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INTRODUCTION

 


Dear Reader, welcome
to Unquiet Slumbers for the
Sleepers, my first collection of short
stories. I wrote these ten stories in a period of about a decade:
1995 – 2005. While I have done minor editing and some rewriting on
these stories over the years (and in preparation for this
anthology), the stories are still pretty much in their nascent form
from when I originally wrote them. The mid-nineties was when I
first started writing seriously. I can remember being inspired by
Stephen King, reading his books, and feeling – especially with his
books featuring a writer as the main characters – that this was
something I would certainly like to do. This correlated somewhat
with my high school English class where I was encouraged to do
creative writing and realizing I had a knack for not just wanting
to tell stories, but wanting to be descriptive and use tools like
alliteration and onomatopoeia. After receiving encouragement not
just from my teacher, but from my peers, I was inspired to keep
writing.

I can remember attempting
my first book, called Home by the
Sea, and it was a good fifty pages long
(which was massive in my mind), written on an electric typewriter,
and featured both a haunted house and aliens! I still have a quasi
idea of this book in my head and I may one day turn it into
something once again. There were a few other stories and ideas I
played around with during this time, and I think the key, looking
back on it now, is that I finished those projects and put “THE END”
in big letters on a number of them.

For all the stories in this collection
I have added notes at the end, where I attempt to answer one or
more of the following questions: when I approximately wrote the
story, where the idea came from, what I was trying to achieve with
the story, and anything else I can dig out of my memory banks about
said story.

Ideas come to me in a number of
different ways. Sometimes they’re a full-flourished idea that I
just start writing down right away, other times I start with a
concept that I let my imagination play around with for a while
before I start writing, or I might just start writing and see where
the idea takes me. Starting the writing right away can be a bad
thing or a good thing. I’ve had a number of ideas that have turned
into great stories, and others that have become something longer
and more complex. But I also have a number of Word documents with
parts of stories, or sometimes just a page, a few paragraphs, or
even one sentence: something I just wanted to get down, but because
I didn’t return to it soon enough, it became this little piece of a
forgotten something that never was, like a small piece of a fossil
belonging to an unknown dinosaur.

So it gives me great please
to present to you, Dear Reader, this first collection of ten of my
short stories. Like I said, at the end of each story you’ll find my
notes on each particular story, and then I’ve included a couple of
sneak peeks of some of my other works at the very end. The first is
a sample chapter of my young adult fantasy novel,
Kyra: the First Book of
Enchantus, which I hope to have available
sometime in summer of 2012. The other is a sample chapter of my
thriller novel I completed a few years ago, and is now completely
edited, called Nothing is an
Accident. I also plan to have my second
collection of short stories, In That
Quiet Earth, available sometime in spring
of 2012, featuring another ten of my short stories. For more
information on my other projects and writings, be sure to check out
my website, BookBanter; or feel free
to drop me an email at alex@bookbanter.net.

The astounding cover
artwork was done by my good friend, Sara Warren, a very talented
artist, and I immediately fell in love with it. For inspiration,
all Sara had was the title for the collection and came up with an
idea that she developed from there. The result still impresses me
every time I see it. If you would like to commission Sara to do
some artwork, or just want to let her know how much you liked this
cover, feel free to email her at sewarren71@gmail.com. Titling and layout for the cover was done by my lovely wife,
Maren Ahnberg.

And for now, Dear Reader, sit back and
get comfortable (or perhaps lean forward, closer to the screen), be
sure to have a drink nearby (I recommend my personal favorite, a
steaming mug of Earl Grey tea), and I hope you enjoy reading these
stories as much I enjoyed writing them.

 


Alex C. Telander

Davis, CA

December 15, 2011

 


 


 



 


BLOOD IS THE LIFE

 


The boy had not eaten in days. His skin
was pale, an indication of his sickness; his eyes were sunken into
deep hollows, his cheekbones clearly visible beneath his stretched
skin. His hair was thick and black, matted with clumps of dirt. His
mouth was practically non-existent, just a thin line scythed into
his face. He was just over five feet eight inches tall, though his
frame was hunched over, due to his weakness. Each step he took
resulted in a streak of white pain that coursed through his body
like a bolt of lightning, as he dragged his frail form along. His
mind no longer functioned properly, hallucinations appearing before
him everywhere: one minute the street was congested with fat,
sweaty people, noisy and uncouth; the next, it was entirely
deserted, except for the rats that crawled along the gutters,
searching for scraps of food.

Then the boy saw the Tall Man, dressed
all in black, with a top hat, approaching him. The Man held a cane
in hand, swinging by his side, its handle of shiny gold, which
reflected the blanched light of the dim streetlights. He slowed
down as he came closer to the boy. The boy looked up at the Man’s
face and saw him staring right back at him. He was an old man,
somewhere in his seventies; there were deep lines etched into his
haggard face, but amongst all this tired and used flesh there was
anger. The Man’s lips were drawn tight, dimpling his white cheeks
in an evil way. The boy looked into the Man’s eyes and gasped at
the viciousness within them. They were of no enchanting color, just
a cold heartless black, absent of happiness, unable to conceive of
compassion or love.

As the Man came closer, he
began slowly lifting the cane above his head, his arm quivering
because of his crippling arthritis. The air was icy-cool, steam
permeating between the Man’s lips as he prepared himself for the
beating. Now the boy became scared . . . he hadn’t done anything wrong.

