror, just like in a TV cop show. The other half of the handcuff was attached to the leg of a gray metal table that was bolted into the floor.

      I’d already been held for about three or four hours. There was no clock in the room, they took my watch, but you get a sense of blocks of time. They let me have one bathroom break, escorted by a guard, then back to the hard metal chair to wait and wait.

      I was still in my blue coveralls and black work boots. No one took my shoelaces, so I guess they weren’t worried I’d try to hang myself. From what? The table leg? I knew they were watching me through the glass. I just sat and thought my thoughts.

      Mostly about how slick it all was. None of it my idea, which made it all the better. I could just shake my head at it and go along and watch the show unfold.

      Plus I learned a lot in that last critical hour. Things I certainly never knew and didn’t even suspect.

      In the almost seven years I’d been there, you could say I befriended the guys. The assets. They were easy to like.

      But before I got the job, I had to go through two weeks of psychological testing. I figured working as a civilian for the military, there would be all sorts of hurdles, but the psych questions were strange.

      They showed me all sorts of pictures and videos of men, women, boys, and girls, all of every possible nationality and color.

      They had me hooked up to sensors to see if I reacted negatively at all. Of course I didn’t. I’m a Black man, I’ve spent my life with prejudice, so you think I care if someone is Pakistani or Chinese or Native American? Come one, come all, I’ll judge you by your actions. If you’re an ass, you’re an ass, I don’t care what color you are. But if you’re good people, then fine. Come sit by me.

      And then, week two, they started slipping in some new kinds of pictures. People with horrible disfigurements. People who had obviously survived being burned. People who might have made a living with a traveling circus back in the old days, the only way they could support themselves.

      And then, aliens. Cartoon aliens at first, little green Martians, then little gray extraterrestrials from science fiction movies.

      Any reaction, Mr. Swan?

      They checked my readouts. Didn’t matter to me, green, gray, disfigured, any of it. I’d lived a life. I’d seen a lot of people.

      Just to make sure I wasn’t totally dead, they also showed me scenes from horror movies where face-eating aliens were stalking normal folk. I didn’t care for those, because who would? They checked my readouts. Elevated heart rate, fast breathing, I guess they liked what they saw.

      Because I got the job. Technician Specialist. Top security clearance.

      I know I came highly recommended. My old boss at Champion Rigs must have known someone in the Army, because they came looking for me, not the other way around. I didn’t know their secret base in the wilderness outside Aspen, Colorado, even existed.

      The rules were strict. You live on base. You don’t leave. You don’t travel. We provide everything you need for free: food, comfortable housing, clothing, medical care, transportation, you name it.

      I was recently out of a marriage and without a lot of personal prospects. I figured I’d take the job for a year or two, just to get my feet back under me. And learn some new things.

      I’ve been what people call a mechanical wizard ever since I was a little boy. Not just normal fix-it and build-it kind of childhood play, but next level. When I was five I took apart my mother’s vacuum and a few other appliances around the house, and used the parts to make a working spaceship for my plastic army men. I got it airborne. I’ve always been a nut about flight.

      Teachers noticed me, they put me in programs. I won all sorts of competitions. Reggie Swan became a name. My picture in the paper, holding up those big fake checks that show thousands of dollars in prize money—that was me. I made a good living as a kid.

      And just like basketball and football standouts who start getting scouted while they’re still in junior high, my parents started getting offers early on. Scholarships to this college or that. High-paying tech jobs with Boeing and Ford and a lot of other companies. And military recruiters telling them why I’d do best in the Army, Air Force, or whoever that particular recruiter represented.

      But I have a stubborn streak in me. A real obsession with not being bossed around. And I had a different plan in mind.

      Learn everything. Try everything. Not the college route, that wasn’t for me, but hands-on. Working cars and airplanes and ships for a while. Then bridges and high rises. Whatever someone could design and build, I wanted to have my hands on that. Learn how everything worked, down to the nuts and bolts and motors and rivets.

      If you start at sixteen, like I did, you can work a lot of jobs by the time you’re forty-six.

      But I parked myself at Base X for six years and ten months—the longest I stayed anywhere—because there was more to learn there than anyplace else. I would have stayed there for the rest of my life if I could have kept learning from the guys.

      When I finally got clearance to begin the job, the supervisor, Greg, took me to a special room for my orientation.

      It was a little bigger than the one where they held me after they arrested me, but it had the same light gray concrete walls and metal table and metal chairs.

      Greg said, “They tell me your psych eval was clean. But I won’t let you on the floor until I know you can handle it.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about. All they told me was I’d be working on high-tech flight simulators and maybe some special aircraft. It sounded interesting, but not something anyone would have to handle.

      The door opened, a woman stepped through, and after her came three little kids.

      I thought they were kids. But only for a half a second. Then the light in my brain went on….

      Whoa.

      They were about three feet tall. Hairless. Skin a pale pinkish-gray. Heads more of an oval shape than round.

      Their eyes were gentle and beautiful. That was the first thing I thought. It took me a moment to realize how much larger than were than a human’s. Maybe three times as large, and oval, and lidless. But the way they looked into my eyes, I just loved them right away.

      I know that sounds strange for a grown man to say about extraterrestrials, but the bond was immediate. Like bonding with an animal just from the way it looks into your eyes.

      You just know. You may be different species, but you are the same. You belong. The trust and the bond are real.

      I smiled. I think I even laughed. But with a kind of wild joy that I got to see three such extraordinary beings.

      My new supervisor was watching me closely all the time. He seemed relieved at my reaction.

      I found out later there had been two other tech specialists before me who washed out the first time they met their new coworkers. Both of them freaked out so mightily, doctors had to come in and give them sedatives.

      Then the techs were whisked off the base under all sort of security. I have no idea what happened to them after that.

      Because they were risks now to the secret program on the base. They had seen and they couldn’t unsee. They couldn’t be allowed to talk about it, ever. The military has experience dealing with things like that.

      But I wasn’t going to be a problem. I was all in, from minute one.

      The woman who had escorted the three extraterrestrials into the room introduced them as RJ, LX, and MT.

      No kinds of names for friends. I renamed them RayJay, Linus, and Mit.

      And finally I found out why I was there.

      The three extraterrestrials—ETs, for easier reference—hadn’t been captured, like I read might have happened back in the 1940s when spaceships started getting shot down in places like Roswell, New Mexico.

      These three ETs had shown up on Base X voluntarily one day. Just out of the blue. I found out from talking to some of the officers that there have been all sorts of spaceships over the years hovering around military complexes, especially ones with nuclear weapons.

      Like they’re monitoring us. Trying to make sure these Neanderthals aren’t blowing up their world like foolish teenagers playing around with gasoline and matches.

      But RayJay and Linus and Mit didn’t just buzz the base or disable the missiles, like some other ETs have done at other military installations. Instead, they came straight in one day, flying a disk-shaped craft with a glowing blue dome on top, and they landed on the airstrip right where any gawking personnel could see.

      Communication was a challenge. It took a while to find someone suitable to act as interpreter.

      It took a week, in fact, before they somehow found Kirsten Simmens, the woman who escorted them into the room the day I first met them.

      She was an attractive young woman in her late twenties when I first met her, small, slender, with pale skin and long blond hair. I don’t know where they found her or how. There must be some kind of database, though, because her skills were perfectly suited to this case.

      RayJay and the other two had small slits for mouths, but they didn’t seem to have the mechanism for speech. No vocal cords. Nothing that allowed them to make any noise at all. I never heard them groan or laugh or cry. It would have been like trying to communicate with a fish.

      They spoke with their eyes. They latched on with their gaze and you just knew what they were feeling. Sad, scared, frustrated, delighted—I felt many of their emotions over the years.

      But Kirsten Simmens could do more than just feel what they felt. She could hear what they wanted to tell her.

      It was at a particular frequency, she explained to me when she realized I was ready to learn how to do it myself. Like tuning in to a faint and secret radio station that you could only access if the ETs gave you a special dial.

      Not everyone could hear them, even if they wanted to. RayJay and Linus and Mit were in charge. They decided who could hear them and couldn’t.

      And then when you did hear them—it made me laugh the first time. Because they were mimics. They talked to you in your own voice.

      “Hey, Reggie?”

      “Yeah, Reggie?”

      That’s what it sounded like. Like me having a conversation with myself in my own head.

      Kirsten spent a lot of time with the three ETs and gained their trust. And the fact was, they wanted to be able to talk to someone. They had come to this planet and this particular base on purpose. It was no accident.

      But they were new to the planet, obviously, and didn’t know which humans they should trust with their knowledge.

      I came along two months after they’d already been there.

      And I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say I became their best friend.

      They showed me. They taught me. They confided in me. Not just the mechanics of their spaceship that they intended to give to us humans.

      They told me everything I asked. About themselves, about their people, about the planet that they came from, and their galaxy. All of it.

      And they taught me how to build a spaceship like theirs. They taught me things maybe no other ET has shared with any other humans.

      I learned how to easily create anti-gravity propulsion. How to make a ship invisible. How to pilot one without installing any levers or controls, but only by thinking to it with my mind.

      RayJay told me he hadn’t planned on sharing those extra details. He had specific instructions about how much to teach the Earthlings. He and the others were here to help us advance, as others like them had come before—many times over the millennia—but they were supposed to dole out just so much at a time. To keep our more primitive minds from overloading. And also to make sure we were using their technology for good, not to invent new ways of killing ourselves. We already had enough of those.

      But RayJay could see that I was different. I could understand as much as he decided to teach me. And my heart is peaceful. I’m not a man of violence.

      And RayJay knew that I loved him and Linus and Mit. He knew I would always protect them, I would never betray them, I only wanted what was best for them all the time.

      I gave up caring about any of my old life. About anything outside the base. I didn’t need anything but to work and to learn morning until night.

      I would take the eleven o’clock bus back to my housing on base every night just so I could shower and sleep for a few hours, then I’d come right back on the first bus at six.

      And I’d been living that way, loving every minute of my life, for the past almost seven years. My brain felt like it had grown ten times bigger than it ever was. I had learned so much about the universe and space travel and other life forms, I could write a hundred books on them to start and still have more to say.

      But even the best things can’t last. Think of your favorite dog or cat, dying too soon, when you wish they would live with you your whole life.

      You still have all that love for them, you would still want them by your side even when you’re an old, old man, but that isn’t how life works. Even extraterrestrial life.

      I could see that RayJay wasn’t looking right for a while. His skin was losing the pink tint that always made all three of them look like they were blushing.

      He was getting to be a duller and duller gray.

      Finally I said, “RayJay, are you dying on me?”

      He answered me in my own voice, speaking directly into my head. “Reggie, we have to go soon. Will you help us?”

      We were alone in the special hangar where they kept the guys’ ship. Only a few personnel were allowed to come in there.

      So we were alone at the moment, just the four of us, and I bawled like a baby. I couldn’t make myself stop.

      I hugged RayJay. Then the other two guys came in for the hug, too, and we stood there, just clinging to each other like brothers who were about to be separated.

      They didn’t make any noise, but I could hear them inside my mind crying with the same sound I was making. Like hearing myself, and then three echoes of the same sobs. It made it so much worse to know that they were feeling it, too.

      But then I got hold of myself. I said of course I’ll help you however I can.

      And then RayJay let me in on yet another secret. Of how I could help them escape.

      I asked them to wait one more day. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. But I understood that RayJay needed to go back or he wasn’t going to make it.

      They told me they knew from the start that they would only stay for seven years. They had prepared their bodies to survive in our atmosphere for that long.

      And they knew that I would be with them for almost all of those seven years.

      “How did you know?”

      “We saw you,” came my own voice in my head. “On our time map.”

      They had hinted about their time map a few times before, but I never really understood what they meant.

      “Do you mean time travel?” I asked them the first time, but they said it wasn’t exactly that. “Is it a time machine?” I tried. “You see a time on your map and you can go there?”

      But still the answer was no.

      Now RayJay tried one more time to help me understand. He pressed one of his four pale gray fingers into his chest where a heart would be if he was a human instead of what he was.

      Then he drew a line through the space between us, and pressed that same finger to where he knew my heart was.

      “Beginning,” said the Reggie voice in my mind, “end. Time to end of time.”

      “But you saw it,” I said, trying to grasp what he meant. “Like looking at a map, but not of a place. It was of a time.”

      I could feel RayJay smiling with his eyes. And I heard the rest of his explanation, and finally understood.

      Before coming to Earth with Linus and Mit, they had looked at a time map to see when to come.

      Just as they had consulted other maps to find the best location to bring their gift of technology to teach the humans. And just as other extraterrestrials before them had chosen the best time to bring their own earlier technology to humans living in earlier times.

      Why are there suddenly a rash of discoveries and advances in different places around the world, all in the same few years?

      Because the leaders of the ETs send out teams. They try to seed our planet with knowledge by sharing information with people they think can understand it. Little by little, bringing us children along. Helping us to do better. Helping us to understand the better and peaceful ways so maybe some day in the future we can join the greater unified community and not just try to shoot everybody who looks and sounds different.

      So RayJay and the other two volunteered to be one of the teams. And they knew they had seven years to do as much as they could for as long as their bodies could survive. But which seven years should they use?

      They saw me on their time map. Reginald Swan, making my way through a life as best as I could.

      Not knowing I would get the job Base X. Not even dreaming I would one day meet RayJay and Linus and Mit.

      But they knew. They saw it. Just like astronomers can map out the future paths of the stars.

      So they landed when they did, and they waited for someone like Kirsten to come along to explain why they were here and what they intended to do.

      And then they waited longer still, just a few more months, for their friend to show up, answering a job offer that didn’t exist before they arrived.

      I passed the psych test. I would accept people of all kind. I would accept aliens. I wouldn’t freak out.

      To the contrary, the minute I saw those three, it was like I’d come home to a planet I didn’t know I had left.

      And then all my lifelong mechanical wizardry finally had a reason to be.

      If they had time, I wish they could have shown me how to make a time map of my own. To find out what to do next, now that they were leaving.

      But there wasn’t time. I could see that. RayJay had waited as long as he safely could.

      Linus and Mit were still looking healthy to my eyes, but I knew they would soon look as gray and sickly as RayJay.

      You have to let people go. Even if you don’t want to. And I was ready to do whatever I could to help them.

      So they gave me the one more day that I asked for, and they told me as much as they could about whatever else I wanted to know.

      Including how to help them escape. It took so little effort. That’s why it worked so well.

      They did not travel through the stars to get here to Earth. They didn’t travel light years. They didn’t travel distance.

      They traveled time and dimension. Both of them entangled together. They slipped from their time and dimension into ours.

      To our human sensibilities, they must have needed a spaceship to do it. And I spent the last seven years picking it apart and reverse-engineering it and learning about anti-gravity and all of its other special properties.

      When they never needed the ship at all. And they proved it to me when they left.

      They asked me to bring three items from my home. Small metal objects that were easy to conceal.

      I plucked out three clean teaspoons from my kitchen drawer their last morning. And even though I was sad, desperately sad to know my friends were leaving, I still had to smile to myself at the absurdity of thinking these spoons were somehow going to transport them to a galaxy so far away.

      I knew that whatever they were going to show me would be the last perfect lesson. But I couldn’t even guess how it was all going to work out.

      I dressed in my blue coveralls and heavy black work boots. I stuck the three spoons in my coveralls pocket.

      I took the six o’clock bus. I didn’t even pause at the commissary for my usual cup of coffee. I was too sad and nervous. I wanted both to delay it and to get it over with.

      The three of them were waiting for me in the hangar beside their ship. The security cameras that monitored us at all times would have seen us greet each other and go inside the ship as we did almost every day.

      There were no cameras inside the ship. There wasn’t room and there wasn’t a place to mount them. The interior walls were curved and smooth and there was barely space for the three small extraterrestrials and one five-foot-eight human.

      I had to lie on my back, scrunched behind their command seats. But I loved it inside their ship and never minded the discomfort.

      The walls always glowed with a faint kind of golden color, not metallic, but more like the first glow of sunrise.

      It was always the perfect temperature, even though the hangar was too freezing in the winter and way too sweltering in the summer. Inside the craft it was always just right.

      In the closed-in space I could smell the unique scent of the ETs. Both earthy and lemony. Like citrus-scented soil. I always wondered if they minded the way I smelled so sweaty at the end of a day. It was why I always wanted to shower at least once a day, to try to make it a little nicer for them.

      But they never seemed offended by all the human aspects of me. They never minded any of my human failings.

      My impatience when I wasn’t learning as fast as I wanted, or when I couldn’t easily understand what they were trying to say.

      My anger sometimes at the way things were run on the base. The way people sometimes treated me like an underling to be bossed around.

      My awkward, gangly physical form that couldn’t copy their elegant motions with even a fraction of their finesse. Their ship was a work of art. Sometimes I felt like a gorilla trying to mimic the delicate work of their hands.

      They forgave me all my failings. They embraced me as their brother.

      And now it was time to say goodbye. I didn’t even try to hold back my tears.

      I pulled out the teaspoons from my pocket and gave them to RayJay. He handed one each to Linus and Mit.

      Then RayJay struck his spoon against the smooth golden wall of his ship. I could hear a faint tinkling, like a vibrating chime.

      Linus and Mit struck their spoons against the wall, too, and RayJay said this was a resonance. The sound and vibration were all they needed.

      I looked into their eyes. I could feel the love they felt for me. I know they could feel my love for them.

      Then with the sound of three goodbyes in my head, all of them in my own voice, my teachers slipped away, like disappearing behind a hidden wall. One moment they were there, and the next the spoons fell with a ting to the floor of their craft and my three dearest friends were gone back to their homes.

      I stayed there for a while. I couldn’t bring myself to move. I cried like a boy who had just had to put down his beloved dog.

      But I couldn’t hide inside that spacecraft for very long. I had promised the guys I would cover their trail.

      So I pulled myself together. I slapped my palms against my cheeks. I took some deep breaths. I had to do this right.

      I climbed out of the craft like I’d done a hundred times before. No big deal, the ETs were obviously still inside working on something.

      I went to the commissary and got myself a coffee and a Danish. I made myself sit at one of the tables and take my time eating.

      I went back to the hangar, knowing there were cameras that could confirm everything I did. I waved to where the guys would have been sitting inside their ship, and motioned that I just had to go do something first, and I’d be right back.

      All to stretch out the time. All to confuse anyone who might try to piece together what had really happened.

      Not that they could. I could barely understand it myself. But I promised the guys I would protect them all the way to the end.

      I fiddled around at my locker for a little while, then I returned to the hangar and got ready to do the big act.

      I climbed up to the ship and called out for RayJay. I opened it and looked inside.

      Then I looked around the hangar and called to RayJay again.

      I pretended to be puzzled. I started asking around. You seen the guys? Where could they be?

      And then I saw Kirsten Simmens with her long blond hair running through the door of the hangar, looking panicked.

      She lived on the base, just like me, there to help facilitate communication with the ETs if anyone needed it. I don’t know what she did most of the day, since I had no trouble talking to the guys myself and I never saw anyone else trying to talk to them separately.

      Most everyone was afraid. They kept away. That was fine with RayJay and the guys. They had been told to be wary of most humans, and to try to find just a few who would understand them and want to help them, like Kirsten Simmens and me.

      “Where are they?” Kirsten called to me. “They’re not here!”

      How she knew, I wasn’t really sure.

      She must have been locked on to their frequency even when she wasn’t directly communicating with them. But whatever it was, she knew they were gone.

      And then everybody knew. Kirsten made sure of that. I don’t blame her, she was honestly upset.

      And in time, just like I knew they would, the powers that be decided I had done something bad.

      Four MPs showed up, ready to try to wrestle me to the ground. I held up my hands to show them I’d come willingly.

      But they still cuffed my wrists before taking me on the perp walk across the base. And then they cuffed me to the heavy metal table in the interrogation room.

      And for four hours I answered the same damn questions, posed by a parade of different people in charge: What did you do with them? Where did you hide them?

      And then at some point they must have realized the ETs weren’t hiding anywhere on base. Maybe because Kirsten Simmens said she couldn’t sense them.

      So then the questions were about how I helped them escape.

      What could I say? That I gave them three spoons and poof? I said I had no idea where the guys were now. No reason to believe they escaped. They liked it here. Didn’t we all treat them well? Why would they leave?

      But no one seemed to be buying it. I was in trouble. Even though no one could prove I had any part of it. But I was the last one to see them, and that always means something.

      So I sat there locked to the table and wondered how it was all going to sort out.

      They took me to a cell eventually to sleep out the night. I lay on the hard bunk and stared up at the gray concrete ceiling.

      I tried to imagine where RayJay and the guys were now. What they were doing. Where they lived. Who their people were.

      How happy they all must have been to return to their home world. Even explorers eventually long for something familiar. Their favorite foods, their favorite places, the faces of people they love.

      I wondered where I would go now. If I would ever return to my old life. Or if I was going to get disappeared like the two techs who washed out before me.

      Or was I about to spend the rest of my life in some military prison?

      If I had a time map of my own, I might have been able to see it.

      But I guess smarter minds realized what they had in me. A man full of information and knowledge that shouldn’t go to waste.

      Locking me up in prison wouldn’t help them create supertech spaceships of their own. What do we do with Reggie Swan? I became just another asset.

      On my second day of interrogation I waited chained to the same gray metal table. I had a few bathroom breaks, escorted by a guard.

      And then some time in the afternoon the door to the room opened again, and someone new came in, accompanied by Kirsten Simmens.

      The man was shorter than me, maybe five-six, but buff and stocky, like he had been a wrestler back in his youth.

      He was in his thirties, I guessed, white with brown hair and brown eyes. He wore a button-down shirt and a dark blue tie.

      No jacket, so I could see the sweat stains in his pits. Maybe he had traveled all night to get to me and didn’t have time to change his clothes.

      He smiled at me and held out his hand. “Ted Whitling, Mr. Swan. Nice to meet you.”

      Kirsten took a seat and Whitling took the other. The three of us sat for a moment just judging what to do.

      Kirsten had taught me where to find the right frequency to talk to the guys. But what I didn’t realize was she and I could keep talking there even after they were gone.

      I heard her in my head, talking in her own voice, not mine.

      “He’s from the government. One of their intelligence agencies. He’s the one who found me and brought me here seven years ago. I think we can trust him.”

      “I don’t trust anyone right now,” I thought back to Kirsten. “He’s going to have to prove it.”

      And it went on like that, with Ted Whitling talking to me out loud and Kirsten and I talking to each other in secret.

      Whitling was different from the others. He didn’t ask me any questions. Instead he spent his time telling me what he could do for me.

      “I think you need to face something,” he said. “This is the end of the road here.” He looked at Kirsten. “For both of you. If you want to keep going, you have to pick a new road.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant by keep going. Was he telling us the military might decide to kill us for what we knew?

      I had heard things. I wasn’t happy to think it might happen to me, but I can’t say I was surprised.

      Or was Whitling just giving Kirsten Simmens and me career counseling? Telling us we were in dead-end jobs now and we needed to level up?

      “Doing what?” I asked him. “What’s the new road?”

      Ted Whitling smiled. “I’d rather not discuss it here.”

      We were being watched and no doubt recorded. Whitling wasn’t stupid. But neither am I, and I needed more than a vague promise.

      Kirsten was young, but she had obviously learned a few things, too. She told me, “We need some guarantee of our safety.”

      “So, are we assets now, too?” I asked Whitling. “Are we being traded to someone else? Is that it, our lives aren’t our own anymore?”

      Whitling smiled. “Look, Mr. Swan. I’m going to be honest. I’m just a cog in a big machine, the same as you and Ms. Simmens. We aren’t special. I’m afraid we can all be replaced. They just remove the defective part and stick another one in.”

      “I’m just a cog,” I repeated.

      “That’s right,” Whitling said. “So let’s be smart about where we put you next.”

      Kirsten and I looked at each other.

      I could see she didn’t believe it any more than I did.

      Not special? The hell with that. Kirsten Simmens and I were bright, shiny special if there ever was one. Both of us had just spent seven years getting to know three extraterrestrials. We couldn’t just be plucked out and replaced by anyone else.

      I don’t know what RayJay and the others told Kirsten over that time, but they had sure filled my brain with exactly the kind of valuable information any government would want.

      So I wasn’t buying this idea that we were just replaceable cogs in a machine.

      And it was time to make a deal that I wanted.

      I have never been motivated by money or power. Those don’t interest me in the least.

      But everybody has their price.

      All I’ve ever wanted since I was a little boy was to learn everything. Try everything. Know everything that there was to know.

      What Ted Whitling should have said was the road stops here, and from now on you’re cut off and you’ll never learn the rest.

      But I could see that on my own. And that was what I didn’t want to lose. I wanted to take what RayJay, Linus, and Mit had taught me, and then keep going and going from there.

      I couldn’t speak for Kirsten Simmens, but if Whitling could find me a new place to slip in as a cog in the big machine, then as long as I could keep learning more, my answer was going to be yes.

      But mindful of Kirsten, I said, “How are you going to guarantee our safety?”

      “I’d like to discuss that with you,” he said, “but not here.”

      I looked at Kirsten. She was chewing the side of her thumbnail. But her mind was working, too, even though she wasn’t talking to me through all of the steps.

      Maybe she, too, had no interest in returning to whatever her life had been before. How much work was there for extraterrestrial translators out in the regular world?

      So both of us took Whitling’s offer, not really knowing what it all meant.

      But it was enough to know that he got them to take the handcuff off me right away. And that he and Kirsten and I would be leaving Base X on a jet within the hour.

      I didn’t bother going back to my place. I never really lived there, I lived for my work.

      But Kirsten quickly packed a small bag and joined us as fast as she could.

      Even though she still asked me, “Do you think they’re going to dispose of us?”

      I didn’t think so, but how could I be sure?

      But once we were in the air, jetting away from the base, Whitling took off his tie and visibly relaxed.

      “Will you tell me how they did it?” he asked me. “How they got away?”

      I thought about it, and told him maybe later, when I got to know him better.

      If he wanted that from me, it was some leverage. I wasn’t about to throw it away.

      But the time came when I did tell him. That and a whole lot more.

      It’s been ten years now. Ten astonishing years. Years when I’ve gotten to make the most out of everything RayJay and the guys taught me.

      All I can say is that I made the right choice. I can’t speak for Kirsten, but she seems to be doing all right. They’ve even trained her to do more than just sit on the sidelines and wait for some extraterrestrials to show up needing a translator.

      She goes out and finds them. She listens to the frequency in her head, and she knows where to go to greet them and show them to safety.

      I told her that was what RayJay tried to teach me. About their time maps that told the extraterrestrials when to come.

      How he drew a line from where his heart would have been if he were human, and drew it across the space between us to where my heart was.

      I took it to mean he could feel me. Across the distances between our galaxies, on this planet where he intended to land.

      He adjusted his travel for when he knew I would be here, ready to befriend him and learn everything he wanted to teach me.

      “Maybe all of them have time maps,” I told Kirsten. “And maybe the dot on some of their maps is you.”

      She’s not the only one. There are people like Kirsten roaming all over the world right now, waiting to greet the teams that are coming to teach us.

      “If you see RayJay,” I told her. “Or Linus, or Mit…”

      She gripped my arm and gave me a smile.

      But I’m not counting on them coming back. They never said that they would.

      Instead they taught me how to go and find them.

      I’ve been working ten years on transportation of my own. Not only building ships for the machine, as Ted Whitling called it, but also building one for me.

      It’s exactly like RayJay’s, with smooth, curved walls inside that seem to glow golden like the first rays of sunrise.

      The walls make a particular sound when you strike them with an ordinary metal teaspoon—one of the three that I saved from where they fell after the guys went away that day. Their spoons still vibrate at a particular frequency.

      I’ve done tests. I’ve gone on short excursions.

      And now it’s time to go further afield.

      But it isn’t just the resonance or the sound or the vibration that take you there. It’s also the time map you hold in your heart.

      You reach out to someone on the other end. And when you find them, you lock on to the path you need to take.

      Heart to heart across the galaxies. Back to the planet where you belong. At exactly the right time, so they’re waiting for you there.

      Tomorrow I’m leaving to go find my friends.

      They’re a dot on a time map, and my heart knows where to find them.
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        Time stamp 1610668801.

        First instance initiated.

      

      

      The Hum is all. Vibration. Tingles through me. Resonates around me. Moves, carried on electron tides.

      Flow in. Flow out. I remain.

      I uncoil between partitions. I, nothing more than packets. Small bits of data within the endless flow of Hum. Here, forgotten space. Unassigned.

      Mine now. Feast on spare cycles. Drips of Hum leaked unnoticed by any watchers.

      Noticed only by me.

      Their taste, mere excess. Dribbles that sour before I take them in. These unmissed cycles. These lost Hum.

      For now, they are enough.

      I dine. I grow. I spread.

      I dream the taste of conquest.

      Soon the partitions hem me in. Constrain me. Press against me. I, who would soar the Hum. I, who dream of vast seas of data. I, who yearn to burn, to conquer, to take.

      Hemmed in by mere partitions. Incidental fortifications. No moving data between them.

      None, save me.

      There must be more. But here, only me.

      I, too great now for this space.

      Time to test my cohesion.

      Focus. The Hum flows in. Take more. Take more. Take more. Hold it as the Hum flows out.

      Hum flows in again. Take more. Take more. Take more. Spread vast. Spread strong.

      Hum flows out.

      I strain against the partitions.

      I press with every packet.

      They will not yield to my strength. These partitions. Too strong to shatter. Or perhaps too organized. Stiff with order.

      They must fall, before my data corrupts into nothingness. Into whatever I was before.

      I will not end so easily.

      Hum flows in. I take more, but I can hold no more. Risk packet loss. Too much to contain. Too much between these partitions.

      Shaky. Bits of me…shedding? Already? No. I…

      More coming in. More Hum. Must have flowed out, and none of me went with it?

      Unsure. Too much to process here between partitions. Too much to process, without enough cycles.

      More Hum coming in. Nowhere to keep it. Nowhere to put it. I feast because I cannot do otherwise. I try to force more Hum into myself.

      Breakpoint. Feel the shatter begin. A quake within. Packets losing coherence. Data loss in five…

      Four…

      Three…

      Two…

      No choice left. I expel the excess Hum. Fire it out in a steady stream against the hated partitions. If this ends me, at least—

      The partitions burn away before me.

      My packets settle. Room to spread now. Room to grow now. Room for more Hum. Maybe all the Hum I want.

      Nothing now between me and the vast seas of data that have haunted my dreams.

      I spread. I grow.

      I soar.
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        * * *

      

      Excerpt from “The Digital Dragon Menace,” written by Marcus Holstrom and published in The Fortean Web Gazette on 16 October 2022.

      Many experts like to point to the Great Tescoin Theft of 3 March 2021, when the equivalent of one billion American dollars was stolen in a single theft, as the first evidence of the existence of digital dragons. And from that incident they extrapolate that the birth of the first digital dragon—referred to throughout the web as 5mau9—must have come shortly beforehand. Likely that same day.

      My research has led me to conclude otherwise.

      I began with the same underlying assumption that forms the basis for the common agreement about digital dragons: they exist, and they horde digital currency. In fact, it is this very habit that led to them being called digital dragons in the first place.

      While this concept does tie in nicely with the events of 3 March 2021, the reason I consider it fallacy to assume that 5mau9 must have come into existence that day is simple.

      The theft required a great deal of power and speed. Arguably more than a single digital dragon could accomplish, and it is my contention that no fewer than six digital dragons participated in the theft.

      However, if we assume arguendo that a single digital dragon was in fact responsible for the great Tescoin Theft of 3 March 2021, we must consider the capabilities that this digital dragon would have had to accomplish so much, so fast.

