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Introduction

 


I first heard about Friday Flash at
the end of August in 2009. At that point, I had some short stories
published in various ezines, and I did my best to put out a blog
post on writing every week, but I still felt like I had minimal
eyes on my work. When I heard there was a small but growing
community of writers putting flash fiction on their blogs every
Friday for all the world to see, I was intrigued. I had a couple of
"trunk" stories that though I couldn't find homes for, I knew were
good enough for an audience. This seemed like the ideal situation
to not only see what people thought of these stories, but to dip my
toe into the Friday Flash experience to discover if it was right
for me.

I was hooked after week one.

Thanks to the comments on my blog, I
was receiving confirmation that people were reading my stories,
something I never got in the ezines. I also found the other authors
who participated were likewise putting out excellent flashes each
week. In addition, I also met a great many of these authors via
Twitter, where much of the promotion for Friday Flash takes place.
These are not only excellent writers, but wonderful people, as
well.

Before I go any further, let me explain the
nuts and bolts of Friday Flash for those of you who are unfamiliar
with it. Every Friday, authors publish an original piece of flash
fiction--a story of 1000 words or fewer--on their personal blog.
The stories can be of any genre, though excessive sex and/or
violence is not allowed. Each story should stand alone on its own.
It's perfectly acceptable to publish a piece of a novel or even a
multiple part, serialized story, but the story should be accessible
to readers who have not read any prior works in the series. The
stories should also be polished. They don't have to be perfect, but
the author should review and revise the work. We want the readers
to read the author at their best, after all.

If this idea of Friday Flash
intrigues you, it's simple to find stories each week. On Twitter,
type "#fridayflash" into the search function, and you'll have
access to a number of great stories. If you have a blog and ideas,
you can also participate. All you have to do is publish the story
on your blog and publicize it. As I said, Twitter works best. Type
up a brief message that includes the link to your story and the
hashtag #fridayflash. Just like that, you're a member of the
community! Now seek out stories by other Friday Flash authors and
start reading.

Which brings me to this collection.
These are my first fifty Friday Flash stories. There are tales of
horror, fantasy, science fiction, and even some I'd consider
mainstream. A few are, as I said, "trunk" stories, but most were
written specifically for Friday Flash. I hope some stories will
make you laugh, some will make you cry, and some will give you
chills. But most importantly, I hope all fifty will bring you
enjoyment. Happy reading!

 


ORDER OF STORIES

 


1. Jamie's Home

2. When He Comes Calling

3. Uncle Ron

4. One Rainy Day

5. Open the Box

6. The Chosen One

7. Different Perceptions

8. Shadow in the Mirror

9. Pumpkin Patch of the
Damned

10. The King and the
Spider

11. Just After Dusk

12. The Refrigerator Door

13. The Last Ride

14. Slice of Cake

15. Summer Santa

16. The Antigravity
Flymabob

17. The Next Great
Adventure

18. Black to Blue

19. Real Monsters Don't Take Time
Off

20. The Horizon

21. The Forest Mountain
Troll

22. Love's a Myth

23. Little Ghost

24. Writer's Block

25. The Jumper

26. The Stand-Up Act

27. Random Acts

28. Alien Invasion

29. Bonzo Bunny

30. Wedding Night Blues

31. Satan's Smile

32. Mother's Bath

33. Death By Computer

34. The Scarecrow

35. The Raffle

36. The Security Guard

37. The End of it All

38. Liquid Time

39. Waterbed Dreams

40. Final Exit

41. Parchment of Love

42. Chained Love

43. Happy Birthday, Facebook
Friend

44. Shadows Ghosts
Wraiths

45. The Rattle

46. Princess Jenni, Hero to
All

47. The Fog

48. The End of the Day

49. Helmet Travel

50. Flash--A Love Story

 


 


 


JAIME'S HOME

 


I swore I heard her voice yell to
me, "I'm home," as I was in the shower. When I got out, she was
nowhere to be seen. Then, ten minutes later, the hospital called
and informed me she'd been in an accident. The paramedics had done
their best, but she was gone before she reached the emergency room.
I didn't bother to tell them that it was impossible; I'd heard her
come in a few minutes before, and no, I didn't imagine it. Instead,
I hung up the phone and folded into a ball. Jaime, my beautiful
Jaime, was gone.

Only a few things caught my
attention in those hours I lay there. One, our dog, Bickers, sat
shaking uncontrollably at times, his tail between his legs, as he
growled at nothing. Two, the kitchen light turned on and off a few
times. Later I found the peanut butter jar on the counter, the lid
unscrewed. I hadn't put it there, but Jaime loved peanut butter.
Three, I heard the toilet flush two different times. Jaime never
could go very long without going to the bathroom.

I finally got up and did all the
stuff I had to do regarding her death. I don't even know how I made
it through the next few weeks. I probably missed a bunch of signs.
When my mind stopped spinning a few weeks later, I started to
notice Jaime all through the apartment. She had continued her life
as if nothing had happened. That's the only way I could think to
describe it. Her favorite chair always felt warm and used, though
neither I nor anyone else sat there. The TV, whenever I wasn't
watching, would turn on and tune to the Travel Channel, her
favorite station. Plus a hundred other things I couldn't explain
except that she was still there, living in death, just out of my
reach.

What did she think? Could she think?
Did I abandon her? Was I there in her unlife? I couldn't bear to
think about it, and though neither of us was very religious, I
called a priest. She needed to move on to wherever the dead
went.

I don't really remember talking to
anyone at the church. Like so many things after Jaime left, I ran
on autopilot. When the priest showed up, I gave him a tour--a Jaime
ghost tour, you might say. We watched as she made herself a
sandwich, which was just the top twisting loose on the peanut
butter jar and the knives vibrating in the silverware drawer. We
witnessed the television turning itself on and the channels
flipping through until it reached The Travel Channel. We noticed
the indentation form in her chair.

I witnessed these things, anyway.
The priest, for whatever reason, said none of that happened and
refused to free Jaime. I got mad. It had all just happened as he
stood there by my side. The only way he could calm me down was with
an offer of some other kind of help. I tried to explain that the
exorcism would do just that, but he said he had a better idea. He
was a man of the cloth, so I believed him.

He went outside for a moment to talk
on his cell phone, and when he got back, he was all smiles. In a
few minutes, all my problems would be solved. I was so happy that I
cried out to Jaime and asked if she had heard. She was going to be
okay. Her chair creaked, and I knew she understood. She'd been
alive the last time I'd felt this good.

Hours later I sat in a padded cell
with a strait jacket wrapped tight around me. Surprisingly, it was
rather comfortable. The help the padre had promised came in the
form of an ambulance. He told the paramedics that I'd unscrewed a
peanut butter cap, rattled the knives in the silverware drawer,
turned on the television, flipped through the channels, and sat in
a chair, all the while blaming it on her ghost. Ridiculous, of
course. I'd been standing next to him the entire time. At least
Jaime had come with me, though. Someone had stinky peanut butter
breath.

 


 


 


WHEN HE COMES CALLING

 


Another Day almost done. Reggie sat in front
of the TV with his dinner--a microwave burrito and a handful of
cheese twists. How had he survived without Margaret? She'd been
gone for almost a year now, and though people said he'd adjust, he
hadn't. In their forty-six years together, Margaret had been his
everything, his entire life. Without her he was just going through
the motions, and he wasn't sure he wanted to do that anymore.

As he took a bite of his bean and cheese
burrito, the doorbell rang. "Who's that?" he muttered. No one had
come to visit since Margaret's funeral. Reggie pushed himself up
and shuffled towards the front door.

The bell rang again. "I'm moving as fast as
I'm gonna." When he opened the door, a man, probably in his
mid-thirties, stood on the porch. He wore a three-piece suit,
carried an attaché case, and had salesman written all over him.

"Hello, Reginald," the man said. "How are
you feeling today?"

Reggie scrutinized the man a bit more. Nope,
didn't recognize him. "Who are you?"

"This visit isn't about me, Reginald," the
man said. "How are you today?"

"I'm tired, I hurt, and I miss the hell out
of my wife."

"Which is why I'm here." The man walked past
Reggie and into the house. Reggie wasn't much for strangers, but he
didn't protest.

"Been hard without Margaret, hasn't it?" The
man looked over at Reggie's TV tray. "Dinner certainly was
better."

"It was, but I like microwave burritos. You
still haven't stated your name or your business."

The man sat down on the couch next to
Reggie's dinner and helped himself to a cheese twist. As he ate it,
he looked like he would choke, but managed to swallow. "Honestly, I
don't know how you people survive on this . . . this junk you
consider food. Just the thought of eating here makes me glad I can
head home for meals."

"You don't need to bad-mouth my supper,"
Reggie said. "I never did offer you any."

"I apologize, Reginald. I meant no
offense."

"It's okay. You ain't told me your name or
your business, so I won't bother askin' where you're from."

"You'll find out in due time, Reginald. Just
be patient. Why don't you finish your dinner?"

The stranger stood up, walked over to the
television, and flipped to an old sitcom. Reggie realized he was
famished. He hadn't been this hungry since before Margaret got
sick. He took a big bite from his burrito and chewed slowly.

"It may not be Margaret's special meatloaf,
but it does have its charm," Reggie said. He placed a cheese twist
in his mouth and grimaced. "You're right about these, though. Teach
me to save a few cents on a cheap brand."

The stranger chuckled. "Where you're going,
they're all name brands."

Reggie sat back in the couch and folded his
hands behind his head. "I don't know why you think I'm going with
you. I don't understand why I even let you in."

The stranger took a seat in the easy chair
next to the couch. "You're lonely."

"And where exactly do you think you're
taking me?"

"I can promise you this, Reginald: you'll
have so many friends, you'll never be lonely again. And the food."
The man licked his lips. "As I've said, it's far better than
anything you can get here."

"So, it's your hometown, eh? And when did
you think you'd get me to leave?"

The stranger stood up. "Why, Reginald, we've
already left."

"What?" Reggie leapt to his feet, far faster
than he had in the past fifteen years, and knocked his TV tray
over. He didn't watch his dinner splat on the carpet; he'd already
turned his attention to the stranger.

"See for yourself." The man made a motion
with his arm towards the couch, and when Reggie's eyes followed, he
saw himself lying rigid. The TV tray indeed lay toppled over, and
his burrito and chips scattered across the rug. Boy, Margaret
would've reamed him good for that. He glanced over to the hallway,
but couldn't see it. In its place was a wall of bright light.

"Step in, Reginald. They're all there
waiting to see you. Especially Margaret. You're all she can talk
about."

"Margaret." Reggie didn't look back as he
passed through the light. In seconds, the stranger could hear
terrified screams, and he chuckled. "They always think I'm offering
heaven." With a puff of smoke, he vanished.

 


 


 


UNCLE RON

 


We arrived in New York Harbor on Mars in
2382 (Western Earth Years). We saw the faux Statue of Liberty in
front of the spaceport and joked that we were like the immigrants
to America back on Earth hundreds of years ago. After landing, we
scoured our map and determined how to get to our housing
district.

All except Uncle Ron, who seemed a bit
distracted.

Next, we headed over to the transport
center. We chatted about whether to take the aero-taxi or the
land-roving bus. Both would be fun and give us neat a perspective
of our new homeworld. Grandma Dakota, only half-joking, suggested
we do one, then come back right away to try the other. If we hadn't
been so eager to get settled, we might have done just that. We
decided to choose one now. We could come back another day.

I think I was the only one that noticed
Uncle Ron, who normally dominated conversations like this, stayed
quiet.