“I d-did nothing w-wrong .
. . it wasn’t m-me,” the boy cried, shivering with fright and cold;
he wore only rags.

“You know it was all your fault,
you retched troll!” the
Man answered in a low, quiet-but-clear voice that pierced the
goose-pimpled skin of the boy like hot needles.

The boy began crying, tears streaming
down his face, creating canals through the dirt on his cheeks; they
never reached his dry mouth, but froze onto his cold flesh. The Man
stopped just three feet from the boy. The cane was now high above
his head. The boy watched as the Man moved his arm in the first
strike.

Just as the cane was about to crunch
onto the boy’s head and split his skull open, he
screamed.

The apparition disappeared.

The boy looked up . . . the Man was
gone. It had all been a hallucination.

The boy continued towing his body along
the street. Then he heard the smash of a bottle in the alley to the
left of him. He turned and hauled himself into the alleyway. There
was an unidentifiable lump on the floor. It grunted at the boy
kicked it; it was a useless bum. The boy looked up the alley to the
right of him, it was a dead-end; to the left him, from where he’d
come, it was silent, gloomy and devoid of life. The boy looked down
at the dirty thing. His small hands reached out: one seized the
man’s dirty greasy hair, getting a tight grip on the chunks of
grime; with his other hand he seized the drunkard’s shoulder,
clinging, like an eagle’s sharp talons, digging into the flesh. He
pulled the shoulder and head in opposite directions, exposing the
supple white throat.

The man began grunting and groaning,
wondering what was happening. The boy bent down towards the hobo’s
throat; he opened his mouth, brandishing two long sharp
pearly-white fangs. The teeth sunk smoothly into the soft pliable
flesh; blood dribbled from the two incisions. The boy began sucking
noisily, his craving for blood increasing by the second, his
sickness being cured, his hunger satiated, his strength
regained.

Warm began returning to his
body.

When the boy had finished, he let the
body slip to the floor, dead; he stood tall and strong,
replenished. A trail of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth,
and a long lascivious tongue slithered out and licked it up before
it could drip to the floor.

 


 


 Notes on “Blood is the
Life”

This is one of the earliest pieces I’ve
written, way back in 1995 I think. I knew it was going to be a
short piece, but I was looking to pack it and fill it with as much
sensory detail as possible to convey a lot in a short piece of
writing. I was very happy with how it turned out and continue to
enjoy it as one of my earliest pieces of writing.

 


 


 



 


HANGMAN

SYNDROME

 


Once upon a time there
lived a man who was destined to be hanged. Why, the people of the
small village of Huntsbridge asked. Well, the fact was no one was
really sure. It had been purported that said man, namely the
honorable Jonas (he had no second name), had been witnessed
conducting spells, curses and the likes. Magic! Now, in this day and age you
were either an official Wizard, appointed by the King, whereby you
were granted the “license” to conduct magic; or you were Common
Folk, who knew nothing about wizardry and magic, so you stayed away
from it; you were afraid
of it. Jonas fitted into neither of these
categories. He was a nomad and traveled across the Great Plains,
searching for something.

“He searches for truth!”
some said; others said he searched for love; again, no one actually
knew. He was a loner and always kept to himself.

How old is this Jonas, you might ask.
Does he have any family, relatives, a wife, any children? The
answer is no to all, and no one knows how old he might’ve been. It
is said that he’s passing through his thirties, others say since he
conducts magic, he must be a warlock, therefore justifying his age
somewhere in the probable hundreds.

But all this is inconsequential to the
point at hand. As I said he was to be executed due to the fact that
he had been observed committing acts of magic. Since there was no
acute proof to any of this conjecture, merely the supposed truism
that he had been spotted conjuring up spells and such, he was to be
simply hanged, and not to be put to the suffering of other garish
forms of execution, such as the rack or anything else intended to
induce a slow death. A sanctifying death, or so they said. This was
a dark and dangerous age.

The gallows were readied, with a heavy
purple-gray background of pendulous thunderheads ready to unsheathe
a torrent of rain upon the death-crazed audience below. Executions
had always been treated like festivities, since the beginning of
time. Talk about mundane; there was a perverted/obscene look in
each pair of eyes gazing upon the hexed gallows.

The executioner appeared, dressed all
in black, with a sharp pointed hat. He stepped onto the platform
and flexed his hands, like he was about have a fight. Well, in a
sense he was, except it had already been predetermined and he was
guaranteed to win. The executioner stood some seven feet tall, a
leviathan amongst the death watchers. A dwarf stood beside him,
drawing up to his knees with his puny height. Beside the dwarf was
a box some two-feet tall; he put his food on it and puffed out his
chest, looking like some ugly stuffed turkey. Jonas stepped up onto
the platform; a thick rope bound his hands tightly together,
constricting the blood flowing into them, giving them a pale white,
skeletal look.

The mayor of Huntsbridge joined them on
the platform and looked upon the crowd of aberrant onlookers. He
was handed a parchment; he unraveled it and began
reading.

“I stand before you, people
of the high and mighty Huntsbridge, and unveil to you the demon
that resides among us, who has now been revealed as an evil minion
of the devil!” He spat out the last word with disgust.

“We have broken through his
camouflage of normality and revealed within a warlock that conducts
Black Magic! Yes, Black
Magic, citizens. We cannot let this
continue and have decided, through unanimous decision, to rid you
of the evil soul that resides within this husk of a man. The only
way that this can be done is through execution. A
hanging!”