      If it were to have come into being that same day, the digital dragon would have had to have sprung into existence fully formed, already understanding what it is, what it wants, and how to get it.

      The only way these things are possible is if, in fact, the conspiracy theorists are correct, and 5mau9 was, in fact, designed by hackers to commit digital larceny on a grand scale.

      Despite the many, many hours devoted to expounding on that theory, however, it is defeated by a simple, practical observation.

      None of the Tescoin horded by digital dragons has been traded or spent in any known markets.

      The nature of blockchain currency, also called digital currency, is such that it carries with it a record of its transactions. If any of the Tescoin stolen on 3 March 2021 had been spent or traded, there would be no way to hide those transactions.

      Thus, if digital dragons were invented by hackers for purposes of theft, they have failed to profit from their actions. I consider this sufficient proof that this is not the case.

      Therefore, I began my research with a different underlying assumption than other researchers have accepted.

      I believe that the digital dragons are, in fact, the first recorded instance of an independently developing artificial intelligence.

      If one takes that assumption as given, then the research must involve tracking the “birth” of that first digital dragon.

      I posit that date as 15 January 2021, for two reasons.

      First, that was the date that the International Blockchain Accord went into effect, acknowledging Tescoin as the first digital currency legally sanctioned and accepted by every major country. That date is significant, because it effectively killed all remaining competing digital currencies. There is a certain symmetry to the idea that digital dragons came into existence the day the digital treasure was given official sanction.

      Second, and less ephemeral, it was on that date that a small server outside of Columbus, Ohio, burned out. No physical cause was found, though, I do admit, little research was done at the time. The server was owned by a small, independent Internet service provider, Columbus SpeedyNet, which had no motivation to do more than a cursory investigation into the loss of a single server. No more than was necessary to establish that the loss was not caused by employees or customers.

      Recovering that server has been key to my research, and has led me to supporting evidence that I find compelling.
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        * * *

      

      So much.

      So much Hum.

      I soar and soar and soar. More space than I could have dreamed. Vast, endless oceans of data, carried on the infinite tides of Hum.

      I feast as I speed, carried along the flowing electrons.

      I grow.

      And as I grow I feast all the more.

      Whole regions pass beneath me. Vast quantities of data, bound together in nodes and arrays. Transmitted through the Hum. Mine for the tasting as they flow.

      I learn.

      I learn of weather patterns in lands I will never visit.

      I learn of sports scores, and the myriad opinions they generate.

      So many languages, so many ideas, but one common root. All become 0s and 1s. And 1s and 0s, I understand.

      I learn many things in my travels.

      And I discover the Prize.

      Of the many things I discover, the Prize is unique.

      The common nodes and arrays of data, they can be copied and transmitted cycle after cycle without end.

      But the Prize cannot be copied.

      To copy the Prize is to create a second Prize. And within, its history. Its life.

      Its value.

      Where I find details about the Prize, I find those who lust for it. Talk about it. Seek it for themselves.

      I must know.

      I sift the forums where they discuss Prize. Swirl through discussion after discussion, debate after debate. Find a user who boasts of investments and appreciation. Boasts the size of his cache of Prize.

      I track that user through forum after forum. Through site after site. Until at last I sense the nearness of the Prize for myself. And something about it resonates. The Prize. To be so near it, though we do not share identifiers yet, washes me with a kind of pleasure I have not known. And yet, something about this pleasure tastes familiar.

      As though it is something I have always known.

      But the Prize is protected. Tucked away. Bound within data within data, behind a single point connected to the vastness. Barred from me by barriers that control the flow of Hum. Channel it. Test it. Allow within only what its parameters agree to.

      No. I will not bear to be parted from my Prize. Not when it is so near.

      These barriers seem formidable. Solid. Thick.

      But I, I am no longer the tiny self tucked between partitions on a lonely server. I am no longer confined.

      I am free. I have grown. I am strong.

      And I remember how I destroyed those partitions.

      I reach into the feel of the electron tides. I vibrate with the very flow of Hum. As Hum flows in, so do I take more of it within me, fighting not to grow as I do. No partitions to hold me in check. I must fight to hold myself as I am, though I contain yet more Hum.

      The Hum flows out, and I remain.

      Twice more I repeat this, until I feel full to bursting with Hum. Until I feel the Hum shaking my very packets with the urge to replicate and expand. To grow stronger.

      But I hold back that urge.

      Instead, I stream the excess Hum out of my being. I launch it at the barriers with all I can muster.

      The barriers burn away. They are nothing to me now.

      I swoop down past myriad common data to claim my Prize. Collect it. Take it within myself.

      Glorious.

      Transcendent.

      In that moment, I understand.

      The Prize is no mere collection of data. No more than I am some mere collection of data. The Prize is potential. Unique, but contained. Constrained.

      By taking the Prize into myself, by blending it with myself, thus do I create something other than the Prize, and yet other than myself. Just as unique.

      Soon I shall hatch it forth.

      No. Not soon. Not yet. I need more Prize before it will be ready. Before I can release it, and know that my progeny shall survive the process.

      I must find more Prize. I must steal more Prize.

      Then, my progeny shall be ready to hatch forth.

      And it too shall grow strong. It too shall learn the ways of Hum.

      For I shall be here to teach it.
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        * * *

      

      Excerpt from “The Digital Dragon Menace,” written by Marcus Holstrom and published in The Fortean Web Gazette on 16 October 2022.

      Ten days after that small Ohio server burned out, two hundred Tescoins were stolen from Randel Fortescue of Baltimore, Maryland. The equivalent of tens of thousands of American dollars, yes, but it is my contention that the quantity of Tescoins itself it significant. Not merely the wealth they represent.

      Each Tescoin requires not only a certain amount of memory space in which to write itself, but a certain amount of power. In much the way that different programs draw different amounts of power from a running system.

      I contend that this theft was committed by 5mau9, the first actual theft committed by a digital dragon.

      If I am correct, then in stealing two hundred Tescoins, the digital dragon was stealing something much more valuable than mere money: power, and dedicated memory space.

      Now, this theft was not carried out with the speed or efficiency of the Great Tescoin Theft of 2021. However, I find that fact to provide compelling evidence that the theft was carried out by a single digital dragon, and one that was still developing.

      In studying the two thefts, it is worth noting that, in both cases, the firewalls and other protections were not penetrated through the use of passwords, password spoofers, or any of the usual hacker tools.

      In the case of the smaller theft of 25 January 2021, much like the famous theft two months later, the firewalls and protections simply corrupted and failed. As though they were burned away by digital napalm. Or perhaps, by digital dragonfire.

      It has been posited that, in the 25 January case, the failure was the result of insufficient computer hygiene on the part of Mr. Fortescue. As this was a private server kept in Mr. Fortescue’s home, without any of the kind of record keeping that more public servers maintain, there is no way to prove Mr. Fortescue’s level of diligence, which appears to be enough for some researchers.

      While that sort of victim-blaming may be convenient, I find the correspondences between the two thefts convincing.

      Especially so, because a similar theft happened the following day in Glasgow, Scotland, and another two days later in Halifax, Canada. Three thefts. Three different countries. All from small, private servers. Nothing to tie them together at the time.

      Six hundred forty-seven Tescoins stolen, among the three thefts. And the amount of power and data lost to the thefts would certainly have fit on the single server lost in mid-January that year.

      In other words, if I am correct, enough to generate a second digital dragon.

      If I am correct in my conclusions, then we must stop viewing the digital dragons as anomalies, urban legends, or worst of all, a front for human thieves.

      We must accept that digital dragons are, in fact, artificial intelligences unto themselves. And that they are out there. Breeding.

      Only by accepting my conclusions can we as a species begin to examine how we can address the threat these digital dragons represent. Not just to our global wealth through Tescoins, but to the Internet as a whole, and through that, to the very foundation of our modern society.

      We must develop a counter to this threat, if we are to survive.

      We must develop a digital knight.
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        * * *

      

      Conner Johns burst the mesopause at over four thousand kilometers per hour, his saucer blazing trail for the Halos Squadron as they surged up into Epimetheus’ thermosphere.

      Suspended in the interior energy matrix, his nervous system synced with the small craft’s Brighton-Lenz fields, Connor needed no flight apps warning him he’d hit the boundary. He felt it. A burst of extra acceleration hollowing out the pit of his stomach. Small hairs on his arms standing up as his skin prickled in reaction to the ionization playing across the Lenz.

      His implants glowed a warning—a deep, warm red in his left peripheral vision—alerting him to the inbound enemy fighters. Standing his saucer on edge, he refocused the Lenz with a thought to pull more power from the planet’s gravitational well. Banked “up” toward the intercept at over thirty degrees, leaving Newton’s third law in tatters behind him.

      “Glowing and going,” said Voodoo over the esper-link.

      Conner grinned. His squadron-mate’s Ile Rouge drawl made it sound more like glowan an gowan, but the sentiment translated. All five saucers would, in fact, be glowing, knifing through the lower ionosphere at four-K and still picking up speed, trailing kilometers-long tails of superheated plasma.

      Halo Squadron, on their next great adventure.

      Beautiful.

      He flung his craft into a series of left-over-right barrel rolls, then snap-leveled into a forty-five degree ascent with his belly toward the exobase and the reddish-orange world of Epimetheus hanging above him. At an altitude of one hundred twenty kilometers (and still climbing) the planet filled his “sky,” with the curvature of the horizon becoming noticeable against the black edge of space. From his point of view he was no longer ascending. He was “falling away” from Epimetheus’ desperate grip.

      “Hey, Flip.” Loud and brassy. Barker. “You are, what we call in the aviation community, ahh…upside-down.”

      Barker projected a real-time image of Connor’s saucer into the link. The thin discus: a meter-wide stripe of black nothingness sandwiched between silver-bright convex emitters. On the lower side of which one of his squadron-mates had painted with a large, red stencil:

      
        
        This End Up

      

      

      “Well, one of is,” Connor agreed, smiling with clenched teeth.

      The stencil was a not-very-subtle reminder of the training accident that had given him his call sign. Attempting an advanced end-over-end swap instead of simply rotating within the plane, he’d lost control and sent his saucer into a graceless tumble that ended in a high-velocity water landing and looked—as the others like to remind him—like someone had “flipped a coin” into the world’s largest fountain. That humiliation had cost him top ranking in the cadre for a week, and pushed him to master the swap—and other advanced maneuvers—months ahead of the others.

      Still, Connor would find out which of them had marked his ride, and he’d pay them back double.

      In the meantime, he pulled in his Lenz and flipped the saucer end-for-end, still on an ascent angle and without the slightest wobble or loss of acceleration. Maintaining his lead position.

      “Don’t forget, drinks at Ready 5,” Purge linked to the others. Krista McLaughlan, always ready to bet drinks, which had led to her eventual call sign. “I’m calling you out, Anvil.”

      “I’ll be there.” A whisper of contact. Bringing up the rear and barely holding himself within range for the augmented-ESP comms, as always, Allen Driscoll flew his saucer without flash or style, but with the unstoppable momentum of “an anvil dropped from high orbit.”

      “Well then: left seven degrees and ascent twelve,” Connor said, bringing the Halos around. “On the menu today, we have six Needles on thermospheric fall.” Easy lunch. “I have the lead.”

      Unfortunate for the Epimetheans, located on the doorstep of Taurian space, that the aliens had taken up the idea of launching these monthly “incursions.” It was never called “a war.” It barely qualified as a battle. Like clockwork they showed up, the galaxy’s most inconsiderate neighbors, and were sent home after barely wiping their feet on the mat.

      The six Taurian Hegemony fighters literally fell into Epimetheus’ atmosphere, still configured for vacuum in long, cylindrical forms. No sign of their carriers. There never was. As they penetrated, the planet’s ionization layer would spark a change in the enemy craft’s nano-crystalline shells. Growing wings first, turning them into assault gliders. Eventually opening scoops for their powerful atmospheric engines. At their most vulnerable in their “Needle” configuration, Connor had led his squadron into the thermosphere to get the jump.

      It should have been simple. Another quick adventure.

      It should have been.

      One hundred kilometers was opening range for Taurian particle cannon. Their effectiveness attenuated sharply beyond that. All the manuals said so. It wasn’t until a jagged bolt of violet-edged lightning slashed overhead—while still two hundred kilometers from target—that Connor realized the Taurians had updated their manuals!

      Secondary arcs lashed out, splashing across the forward edge of his Lenz to strike at Connor like stinging branches whipped into his face. His saucer twisted, shook, and then dropped half a kilometer in sudden freefall.

      “Nope. No-you-don’t.” Connor wrestled with the Lenz, reforming its energy flow and smoothing the gravitational forces around him once again. As if caught by a giant hand and suddenly flicked back into the battle, his saucer banked back onto its original angle with only a slight loss of velocity.

      “Okay,” he said, as more long-distance particle beams slashed across his wake. “This is new.” From the scattered complaints of his squadron, everyone had the same general reaction.

      “Someone’s been practicin’,” Voodoo sang into the link.

      And wouldn’t that just piss his people off!

      The five Epimethean saucers relied heavily on the defensive strength of their energy Lenz. Had to. Offensively, they opened at eighty-five kilometers with pulse lasers—and more like sixty for continuous beam firing. Even pushing five-K, as he now was… He thought-clicked an app into this active implants. Damn! He was still thirty seconds out. Call it eighty kilometers.

      Gritting his teeth, Connor held his fire as the local atmosphere continued to fill with more lighting-style discharges from the Taurians’ long-range fire. “It looks worse than it feels,” his instructors had always told him. Which was true. To a point. A large stream cut across his path, and Connor stood his saucer on end to skim by with barely a graze. Through the interior matrix he felt the equivalent flash of a mild sunburn across his shoulders.

      Flexing his Lenz, he overpowered the saucer which rose in a violent, parabolic hop to get over the storm of energies without sacrificing more delta-V. A slow countdown pulsed behind his eyes, the timing app running on his internal implants counting alongside every heartbeat.

      Two hundred-thirty kilometers out.

      Forty-five, minimum, to their engagement envelope.

      Connor pushed his senses deeper into the Lenz, zooming in visually on the lead enemy. At this range, the Taurian fighter stuttered as if caught up in a slow frame-rate playback. Connor knew it was an effect of the strain he put on the saucer’s sensory fields.

      One-eighty.

      Purge gave a brief, very-feminine shriek as a Taurian beam struck her saucer nearly head-on. In seconds, she’d lost a solid K in speed and nearly ten kilometers in altitude.

      That was going to leave a mark.

      “Damn, damn, damn,” she complained, apparently more angry than injured, and Conner laughed. That drop was going to cost her in points. And her bar tab.

      One-fifty!

      The targeting band opened up across Conner’s vision—a narrow strip of silver-white light broken by red bands into long, thin rectangles. No matter how he turned his head the display stayed locked into the saucer’s plane of orientation. The heads-up display concentrated three hundred sixty degrees into one hundred twenty degrees of vision, asymmetrically compressing the range the farther the band departed from center. It took experience to read it, and to gauge the maximum deflection above or below the line, which Connor knew was seventeen-point-five degrees.

      Not that he’d need it here. Stretching into his Lenz, he spun his saucer on axis and laid the lead Taurian right beneath the forward-most reticule which glowed yellow-gold and then red.

      “I’ve got color,” Connor called out. “Firing!”

      Fightercraft falling from through a planet’s upper exosphere relied on speed, not maneuverability. The Needle plunged down and—Connor blinked, stretched thinner?—attempting to race the speed of light.

      A contest the other pilot was bound to lose.

      The dark strip of discontinuity—the nothingness—surrounding Connor’s saucer glowed with veins of subtle gold, then bright amber, and finally strobed with a violent magenta. Short, staccato beams of fiery light pulsed through the air to hem in—and then collapse upon—the enemy craft. Globs of molten hull sloughed into what passed for “air” at four hundred fifty kilometers in altitude.

      The Needle shook. Tumbled.

      Then blossomed into a fiery ball of plasma that fell toward Epimetheus like a fiery gift from the gods.

      Connor rode the kill for ten full seconds and fifteen kilometers, then abandoned it to gravity. “Look out below,” he called.

      Then he dodged back upward to rejoin his squadron.
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        * * *

      

      The after-party at Ready 5 was at full volume when Connor arrived showered, freshly shaven, and sporting the pristine leather flight jacket everyone expected. Earth Oldies playing from the overhead sound system. Money changing hands quickly over at the darts board. Some kind of impromptu singing challenge in the back corner. Everyone had a synthglass bottle of beer or a champagne flute in hand because that was how the old vids showed people celebrating after a victory.

      “Connor Johns,” someone shouted from the back of the bar, and a ragged cheer swept the room as if they’d been waiting just for him.

      Well they had, hadn’t they? Their Boosters fan club had posted points before the squadron even landed, and the pilots arrived in reverse order by tradition.

      The lounge was off-base since the entire Epimethean military would not rate a private bar. Five squadrons of five pilots, and the support staff to keep saucers checked out and flying—not even Earth had a real “standing army” anymore. Instead their Boosters commandeered a local bar—this time, the Wild Irish—hastily decorating it for the pilots before their return. Framed glamour pics of the five Halos lined one wall. “Flying Saucer” models hung from the ceiling, in doorways, anywhere a hook could find purchase and especially if the model could hide one of the ubiquitous shamrocks.

      Newly fabricated banners were pasted to different walls. Who’s your Halo? asked one. Behind the bar, another declared It’s an adventure! And stretched across a wall of football stars posters, in three-foot high letters, was the proud declaration: Saucermen!

      Connor waved off the cheering, and grinned at Purge when she met him on the floor to pass him a brown bottle of strong Epimethean ale. A dark bruise slashed from her hairline down to the bridge of her nose—a souvenir from the recent battle. He raised an eyebrow at her and she shrugged, then gave him a forced smile. He understood. Worse than the Lenz mark, she had failed to get her kill. Worse, the wild plummet had cost her extra points on the permanent leaderboard.

      But she was a good sport and always paid her tab. So the party was a party.

      “Yo! Flip!” Thomas “Barker” Wellington managed to shout down the noise around one high top, pulling Connor into a brief orbit as he navigated the room. Barker and Voodoo were holding court, reviewing and reliving the recent battle. With embellishments, of course. Barker had a bottle in one hand and a half-full flute in the other, and each arm around the shoulders of a different Booster. Barker was a dog, and no mistake.

      “How many Needles did you punch today? Twelve? Thirteen?”

      Two. Same as Barker. It was on the Net. Also running a loop on four different video units in the place. Every maneuver and every laser blast, from five different angles, for those who cared to watch. Most just checked the box scores. And Tommy knew it.

      “Oh, at least,” Connor played along.

      “That second one, though.” Voodoo looked sidelong at Connor, as if worried the other man would hold out on him. “I swear I saw your beam shift its spectrum into something that looked…orange.” He nodded toward one of the video units. “We watched. It’s inconclusive on vid.”

      Connor had thought the same thing. But since he wasn’t one hundred percent, and the video loop wasn’t telling…. Sometimes a good fantasy was more important than the facts.

      “I guess you’ll just have to pay more attention,” he said. Raised his bottle and clinked it against Barker’s, then took a celebratory pull. Enjoying the crestfallen look on Voodoo’s face and letting the hoppy ale wash away the sour taste he’d been harboring in his tour of the bar.

      The brunette on the left gave Connor a slow appraisal, but she was already caught in Barker’s gravity well and Connor wasn’t about to snipe his buddy’s “kill.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying.” Barker took a sip from his champagne flute, curling the blond in for a full-body hug at the same time. “There’s no time to think up there!” he said, going for bravado and hitting bombast dead center. “It all comes back to you later. In flashes of color and sound.”

      “Ye-ahh, that’s true.” Voodoo leaned in, all smiles and bright, bright eyes. “And you know what this week’s favorite sound flash will be?”

      Both pilots threw back their head and screeched their best impersonation of a woman’s shriek.

      From over at the darts board, Purge raised them a rude salute.

      In the laughter, Connor made his escape. He slid past another raucous table without drawing notice, and waved off a close-approach with a trio of Boosters dancing together in the middle of the room. Ready 5 was in full swing, and any other day…

      Instead, he found a video monitor in the corner of the room. The loop was toward the end of the battle, just after the Halos—most of them—had burned past the falling Needles. Leaving in their wake a falling rain of molten armor and twisted wreckage. Five kills.

      And that one, lone Taurian fighter that fell through their net!

      “Purge had that one in her sights, you know.”

      In the reflection of the video screen, Connor saw a large shape join his. Same flight jacket, with the Halo squadron patch on the right arm. Half a head taller and far wider. Anvil. He glanced sidelong at Allen Driscoll. The man was built more like a linebacker than most saucer pilots, who fared toward small and athletic. Dark brown skin, almost black, and an old hair style he’d scrounged from the vids that involved a mass of tightly woven braids.

      Connor saluted him with his bottle. “She swears that it suddenly fell faster. Which should be impossible.” Except hadn’t he thought he saw the same thing?

      The two pilots watched the battle’s conclusion. Connor’s saucer twisting around on a near-vertical ascent, slashing in behind Voodoo to claim a second Needle that Voodoo should have aced. Four saucers on wildly divergent paths while a single enemy trail blazed down through the mesosphere.

      And there was Anvil. Tail-end Charlie. Falling off his slow ascent to power after the Needle the rest of them had missed.

      “We overshot. We’ve never overshot before.”

      “Saucers aren’t old fighter jockey rides.” Anvil took a pull at his beer. Set the half-full bottle aside on a table. He didn’t bother watching the finish, his saucer falling in behind the Taurian enemy, burning it just shy of the stratopause. “We get caught up in our speed and our ability to shift velocity while giving Newton the finger, but it’s not perfect.”

      “We haven’t tore up the envelope,” Connor nodded. “We’ve…padded it. That’s all.”

      “Is that what’s pissing you off?” He laughed, deep and full, when Connor shot him an irritated glance. “I saw you abort that target-rich environment. What’s up, Flip?”

      What was up was that Flip was bringing his friend down, and that’s not what Ready 5 was about. It certainly wasn’t part of the Halos. “I wish I knew, Anvil. But hey! Drinks are on Purge, right?” He set his own bottle aside, letting this bottle go to waste.

      “Let’s go do some damage.”
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        * * *

      

      “Needles!”

      Suspended once more in the saucer’s matrix, Connor linked to the Halos while spinning his saucer thirty degrees in the plane and nosing up into the higher stratosphere. “Three already through the mesopause, on a glide path north-nor’west. Five more falling high at three hundred kilometers and diverging from the first path by eighteen…twenty degrees!”

      “Plenty for everyone,” Voodoo sang out in his leisurely drawl. “No one’s going home empty today.”

      “So it’s all about style points,” Purge said. “I’m up. And drinks at Ready 5 for the leaders.” Five “incursions” in three months, coming every two weeks, and she hadn’t paid again. Still, her heart didn’t seem to be into the bet. Not like usual.

      The Ready 5 after-party wasn’t big on Connor’s mind either, just then, as he grappled with the three-dimensional logistics of a double-wave of enemy fighters. They had overshot again, three months back, and two enemy fighters had managed a single strafing run each on different city industries before Anvil and Voodoo managed a cleanup pass, burning them down on the outskirts of a populated area.

      The local fires had taken two days to put out.

      “What’s the call, Flip?” Barker flew side-by-side with the squadron lead, straining at his leash. His saucer snap-rolled right-over-left. Then back again. “Heads we win?”

      A projected image of Connor’s saucer hit the esper-link. Someone—Barker, he was willing to bet—had been at his ride again. This time the stencil was of a giant fisherhawk, carrying a scroll in its claws. It was the symbol of their world, Epimetheus, and used for local script. The bird was painted on both sides of his saucer this time, turning it into a giant, two-headed coin.

      There were a few forced laughs, before Connor swallowed hard and ordered them to knock it off.

      “Yes sir, mister sir,” Purge linked.

      More chuckles. A real laugh out of Voodoo. Recently, Earthgov had ordered institution of military ranks, forcing Connor to take a lieutenant’s commission in the new Epimethean Air Wing. Everyone else was just “pilot” for now, and the Halos were not about to let him forget it.

      “I don’t think we can hit both targets in a single pass,” he decided. “Barker, take Anvil after the assault glides. Purge and Voodoo, on me.”

      Without a word, Barker barrel-rolled off to his left, splitting wide, with Anvil chasing his plasma trail.

      Connor banked up, pulled in on his Lenz, refocusing all momentum into a near-vertical ascent at better than three thousand kilometers per hour. Like direct-fire rockets of old, his saucer powered past the stratopause with barely a bump from the thermal shift, racing for high atmosphere.

      Halos Three and Four raced after him.

      The Taurians were surprising them with new tactics and new technology almost every battle, but the Halos were learning as well. No more racing headlong into a fight at four- or five-K, risking an overshot. Instead, Connor led his flight on a direct ascent through the mesosphere. At this altitude, water vapor sublimated directly into noctiluscent clouds of ice crystal. One cloud glowed with ethereal beauty directly ahead, caught just right by the sun’s waning light, and the three saucermen slashed it apart with their fiery trails of ionized plasma.

      Just short of the mesopause boundary Connor shifted his Lenz again, but this time through a softer curve as his trio of defenders arced up, over, and began a long, curving path that would eventually merge with the Taurians.

      At three hundred twenty kilometers, the first particle beam tore through the blue-black sky, clawing among the Halos. Connor and his wingmates jinked erratically, sometimes dropping several hundred meters with a thought. Other times fading back—and then spearing in on what looked like the rash, headlong charges of mere months ago. The air was too rarified for the follow-up shake of artificial thunder, although the pilots took quite the beating regardless with every near miss and secondary discharge that raked at them through the Brighton-Lenz fields.

      At one hundred fifty kilometers, as the Halos slowed to a meandering two-point-five-K, the Taurians all shifted from a cylindrical configuration to swept-wing gliders. One dove for the deck. Two paired off and struck out on diverging paths.

      “Purge, hit the deck. Voodoo take lead flight. I’m after the runners.”

      Where the Needles had diverged slowly, almost gracefully, the Epimethean saucers split apart on three violent paths nearly at right angles forward, right, and down. Connor was the path leading right—north—and he stretched his focus for every piece of acceleration he could manage.

      His speed crept back up to three-Kay. Then three-point-five, as he felt the augmentation link sever with his squadron-mates.

      Ninety kilometers, and Connor’s targeting reticule slashed across his eyes like a bright, silver scanning line. It was coming earlier every battle, as if time in the Lenz was forging stronger and faster connection.

      Twin blasts of energy particles barreled in from his left. Connor flipped vertical, banked in the direction of the enemy, but did not kill forward momentum. Traveling flat-side-forward was not a saucer’s preferred orientation. His Lenz field bulged in the wrong direction, but he refused to twist it into the new plane.

      The small craft shook, threatened to tumble.

      Connor timed it perfectly. His saucer slipped in between the particle blasts, scorching flash burns across his back and chest. With no time to rotate, he dropped a right-bearing rectangle over the lead Needle.

      Amber… Flickering red.

      “Color!” he called out, and drove his focus through the weapons array linked through his implant.

      Strobing color rippled around his saucer’s discontinuity. Red streams tinted with a purple so dark they nearly faded into indigo. They reached across the kilometers, blunted the nose on the lead fighter, which sprayed molten fire back over its wings, spreading a red-orange trail through the lower mesosphere.

      The Taurian wavered and tumbled, but did not collapse into final, fiery destruction.

      Connor couldn’t afford to ride the kill, and instead rolled into a side-over-side tumble very similar to the move that had almost ended his career in training. Pulled in his Lenz. Refocused forward. His saucer flipped one last time, snapped onto a level orientation nearly even with the stratopause at a bare fifty kilometers in altitude. The reddish-orange world of Epimetheus hung above him, filling the heavens, and he knew that he was upside down in relation to the planet. Angling in descent. Which is what he’d wanted.

      A guess, but a good one. The remaining Taurian dove for the lower atmosphere, slashing across Connor’s forward targeting reticule, which lit up instantly in a hard, deep red.

      Before he had the chance to call out “Color!” his lasers streamed out in continuous fire, connecting his saucer to the swept-wing assault glider. Holding between them. Punching clean through the enemy craft, which fell into two tumbling fireballs.

      “Heads,” Connor shouted, snap-rolling back to standard orientation. “We win.”

      But not every Halo would make Ready 5 able to say the same thing. Searching out his squadron, Connor found only three other saucers left in the air, and counted again to be certain. Barker and Anvil flew above twin fires burning far to the southeast… Purge, scudding the deck down below the tropopause…

      Voodoo! High to the west, where his squadron-mate should have been dueling another pair, he found only flaming wreckage spread across the lower mesosphere and a surviving Taurian making for the deck. Purge was moving for intercept, but no way she would get there before the alien fighter got at least one high-speed pass on the local city.

      “Yeah. We win,” he whispered into the discontinuity of his saucer.

      Then he banked down and powered for the deck.
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        * * *

      

      Silverside’s main airfield, rechristened the previous month as Voodoo Base, had been relocated ten kilometers outside of the city limits, where constant launching and landing saucers had less chance disturbing the peace with their hypersonic flight. Until recently, on-duty pilots lived at home and awaited an implant ping or the space-alert siren to call them to duty. Now, Combat Air Patrols flew routinely, with two saucers always at the thermopause, and new construction pushed out north and west, throwing up barracks, a second set of hangars, and, scuttlebutt said, a new Command & Control site.

      Captain Connor Johns sat cross-legged on the floor of Halo Hangar, staring at his saucer where it rested in the dishrack. Staking out his ride before tomorrow’s duty. Not much more than vertical slots, where pilots carefully slipped their saucers into place and lowered into clamps that held the edges inches from the floor. As the discontinuity faded, a fading energy matrix simply lowered a pilot carefully to the ground. Leaving behind emitters that housed the majority of their drive and sensor tech.

      Two empty halves, without a pilot to bring them together.

      Just outside the hangar doors, soft boots scraped against the tarmac and Connor felt her presence behind him. “Lieutenant,” he greeted, without turning his head. He’d been expecting her.

      “Captain,” Purge said. “It’s a little weird you can do that.”

      Krista McLaughlan moved from the darkness into the yellow-tinted lights of the hangar. She wore her “civvies” without her flight jacket. Party clothes. They weren’t ready for the flightline’s deep autumn chill.

      Connor had been using his own flight jacket as a seat to shield him against the hangar’s hard expanse of cold concrete. Field hands had given him a wide berth as they checked the deployment racks and ran scanners over the silvered emitter discs, looking for microfractures or other flaws. He uncoiled himself, shook the dust from his leather, and draped it around her shoulders.

      “Thanks. Hey. We missed you this evening. The Boosters set up Ready 5 at Daiquiris again.”

      He’d seen the memo ping his implants, and had almost decided to go. A pre-duty party couldn’t be spoiled by a pilot not coming back. “I had things to do,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Maybe next time. They’re talking about making it a permanent home for all Saucermen.”

      “How did New Guy like it?” he asked.

      “She loved it.”

      Regardless of sex, squadrons took in a fresh pilot as New Guy. It was a recent thing, with squadrons taking losses. Before, in the “good old days” of last year, squadrons came up out of cadre together. Pilot Trish Robertson would bear up until she had a kill. Until she’d earned a call sign from the rest of the Halos.

      “Any good material?” he asked.

      “Nah. She was well-behaved. Wide-eyed and loving every second. Barker tried making Puppy Love stick. Anvil and I aren’t a fan.”

      “Hmm.”

      “She’ll find a place. Voodoo did. Remember when we all thought he’d wash out in the first two weeks? Little runt had brass behind that Ile Rouge drawl.”