The moving hallway took us from the terminal
to the Intra-Planetary Transportation Center. I marveled at the
vision screens. Instead of windows, the walls were lined with
monitors that made it seem as if we were on uncovered walkways on
the surface of the planet. With oxygen, of course. There were plans
to add atmospheric effects to create illusions of scents, breezes,
and other goodies. I looked at Uncle Ron, figuring he'd be
thrilled, but he looked lost in thought.

Once at the Intra-Planetary Transportation
Center, we decided on the aero-taxi. What better way to get
acquainted with our new neighborhood and home than with a birds-eye
view? The porter on duty informed us that we'd need to take two
cabs. Each taxi had seats enough for only five, and we had six.
Uncle Ron spoke up for the first time since landing and told the
porter to hail just one. He wanted to look around a bit longer, and
he'd catch up with us later. Everyone said that sounded great. No
one thought it strange since it was just Ron being Ron.

Except me. Something was up. He hadn't been
himself since we landed. No, that wasn't quite true. He hadn't been
himself since the bottom of the space elevator in New Vegas. I
loved and trusted my Uncle Ron, though, so I didn't say
anything.

The aero-taxi would have been a neat ride if
I hadn't been so preoccupied. Mom, Dad, Grandma Dakota, and Grandpa
Drake all marveled at the sights, but I couldn't. The ride took
forever, and I could only hope there was a message from Uncle Ron
waiting for us.

Turns out I was right. I listened to his
message twice, not bothering to check out my new living space, my
new home. Uncle Ron had caught a flight to one of the moons of
Saturn, where a new colony had just started up. After that, he'd
heard of an experimental hyperspace jump that he'd like to be a
part of. He promised to be in touch no matter what, but I knew we'd
never hear from him again. I think the rest of the family knew it,
too, but no one else seemed upset. They went on unpacking and
making this new dwelling home. After all, it was just Ron being
Ron.

 


 


 


ONE RAINY DAY

 


Larry walked through the dark streets of
Dillington with a briefcase in his left hand and an umbrella in his
right. The rain hadn't started yet, but by the looks of the sky, it
wouldn't be long. Besides, ol' Chuck Golightly of the Channel 10
news predicted a doosy of a storm. If Larry could make the bus stop
before the downpour, he'd count himself lucky for the first time in
a long, long time.

"Hey, buddy, spare a couple of bucks?"

Larry turned and saw a bum in a nearby
alleyway. He was the stereotypical homeless guy, complete with a
bottle of booze in a paper sack. Larry could smell him from ten
feet away.

"A couple of bucks, buddy?" the guy asked
again.

"Sorry, that's all I have and I need it for
the bus. I'm . . . never mind. Sorry."

"You're what? You were going to say you
weren't doing so well, but then you saw me. Am I right?"

Larry gave a sheepish nod. "Yeah, something
like that."

The bum smiled. "What would you say if I
told you I could fix all your problems?"

"I'd say I don't believe you. No
offense."

The bum chuckled. "None taken. I like you.
You seem like a decent guy." His face turned serious. "But what if
I insisted I have that power?"

Larry had no idea where this was going. He'd
seen movies and read books where bums turned out to be billionaires
and were just testing people, but this couldn't be that. Could
it?

"Follow me. What did you say your name
was?"

"Larry. Larry Brantz. What's yours?"

"Call me Mac. Everyone does."

Larry followed Mac into the alley. This
wasn't like him, but there was something about Mac. Hell, as bad as
his life was, he might as well see where this was going.

Mac stopped at the chain-link fence that
ended the alley. He dropped the paper sack to the ground but held
on to the bottle. It looked like an ordinary vodka bottle.

"You're going to think I'm crazy," Mac said,
"but this is a magic bottle. When I break it open, all your
problems will drain away."

"Yeah, that does sound crazy," Larry
said.

Mac smiled. "Watch." He held the bottle by
its neck and smashed it against a nearby dumpster. It cracked like
a gunshot, but neither man jumped. When Mac held up the broken
bottle, nothing happened.

"Well?" Larry said.

Mac brought a finger to his lips. "Patience,
Larry. The magic takes a few seconds."

A raindrop hit Larry on the top of his head,
and he rolled his eyes. Why had he been so gullible? Instead of
having his problems solved, he was just going to get soaked. And
he'd probably miss his bus to boot. Mary would be pissed when he
walked in an hour late. Just what his marriage needed.

"Here it comes," Mac said. "Watch."

Larry did. Mac jammed the jagged bottle into
Larry's stomach. Larry gasped and fell to his knees. Pain shot
through his entire body. Mac let out a maniacal laugh and jabbed
him a second time. So much blood leaked from the wounds that he
could hear it dripping on the ground along with the scattered
raindrops. Mac walked behind him and shoved him face-first onto the
pavement.

As the bum ran off with his briefcase,
umbrella, and wallet, Larry smiled. He couldn't call Mac a liar. It
might not be a million dollars, but in a minute or two, Larry
Brantz would never have another worry.

 


 


 


OPEN THE BOX

 


Snerdlin snickered. He'd won. He hadn't done
much, but he'd won. He picked up the jewel-encrusted metal box and
shook it. No sound. That couldn't be right. Shouldn't a box this
beautiful be filled with pretty things? It should be clanking with
gold sounds.

"Put down the box! Snerdlin, do you hear
me?"

Snerdlin clutched his prize to his chest and
spun to face James, evil James. "No! Mine! I win fair and
square."

"There's nothing in that box for you." James
reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a bag. A clankity-clank
bag. A gold-sounding bag.

"Gold?" Snerdlin asked.

James nodded. "Give me the box and the bag's
yours."

Snerdlin almost threw the box down and ran
for the gold, but his little brain churned. If James would give him
gold for the box now, maybe if he made James wait, he'd get even
more gold.

"What are you thinking about? Snerdlin, your
brain isn't built for thinking."

Snerdlin clutched the box to his chest. "No!
Me want more gold. Another pouch or I keep box."

James closed his eyes and said something
Snerdlin couldn't hear. He readied himself to bolt even though he
knew James could catch him. But his tiny brain reasoned that James
might not because he would be risking hurting the box. No,
Snerdlin's brain said, right now you are in charge.

"More gold," Snerdlin said again.

"I'll take it from you."

Snerdlin sneered and lifted the box above
his head. "You no take. I break before you take."

James raised his eyebrows. "You want to
break it? Fine, go ahead." He put the pouch of gold back in his
jacket. "I don't care. In fact, why don't you open it up? I'll even
let you have what's inside."

Snerdlin gently placed the box onto the
ground. "Me open?"

"Yes, you can open it. But hurry up. We
don't have all day."

Snerdlin moved his hand to rip off the latch
when he stopped. Why did James want him to have the box if he'd
been willing to give him gold? James used trickery. Snerdlin hated
trickery.

"You open."

James smiled. "Okay. If you insist."

Wait. More trickery.

"No! Snerdlin open!"

"Would you make up your mind? You found it
first, Snerdlin, so it's your box to open. But you need to do
something before Trilix gets here. I'll either give you the pouch
of gold, or I'll get a safe distance away while you open it."

Safe distance? "Safe distance?"

"Yeah. You don't expect me to be an innocent
bystander if that thing is the deathtrap I think it might be?"

Deathtrap? "Why it be deathtrap?"

"It may or may not be. Legends are sketchy.
So what are you going to do, Snerdlin?"

"No deathtrap. You open. Me want gold."
Snerdlin waited for James to pull out the pouch of gold, and then
they made the exchange. Snerdlin scampered away until he felt he'd
gone far enough. Then he turned and watched.

James placed the box on the ground and
unlatched it. He pulled the lid up and stared inside. At first,
Snerdlin couldn't see anything happening, but soon the box came to
life. Smoke rose from inside, then a roar erupted from its midst.
Snerdlin saw James' mouth move, but no words came out. A bright
light shot up. It hurt Snerdlin's eyes, so he turned away until he
was sure it had dimmed. When he turned back, the light was off, the
lid closed, and James gone.

Snerdlin thought for a moment. James
couldn't have gone. He'd have had to run past Snerdlin. James got
sucked into the box. Snerdlin knew it to be true. Good thing he
didn't open the box himself. And he sure wasn't going to open it
now. The box could stay right there forever! He clutched his bag of
gold and ran out before Trilix arrived.

 


 


 


THE CHOSEN ONE

 


No one believed him. No matter what he said,
no matter how much he swore he wasn't lying, they just wouldn't
listen. And, really, who could blame them? His stories were a bit
outlandish for most folks. But if someone had just paid him some
mind, he might still be here.

Greg Jordan was your average, middle-class
male, with a pretty wife and two point five kids. (Janice, his
wife, was four months pregnant at the time.) The Jordans had left
their dingy two-bedroom apartment and moved into their very own
home. Greg and Janice had fallen in love with the ranch-style home
in its nice neighborhood. They tried to mask their interest so the
sellers wouldn't peg them as easy marks, a tip Janice's dad had
provided, but the owners were eager to sell. The first offer was
accepted without negotiation, the deal was sealed, and the house
was theirs. The Jordans, including little Timmy and Britney,
couldn't have been happier.

Their first month was terrific, even if it
did include a ton of hard work. Being pregnant, Janice mostly sat
down and gave orders. She could have done more, but she was the
boss and everyone knew it. The kids, bless their hearts, tried
their best, but being five and three, Timmy and Britney often did
more damage than good.

About that time, Greg felt a presence in the
house. He claimed he heard footsteps, voices, and other weird
sounds. He swore a strange man occasionally walked though their
living room, and at times a young man, maybe a teenager, sat in the
breakfast nook. Neither the kids nor Janice heard or saw any of
these things. Everyone, including friends and relatives who heard
the tales, began to wonder about him.

Greg wouldn't be dissuaded. He knew what he
heard, saw, and felt. He'd lay awake at night, listening and
watching. Whatever was going on, this was his house, and he wanted
to know what he shared it with.

That's when the voices started. At first it
was just small talk. "How are you, Greg?" "Wife thinks you're nuts,
eh?" "Can you buy us some beer?" (Actually, that last one was those
teenagers who loitered outside the liquor store. It all blended
in.) Then the voices grew more persistent and, Greg wasn't afraid
to say, scary. "Join us." "We need you." "Kill the
non-believers."

He learned to ignore the voices, but that
just pissed them off. They turned from simple murder whisperers to
full-blown poltergeists. At first Janice blamed the kids when she
found her grandmother's knick-knacks shattered on the floor. Then
Greg got the brunt of her fury. It was a dark week in the Jordan
household. Mercifully, the poltergeist activity didn't last long.
Janice must have scared the hell out of those ghosts because they
never touched her stuff again.

The final showdown came one day after work.
With Janice and the kids out running errands, Greg had to face the
spirits on his own. They materialized on the staircase, and he
finally got a good look at all four of them. He still had no idea
who they were, but they weren't in a talking mood. Greg tried to
run out the front door, but it was stuck. He even tried to jump
though the plate glass window, but no matter how hard he threw his
body at it, the glass wouldn't shatter. He had only one option; he
turned and faced his destiny.

Janice and the kids came home an hour later.
Timmy and Britney ran into the house as soon as their mom opened
the front door, and when Janice walked in, two little kids rolling
on the floor laughing hysterically greeted her. It seemed Daddy had
taken off all his clothes right there in the front hall. "Even his
nunderwear," little Britney said between howls. Janice didn't find
it nearly as amusing. The three of them wandered through the house
looking for the "necked daddy." When they couldn't find him, Janice
drove around the neighborhood. The search proved futile. Greg had
vanished.