The crowd cheered.

“That is the
only way. What do ye
say, guilty one?” he directed this to the convicted one known as
Jonas.

Jonas looked at him and then turned to
the crowd. They waited for him to say something, to plead for his
release.

“It is as it shall be. That
is the way it has always been and always will be,” he said. A
confused, humming chatter broke out through the congregation. The
mayor was just as confused, then nodded to the
executioner.

The executioner stepped forward to
commit the dirty deed. He took hold of the noose and widened it so
that it would pass over Jonas’ head. He flipped it over the crown
of the victim with agility and skill that was admired by all, where
it hung around Jonas’ neck like some oversized necklace. He pulled
it tight so that it wrapped snug around him, no longer a strange
necklace, but a recognizable hangman’s noose. The executioner had
the dwarf set the box next to the guilty one. Jonas appropriately
stood up onto the box, his face a pane of calmness and platitude.
The executioner drew up the slack on the rope and made it tight; he
secured it and then stepped forward. With one mighty kick, he
launched the box out into the crowd.

Jonas dropped like a dead weight, which
is what he soon became. His neck snapped with a loud crack and a
resounding gasp went throughout the crowd. He hung there, dead,
useless; a departed specimen for every onlooker. Slowly the color
began draining from his face, then it went faster and faster, until
it looked like he was wearing a white mask. His hands also turned
the palest white, with gray lines marking the infrastructure of his
bones. Then the hands drew themselves into their sleeves and were
no more; his face began to deflate like a rotting fruit, as if the
life, his very essence, was being drained from him by some
invisible supernatural suction of the dead. His head was
disappeared into his clothing and it fell to the platform,
shrinking in mass and area.

Within a minute, the metamorphosis, or
whatever was taking place, appeared to have ceased. The executioner
warily walked up to the bundle of rags. He had never, in all his
hundred-and-fifty executions seen anything like this. He bent down,
took hold of the clothing and flung it into the crowd. They jumped
away from the flying material, in fright, as if it were on fire,
holding up signs of the evil eye to ward it off. What remained on
the platform appeared to be an unborn and helpless fetus, though
not yet fully formed. There were just stubs and lumps where its
limbs were; as for genitalia, there was no hint of any, so the sex
was impossible to tell. It had no eyes or nose, just an extended
forehead that stretched right down its face to two blood-red lips.
These lips opened and began screaming in a high-pitched
wail.

The executioner cried out in madness
and began stamping the thing until it desisted its agonizing cries
and simply convulsed in its last throws of life and then stopped
still, hopefully dead. A shocked silence descended on the
crowd.

~ ~ ~

That night the gallows were
broken into useless pieces of wood, a pile of lumber. The corpse of
what had once been a warlock, known as Jonas, was put in a sack and
tossed onto the top of the bonfire. The wood was soaked in oil and
a lit torch thrown to it. There was a whoof! and then it was all ablaze, a
mighty conflagration of vehemence; a bright fire in the evil
darkness, on that cold October night. The flames rose higher and
higher and then a blood-curdling scream ripped the very fabric of
the air. The eardrums of a man who had been standing close to the
blaze popped and burst, and he spent the rest of his days deaf to
the world. The crowd began huddling in groups, cowering before the
great pyre of heat and malignity.

Eventually the scream died away and
finally the powerful warlock was dead, gone, passed into the Nether
World.

Never again, until the end of humanity,
was a warlock, wizard or witch killed again. They were feared for
their power and their mystery. They were and remained an enigma
among the Common Folk, after what happened on that fateful day and
night of October 31.

 


 


Notes on “Hangman
Syndrome”

Another older story, I’m not sure where
this one came from. I feel it has a little bit to play on the Salem
witch trials, but it’s also a bit of exploration of the potency of
magic and the important distinction between those who have the
ability and those who don’t, and the danger that lies
therein.

 


 


 



 


CONNECTING . . .

 


TO: Stephen Moors
(stephen.moors@escrap.com)

FROM: Sonya Allister
(sonya.allister@escrap.com)

 


Hey Steve, I know we’re not supposed to
do this, but I thought you might like to check this out.

I found the following text file was
found – coincidentally – on May 22, 2012. I’ve only been at this
job for a few days. We’re a company that picks up old, abandoned
computers; ones that are left to be recycled, or just destroyed. I
get the fun job of looking through the harddrives for anything
useful, then taking the machine apart and using whatever parts I
can salvage. Believe, the similarities between my job and what you
are about to read has not been missed by me. It’s downright eerie.
I actually laughed when I saw it was called “CHAT LOG 112279,”
wondering what the hell I’d found.

Let me know what you think.

Sonya.

 


OPENING ATTACHMENT: CHATLOG112279 . .
.

 


[CONNECTING . . .]

[CONNECTED TO 186.452.24.31]

[OPEN TRANSMISSION ON MAY 22,
2003]

[TRANSMITTING]

I cannot talk for long. Once you know
my story, you will understand why. Its taken me over a month to
create this connection with you, at least I think its a month. Im
not really sure, ever since they outlawed any sense of man-made
time. Days and months, gone. Years too. But don’t worry. Ive been
keeping count ever since time stopped. To my best calculations, its
currently May 22, 2 I must go.