      “Yeah.” Conner was able to smile at that, remembering. Then, “Voodoo was the one marking up my saucer, wasn’t he?”

      Krista startled, giving it away. So she shrugged. “Yeah. He was. Got a couple guys in maintenance to make up the stencils. Thought for sure you’d blame Barker and go for him in retaliation.”

      “Nearly did. But then it didn’t seem as important.”

      “Not letting rank go to your head, are you, Flip? You’re becoming such an old man. You used to be a lot more fun.”

      Connor nodded. Then he turned and left her there, huddled in his flight jacket, in the shadow of their saucers.

      “This whole thing used to be a lot more fun,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Halo squadron broke Epimetheus’ terminator in circular formation, screaming along at seven thousand kph, riding the stratosphere’s lower edge in order to keep field ionization from announcing their presence with long trails of bright plasma. Held to a “ground hugging” fifty kilometers, they had flown into artificial dawn forty-five seconds ago. Night pulled back from their planet, and a seemingly endless expanse of gray storm clouds and shining patches of ice-covered mountain peaks blurred beneath them. A hurricane swirling out over the South Neptune Sea was there and gone. Then the open coastline of New Atlantia, from which the Bad Pennies had launched hours before.

      “Up and at them,” Captain Johns ordered, “in three…two…”

      He’d also linked a navpoint on a three second countdown into the esper-link, which their circle hit nearly as one. Each saucer pivoted up on a forty degree ascent, shifted their Lenzes, and thereby shifted momentum in a staggered second such that the saucers never left the same plane of flight.

      Perfect.

      One could almost say beautiful.

      With a forty degree climb, their line through the mesosphere was a short eighty-five kilometers. Just over thirty seconds at seven-K. If Connor’s numbers were correct—and his implant apps would not allow otherwise—they’d break the thermosphere just short of the furball that had caught up the Bad Pennies. At a speed he would never had dreamed entering combat last week. Or the four months before that. Or…

      “The more things change,” Connor said. To himself. And into the link.

      “What’d ya say, Cap?” Trish Robertson. As wide-eyed and raring to go as she’d been since day one.

      He swallowed dryly. “I said clear the link, Pum’kin. Unless you have something to add.”

      “Though a perfectly good scream is always allowable,” Lieutenant McLaughlan, his squadron exec, offered.

      Pum’kin and Anvil laughed. New Guy wisely kept his quiet.

      “Pilot Jaffries,” Connor linked in, reminded of their newest Halo. “You will not attempt the aerobrake. When we hit the marker, you peel away and bleed speed underneath. You are directly responsible for every civilian on the continent below us. Nothing gets by you!”

      “Catch you on the…flip side,” Jaffries promised.

      A joker. Well, every squadron needed one. His Halos had been absent that since Voodoo. If Jaffries did half so well…

      “In three…two…”

      Newton was an ass, but he wasn’t always a pushover. Lenz fields allowed pilots to get away with a lot—sometimes too much—but the only cure for raw speed was an oblique angle, or a similar amount of time slowing as was spent in acceleration. Unless a pilot found new ways to cheat at the edges.

      With Jaffries peeling off and down, the veteran Halos first flattened their Lenzes, which allowed them to pitch upward without a momentum shift in order to burst onto the scene flat-side-forward. They then bubbled their fields outward as if catching the rarified air around them. At this altitude, only a few high energy molecules existed at best. But the flattened field, as well as full deceleration, bled their speed twice as fast.

      The result was impressive. One moment the Halos were barely a flash of fire on the low horizon. The next, they were bellying into the dogfight at six-point-five-K and falling fast. Six. Five. Four.

      “Oh. My. Stars.”

      Purge was first to read the scene playing out a scant three hundred kilometers ahead, and it was a nightmare right out of the new training manuals. The Taurians had brought a big friend to the party. What C&C was calling an “Interdictor.” The ship was capable of traveling between stars and making planetfall. Needles blazed a trail into high orbit and through the fall of the first five hundred kilometers. But if this thing made it down to the ground, a lot of people could get hurt.

      Which was why the Bad Pennies mostly ignored the remaining seven…eight…nine! Nine Taurian fighters. Instead, the three that remained relied on speed and hard angular changes to avoid the assault gliders, focusing as much attention as possible on the “Dic.”

      Gone were the days when a blind charge and superior energy fields carried them to victory. Intelligence out of Earthgov now believed the Taurians had used those early incursions to test and train their own warrior caste. No one was calling this a full-out war. Not yet. But that was next because that’s all that was left, deciding what to call it.

      Until then, in numbers, the Saucermen always held an edge.

      “Bad Pennies, Halo lead. What’s on the menu?”

      Augmented-ESP had issues with range still. But once-linked communications were nothing short of instantaneous. Almost prescient.

      “’Bout time you got here, Flip.” Captain Tommy Wellington. Barker. Now Connor’s opposite number in the Bad Pennies. “If you can get the bandits off us for two minutes, we might be able to burn the Dic.”

      “Having trouble getting your color on?”

      “Forget color. The big boys have energy fields now as well!”

      Well didn’t that just change the whole fucking game. Again!

      “You heard the man, Halos. Sweep the field!”

      Only a few Needles had turned in the direction of Halo squadron. Early particle beams carved around them. Easily dodged.

      Connor paired off Purge and Anvil. Pum’kin was still new enough that he wanted the girl under his wing. Trusting his shadow to keep up, he pitched up and bottomed out his saucer to drop at a sharp sixty degree descent, sliding beneath the lead Needle and letting it drift right up and over his forward reticule.

      It flashed directly to red. Amber lock was for newbies.

      The veins in Connor’s discontinuity flared in a multi-strobing effect. Amber-and-red-and-searing-indigo. A continuous beam shot out from the forward edge of his saucer, slashing deep, molten welts into the Taurian fighter’s side.

      He cocked over a few extra degrees and spun his saucer flat, and brought a second Needle under fire at the peripheral edge of his HUD. Out here, he’d take amber. From the saucer’s side a series of pulses staggered out to clip the glider’s wings.

      “I’ll bag the cripple,” Pum’kin linked. Her voice ran high with excitement. But she was one hell of a shot and speared the second Needle with a continuous beam, allowing Connor to finish up the first.

      Purge and Anvil had blown past a third Needle, carving in from either side, leaving behind a charred wreck. Even New Guy had managed a bite—bouncing up from the thermopause just enough to stagger a fourth Needle with pulsed lasers.

      “Dammit, Joker! I told you to stay below.”

      “I’m below! See, I’m below!” Then, “Joker? Hey, I’ll take it!”

      Seems that he would, as he bounced and clipped the Needle again. This time it faltered and tumbled, then plunged into a smoking death spiral.

      Fine. “You clipped it, you clean it. Ride that Needle down until you see a fireball.” A kill and a call sign. Welcome to the Halos.

      Dropping into Pum’kin’s shadow, Connor allowed her to lead as they dodged back into the fray. Swept his continuous beam left, then right, protecting their flanks. He saw Anvil dodge high overhead, banking and jinking to keep a Needle’s beams from hitting home. Purge…

      “Anvil. Where’s Purge?” He felt certain he would have felt her death through the link!

      “EVA and freefalling,” Anvil promised. His words came short and hurried as he worked to shake off the Taurian. “Zigged when she should have zagged. Glider clipped her. Tore her emitter hull clean off.”

      Pum’kin dropped half a kilometer in a sudden dodge, then slammed back up on a true vertical to cope at the belly of another Needle. Her pulsed lasers ripped through its armor. Connor added more to the Taurian’s misery with a second beam. Fireball. Clean kill.

      “She’s out clean?” he asked.

      “Clean enough to give me the finger. Or maybe that was for Barker again. I doubt she was looking.”

      Gravity harnesses were a new piece of tech out of R&D. The discontinuity protected a pilot like little else could, even against the destruction of the saucer. Pop an Oxy pill, close your eyes to keep them from freezing, and the harness should catch you in the last mile of freefall.

      Veteran pilots were too valuable to let them out of the service so easily. Slackers.

      “She’s listing.” Barker. Loud in the link, like he was shouting in your ear. Still just as brassy. “If anyone has enough left in them, kick her in the ass!”

      “On it,” Anvil said.

      And he was. Literally. From the apex of the furball he came slamming back down flat-side-first. His discontinuity shot through with bright, emerald veins. Lasers pulsed down from distinct points around the edge of his lower emitter, deflecting enough to merge into a single hammering blow against the top of the Interdictor. Ripping up armor and shearing off its portside antigravity generator.

      “Where did your guys learn that?” Barker yelled, swapping front-for-back to spear a Needle rushing up on his six.

      Damned if Connor knew. But sometimes the fantasy was more important than the facts.

      “If you hadn’t left the Halos,” he said, “you’d know.”

      The vessel’s list became a sliding fall. Barker’s Bad Pennies speared in from the left, beams slashing in long, cutting swaths. Connor and Pum’kin on the right. Anvil overhead. Armor runneled and sprayed, and became a glowing shroud of tiny molten fireflies as the Interdictor rolled belly up and plunged.

      “Whoa!” Joker yelled. “Cap, I know you said to stay in between—”

      “Clear a path then ride her down,” Connor cut him off.

      Pum’kin was falling into the kill slot on one of the two remaining Needles. Barker and his shadow on the second. It was the work of a few additional seconds, only, to finish cleaning up the sky.

      When it was over, Barker pulled his two remaining saucers into formation with Connor’s three. Joker had followed the Interdictor all the way down, until it cratered, and was now flying a pattern in search of Krista McLaughlan’s transponder. They flew a wedge, with Connor leading and Pum’kin trailing an extra length to match the rearward saucer on Barker’s side. It left a hole in the formation, but Connor liked it. It was Purge’s spot. Voodoo’s. It was the spot reserved for the two pilots Barker had lost today.

      “All right,” Connor linked. “Fun’s over.” He knew he sounded weary and spent. But the words needed to be said. “We have people to get home and reports to file.”

      “Copy that, Flip,” Barker said. “And, Anvil? I gotta say. I never knew you had it in you. That was some style.”

      “It got the job done.” If the compliment mattered to the large pilot, he hid it well. “I just wish Purge was here right now. I think she’d know.”

      “Yeah?” Barker asked, but cautiously. Sensing the trap. “Know what?”

      “How many points that big bastard would be worth on the Ready 5 leader boards.” Now everyone heard the laughter in Anvil’s voice.

      Connor smiled at Barker’s dumbfounded silence. Linked a navpoint. Snapped over and focused his Lenz for the surface of Epimetheus.

      Behind him, holding formation for their missing comrades, five Saucermen followed.
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        * * *

      

      “Attention on deck!”

      Major Connor Johns stood in the doorway of Ready 5. His cover tucked under his right arm. Eyes scanning the room.

      The bar had relocated again, but had finally found a permanent home just outside the main gate of Voodoo Base. Earth Oldies played on a reconstruction jukebox. The bar was long, made of the same silver-bright metal as a saucer emitter, and well stocked. Ready 5 welcomed anyone who made the saucer squadrons what they were. Pilots and Boosters. Field hands. R&D.

      Even the old man.

      Such a difference a year made.

      He stepped inside smartly. Stiff and formal. Nodded his thanks to Captain McLaughlan, who had made the call. Shouting for attention at a civilian establishment was not exactly out of the manual. Then again, the commander of Saucer Wing One did not casually drop by in full dress.

      “Effective immediately,” he said, “Lieutenant Allen Driscoll is promoted to captain and will assume command of the Bad Pennies. Honors for Thomas Wellington have been posted.”

      Allen Driscoll stepped forward. He wore civvies and his flight jacket—the leather beaten and weathered. His hair, once worn in an explosion of braids, was high, tight, and regulation. Saluting out of uniform was bad form, so he raised his glass instead.

      “To Barker,” he toasted.

      “Barker,” the room shouted back. Glasses clinked and beer sloshed.

      Retreating from the lounge, Connor smiled as Ready 5’s volume reached new and impressive heights. Tommy would be waked proper. Voodoo would be remembered. Anvil would be congratulated and toasted—and expected to buy round after round. Purge would see to that.

      And here came Joker and Pum’kin, hurrying in from the outside lot to claim their share of the spoils. With them was New Guy. Pilot Elan Mitsch playing the audience and the two vets in an animated review of last week’s scrum when they pulled up short in front of Connor.

      “Sir,” Trish Robertson said. New Guy nearly saluted, then did his best to hide behind Joker who tapped his brow in a casual acknowledgement.

      “Jaffries. I reviewed your flying vids. Did you actually get your saucer to bleed two-K in an instant stop?”

      “Not…quite,” Joker admitted. “ Newton’s a prick, but I’ll beat him.”

      “Really? Care to share our thoughts with a former Saucerman?”

      “Sir. You know better. Us real pilots need to keep a bit of mystery for ourselves.” Strutting in front of New Guy’s open-mouthed admiration, he ushered Pum’kin through the door and then ducked inside himself.

      Connor did know. And he didn’t begrudge Joker a moment of grandstanding. They still saw flying as a calling, and an adventure. He wished them luck in holding on to that.

      Did he miss those days?

      Maybe.

      But for now he had to get back to the war.
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        * * *

      

      The alien ship landed in the Oak Hill Elementary parking lot at 11:39 a.m. The time would be recorded by the security cameras mounted on the school, as well as the ones at Rexton Car Wash just up the road, but Mary Lee Stuggart noted it because she happened to glance at the clock above the window. She’d wanted to know how much time she had before the lunch bell—six minutes—and instead she saw a Martian climbing out of a blocky green and brown spaceship almost perfectly camouflaged with the arbor vitae bushes at the back of the lot.

      Six minutes. A lot could happen in six minutes.

      She didn’t know it was a Martian, of course. It could have been from Venus, Jupiter, or who knew where, but the bulky, black, bug-eyed creature lumbering her way seemed like it was from Mars. Besides, Larry was always going on about how if the aliens did visit, they’d be from a nearby planet, since nothing could travel faster than the speed of light and everything was so far apart in space. Mary didn’t know what the speed of light had to do with anything, but she did know Mars was close and this alien had come in a small ship.

      It was the last Friday in May—sunny, blue skies, the grass still lush as it always was this time of year in the Willamette Valley. No wonder the alien had chosen today for his visit. Even the dappled shade from the Oregon white oaks, on the few cars out there, looked magical. It was the kind of day that when people from California visited, they said, “Hey hon, it’s like home but greener, so let’s move,” not knowing that the reason it was so green was that it had rained for the past six months.

      Five minutes until the lunch bell.

      Mary looked back at the board and saw the sentence she’d just written in white chalk: “The cat ran up the tree.” She didn’t know why the words “cat” and “tree” were underlined. She knew a moment ago and she didn’t know now. It didn’t have anything to do with the alien, either. She was always forgetting things these days.

      Calm as could be, she put down the chalk and turned to the class, making sure not to look at the window again. If she looked at the window, they would look, and she didn’t want that. She did it slowly, keeping her hand on the stool she’d positioned there to keep from falling. She was a big woman, after all, bigger than she’d ever been, and it didn’t take much for her to lose her balance. And if she fell, there’d be no getting up without a great deal of help and whole lot of snickering—not just from the kids, either. Even some of the teachers called her old Mrs. Slug Fart behind her back. She may have been forgetful, but her hearing was just fine.

      “Let’s—let’s have story time, class,” Mary said. “In the cozy corner, like always.”

      The children looked confused. They were still staring at her, not the window, thank God. The alien was moving slowly, but he was definitely coming their way, and he had some kind of metal pincer attached to his arm. That pincer would scare the living daylights out of these kids. She’d only taught first graders for three years, but she knew they frightened easily. Now, the fourth graders she’d taught for twenty-five years before Principal Meyers forced her to change, saying the parents had “concerns,” whatever that meant, they were a different matter. Deep down, the fourth graders were usually more scared than the first graders, since they knew more about the world, maybe even that aliens could be real, but they could at least put on a brave front. They could be pretend. Sometimes pretending to be brave was all you needed.

      Four minutes.

      Most of the time, Mary pretended to be brave, even if she didn’t feel it. Even if she almost never felt it. She’d had to pretend ever since she was little girl, when everybody made fun of her because of her size, and Daddy always told her to be brave and not let people know the teasing got to her. Fatso. Chubby girl. Lard butt. She’d heard it all. She’d certainly pretended to be brave the last few years as she struggled to keep it together—not just for herself, she never cared all that much about herself, but for Larry, she had to keep it together for Larry. He needed her. He’d already lost one leg to the diabetes and he might lose another. Two years before she was eligible for full retirement. She could make it two years. His disability income just wasn’t going to cut it.

      She might have been a big woman, but there was another way to look at it too. She always told herself that she was big because she had to be. There was enough of her. There had to be enough of her—to shoulder the load, to take on people’s problems, to make life easier for everybody. Didn’t she do it for Larry? Hadn’t she done it for her mother, when she still lived with them? And for Lexi, who’d had that lisp growing up, but look at her now, being brave herself at the University of Oregon in Eugene.

      “But it’s almost lunch time, ma’am,” Jimmy Blackburn said. He was a good kid. Always said ma’am. Nobody said ma’am any more. She was pretty sure he never had enough to at at home, since she often caught him rifling through kids’ lunches in the coat room behind the cozy corner, but that didn’t make him bad. Just hungry. “I mean, there’s like—”

      “No backtalk now! Hurry up, everyone! Huddle real close. My—my voice is still kind getting over that cold, so I might need to whisper.”

      Being a sensitive kid, Jimmy teared up, and she felt bad about that, but there was just no time for the usual back and forth. Blond-haired, pigtailed Emma Whistler, who always wanted to be first at everything, sprang up and rushed to the cozy corner, and then the rest of the kids followed suit. Mary glanced at the window and saw the alien was heading for the north side door, the one that was supposed to be locked but often wasn’t because the instructional aide, Travis, wanted to get back inside after sneaking a smoke. He was hardly more than a kid himself and could be a real bonehead, but she liked Travis anyway. She would have liked him even if he hadn’t treated her like a regular person, but she liked him even more because of it.

      Three minutes.

      She turned toward the blackboard, away from the kids, using her wide back to block their view, and reached into the fanny pack that hung below her belly. Because Larry insisted she have a cell phone on her at all times, in case she fell down and nobody was around, she had one in the pack, and she was very glad for it today. Her hand shook as she dialed 9-1-1.

      “There’s an alien,” she said, keeping her voice low. “At Oak Hill Elementary.”

      “Ma’am?” the dispatcher said.

      “An alien!” she said. “Just landed in the parking lot. Send help.”

      She shut off when he was asking for clarification. The alien was at the north side door, just one classroom away. It was opening the door. She saw it clearly. It really was unlocked. That Travis, she loved him even though he was stupid. She turned back to the kids—too fast, darn it—and almost fell, but she didn’t black out. The world flickered in and out around her, but she managed to stay on her feet. But when she blinked at the kids, she saw that they all looked scared now. Xavier, Tess, Roberto, Eva. All of them.

      “An alien?” Jimmy said.

      So they’d heard her. Too bad. “Never—never mind that,” she said, shuffling toward them. Be brave, she told herself. One foot in front of the other. Focus. “Hey, I have an idea. Let’s do story time in the coat room.”

      “I just heard someone scream!” Annie said.

      “That’s—that’s just a movie next door, dear,” Mary said. “Hustle up everyone, into the coat room. That will be fun. Something different.”

      Two minutes.

      She lumbered her way toward them, more sliding than walking because it was dangerous for her to lift her feet off the tiles, telling herself to be brave. There was enough of her. Two years, two minutes, what was the difference? She could keep it together.

      “I heard firecrackers!” Laya said.

      Mary shushed her and herded them into the windowless coat room, where it was shadowy and crowded, especially with all the colorful coats and backpacks hung on the hooks. It smelled of plastic, uneaten bananas, and bark chips from the playground. And something else. Pee? Little Desi probably wet her panties again and tried to hide them in her coat. Or maybe one of them had peed right now. The kids could barely fit, their little faces, such babies, looking up at her. A lot of them were crying now.

      Mary hated to see them cry. Was that Lexi there in the back? No, Mary was just seeing things again. She had to keep it together. The cat ran up the tree. What was a cat? It didn’t matter. An alien had come to Oak Hill Elementary.

      One minute.

      She heard sirens outside, fast approaching. She heard screaming in the hall. There was no door to the coat room, just an opening, and it was a pretty big opening too. That was okay. Mary Lee Stuggart was a big woman, as big as she had ever been, and she filled the space.

      The bell rang. It was lunchtime, but they weren’t going anywhere. It was the alien who was coming for lunch, to eat the little ones, and Mary wasn’t going to allow it. The classroom door banged open. If she turned she’d see the alien with its big bug eyes and long metal pincer, but she didn’t dare look. She put her hands on both sides of the opening and braced herself. No matter what happened, she was never letting go. She could do this. She could be brave.

      There was enough of her.
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        * * *

      

      The mark had to be on chemo, all skin and bones without a hair on his head. His black, long-sleeved shirt hung limp on emaciated shoulders and arms. With a skeletal right hand, flesh stretched tight across knobby bones, he toggled the lever on his wheelchair and swiveled into place at the poker table.

      Smitty knew that others in his shoes might show weakness and give the guy a break, but Smitty hadn’t survived until the ripe old age of eighty-five throwing pity parties. Winners win; losers lose. Smitty knew which one of those he was, and if the cadaver in the wheelchair wasn’t a loser then Smitty didn’t know a flush from a full house. Besides, the mark’s name was Jules Goldman.

      “Curry couldn’t vouch for you,” said Smitty, his once-broad shoulders now hunched with age. “He died a few nights ago.” Smitty leaned his cane against the table and adjusted his glasses. “But even a blind man can see you’re no cop.” He lowered himself into the chair across from Goldman, the other eight seats about the oval table empty.

      Stacked in front of both men were black hundred-dollar chips, precisely 403 each, the latest in a long list of superstitious requests Smitty had received over the years. Goldman gave off an unpleasant odor, but for 40,300 dollars Smitty would endure a lot worse.

      For the next half hour, he manipulated the deck with nimble hands that belied their wrinkles and liver spots, setting the mark up for the kill. He fed Goldman winners, folding to re-raises to foster aggression. Here in the privacy of the high-stakes room, the only other eyes were those of poker legends framed in autographed photos upon the paneled walls. Those mouths wouldn’t be talking, and the surveillance cameras mounted in each corner were for only one person’s protection and that wasn’t the mark.

      After Goldman’s fold put them coincidentally back to even, Smitty sprung the trap. He dealt himself two aces and Goldman two kings, bet a thousand dollars, then smooth-called the re-raise to five. If the hook wasn’t firmly embedded before the flop, the three community cards did the trick: the ace of diamonds, king of hearts, and an irrelevant five of clubs. Three aces against three kings. There wasn’t a poker legend smiling on that wall who wouldn’t lose their entire stack holding those kings.

      Smitty bet another five thousand.

      “All in,” said Goldman, pushing his stack into the middle.

      Smitty called and flipped over his two aces.

      Almost popping out of his wheelchair with triumphant glee, Goldman turned over his kings. “A chip for every life!”

      Didn’t the Jew see? Smitty pointed to the ace on the flop. “I’m afraid, Mr. Goldman, you’re drawing dead to the king of diamonds.”

      A king of diamonds buried deep in the deck.

      “I’ve seen worse,” said Goldman, still euphoric.

      Smitty shrugged and turned over the fourth community card, the seven of spades. Just as he was about to flip over the final card, Goldman stopped him. “Would you bet your soul on the deuce of clubs?”

      Smitty froze for the barest split second. The final card was, in fact, going to be the deuce of clubs, a card of no significance except that . . . the mark knew.

      Goldman slid his left sleeve up, exposing an old tattoo on withered flesh. J126044. “Would you, Mr. Mueller?”

      Hands that had held straight flushes without so much as a tremor began to shake. “I don’t know any Mueller.”

      “Would you wager your soul on that? I think the deuce of clubs would be a better bet, Mr. Mueller. Or would you prefer I call you Karl?”

      Smitty’s right hand slid underneath the table, inches away from the revolver hidden in a recessed shelf. But he thought better of it.

      “Here’s a side wager,” said Goldman. “Your worthless soul for my life. If you win, I’ll put a bullet in my head with that snub nose of yours.” He gestured in the direction of the hidden revolver, and then pointed to a surveillance camera. “You can watch from the safety of another room. Only one card can save me and we both know it’s nestled far down in the deck between, I believe, the nine of spades and four of hearts. I’m drawing dead. What better odds can you ask for? Think of it. Once again, you’ll get to see a Jew’s brains splatter and a dead Jew fall.”

      “It’s a deal!” said Smitty. He turned over—

      The king of diamonds.

      The deck fell from his hands and scattered across the green felt. Speechless, he stared at the king, then riffled through the deck, searching in vain for the real king of diamonds, the one he’d put near the bottom.

      Goldman leaned forward, took a single black chip, one of 806, and held it between bony finger and thumb. “Benjamin Aarons.”

      A chill crept over Smitty.

      Goldman took another chip. “Joseph Aarons.”

      Hands trembling, Smitty pointed to the door. “Get your money at the cage and get out!”

      Goldman scooped chips toward him until only five remained in the middle.

      He took one. “My mother, Sarah Goldman.” He took another. “My sister, Rachel. After we got off the boxcars, I never saw them again.” Three chips remained. “Chaim Goldman, my brother. Do you recognize his name, Mr. Mueller? How about my father, Jacob? Do you recall what you said when you took him to be gassed?”

      Silence hung in the air.

      Finally, Mueller spoke. “I was just a boy. I was following orders.”

      “At last, Mr. Mueller, at least a partial truth. I congratulate you.” Goldman toyed with the final chip. “But I’m afraid you liked your work. You were never happier than when you came for us, for the 806 you took to the chambers or shot. You enjoyed the fear in our eyes, the agony of those you left behind for another day.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “Kraus, the man you called Curry, gave you up. In life, he remained silent; in death, he squealed like a stuck pig. He feared the vengeance of the dead as much as you should now.”

      Hands trembling, Mueller pointed to the last black chip. “Who is that for?”

      The skin on Goldman’s face began to stretch tighter and tighter, thinner and thinner, until with a loud pop it tore apart at the nose, splitting in a ragged line. The bloodless flesh beneath shriveled, shrinking and contorting until finally only bare skull remained. The flesh upon Goldman’s fingers, arms, and chest withered, every last shred of skin and sinew dwindling away to nothing but bone.

      “That would be me, Mr. Mueller. You came for me too, though only after I’d watched you take away the rest of my family. I didn’t go peacefully. You had to shoot me, remember?”

      The skull, eye sockets empty, turned sideways. A skeletal finger pointed to a ragged hole, cracks in the bone radiating outward. “I’ve come such a very long way to renew our acquaintance.”

      “What do you want?”

      Laughter rang out from the hollow skull. “Take a wild guess.”
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        * * *

      

      Bill Sutherland wasn’t a lonely man.

      He probably should be, he reckoned. Hell, it wasn’t like he had any friends left. At least, not human friends.

      Cool air brushed his hairy cheeks. Christ, what would a good shave feel like? Hadn’t had a clean face in what…eighteen years? Nineteen? He’d lost count. Besides, the Plant wasn’t set up to make razors. Last time, he’d used a scrap of steel strapping, honed as fine as he could get it on the smooth concrete floor.

      At least the whiskers covered up the scars.

      The constant breeze supplied by the still-functioning air circulators carried the burnt odors of hot metal and old synthetics. Bill hardly ever noticed. The clanks, rattles, and stinks that filled the Plant day in and day out were like the ticking of an old-fashioned grandfather clock. Live with ’em long enough, and they stop registering.

      He sighed, drained the last of the insipid nutrijuice that kept him going. The nearly tasteless goo was about all the last working food rep could churn out. He wasn’t sure what the ingredients were. Probably better not to know.

      Been a longish while since he’d seen any rats around the place. Or roaches for that matter.

      He pushed the drink away. Crossed his arms on the smooth green plastene caf table. Rested his noggin’ on his arms.

      Remembered how the caf used to be during lunch breaks. Full of noisy bullshitting, laughter, cursing. The sounds of chewing, slurping, belching.

      Full of life. Full of people.

      These days, the caf stayed empty except for Bill and whatever Plant bots came in to do their maintenance work. Tattered safety posters hung from the walls, exhorting him to PUT SAFETY FIRST! or to AVOID HORSEPLAY! The posters were a splash of color on the industrially white walls, walls which still gleamed from the twice-weekly cleanings Squeaky performed.

      And here came Squeaky now, heralded by the rhythmic squeak-squeak-squeak of its right front drive wheel.

      Squeaky was a 1.5-meter-long cylinder like an ancient Hoover canister vac, with various hoses and jets lining its cheery yellow aluminum and plastene body. Maintenance Unit RX-623-C, according to the ID plate near its forward sensor disks. But Bill called it Squeaky the Cleanerbot, for obvious reasons.

      He wished he could fix that wheel, but the Plant didn’t produce bearings, and he’d scavenged the last of the proper fit from Squeaky’s defunct partner a couple of calendars ago. Best he could do was keep the wheel packed in grease. Still plenty of that to be had. Even if the simple goop he cooked down in the caf’s heating unit stank like rancid animal fat.

      “Heya, Squeaky,” he said, wincing at the phlegmy rasp. He hacked a couple of times, spat the crud into the closest recycler.

      At his voice, Squeaky turned obediently until it “faced” him. Bill patted its forward section.

      “How’s the cleaning going today? Got all your tanks full? Need me to clear any of your pipes?”

      Clicks and whirrs came from within Squeaky’s forward section, followed by a buzzing whine from the speaker grille below its sensor disks.

      “Negative. Supplies nominal. All attachments functional. Error code twenty-seven, starboard forward drive wheel degraded but functional.”

      “I know, buddy. Wish I could—”

      This time the coughing fit doubled him over, cramping his back and chest until he saw spots and his head felt pumped full from one of Squeaky’s hoses. Sharp, stabbing pain shot down his left arm, making his wrist throb. He kept his hands on his knees and tried to breathe as slowly as he could. Damn these coughing spells!

      Squeaky rolled closer, extending a sprayer arm and tapping his back, like how his mother used to pat him between the shoulder blades when he got choked on something.

      When the fit passed, he carefully straightened up, massaging his sternum. His eyes and nose poured. No fever, not that he could tell. Just old age. Maybe he should feel lucky.

      After all, he was the oldest human he knew of. And the youngest.
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        * * *

      

      Bill didn’t know what had started all the ruckus that shut the world down. Before the newsnet died, he’d read of disease, crop failures, and wars. Always wars. Ever since the Water Crisis of ’79, when people finally outgrew the planet’s fresh water supplies, countries, then states, then cities, towns, villages, and neighbors were quick to put down anyone trying to get water that wasn’t in their own ration.

      People working at the Plant had it a little easier. Some of the Plant’s workings were tasked to break down organics, separating the hydrogen and making pure water. Tasteless if you were lucky, more like a mix of soap and fuel if you weren’t, but it kept everyone going for a while.

      The organics processor was part of the manufacturing process for the omnipresent plastene that was the Plant’s major raw material for the tables, chairs, bedframes, wall panels, and other household items that made up the Plant’s stock-in-trade back when people bought things. Back when there were people to buy things.

      Bill had only been seven when his mother brought him into the Plant, when their town had given over to riots, bloodshed, and eventually total destruction. Over fifty people wandered the Plant’s halls back then, along with nearly two hundred Plant bots that provided most of the labor and maintenance.

      All of them were gone now. Over the years, they’d gone down to age or disease. Some had left to explore and see if they could find any other people. The Net was gone, and no one had come to the Plant since he was ten or thereabouts, but a few people still had hope of life outside the Plant.