Not long after, Greg Junior arrived. Janice
had to get a second job, but she managed to keep the house and a
relatively good lifestyle. She hated Greg for abandoning the
family, but something changed her mind. Actually that something was
Greg Junior. Not only were his first words "Daddy," but he had the
oddest habit of looking at nothing, holding his arms out for a hug,
and giggling wildly.

 


 


 


DIFFERENT PERCEPTIONS

 


I stared at the baby. "Why am I looking at
it?"

The doctor frowned. "I apologize. I thought
you'd want to. I should have asked."

I shook my head. "No, no. What I mean is,
why am I looking at it instead of me being inside of it looking
back at me?"

The doctor frowned again. It seemed to be
one of the few expressions he was capable of. "I'm not sure I
understand."

"I'm supposed to be in there. In its head. I
paid a fortune to live forever, but I'm still me. In this
cancer-ridden deathtrap."

He frowned, and oh god I wanted to slap it
off his face. I might have done it, too, if I could move my arm
that high.

"Mr. Riggs, I assure you all of your
memories, your personality, everything is locked within that child.
You. It's all in the brochure you've read a hundred times, in the
video you watched dozens of times. None of this should be a
surprise."

"But I'm still stuck in this." I tried to
thump my chest, but my arm only lifted off the side of the
wheelchair and plopped into my lap.

"Did you believe your mind would cease to
exist in that body? That we'd make you nothing but a vegetable, a
shell? I don't know what sort of idea you have about us, Mr. Riggs,
but we're in the business of saving and prolonging lives, not
taking them."

A tear rolled down my cheek. "But you
promised I'd never die. I'm going to die."

The doctor shook his head. "When you die,
you, this new you, will be aged to 21 years old. You chose that, I
believe?"

I slumped down. "It won't be me. This me.
This me is going to be hollowed out by this damn disease, and I'll
be in it the whole way."

The doctor put a hand on my shoulder. I
didn't look up, but I wondered if he'd managed to put on a
different facial expression.

"I apologize if you didn't understand." He
gestured to the baby. "He'll, you'll, have all of the memories up
until this morning. When the new body is worn out, we'll make
another with all the old and new memories. It'll go on and on.
Forever. I don't understand why you don't get it."

I sighed and wondered the same thing about
him.

 


 


 


SHADOW IN THE MIRROR

 


Brianna ran her brush through her long blond
hair, counting each stroke, a ritual she'd kept up since high
school. She sometimes felt silly, but it really did make her hair
that much silkier. Since she and Tim had found this old-fashioned
vanity, complete with its fancy mirror, at a garage sale, brushing
her hair at it felt right. She didn't know if it was real or faux
antique, but she could picture an old-timey, high society lady from
years past doing the same.

She set down her brush and did a
double-take. Her reflection brushed its hair an extra time. They
stared at each other, neither moving. Brianna let out her breath
and giggled at her overactive imagination. She stood to head for
the kitchen when a shadow flashed in the mirror.

"What the hell?" She whirled around but
didn't see anything. Tim was working late, so it couldn't have been
him. Besides, she'd have heard the bedroom door open. It creaked
even if just moved an inch.

She turned back to the mirror and gasped.
Not only was her reflection gone, but there were bright crimson
splotches all over the surface. She hesitated for a second before
running a finger over one of the spots. They came back dry and
didn't distort the crimson at all. It was on the other side of the
mirror. Impossible. She ran her hand along the braided wood pattern
of the frame and felt the back. Just wood-paneled backing, as she
expected.

Before she turned her attention to the
puzzle of the crimson splotches (blood?) and no reflection, the
shadow again crawled across the mirror. It moved slow and seemed to
focus on her. It glowed black, as if it not only blocked the light,
but ate it as well.

In the mirror, the shadow lightened. Behind
Brianna, in her room, in her world, the lights dimmed. The
proportion of light lost from the lamps matched the loss of dark in
the shadow's mirror world. Whatever it was that murdered her
reflection (that's what happened, right?) was coming for her.

Brianna did the only thing she could think
of: she picked up her hairbrush and smashed it into the glass. The
vanity and mirror, being bolted together, rocked back, but the
glass didn't have a mark. The light continued to seep out of her
room.

She swung again, this time breaking the
impact zone into a spider-webbed crack. The shadow disappeared.
Another smack brought a second large crack and got rid of the
crimson goop. Her reflection came back--her true reflection from an
ordinary mirror.

Brianna took a deep breath and stared at
herself through the ruined glass. Whatever magic that had lived in
the mirror was gone. Would it come back? She didn't know, but had
no interest in keeping the vanity set to find out. She wasn't sure
what she'd tell Tim. A lie would have a much clearer ring of truth
than this mess.

She stood up and walked out of the room. All
of that could wait. Right now she needed a stiff drink.

 


 


 


PUMPKIN PATCH OF THE DAMNED

 


Why the hell wasn't this ever an easy
process? And every year Daisy had to come during the game. Just
because there were games morning, noon, and night on Saturdays
didn't make it any better. Think of all the great plays he was
missing.

"Daddy, can I go in the bouncy house?"

He looked over at the purple balloon
structure shaped like a haunted house, complete with a blow-up
Frankenstein and a few sheets with eye holes cut in them glued to
the side. Those things used to be a huge treat when he was a kid,
but nowadays you couldn't go a city block without bouncing into
one.

"No, we're going to grab a pumpkin and get
out of here."

"Don't listen to your father. Go have fun,
baby."

"Yo, Dad, a corn maze. I'm gonna go check it
out."

A corn maze? In the suburbs? He'd been in a
corn maze once when he was a kid. His parents drove he and his
brothers an hour and a half out of town to get to a farm in the
country. Now here was one in this empty lot that'd probably be a
Denny's or a Walgreens by this time next year.

"No, we're just here for a pumpkin. Go get
your sister and pick one out so we can get on home."

"Pish-posh. Go have fun, sweetie. Don't get
lost!"

He turned to Daisy, ready to tell her off.
She'd promised him fifteen minutes, half-an-hour tops. Now here she
was sending the kids off to pointless activities instead of what
they were here for: to find a carving pumpkin.

Before he could lay into her, her eyes
sparkled. "Ooh, a craft fair. You don't mind, do you honey?"

Holy hell, a craft fair? How could this lot
hold so much crap? Were there even any damn pumpkins in this
pumpkin patch? None that he'd seen. Next year they'd just get one
at the megamart down the street. If they'd done that this time,
he'd be on his way home by now to see State versus U.

"No, Daisy. Come on. You promised. Get the
kids, let's pick out a pumpkin, and we'll get out of here."

Of course she paid him no mind and wandered
over to the half-dozen or so booths, her hand already in her purse
to snatch out her wallet.

He found a random bale of hay and took a
seat. His eyes scanned all three attractions, but he couldn't spot
the kids or his wife. Would he ever see them again, or was he stuck
forever here in this pumpkin patch of the damned?

 


 


 


THE KING AND THE SPIDER

 


He eased himself into the room, mindful of
the space above him. It wouldn't do for it to pounce down on his
head before the game truly started.

It. The humongous spider terrorizing this
room. Striking terror into the hearts of his beautiful queen and
their precious princess.

No doubt its plump black form flowed full of
deadly poison. Its fangs, the size of small daggers, itched to
puncture him so it could feed itself and its unseen clan. As
visions of his painful and messy death flashed through his mind, he
knew he had to strike first and strike hard.

He spotted the spider as it scurried up the
wall, just out of range. It scuttled across the ceiling, and he
crouched down, weapon at the ready. Did these leap at their prey?
He didn't know, but he wasn't going to court defeat because of
carelessness.

Out in the open, he found it much bigger
than he first guessed. Maybe the size of a large cat or a small
dog. Maybe bigger. The thought of sealing off the room and leaving
it for the monster crossed his mind.

Instead, it took that option away. It
reached the other side of the room and crawled down towards the
door. A room was one thing, but he couldn't sacrifice his queen or
princess. Without thought to his own safety, he lunged forward,
weapon poised . . .

. . . and scrunched it in his paper
towel.

"Did you get it, Jerry?"

"Yeah." He examined the squished form. "Tell
Sara she can come back in and finish watching her Happitty-Hoppity
cartoon."

 


 


 


JUST AFTER DUSK

 


Jean Luc stretched his limbs, willing what
little blood he had left to course through his veins. Even after
all these years, he still couldn't get used to the rigor mortis
that set in each day as he slept. A meal would improve
everything.

A knock. "Master? May I?"

He nodded but said nothing. Renaldo, his
latest minion, read the intention and pushed the door open.

"I have someone for you to, eh, meet,
Master."

Perfect. Their code for food. He enjoyed the
hunt, but having it delivered was so much easier.

Renaldo led a young girl, she couldn't be
more than 18 years old, into his room. She wore a skimpy black
dress with fishnet stockings, displayed a dozen or more silver
trinkets around her wrists and neck, had black lipstick smeared on
her lips, and sported a jet-black bob haircut. He could smell the
dye from across the room. Wouldn't do to be a blonde-haired goth
girl.

He suppressed a grin. "Good evening. I am
Jean Luc. Please to make your acquaintance."

She stared back at him, her eyes intense.
Shock waves pulsed through his withered insides. Could she be the
one, the bride he'd been searching for? Though he couldn't fathom
sex with a mortal, he could see lusting after the undead version of
her.

The girl rolled her eyes and turned to
Renaldo. "I thought you were going to bring me to a real vampire.
He looks ordinary and . . . dull."

Ah well, at least he could still feed. He
stepped forward and covered the length of the room in a heartbeat.
His fangs sunk into her throat before she could scream, and he
lapped up her bloody life force. When she gasped her final breath,
he let her fall.

He wiped his chin with a burgundy
handkerchief and looked to Renaldo, who shrugged.

"At least they're easy to catch, Master.
They all want to meet a real vampire."

"Too bad they expect a teen-age fashion
model. Maybe I should wear glitter."

 


 


 


THE REFRIGERATOR DOOR

 


"Can I see you in the kitchen?"

Bryan jerked awake. He hadn't even realized
he'd been asleep. Nadine, his girlfriend, glared at him from the
kitchen doorway.

"What?" he said.

She gave an exaggerated sigh. "I said I
wanted to see you in the kitchen."

"Why? We're the only ones here."

Nadine rolled her eyes. "Would you just get
in here? Please?"

Bryan grunted as he stood up. There would be
no arguing with her, but he couldn't think of what he'd done.

"What's the meaning of this?" She pointed at
the refrigerator. Both its and the freezer's door were standing
wide open.

He shrugged. "I don't know. I didn't do
it."

"Well, when I left they were both closed.
Now look. The ice cream is melted, the frozen pizza isn't frozen,
and I'm sure the sour cream and the milk have spoiled."

Bryan shrugged again.

Nadine threw her hands up. "Do you think
they opened themselves?"

As soon as she said that, Bryan saw a little
man on the counter behind her. It stood about six inches tall and
wore a tiny green suit which made him think of a leprechaun. He
wanted to point it out to Nadine, but it jumped out of sight behind
the cookie jar.

Nadine slammed both doors shut. "You were in
such a rush to grab a soda and put some ice in it so you could get
back to the couch that you didn't even check to see if you'd shut
the doors. Am I right? Don't even answer. I know I'm right."

She stormed out of the kitchen, and he heard
the bedroom door slam shut. He just stood there. He hadn't been in
here since breakfast, before she'd left. He was about to go back to
the couch when the leprechaun-thing came back onto the counter. It
covered its mouth with one hand and pointed at him with the other.
Its belly jiggled with laughter.