~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Okay, its now no longer May 22. The
current date to the best of my knowledge is May 25, 2079. Im not
100% sure of this, but its as close as I can get. [PAUSE] In 2074,
the righteous American government outlawed the keeping of any sort
of time. Millions of watches were destroyed, crushed to pieces of
glass and twisted metal. I was 15 at the time, but its something
Ill never forget. I was born on May 22, 2059. Thats why I was
transmitting on May 22, it was my 20th birthday and I thought it
special to begin this historic event on a day I found important.
Now, according to my calculations, the year where you are should be
about 2003 or 2004. But dont expect a day and a month from me.
Hell, I dont even know if there is anyone reading this transmission
at the other end. For all I know, I could be transmitting to a dead
computer screen in an abandoned shack in the middle of empty
Nebraska. Or I could be transmitting into the most powerful
computer in the CIA or FBI, and the very government Im trying to
warn you about is reading this transmission as I create it. [PAUSE]
No. I saw Back to the Future and Bill and Ted on Old-E-TV, so I
like to think I know enough about time travel to know how it works.
But then if youre not too bright, you must be wondering what the
hell is happening to your computer monitor. Let me
explain.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Almost got caught that time. Sorry
about that, but I cannot even let my parents or siblings find out
about what Im doing. I just cant trust anybody anymore. [PAUSE}
Youre currently receiving this transmission through a
time-traveling machine that I invented. No, there is no funky flux
capacitor, or a red phone. Its actually kind of funny. I adapted an
AOL Instant Messenger chat program to my PDA and then attached this
crappy old keyboard I found. Thats why I cant use any apostrophes
or other forms of punctuation except the period. Its not that the
keys are missing, theyre just not there. Oh, I also have the comma,
but keys like the quotation mark, exclamation point, question mark,
and colon . . . its like the keys simply dont exist on this
keyboard. I wonder how old this piece of junk is. It was probably
made and used before I was born, but if thats the case, then maybe
at some point in the past they changed, whoever they are, the rules
for punctuation and grammar or something. I wouldnt dare ask my
parents, but they probably wouldnt know anyway. When they, again
that terrifying they, changed whatever the rules had been to what
they are now, they would have used that big sweeping device, which
just sweeps across the country and rectifies what needs to be
rectified, on the neuronal level, and then nobody will remember.
And I certainly cant go to any libraries to check it out, because
they dont exist anymore. Just like Ray Bradbury said, all books
were burned and destroyed, except it wasnt done by firemen and they
were a helluva lot more thorough in their searches. It reminds me
kind of what the Nazis did to the Jews during WWII. Oh, I didnt
read that in a book, we were force-taught it in class. [PAUSE] Wow,
Im a dumbass, I havent even told you my name. Its Marita. And dont
expect a last name, they got rid of those when I was 6. [PAUSE]
Well, at least now I get the first opportunity to say goodbye and
end transmission properly. So

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Famous last words, or something to that
effect. A parental attack once again. Its not that they suspect me
or anything, its just that they wonder what Im doing in my room for
such extended periods of time. Constantly. [PAUSE] So let me
explain how my little toy works. I wasnt actually intending to make
an inter-galactic time-traveling communicator, or whatever you want
to call it. So, in this bright future, we still use PDAs, PCs are
on the out, but Macs are still scarily popular. About a month ago I
was just doing my job, taking useful information off computers that
were to be destroyed. I was just checking out the C drive on what
appeared to be a teenage boys computer, all the lewd porn pretty
much gave it away. And then I found this file, aolinst.exe, and
secretly slapped it onto my PDA. Thankfully the world has not got
quite as privacy-violating as George Orwell predicted. I have my
own little cubicle, and theres no camera on me, but there is a
supervisor that walks by every half hour. When I got home I
disappeared in my room, much to the chagrin of my parents, and in
the semi-darkness, I opened the installation file. And before I
knew it, I had AOL Instant Messenger installed on my PDA, and the
chat program automatically tried to connect. I had no idea what was
trying to happen and I just stared at the dialog box, CONNECTING .
. ., and on a whim I disconnected my phone line and clicked the end
into the back of my PDA. Mines really old, since were a poor
family, and I guess its from a while ago when they could still
connect the PDAs with a USB or phone line. So I connected the phone
line to my PDA Damn parents

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Okay, theyve gone out and hopefully
theyll be gone for awhile. Anyway, so the phone line was connected
and then the dialog box changed to CONNECTED TO 186.452.24.31 and
minimized. I opened up the chat program where there was a Buddy
List, I assumed this was a list of people the teenage boy had been
chatting with. But as I checked out the info on each of these
screennames, as I believe they are called, and while most of it was
complete jargon to me, I did notice one startling detail. The dates
when each of the Buddies were added were in the year 20011. I
double-clicked on the first name in the Buddy List, MartyMc, and
the chat window opened up. The date on the top of the window said
August 4, 2003. This didnt surprise me much as I just assumed that
this was the last recorded date when the PC was operating, but what
was kind of strange was that the clock had started and in the days
to come I would discover that the days were running along normally.
This wasnt too surprising considering programs usually start and
continue working this way. What was surprising was that all the
software that would be on my PDA to measure time and the date no
longer existed. When I got the PDA it was already formatted, so
there was no coding on the PDA at all for it to be able to process
the passage of time, the days of the week, months of the year. Of
course, having seen this all in writing now, it seems quite
possible that this is all a bunch of hocus pocus and Im really just
talking to a complete dead terminal at a complete dead end. But if
thats the case, Im going to continue. Hopefully, one day, when the
world is a better place to live, someone can read and comprehend
what life was once like. And now Im signing off. Until
nexttime.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