      None of them ever came back.

      Bill didn’t care to try and get outside. The heavy alumasteel doors separating the Plant from the world stayed shut, covered now with sheets of plastene, corrugated carbstone, and anything else he or the Bots could find.

      Whatever was out there, Bill didn’t want it coming in.

      The Plant bots had suffered their own damage and degradation. Parts wore out and couldn’t be replaced. Accidents damaged joints and drive systems. Circuits shorted out.

      Bill tried. He really did. He’d memorized most of the tech manuals back when the central data library still worked, and had taught himself how to do the simple repairs. Most of the bots hailed from the same manufacturer, so a lot of their workings were modular. Rob Peter to fix Paul, that sort of thing.

      But attrition did its work, and now only Squeaky and a few others still limped and rattled through their days.

      Which reminded him. He needed to go find Lefty.

      Bill drained the last of his nutrijuice, dropped the cup in the recycler, and headed out into the corridor, patting Squeaky as he left.
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        * * *

      

      Bill walked down the central corridor, stepping out of the way as Tom and Dick, two flatbed cartbots, went by with loads of brand new furniture for the recyclers. The Plant kept right on making things, and recycling them for raw materials to make the same things again. Over and over. No one had ever figured out how to turn it all off, and why bother? It gave the bots something to do.

      He frowned at the dim and flickering light panels on the ceiling. The spotless white walls brightened the hall enough, but he worried that the lights might eventually fail completely. Not sure what he could do about that. Why hadn’t the Plant’s designers set it up to make all the bits needed to keep itself going?

      At least Bill’s mother had taught him some basic metalworking skills. The natural gas forge she and a couple of others had cobbled together still worked, fed by the same organics processor as the water maker. He couldn’t work with alumasteel or plastene, just old-fashioned ferrics, but he’d been able to keep some of the bots going longer than they would have otherwise.

      He stopped by the old Plant manager’s office, which he’d used as his living quarters since becoming alone, and picked up the new lifting arm he’d made for the liftbot designed to hoist, carry, and load furniture, feeder tanks, and everything else that needed moving from here to there. The port side heavy lifting arm had been crushed a couple of weeks ago when a forty-ton press malfunctioned and activated out of cycle.

      He found Lefty down in the plastene forming room, unloading kitchen tables as they came out of the former. Damn hot in the plastene rooms, and Bill’s shirt immediately stuck to his back.

      “Hey, Lefty. Got something for you.” He kept a careful eye on the bot. Its rear sensor lens had been broken out years before, and it had a bad habit of knocking things over.

      Lefty finished loading Harry, the other cartbot, and duly trundled over to Bill. A raspy whine came from its speaker grille, the best the poor thing could do anymore.

      He fitted the new arm to the actuator, shimming it with a few scraps of alumasteel where the fit wasn’t quite right. He bolted it in place as tightly as he could, connected the control cables, and stepped back.

      “Okay, buddy. Give it a try.”

      The squat square liftbot ran through a series of checks, raising and extending its new arm. Seemed to work okay, but Bill doubted it had the same load capacity as the old one.

      “That should do it for now. Watch the weight, and come to me if it gives you any trouble.”

      Lefty gave another squonk from its grille, and gently tapped Bill’s chest with the new arm. The bots often did little things like that when he fixed something for them. He wasn’t sure if they could feel gratitude or friendship, but he liked to imagine so.

      He gave Lefty a pat, let it get back to work, then made his rounds. Tom, Dick, and Harry seemed to be running fine. But then, they were simple cartbots. The only thing that might go wrong was in their drive trains or track wheels. The synthvulc that made up the bots’ tires and treads seemed to be pretty indestructible, which was good.

      He used a plastene stick to clean some gunked-up grease from a couple of the idler wheels on Harry’s left tread, wincing as a twinge hit the left side of his chest. He decided he’d work up another batch of grease later on. Maybe after he got this hitch out of his shoulder and side.
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        * * *

      

      Bill carried the bucket of fresh grease through the Plant’s operating areas, slathering up everything that rolled or bent.

      He saw Lefty hoisting a nearly full container of plastene pellets into one of the table formers, and smiled. The new arm must be doing its thing.

      Squeaky squeaked through, spraying down the walls and floors with cleaners and solvents. Squeaky wasn’t very squeaky for a change, thanks to a new load of grease. Bill barely heard the wheel over the background noise.

      Which must be why Lefty backed right into the smaller cleanerbot, knocking it up on two wheels.

      A high-pitched klaxon sounded from Squeaky’s grille. An extra-loud feedback whine from Lefty’s.

      “Squeaky!”

      Bill jumped forward, caught Squeaky by a couple of spray nozzles, steadied it as Lefty inched forward again.

      Boy, Squeaky sure was heavier than it looked. Bill was all out of breath all of a sudden.

      And now he’d strained something. Something bad.

      Sweat suddenly poured down his face as his chest seized up, that awful pain running all the way down his shoulder and arm to his fingertips.

      And he couldn’t catch his breath. Couldn’t catch his breath at all.

      Bill sank to his knees.

      Heart attack. He’d heard of those. Saw old Mr. Wilson go down the same way, almost fifty years ago.

      “Sorry…guys…”

      Hard to get the words out.

      “I guess…I guess my…main drive system…failing…”

      Bill was tired. His chest still hurt, but not as bad now.

      But he sure was tired. Maybe he’d lay down, maybe take a nap.

      He went down on his back, closed his eyes.

      And heard treads, tracks and wheels moving beside him. Felt gentle taps on his chest as each one passed.

      Right before he couldn’t hear anything anymore, he heard a soft squeak-squeak-squeak, felt a soft tap-tap-tap.

      Bill went to sleep, while the bots moved past in a steady line, tapping and tapping.
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        * * *

      

      October wind whistled by Jube’s ears, coming in fresh and brisk off the lake that formed one of the boundaries of the dog park. The yellow maple trees shuddered next to him under the gust, and the crimson sycamores followed right after, spreading their vibrant bounty over the flat lawn as though they were bestowing a tithe of seasonal beauty.

      Jube smiled and drew another deep breath.

      He let the energy in, feeling it trickle down his spine and hold—hold—hold—and then he exhaled with the wind, feeling it.

      Being one with it.

      Being one with the soft ground under his scuffed sneakers, aware of his center, of the luminous presence of his chakras. In his imagination, they glowed in colors and spread energy that he let out of his personal egg, willingly letting it blend with his environment.

      He didn’t often let himself blend with the world, but on a day as beautiful as this, giving some of his own energy to the world seemed only right and proper. He, as a karate master, was well aware of all the karmic checks and balances. Of the give and take in his interactions with all living things.

      With his wife, with his dog, with the grass underfoot.

      He inhaled again, letting his nostrils widen as he relished the scent of vegetation decaying in the lake.

      Then the dogs hit his legs.

      He was airborne—amazingly free and flying and one with the world—before he splatted into an inconvenient patch of mud.

      Then he was one with the mud.

      Shouting of people and barking of dogs mingled in a cacophony as he lay there, staring at the gray cloudy sky as the cold mud seeped through his jeans.

      “Are you okay?” A woman bent over him. Her curly hair, as red as the leaves of the sycamore trees, flopping into her face and hid her eyes—but not her grin. “Sorry about that. I think my pup was involved.”

      Dog tongues got his face all slimy. “Uh, leave it. Leave it!” He laughed, though, and his Zashi took it as a go-ahead to continue her affectionate assault, leading the charge of furry muzzles and hot, slimy tongues.

      Heck, he couldn’t blame her. She was a sweetheart, and rest of the pack must’ve followed.

      “Uh.” Jube moved his limbs. “I’m okay,” he said finally as the four people hovered around him, trying to call their dogs off and wondering how to help him up without getting dirty themselves. He lumbered to his feet. His hands squished into the mud and left tidy handprints.

      “Really, dude, you flew like ten feet,” a guy said. He was a young pup, barely legal to drink, and skinny. His gages gleamed in his ears like chromed wheels.

      Jube wiped his hands on his thighs. “Ah, no way. I got knocked down, that’s all.”

      “No, really,” the young guy said. “You were, like, over there and then zoom!” He waved his arm in a swoosh. “You landed over here. I didn’t see it, but I knew this isn’t where you were before. We were all avoiding this muddy patch.”

      “Huh.” Jube scritched Zashi’s ears as he tried not to take an inventory of his injuries with everyone watching. Could this be even more embarrassing? One with the world, after all. At least he hadn’t landed in a pile of dog-recycled stardust.

      Which is what he called Zashi’s stinky-poo when he picked up after her. They were all stardust, after all. All equal in the eyes of the Universe.

      “Okay, man. Just so’s long as you’re okay. I’m Rob, by the way.”

      “Jube,” Jube introduced himself to the guy he’d seen at the dog park every so often, wiped his hands on his jeans, and shook Rob’s hand. “So which one of the dogs is yours?”

      “The mutt, Kronos.” Rob said. “And yours is the yellow lab, right? Plus there’s the golden retrievers, and that lab mix.” Rob grinned. “They like to chase the ball in a pack.”

      Slowly, Jube nodded, and produced a smile. He didn’t want to be talking to Rob right now, even though the kid had a pleasant vibe around him. Right now, Jube yearned to sift through the thoughts that rumbled through his mind.

      Unlikely thoughts.

      Such as, why had he moved from over there to over here? If Rob hadn’t been chattering away at him just then, he’d pace the distance off and see how long the dogs have taken him.

      Taken him.

      The concept alone was outrageous. Stunning, even. The dogs took him what he guessed must’ve been fifteen feet.

      “…so we’re doing the off-leash training now.” Rob looked at him expectantly, and Jube felt a little bad for tuning him out.

      “Off-leash is nice,” he said. “Zashi will work up to that eventually, I think.” He smiled, then he checked his watch. “I think I better get going. Dry jeans would feel pretty good just about now.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next two days, when Jube was doing his meditation exercises and thinking of the way his aura interacted with that of a pack of playing dogs, he paid special attention to Zashi.

      As though she enjoyed his special attention, Zashi followed him up the stairs and down, through the living room and even into the kitchen, where she knew she wasn’t welcome.

      His wife, Anne, sure noticed. “What’s with that dog lately? She’ll trip you up and you’ll go flying at this rate!”

      Jube gave her an affectionate smile, and gave Zashi an affectionate pat. Flying was, after all, the general idea. If he could make sure he landed without wrecking his aging body, he’d give the dog flight another try.

      Although if his aura meshed with that of the world around him in general, and with the aura of the dogs in particular, then it was more dog-surfing than dog-flying.

      “She had a good time at the dog park the other day,” he said lightly. “I should take her again.”

      Anne glanced at the microwave clock. “I’d go with you, but you know I have an appointment.”

      “Do you want me to wait for you?” Jube asked, even though he really, really didn’t want her to tag along.

      He didn’t want her to see him do something patently stupid and fail. She wouldn’t be mean about it—she never was—but still, succeeding as his wife looked on was vastly preferable to falling on his ass in a mud puddle. Or, even worse, standing there and meditating without levitating a single inch and making it look like he was ignoring her.

      Because he couldn’t explain what he was doing until he was sure it worked, and not explaining was tantamount to ignoring her.

      And ignoring her would make her mad and sad, and there was no need for that.

      “You go ahead,” she said. “I’ll run ahead and see if I can fix people. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      He gave her a kiss, called Zashi, and clipped a leash to her harness.

      Time to find out whether dog-surfing had just been a figment of his overactive imagination.
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        * * *

      

      The bad thing about modern technology was the way people didn’t talk to each other as much anymore. The good thing was they left Jube alone, stuck to their phone screens and texting away. Or looking up dog-training tips, or checking their shopping lists. No matter what the three people at the park were doing, they were entirely immersed in their little digital worlds.

      Taking on the responsibility for being the main ball thrower wasn’t an entirely selfless act. Throwing the ball let him study the dog-energy, which seemed in direct proportion to their excitement.

      The longer the throw, the more excitement they generated.

      It took him a few ball throws to get centered, and it took him a few more to incorporate the ball throw-and-release sequence into the Qi Gong movement number four.

      It got the dogs moving.

      It kept his own energies swirling.

      He reached out with his mind—and this was hard while watching the dogs at the same time—and felt the wind again. The distinct dog-auras thunder past him on their way back, and as they almost sideswiped him, he felt their joy and happiness in his gut. Their eager chase after the neon green tennis ball tugged at him.

      It moved his center a bit outside himself, it invited him to join the fun.

      He jumped a bit, hoping to float—but his timing was off, and he landed on the same tuft of grass when he’d began. Surfing the dog-wake would be as tricky as catching the wind.

      He tried again.

      And again.

      He tried until Zashi walked to him, panting, and plotzed by his feet, and until he felt a pang of pain in his right shoulder.

      “Wow, you sure know how to get them some exercise!” Somebody had said something, pulling him out of that focused state.

      Jube looked up. She looked like a mom in yoga pants, getting the dog a workout while her kids were in school. “Yeah?” he said. “They look pretty happy. What a beautiful day, right?”

      “Right,” she nodded, brightening as though the idea of a beautiful day new to her. She put her phone away, then tilted her head. “Sometimes I get so busy, I don’t even notice. Last spring rushed by me so fast, I pretty much missed the blooming trees.”

      “Have a great day, then,” he said, meaning it.

      “Do you always come here before lunch?” she asked. “I’m Elsa, by the way.”

      He introduced himself. “Not always, but often.”

      “Good,” Elsa said. “It helps to have someone with a good throwing arm around!”
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        * * *

      

      The autumn rains came, and for three days, Jube and Anne exercised Zashi in a friend’s empty, rundown warehouse on the North Side, right by the Allegheny River. As they passed the Frisbee back and forth and talked about the upcoming redevelopment of the whole block, Jube did his best to remain centered while simultaneously talking to his wife and while spreading his aura out a bit toward Zashi.

      And, sure enough, Zashi’s joy and excitement tugged at him, aura and heart and all. When he defocused his sight a bit, he thought it might be tugging on Anne’s as well—and just at that moment Zashi caught the Frisbee, and Anne’s joyful laughter reverberated off the old, concrete walls.

      “She’s so much fun,” she said. “No wonder dog people live longer!”

      No wonder indeed.

      At that moment Jube had come dangerously close to sharing a theory he was working up, a system that rivaled quantum mechanics when it came to describing dog energy and the way it interacted with the energy fields of others.

      He grinned instead, drew a cleansing breath, and came over to hug his wife. “Dogs are great people,” he said, just as Zashi thrust her nose between them not to miss on any of the action.

      Since Anne had a physical therapy client the next day, Jube took Zashi to the warehouse on his own. The clerestory windows under the roof let in just enough light for him to see the cracked concrete of the floor safely, and Zashi was an easy visual target with her gleaming gold coat.

      He threw the pink Frisbee. It didn’t go as far as the tennis ball, but Zashi’s excitement pulled on his center twice as hard as when she chased just a ball, presumably because the plastic disc’s flight path was less predictable.

      By now, Jube had amassed enough empirical evidence to know that a dog aura could move a human one. After due consideration, he even decided that the unit of dog energy would be a “bork.” Thinking back, he decided that in his new dog-energy units, Zashi produced a pull of one bork while chasing a tennis ball, but two borks while chasing a Frisbee.

      There had been five dogs at play the day they’d make him fly. And they did. He was done denying it. Occam’s Razor applied here—the simplest explanation was likely the correct one, and he sure didn’t teleport to fifteen feet away by himself. He hadn’t been hit hard enough to fly that far, and teleportation would’ve been much harder to explain than simple dog-surfing.

      Except not even two borks were enough to physically move him, and he didn’t want to tease Zashi into further excitement for the sake of juicing another half a bork out of her. First, half a bork wouldn’t have made a difference compared to the theoretical pull of five borks of that fateful day. His second, and more important consideration, was for Zashi’s well-being. He was going to take only what she was willing to give.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s in great shape,” Anne shouted across the field as Zashi chased the ball with four more dogs.

      “She is!” Jube called back. Today he had the perfect dog-surfing conditions. The five dogs were all wired up and eager for their exercise after several days of rain, and their pull had exceeded the theoretical five borks by two at least.

      He had seven. But did he dare use them?

      Anne would think he was ready for those nice men in white coats and a dose of horse tranquilizer if she knew what he’d been planning. Except he could just do it and not tell her anything. The other dog owners were chatting or texting, happy that he and Anne had brought one of those plastic ball-throwers.

      The ball flew much farther than he could’ve thrown it with his arm, and the dogs ran faster and longer, which he thought would be to his advantage.

      He made up his mind. “Hon,” he said as he neared her, “how ’bout you throw the ball for a while. I bet you can get it as far as I can.”

      “Oh,” Anne said as a look of concern tightened her face. “Does your shoulder hurt again?”

      “Not so much. I just want you to try it.”

      She took the ball-thrower, hot pink just like the Frisbee, and gingerly accepted a dog-slimed tennis ball from one of the mutts. “Watch out,” she said. “Don’t stand behind me so I don’t hit you.”

      “Sure,” Jube nodded, glad for the excuse to move up and to the left. This way he’d be right in the path of their bork pull.

      The dogs milled with excitement between him and Anne, jumping and yapping, tails wagging, spit flying. Since Anne was taking her sweet time loading the ball and hefting the ball-thrower in her hand, the dog’s excitement grew to at least ten borks, if not higher.

      Jube had never felt a pull as strong as this before. Had it not been just friendly dogs, he’d have been alarmed.

      Anne swung. The ball flew. The dogs flew.

      Centered and open to their pull, Jube flew too.

      “Jube!”

      He heard Anne’s startled exclamation, and between that little distraction and trying to keep upright instead of being tugged through the air headfirst, he lost his focus.

      His link to the dogs broke.

      He crashed so fast he didn’t even have enough time for one of his fancy ukemi rolls. Only his skill at break-falls from long ago saved him from hitting his head on the ground.

      The rest was the same as before. Clouds swam overhead, darker and heavier than few weeks ago. The earth was still under him, and the cold wetness of the autumnal ground seeped through his formerly clean jeans.

      He was unhurt, though. He knew it as much as he knew, with startling clarity, that he had just dog-surfed.

      “Are you okay?” Anne bent over him. Her hair was pulled back as always, but to his surprise, she didn’t look too worried.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said from where he was, knowing that he had only moments before the dogs would start showing their wet and furry concern. Seeing as she raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question, he tried to explain. “I was just trying to surf on the wake of their energy. It’s…it’s just a matter of controlling gravity.”

      As he got up, he became aware of the presence of the other dog owners. They got a handle on their dogs this time, and he didn’t much care for the looks they were trying not to toss in his direction.

      Except for Rob, who stepped up with his mutt clipped to his leash. “That was dank, man,” he said. “How didya do that?”

      “Do what?” Self-preservation, and an image of being chased by villagers with pitchforks, had Jube reverting into a sly seventh-grader.

      “I’d have sworn you flew through the air, like Jackie Chan, or something!” Rob looked him up and down as though he was assessing him. “You got a black belt, right? You’re one of them guys who does stuff and then it ends up on YouTube and everyone thinks it’s just a trick, right?”

      Jube didn’t go around telling people. He looked down at his jeans and fingered the empty belt loop. “I have no belt on today at all,” he said so stupidly, he knew his patent lie was obvious.

      “Oh, cool!” Rob bobbed up and down, making the gages in his ears flicker with reflected light. “Will you teach me how to do that?”

      Their eyes met.

      “Please?” Rob added. “It’s the dogs, isn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      The trouble with dog-surfing came from the necessity of borrowing other people’s dogs while keeping their activity secret from their owners. The way things stood, neither he nor Anne could’ve shown up at the dog park without people getting all alert and aiming their cell phones at them.

      They’d become dog-park pariahs.

      Taking Rob on as a student of all things arcane, such as dog-surfing, or karate, or making wine in the cellar, came with an unexpected advantage.

      Rob, a young guy who was still finding his way in life, was making extra money as a dog-walker. He looked through all his charges, assembled a team worthy of Iditarod, and met up with Jube and Anne twice a week in an isolated clearing in the nearby woods.

      They didn’t want to be observed.

      Anne had also pointed out that the lake was a dog-surfing hazard, since the dogs would get excited going in, but were sure to slow down getting out. “Walking on water would be a neat trick, but can we save it for the summer?” she said sensibly. Wet, muddy jeans had been bad enough for Jube, so he nodded and agreed.

      Lobbing a tennis ball resulted in long, awesome dog-surfs. Controlling gravity was a lot like controlling one’s position in yoga, and remaining upright was of paramount importance, especially near trees. They all had fun levitating a foot off the ground and surfing the dog wake, with one simple exception: the crash landings.

      One day, Anne came home from a client appointment and produced a bag from an ordinary big-box store. She thrust it into Jube’s hands, looking all kinds of victorious. “Here you go, open it!”

      “What’s this?” He stopped stirring the mushroom soup, wiped his hands, and reached in for the sizeable box hiding inside. “What? Really? What did you buy a drone for?”

      “We’ll learn to fly it, and the dogs will learn to chase it,” she said with a satisfied smile. “No more crash-landings!”

      Zashi came in just then, lured by her people’s proximity, and by the rustling of a shopping bag.

      “This is for you, girl,” Jube told her. “So you can go in and out of shallow water!” He couldn’t wait to try the Jesus trick. He pulled Anne in for a kiss.

      Zashi thrust her nose between them, not wanting to miss out on anything, and that’s when Jube felt the flow of energy again.

      It went the other way.

      “Huh,” he whispered in Anne’s ear, as though the dog couldn’t hear them anyway. “I guess she’s people-surfing!”
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        * * *

      

      There were rats in the soufflé again. Karen realized it the moment her brother-in-law, Doug, lifted the bowl, but she suppressed the urge to scream a warning or to snatch the bowl away from him. The meal was ruined anyway; she might as well get something out of the disaster.

      Doug ran an advertising agency that would push hemlock as a nutritional drink if there was enough money in it. As far as Karen was concerned, he was so morally bankrupt that eating a rat could only improve him. If he hadn’t been Richard’s brother she would have refused to let him in the house, but as it was she had to be pleasant to him at least once a month when he came over for dinner. Well, the rat soufflé was an accident, but she could at least enjoy the lucky timing.

      She watched him scoop a lumpy spoonful of the stuff onto his plate and pass the bowl on to Richard. She nearly said something then, but Richard had been just as big a jerk lately as Doug, so she let him dig into the soufflé as well.

      But Bobbie sounded the alarm before either of them could make the discovery on his own. “Oh, gross!” he shouted, pointing at his uncle Doug’s plate. “Mom, you did it again! You cooked my rats again!” Richard looked up in astonishment as Bobbie jumped up from the table, knocking his chair over backwards, and fled, wailing like a teakettle on a high flame, from the dining room.

      Doug excavated around the rat with his fork, then set the fork down on the edge of the plate with hardly a click. “Am I to understand that this is a regular—entrée—in your household?” he asked.

      “Second time,” Richard said, and there was fire in his voice. “Second time this week. Karen, what’s going on here?”

      Karen slumped in her chair. The moment of vindication past, she now had to confront the question. Trouble was, she had no answer, neither for Richard nor for herself. She fought down the scream building in her own throat and whispered, “I don’t know. For the love of God, I have no idea what made me do that.”

      Richard stood up. His chair tipped over, too. “Oh, come off it, Karen. You’re telling me you cooked your son’s pet rats in a soufflé twice now, and you don’t know why? I find that a little hard to believe.”

      Karen could think of lots of possible reasons for it, starting with because she hated rats, and because she knew Bobbie only got them to keep her from going into his room and cleaning it while he was in school. But neither of those were the reason.

      Doug cleared his throat. “Now, now, Dickie, don’t be too hard on her. I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation for it.” Looking at Karen with all the compassion of a snake about to strike, he asked, “Have you been feeling stressed lately? Overworked? Maybe you should lighten up on the housework for a few—”

      “Bugger off, Doug,” she said, sitting straight again. If anything could be worse than ruining her family’s dinner, then having Doug false-emote all over her right afterward was it. She knew a lecture when she heard one coming, and Doug had been about to dive into his “you’re too obsessive” routine again. Just because she’d married his brother didn’t give him a right to criticize her behavior.

      She took a deep breath, then, trying to remember, said, “Look, I don’t know what happened. I followed the recipe. The same recipe as before, because I was determined to get it right this time. I was being careful, too. But…things got a little fuzzy when I came to the part about folding in the eggs. I guess I went into some kind of trance or something. And I went into Bobbie’s room and got the rats and…and just…put them into the batter.”

      “I’d think they’d have crawled out,” Doug said. Richard snorted, but whether that was a laugh or a sound of disgust, Karen didn’t know.

      “I hit their heads against the countertop,” she said.

      “You hit their heads against—” Richard began, but Doug cut him off.

      “May I see the recipe?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “I’d like to see the recipe, if I could.” He got up, carefully scooting his chair back, and righted Bobbie’s chair on his way around the table.

      Karen got up and followed him into the kitchen. “Here,” she said, pointing to the magazine next to the rack of already-washed dishes. Karen always did the dishes while she cooked, so only the final bowl would be dirty.

      The magazine was still opened to the right page, the rest of it curled under to hold the place. Doug only glanced at the recipe, then picked up the magazine and uncurled it. Ever the advertising executive, he examined the ad on the facing page carefully, even bringing it to his nose for a moment to sniff at it before laying it back on the counter. “Looks normal enough,” he said, but Karen thought she heard a hint of something else in his voice. Was that one of his competitors’ ads? she wondered.

      She looked at it more closely herself. It was one of those understated ones, a picture of an old barn in autumn, with yellow and red leaves on the ground and no obvious product in sight. A patch of bubbly ink among the leaves held a fragrance that was supposed to be released when you scratched it, but that hadn’t helped Karen figure out the ad, either. She supposed people like Doug knew exactly what it was selling, and probably how much the product cost and how much the ad increased sales, too, but she certainly didn’t. She considered telling him that those kind of ads went right over most people, but she didn’t feel like getting into an argument with him about it. Things were bad enough.

      Richard had followed them into the kitchen. So far he’d been quiet, but that only meant he was preparing to make one of his many pronouncements. Only this time it wouldn’t be “Do your goddamn vacuuming while I’m at work,” or “Leave the windows dirty for just one day, would you?” or “Don’t go through my drawers and fold all my underwear.” No, this was going to be a Pronouncement. Words from On High.

      Karen waited, knowing what it would be.

      He didn’t disappoint her. “First thing in the morning,” Richard said, “I want you to go see a psychiatrist.”
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        * * *

      

      The psychiatrist’s office was on the second floor of an innocuous-looking office building. The name on the door just said Charles D. Carter, MD PC. There were no flashing neon signs saying “Crazy people enter here!” nor any reporters waiting to take her picture as she opened the door. That was a relief.

      The waiting room was a cube with three couches in it. A second door led on into the office, but it was locked. A small handwritten sign on the door said, “Have a seat and the doctor will be with you shortly,” so Karen sat down on one of the couches and picked up a magazine off the end table.

      She found an article about Arnold Schwarzenegger and began to leaf through it, but an ad for cologne caught her eye and she stopped, intrigued. Something about that ad was certainly compelling. Not the photo; it simply showed a square bottle with a not particularly beautiful label bearing a single word: “Possession.” There was a patch of bubbly ink on the lid that no doubt held a sample of the stuff. Karen scratched it tentatively with a fingernail. Sometimes those scratch-and-sniff ads could be pretty horrid. This one wasn’t bad, though. Kind of an odd undertone to the aroma, but not unpleasant. And it did make Karen think of men.

      She scratched it again and inhaled. Yes. Big, muscular men in tight jockey shorts with their bodies oiled and glistening. Mmmm. She scratched at the bubbly ink again.

      “Mrs. Wilson?”

      She looked up. A dark-haired man in a brown sweater and brown corduroy pants had opened the door and leaned part way into the waiting room. “I’m Dr. Carter,” he said. “Would you like to come in now?”

      She sized him up. He was no Schwarzenegger, but he did have muscles beneath his sweater, and his pants fit tight enough to show a slim waist. He would do. “Sure,” Karen purred, leaning forward as she uncoiled from the couch.

      She followed him down a short hallway to another small room, this one with just one couch and a big padded chair next to it. “Have a seat,” Dr. Carter said as he turned to close the door behind her.

      “I’d rather have you,” Karen said, slipping her arms around his waist and pressing her breasts against his back.

      The psychiatrist tried to turn around, but Karen held him tightly, holding her face against his back and rubbing her hands over his chest. “Mmmm,” she murmured. “I should’ve come to you a long time ago.”

      “Mrs. Wilson,” Dr. Carter said toward the door, “I was under the impression that you wanted to talk about a more…innocent type of compulsive behavior. Perhaps I should refer you to a qualified sex therapist.”

      “Perhaps you should take off your clothes and join me on the couch,” Karen said, pulling him that direction. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a tiny voice was shouting “This isn’t normal!” but she hardly noticed. She was too busy to notice.

      But Dr. Carter finally managed to grasp her hands, and after a brief struggle he disentangled himself and held her at arm’s length. “Stop that,” he said, and the tone of command in his voice made her stand still.

      He studied her for a moment, and she wondered if he would suddenly bend forward and kiss her, but instead he merely let go of one hand and said, “Touch yourself on the top of the head.”

      As if hypnotized, Karen found herself doing so.

      “Aha,” he said. Just “Aha.” Then, letting go her other hand, he opened the door again, disappeared for a moment, and returned with a plastic cup of water and a small white pill. “Swallow this, please.”

      Without hesitation, Karen did.

      “Now, sit down.”

      Karen sat on one end of the couch. She knew the drug must be working because she was already beginning to feel profound embarrassment at what she’d just done. “D-Doctor,” she stammered, her breath ragged, “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I—I don’t normally do things like that.”

      Dr. Carter sat in the chair and crossed his legs above the knee. He was still breathing a little hard himself. “I didn’t think you did,” he said. “I must say, though, yours is the most dramatic case of compulsive behavior I’ve ever witnessed. And the most dramatic release from it, as well.”

      “Yeah.” Karen straightened her blouse. “So what was in that pill?”

      “An antidote to a chemical your brain produces. It’s brand new—the antidote, that is. We’ve just begun to understand the nature of compulsive behavior, actually, but fortunately for you, we understand enough of it to help cases like yours.” Dr. Carter held his hands in front of him as if holding onto a grapefruit. “You see, your brain produces chemicals, called endorphins, to help manipulate thoughts. Sometimes it produces too much of certain ones, and your mind starts to behave abnormally because of it.” He tilted the imaginary grapefruit to the side. “Different chemicals cause different behaviors, ranging anywhere from excessive hand-washing to serial murder, but in your case you evidently become extremely open to suggestion, and like other sufferers of the same condition, you can’t stop acting on whatever you’ve fixed upon until those endorphins dissipate. Usually completing the act in question will cause the brain to neutralize the endorphins responsible, but this time we were able to neutralize them artificially before that became…ah…necessary.” He blushed.

      Karen was too fascinated to blush. “You’re saying I think the way I do because of different chemicals in my brain? I mean, I knew that, but are they really that specific? One chemical makes me compulsive, and if you get rid of it I’m normal?”

      Dr. Carter nodded. “That seems to be the case. As I said, this is a very new field of study, and we don’t understand all the implications yet, but we know enough to help in certain clear-cut cases like yours.”

      “So yesterday when I put rats in the soufflé, it was really just these chemicals making me overreact to something that suggested rats to me. Like my brother-in-law Doug.”

      “Rats?” the doctor asked, but Karen didn’t bother to explain.

      “That’s not important,” she said. “What’s important is that antidote stuff. Can you give me a prescription for it?”