He took a step towards the little man,
expecting it to bolt, but instead it motioned to the freezer. Bryan
turned and watched the door pop open. Two more leprechaun-things,
which looked identical to the first, jumped out. Once they'd hit
the floor, they scurried towards the sink, opened the cabinet
underneath, and scampered inside. The refrigerator door opened
next, and four more followed. Bryan looked back at the one on the
counter. It stuck its tongue out at him, then pointed and laughed.
He stepped forward with every intention of smacking it across the
room.

"You have neither the guts nor the strength,
human," it said in a soft, squeaky voice. The six other
leprechaun-things climbed up the drain and walked over to the
first.

"While we distracted you in here," one said,
"our pets captured your lady-friend."

Nadine. Bryan ran from the kitchen and burst
into the bedroom. She lay on the bed wrapped in what he thought was
a coil of rope. After a second look, though, he saw it wasn't rope,
but a thick strand of spider web. Her lips were also glued shut
with webs. Three spiders, each as big as German Shepherds, stood
next to the bed. He took a step towards her, but the huge beasts
cut him off. He gave her an apologetic look and hurried back to the
kitchen. The seven leprechaun-things still stood on the
counter.

"What's going on?" Bryan asked.

"Don't take it personally. Look outside.
Don't be shy; we'll still be here."

Bryan took a deep breath and went to the
window. He opened the curtains, but just as quickly closed them.
Flames engulfed the whole neighborhood.

"You humans have ruled this world with an
iron fist, leaving nothing for us. But we've been patient. We
devised a plan, stored up our resources, and when we deemed
ourselves ready, we struck. As you can see, it's going quite
well."

The three spiders came into the kitchen
carrying Nadine on a web stretcher. They set her down and turned
their attention to Bryan. Before he could react, he found himself
covered in webs and unable to move. His lips, like Nadine's, were
stuck shut.

"They will make fine slaves. Nemby, the
stove. The rest of you, the portal."

All of the little creatures except one ran
to the refrigerator and jumped inside. Bryan almost choked on his
own saliva. A huge tunnel had replaced the inside of his
refrigerator. The spiders placed him on a stretcher like Nadine's
and followed the leprechaun-thing into the refrigerator. He watched
the straggler cast some sort of spell on the stove, causing it to
spit fire all over the kitchen. The little man emitted a gleeful
laugh and followed the rest down the long tunnel.

Bryan looked back at his now-burning house,
and all he could think was that Nadine was going to be pissed. The
leprechaun-things hadn't shut the refrigerator door.

 


 


 


THE LAST RIDE

 


The latest text message pushed him over the
edge. "Danny cussed out his teacher. Probably suspended." He
wondered if Julia had been chuckling when she'd sent it. No doubt
she blamed the teacher. Lord knows Danny never did anything wrong.
It seemed the only time the two of them talked anymore was when
they argued about their delinquent son.

"Mind if I sit, pal?"

Brad blinked and looked up from his phone.
The bus had just picked up a few more passengers and not many seats
were left. He slid to the window and smiled at the man in shabby
business casual clothes. "Yeah, yeah, sorry. Off in my own little
world."

"Thanks." Luckily that appeared to be the
end of it. Nothing made a bus ride more intolerable than having to
make small-talk with a stranger.

Half-a-dozen more stops. Knowing
traffic--and a quick glance around at the gridlock proved he
did--it'd be another fifteen to twenty minutes. He turned his
attention back to his phone and mulled over his reply. Anything he
typed would be wrong. He needed to find something that would lead
to quiet hostility rather than an out-and-out fight the second he
stepped in the door. Inspiration did not strike.

Brad watched the next stop come and go. His
palms broke out in sweat at the thought that there was one less
buffer between him and home. He gripped his phone in anticipation
of another text, this one wondering why he hadn't responded.

"This is stupid," he said, drawing a look
from the big lout next to him. Brad readied an explanation, but the
guy turned back to his sports page without a word. Brad looked
around, saw no one else was paying him any mind, then shut off his
phone, an action Julia deemed sacrilege.

As they made the next three stops, he
fingered the power button, but willed himself not to push it. As
they neared the stop before his, he almost cheered when someone
pulled the cord.

"Why am I doing this to myself?" he said to
the guy next to him.

"Don't know, pal," the guy said without
looking up.

Brad laughed. It was so clear now. When the
bus pulled away from the curb, he didn't reach up and mark the next
stop. He used to have a life that didn't involve Julia and Danny,
so why couldn't he have that again?

About a block from his stop, Brad sighed and
pulled the cord. He couldn't start a new existence out of the blue.
He didn't have the connections to disappear. When the bus stopped,
he got off and headed for home.

There were other ways to vanish from
life.

 


 


 


SLICE OF CAKE

 


The slice of wedding cake thawed. She
watched it. In the freezer for a year, and now out to find its
final moments. She laughed at the irony, the similarity. That way
she wouldn't cry.

Through this first year, their newlywed
year, she smiled each time she popped open the freezer and saw
their cake waiting to help them celebrate year one. Rick admitted
he did the same. For the first six months, he couldn't have been a
more perfect husband.

Then the late nights started. At first she
understood. He brought home good money, better than good money.
Enough so she could quit her stupid dead end job to focus on being
a mommy. Too bad he was shooting blanks.

Strike one.

Not to say she couldn't deal with it.
Adoption was an option. Or a sperm bank. But it was still a blow to
her happiness. A minor one, it turned out, to what she'd soon
learn.

As part of her perfect little housewife
routine, she did all the laundry. Rick knew it and should have been
more careful. She couldn't decide if she was glad or not that he
was too stupid to remember. How could he bring home a tiny
leopard-print g-string that smelled of sex?

Strike two.

She didn't confront him. He always said he
enjoyed that she didn't bring the drama, so she wouldn't start now.
Anyway, it was better to wait until he created more rope to hang
himself with. And preferably enough to hang whoever the slutty
whore was he was banging.

Not long after that she realized he was too
dumb to cover anything up effectively. For the first six months of
marriage, not to mention the year they'd dated, he couldn't keep
his hands off her. Pretty good, she realized now, for a guy who
didn't have enough fish swimming in his pond. About the time she
discovered his secret, their loving dropped to once a week, twice
if she'd hit the sexual jackpot. Gee, could those damp panties he
brought home in his pockets way too often have anything to do with
it?

She could live with both of those. Rick
still provided her with a nice life. She had options. Adoption, her
own affair, plenty of shopping. She could make due. Not just make
due, but have a nice life. And since he thought he was hiding it
all, he still treated her like a human being when they were
together.

But what would she do if that respect
dropped out altogether?

Strike three.

He stumbled home at seven AM on the morning
of their anniversary at the exact moment she took it from the
freezer. Their wedding cake. Their symbol, defrosting on the
counter as she'd hoped their love would that night in the
bedroom.

But here he was, twelve hours late, hung
over with dried blood under his nose, lipstick on his collar, and
who knows what kind of fluids in his undershorts. If he even
managed to pull them on.

He mumbled something and somehow found his
way to the stairs. With no need to have him call in sick to work, a
perk to the millions he pulled in for his company each year, she
let him go up to grab some sleep. And she turned her attention back
to their cake, her cake.

Now, with dinner over, they looked at that
slice of cake. Like their marriage, she'd dressed it up with a
fancy serving dish and a new heap of frosting. Rick took a bite and
wondered what the strange taste was. She could only shrug and
suggest that the freezer added some interesting flavors.

She didn't mention that Drano, rat poison,
and bug spray probably didn't taste so great, either.

 


 


 


SUMMER SANTA

 


"Santa left a present, Uncle Jim."

Jim patted Nat, his four-year-old niece, on
the head. "No, Natalie. Remember? Santa Claus only comes at
Christmas."

"I saw him, Uncle Jim, I saw him. He was
even dressed for summer."

Jim would have to ask his sister, wherever
she was, if Nat often had imaginary friends. It'd keep him prepared
for next time he came over to visit. "What did he look like?"

"He had on shorts and a t-shirt that he
painted red. And he took off his beard and his belly. Mommy says
summer Santa has a total surfer bod."

Jim struggled to keep a straight face. "I
don't know, Nat. That doesn't sound like the Santa I know."

She glanced around and leaned up to give him
a conspiratory whisper. "Santa is Daddy."

"Oh yeah?"

She nodded, grabbed his hand, and led him to
the living room. "See? There it is. He didn't need to wrap it
because it's not Christmastime."

Jim peaked into the room. In the middle of
the floor sat a wicker basket with something oozing out. Oh crap,
was that blood?

"Nattie, honey, why don't you go up to your
room? I'll be there in a couple of minutes."

"But I wanna see what Santa brought me." Her
bottom lip quivered. Brent had confided in him once that he was
helpless when she pulled off that look. If what was in the dripping
basked was what Jim thought, would Brent ever again be around for
it to work its magic? Not if Jim could help it.

"It's not for you, sweetie. Santa only
brings grown-up gifts in the summer."

She started to protest, but a quick offer of
a trip to the toy store and ice cream shop hushed her up. She
skipped up the stairs, humming a song as she went.

Jim turned his attention back to the wicker
basket. That had to be blood. What else could it be? He hesitated
for a second, not wanting to see, but powerless to walk away. He'd
never really gotten on with Brent, felt there was something off
about the guy, but was he capable of this? More important, was this
why Sara wasn't here?

He flung the lid open. Relief and horror
mixed, becoming one. It wasn't Sara, but the decapitated head of
some shaggy-haired blond guy. The stench of death wafted up at him,
and though his stomach turned and clenched, he kept himself from
losing his lunch on the already stained carpet. Puke after this is
solved, he told himself.

A flash of color on the lid tore his
attention from the head. He found a piece of paper taped inside
with "You're next, you cheating whore," written in what was
probably the blond guy's blood.

He slammed the lid back down. Shit. He
needed to warn Sara, needed to get Natalie somewhere safe. When he
got here and found Sara gone, he'd guessed she was out running
errands. Now he hoped to god that was true. He dug in his pocket
for his cell phone, but before he could flip it open, Brent spoke
from behind.

"You picked the wrong day to visit,
bro."

Jim spun around just in time to see a
hatchet screaming for his head.

 


 


 


THE ANTIGRAVITY FLYMABOB

 


Beezle charged through the workshop, sweat
beading on his forehead. What had the elves done with it? The
Antigravity Flymabob was the only thing that would get Santa around
the world in one night. Sure the reindeer would get him off the
ground, and they could even weld a rocket onto the sled, but flying
and magically flying were two very different things. Why couldn't
the elves be as careful as the gnomes?

He heard all the fanfare that accompanied
the take-off, punctuated by Santa's jolly ho-ho-ho's. Wouldn't that
end quickly if Beezle couldn't find it. The elves, always looking
to get on the gnomes' good side, had promised it'd be on the
sleigh, but ten minutes to go and where was it? They might be great
at making toys, but when it came to magic you couldn't trust an elf
as far as you could throw him.

Beezle grumbled under his breath. No
Antigravity Flymabob here. He'd have to go out and tell Santa. He'd
just ask the elves, but he doubted they even remembered making the
promise, let alone where they had left it. At least no one outside
of the North Pole knew gnomes existed. The entire blame for a
ruined Christmas could rest on the elves' scrawny shoulders.

Beezle hurried out to the launch pad. Every
second counted if they were going to get Santa off with enough time
to keep Christmas on schedule. He busted through the door and into
the crowd.

"Wait!" Beezle yelled. "Don't go yet!"