I cannot talk for long, but I just
wanted to let you in on a little joke. And since Im the only one
who fully gets this joke, its great that I can finally share it
with someone . . . or something. So, the deal is that Ive created,
hopefully, a time-travel chat program by using AOL. Or AOL Time
Warner as they are known, the largest corporation currently in the
world. And this is the corporation thats basically controlling the
government in this day and age. No one ever admits to any of this.
If they did theyd be killed instantly. But absolutely everyone
knows whats going on, how AOL Time Warner pretty much makes the
decisions on every issue that comes up, as well as any changes they
want to make. For their benefit of course. And now Ive made this
invention, originally created by the very corporation that is
currently running this planet, and this invention may, just may,
cause the very undoing of this uni-coporation-controlled world. But
I dont hold very high hopes. I still have no idea if this machine
really works or not, or whether there is someone reading this at
the other end. I must go.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Ive finally got the damn ENTER key
fixed, a small respite in this pathetic excuse for a keyboard
missing vital forms of punctuation.

Im angry.

My whole family is getting suspicious
of me and the long periods of time Ive been spending in my room. I
guess even in this day and age I cant work at something I love, but
instead should be out looking pretty and delectable for the boys.
Values never change. Let me let you people of the past in on
something about the future, especially if there are women reading
this. Women are still being oppressed and suppressed everywhere.
Things never friggin change. At least things changed somewhat for
the better when they outlawed religion. And if youre a religious
fanatic or whatever, sux for you don’t it. Im going.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Im sorry I got angry last time. I hate
having what little privacy I have invaded by the very people who
brought me into this accursed world and are supposed to love
me.

Now everytime I leave my room I have to
bring the keyboard and link-up cable wherever I go. Take note. You
just cant trust anyone in this world anymore. I dont know how
things are in your time, but they must be better than they are in
this messed up world.

Religion became extinct. Im not sure
when, but it was long before I was born. I know a little bit of how
and why though. Every year, they said, approximately 5 to 10 new
religions would develop, as well as 2 to 4 new denominations of the
Christian religion. I dont know what this religion was like, but I
got the idea that around the turn of the millennium it began to
pretty much take over the world. At the same time there was also a
vital shrinking in the gap between church and state, which hadnt
been seen since the days of what they called the Lost
Empires.

Hah. You, whoever you or it may be, are
probably wondering how and where Im getting my information.
Especially since there are no books of knowledge in this derelict
future. In my job I read over histories of the past, and while
others in my line of work read over, save or delete, and forget, I
make sure I remember everything.

Though I still dont know what the Lost
Empires is. Is it one city or more, one civilization or many. I may
never know. What I do know, under the delightful assurance of AOL
Time Warner, is that they outlawed religion, and now everyone is
free to believe whatever they damn well want, they just cant confer
with anyone else about it. And the government has released its own
religious dogma which they say everyone should follow, because it
is the truth.

The dogma is that aliens came to Earth,
left something, and that is how humans came into existence. When
you grow too old, you eventually die, its inevitable. Then youre
either buried or burned to ashes and dust. And thats it. No
glorious afterlife in Heaven, Hell or Elysium, whatever those are.
Just the end and thats it.

My belief is completely different, not
so much about the beginning, but the end. I dont know how human
beings were formed and why, it may well be aliens. But the ending I
believe is different. The universe and every single atom are
composed of energy. And the law of the conservation of energy
states that energy can neither be created nor destroyed, it can
only be transformed. The body is composed of an enormous amount of
energy, and when we die that energy is simply absorbed into the
ground by decomposition creatures, or maybe it rises and dissipates
in the air.

And thats the one good thing remaining
with the government. Theres still free speech. And this is still a
free country. A small, minute respite in this doomed
future.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

The worst has happened. Tension between
the United States of North America and Chinasia. War seems
imminent. Countries are siding, just as they did during what they
called the War to End All Wars. Who knows how it will end and wholl
win this time.

If war does break out, which could
happen any day now, it will be war that has been feared for a long
time. Who knows how it will end. And if anyone can survive. At last
count, the world had enough nuclear weapons to destroy all life on
earth 20 times over. I guess if war does break out, this will
really be the War to End All Wars.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

Fighting has begun. Missiles have been
released and detonated. Death has already happened. The children
are now at play, and they are very angry with each other. Who knows
who fired first. I must go now to hide with my family.

I dont know if well survive. All I can
say is that we are justly doomed. This may be my last
transmission.

~ ~ ~

[TRANSMITTING]

We are all dying now. It wasnt the
blast but the fallout. The skin is just falling and shedding from
our bones. And I feel death approaching like an old friend that I
never acknowledged. This is my last transmission. I dont know how
long [PAUSE] I can keep writing. U must stp this. Sav the wrld. Is
up t u. God

[END TRANSMISSION ON JULY 4,
2003]

~ ~ ~

[CONNECTING . . .]

[CONNECTED TO 186.452.24.31]

[OPEN TRANSMISSION ON MAY 22,
2004]

[TRANSMITTING]

Is there anyone there?

 


 


Notes on “CONNECTING . .
.”

This story began with a single term:
AOLINST.EXE , which I discovered some years back while looking
around on the harddrive of my computer; I think it was around 2000
I’m not sure if the AOL Instant Messenger application file is still
called that, but the story came from me wondering what if someone
in the future found that same file on an old computer and what if
they activated it?