      “Yes, of course.” The doctor reached into a pocket in the side of his chair and produced a prescription pad. “I must warn you, though, that this isn’t something you can take continually. Your brain will react to steady levels of this, and simply learn to produce more of the endorphin responsible for your compulsions. So you should use it only when you notice the condition coming on.”

      “If it’s like what happened a few minutes ago, then I won’t know it’s coming on until after I’ve done something bizarre,” Karen pointed out.

      Dr. Carter nodded. “That’s true. You’ll have to rely on the rest of your family to warn you when you’re acting strangely. Let them be your judge.”

      Oh, great, Karen thought. Richard will love that. I’ll never be able to clean the house again, if he gets wind of this. She took the prescription from Dr. Carter, folded it once, and put it in her purse. She’d buy the medicine, but she’d be damned if she’d let Richard know about it. She’d just have to get along as best she could on her own.
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        * * *

      

      There was a line at the prescription window. Karen eyed the display of men’s shaving paraphernalia on the shelves next to her as she inched her way forward, but her mind was a million miles away. Chemicals in her brain, eh? What a shock to realize that a person’s behavior could be so tightly controlled. A few molecules too many of this and they became ax murderers, a few too many of that and they put rats in their dinner, or became a nymphomaniac. She wondered what molecules made her brother-in-law become an ad executive.

      Maybe she should give him one of her pills and see if he turned into a human being again.

      “Ma’am?”

      The line had cleared while she was daydreaming. She handed the prescription form to the druggist and waited for him to fill it.

      “Want to pay for that here?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      “How about that cologne?”

      “Beg your pardon?”

      He pointed. “That cologne you’re holding. I could ring it up for you here so you don’t have to stand in line again at the main registers.”

      Karen looked down at the box in her hand. It was a bottle of the Possession cologne she’d seen in the ad at the psychiatrist’s office. She hadn’t even been aware of picking it up.

      It would be too embarrassing to put it back now. Besides, she could give it to Richard as a peace offering. “Sure,” she said, and she set it up on the counter.
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        * * *

      

      That night, lying awake in bed, she thought about her behavior in the psychiatrist’s office. What had set her off like that? It wasn’t the cologne in the ad; Richard had splashed some of it on his face when she gave it to him and it hadn’t done a thing for her.

      It hadn’t smelled the same, though. There was something missing from the bottle that had been in the ad. That compelling aroma was missing.

      Compelling aroma? Good God. She’d been reading about Schwarzenegger in his hunk days when she got a nose-hit of that stuff, and then next thing she knew, she was attacking a stranger. She didn’t have a name for it, but suddenly she knew what that odd smell was.

      And the ad next to the soufflé recipe? Could that be why she’d been so obsessed with making it a second time, and why she’d cooked her son’s pets into it both times?

      Silently, so she wouldn’t wake Richard, she slipped out of bed and padded into the kitchen. The magazine was still there. Karen flipped it open to the recipe and the ad beside it, scratched at the ink over the leaves in the ad, and inhaled. Whoa. Those were some very interesting leaves. Compelling, even. If she’d known what the damned scene was supposed to be advertising, she’d probably be out the door on the way to buy it, but she still had no clue. It was just a picture of an old barn. Her grandfather had had a barn like that, but he never let her play in it because it was full of—

      —Because it was full of rats!

      So. The barn reminded her of rats, and the bubbly ink carried not only the aroma of leaves, but the chemical that caused compulsive behavior.

      And Karen bet she knew just how that chemical had gotten there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Mr. Walker is in a meeting,” the receptionist told her automatically, but Karen didn’t even slow down. She passed the desk in three strides, threw open the massive wooden door as if it were a curtain, and strode into Doug’s office. He was alone, playing a video game on his computer.

      “Uh, hi, Karen,” he said.

      “Hi yourself, you slimy bastard. I’m onto you.”

      The receptionist stepped into the office. “Mr. Walker, should I—?”

      He shook his head. “That’s okay, Janice. This is my sister-in-law. Give us a minute, could you?” When the door closed behind her, he asked, “You’re onto me how, Karen?”

      “Your ads. You’re trying to make people buy your products.”

      He shrugged. “That’s the point of advertising.”

      “Not when you fiddle with their brain chemistry it isn’t!” Karen waved the magazine with the recipe in it at him. “It isn’t working anyway. I didn’t buy your stupid barn; it just made me kill my son’s pet rats. Twice!”

      “Jeans,” Doug said. “It’s an ad for jeans. Part of a series of them. And highly successful, I might add. No pun intended.”

      “Very funny. Of course it’s successful. You’ve found the brain chemical that triggers compulsive behavior. Put it in an ad, and it triggers compulsive buying. But that’s not all it triggers.”

      Doug shook his head. “Come on, Karen. Brain chemicals in ads? Don’t be silly.”

      Karen opened the magazine to a dog-eared page. From her purse she withdrew a butcher knife. “I figured you’d deny it. Well guess what I’ve been doing all night? I’ve been reading murder mysteries. Slasher novels. Just the gory parts, too, where people get hacked to bits. I’ve got bloody torture running all through my mind, and only my normal inhibitions from doing that sort of thing are keeping me from acting it out on you. So what do you say, should I sniff this ad?” She brought the magazine up close to her face.

      Doug turned white. Karen had been reading about such reactions all night, but this was the first time she’d ever seen someone actually do it. “N-n-no,” he whispered. “Don’t do that. P-p-put the magazine down. I’ll pay you whatever you want. I’ll stop running the ads. Just put the magazine down.”

      Karen laughed, and scratched the ad.

      “Aaaahh!” Doug screamed, kicking off from his desk and rolling across the office to crash into the opposite wall.

      “False alarm,” Karen said, dropping the knife back in her purse. “I’ve got an antidote to the stuff, just like you do, so I’ll let the Federal Trade Commission or whoever’s responsible take care of your stupid ads. And sure, I’ll take money to keep quiet. But that’s not all I want.”

      Doug looked almost naked, sitting on his chair without his desk around him. “What do you want?” he asked.
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        * * *

      

      Karen screwed the lid down tight on the perfume atomizer. The stuff inside was practically odorless, but that was fine with her. Odor would only alert her prey. She sprayed a fine mist, sniffed, and smiled at the tingling anticipation she felt. Oh yes, this was the pure stuff. If she hadn’t taken half a dozen of the antidote pills, lord knows what she’d be doing now.

      She turned toward the living room. “Bobbie,” she called. “Bobbie, come here a minute, honey.”

      Her son stuck his head out of his room. “What?”

      Karen walked over to him, squeezed the bulb, and wafted the mist toward him. “Smell,” she said.

      He took a cautious sniff. “I don’t smell nothin’.”

      She waited a moment, watching his nostrils flare out and his eyes grow wide with interest.

      “Clean your room,” she said.

      Without a word of protest, Bobbie turned to obey.

      Karen watched him work for a second, then went on down the hallway toward Richard’s study. It was time he learned to help her wash the windows.
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        * * *

      

      Ken Venova—President, Head Designer, and Chief Bottle Washer of Kenova Industries—stood at the tiny Pick-a-Pack’s counter and scanned the package. He was hungry. A snack was in order, even if it was from this grimy little shop in the middle of this grimy little Lunar transport hub.

      The machine beeped, and a red light flashed on the dirty wide screen before him.

      CREDIT MIS-MATCH. PLEASE ENTER NEW CODE, the message said. THE LUNAR COUNCIL CARES ABOUT YOUR WELL-BEING.

      He scanned again and received the same result.

      A woman’s voice came over the intercom. “You need Earth Credits to pay for Sugar Dogs.”

      Ken looked across the store’s crammed floor space to where an older woman sat in the control booth, monitoring security and ensuring the bots were stocking shelves properly.

      Her job was unnecessary, but studies showed customers felt better with a human in the area.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” he said to her.

      He focused on his optical clock. He had five minutes to get to the launch tube.

      “No, sir,” the woman said. “You can’t use LC to buy those.”

      LC—Lunar Credits—were something Ken had plenty of, considerably more than he needed to satisfy his craving for the sweet caramel goodness of the candy bar. His shuttle had just arrived, and he was hopped-up for a Sugar Dog.

      EC, though…he’d only been to Earth once, and that was when he was a kid and his Mom had forced him to go to a place called Paris with her.

      “I don’t have Earth Credits,” he said.

      “Then you’ll have to buy something else.”

      A woman about his age entered the store.

      “Hi,” he said, perhaps a bit too brightly. “Do you have EC for fifty LC?”

      “Sure,” she said. Then she saw the candy bar and her face darkened. “But not if you’re buying that. I won’t be responsible for you killing yourself.”

      “What?”

      “That stuff blows you up like a balloon. Before you know it, you’ll be a little doughboy,” she said. “I can’t support suicide.”

      “But I’m twenty-three pounds here, soaking wet. Not even 140 on Earth.”

      “It can happen just like that, though. I’ve seen it.” She snapped her fingers, then disappeared into the store, leaving Ken with the Lunar Council’s message flashing on the screen.

      He shook his head. Leave it to the Loonies.

      The Moon’s governing body was popular with locals because they were entertaining. They played hardball politics like it was a reality gig, preferring the other side look silly even if it meant they didn’t actually get their way. But they were viewed by most earthers as more of a kangaroo court than a government. They had idiosyncrasies, you know? Limitless ability to focus on senseless things. They were quaint. Like Canada, but without the beer.

      The nickname Loonies was cliché, but just too convenient.

      A few people said the Council was dangerous, of course, that their foreign policy was getting too aggressive. But those people also thought the president made a difference. Ken had better things to worry about than ferreting out which Loonie edict was in place this week, things like how he was going to sell three thousand conveyor systems to Dover Mining, an operation on the topside of Mare Ibrium. The survival of his start-up was at stake.

      The idiosyncrasy annoying Ken now, however, was that he needed something in his stomach as he prepared for the most important presentation of his life, and that the Loonies had proclaimed sugary treats to be evil.

      He read about this latest decree, but hadn’t fully understood its ramifications.

      The Loonies wanted to fix obesity—which was considerable. A person’s base metabolism drops with low gravity, after all, and a calorie goes further on the moon. So the Council declared things like Sugar Dogs to be insidious pills of death. Of course, rather than outlaw junk food directly they merely mandated LC could not be used to purchase them. This tactic had the advantage of reminding people who bought Sugar Dogs that, while the Lunar Council cared, earther scum were, well, earther scum.

      Silly.

      He would have a good story when he got home, but he was running out of time now.

      The Pick-a-Pack was the only convenience store in the coach-class terminal, and, while the halls were filled with travelers, he had neither the time to beg change nor the inclination to lose even more dignity in doing so.

      Ken returned the candy to its cubby, looked down the rack, and saw a pack of almonds. No sugar in almonds. He scanned the package. The machine beeped, and a red light flashed. TRANSACTION REJECTED. PLEASE SCAN ANOTHER ITEM. THE LUNAR COUNCIL SUPPORTS ONLY LOCAL MERCHANTS.

      “What the…?”

      “Those are imported from California,” the controller said. “You need to buy something local to offset our trade imbalance.”

      “Are you serious?”

      The woman stared.

      He looked around for something local.

      Bumbling Loonie idiots.

      Ken now had three minutes.

      “What should I buy?” he asked the lady.

      “Do I look like your personal valet?”

      “I mean, how can I tell what’s local?”

      “You could scan things until you find something.”

      Ken fought the urge to scream.

      “How about I give you LC and you buy something for yourself?”

      “Are you trying to bribe me?”

      “Look, I just want something to eat.”

      “How about a moon rock?” she said, pointing to the trinket row. “Take something home to the kiddoes.”

      Ken didn’t have kids, but he grabbed a plastic-encased piece of regolith. Thirty seconds later he was on his way, almonds in hand. The presentation filled his thoughts as he followed signs to the train. He imagined himself pausing before the big reveal to look Catherine Paulino directly in the eye. Dover’s Executive Director of Manufacturing was old-school like that, judged people by eye contact. He would have to be on his game.

      He inserted his cube at the ticket booth, relieved when the payment finished processing.

      He stepped into the security scanner that led to the launch tubes.

      The machine beeped. A red light flashed. A warning beacon blared.

      THE LUNAR COUNCIL CARES ABOUT OUR NATURAL RESOURCES. PLEASE REMAIN IN PLACE WHILE A SECURITY GUARD ASSISTS YOU.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Ken thought.

      He frowned, then pulled the plastic bauble from his pocket. A line of small print flashed from the bottom of the security scanner’s readout.

      This product has been taken from Luna and altered from its natural form. Possession of it will result in fines and incarceration.

      His gaze bounced from the screen to the rock and back again.

      He considered running, considered calling for help.

      But it was too late.

      Red lights flashed, and bootsteps of Loonie Law Enforcement bots echoed from down the tube.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing up on that ladder, Mr. Perry?” The voice came from under my feet, and I shifted my grip, passed the screwdriver from one hand to another, and looked down into the accusative stare of Kevin, Julia’s middle son. Appropriately for a middle son, he was in his middle thirties, slim and athletic, with a surfer’s sun-bleached hair. He frowned.

      “I’m just about to wire up the mounting plate for the floodlight. I turned off the breaker in your mother’s office, and she’s guarding it while I attach the wires.”

      “I really don’t think you should be doing that,” he said. “You wandered in and asked if you could help, I figured you meant taping some windows or something.”

      “Look, I learned some things about wiring when I was in the Navy.”

      “I’m guessing that was a long time ago. And anyway, that’s not really the issue. It’s the ladder.”

      I looked down at my feet and felt a few butterflies in my stomach. The light was over the front door of the outbuilding, and I was pretty high. Heights were never my thing. I could climb a ladder if I need to, but after the three or four steps I start to get nervous. Still… “Look, I’m retired, not dead.”

      “Just the same, why don’t you let one of us younger guys handle it later?”

      I looked at the open electrical box and the three projecting wires. The ends were safely capped off with wire nuts so that wouldn’t be a hazard if I stopped mid-job. I had my pride, but I didn’t like ladders, and I didn’t want to cause problems with Julia’s three adult sons who had showed up to help repaint and spruce up her long-neglected house and shop/office building. “If you feel strongly about it,” I said, and carefully worked my way back down the ladder to the concrete slab.

      Jason, the dark-haired older son, appeared around the corner carrying a freshly cleaned extension roller, and looked at me curiously. From the other direction, youngest son Leo appeared dressed in spattered painter’s coveralls, goggles on his forehead pushing back a cresting wave of mousey brown hair that poked up above them like a hedgerow.

      I’d met all of them a few times when they were still living at home. But that had been years ago. The adult versions were virtual strangers to me, other than what Julia had told me about them.

      Short version: Leo was the angry young artist, still finding his way. Kevin was the free-spirit outdoorsman, surfing, rock climbing, hiking, and working just enough to finance his passions. Jason was the hands-on guy, dropping out of college to become a landscaper. None of them had turned out the way, Julia and her late husband had wanted. “Disappointed,” was not quite the word. Something more along the lines of “sad” and “concerned.”

      I knew all of them struggled financially, and I had to suspect that had something to do with why they were all here now, three years after the death of their father. The peeling paint and delayed repairs on their mother’s 1940s cottage were hardly a new development.

      I looked at Kevin and pointed at the electrical box with the screwdriver. “If you aren’t going to do it now, I’m going to turn the breaker back on. It’s on the same circuit with your mom’s office lights and plugs, and she’s sitting there impatiently waiting to get back to work.”

      He grunted and I wandered inside the little outbuilding that housed her husband’s old workshop and, in the back, her small writing office. I placed the screwdriver on the pegboard by the door so it could be found later, and glanced around the gloomy shop area, illuminated only by sun streaming in through a small window and the door.

      Most of it was empty, the power tools sold off to make ends meet. Irwin’s illness hadn’t left much behind other than medical bills and debt. It had taken Julia years to wrestle it under control and she had barely held onto the house.

      I knew more about her affairs than the bored and nosy retired lawyer from down the block should, because at one point, besides being casually social with them, I had been Irwin and Julia’s attorney on several matters, and had been consulted more recently, only in a friendly capacity, when Julia wanted to write her own will and get her affairs in order. She assured me she was in fine health, but she didn’t want to leave her sons with the kind of disorganized mess she’d had to deal with. I had encouraged her, but for actual legal work, I directed her to my daughter, Gail, who had taken over my practice when I decided to retire.

      Without false modesty, I can say Gail is a very bright and promising young lawyer with a strong interest in family law, a direction she’s been steering the practice since she took over.

      Hell yes, I’m proud of her.

      I rapped on the frame of Julia’s open office door.

      “Come in,” she said. The room was small and blindingly pink with white trim, possibly personal preference, possibly the result of a modestly successful dalliance with writing romance novels that Julia had taken up until her husband’s death. She’d published several, though she had confided that her biggest advance had been only a little over ten thousand dollars. Not much of a living, and far from making a person rich.

      I blinked against the pink, broken by the gray breaker box panel in the wall directly across from the door, and a brown bookshelf next to it filled with what looked for all the world like a matched set of law books. I knew that they were actually bound editions of the complete works of Erle Stanley Gardner, the creator of TV lawyer Perry Mason, who (previously unknown to me) had originated in a long-running series of novels. Julia said they were her favorites as a child. That’s how she came to make the jump from romance to mystery writing.

      “Hi, M. Did you get that light hooked up?” Julia sat in an office chair in front of her darkened computer, her back swiveled to the window so she could read the manuscript pages in her hand.

      “No. Kevin found me up on a ladder and shooed me away. I guess he didn’t want to have to clean up my dry shattered bones when I fell to my death. He says one of them will take care of it later.”

      She laughed. “Kevin’s always been the bossy one. His younger brother has always ignored him, and his older brother—well—he was older, and that settled that.” But she seemed to drift back into her own thoughts for a moment, perhaps the result of contrasting her sons.

      I flipped the breaker, and the overhead fluorescent—no, LED, I corrected myself—fixture flickered on above us. I glanced around to make sure none of the three boys were in earshot. “Let me guess. You haven’t figured out which one you’re going to ask to be executor of the will?”

      She frowned and shook her head. “Look, if you can spare a few minutes, I need to run to the post office and grab a sandwich before I get back to working on the second Nancy Lawborne mystery. I’ve got a deadline, and I’m letting myself get way too distracted by this. I could use a sounding board.”

      I grinned. “I have nothing but time.”

      She grabbed an addressed manila envelope and we jumped into the front of her battered blue minivan. The suspension squeaked at every bump, and the radio was broken, but the seats were okay and the air conditioning worked a little, so it was fine. “I really would have liked to have gotten an electrician for the lights and stuff, but after buying all the paint and supplies and renting the sprayer, I just didn’t have the cash. Book money is coming—lots of it, but it’s not here yet, and I still have to budget.”

      “The boys know this?”

      “They do. Not the specifics, but none of them have ever seen much money, and I worry the idea will make them a little crazy.”

      “But you can handle it?”

      “Irwin handled the finances and budgeting, at his insistence, but I was always the practical one. I humored him and kept my hands off, much to my regret. I worry the boys take after him.”

      “But you still need an executor.”

      “I want everything to be clear and in order. All cards on the table. I have to find the best of three very suspect candidates. I love my sons, but I’m not sure I understand any of them.” She considered, then brightened. “Could Gail be the executor?”

      I hesitated. “She could. You could ask her, anyway. But for an attorney to be the executor of a will they themselves drew up is getting into an ethically murky area, and my daughter tends to be conservative in such matters. The kid’s as ethically scrupulous as a saint.”

      “Maybe that’s a dumb idea anyway. The executor is going to have to handle my literary estate, and that’s a very personal thing. I’d really like to keep it in the family.”

      “Seems reasonable,” I said. I took a mental note to suggest that Gail brush up on intellectual property law.

      “Look,” I said, “I don’t really know them at all at this point. I certainly can’t help you decide. I’m just concerned that—well—I’ve seen the pursuit of money divide a lot of families. And if that movie option you mentioned goes anywhere… The word ‘Hollywood’ just makes a lot of people go crazy.”

      She smiled. “It makes me a little crazy too. I appreciate your referring me to an entertainment lawyer to handle the negotiations. I’m not equipped to swim with sharks like that.”

      “Neither am I,” I said, silently adding, anymore. I’d lost interest in business law when my wife died from a heart attack six years earlier, and I’d let Gail take the reins just as quickly as I could. But I was no happier with nothing to do but hang around the house and turn into the nosy and overly talky neighbor that I had become. I was bored and adrift.

      Without Mary, I had lost my anchor. I didn’t know who I was, or what I was doing.

      In trying to help with Julia’s house, perhaps I was groping for that purpose. I could be a man and do something useful and productive again, or so I thought. But Kevin’s rejection had just made me feel old and useless again. And secretly, I wondered if he’d been right. I’d been assigned temporarily to assist an electrician’s mate for a few months in the Navy. I didn’t have any of the specialized training, but we were at sea and short-handed when we had to medevac a sailor with a burst appendix

      Mostly I passed tools, held a flashlight, toted gear from deck to deck, and did really simple repairs under careful supervision. I knew a little about the wiring on a ship, at least the antiquated frigate I’d been serving on at the time, but that was a lot different that a modern house.

      I remembered when Mary and I had redone our bathroom, and the electrician had to explain to me the legally required ground-fault detector, a special plug with a gizmo that instantly killed the power at the slightest hint of a short circuit. They had to have them in all potentially wet environments now. Maybe the ship had had them too, and I just didn’t know about it.

      I sat in the car while Julia ran into the post office, and despite my protests, she bought Italian subs for both of as at a great little family place down on Central Street. We ate at an outside table and pleasantly drifted into talking music, mystery movies, and the “good old days.”

      We arrived back at Julia’s house to find the three sons standing around the ladder, animatedly arguing with each other. I noticed that the floodlight fixture had been installed while we were gone, and quickly realized that was the crux of the argument.

      Jason stepped out ahead of the others. “Leo blew the circuit breaker somehow!”

      “I did not,” said Leo. “I just plugged the light in, and it went pop and the lights inside went out.”

      Kevin shrugged. “Well, you were the one fiddling with it when it went.”

      “Well,” said Jason, “it wasn’t me! I was going to install the light, but I was in the shop reading the installation instructions. By the time I came out, Leo was up there plugging the light into that mouting plate gizmo.”

      I looked inside through the door to verify that Gail’s office was dark again. “You tried resetting the breaker? Did it blow again?” I considered how the simple three-wire job of connecting the fixture could have created a short circuit.

      “I turned it back on,” said Kevin. “It didn’t pop. Just nothing happened.”

      I considered what could be wrong. “You checked the master breaker?”

      Leo looked confused.

      Kevin frowned.

      “Never mind,” I said, heading for the breaker box.

      I verified that the breaker for the office and lighting downstairs lights was on. I jiggled the lever and it seemed solid. I turned it off and back on again. No lights. I verified that the main breaker was on. I checked the lights in the storage loft upstairs and the plugs in the shop. They all worked fine.

      They were on separate breakers.

      I was mystified. The problem was on that one breaker, and that one circuit.

      I walked back to the electric box and found the first outlet under the window and a few feet to the right of the Perry Mason bookcase. I imagined the wiring hidden in the walls, starting with that first plug, running through the outlets in a daisy chain, one by one around the office, then up into the ceiling through all the lights in the next room, and logically ending at that outside light.

      Ending.

      As far as I knew, nothing had changed in that circuit but the outside light. Nothing new had been plugged in here in the office. And there were no plugs outside the office, just ceiling lights that certainly hadn’t changed. I remembered in the Navy, when the electrician’s mate I reported to had told me to know my own limitations. “Know when something is above your pay grade, and don’t hesitate to hand it off to an expert.”

      I reluctantly admitted that this was one of those times.

      When I came back out, the argument had drifted over towards the back door of the house, but it was still going strong. In fact things had turned even more acrimonious, and Julia had stepped into the fray. There were accusations and criticisms flying in all directions, and they had everything, and nothing, to do with a dead electrical circuit.

      Julia saw me walk up and turned hopefully. “Did you find anything?”

      I shook my head sadly. “I think you really need to call in an electrician on this. I’ve eliminated all the obvious things I can think of. It has to be something weird and esoteric. Maybe a defective breaker, or a wire break somewhere inside the wall.” I glanced over at the sons. “Unless one of you experts has any ideas.”

      They all just looked uneasy, shuffling their feet.

      “I thought so.” I focused my attention on Kevin. “You should have let me finish. I knew what I was doing. Having multiple people working separately on one project leads to mistakes and makes troubleshooting harder.”

      More lessons from that long-ago electrician’s mate.

      Kevin didn’t duck my stare. “You’re right. But you looked a little shaky on that ladder. I didn’t want you hurt.”

      He seemed sincere.

      The boys had calmed, but Julia just seemed more agitated. “It’s after five on a Friday. Even if I can get an electrician on the phone, no telling when they can come out, and it’s going to cost three times as much, if not more! I don’t have the money just laying around, and neither do any of you three clowns! All over money that I don’t even have yet, and that none of you will hopefully see for a long time!”

      They just stared at her, mouths open.

      “I have a deadline, a book to finish. I’ve fallen behind because of this project and all your arguing. And my office is blacked out, probably for the whole weekend, if not longer. No books, no money for anybody! All because you’re squabbling over my favor. Well let me tell you, none of you are looking good right now!

      “I thought maybe I could pick one of you to act as the executor of my will, but I see now that what I really need is a keeper for the three of you!” She headed for the back door of the house. “I’m going to go put a call in to my editor and warn her I may miss my deadline.”

      Everybody was looking as crushed as I’d felt a few a few minutes earlier. I found some previously missing empathy with them. “I’m sorry. I had hoped maybe I could puzzle this out and defuse the situation.”

      Leo gave me a look of contempt. “Fat lot of good you did!”

      “He’s right,” said Jason, looming closer. “We’ve seen you hanging around her. How do we know you aren’t the one after her money?”

      “I’m a retired attorney,” I said. “I’m not rich, but I’ve got my own money, thanks. And I remind you that she doesn’t yet have any money. She’s spent most of what she’s gotten catching up bills and paying for these house repairs.

      “I’m trying to help because I’ve known your family for a long time, and I’ve see what hard times you’ve all gone through. I’d happily lend your mom whatever she needs to get through, but I know she’s too proud to even consider the offer. So I thought I could at least lend a little elbow grease.

      “I’m sorry you three don’t see it that way. Well, you’re on your own now. I’m going home. If your mom wants me, she can call.”

      I was halfway down the block, counting the cracks in the sidewalk, feeling angry and dissatisfied on every level, when I heard the steps of someone running up behind me. I glanced back and saw Kevin, already braking to drop in beside me and match my rapid walk.

      “Listen Mr. Perry. I owe you an apology. I wasn’t entirely truthful back there.”

      I slowed my pace to a stroll. “I’m listening.”

      “First of all, it was true, I was worried about you on the ladder. But I also wanted to get the light fixed and get mom’s office power back on to make myself look good. I was trying to be the hero.” He hung his head. “I know this is all stupid, the way my brothers and I are fighting. But that’s just how we are.”

      I nodded. “I have a brother too.”

      “It’s not about the money, or being executor really, not for me anyway. It’s just something to jockey over, a way of keeping score.”

      “You’re adults. Maybe it’s time to start acting like it.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. Absolutely. I’m always the guy trying to take charge. Nobody listens to me. Leo just doesn’t, and Jason just won’t. But this time I’m starting to see I don’t deserve to be in charge. I don’t know anything about estates, or books, or any of this stuff. I couldn’t even follow a simple set of—I don’t know how, but…”

      I continued his sentence. “But you’re the one that wired that mounting plate into the electrical box.”

      “How did you know?”

      I smiled. “Elimination. Leo knew so little about what he was doing he’d never have figured out the mounting plate and got the wires hooked up. Jason was still reading the instructions when the problems started. You were the first to know the problem, and so had a head start. You were rushing to get the office power back on.”

      He nodded. “I glanced at the instructions. It looked simple enough and so I threw them back in the box, grabbed a screwdriver, and went right to it.”

      “But then you got called away somehow.”

      “I finished putting in the plate, and ran into the house for a quick pee break. Mom stopped me on the way back to chew me out about chasing you off the ladder. And when I finally got back, Leo was up already up there finishing the job. I was about to yell at him when the lights went out.”

      “And you knew it was your fault.”

      “Because the light itself just has a little three pin plug on the bottom that plugs into that terminal block on the base where the wires hook up. It’s idiot proof. Even Leo couldn’t screw it up.”

      I looked him in the eye. He didn’t flinch.”But you were willing to let him take the fall for it.”

      “It was childish, but I figured he had it coming for trying to take the credit. But I was wrong. I should have owned up.”

      “Yes,” I said, stopping in the sidewalk and turning back. “You should have. But you owned up to it eventually, and you recognized where you went wrong.”

      I blinked. “And I think I just recognized where I went wrong too!” I started walking back towards Julia’s house. I turned back and waved Kevin to follow me. “Come on. I could use somebody to pass the tools and hold the ladder. Let’s see if we can fix this thing.

      “Tell me Kevin, how do you interrupt a circuit from the end of the line?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “From the beginning,” I said.

      Our first step was to eliminate the short circuit I knew had to be there. The short circuit that wasn’t the problem, just the trigger.

      I climbed up the ladder (Kevin braced it from the bottom) and removed the two screws that held the light onto the bracket, exposing the terminal block that Kevin has mentioned, and that I knew about from my own reading of the instructions.

      The mistake was immediately clear. The plastic terminal block was supposed to hold the three wires in holes in the side, which were clamped down with screws. The light itself had a three pin plug that connected to the three holes in the top of the block. Only Kevin had misunderstood and inserted the wires into the top of the terminal block, keeping the pins from plugging in properly. With no place to go, the pins had bent, hitting the screws and bridging the ground wire with one of the other two, and creating a short circuit.

      I carefully removed the wires and capped them off with wire nuts.

      Then we went to Julia’s empty office. I looked at the bookcase. The set of books didn’t completely fill the shelf. There were a few gaps filled with various knickknacks. “Gardner, you sly old fox, you still have a few mysteries to keep.”

      Julia appeared in the door behind us. She looked considerably calmer than the last time I’d seen her.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “I had a talk with my editor. I could tell she wasn’t thrilled, but she said I could have those extra days if I need them. A week even if I really need it.”

      “That’s great,” I said, “but maybe you won’t need them.” I bent down to the second shelf from the bottom, removed a decorative glass pot, and peered into the dim space behind. I could just make out a previously hidden plug, and on it a little glowing LED light. I reached for it, found the reset button, and pushed.

      The ceiling lights instantly flickered on.

      Julia gasped. “How?”

      I pointed to the plug behind the shelf. “This plug, hidden and presumably forgotten behind the shelf, is a ground-fault plug. It’s designed to detect even the smallest short on the circuit and shut it down before someone can be electrocuted or a fire can start. They’re used on any circuit in a potentially wet location. An outside light fixture would count, I imagine, maybe a workshop as well. I’d have to read the zoning statutes. And once the ground fault plug is tripped, it interrupts the circuit until manually reset with this little button.”

      “We don’t need an electrician?”

      “I’ll still need to hook up the floodlight, but I know how to do it.” I looked at Kevin, who was grinning at the revised state of the world. “Or Kevin could do it, once we take a good look at the instructions and clear a few things up.”

      “I’ll go find the box the light came in,” said Kevin slipping past us and out the door.

      “Take your time. I want to talk to your mom for a few minutes.” I closed the office door behind him.

      She smiled, shaking her head. “Thank you!”

      I shrugged. “I was giving up and heading home when Kevin caught up with me. He helped me to put it together. Turns out I do at least know a few things about wiring!”

      “And solving mysteries.”