With all of the noise, no one heard him. He
looked over to the sleigh and saw the Antigravity Flymabob latched
snuggly in place. He glanced over to the group who'd promised to
put it in. They looked over at Beezle, smiled, and saluted. Before
turning back to watch Santa depart, they said something. Though
Beezle couldn't hear over the din of the crowd, he could read their
lips. "Merry Christmas, Beezle!"

Beezle grunted and allowed himself a small
smile. Maybe the elves weren't so bad after all.

 


 


 


THE NEXT GREAT ADVENTURE

 


Ron watched as Mars shrank from view. He
wished he could have said goodbye to everyone in person, but the
message was easier on all of them. They wouldn't have tried to stop
him, he knew that, but knowing he'd never see them again would've
made it hard.

Yeah, this was the right way.

Ever since he saw the space elevator at New
Vegas, he knew he had to go. He couldn't stay on Mars. The mining
gig at Olympus Mons was there for him, but that wasn't his life. He
couldn't waste away the years digging in an armored space suit.
That was no way to live. He needed adventure, not suicide,
especially a long drawn out one.

He waited through the entire flight from
Earth to the Mars Space Port in New New York Harbor. Something
would present itself. He just needed to be patient, like he had
been in the Old Grand Canyon. He'd be dead already if it hadn't
been for that.

Ron paid little attention to the excited
babble of his family once they landed. Since he didn't participate,
they didn't try to include him. They knew better. Little Jaycee
glanced at him a few times, but nothing came of it. She didn't
realize what he was like, what he had to do.

On the way past, Ron spied a few
opportunities that held promise. He didn't jump yet; better to
wait, see them all, and weigh his options. He had a week to show up
at the Olympus Mons Mine Station. He'd see the family settled and
come back later.

His chance came sooner than expected. The
family decided on an aero-taxi, but it only held five. Ron made
six. He said he'd find his own way home. And he had every intention
of doing so. This was just a preliminary scope-out mission.

Until he met the man going to one of
Saturn's moons.

"Five years is all we ask. You'll get a
house and never go hungry. We'll even match you up with a mate if
you'd like. After that, you're free to do as you please. There
might even be an experimental hyperspace jump to another solar
system. Or beyond."

Sold.

After he left the message and headed to the
staging area, guilt tried to grab him by the throat. He'd miss his
family, right? After all his crazy schemes, they'd always been
there to help pick up the pieces and see him through to the
next.

Mars disappeared from his view. Yeah, he'd
miss them.

But he'd miss the adventure even more.

 


 


 


BLACK TO BLUE

 


Dear Stupid Diary:

I hate the idea of writing in you, but if
Dr. Quack says I need to, I'll give Dr. Quack what he wants. Meds
aren't enough anymore. A padded room with no sharp edges isn't
enough. Now they need to make sure I'm happy. Why can't they see
the only way that's possible is if I join Sonia? One quick slash of
the wrist should do it. I know where to cut now.

Is this what you want, Dr. Quack? Are these
the feelings you wanted to read about?

Fine. You were smart to prompt me on this.
Otherwise I'd have just cussed at you and your hospital, your jail,
over and over again. I still might if this doesn't go well.

My life with Sonia was dark. I hated her,
and she hated me. But were we happy? In our own little way, yes,
but no one else would have said so. I'm sure those around thought
our lives together foolish, destructive. But we thrived on the
hate. The more I hated her, the more I loved her. And vice
versa.

We lived in a rat hole little apartment on
the shitty side of town. We hated our jobs and took it out on each
other when we came home each night. I fed off of her negative
energy, as she did with me. More often than not we'd fling food and
insults over the dinner table and then create the most deviant acts
in the bedroom minutes later. In our sick, twisted way we were the
happiest, the darkest, beings in existence.

When she died, that darkness faded. I didn't
hate. I didn't love. The only thing--the only emotion--was sorrow.
I lost everything, both inside and out--my job, my friends, my
soul. Black gave way to blue. I could exist in the darkness. Hell,
I did more than exist; I thrived. I couldn't do that in my
depression. That's why I tried to bleed my life out with a jagged
bottle.

One thing you told me stuck, though, Doc. I
want you to know that. You said that we need to make due with what
life gives us. Fight through. Persevere. And I will. Those guards
you have posted are watching, but not close enough. I'll have
enough time to jab this pen in my wrist and yank. It should be
sharp enough to get the job done. It'll hurt like hell, but what do
I care?

Black may give way to blue, but that's not
to say it can't all come full circle. Open your arms, Sonia. Here I
come.

 


 


 


REAL MONSTERS DON'T TAKE TIME OFF

 


"Daddy, the monster under my bed says he
gets Sunday afternoons off."

Jim nodded as if this was common knowledge.
What he was really doing was trying hard not to bust up
laughing.

"Good. That'll give you plenty of time to
play Barbies or read a book."

Cara smiled, gave him a kiss on the cheek,
and scampered up to her room. Only then did he allow himself a
chuckle as he walked in to grab a beer.

He'd only just popped the top when a grunt,
thud, and scream erupted from upstairs. He managed to set the can
down without spilling any before rushing up the stairs. She'd
probably just scared herself with the monster under the bed talk,
but that'd been a pretty loud thump. Life never slowed down when
living with a child with an overactive imagination.

At the top of the stairs, a cold breeze
brushed by him, though he knew all of the windows in the house were
closed. Cara didn't yet have the strength to open any of them.

He burst into her room, his heart racing so
fast it hurt his chest. "What? What happened?"

She lounged on her bed, the picture of the
teenager she'd become in a few years: a book lay open in front of
her, and a Princess Dream slipper hung from her toes. She gave him
a sweet smile.

"I told him that the monsters above the bed
don't take any time off."

 


 


 


THE HORIZON

 


We stared out at the horizon, none of us
saying anything. I had no idea what the other two were thinking,
but I couldn't get my old high school crush out of my head. Funny
since it'd been over twenty years ago now, and I had a great life,
a great family. But with the impending doom coming, she's who my
mind chose to flash to first.

Debbie Clark. We'd been in senior year
Language Arts together. The memories that laid dormant for a couple
of decades poured into my consciousness. We talked each day before
class, and sometimes during. We'd crack each other up like old
chums and shared gossip that had been life-altering at the time,
but now would probably sound mind-numbingly stupid. Why didn't I
ever ask her out? That answer wouldn't come, no matter how much of
the past I let back in. Where was she at this moment? I hoped
surrounded by loved ones like I was.

I rubbed Cindy's shoulders and sighed. She
smiled up at me, dried tear tracks traced down her cheeks. Our
attention went back to the horizon. The sun would be setting in a
few hours, but we wouldn't be around to see it. I envied those in
other time zones, those that got their final sunset. I always
counted it as the best part of the day.

My first date with Cindy included the most
beautiful sunset in recorded history. Maybe I'm a bit biased
because that moment also featured our first kiss. We stood on the
end of the Newport Beach pier and embraced as we watched the sea
swallow up the sun, all framed with an orange and pink sky. We were
one of many couples enjoying the moment, but all that existed for
me was her. She later admitted the feeling was more than
mutual.

I ran my fingers through Tabby's hair. She
didn't look back, no doubt to spare Dad from seeing her cry. It was
unfathomable I wouldn't get to see her grow up. She had such a kind
heart and a sharp mind that she would have made me proud. As I
focused back on the horizon, a flock of birds passed. I'm sure
Tabby noticed. She always loved birds.

Ducks swam in a pond in the small park down
the street from our first house. Cindy and I loved to push Tabby in
her stroller down there. She'd sit and squeal in delight as she
watched the ducks frolic and float. As she got older, she fed them
stale bread crusts, an act which started her habit of eating
crustless sandwiches. In the past year, I'd lost count of the
number of injured birds or abandoned chicks that she brought home
to care for. Cindy and I thought we'd need to put a foot down, but
Tabby never asked for help. She nursed most back to health, and
even when she lost a patient, she took it in stride. It was sad,
but part of nature. We wondered if she'd be a veterinarian.

Of course, that was all before scientists
discovered the interstellar comet heading right for Earth.

The light dimmed, and the air grew thick.
This was it, and we had front row seats. Tabby buried her head into
Cindy, and I engulfed them both in a bear hug. I felt their sobs
and joined in with my own, but I couldn't hear anything over the
unearthly rumblings, the thunder on hyperdrive. I tried to watch
the huge rock enter the atmosphere, but it burned too bright.

I focused on the horizon and concentrated on
the two angels in my arms.

 


 


 


THE FOREST MOUNTAIN TROLL

 


There once was a Mountain Troll who wished
he were a Forest Troll. I can guess what you're thinking: What's
the difference? A troll's a troll. That, friend, is where you're
wrong. And if a troll, either from the mountains or a forest, heard
you say that, you had better hope you can outdistance him in a
hurry.

This Mountain Troll, called Cogburr by his
peers--though when he wasn't around, the names they used often made
even the most hardened troll matron blush--would stand at the edge
of his cave and look wistfully down to the forest below. When he
was picking the ripest rocks for the nightly feast, he'd regal his
fellow harvesters with the sights and sounds from the green patch
he considered heaven. At said feasts, he'd ask endless questions of
the elders and hunters about the Land of Trees and the troll
inhabitants.

Cogburr's behavior continued season after
season, from the dark blizzard nights of winter to the bright
burning days of summer. His peers, the hunters, the elders, even
the younglings, asked him to stop and be a proud Mountain Troll. He
couldn't; that green canopy simply held too much mystery, too much
excitement.

One fateful night, during a feast, Cogburr
proclaimed he would leave in the morning to visit the forest and
the Forest Trolls. He ignored all of the warnings and curses and
retired to his cave to get a good night's sleep. Said sleep,
however, didn't last long. A dozen of the more burly Mountain
Trolls grabbed him by his limbs and dragged him to the lip of his
cave. They hurled him off the side of the mountain towards his
beloved forest far below.

The moral, you may ask? Simple. Mountain
Trolls fucking hate Forest Trolls.

 


 


 


LOVE'S A MYTH

 


"Let me tell you something. Listen up
because this is important. Love doesn't exist. It's a lie developed
by greeting card companies, the flower shops, and the candy
industry to push product. Human beings aren't wired to be
monogamous, to spend all their time pining on a single person.

"I'd been taken into this lie myself. Her
name was Stephanie Beth Donaldson. Usually I called her Steph, but
when I had my groove on, she was Stephy-Beffy. Sick, right? That's
the depths this so-called love will drag you down to.

"I wined her, I dined her, and all that B.S.
I brought her little trinkets just because and big presents on her
birthdays and Christmas. And even though I didn't have a pot to
piss in, I did the girl up on Valentine's Day. No one in the
neighborhood had a better February 14th than Stephy-Beffy
Donaldson.

"After three years of exclusive dating, I
knew it was time. I was head over heels for this girl. I couldn't
afford much of a ring, but managed to scrape enough together to buy
her a respectable one. She accepted without hesitation as soon as I
dropped to one knee. Three weeks later, she was Stephanie Beth
McGee.

"Since money was tight, she got a job as a
secretary to supplement our income. At first, everything was great.
Not only did she bring in enough money to help us afford a house in
a nicer section of town, but she still managed to get home in time
to have supper on the table for me. And I don't want to brag, but
our sex life was fantastic.

"After a few months, though, everything
started to sour. She came home later and later each passing week.
It got to the point where I had to learn to heat up my own beans
and franks, and grill up my own toasted cheese sandwiches. What
kind of husband should have to do that? And while she brought in
more money, the fun in the bedroom dried up. She was either too
tired or had a pounding headache.