 


 


 



 


WESTVILLE

 


NOW

1

The cowboy dismounted from his horse
and leashed the reins to one of the posts supporting the overhang
of the saloon. He made his way to the twin batwing doors, his spurs
tinkling behind him like acute piano keys. As he lifted his arm to
open one of the doors, he glanced at a sheet of old paper nailed to
the wall of the saloon.

WANTED

it proclaimed with a picture of a
familiar face, a description and a reward of $10,000 for the
outlaw’s capture. The cowboy smiled and then stepped inside the
saloon, opening the doors to arms reach.

Upon the man’s entrance,
everyone looked round to see who’d entered. As he came into the
light, gasps were let out around the room; the barman coughed
piercingly. One man uttered in a hushed breath: “Damn, its Wild Will.”

The cowboy took no notice of these
remarks, continuing his walk and stopping at the bar. The owner
stared back in an amazed stare.

 


2

Wild Will hadn’t changed at all, the
barman thought, from the day he’d entered here some weeks past:
greasy unkempt hair, thick stencil eyebrows, these amazing blue
eyes that looked deep into you; the mouth now a twisted sneer, as
the teeth chewed the tobacco behind it.

“How’s it going Will?
Thought you were dead,” the barman said.

As a matter of fact
he knew he was
dead because he’d seen Will’s body pummeled with bullets. At the
end his corpse would’ve made a mighty fine sieve.

 


3

Will looked up to the barman’s face,
those spellbinding eyes ensnaring him.

“Mayhap I am. Mayhap . . .
I . . . am.”

 


BEFORE

1

It was high noon, a broiling
hundred-degree heat, on Main Street in the small town of Westville,
in the absolute middle of nowhere. The sides of the street were
lined with its citizens, the hum of conversation part of the
choking air. There were louder cries of people placing bets, along
with hoots and cheers for one gunslinger to the other.

 


2

Wild Will stood proud and tall at one
end of the street, his face a mask of calm, the pounding heat
having little effect, except in raising his body temperature
slightly and heightening his senses further. He was cool and
collected and ready to kill the man in front of him; his left hand
rested on the butt of his revolver. It didn’t matter which hand or
gun he used, he was just as fast either way and in the end he would
win. It’d quickly passed amongst the crowd that he would use his
supposedly slower left hand some days before, immediately bringing
a smile to his nemesis’ face. Little did they know.

 


3

Jack Straw stood twenty
feet from Wild Will, he stood tall but not proud; he was secretly
gloating over the victory he could already taste, a stringent tang
on his tongue. He was six feet tall, unkempt blond hair tied back
in a ponytail. The dirty old hat sitting on his head was riddled
with holes, but he still liked it. It was what people recognized
and feared him by. And as for Wild Will. He’d plotted and schemed,
sniveled and planned; now he knew that victory was his. Once the
entire town saw him kill this prized gunfighter, they would all bow
down to him and he would be in control. They would make him sheriff or mayor or
some other big authority figure and then Westville would be
his.

Jack looked to his right at the rows of
faces staring back, eyeing him and then Will and back to him again.
He caught the eye of a certain man who was sneering back at him,
Jack tipped his hat to the man and the sneer turned into a wicked
grin.

Let the game begin.

 


4

Wild Will switched to his renowned
spellbinding stare that he would use some time later on a certain
barman, though he now had no eyes to transfix on, but merely a
blurry face twenty feet away; the air around the man hazy with the
heat, like it was alive, wriggling, serpentine. He moved his right
foot back a step and balanced his weight on each leg, so that his
hips were diagonal to his adversary, his hand titillating the ivory
handle of his gun, just itching to draw and fire in one light-speed
motion.

“When you’re ready
gentlemen,” the sheriff announced. They’d been given the green
light, now it was all a case of who made the first move and let all
hell break loose.

Wild Will took in the form of his
opponent, watching for any tiny movement signaling action, or a
flick of the wrist indicating reaction. All went ominously silent.
The crowd so soundless they appeared to be hushed apparitions. All
there was was the oppressing heat that seemed to make a noise all
of its own.

Jack Straw’s left eye twitched and his
wrist gave a slight flicker. Before Jack had even got a solid grip
on his gun, Wild Will had his out, barrel pointed at the enemy’s
chest. He fired off two rounds within a single second, but instead
of two bullets exiting the barrel, one after the other, there were
two clear succinct clicks, heard by every single person there. They
were the signal that Wild Will had lost the gunfight and was about
to lose his life.

Jack Straw drew his gun and fired off
rounds at a slow speed of a bullet a second, three of them,
shooting through the air like miniature missiles.

Wild Will felt them hit him, like three
hot rocks bursting through his ribcage. One had been low to the
left, probably taking his kidney; the other two hit dead center and
pierced his heart. A cough wracked through his body, like a tremor
and he spat a wad of blood and phlegm: at least one bullet had gone
through his lung. Wild Will fell to the ground and died.

 


5

An even deeper hush descended on the
crowd like a death shroud. Then Jack Straw let out a cry of
triumph, which triggered the public, who erupted in a cacophony of
noise, some happy, others sad; some depressed at the loss of life
and others just happy to be able to have witnessed this momentous
occasion. The best sharpshooter of all time had been beaten and
killed; a new hero had now taken his place.

Four chosen people went and collected
the corpse that had once been the renowned Wild Will. They took him
into an old barn, where he was to remain until his grave was ready
to be occupied. Jack Straw went with the sheriff and the mayor into
the two-story building (the largest in town) and talked. Everyone
else went back to doing whatever he or she had been doing before
the great showdown.