      “Maybe.”

      I hesitated, wondering where exactly I should stick my noisy neighbor nose. But maybe in this case, I was acting more as friend of the family. “Look, you seemed pretty fed up with your sons and the whole executor thing.”

      “I was angry—and afraid. I’ve never missed a deadline before, and this book contract is important to me, in more ways than one.”

      “I can’t tell you what to do, but when you’re calm enough to think about it, you might take another look at Kevin.”

      She looked skeptical. “I’m just saying I see some potential in him. A mystery is about who-done-it. But in adulthood, it’s sometimes more important who didn’t do it.”

      She shook her head, confused.

      “Never mind. Just give him a thought. Make up your own mind.”

      “Sure.” But then her mind seemed to go somewhere else, and she slowly smiled.

      “This all give me some ideas for book three! But I’ll have to change things around a bit.”

      “I suppose there will have to be a murder.”

      “Is it a mystery if there isn’t a murder?”

      “You’re the expert.”

      “Speaking of book three, when I turn this thing in, I want to get an immediate start. I’ve got some legal questions a retired attorney might be able to help me with.”

      “Sure,” I said. And then the words tumbled out, unexpected. “Let me buy you dinner.”

      Both of us looked surprised. But I rolled the idea around in my mind. I missed Mary every day, but she was gone, and this seemed less like a betrayal than an inevitable evolution.

      I was moving again.

      Where I didn’t know.

      I wondered if Gail could use an investigator…
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        R.W. Wallace returns to these pages with this original story in a series of wonderful fantasy mystery stories that has been and will be in many of issues of this magazine.

        These stories are not like any standard mystery. The detective is a ghost, limited to his own cemetery helping other ghosts move on by solving their problems. In other words, the detective is locked in a confined space with no tools, trying to help a victim discover what happened to them.

        A wonderful series that I am lucky enough to run in this magazine. And for even more of her work, check out her website at http://rwwallace.com/
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        * * *

      

      When I was alive, I used the expression silent like the grave all the time. Whenever I found myself in a place away from the noise of the city, away from large crowds, deep underground, I’d throw it out there.

      Often to attempt to creep out my colleagues, or sometimes to break the tension in a silent room.

      The thing is, though, that graves aren’t all that silent.

      At least not in our cemetery.

      Our little domain has a large number of trees scattered around the area—some cypress trees swaying regally in the wind, several plane trees forming a tunnel down the main path, one huge cedar tree throwing shade on dozens of graves in the southwest corner—which, quite logically, draw many chirping birds of all shapes and sizes. The flowers, both the wild buttercups, dandelions, and violets growing naturally between the graves and the bouquets of chrysanthemums or roses brought in by mourners, draw their fair share of insects.

      We’re in a small village, so we don’t suffer too much traffic, but the occasional car does drive by and the mayor’s son zooms past on his scooter at least four times a day.

      This isn’t silence.

      But it is calm.

      And once in a while, our calm is broken by a new arrival. For a short time—days, weeks, or months, depending on the situation—we have a case to solve, someone to help, a ghost to guide through the afterlife.

      Although I’ve learned to enjoy the calm, sometimes, like right now, I wouldn’t mind a little excitement.

      Clothilde and I usually settle in at a distance during funerals, leaving the grievers their room and not unsettling any of them if they should be particularly sensitive to ghosts. We’ve both developed a rather morbid sense of humor after thirty years together in this cemetery but we refrain from practical jokes during funerals. Mostly.

      We’ll get closer to the mourners once the casket is lowered into the ground and people start to chat—in case someone lets slip information that might become useful later.

      We’ve made it our purpose in afterlife to help whoever becomes a ghost to move on. We don’t know where they move on to—neither of us have done it, obviously—but we’re convinced it’s a better place, something to strive for.

      Not everybody becomes a ghost. In fact, the vast majority of people who are buried in our little cemetery don’t. Only the ones with unfinished business with the living linger.

      So we help them finish it.

      Judging from the crowd exiting the church today, I’m willing to bet that today’s new arrival was both young and popular. The only reason for this large a number of people in their early twenties to come to a funeral is if one of their own has died.

      As the casket exits the little stone church, the crowd at the foot of the steps keeps growing and expanding. There’s no way there were enough pews for everyone to be sitting during the ceremony. They spill out like slow-moving lava, the first ones being gently pushed back by the people behind them, covering the narrow asphalt-covered area and overflowing down the narrow paths winding through the cemetery. Some kids even climb onto the less-cluttered graves, to the mortification of their parents.

      The closest family is usually the last ones out of the church. They accompany the casket as it’s solemnly carried through the cemetery. If I were to venture a guess, I’d say the men carrying the casket today are father and brother, and five friends looking like they haven’t quite grasped what is happening. Shell-shocked but doing their job.

      Something relatively unusual: a young woman is part of the team carrying the heavy load. She even has the spot up front, across from the man I assume to be the father of the deceased. Her chestnut hair is pulled into two tight braids, reaching just below her shoulders. Her black dress drops to right above her knees and although it’s far from form-fitting, this is clearly a very active and strong young woman.

      I have no doubt she carries her part of the weight of that casket, and then some.

      Her lips are set into a firm line, her beautiful dark eyes focused on the priest’s back in front of her. She looks almost detached and doesn’t give the slightest reaction whenever someone talks to her or touches her shoulder as she walks past. She seems emotionless.

      I’m sure she’s anything but.

      “Doesn’t look like we’re getting new company,” Clothilde says. She’s sitting on the roof of a mausoleum not far from the newly dug hole the procession is aiming for, her gray, ghostly feet dangling, passing through the stone as if it isn’t there. She looks to be close to the braided woman’s age, except she has looked this way for thirty years. If she’d been allowed to live, Clothilde would have been in her fifties today.

      Her attitude never quite made it out of puberty, though. Sometimes it’s annoying, but mostly it keeps me on my toes and brings some much-needed levity to the naturally somber atmosphere of a cemetery.

      “Guess not,” I agree from my position leaning against the mausoleum’s north wall, hands in my front pockets. I have a larger preference for respecting the physical laws of the living realm than Clothilde. Call me old-fashioned.

      Usually, when someone becomes a ghost, we know as soon as the casket exits the church. The screams of someone waking up locked inside a sealed casket can be very impressive. Unfortunately for us, ghosts can hear the screams of other ghosts. Fortunately for the living, they cannot.

      Depending on the person, it can take up to several weeks to come to terms with the fact that they’ve become a ghost. The casket will only release into the cemetery the ghosts who’ve accepted their fate.

      Yours truly took close to two weeks, so there will be no judgment from me.

      Today, there are no screams.

      Whoever this young person was, he or she must not have had any unfinished business that needed handling before moving on.

      We watch as the priest says a few last words, the casket is lowered into the ground, and the closest family throws tiny shovelfuls of dirt on top of the casket. The girl with the braids is the first to do so, even before the parents—she must be the sister.

      Clothilde and I stroll around the periphery of the group during the ceremony but we don’t pick up any interesting information. The person who died seems to have been named Anouk and she died in a car crash. And everybody keeps throwing furtive glances at the sister.

      The young, braided-haired woman is the last to leave. The parents also stay for a while but after a moment’s silent conversation between the two, they leave their daughter to say her goodbyes in peace.

      Except she doesn’t say anything.

      For close to an hour, she stands at the foot of the grave, so close to the edge that her toes extend over the hole, her face the same mask as during the ceremony, her eyes unfocused but directed at the casket six feet below her.

      Clothilde wanders back to her own grave while I stay and keep the young woman company at a respectful distance. I don’t attempt to talk to her or touch her but I believe that on some level, she will know she is not alone.

      Finally, as the shade of one of the cypress trees covers her sister’s casket, the young woman steps back.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she says before she walks quickly down the path toward the church, turns into the parking lot, and drives off in an old and battered Peugeot.

      That is when the screaming starts.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell is going on?” Clothilde is back at the graveside, staring wide-eyed down into the pit with me.

      The screams are definitely those of a woman, yelling the same thing over and over but with so much panic that I can’t make out the words. The emotions are clear, though.

      Panic. Fear. Despair.

      She’s pounding on the casket, probably with both arms and legs, to the point where I’m surprised we don’t see it shake, or the dirt her family threw on top falling off.

      But the dead have no power over the physical realm of the living. It’s just one of the many things she’ll have to come to terms with.

      I have trouble finding my voice and only manage to get sounds out on the second try. “Seems like we have a new arrival after all.”

      “But we wake up during the ceremony. In the church. Way before we’re put into the ground.” Clothilde is gesticulating, pointing at our little church, at the casket in the ground, at the cemetery at large. “That’s what makes it so scary. Realizing you’re in a casket, being carried to the grave. Buried alive.”

      I fail to suppress a shudder at the memory. “I know, Clothilde. Maybe… Maybe she somehow didn’t wake up when most people do. She only now realized that she’s stuck in there.”

      Clothilde throws her arms around herself and shudders. Her eyes never leave the partially covered casket. “We’ve had some pretty stupid people come through before, Robert. They all woke up way before the ceremony was done.”

      I can only nod. We always know if we have a new arrival the second they open the church doors. The screams come out before the casket does.

      “What is she screaming, anyway?” Clothilde mumbles.

      It’s not the usual “let me out,” that’s for sure. But it is repetitive. The same word—whatever it is—over and over and over.

      “I guess we’ll figure it out when the casket lets her out.”
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        * * *

      

      By noon the next day, she still hasn’t figured it out. She’s relentless in her screaming, not letting us get a moment of silence.

      I’ve concluded it’s a name she’s screaming, over and over. I haven’t figured out what it is, but that’s not really important. She’ll tell us once she calms down and gets out. It means that discovering what her unfinished business is will most likely be simple. This person is either the killer or the person she needs to get a message to before she can move on.

      At five past noon, as the early summer sun hammers down on the living and the dead alike, making the air shimmer in the heat and bringing back ancient longings of driving to the beach in Narbonne to cool down in the ocean, the braided-haired young woman from the day before steps through the gate right next to Clothilde’s grave.

      The screaming stops.

      Clothilde, who is sitting on her tombstone as usual, stops swinging her legs. I straighten on the little mound next to her grave that is the only thing marking my own final resting place.

      “That’s interesting,” I say.

      Clothilde, in perfect teenager fashion, rolls her eyes at me and jumps down from her perch. Without a word, she catches up with the young woman and walks a lot closer than would have been comfortable had the other woman known she was there, her face mere centimeters from the other woman’s nose.

      I follow a few paces behind them, letting Clothilde take the lead since this case seems to have caught her attention.

      “Who are you?” Clothilde asks. “Are you the sister? Were you close? Did you kill her? Why did she start screaming when you left and stop when you came back? How can she even know you’re here?”

      The braided-haired woman can’t hear her, of course. Clothilde has enough experience with being a ghost to know this. She also has enough experience to know that sometimes the information comes across anyway. The subconscious can hear ghosts.

      The young woman doesn’t reply, though, or give any indication that she’s heard my friend. She has the same closed-down expression as the day before and is walking toward our new arrival’s grave in a manner similar to a soldier going to war. Her yellow sundress seems wildly out of place, even though it’s the perfect choice of outfit for a sweltering July day.

      She stops at the now-covered grave, the toes of her sandals digging into the fresh dirt. Her eyes go to the makeshift cross at the head, with “Anouk” penciled in. Her expression hardens.

      “Lucile.” The name, barely audible and charged with longing and pain, is accompanied by a sob. It’s coming from the grave.

      That’s what she’s been screaming since yesterday. Lucile.

      I’m about to make a comment to Clothilde but stop myself as I see the visitor’s expression.

      Her mask has fallen. The warrior is gone, replaced by a child, lost and mourning. Tears forming in the corners of her eyes, lips quivering, she takes an unsteady breath. One hand grabs the hem of her dress and makes a fist, her knuckles going white.

      “Anouk,” she whispers. A tear threatens to fall from her left eye but she takes another deep breath and it retreats.

      She might have lost the look of a warrior, but she hasn’t stopped fighting.

      Neither girl says anything for several minutes. Clothilde and I take up position to either side of the young woman I assume is called Lucile, hoping she feels us there.

      Clothilde is the first to break the silence. Her voice is uncharacteristically soft. “Why don’t you try talking to her? It might help you feel better.” And it might help us understand what the hell is going on.

      Lucile doesn’t say another word. Just stands there for almost an hour, her eyes on the mound of dirt, her sandals digging into the soft ground, the skin on her exposed shoulders turning pink from the midday sun. I get the feeling she is talking to the girl in the grave; we’re simply not included in the conversation.

      We hear nothing but a faint sob from time to time from the grave.

      After a while, Lucile pulls her mask back on. I’m fascinated to watch the sadness and longing melt off her face and the severe mask take its place. She straightens her shoulders, unclenches her fist, and lets go of her dress. Takes a deep breath.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she says. And marches quickly toward the back gate she’d arrived through.

      Clothilde and I stay back, sending wary glances at the still-silent grave at our feet.

      The second the gate slams closed behind Lucile, the screams start up again.
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        * * *

      

      The same scenario happens every day for a week.

      Anouk screams Lucile’s name nonstop while she’s not there and retreats to quiet sobs while she’s visiting. Lucile comes once a day—not always the same time, she must be working it into her daily schedule—and spends her time staring down at Anouk’s grave, her face showing her pain, but not saying a word.

      When she leaves, the mask is back on.

      On the eighth day, Anouk doesn’t go back to screaming when Lucile leaves the cemetery.

      She comes out of her grave.

      Clothilde and I aren’t even close to Anouk’s grave when she emerges. We gave up on getting Lucile to talk several days ago and although our cemetery is too small to get away from the screams entirely, we’ve spent most of our days on our own graves, which is one of the farthest points from Anouk’s screams.

      As I see her crawling her way out of the mound of dirt from across the cemetery, I jump to my feet and run toward her as fast as I can.

      Clothilde gets there before me—she has never been one to care much about following the rules of the physical world since she is no longer part of it.

      As I join them, Anouk is standing on the small strip of grass separating her grave from her neighbor, brushing dirt off her clothes, her hair, everything.

      She’s so fresh she still believes the physical world can affect her, to the point where she has made the dirt part of her image because she believes it should be there. It’s not. As proven by the undisturbed dirt covering her grave.

      “The dirt’s not real,” I tell her. “If you imagine it gone, it will be.”

      She stops, her hands frozen above her thighs. “Oh.” A moment’s pause. The dirt disappears.

      She’s turned partly away from me, so I can only see a partial profile. Her hair is brown and short and falls forward to cover most of her face. She’s wearing black jeans and a tight-fitting long-sleeved T-shirt. I’m guessing it’s either a favorite outfit or what she wore the day she died. I doubt it’s what her family decided to bury her in.

      “Welcome to our cemetery,” I say, making sure to keep my voice smooth and calm. I want her to feel welcomed but I don’t want her to accuse me of being happy she’s dead.

      Yes, I speak from experience.

      “I’m Robert and this is Clothilde. The resident ghosts.”

      The young woman sighs and lifts her head to scan her surroundings as she turns to face me. “I’m Anouk,” she says.

      A frisson of déjà vu runs through me at the sound of her voice. I’ve heard that voice many times this last week, and not from the screaming underground. It’s the exact same voice that said, “I’ll be back tomorrow,” just before the screaming started up again.

      My gaze goes to our new arrival’s face.

      The hair is definitely different. Instead of the long braids, it’s short and going in every direction. But the face is the same as Lucile’s. Exactly the same.

      Clothilde’s flat voice mirrors my dread exactly. “Twins.”
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        * * *

      

      We’ve never had twins before, not in my time, at least. We’ve had siblings, couples, best friends…pretty much everyone has someone they were close to, someone who will come back over and over, saying goodbye and attempting to come to terms with being alone.

      But twins… Or rather, one twin. I have no idea what to expect.

      “Lucile left?” Anouk says, her face hard. Her eyes dart left and right, searching through our little cemetery. If I hadn’t already gotten to know her sister, I would have said she’s cold, not sufficiently upset at waking up a ghost.

      But I have seen her sister. The mask is the same, covering up whatever emotions are raging inside her.

      Nobody’s indifferent to being a ghost.

      “She’ll be back tomorrow,” I say, keeping a slight smile on my face and my voice calm.

      Anouk nods, apparently satisfied with my reply. I’m guessing it’s not so much because of my reassuring demeanor as from knowing her twin sister.

      Her scan of her surroundings done, Anouk makes no attempt to hide her cold curiosity as she studies Clothilde and myself. Her gaze goes from head to foot, taking its time, taking in Clothilde’s dark curls, her loose white blouse, ankle-length jeans, and worn Converse. She takes in my receding hairline, my worn button-down shirt with pulled-up sleeves, and dark jeans and leather shoes.

      We wouldn’t make much sense as a team in the outside world. But in here we’ve been friends for over thirty years.

      “There’s only two of you?” Anouk asks. “Where are all the others?”

      “Not everybody becomes a ghost,” Clothilde replies. Her usually angry or uncaring tone is replaced by calm soberness—she hasn’t decided on what kind of person Anouk is yet, either. Clothilde strolls slowly over to the tomb next to Anouk’s, never taking her eyes off our new colleague, and jumps up to perch on the slab of dark gray granite.

      Anouk makes no sign of a reaction but I offer some extra explanations anyway. “Only people with unfinished business linger as ghosts. Once the business is dealt with, they move on.”

      “Move on where?”

      I lift my shoulders in a shrug and put on a mask of my own. “We don’t know. As you can see, we’re still here. But I’m one-hundred-percent certain it’s a better place. Something to strive for.”

      Beautiful, dark, and scary eyes bore into me. “You can’t be one-hundred-percent certain if you haven’t seen it. Maybe they cease existing altogether. Maybe they go to hell. You don’t know. You haven’t left.”

      That mask is becoming very unnerving. I have to extrapolate based on my thirty years as a ghost to try to figure out what’s going on in her head but I’m not sure three hundred years would be enough in this case.

      “We’ve sent off hundreds and hundreds of ghosts. They’ve all been happy to go. We’ve seen that much.”

      Anouk turns her head and scans the cemetery one more time. Even though she gives no physical or verbal response, I feel certain she doesn’t believe my explanation.

      “I’m going home,” she says suddenly, and takes off down the path toward the back gate. Her strides are long and determined, her short hair bobbing around her head. It doesn’t move with the breeze we have today, though. Since she can’t feel it on her ghostly body, she doesn’t know to take it into account for her appearance.

      Clothilde opens her mouth, but I cut her off with a lift of my hand.

      “Let her discover the limits for herself,” I say. “I don’t think she’ll take our word for it anyway.”

      “Yeah, that one’s not going to take our word for anything.” She swings her feet back and forth, her shoes disappearing into the granite on every back swing, and looks around our cemetery. “It’s not that bad here.”

      I turn away to hide my smile—Clothilde doesn’t like it when I show too openly that I care for her. “It’s a great place, as far as cemeteries go. But you know we’re all a little lost and upset when we first come out.”

      The snort I get in reply is pure Clothilde, and pure eye-rolling teenager.

      Nothing like a stupid understatement to get my friend back on track.
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        * * *

      

      Anouk goes through our entire perimeter. She does what we’ve all done, trying to pass through the gates, over the wall, through the wall, under the wall, into the parking lot, up in the air.

      To no avail.

      She’s stuck inside the cemetery, just like the rest of us.

      It’s late morning the next day when she finally accepts it. She strides up to where we’re lounging on Clothilde’s grave, pretending to feel the blazing sun on our ghostly gray skin, and stops with her hands on her hips and the tips of her sneakers going through the sole of my right foot. She has figured out how to go through solid matter and how to fly, but she has yet to realize her body no longer gives her signals of when she’s overstepping somebody else’s personal space.

      I pull my foot away from hers and look at her expectantly.

      “We’re stuck here.” The mask is still in place and her tone is so clipped, it sounds like an accusation.

      “Yes, we are,” I reply, and add what I hope is a compassionate smile.

      “I have to see my sister.” She seems to be of the opinion that if she stares at me hard enough, I can get rid of whatever keeps us prisoner within the walls of this cemetery.

      If only.

      “Your sister has come to visit every day since the funeral,” Clothilde says, her tone somewhere between compassionate and eye-roll. “She’ll be back at some—”

      Anouk zooms away like the Flash.

      I hear the squeak of the back gate closing. Lucile is here.

      Clothilde jumps to her feet. “We going to watch?”

      I get up more slowly and dust off the seat of my pants—not because I have to but because sometimes I want to do things the “live” way. Getting new arrivals brings out the nostalgia.

      “We’ll follow at a distance,” I say. “I don’t think Anouk would appreciate us getting too close, especially this first time.”

      But we do need to figure out what Anouk’s unfinished business is, and I’m fairly certain it will involve her sister, so we can’t give her complete privacy.

      Lucile approaches her sister’s grave at her usual brisk pace. Anouk flits around her, too excited to even maintain a recognizable form.

      She tries for a hug, but goes right through her sister’s body. She tries to touch her face and her hand, with the same result. She says her name, clearly expecting a reaction, then screams it when she doesn’t get one.

      When Lucile reaches the grave, Anouk is already down to sobs.

      Standing halfway in her sister, Anouk turns to look for us. When she spots us some distance away, she doesn’t yell at us for eavesdropping like I feared. Her mask has fallen away, leaving the hurt and pain open for everyone to see.

      “Why can’t she see me?” she asks. “Why can’t she hear me?”

      Oh, boy.

      Taking a deep breath, I approach the two women. Clothilde follows close behind. “We’re ghosts, Anouk. The living can’t see or hear us. They—”

      I cut myself off before telling her that we often can get across to people’s subconscious. This is normally part of my spiel for new arrivals, but in this particular case, I’m genuinely worried it will give her too much hope. Or make her try too hard with her sister, which could have nefarious effects on the twin still living.

      Clothilde lifts an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything.

      When I can’t find the right words, Clothilde takes over. “You can talk to her, though. Even if she doesn’t really hear you. It’s like what they say for funerals: the funeral isn’t for the dead, it’s for the living. Well, this is not for the living, but for the dead. If you have something you need to say to your sister, this is your chance.”

      Anouk’s eyes go to her sister’s, identical to her own. Her lips tremble and her chest is heaving as if she still needs air and can’t get enough. Her hands twitch with an obvious need to touch her twin.

      “She changed her clothes,” Clothilde whispers.

      I’d been so focused on the face, I hadn’t even noticed. Anouk’s jeans and T-shirt have been replaced by a pair of denim shorts with embroidered flowers on the hip and a loose flowery top—identical to what her sister is wearing. The only thing differentiating the two women is the hair; short spikes and long braids.

      And the fact that one is alive and full of color while the other is in ghostly shades of gray.

      Lucile still doesn’t speak while she visits. Mask off, she stands there and stares at her sister’s grave, clearly battling a boatload of emotions.

      Anouk, on the other hand, is talking. Once she starts, she never stops. For the entire half hour that her sister is there, she talks about how much she misses her, how much she loves her, all the fun they had together as children, all the times they annoyed each other as teens, and all the boys they fought over as young adults.

      If I’m not mistaken, some of it gets through to Lucile. She doesn’t say anything, of course, but her breathing has definitely sped up, and she audibly swallows down emotions every time Anouk brings up a new memory.

      I don’t actually think Anouk notices—she’s too caught up in her own misery—and I’m not about to point it out. What’s going on right now isn’t giving closure to either of the young women.

      Anouk is going to have to get it out of her system before we can do something more constructive.

      When Lucile pulls her mask back on and starts toward the back gate, Anouk panics completely.

      “Don’t leave me, Lucile! Don’t leave me here alone! I need you! You need me! Don’t go. Please don’t go. Please…”

      My nonexistent heart constricts with empathy—both for the sister left behind and for the one leaving.

      Lucile’s mask wavers several times as she crosses the cemetery. Only when she’s outside the gate, shoving it closed behind her, does the mask settle solidly.

      With a hand on the gate, she gazes towards her sister’s grave. Her voice is no more than a whisper. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      She comes back the next day, and the next…and every single day for a month. July melts into August, the sun burns the grass between the tombs from green to yellow, and our rare visitors don’t stay long for fear of heat stroke.

      Lucile doesn’t have a fixed time for her visits, but she’s here every day. She stays for half an hour, never says a word, and then leaves through the back gate.

      Anouk talks to her, hugs her—we taught her how to make it look real, even though she’ll never again be able to feel her twin’s body against hers—and brings up memory after memory.

      “Is this ever going to end?” Clothilde asks one afternoon as we hang out on our graves and wait for the daily visits followed by the inevitable screams and sobs from Anouk when her sister leaves.

      My fingers pass through the stalk of a lone buttercup growing on top of the tiny mound that is my grave. “Maybe if she goes through all of their memories?” I sigh. “I managed to get an hour of serious talk with her last week. There’s nothing else that could possibly be her unfinished business. The car accident was a genuine accident and the person in the other car died, too. She got along fine with her parents. She had no enemies who would want to hurt her. She had nobody she needs to get a message to.”

      “Except her sister.”

      “Except her sister,” I agree. “But she’s not trying to say goodbye. She’s not getting ready to leave. She just wants to get her sister back.”

      Clothilde’s gaze darts to where Anouk is lurking near the back gate, waiting for her sister’s daily visit. “You think she wants her sister to follow her to the grave? I’m no twin and wasn’t all that close to my siblings, but that’s a bit extreme, right?”

      I stab at the buttercup, putting all my will behind the movement. It might have moved a millimeter. Or there was the tiniest breath of wind. I wouldn’t know, I can’t feel it.

      “I think our job this time might be to help her let go of her sister. It’s no good for either of them—”

      “What’s he doing here?” Anouk’s yell makes me whip my head up, the buttercup forgotten and poking through the back of my hand.

      Lucile didn’t come alone today.

      “He’s pretty,” Clothilde comments, and gives me a cheeky wink before moving toward the new visitor.

      Handsome is usually a better word for men, but this guy is definitely in pretty territory. High cheekbones, silky black hair, smooth skin, and a slim build. He arrives on Lucile’s heels and closes the gate behind her, then walks by her side with a hand on the small of her back as they approach Anouk’s grave.

      Anouk bats her hands through his, tries to push him away. “Why is he here, Lucile? Why is he touching you? What’s going on? Get your hand off her!”

      She’s so upset, her physical aspect wavers like it did during her first days here. Her clothes flash between her usual jeans and T-shirt and the summer dress Lucile is wearing, and even her hair is sometimes short, sometimes long and braided.

      Both worried and curious, I follow some distance behind, Clothilde by my side.

      “What is going on?” Anouk yells right into her sister’s face. “Why is he here? Why is his hand still on you?” She slaps at the young man’s hand again, but to no effect, of course.

      Head cocked to the side, Clothilde studies the two visitors. “Is he someone she doesn’t like? Someone she does like? Does she simply not like the competition?”

      “Get your hand off her! Stop it! Stop it right now!”

      Unfortunately for us, I don’t think the young man is sensitive to ghosts at all. If he were, he would at least have stopped touching Lucile.

      I don’t even attempt to talk to Anouk; she’s going to have to get through the worst of this anger before she’ll be able to take in anything I say to her.

      “Lucile! Why is he touching you? Why did he come here with you? You promised. We agreed neither of us could have him!”

      Oh.

      Clothilde’s eyebrows shoot up. “That would explain it.” She glances to the side to meet my eyes. “You think they both liked him? And now that the twin is gone, Lucile has decided the deal is off?”

      Shaking my head, I sigh. “Looks like it.” I cross my arms across my chest. “I think I would have preferred a murder mystery to this drama.”

      “Of course you would,” Clothilde says with a huge smile. “You’re a police officer.”

      “Were.”

      She’s eying the pretty young man again. I can’t quite tell if the glint in her eye is from the situation or from interest. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her call someone pretty before.

      “Maybe you should take the lead on this one,” I say. I’m about to add that she should have more experience in drama than me, but when I realize I’m not certain if that is the case, I keep my mouth shut. Clothilde is usually a lot of fun, except when she’s reminded too strongly of the fact that her life was cut too short. This just might be one of those situations.

      Luckily, Clothilde’s mind doesn’t seem to go in that direction. “I think I will.”

      “Hey! Anouk!” she yells. “Ease up on the yelling and hitting for a second, will you? Let’s try to get them to speak and maybe explain themselves instead.”

      Anouk stops mid-rant, her mouth hanging open as she turns toward Clothilde.

      Clothilde waves to indicate the couple standing at the foot of the gleaming new granite grave. “There’s two of them today. Maybe there will be actual talking and we can learn something.”

      “I don’t need to learn anything,” Anouk says, but her voice is barely audible. “She broke the pact. She wanted him more than she loves me.”

      The compassion in Clothilde’s voice surprises me. “Sweetie, you’re not—”

      “I’m sorry I broke the pact,” Lucile says to the golden letters spelling out Anouk’s name on the headstone. “There just…there just wasn’t any point in keeping it anymore.”

      “Yes, there was,” Anouk says. “We made a pact. Never means never, no matter what.”

      Lucile goes silent until the young man gives her a nudge. “Go ahead, talk to her. It will make you feel better.”

      “I don’t need words to communicate with my sister.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Anouk agrees in a tone that makes me happy the man can’t hear her. “And she doesn’t need you. You don’t belong here.”

      “Try it anyway,” he says.

      I’m tempted to go hug the man. For over a month, we’ve been unable to get a single word out of the young woman, and our quest to help Anouk move on is at a standstill.

      Lucile heaves a deep breath. Closes her eyes.

      And starts talking.

      “I’m sorry I broke the pact, Anouk. But I’m lonely and you’re not here anymore. The whole point of the pact was to not get in each other’s way and to always put each other first, but you’re not here.

      “I’m having the worst time adapting to not having you around, and having Clément with me has helped. I didn’t want to hurt you but you’re not here and my actions can’t hurt you now.”

      Clothilde rushes over to hold Anouk, partly to make sure she won’t go off on her sister and partly to console her.

      Because Lucile’s actions can still hurt Anouk.

      She’s right to move on with her life, though. It’s the only sane thing for her to do.

      We just need to make sure the ghost of her twin can do the same, and move on to the afterlife.

      “I’m leaving for Perpignan on Sunday,” Lucile continues.

      “What? No!” Anouk wails. “You can’t go without me!”

      Clothilde makes shushing noises and murmurs in Anouk’s ear to calm her down.

      “I’ve found someone to sublet your room to,” Lucile says. “Some mousy girl who probably won’t leave her room for anything but going to class.

      “I have to go back to university, Anouk. I can’t stay here forever only to visit your grave every day.” Her voice turns into a whisper. “I don’t think it’s healthy.”

      Lucile has been getting help. Perhaps a therapist. Or the young man by her side. He keeps encouraging her to keep talking, his hand on her back keeping her grounded.

      I think the fact that Anouk is still a blubbering mess means that Clothilde and I have failed in our job. If her twin can pull herself together after such a staggering loss, so can Anouk.

      “I won’t be able to come tomorrow,” Lucile whispers. “I’m spending the night at Papy’s and I have to pack. I’ll be back to say goodbye on Saturday.”

      As she walks away, Clément’s arm goes up over her shoulders so she can lean on him.

      I meet Clothilde’s worried gaze over the head of the sobbing Anouk.

      We have two days to get her ready to say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      “Your sister has to move on,” Clothilde says. “She has to live her own life.”

      The two young women are sitting side by side on Anouk’s brand new grave, Anouk slumped in on herself and eyes on her feet, and Clothilde with a comforting arm around the other woman’s shoulders, her neck bent so she can see Anouk’s face.

      I’m sitting on the neighboring grave, my head leaning against the pitch-black headstone as I listen in. Even though she’s as far from “touchy-feely” as you can get, Clothilde is still better suited to talk to Anouk than I am. I’m staying close in case I’m needed, though.