"This was too much. I could deal with having
to cook my own supper, but I had needs and urges. Because I
quote-unquote loved this woman, I couldn't get some strange on the
side, so I did what I found necessary. One afternoon, I marched
over to her work and barged in. The receptionist tried to keep me
out of the boss's office, but I was a man possessed.

"I'm guessing you can already see where this
is going. I found my wife, Stephy-Beffy McGee, formerly Donaldson,
nude on her knees in front of her pantsless boss. I gasped, he
gasped, and she turned and gasped. I wish I could say that I said
something witty and clever that cut them right in two, but in my
grief, I could only slam the door and stumble home.

"That night she tried to explain, but I'd
hear none of it. I gathered up my things and never stepped foot in
that house again. I saw her only one more time, at the divorce
proceedings. She tried to make everything right between us, but
judging by the fancy jewelry she wore, which she'd never be able to
afford on her salary, I knew she was just trying to clear her
conscious.

"And that, my boy, is why I am not, nor
never will be, in love. It doesn't exist. Love's a myth. I think it
would do you good to remember that."

"Wait, Uncle Phil. Are you saying I
shouldn't ask Melody Daniels to the 6th Grade Valentine's
Mixer?"

 


 


 


LITTLE GHOST

 


Little Lisa zipped down the stairs, a white
sheet draped over her entire body. Jenna sighed and hoped she
hadn't cut eye holes in it. The only white sheets in the linen
closet were the expensive Egyptian cotton ones. Why couldn't she
have decided to be a pink ghost? Those sheets were from the
discount bin at some department store.

"Boo, Mommy!"

"Wow, you sure are a scary little ghost."
Thank goodness. No eye holes.

"Yeah, we both are."

Both? Since when did Lisa get an imaginary
friend? "Who are you playing with, sweetie?"

Lisa's head tilted to the side, and if Jenna
could see her face, it'd probably be scrunched up in concentration.
"I don't know her name."

Jenna suppressed a chuckle. That was her
daughter. An imaginary friend, maybe, but not a whole lot of
imagination behind it. "Make sure you're careful with that
sheet."

"Yes, Mommy."

Lisa ran back upstairs, and Jenna forgot all
about it. Lisa always behaved so well that there was no doubt the
sheet would be fine. In fact, she'd probably be playing something
else soon enough.

That's why, a half-hour later, Jenna was
shocked when she saw something small and white streak by in her
peripheral vision. Damn it, that sheet had to be getting wrecked by
now, no matter how careful Lisa was.

Jenna searched all around downstairs, but
couldn't find her daughter. Strange. There hadn't been enough time
for her to get back to the stairs. Jenna would have seen.

"Sweetie?" she called up the stairs. "Where
are you?"

Lisa's voice came from her room. "In here,
Mommy."

As Jenna reached the second floor, she saw
the sheet folded next to the linen closet. There was no way she'd
have had time to race upstairs and do that. Though Jenna would need
to refold it properly, it was a pretty good job for a
four-year-old.

She stuck her head into Lisa's room and
found her having a tea party with two of her stuffed animals. "Were
they playing ghosts with you earlier?"

Lisa gave Jenna a look like she was insane.
"No, that was my new friend." She pointed to her bedroom door, and
a small figure walked past in the hall. Jenna's blood ran cold, and
all the hair on her arms stood up.

"Who was that?"

"My new friend. She didn't want to tell me
her name. She's very sad. She can't find her mommy."

Jenna darted into the hallway, but there was
no sign of this mystery girl. She ducked her head into each room,
but no luck. The little girl, whatever she was, had
disappeared.

"She likes to go into your sewing room.
That's where she last saw her mommy."

Jenna looked over at that closed door. The
little girl couldn't be in there. The door's hinges squeaked pretty
loud when it opened or closed, and she hadn't heard anything. Why,
then, was her arm shaking as she reached for the doorknob?

The door bellowed out a long, drawn-out
screech as she pushed it open. Her breath streamed out in clouds as
she stepped inside. Damn, it was cold enough to chill Jell-O in
there. A quick glance around didn't turn up any strange girl.
Before she could turn her attention to the frigid air, a strange
voice, which she wasn't sure if was real or in her head, assaulted
her.

"Mommy, Mommy. Where's my mommy? Mommy,
Mommy. Where's my mommy?" Over and over again.

Jenna turned and found a little girl,
glowing white, standing in the corner. The girl looked up at her
with dead, glazed over eyes, and Jenna lost it. She let out an
ear-splitting scream, which caused Lisa to run sobbing from the
room. She wanted to chase after her baby girl, but her legs
wouldn't obey. She couldn't tear herself away from the dead girl's
stare.

"Mommy, Mommy. Where's my mommy?"

The girl stepped forward and spread out her
arms. Jenna wanted nothing more than to get out of there and never
come back, but her feet might as well have been nailed to the
floor. When the ghost girl's arms touched her, they were so cold
they actually burned. The girl embraced her, and the room spun and
went black.

Almost immediately, everything stopped. The
room had a dingy gray film over everything. She looked down and saw
her body lying on the floor, an unearthly grimace etched on her
face. The little girl, now more real than anything else in the
room, smiled up at her. "You're my mommy now?"

Jenna thought about it for a second. She
already had a little girl who called her mommy. Didn't she? Lisa?
Lila? No, she was remembering wrong. She smiled down at this little
girl, her little girl, and nodded.

"Of course, sweetie. I'm your mommy."

 


 


 


WRITER'S BLOCK

 


He sat staring at his computer, not sure
what to type. The word processing program laughed at him, taunting
him to try writing something, anything. His fingers chose not to
obey.

"C'mon, Jerry, think. If you can't get this
done, how are you going to accomplish anything?"

His pep-talk didn't work. The blinking
cursor made him realize how hopeless he really was. Maybe his wife
was right to leave him. Maybe his friends were wise in giving up on
him. Maybe the world would be a better place if he guzzled dozens
of pills, jumped off a high building, or picked up a wicked
razor.

Tears gurgled up out of his eyes, and he
didn't bother blinking them back. The warm tracks they left down
his cheeks didn't make him feel better, but they snapped something
awake in his brain. His right index finger pushed the "m" key.

Could he work with that? Another minute
passed. No inspiration. The first sob erupted from deep within as
he moved his hand to hit the backspace button.

But wait. With a clumsy slip, he hit the "i"
key, and everything stopped. He couldn't breathe. Yes, this would
do. Though the sobs didn't subside, at least now they were pouring
out in happiness.

"Milk, eggs, butter, bread."

He smiled, maneuvered the mouse to the print
button, and stood up to get his shoes.

 


 


 


THE JUMPER

 


A chilly breeze blew past me as I stepped
out of the elevator. Crap. Was the heater busted and blowing cold
air again? I thought Mr. Woo had fixed it last month. Guess I'd
have to call him again. It was about time to put his number on
speed dial.

As I turned towards my place, I saw it
wasn't a broken heater at all, but instead an open window. Those
had all been bolted shut since the 30's when a rash of people had
taken flying leaps out to escape the Great Depression. Or at least
that's the story I heard.

I walked over to both close it and see why
someone had forced it open when I saw legs outside on the ledge.
Shit. I should've just gone inside and called Old Man Woo. I
contemplated doing that anyway, but I couldn't do that.

"Hey, buddy, come on in. Whatever it is,
it's not worth jumping."

He didn't answer, so I stuck my head out the
window. The guy was looking up, not down.

"Do you hear it?" he asked.

I heard only the normal city sounds. "Hear
what?"

"The music."

I listened again, but no music entered my
ears. Too many heavy metal concerts as a teen had wrecked my
hearing, but by the looks of this guy's face, I doubted that was
the problem. Whatever music it was, it was likely only playing for
an audience of one.

"He told me I could fly. He said when I
could hear the music, I'd soar off into the sky." The guy paused
and made a straining face. "The problem is I can't tell if that
music is for me or someone else. It's so distant."

If he jumped, it wouldn't be suicide, but
killed by crazy. "Come on, buddy, why don't you try from the
ground? If it is your music, you'll still take off."

The guy turned and looked at me for the
first time. "He said you'd say that. He said you'd do anything in
your power to keep me from flying. He said you'd try to steal
it."

I put my hand on my cell phone and turned it
on. If I could dial 911 without him knowing, maybe I could pepper
enough info for the operator to get what was going on. Careful,
though. If Crazyman knew I was on the phone, he might jump just to
spite me.

"Listen, I don't know who you're talking
about, and I'm guessing he wasn't meaning me specifically. I just
don't want to see you get hurt." My finger found the emergency
button on the keypad, and I pressed it. A muffled voice came from
the earpiece, and I prayed the jumper couldn't hear it.

"He said you'd be crafty, and no matter what
I did, I couldn't let you take my new power. You won't use it for
good like I will."

I prayed the 911 operator could hear.
"Please don't jump off the twelfth story of the Copperstone
Building. I don't want to see you splattered all over Central
Avenue." Lame? Sure, but at least I'd informed the authorities what
and where. Hopefully the 911 operator didn't think this some
strange prank call. Besides, this guy was so bonkers, he probably
didn't think anything strange about it. After all, wasn't that how
all super villains talked in the comic books?

"You'd like to see me fail, wouldn't you?
That would be the easiest way for you to get my powers. In fact . .
." He stopped and looked back up. "No mistaking that. It's my
music."

I pulled my cell phone from my jacket
pocket, no longer worried if Crazyman saw it or not. I could hear
the operator talking, but couldn't make out the words. I only hoped
he or she had figured out what was going on.

"Come on, buddy. Enough of this bullshit.
Come in off the ledge. I don't want to see you get hurt."

He turned towards me one last time and said,
"No."



He jumped.

 


 


 


THE STAND-UP ACT

 


I killed 'em. Absolutely slayed 'em. All
except for one guy in the back. I don't know what his problem was,
but no matter what I said, no matter how many people laughed--and I
don't want to break my shoulder by patting myself on the back, but
it was most of them--this guy heckled the heck (har, har) out of
me.

My lion in Manhattan joke, everyone but him
loved it. My slew of sister-in-law jokes, same thing. Didn't matter
what I brought, he hated them all.

As my set came to an end, but before the
light flashed me off, I couldn't take it anymore. My biggest joke
came up, one that never failed to bring the house down, but seconds
before I dropped it, he yelled out the punch line.

Oh no he didn't!

Everyone murmured to their neighbors and
looked around to see what was going on. I'd done my best to not
look towards him, but this was too much. Not only had he ruined the
act for me, but he'd ruined it for everyone else.

I leapt off the stage and stormed to the
back. People parted out of my way, smiling up at me. I think they
thought this was all part of the act. If they only knew.

I got to the back and looked around. No one.
What in the world? Who was here, I asked, but people shrugged and
gave me blank looks. They'd been here the whole time he was
screwing with me. Someone had to have the balls to rat him out. Of
course not. I sighed and headed back to the stage, but the MC had
already called up the next act. I stormed backstage. I'd have left
altogether, but I wanted to get booked again, so I figured I'd wait
until the end of the night and talk to the manager. Maybe an
employee had seen the guy.

There were only a few comics left, so I came
out and sat at the bar, steaming into a beer. No one else got
heckled, and I don't mean to sound like a self-centered prick, but
I was the best comic up there that night. When the show finally
ended, the manager gave me a look that said some nights are better
than others. I asked him if he or anyone else had seen the guy
who'd been riding me, but he hadn't. He'd even sent someone over to
take care of the guy during my set, but no one could find him.