 


6

In the barn all was quiet and dark. The
floor was swamped with hay in different shades of yellow, some
white. There were no actual farm animals inside; it was more of a
storeroom; there were some barrels of grain in one corner. A rat
scampered out from between two of them. Its whiskers twitched and
it picked out the smell of the body just a few feet from it. The
rat scampered over to it and found a head and then an ear, a
perfect piece of gristle to gnaw on. The rat’s head reached, its
jaws opening wide, the twin incisors needle-sharp and ready to
pierce through. The rat brought its jaws together, closing on the
dead man’s pinna. The head gave a fast reflexive movement that
flung the rat across the barn, the dead body then stood
up.

Wild Will looked around the dark barn.
Even though it was pitch black to the human eye, he could see every
single iota of detail as if it were under some giant floodlight. He
looked at the rat; it was cowering in the corner looking for a way
to escape.

“Don’t worry my little
friend, I didn’t come back from the dead to kill you. I have more
important business at hand.”

The man who’d died just a short while
ago walked out of the doorway and into the light. The rat had lost
its appetite and scampered back amongst the barrels.

 


7

Wild Will looked to the saloon and saw
Jack Straw jump onto his horse and then trot out of town. Will’s
horse was right where he’d left it this morning, before he’d died
and then come back to life. In a running jump, the cowboy
skillfully landed on the saddle. He untied the reins from the post
and with a flick of the wrist and a kick of the heels, the horse
charged after Jack Straw.

The rider was a hundred yards in front,
but Wild Will was quickly gaining on him. His horse was like a bolt
of lightning, fast and silent, the roaring thunder following
behind. Jack never heard the horse come up behind him, hanging back
just out of his line of sight. Wild Will drew his Winchester rifle
from its holster, aiming the barrel towards Jack’s hide. But he
wasn’t going to shoot, that would be far too easy, no, he was going
to enjoy himself first; it wasn’t everyday you came back from the
dead to avenge your own murder.

Wild Will flipped the rifle in midair,
holding the barrel end, and then with all his strength he swung the
rifle at the other man’s side.

 


8

Jack Straw never knew what hit him and
was soon flying from his horse to the hard hot ground. He landed on
his right side, his arm breaking in two places, then he began
rolling and spinning; he was soon disoriented, bashed and broken.
His horse carried on galloping away into the distance.

 


9

Wild Will brought his stallion to a
swift halt, turned and trotted back to the fallen man. He stopped
the horse when it stood just before Jack Straw’s mangled form. Jack
lifted his head and let out a shrill scream.

The acclaimed gunfighter smiled at his
terrified enemy, then aimed his Winchester and fired. An explosion
erupted from the end of the barrel and fired into Jack Straw’s
forehead.

The smile turned into a twisted grin.
Wild Will kicked his heels and the horse took off back towards
Westville, for the other half of the unfinished
business.

 


NOW

1

“Mayhap I am. Mayhap . . .
I . . . am.”

The barman stared back, turning deathly
pale; his legs began to wobble and he had to lean on the bar to
keep himself upright. Wild Will just stared back. With a quick
movement, his arm shot over the bar and reached onto the shelf
underneath, taking hold of the six bullets that belonged to his gun
that’d been taken from the weapon the night before. Wild Will
withdrew his revolver from its holster, snapped out the carriage
and turned it upside down; four fake bullets fell to the ground,
then he meticulously loaded each bullet.

The barman began to shake at this
series of actions and stumbled back against the wall, its solidity
the only thing keeping him up; a wet patch formed at the crotch of
his pants.

Once the loading was complete, Wild
Will snapped the carriage back into the gun and took aim. The
barman just stared back. A smile once again painted itself on Wild
Will’s face and then he began firing.

After six ear-shattering blasts that
continued to ricochet off the walls well after their firing, a dead
silence descended on the saloon. Smoke was issuing from the end of
the revolver. Wild Will gently blew the smoke away and then
holstered the weapon. A twisted grin reformed on his
face.

 


2

The cowboy turned around
and began walking towards the batwing doors. The ten or so
customers of the saloon just watched, aghast at the spectacle
that’d just taken place before them. As the gunfighter came closer
to the exit, his form began to dim and become transparent. Pretty
soon all the people on one side of the room could see their friends
on the other, through Wild Will.

They all watched as the man that’d been
shot dead a while earlier slowly dematerialized. Just before he
reached the doors, he disappeared. The batwings continued to open
on their own and then swung closed.

 


3

A brief breeze rose up outside, kicking
up sand and grit, while a body lay in the barn waiting to be
buried.

 


 


Notes on
“Westville”

This story was the result of what
happens when a western story meets a magic story. In the Old West,
many matters were settled with the duel and the finality of the
bullet, as so many movies have made irrevocably clear. Once you
were shot, you died, and that was that; the outlaw was dead and
gone. In this story, I throw magic into the mix, making a bullet to
the chest not all so final.

 


 


 



 


MIDNIGHT

 


After Midnight

The creature watched as the jogger
continued along his well-tread path. It’d been watching him for
over a week now, studying his every move, every twist and turn he
took, and now knew the man’s exact routine. Each night at a quarter
after midnight the man arrived, stretched for ten minutes and began
his five-mile jog. After, he sat down on the green bench for
fifteen minutes rest, catching his breath, sipping the bottle of
water he hid in the bushes near the bench. The creature had picked
up the bottle one night, once the man had been a bouncing blob in
the distance and sniffed at it. It had detected the man’s
sweat.