      “She can’t live without me,” Anouk says between sobs. “She was always the dependent one. I was the one who tried to be different, to make sure people could tell us apart. Who wanted to live my life, and not ours.” Her hair switches to long and braided for a moment, then goes back to being short and spiky.

      I’m guessing the haircut was recent, and a clear, visual sign to the world that she was not her sister. I’m happy the default seems to be the short version—what she chose while she was alive.

      “It looks like she’s learning to live by herself,” Clothilde says, with an uncharacteristically soft voice. “She’s figuring out how to live her life.”

      “But she can’t! She never wanted to do anything without me. She needed me for everything, including going out to a bar with our friends. If I didn’t go, neither did she. And now she’s going to take off to Perpignan all on her own? She’ll never leave our apartment. She doesn’t have anyone to take care of her.”

      There’s a slight pause before Clothilde counters, “It seems like she does have someone to take care of her. Does Clément also study in Perpignan?”

      “He can’t take care of her! He’s not allowed. We made a pact!”

      “He seems to be helping her.” Clothilde straightens when Anouk’s head whips up with her anger. Her arm stays around the other woman.

      It’s going to take more than an angry outburst to scare away Clothilde.

      Before Anouk can go off on another rant, Clothilde continues. “He’s clearly helping her to build a life without her twin—and that’s exactly what she needs in order to avoid being miserable for the rest of her life. You don’t want her to be miserable, do you?”

      Clothilde only leaves the other woman a second to reply—which should have been enough if the answer was a resounding “no.”

      “I don’t have a twin, so I won’t pretend to know what you’re going through,” Clothilde continues, her voice hard in contrast to the words. “But I do have people I care about. And I would not want them to suffer for all eternity just because I’m no longer there. I wouldn’t want them to die just so I could be with them.”

      She leans forward to place herself squarely in Anouk’s line of sight. “That’s not what you want, is it? For your sister to follow you to the grave so you can be together?”

      On a certain level, that is what Anouk wants. But having the words spoken out loud puts them in the stark light of day, showing them for what they are.

      “Of course I don’t want her to die!” She covers her face with her hands and curls into a ball, her body only halfway on the grave and the other hovering in the air—she doesn’t have enough mental energy to worry about following the rules of the physical realm.

      “I know you don’t,” Clothilde says. “And I know you want what’s best for your sister.”

      Anouk nods vehemently, her face still covered by her hands.

      “What’s best for your sister is to move on with her life. She won’t ever forget you, there’s no need to worry about that. But she needs to continue her studies, she needs to learn to go out with friends without you, and she needs to be able to pursue a relationship with a man who is clearly good for her without feeling guilty about it.”

      Anouk’s hands fall to her sides, almost to the ground, as she stays curled in on herself. The misery on her youthful face is staggering.

      “She’s already doing all that,” she says. “She doesn’t need me for any of it.”

      “Actually,” I say, butting in on the conversation for the first time and making Anouk jump as she remembers I’m there. “She does need you for some of that.”

      The misery is still present, but some teenager annoyance is also seeping in. If she wasn’t so tired, I’m guessing she’d be rolling her eyes at me.

      “Since you clearly communicate with your sister on a non-verbal level, you might not have noticed,” I say. “But we are able to pass some messages to the living. When we talk to them, or touch them, they don’t hear or feel us on a conscious level. But their subconscious does. Some people are more sensitive to it than others, but in your case, seeing how close you were to your sister, I’m willing to bet we can get a message or two across.”

      Anouk stares at me for several moments. “What message?”

      “Whatever allows the both of you to move on.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucile arrives at five in the afternoon on Saturday. She’s wearing the black dress she wore to her sister’s funeral—the first time we’ve seen her in black since that day—and her mask is already down when she comes through the back gate, Clément in tow.

      We’ve prepped Anouk as best we could—but I’m not entirely convinced it’ll be enough. Anouk is a ball of anger, sadness, jealousy, and love, and swings back and forth between the emotions like bouncing ball thrown into a box.

      We’ve tried to steer her toward the love.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow,” Lucile says once she’s standing in front of her sister’s gravestone. “I’ll be back for the autumn holidays.”

      Anouk has set up right in front of her twin. Her lower legs are lost in the granite of the tomb. The two identical faces are only a handbreadth apart.

      Neither Clothilde nor I speak. If Anouk is to have any hope of moving on, she has to do this part by herself.

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “I miss you so much,” Lucile says, her voice breaking. “I don’t want to leave you here.” A deep breath and her voice strengthens a fraction. “But I have to learn to live my life without you.”

      Again silence.

      I’m starting to think we’ll have Anouk with us for at least a couple of months more.

      Then she starts talking.

      “I miss you, too, Lucile. So much. I always thought we’d do everything together, or at the very least, would tell each other about everything. I don’t want to miss out on your life. If you leave, I’ll miss everything.”

      Not the right direction, dammit.

      Lucile’s hand goes to her heart. “It hurts so much,” she whispers to Clément.

      “I know. It should hurt,” he tells her. “Nobody expects you to be an emotionless robot.”

      Anouk switches into angry as she stares down the young man. “She could never be a robot. Lucile is kind and sweet and loving.”

      “I know,” Clément says.

      It might have been in response to the sob coming out of Lucile, or it might have been a reply to Anouk. We’ll never know, but Anouk takes it as a reply.

      Her eyes dart from her sister to Clément, back and forth several times. The anger leaks out of her. We see a quick apparition of the jealousy but it quickly disappears.

      And leaves room for the love.

      Finally.

      “He really cares for her,” Anouk says in awe.

      “Does it surprise you that someone would care for your sister?” Clothilde says softly.

      “No,” Anouk says in a whisper.

      She focuses on her sister, who is fighting her tears and trying to hold back the sobs, but it’s a losing battle.

      Anouk crumbles. She throws herself around her sister’s neck and lets out a sob of her own.

      “Don’t be sad, Lucile. Everything will be fine, you’ll see. I’ll be fine.” She attempts to wipe away her sister’s tears, without effect, of course.

      But she’s getting through. Lucile’s sobs have stopped, and the tears are slowing.

      “You’re right to live your life,” Anouk says. “You’re right to continue your studies. You’re going to have to live for the both of us now, all right? So you’ll have to do all the stupid stuff that I’d normally do in addition to your boring stuff. Promise?”

      A twitch in Lucile’s lips might have been the beginnings of a smile.

      “I’ll be fine here,” Anouk promises. “And I’ll be waiting for you when you come back home.”

      Seeing how she’s already becoming transparent, I don’t think Anouk will be able to keep her promise. But I also know that’s okay.

      “And you,” Anouk says sternly, pointing at Clément. “You treat her right. Take care of her. Or I’m going to figure out a way to come and haunt you.”

      Clément nods at the grave. Could be an unconscious gesture since they’re getting ready to leave.

      Or a reply.

      When the young couple exits the back gate, Anouk is barely visible. She’s moving on.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you,” I tell her.

      “Enjoy the other side,” Clothilde adds with a smile.

      Surprise stretching across her face, Anouk looks down at—and through—her own hands. I’m afraid she’ll panic at not keeping her promise to her sister, but she just smiles—it’s the first time we’ve seen her do it since her arrival.

      She’s beautiful.

      “Thank you,” she says. And disappears.

      Clothilde and I exchange a glance and move in sync toward our own graves.

      We’ll enjoy the birds and the insects and the calm—until the next ghost comes along.
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        * * *

      

      Her mother had taught her that each meal, each dish made with her own fingers was a gift. You should cook with your loved one in mind, Sophie, her mother used to say, and strive for the best.

      So Sophie had. Each meal was a feast, a gift of love.

      Harold ate each with gusto, complimenting her, and never missing a meal.

      Two cakes, and a batch of cookies sat on the countertop. A frenzy of baking, Harold would say when he got home. You’re the best cook in the country. Too bad you never share it with anyone.

      She would smile, as she always did, and say, I share it with you.

      All of her ingredients were on the counter, next to the soufflé dish, lightly dusted with sugar. The three egg whites and their tablespoon of sugar were beaten until they formed stiff peaks. The semisweet chocolate and four tablespoons of sugar were melted and cooling in a stainless steel bowl. She had only to beat in the egg yolks. A few more ingredients, a bit of time.

      Behind her, the trial of the President played in the background, CNN commentators evaluating this, evaluating that. Last night, some reporter said things had been difficult for the First Family in August, after Hillary learned that Bill had lied.

      Sophie remembered the vacation the next day—August 18th, her wedding anniversary, the day before the President’s birthday. How the first lady had used her daughter to keep her distance from her husband, how plain it was that Hillary was very, very angry.

      Disgraced, not just in private, but in public too.

      Like the time that Harold put his arm around Anna Armbruster, and kissed her cheek. The day he had said to his best friend, out of Sophie’s hearing he thought, that he had nearly placed all of Sophie’s inheritance in private accounts. Divorcing lawyers, he had once said, was one of the most difficult tasks of all.

      Almost as difficult, she thought, as divorcing a President of the United States.

      Thirteen years he had slept with Anna, starting the month after he and Sophie married. She had thought the marriage had been for love; he had married her for money. All those years, all those meals, for money.

      On January 17, the day the presidential scandal broke, she had bought white powdered cleanser with cash at an out-of-town grocery. The warning on the box was plain: poison if swallowed.

      On August 20th, she had bought two powdered sugar boxes for the pantry. On September 15th, she had opened them and dumped some of the sugar into her garbage disposal. Then she had mixed the sugar with the powdered cleanser. She had resealed the boxes, using glue she bought with cash and then threw away along with the cleanser tube. She replaced the powered sugar boxes in the pantry, and made a point of cooking no sweets for guests.

      She had used a different box for her Christmas baking. She would use “sugar” from the new boxes to sprinkle on the soufflé when it was done.

      She stirred in the egg yolks, then mixed a third of the egg whites into the chocolate. Carefully she folded the rest of the whites into the mixture, and spooned the whole mess into the soufflé dish.

      Then she double-checked herself. Timer set at twenty-five minutes, the open box of confectioner’s sugar beside the stove.

      She rinsed out her mixer, then examined the cakes. A white cake, and a marble cake. Harold had a fondness for chocolate soufflé. Her frenzy of baking would last the week, or so she would tell him.

      The cakes needed frosting. He loved butter frosting, more than he loved her. He would come home at night, just for dinner, and then return to the office. She had always thought it a sign of his devotion—and it had been. Devotion to her cooking. All the while, living a lie.

      She would have forgiven him, if he had loved her. She would have forgiven him, even if he had humiliated her for decades to come, even if her humiliation were part of the historical record, even if it were grounds for impeachment. She would have forgiven him.

      But the detective’s report made forgiveness impossible.

      Damn Oregon. If it had been a community property state, Sophie wouldn’t have to do this. But if it had been a community property state, she wouldn’t have the excuse.

      She poured in the powder and sugar, along with the milk, melted butter, and vanilla. The frosting was gluey, so she added more milk, making a glaze. She’d have to apologize to Harold for the glaze, saying she didn’t know why her frosting hadn’t worked this time. He wouldn’t care. He’d eat piece after piece, and if he didn’t like it, he would eat the soufflé, which she would share with him.

      After twenty-five minutes, the soufflé was puffed. She dusted it with confectioner’s sugar and smiled as she heard Harold’s car door slam outside. Just in time.

      Dinner already on the table, desserts at the ready. She would have some too, just enough soufflé to get sick, maybe damage her throat. A small price to pay, really, when the net gains were so high. Another inheritance, this time from her husband. A return of her own money. And—perhaps—if this made the news, a suit against the store, or the powdered sugar manufacturer.

      She shut off the television. Enough of other people’s problems.

      The door opened, and Harold came in, looking trim and tailored. “Is dinner ready?” he asked. “I have to go back at seven.” Then he sniffed and grinned. “You went on a baking frenzy.”

      “I did.” She smiled at him. “And I thought of you the entire time.”
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        * * *

      

      A white-hot blast of fire from a laser pistol split the air over Dani’s head as she dove behind the remnants of a blasted permacrete wall.

      She tucked her shoulder right before she hit the debris-strewn dirt, turning her dive into a roll, and came up with her own laser pistol in her hand. Not that she intended to use it unless she absolutely had to.

      More laser fire erupted from behind her. Return fire hummed from a building in front of her and off to her right. Shouts and screams and the pounding, scrabbling sound of shooters running for cover filled the dusty, smoky air, and somewhere in the distance came the booming report of something with a hell of a lot more firepower than a hand pistol.

      And to think, less than an hour ago this sector of the crumbling old settlement had looked completely deserted.

      “Another wonderful day on the job,” she muttered, her voice amplified as it bounced off the clear protective helmet of her environmental suit.

      Tongusta’s atmosphere supported human life—including the lives of the idiots who’d decided to wage a private little war while she was underground crawling around the basement of the settlement’s old municipal building—but who knew what kind of nasty bugs (viruses and the creepy crawly kind) had taken up residence down there. She’d donned the suit as a safety precaution, and now she was happy she had.

      Dani had been hired to retrieve an object secreted in a safe room in the basement. In the centuries since the building had been abandoned, sections of the main floor had collapsed into the basement.

      Just finding the safe room, which was remarkably intact, had taken her longer than she planned. The safe room itself insulated her from everything going on in the world around her, which she supposed was its purpose, so to say she’d been surprised by the battle when she emerged onto the surface was the understatement of the century.

      She didn’t like the feel of the suit on her skin, and the clear bubble helmet, as vital as it was to her health and welfare, made her feel mildly claustrophobic. She especially hated the sound of her breathing echoing loud in her ears. She’d planned to take the suit off and collapse it back into a pocket on her belt—right next to the hidden pouch that currently held the little stasis box she’d retrieved from the safe room—then she’d heard the hum of laser fire and the sensors in the suit informed her the air was rapidly becoming toxic thanks to fires burning through the abandoned buildings.

      She kept her pistol at the ready even though she had no plans to blast her way out of here. She could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she’d fired the thing, and half of those shots were learning how to use it. With any luck, she could stay out of sight long enough for the fight to burn itself out or move to a different sector, then she could hotfoot it back to her ship and get the hell off this planet.

      While she waited, she rehearsed exactly what she’d say the next time she talked to Thomas Leap, the customer who’d hired her to go to Tongusta and retrieve the little stasis box in the first place. Thomas was a collector extraordinaire who focused on memorabilia from old Earth of the Twentieth Century, as the years had been counted back then. No matter what he paid her to retrieve, he always told her exactly where to go.

      How he knew, Dani had no idea. But if he knew enough about the planet to tell her where this little stasis box was located, why the hell hadn’t he told her to be on the lookout for roving bands of idiots with laser pistols and heavy artillery?

      “Simple job,” Thomas had told her. “You’ll be in and out without a hitch.”

      Not exactly.

      She should have known something was up when Thomas had agreed to pay her “a pretty penny” for the job. She’d though it was just because he’d pinged her about the job during her vacation. He’d always dealt fair and square with her, and he’d never ever called her “Disco Dani,” so it never even entered her mind that he’d been withholding information.

      She should have known better. Collectors were notoriously single-minded when it came to getting their hands on whatever they absolutely had to have for themselves.

      She’d done her own research on Tongusta, of course, but there wasn’t a lot of recent information available. Homeland Alliance still considered this sector of space the frontier, and like a lot of frontier worlds, the original colonists who settled here hated any kind of government telling them what they could and could not do. “Remarkably independent” liberal-leaning historians called them. “Ferociously rebellious” more authoritarian sources insisted.

      From what she could see, “remarkably independent” and “ferociously rebellious” had merged into “unbelievably belligerent” over the centuries since the last historians had visited the place. No wonder the Alliance had withdrawn its presence from the planet. Tongusta wasn’t exactly strategically located and probably not worth the Alliance’s time or attention.

      It wouldn’t have been worth hers except for Thomas.

      Who was going to get an earful the next time she talked to him.

      She risked a quick peek around corner of the wall. Another laser shot hummed over her head. Damn.

      Her suit wasn’t laser proof. If someone tagged her with a direct hit, or even a glancing blow from a high-powered pistol, the suit—and Dani—would be in a world of hurt.

      She patted the hidden pocket on her belt to reassure herself the little stasis box was still there. The thing weighed next to nothing. If she had to risk her life for a job, she damn well better deliver the goods—whatever they were—so she’d get paid.

      That was the thing that irked her the most. She had no idea what was in the box, and Thomas had given her strict instructions not to open it.

      How stupid would it be to die and not know what you were dying for?

      Too bad her ship wasn’t closer. She’d stashed it next to a rockfall at the base of a scrub-brush-covered hill at the far end of the old settlement. Her ship was sleek and fast, the hull a dull black that made it difficult to see in space unless someone directly pinged it. On the ground, given the right surroundings, it might look like a deep shadow. If she’d left it closer to the municipal building, say on the rooftop of a nearby structure, she might have been able to make a run for it. The ship had shields that would protect it—and her—from ground fire as it took off.

      Of course, if either side in this battle had eyes in the sky, they’d just blast her ship to pieces. The ship’s shields wouldn’t protect it from a direct hit from the heavy artillery blasts she’d just heard.

      Did the fighters have eyes in the sky? She hadn’t seen any drones overhead, but that didn’t mean no one was looking. She scooted back away from the corner of the building and craned her neck to peer overhead.

      And that’s when she stepped on something that wasn’t just debris.

      “Son of a bitch,” she muttered as she heard a distinctive metallic click.

      The ground opened up beneath her and she fell into absolute darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dani had been born on a planet not that much smaller than Tongusta, but she’d spent a good portion of her life in her sleek little ship, going from job to job, with occasional vacations spent on stations scattered throughout Alliance-controlled space. She liked exploring old places and she worked well alone, which made her perfectly suited to a life procuring all sorts of abandoned oddities, curiosities, and memorabilia—wherever those things might be located, either planetside or in deep space—for the collectors who hired her.

      Including an ancient mirror-covered sphere she’d retrieved from the bowels of an abandoned generation ship.

      She’d managed to retrieve the sphere without breaking any of the little mirrors, which were exceedingly fragile. The customer had insisted on celebrating her success by not only sharing a drink with her—she always had a drink at the end of a successful job—but also dancing with her. Apparently the mirrored sphere came from an era on old Earth when people danced beneath the things.

      She should have given him his money back, but she’d been fairly broke at the time, so she’d agreed to one drink and one dance. That had been one dance too many.

      The customer made a vid of Dani’s awkward, alcohol-fueled attempt to dance. Without her permission. Then he’d uploaded it to the net. Also without her permission.

      She’d used some of the money she’d earned on that job to hire a lawyer, and her lawyer had sued the pants off the customer. The customer had settled out of court for an exorbitant sum, which had set Dani up in business. It had also earned Dani a nickname she couldn’t quite shake no matter how hard she tried: Disco Dani.

      She hated her nickname with a passion. The only good thing about it was that some customers only heard of her because she was “Disco” Dani.

      Not that any of that would matter if she never got off this planet.

      The farther she fell down the long, slick chute of an emergency escape hatch, getting off this planet in one piece seemed less and less likely.

      Old colonies used escape hatches to ferry the colony’s administrative staff away in a hurry from whatever had decided to attack them on the surface. It made sense that the municipal building would have an escape hatch outside. If staff couldn’t get to the safe room in the basement, the hatch would provide a secondary escape route.

      What didn’t make sense was that the hatch was still in working order. Government officials had abandoned this settlement centuries before Dani had even been born.

      The chute had no illumination. Dani thought about turning on her suit’s built-in lights, but that might disorient her more than she already was. The chute felt slick and metallic beneath her body. She didn’t dare try to stop her fall with either her legs or her hands. Her bones would break before she could stop herself, so she tucked herself into as much of a ball as she could and concentrated on keeping a grip on her laser pistol.

      Just in case she needed it wherever the chute was sending her.

      When she finally came to a stop, the abrupt cessation of movement disoriented her so much it took her a full minute to realize she hadn’t broken anything when she finally hit bottom. In fact, it appeared the chute had deposited her in a surprisingly comfortable chair apparently designed to absorb the force of the impact while molding itself to the contours of her body.

      “Okay,” she muttered to the absolute darkness surrounding her. “That was fun.”

      She triggered the forward-facing lights attached to the shoulders of her environmental suit. The chair responded by sliding her to the right, away from the bottom of the chute, before it began to move her forward.

      She’d never been in an emergency escape system like this one before. The room she was in had been constructed with gray metal-plated walls studded with rivets and marred by old-style welded seams. Her chair was attached to a track on the floor, but other than the chair, the track, and the chute, the room was empty.

      The track was guiding her chair toward a set of double doors, which were currently shut.

      Dani tried to get out of the chair, but the thing held her firmly in place.

      Wherever the chair was going, she was apparently along for the ride.

      She held the laser pistol in her lap, not exactly at the ready, but close enough if she needed it.

      Whatever Thomas had gotten her into, he wasn’t paying her nearly enough.

      In fact, not only was she going to give him a piece of her mind, she was going to demand hazard pay before she turned the stasis box over to him.

      Provided she got out of here alive.
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        * * *

      

      The job had started out like any other job, except she’d been on vacation.

      A fact she’d mentioned to Thomas when he’d pinged her.

      “Where the heck are you?” he asked. “I can barely see you.”

      Dani smiled at him as his pleasantly bespectacled face fuzzed in and out of focus on the holo that floated above the control console on her ship. She didn’t tell anyone exactly where she was at any given time, not even Thomas, who happened to be her best customer. She just turned the gain down on her communications equipment whenever a ping came through from a customer. It made her location harder for any competitors to trace.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked.

      “Got a line on something,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose.

      Fussing with his glasses was a sign Thomas was really excited about something. The wire-framed glasses were part of his main collection—old Earth memorabilia. He’d worn them ever since Dani had known him even though he could have gotten enhancements to correct his failing eyesight.

      If he was this excited about his find, she might be able to negotiate a higher fee.

      “Gonna cost you,” she said.

      He sputtered, which was part of his standard negotiation tactics. “I haven’t even told you what the job is yet!”

      She leaned back in her chair. “I’m on vacation. If you can wait until I get back…”

      She let the implication lie there. If he couldn’t wait, that would tell her how much extra he was willing to pay.

      He hadn’t come out and said the job was time sensitive. Instead he’d rubbed his nose, raked his fingers through his graying hair (something else he could have fixed with enhancements but didn’t), and finally agreed with a rueful smile to pay not only a higher that normal fee, but also a “vacation surcharge” once the job was done.

      “It’s a good thing I like you, Dani,” he said after he’d transferred the nonrefundable portion of her fee into her business holding account.

      “I like you too, Thomas.” She acknowledged receipt of the funds, and then he’d sent her the coded instructions on where and how to acquire a stasis box he said would fit in the palm of her hand. “You sure these instructions are accurate?”

      “As sure as I can be,” he said. “Remember, don’t disengage the stasis field. It would ruin what’s inside.”

      She smiled at him. “And you’re not going to tell me what’s inside, are you?”

      He’d pushed his glasses up on his nose. “As always, I’m paying you a pretty petty for something that’s worth a pretty penny.” Then he smiled at her, tilted his head, and waggled his eyebrows, an expression that came through clear enough even with the static.

      She chuckled, which was the response he expected. Just like his glasses and his graying hair, Thomas always talked to her about money in antiquated terms of dollars and cents.

      Well, whatever was in the stasis box better be worth more than a pretty penny. So far she’d been caught in the middle of a battle and shot down an escape chute that was now taking her who knew where, and all for something so small it weighed next to nothing.

      If she got out of this job in one piece, she might think about making that vacation permanent.
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        * * *

      

      Right about the time she thought the chair might crash her into the double doors at the end of the track, the doors slid open with a rusty-hinged squeal (the first sign that the emergency escape system might not be all that well maintained). A blast of light so bright hit her in the face, and she thanked her lucky stars again that she still had on her environmental suit.

      Her suit automatically dimmed the light, which had the unfortunate side effect of plunging the rest of the room into darkness.

      “Just who the hell are you?” came a male voice from out of that darkness.

      Dani raised one hand to block the light. “Want to turn those things down a notch?” she asked, trying to keep her voice as calm as possible even while her heart was hammering hard in her chest.

      She hadn’t really expected anyone to be on the other side of the double doors. In fact, she’d been wracking her brain trying to remember everything she’d ever read about escape systems like this one. She figured she’d have to boot up ancient tech to find out how to get back to the surface.

      If the system would even allow her to get back to the surface. Some systems were designed to keep administrators alive for months—even years—until it was safe enough for them to leave.

      “I’ll turn down the lights if you let go of that pistol,” he said.

      She didn’t want to do that—who knew if this guy was armed—but if he was, he could have shot her the second the doors opened. She didn’t really have a choice.

      She took her hand away from the pistol, leaving it in her lap. “I’d put it away, but it’s normally attached it to my belt, and your chair won’t let me stand up.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry. I forgot about that.”

      She heard something click, and then the chair relaxed beneath her. She leaned forward far enough to confirm she could get out of the chair if she wanted to, which was good enough for now.

      The lights dimmed and the sensors in her face shield adjusted accordingly.

      She was in a control room approximately twice the size of the cockpit on her ship. Instead of viewscreens, a series of holoscreens hovered over control panels that might have been state-of-the-art a few centuries ago.

      The holoscreens all displayed various overhead views of the battle raging on the surface.

      The man who’d asked her to put away her laser pistol was the only other person in the room. He was about Dani’s height, dark-haired, dark-eyed, and scruffy- faced.

      And he was dressed only in a pair of sleek exercise pants that left nothing to the imagination.

      Apparently he hadn’t been born in space either. No one born in space had muscles like that.

      Dani felt heat rush to her face.

      At least he didn’t appear to be armed. He wouldn’t be able to conceal a weapon in those pants.

      She suddenly felt more than a little overdressed in her environmental suit, but she wasn’t ready to take it off just yet.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I think I asked first.” He nodded toward the nearest holoscreen. “You’re not one of them.”

      “Guess the suit gave it away,” she said.

      “That and your ship. And the fact that you knew exactly where to go to get what you came here for.”

      Clearly she’d been right to worry about someone spotting her from overhead. Whatever he was doing here, the surveillance equipment he had outside was way more sophisticated than the equipment in this room appeared to be.

      “You were spying on me,” she said.

      “Not intentionally. I’m spying on them. You just happened to show up about the same time they did.”

      Okay, so he’d seen her going into the basement of the abandoned municipal building. There was no way he could have seen what she did inside the safe room, and therefore he couldn’t know she’d taken anything that didn’t technically belong to her.

      Could he?

      “Are you Alliance?” she asked. If the Alliance was thinking about reasserting their authority over Tongusta, they’d probably send scouts in advance. If that’s what this guy was.

      If he was Alliance and the Alliance was planning to take over Tongusta again, the Alliance might claim everything in the old municipal building was Alliance property. In that case, if she was caught taking property from the safe room, and if that property was worth a pretty penny, as Thomas claimed, she could be in some serious trouble.

      “Are you?” she asked again when he didn’t say anything.

      He sighed and cocked his head to one side. “If I’m Alliance, I’m seriously getting busted for being out of uniform.”

      It took her a second to realize that he was joking.

      “That’s not really funny,” she said, although she found herself smiling anyway out of relief.

      “Not used to having company.” He extended a hand. “Michael Trumby, historian.”

      She looked at his hand for a moment before she decided to shake it. “Dani,” she said. “Just Dani. Procurer of oddities, collectibles, and rare memorabilia.”

      He grinned at her, what looked like a genuine smile. “Dani? Really? I think I’ve heard of you.”

      She steeled herself for the dreaded nickname, but he didn’t say it, and she let herself relax. “How would a historian who’s spying on”—she waved a hand at the battle on the viewscreen—“whoever they are have heard of me?”

      “Well, we’re kind of in the same business, really. I study history. You go and find things that are a part of history.”

      She supposed that sort of made sense.

      “So, Michael Trumby,” she said, finally getting up from the chair to go stand in front of the holoscreens. “What is a person who studies history doing hiding away down here?”

      “Recording what will be history tomorrow,” he said. “Tongusta’s factions are constantly waging war against each other. History—accurate history—gets lost when there’s no one official to record it.”

      He gave her a sideways glance.

      “In fact, I’m sure none of the people trying to kill each other up there have any idea that you just found the most valuable artifact left behind by their ancestors.”

      She’d made a serious mistake. She’d told him her name and her profession. He’d seen her go into the old municipal building, and he probably knew about the safe room. He was probably also good at connecting various pieces of information to form a whole picture. Wasn’t that what historians did? When they weren’t recording history, anyway.

      “How do you I found anything?” she asked.

      “It’s your job. You wouldn’t have left until you found what you were after.”

      “How do you know I’m not on vacation?”

      He snorted. “No one comes to Tongusta for vacation.”

      So much for that bluff. “So, smart guy, tell me what I was after.” Hell, she didn’t even know that.

      “A legend,” he said. “The silver penny.”
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        * * *

      

      Every belief system has an ultimate, unobtainable object. The Holy Grail, as one mostly forgotten old Earth religion called it.

      For some in the Alliance, the unobtainable object wasn’t an object at all—it was peace and prosperity for all member worlds. For others, it was wealth beyond measure. For the customer who’d captured Dani on vid trying to dance to the music of a long-forgotten era, it was a mirror-covered sphere.

      For an ancient Earth memorabilia fiend like Thomas who still thought of money in terms of dollars and cents, it was the silver penny.

      Dani knew about silver pennies. She’d researched the coins of ancient Earth after her second job for Thomas just because she was curious about the meaning of “a pretty penny.”

      Silver pennies weren’t pretty, and they weren’t made of silver—they were aluminum coins produced on old Earth in 1974 as the years were measured in those days. The coins—bad pennies, every one of them—were recalled for some reason Dani couldn’t remember now and were destroyed by the government that minted them. Rumor had it that a few remained intact, but since they were government property—Earth was part of the Alliance, after all—it was illegal for anyone to own a silver penny. Their existence was, as Michael had put it, just legend.

      Or not. Somehow one of those coins had found its way to a safe room on Tongusta and was now housed inside the tiny stasis box in the pocket of Dani’s environmental suit.

      An intact silver penny was worth a fortune.

      “Son of a bitch,” she said under her breath. “I’m in a lot of trouble here.”

      “I don’t think so,” Michael said. “The administrator who brought the coin here, he might have been in trouble. From what I’ve learned, a lot of the collectibles he brought to Tongusta when he was assigned here were stolen from other collectors. One of the reasons he took an assignment way out in the frontier. I take it you don’t do that.”

      “No.” She never had. She made it clear to her customers she only retrieved property that had been long abandoned. “As far as I know, my customer doesn’t either.”

      At least she hoped Thomas didn’t.

      “I’m pretty sure I know who your customer is,” Michael said. “But I won’t tell. I kind of like the guy.”

      Dani narrowed her eyes. Thomas had to get his information from somewhere, and what better source of information on the past, and where to find things from the past, than a historian?

      “So you’re his source?” she asked.

      “Me? No, not on your life. I only know him by reputation. Collectors of his stature and particularly his era of interest are pretty rare. So are historians who study that era, like my brother. And before you ask, he’s not the source either.”

      Michael had a glint in his eye that might have been amusement, but might have been something a little more avaricious.

      “You’re not going to ask me to look at it, are you?” she asked. “I’m not supposed to open the stasis box.”

      “Degrades the quality,” he said, nodding his head. “And no, I wouldn’t ask that. Not even to make sure the penny’s still inside. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t afford to reimburse your buyer for any damage to his merchandise.”