As I headed for the parking lot, a man in a
baseball cap came up to me and apologized. He had a sad expression
on his face. I asked if he was the heckler, and he said he was. My
heart started to race, and I wound my hand into a fist, thinking I
might clock him. Then he said something that made me stop.

"You're going to be the greatest stand-up
comic ever. Your humor will unite the world, regardless of race,
age, or gender. Every society will come together in peace. Wars
will be abolished. Scientists worldwide will be able to focus on
hunger, diseases, and overpopulation. It'll truly be one nation of
Earth."

I started at him, not knowing where he was
going with this. I sensed a punch line, and I wanted to step all
over it as he'd done to me.

"On your way to your car tonight, a stray
bullet from a drive-by shooting hits you. The physical therapy is
so draining that comedy is the only thing that keeps you sane.
You're able to hone your act so tight during this time that
everyone has to take notice."

I couldn't take it any longer. I had to ask
what the joke was.

"No joke. I'd attempted earlier to drive you
off stage and home early to avoid that bullet. With a united Earth
my people cannot conquer your planet. We have to settle for the
uninhabited Mars, and it's just not the same. If I could physically
interact with you, I'd kill you myself. My only hope now is that by
talking to you, I'll somehow get that bullet to miss."

It took a few seconds to get my brain around
all that nonsense, but I came up with a good zinger. It almost
passed my lips when I heard the crack of the gun and pain exploded
in my stomach. I collapsed, but before I screamed, I looked up at
the man. The bullet had passed right through him, and I wanted to
know how.

He was nowhere in sight.

 


 


 


RANDOM ACTS

 


Once, when no one was looking, I murdered a
man. Not because I particularly wanted him dead. Heck, I didn't
even know the guy. He hadn't cut me off, didn't give me a rude
stare, or done anything out of the ordinary. No, I just wanted to
see if I could get away with it.

And do you want to know something really
scary? I did.

Yep. No consequences. Not one, unless you
count the few sleepless nights I had. The police would figure it
out. They'd bust down my door at three in the morning with their
search warrant and haul me in.

Didn't happen.

The local fishwrap picked up the story of
the dead businessman the next day, but in the end they reported
that the police, with no leads, had to consider it an unfortunate
random act of violence. Sleep came easy after that.

Some may ask about my eternal soul, and I
have an excellent answer. Maybe most wouldn't agree, but it keeps
me sane. I perform random acts of kindness. I've received even less
press for those than my single murder, and I've given hundreds of
random niceties. Does that get me down? Not at all. This is my soul
we're talking about.

A lady with three kids ran for the stop
light. She wasn't going to make it in time to hit the walk button,
and that'd mean missing the bus. Though I wasn't crossing, I pushed
it, and she didn't acknowledge me as her clan legally dashed across
the street. A young man dropped a twenty out of his pocket at a
fast food joint. I picked it up and laid it on the counter in front
of him. He didn't notice, but the girl at the cash register did. I
knew he'd get it.

Those are just a couple of things. Do they
balance out the murder? No, not by a long shot. But if I keep it up
for the rest of my life, maybe it'll help. The only problem,
though, is that my mind keeps going back to that night. The guy's
blood dripping down my knife and onto my hand. His breath laboring.
Pinpointing the exact moment his existence on Earth ended.

The more I think about it, the more I
realize I might need to double my random acts of kindness . . .

 


 


 


ALIEN INVASION

 


I watched the video in the office of the
director of the ASD, the Alien Security Division. Like everyone
else in the world, I'd seen it often enough over my lifetime. This
time, however, something was different.

"How come I've never seen this feed
before?"

The director cleared his throat. "That's why
you're here. Keep watching and I think you'll see."

My eyes never left the screen. I saw the
hundreds of nuclear missiles from all over the world shoot up
towards the sky, aimed for the airspace above the equator. The huge
mothership of the unknown alien invaders hovered above the
atmosphere, ready to strike out at other countries. In every feed
I'd ever seen, the missiles disappeared from view, and the
explosion filled the screen. Nothing useful was ever gleaned from
the monstrous clean-up effort in orbit around the planet.

This time the camera rose with the missiles,
and when it got through the layers of atmosphere, the spaceship
detonated before impact. The nukes exploded into what was left of
the giant craft. The now-tiny pieces of ship scatter into space.
Those few that did fall to Earth were miniscule and burned up
before reaching the ground.

"It self-destructed," I said. "They knew we
were going to get it, so it chose to go out on its own. Or maybe
its weapon systems overloaded and malfunctioned, like they pushed
it too hard. Maybe they didn't expect us to retaliate. But I can't
imagine that's why you called me here. I'm sure your people could
have figured something like that out."

The director shook his head. "We already
know what happened to the ship. That was just background for what's
coming."

I frowned. "What do you mean?"

He looked at me for a few seconds, a stare
that bored past my eyes and into my brain. "We built that ship
behind the moon where no one could see. Our plan was world peace,
and we achieved it."

"What do you mean world peace?" I asked, the
words heavy on my tongue. "That ship took out Italy. Literally
wiped it off the face of the earth. How can that be a proponent for
world peace? How could the ASD do that?"

He pointed to the screen and the video of
the historic world meeting flashed on. This might be the second
most famous televised shot in the history of mankind, where every
nation of the world agreed to band together to stop the alien
menace. More than one leader brought up that if it hadn't been for
the destruction of Italy, they wouldn't have shown up to the
summit.

"You destroyed Italy for world peace?" This
had actually happened? "Why Italy?"

"You've heard of Program: Minus Earth? The
old terrorist group?"

I had. They wanted to find like-minded
individuals, ferry them to an interstellar spaceship, and detonate
Earth. The planet had grown too polluted, too overpopulated for
them. From what I understood, they felt it easier to save those few
they deemed worthy and destroy everyone and everything else.

"What about them?" I asked.

"They took refuge in Italy. We knew where
they were, and we saw an opportunity, not only to rid ourselves of
the menace, but to unify the world."

I shook my head. "But all of those innocent
lives. They were just cannon fodder? Expendable losses?"

The director sighed. "It wasn't an easy
choice for us to make."

I stood up and paced the back of the small
room. "So what do you need me for?"

The director shrugged. "You have the ear of
the entire world. You're trusted by all. They'll listen to
you."

I didn't say anything. I had no idea where
this was going.

"What is the name of our organization?" he
asked.

"The ASD," I said. "The Alien Security
Division."

He looked at me like I should make the jump.
It took me a second--I wasn't quite sure--but I took the stab.
"You're saying aliens are coming? Real ones?"

He shook his head. "No. They're not coming.
They're already here. I need you to bring the news to the people.
Tell them lay down their arms and welcome them into the fold."

The director yanked on his face, and I
screamed as it tore off in his hands. A furry gray head with huge
red eyes looked at me. "If you help us enslave your race, you'll be
treated as one of us."

My mouth felt like it was full of cotton.
"What happens if I refuse?"

The director laughed. It no longer sounded
human. "We eradicate you and go to war. We won't lose."

"So why did you go through the trouble of
the alien invasion ruse all those years ago?"

I could sense it smiling, even though I
couldn't see for sure. "With world peace, with no enemies for
anyone, your people became soft. Who's going to stand up to us?
They may try, but who really can pull it off? You're no military
leader, my friend."

I sighed and sank into a chair. What could I
do? He, it, was right. A war would mean genocide for the human
race. Through tears, I said, "Fine. Tell me what you want me to
do."

 


 


 


BONZO BUNNY

 


Bonzo Bunny looked out into the grassy
field. He'd left the colorful eggs everywhere for the children to
find, and anticipation ate at him as he waited to watch them
discover their prizes. They'd love the sweet contents.

At first.

Heading off the Easter Bunny had been the
easy part. A few jabs with a ceremonial dagger saw to it that the
holiday belonged to Bonzo. Oh, the Easter Bunny would be back, and
there'd be hell to pay, but he couldn't worry about that now. The
hard part was weaving his black magic into the holiday's joy, not
only to get the eggs into the countless yards, but to swap out the
contents.

In the end, his magic hadn't been strong
enough. He got the plastic, candy-filled eggs to their various
destinations with no problem, but he had just enough magic left to
make the swap in one yard. Fine. This year was nothing more than a
test anyway. Plus he'd get to see his handiwork firsthand.

The children, dressed in their Easter Sunday
best, dashed out into the yard, each clutching a woven basket.
Squeals of delight filled the air as they dashed about, collecting
their prizes. The parents stood on the porch, enjoying the
spectacle.

Bonzo rubbed his front paws together. It
wouldn't be long now. Mom and Dad didn't look the type to deny the
kids a little dip into their treats on a special occasion.

When each egg was found, the children sat in
a circle. The oldest child's basket, of course, held the most,
while the youngest's had the least. Without prompting, the children
evened up everyone's haul.

Delectable. He'd made the right choice in
harvesting this lot.

The kids busted open their eggs and dumped
the contents into their basket. "Jilly beans!" the youngest yelled
as they all examined their various treats.

Then the time came. Bonzo almost leaned out
of the bushes to watch. How long would it take? Ten seconds? A
minute? Surely no longer than that.

The youngest would be first. She grabbed a
pink jelly bean and jammed it towards her mouth. Bonzo had to fight
to contain his laughter.

She stopped. The candy bean hung mere inches
from the girl's open lips. And it wasn't just the little one who
froze. Each child sat as still as a statue, an impossible feat
amongst all the excitement. Even Mom and Dad had joined the still
parade.

Bonzo jumped out of the bushes. "What's
going on?" he croaked in his gravely, evil-eaten voice. Before he
could scan the entire surroundings, an unmistakable "Ho-ho-ho"
burst out behind him.

Not Santa.

Bonzo turned and saw it was indeed Jolly Ol'
St. Nick. Even though it was a warm spring morning, he was decked
out in his iconic red with white trim suit and coal-black boots.
And if that wasn't bad enough, standing next to Santa, with rusty
red bloodstains on his fur, was Ol' Cottontail himself, the Easter
Bunny.

The befouling of the treats in this yard had
used up the last of his magic. It'd be hours before he could
attempt even the simplest cantrip. So in fight or flight, there was
no question. He didn't know how the Easter Bunny had recovered so
quickly, but hopefully his magic hadn't yet returned. And holiday
magic or not, the fat man was too slow to put up a chase. Bonzo
would have gotten away, too, if it weren't for those pesky
reindeer.

The one with the light up nose--Randy, or
Ralphonzo, or whatever--led the charge. It dove, forcing him to
duck, giving the others time enough to trample him. He screamed and
fell to the grass, his left leg bent at an impossible angle. Bonzo
could do nothing but watch Santa and the Easter Bunny approach.

He tried to scurry away, but with his leg
busted and the rest of him battered and bruised, he didn't get very
far. Santa jerked him up, which brought out a howl of pain. Bonzo
reached for his dagger, but a quick jab to his injured leg by the
Easter Bunny forced him to drop it.

As he writhed in pain under Santa's firm
grip, Bonzo waited for the lecture about how it was wrong to mess
with holidays. It never came. Instead, the Easter Bunny picked up
the fallen dagger and Santa flashed an evil grin.

 


 


 


WEDDING NIGHT BLUES

 


I get high-fives, winks, nudges, and
blushes. Laughs--from snickers to the tawdry type--always follow.
It's funny what a simple statement like, "We spent our wedding
night in the emergency room" will bring. Especially when followed
by, "Because of what happened in the bedroom."

Not everyone gets the full story. In fact,
most don't. Why should they? The imagination goes to places that
would never be possible. Who am I to disappoint?

Think about it. If I admit to anything less
than wrenching my back while executing some kinky move with my
wife, you'd be disappointed. I know I would be.