The jogger stopped, took a deep breath,
gave one final stretch and sat down on the bench. His arm snuck
into the bush, snagging his bottle. He unscrewed the cap with his
thumb and took a long satisfying swig. The creature stared, as it
waited behind the bush, then it saw its moment.

The Brood slithered out and crouched
behind the bench. A warty, blistered green arm extended towards the
man’s neck. Three fingers flexed out from the lump that was a hand,
then two fingers folded on themselves, leaving the index finger
rigid, its nail black, three inches long, talon-like.

The shadow of the lethal weapon rose up
on the back of the jogger’s neck. The nail approached, titillated
the neck hairs, then keratin connected with dermis. The ebony nail
drew a short line down the neck and the man reached up in reflex,
thinking he was being bitten by a mosquito. The creature quietly
retreated and watched. The man set down his bottle and continued
taking deep breaths, then he stood up in surprise.

Mark Cornwell felt electric bolts run
through every vein and artery within his body; they increased in
intensity, reached a crescendo, and finally ended. Only ten seconds
had passed. He let out a hesitant sigh of relief, and then the
sensation of peeling came over him. He looked down at his bare legs
and saw his skin tearing apart and sliding off in greasy strips,
falling to the ground, disintegrating. The same was happening to
his arms and he could feel his face shedding its flesh, like a rose
shedding dead useless petals. Great lines and tears began forming,
like broken seams, bursting open all over his body. Once the
infection began to pierce through the second layer of flesh, the
pain became unbearable, until Mark felt encased in a blanket of
agony. He’d been screaming for a long time, but it was at this
point that his wails of pain reached a new level.

The creature had timed this to
perfection and knew there was no one about. The man collapsed in a
pool of pain and let out his last breath. He was nothing more than
a sack of melted bone, muscle and blood; veins and arteries the
only organic netting holding him together. The creature stepped out
into the light, took hold of the man’s head and dragged him behind
the bush. As it set the body down the head came off. It began
feeding, its grisly chewing sounds rising into the
night.

 


Daybreak

Frank Black took the last drag on his
fag and flicked the butt into a puddle on the street; it hissed as
it went out. He was outside an Underground station in the small
town of Elm Park, at the far east end of London. He was born here
and he knew he was going to die here. He was twenty-five and felt
himself aging, along with the town; it had once been quaint, green,
and beautiful when he was young, but now it was making its part in
modern society. All that was really left of its former form was Elm
Park park; thankfully the Town Hall had had the good sense to keep
that the same as it always was.

The clock at the entrance to the
station clicked 6AM.

“Bout bloody time!” Frank
spat at its white face and began strolling down Main Street towards
the park. He’d made it his habit, for the last year, to go down and
feed the ducks every morning. That’s what he’d always done on the
weekends, when he was younger, and when his mum had been alive.
She’d died three years ago, of multiple kinds of cancer: once you
got that there wasn’t much hope. When she’d come home that day from
the doctors – just a checkup, she said – he’d known immediately
that something was wrong; the look on her face said it
all.

“Something wrong, mum?”
he’d said. Then she’d broken down with tears and wracking sobs,
spitting out the news in spurts of broken syllables. Frank’d never
seen his mother cry before and so knew that something was
bad, really bad.
Within six months she was dead and buried, a wonderful woman loved
by many, now forgotten. He was the only one who ever visited her
grave, once every fortnight, setting a lone white rose in the vase
that sat under the marble headstone. Before he’d gone every day,
breaking down each time when he thought back to the joy they’d had
before . . . and that joy he would never experience
again.

As for his dad. Well now,
he was an interesting character. Frank’d known him for the first
fifteen years of his life, and then the man he’d called father had
disappeared. That excuse for a man’d been a burden on Frank and his
mother for those fifteen years; alcohol will do that to a person.
He didn’t know who his father’d run off with, some young lass who’d
been in town for the fair and that was it, whoosh. No goodbye, no here’s a
little something so you can survive
for the rest of your life. Just an empty seat
where the stranger once sat. Frankly, he didn’t want to know who
she’d been; he didn’t give a shit! So long as he could be with his
mum, that was fine by him, but then she’d been taken from
him, stolen.

Frank Black wasn’t his real
name. It was George Bradley, but he was mad for the TV
series Millennium and thought the Frank Black character was the coolest thing
since sliced bread. Frank Black was this really neat former FBI
agent; he had this deep rasping voice, which was sort of his
trademark. Frank Black went after these unusual cases that nobody
could solve. In a way he was George’s hero, and that was one of the
reasons George became Frank Black.

“Yeah, sign of the times,”
he said in a husky voice, in mimicry of the character. Mr. Black
had reared his head the day after his mother died. Frank figured
George’d died with his mum, so what was the point in being George
when George no longer existed. Psychologists would call his “Frank
Black” character a façade to hide his suppressed emotions. Frank
knew this wasn’t the case; he saw himself more as an ordinary
person who could change into a super hero whenever he wanted. Only
now he liked being the super hero too much and didn’t want to
change back. He liked the great FBI agent Frank Black a lot more
than he liked boring orphan George Bradley, and as Frank Black he
had a mission, a goal in life, though he wasn’t exactly sure what
it was yet.
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