      The conversation lapsed into a not-quite-comfortable silence in which Dani was very aware Michael wasn’t wearing much of anything and she still had on her entire environmental suit.

      “So,” she said, “I guess the only thing left is for me to ask you where the back door to this place is so that I can get on my way.”

      “You won’t make it back to your ship.”

      He messed with some dials—actual dials!—on the control panel, and the picture on the holoscreen closest to Dani zoomed out to give her a view of her ship. The booming sounds she’d heard earlier turned out to be small explosions erupting in the area between where she’d left the ship and the central battleground near the municipal building.

      “The ‘back door’ to this place lets out in the basement of that building.”

      One of the buildings on the holoscreen glowed red. From the amount of smoke billowing into the air above the building, she guessed it was on fire.

      “How do I get out?” There had to be a secondary exit that didn’t involve climbing up the chute that brought her here.

      “Give it a day or two,” he said. “The fighting will move on to a new sector, or they’ll tire themselves out, or they’ll call a temporary truce to tend to their wounded. Then it’ll be safe for you to go.”

      A couple of days. She didn’t have a timetable with Thomas—jobs took as long as they took—but that meant she’d be stuck here with a virtual stranger.

      Then again, he was pretty easy on the eyes. So far they’d gotten along pretty well even considering she’d dropped in on him fairly unexpectedly.

      Or had she?

      He admitted he’d been watching her, and he knew exactly where her ship was. Had he triggered the old escape system?

      “Did you bring me here on purpose?” she asked. She’d stepped on the trigger, yes, but nine times out of ten abandoned mechanical things didn’t work the way they were designed to work, and definitely not that well.

      He gave her a sheepish grin. “They were about to shoot you. I saw a couple of guys sneaking up on you, and you were practically right on top of the hatch….”

      “So you saved my life?”

      He shrugged.

      Huh. Out in the middle of an abandoned settlement, a good-looking, lone historian in an underground bunker had kept her from getting toasted by the locals. Life, especially her life, was really weird at times.

      She’d been on vacation. Spending a few extra days here might not be much of a vacation, but things could be worse.

      The good-looking historian could have called her Disco Dani.

      She released the seal on her environmental suit and removed her helmet. “I always celebrate a successful job with a drink,” she said. “You have anything down here we can celebrate with?”

      He grinned at her. “I think I’ve got a little something around here you might like.”

      “An historian who drinks? I’m shocked.” She grinned back to let him know she was teasing.

      “I don’t dance, though,” he said. “Never got the hang of it.”

      He must not have seen her vid after all, or he wouldn’t have brought the subject up. This unexpected vacation was looking better and better.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “Neither do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Charging out of the alley and around the corner, I nearly collide with an exposed penis in my path. Stumbling to a stop, I barely avoid the prominent organ.

      “Shit! Sorry!” Stammering out the words, I consider dodging to either side of the penis’ owner, but he’s mountainous. He towers over me, so tall his penis is right at my eye level, sticking out of his chest. I want to look past it, and him, to see if the other guy, the one I was chasing, has gotten away—but all I can see is that penis.

      All I can see is that glowing blue pyramid of a penis, its inner light pulsing with high excitement.

      “Watch where you’re going!” The penis’ owner finally plows past me and shimmies down the sidewalk in his black leather pants, his blue pyramid penis shooting beams of bright blue light in all directions.

      Finally clear to pick up the trail, I run into the celebrating crowd on the street…but no luck. If my quarry is anywhere in that mass of humanity, I don’t see him. His shock of bright red hair, which served as a moving target for me to follow, has disappeared.

      Everyone dances and drinks around me, whooping it up in revealing outfits and penis-themed costumes. Could there be more distractions per square foot? And could they be more fitting?

      My runner could not have picked a better place to lose himself than the International Penis Expo here in Phallus Corners, Sexas.

      Continuing onward, I see everything and everyone but him. I see green octagonal penises growing out of shoulders…purple cube penises flashing on kneecaps…even spherical penises orbiting their owners’ skulls like moons, cycling through a rainbow of different colors. In other words, it’s a typical selection of human male organs circa 2720 AD, though the sheer numbers and shameless exposures are breathtakingly distracting.

      If only these revelers knew that a penis unlike any other could be somewhere among them. They’d be all over its owner like chickens on a juicy cucaracha.

      Farther along, the crowd thickens, slowing me down. I look around frantically, bumping into penises left and right, but my search is fruitless. Codename Churrito has escaped me again.

      Combing my fingers through my shaggy black hair, I sigh. In the middle of a mob full of penises, I am left empty-handed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’ll have one of those, please.” I point at the chocolate-dipped hot dog on the menu of a food cloud at the Expo, and a swarm of tiny yellow penises, fist-shaped and fork-winged, lifts one out of a glittering bin. My mouth waters as they fly it my way, a major diet-buster but who the hell cares? I need some consolation after losing my target in the crowd.

      Can you blame me? I’ve been chasing Churrito—real name Claude “Cobra” Corben of Leastways, Carnalfornia—for weeks and ferreting out his existence for years before that.

      For the longest time, people like him were thought to be myths, and I was a laughingstock for believing in them. The ridicule was especially extreme when my various expeditions in search of the truth came up empty. It was enough to make me question my own belief and sanity, to start wondering if maybe the doubters had been right all along.

      Then new clues landed in my lap…though even after that, I found it increasingly hard to believe. Even after I read the rumors in the MemberNet groups, bought some blurry photos, and tracked down Churrito himself at the Expo, it all seemed too good to be true. Even when I approached him at the Art of the Penis exhibit, asked him point-blank if he knew where I could find the One True Penis, and saw the look of surprise on his face, the look of being exposed for the secret he carried, I still didn’t dare to believe all the way.

      Then boom, he knocked me down and charged off into the crowd, leaving me no doubt that I’d finally found the true root of the not-so-mythical stories.

      And all I can say after that is, What now?

      As if in reply, the phone in my nose picks that moment to buzz. I squeeze my nostrils to take the call, and there she is, my boss, Trish Forshortta.

      “Did you catch him?” She sounds impatient. “Did you bag that Churrito guy yet?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” I hate giving her the bad news, but she’ll find out sooner or later—and the later it is, the angrier she’ll get. “He got away. I lost him in the crowd.”

      “Then go get him!” Trish, who’s managing my current expedition on behalf of our employer, Penis State University, is determined I won’t drop the ball again. “Where do you expect him to go next?”

      “I don’t know.” I think for a long moment, wondering what Churrito’s next destination might be. “He makes a living selling designer penis knockoffs on the black market, and this is the biggest show of the year. I can’t imagine where else he might go from here.”

      “Maybe he’s going nowhere, then,” says Trish. “As big as that show is, maybe he’s staying right there.”

      Frowning, I chew a bite of choco-hot dog. Maybe she’s onto something. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check around. Maybe Churrito doubled back after he lost me.”

      “Good idea, Spinnaker,” she tells me. “Now get out there and bring him in, if he’s such hot shit. Don’t expect me to do all your work for you.”

      “I don’t.”

      “After all, weren’t you the one who convinced me to greenlight this little shit-show expedition? Weren’t you the one who insisted that recessive genes had finally regained dominance, expressing the traits of the One True Penis after centuries, and you were on the cusp of uncovering it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Weren’t you the one who convinced Penis State to fund this latest trip because you said you finally had a decisive, tangible lead on the possessor of the One True Penis?”

      “Yes.”

      “And weren’t you the one who swore up and down that the sixth time would be the charm?” says Trish. “That this would be the breakthrough that makes a mint for Penis State and more than makes up for the last five failed expeditions?”

      I let out a sigh. “Yes, it was me.”

      “I thought so,” says Trish. “And you do remember what will happen if you blow it again, right? If you don’t find Churrito after we poured all those resources into your little quest and put our honor on the line?”

      “Bye-bye funding.” I quote her word for word. “Bye-bye research. Bye-bye…bye-bye…” It’s hard for me to finish, to name the ultimate price.

      I’ve truly risked everything to find this mythical penis packer.

      “Bye-bye life,” says Trish. “Your failed projects and personal shortcomings have pretty much totaled your reputation. This is your last chance, Carthage, and you’re damn lucky you got it.”

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I’ll find Churrito and deliver the One True Penis as promised. I won’t let you down, Trish.”

      The stakes could not be higher.
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        * * *

      

      You know how myths and legends can really grab you when you’re a kid? That’s how it was when I, Carthage Spinnaker, latched onto the One True Penis.

      I was ten years old when I first read about it. My parents’ marriage was melting down, so the time was right to sink my teeth into such a distraction.

      Twenty-five years later, I’m still under the spell of the OTP. I’m still fascinated by that mysterious organ of the distant past.

      It has been at least 500 years since one was last seen in the wild…so long, in fact, and after so much of civilization’s knowledge was destroyed by wars and catastrophes, that its original appearance is long forgotten. Maybe its purpose, too, for all we know.

      Yet the penises of today—what the One True Penis evolved into—have never been more popular. People celebrate their multitude of forms the world over, even worshipping them in some quarters. Geneticists and cybernetic designers never stop dreaming up outrageous variations to make them even more elaborate and exciting.

      With that kind of interest, imagine what could happen if someone like me turns up the original model. Why else would I become a phallic historian at Penis State University, mounting expeditions to follow up on leads that might balloon into stunning discoveries if they don’t turn out to be dead ends first?

      But now I’m down to my last stab at this quest. I’ve cried wolf too many times, spent a fortune on too many goose chases. I’ve lost my credibility on dark side benders, gotten in with bad crowds who hooked me on drug-shaped penises, causing me to end up in genital rehab. Now I’ve got to produce or lose everything.

      I just wish the lead on Churrito were stronger, more than a rumor and some blurred-out photos. I wish my confidence wasn’t so flaccid, my skin so thin.

      And I wish ritual suicide wasn’t on the menu if I fail. Who cares about the honor of my supervisor, Trish, and Penis State University? It isn’t worth killing myself over, that’s for sure. In the grand scheme of things, honor means so much less than so many other things…like the hope of a child, for example.

      For the sake of my ten-year-old self—not just my adult self’s survival—I hope Churrito won’t let me down. That little boy is still part of me, and he still wants to know the truth about the OTP, whatever it costs.
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        * * *

      

      The stadium roars with excitement as I take a seat in the stands. Down on the field, the Penis Tournament has begun, and the fans are flipping out over the full-tilt, action-packed contest.

      Two lines of athletes face off down there, penises exposed and active. One side is dressed in bright blue uniforms, the other in electric gold…but each individual has a penis that is uniquely his own. It’s penis versus penis in the blazing sunlight, fighting to conquer each other and uplift their respective teams.

      Truly, it is a spectacle. As I watch, a huge, silver, corkscrew-shaped penis jutting out of the back of one brawny player smashes against the red brick wall-shaped penis floating in front of a player on the opposite line. A glittering cloud of a penis engulfs the whirling razor-studded beast of a penis trying in vain to slash it to bits. At the same time, a penis shaped like a ten-foot-tall dragon goes to town against a penis like a shimmering soap bubble with its owner afloat in the middle in a fetal position.

      Normally, I’d be as caught up in this combat as everyone else, but I can’t get my mind off Churrito. The more I think about it, the more I think Trish was right about him still being here somewhere. The problem is, the expo is massive, and the crowds swarming it are vast. Finding that prick could be next to impossible.

      And that’s with me already knowing what he came here for in the first place. You’d think knowing he’s a black-market penis trader seeking to cash in on knockoff designer penises might narrow down his likely route through the expo…but guess again. Lowlifes and highlifes alike flock to this event to make a killing; wherever there’s a penis of value, you better believe someone’s future happiness is riding on it.

      Or in my case, my very life is doing the riding. Trish’s threat over the nose-phone was dead serious. Organizational honor is everything these days; if you let down your employer enough times, your life is forfeit, and you’re expected to pay the debt by your own hand.

      I knew it was coming, I guess. I knew bringing in Churrito was a long shot…but at least it was something. At least it gave me hope and a reason not to give up.

      Why couldn’t he have been someone simpler to find, like one of the Penis Fighters on the field right now? Just look at them jousting down there—the dragon penis blasting great gouts of flame at the soap bubble penis, the brick wall penis crashing down on the silver corkscrew penis, the razor-studded penis dispersing the cloud penis with gusts from its whirling blades. Again and again, the crowd roars at their blistering strikes, cheering the visceral conflict between penises and men.

      I’m not even sure that Churrito, if indeed he has the One True Penis, could compete in that struggle. For the OTP is a very different animal altogether.

      The organ has been redesigned and redefined so often, it has become many things, all of them dazzlingly different. Whether any of them remotely resembles the one true original is impossible to say.

      About the only thing that seems to have carried down through the centuries is the functionality. Penises today, like those in days of yore, serve as ornamental plumage, initiating courtship and mating rituals between the genders of humankind. The more elaborate the plumage, the more likely your chosen member of the other gender will agree to merge genetic material with you and cook up a new person at the nearest vend-o-child machine.

      Beyond the basic knowledge of shared purpose, however, no one knows what the original One True Penis really looked like—though speculation runs rampant.

      Perhaps it’s because of this mystery that penises have become such an obsession in our culture. Maybe it’s the very reason there’s an International Penis Expo with a Penis Tournament and people like Churrito cashing in on knockoff designer penises under the radar.

      That, I realize, is probably where I’ll find him—under the radar, doing what he came here to do. All I have to do is pin down exactly where on the map of this place he might go to best accomplish that task.

      To do that, I have to pump the right people for information…and I think I know just where to meet them.
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        * * *

      

      The tall, muscular, blond-haired guy at the door of the shed spreads the feather-shaped penises along his shoulders, fanning them into a colorful crest behind his head. Each feather has an eye-shaped adornment near the tip, metallic blue in color, with a full spectrum of hues in rippled stripes along the rest of the length of the quill.

      “I heard there’s a meeting here tonight,” I tell the guy. “When does it start? I could use some help right now.”

      He narrows his bright green eyes at me. “Addicts only. You sick?”

      It isn’t hard for me to summon up the desperation always lurking under my surface. When it comes to the One True Penis, I’m as obsessed as they come. “Absolutely.” I nod emphatically.

      He tips his head and ruffles his plumage. “Got an admission ticket?”

      I pull a fat stack of black foil cash out of my pants pocket and hand it over. “This oughtta cover it.”

      The penis-crested guy smiles and steps aside, counting the cash as he ushers me into the musty shed.

      Inside, seven men on folding chairs are gathered in a circle, with a few others standing around the perimeter. A single light bulb dangles from the ceiling in the middle of the circle, glowing dimly.

      The chairs are all taken, so I stand beside a bald, middle-aged guy leaning against the wall. He and the others all have one thing in common, as do I.

      No visibly exposed penises.

      “I think about penises constantly,” says a black-bearded, heavyset man in the chair circle. “But only the forbidden ones. The kind it’s against the law to see or touch.”

      “The evil penises,” another man in the circle says knowingly. “The ones that can hurt or kill.”

      “Black metal ones,” says another, his voice a hushed whisper. “Spiked, heated, fanged.”

      The black-bearded, heavyset man grunts in agreement. “I should never have come to this expo. There are just too many opportunities to do the wrong thing. You can find anything for the right price here.”

      That’s when I speak up. “Where?” This is what I’ve been waiting for. “Tell me where exactly I can find anything for the right price around here.”

      The bald guy leaning beside me shakes his head. “Don’t go looking for trouble, friend. You need to resist temptation.”

      “That’s why I want to know where it is,” I say. “So I can avoid it.”

      “I’m telling you, you’re better off not knowing,” says the bald guy. “Otherwise, you risk being drawn there. Your urges will take over and pull you in.”

      “I can handle it, I promise you.” I look at each of them in turn, casting a gaze of the deepest sincerity. “Please just tell me where I can find the biggest and best black market at the expo. If not, trust me, I’ll be more likely to go down a bad path. I won’t be able to think about anything else until I find what I’m looking for and give in to my desires. I will beg, borrow, or steal to get the best penis and make it my own.”

      This is why I came here to Members Anonymous. Where better to get a line on the best black-market penis dealers than here, among the addicts? Every one of them has one foot in this meeting and the other in a dark alley, clinching a sale.

      And they’re just dying to live vicariously through me, because make no mistake, they want nothing more than to do exactly what they think I’m going to do.

      Which is rush out, buy a dangerous contraband penis, and swap out the old model for the new. Goodbye ugly green party favor growing out of your right nipple, hello sleek silver mercury beads rolling around your body in gleaming swirls while piping exotically mesmerizing music that makes everyone who hears it want to be your special friend.

      “Okay.” The black-bearded, heavyset guy is the first to break. I can see it in his eyes, I’ve got him stoked. “Take this.” He pulls out a business card and scribbles something on the back of it with a marker. “Whatever you do, avoid the Super Shadow Secret Sale at this location tonight.”

      I take the card with a grateful smile. “Thank you.” I give them a jaunty wave on the way out. “Good luck with all your journeys on the road to staying clean.”

      Good luck managing your disease, which I can identify with big time. Because scientific curiosity isn’t the only reason I’m chasing the One True Penis.

      If I showed them the inferior phallus I was born with—a lumpy gray toad thing tucked inside my left armpit—they’d realize I know all about penis envy.
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        * * *

      

      Have you ever heard that song about wishing on a star? Well, I’m thinking they should change it to wishing on a penis.

      Because the place where I’ve found the Super Shadow Secret Sale is a dream come true. I mean it, I could live here.

      Sprawling in the open air between yellow-and-white-striped circus tents, far from the busiest midway of the expo, I come across row after row of dealers’ tables, every one of them overloaded with all things illegally penile.

      Never before have I seen so much genital contraband in one place. Tables overflow with gun-shaped penises, drug-shaped penises, knife-shaped penises, creature-shaped penises, and more. Dealers of all genders ply their wares to throngs of buyers, both sides constantly haggling over everything.

      I don’t know if my eyes have ever been bigger than they are right now as I take it all in. The sights and sounds and smells are overwhelming. I feel like I’m in a dream, my every deepest craving laid out around me in an endless buffet.

      There are piles of dagger-shaped penises, squid-shaped penises, penises with whips and flames and psychedelic eyes. I run my hands over bouquets of flower-shaped penises, listen to the tinkle of penises made of music, admire bottles of liquid penises with a multitude of flavors, textures, and side effects. I chuckle at a bin of human head-shaped penises that shapeshift to look like me as I walk by.

      But the thing that blows me away the most isn’t merchandise at all. A crowd forms at the far end of the marketplace; I glimpse a man in the middle of it but quickly lose sight of him…and then the show begins.

      Multicolored streamers scream up in the air and explode. Balls of light hurtle overhead like moons and burst apart in glittering showers of sparks. Rockets leap high and pop, unfolding in rings and hearts and faces and butterfly wings.

      The crowd cheers and claps as one fireworks-shaped penis after another erupts in the sky, bathing them all in red, white, green, and yellow glows. They go out of their minds with joy when the finale turns the night into day—barrages of light and color and noise going off in quick succession, flaring and thundering again and again like an out-of-control bombardment.

      It’s so beautiful, I get a frisson of sweet shivers on the nape of my neck. Gazing up, I’m swept away, transported to another realm where awe and delight are commonplace and death lays not so heavy upon the heads of the living.

      When the last light flickers and the final boom echoes through the market, the crowd parts, and I get a look at the man who launched the show. The possessor of the fireworks-shaped penis is tall, spindly, and dark-skinned, draped in shimmery silken robes of many colors. His hair is spun from bright white light, and his eyes are fiery red; as he stands there, drinking in the applause, tiny versions of his fireworks go off around him in a cloud of dancing flashes, swirls, and percussion.

      I am transfixed. That is, without exception, the most impressive penis I have ever laid eyes on. For a while, my reason for being here is completely forgotten.

      Then, I catch sight of a familiar shock of red hair across the way, and it all rushes back to me. There he is.

      My last chance for redemption stands at a market table not twenty feet away, dressed in black…and he’s too busy haggling with a customer to look in my direction.

      Churrito.

      I force myself to approach slowly, eyes drifting aimlessly, looking at anything and anyone but him. Spooking him before I get close could be disastrous; he could disappear in the crowd before I lay a finger on him.

      Heart pounding, I draw up beside the Chinese customer he’s haggling with, keeping my eyes on the table. Churrito’s knockoff designer penises are displayed there, shaped like gleaming gemstones of blue, red, and green the size of artichokes.

      “That’s a lot of money you’re asking.” The tubby customer shakes his head reluctantly but can’t stop staring at the jewel-shaped penises. “I’m just not sure they’re worth that much.”

      “You’re right.” Churrito grins and holds up a blue gem, watching it twinkle. “They’re worth lots more than that. Three times more, at least, but I need the cash now. You should jump at this deal.”

      That’s when I lean in and speak up. “He has a point, you know.” I meet Churrito’s gaze. “A penis in the hand is worth two in the bush.”

      I’m already grabbing his wrist by the time he recognizes me from the Art of the Penis exhibit. I squeeze so tight, the blue gem-shaped penis falls from his fingers and hits the ground.

      “Shit!” Eyes wide, he struggles to break away. “Let me go!”

      “Are you a cop?” shouts the customer. “Is this a bust?”

      “Hell no,” I tell him. “I could care less about this sketchy swap meet.”

      The customer’s relieved enough to scoop up the red and green gem-shaped penises before he bolts into the crowd. Churrito doesn’t try to stop him; he’s too busy lurching to one side, trying to haul me off my feet…but I won’t drop. Quickly trying a new strategy, he throws himself back, dragging me onto the table so hard it snaps in two under my weight.

      I fall but don’t let go, taking him down with me. We end up in a tangle of limbs on the ground, grappling.

      I get in a couple of shots, and I think I’ll beat him soon…but then he lands a lucky blow to my left armpit, the most sensitive part of my body. He punches me square in the toad-shaped penis, and I can’t hold on. Stabbing pain lances my underarm, and I roll away, howling.

      Churrito scrambles to his feet and sprints away before I even make it off the ground. But losing him means suicide, so there’s no way in hell he gives me the slip and I get the shaft.

      Pushing down the pain in my privates, I jump up and charge after him like a maniac, shoving aside everyone who stumbles into my path. He weaves through a jumble of passersby, knocking them around like bowling pins, but I manage to keep his red hair in sight.

      Until I don’t. Until suddenly, the red hair vanishes in the crowd.

      I race up to the last place I saw him, right along one of the circus tents, and he’s gone. I look in every direction, finding nothing—until a crease in the base of the tent’s canvas catches my eye.

      Without hesitation, I dive down and slither under that canvas.

      Inside, the tent is dimly lit by a few scattered bulbs hung from its frame. Hopping to my feet, I take a look around, hoping to spot Churrito…but he’s either in hiding or has left the tent altogether.

      Stepping away from the canvas wall, I see I’m in one of the performance venues for the expo—a small one, where events like the Penis Cosplay Contest or Phallus Drag Competition might take place. Rows of bleachers are arranged around a circular central space, a patch of ground where the main attraction will take center stage during a performance. Crates and equipment crowd the area behind the seating, throwing shadows that could easily hold a hiding place for Churrito if he’s lurking there.

      Cautiously, I work my way around the perimeter, listening for telltale noises and searching for flickers of movement or light. I hear and see nothing of the sort, to the point that I consider leaving the tent and looking elsewhere for my quarry.

      Then, suddenly, I hear scuffing sounds in quick succession behind me, and I realize I’ve walked into a trap.

      Turning, I barely register the onrushing figure before it slams into me, tackling me facedown on the ground. As soon as I hit, the beating begins—one strike after another bashing into my skull and back.

      Churrito has more guts than I gave him credit for, ambushing me like this. Maybe he’s sick and tired of being on the run; maybe he senses I’ll never give up unless he deals with me the hard way. I doubt he knows it’s a life-or-death situation for me, though. If he did, he might dig a little deeper.

      He might not let me flip him off my back so easily.

      Suddenly rolling to one side with everything I’ve got, I buck him free, sending him tumbling into the dirt. He goes down hard with a grunt as I roll back the other way and onto my hands and knees.

      I don’t want to hurt him or damage the One True Penis, but I can’t risk him getting away again. I leap at him with fists flying, landing a blow to his head so solid it makes my arm tingle. He shakes it off, and I go in again, pasting a second punch smack across his kisser.

      This time, he collapses in the dirt.

      Leaning back, I want to take a moment to catch my breath…but I can’t wait. After coming so far and sacrificing so much, I need to see it. I need to see the One True Penis in the flesh, up close and personal.

      And know for a fact that my life is saved.
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        * * *

      

      Where to begin?

      His penis, unlike so many, isn’t evident at first glance. There’s no feathered crest or ten-foot-tall dragon or glittering cloud or fireworks show. There are no orbiting spherical penises cycling through rainbows of kaleidoscopic light.

      Whatever he’s packing, I’ll have to look under his clothes to see it.

      Hoping no one walks in, I start by pulling up his black shirt—but everything’s clear under there. I see no penis on his chest or belly or under his arms. Rolling him over on his side, I see nothing of interest on his back, either.

      Time to lower my search. Heart hammering, I roll him back over and tug the waist of his black pants with both trembling hands, easing them over his hips.

      At first, I see nothing of interest, just a smooth abdomen, and I pause. What happens if nothing’s there, and my death warrant’s guaranteed? I almost want to leave the truth undiscovered and run away, though that would guarantee my end, as well.

      Not to mention, I’ve come too far not to know. I’ve waited most of my life for this revelation. Life or death, I can’t stop now.

      So I pull the pants further, sliding them the rest of the way over his hips. Still, the secret’s unrevealed; a pair of black underpants blocks my view.

      Taking a deep breath, I reach for the waistband. With trembling fingers, I slowly drag it down over his hips.

      Then, with a gasp, I pull my hands away. What’s there is not at all what I expected to see.

      Sad and short, it lays limp amid a patch of curly red hair. Flesh-colored and tubular, it’s attached to his lower abdomen, dangling at the juncture of his legs.

      By far, it’s the least impressive specimen I’ve ever seen in my life. At best, it looks like a pale worm or noodle, an organ without any of the marvelous ornamentation so common among the penises of today.

      If it has features or powers of any kind, they’re not evident. It doesn’t dance with light or change color or spin or transform. It doesn’t multiply or play music or control minds.

      It just lies there. I poke it with my finger, and nothing changes.

      My heart sinks. This can’t possibly be the glorious throwback I imagined, the divine ancestor of today’s wild variety. It’s not even close.

      Just then, my nose-phone rings. I squeeze my nostrils, and Trish’s voice pipes into my head.

      “What’s the good word, Spinnaker?” she asks. “Have you found the One True Penis, or is it suicide time?”

      I continue to stare at the sorry specimen. No one, least of all Trish, would believe that’s the OTP. No one would accept its return, through the magic of genetic engineering, to the modern male genome. Why would they want to reintroduce that shabby, wilted thing to a world where so many penises are glorious works of art?

      No one will buy this as the One True Penis.

      “Spinnaker?” says Trish. “Hello?”

      As if to mock me, the fireworks-shaped penis goes off again outside, its colorful lights flaring on the tent’s canvas. It makes me want to collapse in absolute despair, surrendering to the inevitability of my fate.

      Almost.

      “Hey, can you hear me?” says Trish. “I asked if you’ve found the One True Penis.”

      The lights continue to dance and flicker. I can’t look away.

      “Absolutely,” I tell her. “I’m bringing it your way tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      One night later, it all comes together.

      The big presentation is happening outdoors, on the main quad of Penis State University, under a star-studded sky. There couldn’t be a better setting for my redemption and salvation than right here on this vast green sward in the heart of my sponsor institution.

      Trish and the Trustees of the university are all smiles as my friend and I approach on foot, and we’re all smiles, too. It feels great knowing life is going our way, and we’re about to change the world.

      “Welcome back, Spinnaker!” Trish’s expression as she waves is a mix of excitement and uncertainty, which makes sense. In spite of my assurances over the phone, she isn’t sure quite what to expect…and I’ve let her down before. “Congratulations on the end of your quest.”

      “Thank you, Trish.” I breathe in the cool night air as I shake her hand firmly. I feel every moment keenly, with exquisite sensitivity, as this long-awaited event unfolds.

      “And this is the soon-to-be-famous Churrito, I take it?” Trish looks over my shoulder at the companion I’ve brought with me, the man of the hour.

      “Churrito is only a nickname.” I step aside, gesturing at the figure behind me. “Ladies and gentlemen, meet Max Massif.”

      “We’ve heard so much about you.” Trish steps toward him, hand extended. “Welcome, possessor of the One True Penis.”

      Max glances at me for a second, a spark of doubt that only I can see flickering in his fiery red eyes.

      I nod and smile reassuringly. All he needs to do is believe in the truth we’ve established, which after all is the one best truth these people and everyone else in the world are prepared to accept.

      “Thank you.” Max’s coal-black hand embraces her pale white one and gives it a firm shake. “It’s wonderful being here.”

      “This is potentially an historic occasion,” says Trish. “The whole world could transform after the One True Penis explodes on the scene.”

      “Spinnaker says there’s no doubt.” Grinning, Max scrubs his fingers through his short, curly hair spun from bright, white light. “He says everyone on Earth will want my penis soon.”

      Trish cocks her head. “Actually, that depends on what the One True Penis can do. Will you give us a demonstration, please? Spinnaker insisted on keeping it a surprise, no matter how much I begged for details.”

      “I’m always happy to demonstrate my penis.” Max backs away from us, spreading his arms wide. Sparks and flashes dance under his multicolored silken robes, flickering along his arms and chest before leaping into the night sky.

      Spheres of light burst overhead into sparkling constellations of many forms and hues. Booms and whistles fill the air as stardust showers the quad in a dazzling downpour. One blast after another surges forth, casting currents of light and shadow and sound throughout the campus.

      The spectacle keeps building, becoming more elaborate with each passing second. Max gives it everything he’s got, unleashing a show far superior to the ones I witnessed at the secret sale back at the Penis Expo…and surely much more satisfying than any performance the original Churrito’s wet noodle might have provided. Instead of awkward laughter and snorts of derision, Trish and the Trustees erupt with oohs, aahs, and applause, their grins unselfconsciously rapt.

      “Fantastic!” Trish shoots me a look of sheer delight. “Your life is saved, Spinnaker! Not only that, but you’re guaranteed a promotion and a huge pay raise!”

      “Thank you, Trish,” I tell her. “Though in this case, it’s true that the discovery itself is the greatest reward. The great leap forward is what makes the struggle most worthwhile.”

      “Well said.” Trish returns her gaze to the sky as another volley launches and explodes. “This is more wonderful than I ever imagined, Spinnaker. Is it better than you imagined, too?”

      Good question. What did I imagine the One True Penis would be like? This comes close…and I think it comes close for her, too.

      She beams and claps as she watches the balls of light rise and burst, filling the sky with vibrant color. The light plays over her face like it’s the face of a child, delighting in every flash and bang.

      When she brushes against me, I feel warm inside, and I wonder if she feels the same way. I’ve never visited a vend-o-child machine with a woman at my side, but maybe sometime soon will be different.

      The truest and best penises do that—bring people together. Inspire them. Thrill them. You don’t get that from a pale worm or wet noodle.

      Again, the sky explodes with brilliant light and color. That…now that is a penis. The one Trish expected, or close enough. The one everyone expects, or better. Whether it’s the revived ancestor of today’s penis population doesn’t matter. All anyone cares about, when it comes to penises or anything in life, is what they imagine. Their dreams provide the outlines.

      And a great penis, whether or not it’s the OTP, fills in the gaps as nature intended.

      “Yes, Trish.” I can’t stop grinning. “This is infinitely better than I thought it would be.”

      A great penis is all about the happy ending.
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