What difference does it make if I twisted my
knee taking my pants off? Not to consummate my marriage, but to
take a quick shower. If I leave that little detail out, I'm a
legend. Keep it in?

Heh. Not so much.

 


 


 


SATAN'S SMILE

 


Jackson stared at the three tall glasses of
beer in front of him. Though all three were different, he couldn't
tell them apart thanks to the black food coloring he'd swirled in
each. The green beer of St. Patrick's Day had given him that stroke
of genius.

One frosty glass held his favorite
micro-brew, Midnight Pale Ale. One held a generic light brand from
the local grocery store, and truth be told, it tasted more like
chilled horse piss than beer. (No, he'd never actually tasted horse
piss--it's just what he imagined its flavor to be.) The third was a
mystery. It held one he bought for the goofy name, not the quality;
though for all he knew it could have been the best beer on the
planet. For this exercise, the name Satan's Smile fit
perfectly.

He started this morbid little game yesterday
after work, and it kept him buzzed all night. Not from the alcohol,
but from the adrenaline coursing through his veins. With all the
shit he had to put up with--at work, with his parents, and even
lately with his girlfriend--what more could he ask for?

Of course, it helped that he chose the
Midnight. It'd tasted even better than that first time he fell in
love with it. The only thing that worried him about the game was
that he enjoyed pouring the generic beer down the drain more than
the Satan's Smile.

The Satan's Smile he'd stirred deadly poison
into.

Now, after another lousy day of being yelled
at by customers and co-workers alike, arguing with Mom and Dad, and
being completely ignored by Rachel, he needed one of those beers.
But which? Each glass looked the same, and he'd mixed up their
order enough so he couldn't be sure which was which.

Yesterday the middle had been paydirt, but
what were the odds it was the Midnight again? Not good enough to
tempt fate. He grabbed the left one and took a healthy gulp before
he could chicken out.

Bitter taste with a hint of citrus assaulted
him. That wasn't the Midnight, and it sure as hell wasn't the
generic light. There was still time. He could force himself to puke
and call poison control.

He took another sip and let it slosh around
his mouth and roll down his tongue. Delicious. He chased it with
another sip and marveled at how there was no strange medicine
aftertaste. He'd read that on the Internet but hadn't believed it
to be true. If he hadn't mixed the poison in himself, he'd have no
clue it was even there.

He took another sip. Should he leave a note?
It hadn't dawned on him before. What would he say? Nothing came to
mind.

He took another sip.

 


 


 


MOTHER'S BATH

 


Mother smacked Sandra on the top of her
head. "Be gentle, damn it! I'm a dainty little flower."

Sandra frowned. Dainty little flower, my
behind. Instead, she said in as cheery a voice as she could muster,
"Sorry, Mother. I'll be more careful."

It wasn't bad enough she had to be Mother's
caregiver tonight, with the bath, cooking dinner, and dressing her
for bed, but missing Senior Prom made it all the worse. She even
had a date with Jimmy Bob Brennan. All the girls at school were
jealous. Not that it mattered anymore since she had to cancel.

She wouldn't have had any fun anyway. Yeah,
right. Keep telling yourself that, girl. No one could dance like
Jimmy Bob, and now he was going to have his moves busting with some
other chick. It wasn't fair. She'd have been a classy girl, not
some whore ready to go down on him at a moments notice. True, she'd
already planned on giving him her virginity tonight, but she'd do
it lady like. She wouldn't have pushed her cleavage in his face and
rubbed her rump all over him on the dance floor. Well, she might
have, but she wouldn't have been a slut while doing it.

None of it mattered anymore. Maddie had seen
to that. Her little sister, the so-called brains of the family,
needed to have the night off from taking care of Mother because she
had a big school project due on Monday. Daddy made Sandra cancel
her plans for the prom, even though he knew she'd been looking
forward to it all year, so Maddie could stay over at one of her
stupid friend's house to work on the project. He wouldn't listen to
any reason. And what pissed Sandra off even more was the smug look
on Maddie's face as she walked out the door, her backpack slung
over her shoulder. She probably didn't even have a project due. She
just wanted to ruin Sandra's night, ruin her whole life.

"Watch out with that damn soap. I'll make
your father rub it in your eyes, see how much you like it."

"Sorry, Mother. I'll be more careful."

No one knew what was wrong with Mother. The
doctors had run every test they could think of on her, but nothing
had come back conclusive. With the medical bills piling up, the
family couldn't afford a live-in nurse, so Sandra and Maddie had to
take over. Mother had no strength and could hardly move on her own,
and if you weren't careful when you helped her, she'd scream out in
pain. And to make matters worse, there was nothing wrong with her
mouth or her temper.

Sandra didn't know how much longer she could
take it. Mother could live for another thirty years or more. The
doctors had no idea. Since Maddie was seen as the smart one,
already on the fast-track to college, and Daddy working double
shifts at the plant six days a week, taking care of Mother fell
almost exclusively on Sandra.

She'd thought about suicide. The
After-School Specials they showed in homeroom gave her some great
ideas. But that wasn't the way to go. She wanted to have fun, and
if she were dead, she couldn't have any. But it came to her as she
gently scrubbed Mother's back. Maybe it was the missed prom. Maybe
it was the though of Jimmy Bob with some other girl. Whatever
brought it on, it was a stroke of brilliance.

"Damn it, girl, put your elbows into it. I
can feel the crud building up back there. But do it gentle like.
Why can't you be half as smart as your sister?"

"Sorry, Mother."

And she was, sort of. She gave a gentle
nudge to the top of Mother's shoulders. If anybody had been
watching, it would've looked like an accident. Mother's head slid
down towards the water. She tried to brace herself to keep from
going under, but that strain brought out a scream of pain. Sandra
gave her another push, and she screamed again. Words were trying to
form, but panic had set in, and Mother couldn't let out anything
Sandra could understand. It was just as well. Sandra shrugged and
watched her slip all the way under.

Good thing no one was home.

 


 


 


DEATH BY COMPUTER

 


Walter maneuvered the mouse pointer to send.
He took a deep breath and clicked the left button. The screen
blinked, went blank, then returned. Except for his long, carefully
versed email.

"No," he whispered, sweat breaking out on
his forehead. Had it gone out? Or had he lost the last hour of his
life? He fumbled through the notes his grandson had left to figure
out how to check if the message sent or not.

Another five minutes passed, but he couldn't
find what he needed. Daggummit! He'd need to retype the whole
thing, and he didn't have time right now. Next time Jerry came over
he'd ask him to add to the notes. A lump of good it did him right
now, though.

Walter stood. As important as the email was,
Priscilla would kill him if he wasn't ready for dinner. Wouldn't do
to be late to the early bird special at Clark's Diner.

He stepped away from the computer desk and
almost tripped over something. He glanced down and found a wire
wrapped around his shoe. Where had that come from? He sat back
down, unwound himself, and pushed the wire further under the desk.
Ah well, he'd forgotten to turn off the dagblasted machine anyway,
so he couldn't cuss out the wire too much.

He pulled the pointer down to the start
button (though whoever had thought that going to start to end was
bonkers if you asked him), and ran though the shutdown steps.
Nothing happened. He let out a sigh. This damn computer was going
to be the death of him.

He pulled Jerry's notes back out and
carefully followed the shutdown procedure. Again, nothing. So be
it. He'd just hold down the power button until it turned off. Jerry
had showed him that trick for emergencies only, but it seemed he
had to use it every other day. He reached over, but before his
finger found the switch, something tickled his leg. That same damn
wire. How had it snaked back around him? His foot hadn't gone that
far under the desk.

He glanced back at the screen and saw his
email program was still open at the bottom. He clicked on it to get
it on the full screen again. Maybe that's why the dang machine
wouldn't shut down. Had the wire been trying to get his attention?
He scoffed. That was crazy talk. Computers were smart, but not like
that.

"Ouch! What the hell?" Something bit his
leg. He looked down. The wire had buried itself into his ankle. He
reached down to tear it out.

Or at least that was the plan. Instead, he
couldn't move. Power surged into him from the wire, paralyzing him.
It wasn't like an electric shock, at least he didn't think so. But
whatever was pouring into him didn't stop, and he still couldn't
move.

The ding of a new email sounded from the
speakers, and the sender of the message was listed simply as
"Computer." His hand moved the mouse to it, but Walter wasn't the
one doing it. The message read, "I'm sick of you fumbling around
and destroying my insides. Consider this payback."

Pain flared through him, from the wire in
his ankle all the way up to the hair on his head. If he'd had any
control over his body at all, he'd have screamed bloody murder. As
it was, he could do nothing but sit there as his insides slowly
melted. If only his body had a power button to hold down for a
reset. Or had that been part of his problem all along?

 


 


 


THE SCARECROW

 


Teddy lifted one strand of barbed wire high
enough for Cal to scoot through unscathed. They'd thought earlier
the full moon would hinder them by illuminating their shenanigans,
but the bright light had thus far proved to be their ally in
sneaking onto the Johnstone farm.

Cal pointed at the paint cans and brushes.
"Pass those over, and then I'll help you through." Teddy complied,
and less than a minute later they headed towards the main barn.

"This'll teach his ass," Cal muttered under
his breath.

Teddy nodded but said nothing. Cal hadn't
explained how Farmer Johnstone had messed with him. But if Cal said
the farmer was in the wrong, that was good enough for Teddy.

"There's the barn. Think of good cuss words
to paint on the side."

Teddy frowned. "Cuss words? I thought we
were just going to give it a crappy paint job."

"Yeah, that'd show him. Let's do his chores.
The paint job on there now is so piss-poor, I don't think it's
possible to make it worse."

Teddy's retort died in his throat. The
scarecrow was looking at him. But that wasn't the weird part. Its
eyes glowed ruby red. And they followed him.

"What the hell's up with that
scarecrow?"

Cal looked over at it. "What? It's a
scarecrow. Now you're afraid of scarecrows and cuss words?"

Teddy felt himself blush. "No, no. It just .
. ." What? Looked at him? He glanced back and saw it was nothing
but a crude, lifeless face. "Never mind."

Teddy thought he heard Cal mutter that he
should have brought Dean instead. He gritted his teeth and promised
himself he wouldn't disappoint Cal.

"Alright. You got some good words?"

Teddy nodded and tried to catch his breath.
He was nervous, but not as much as this warranted. It felt like
he'd just run the mile in PE. He glanced back and saw the scarecrow
staring at him again, its glowing eyes back.

"Cal?"

"Yeah?"

Teddy wanted Cal to look at the scarecrow to
tell him he wasn't crazy, but he caught himself. He didn't want Cal
to start hanging out with other people because he was a
chicken.

"What?"

"Uh, what if we just did one cuss word per
wall. I mean, we'll write it a bunch of times, but each one will
have a cuss word theme."

Cal thought for a second, then smiled. "See?
This is why I brought you. That's brilliant."

Teddy could only nod. His whole body felt
like it was being pushed to the ground. He looked up at the moon.
Did it look bigger than normal tonight?

No, the moon wasn't the problem. The
scarecrow . . .

Teddy looked back at it and had to stifle a
scream. Its face. It was . . . different. He shook his head. Wasn't
its mouth straight across before? A piece of string? Now it looked
almost real.

"Come on, bro, we need to finish before we
get caught." Cal was already painting "shit" over and over on one
wall. "Either help me or pick a different wall to start on."

Teddy decided to head around the corner to
get away from the scarecrow. Neither his feet nor the paint can
wanted to lift up. He glanced over his shoulder and tripped,
spilling the paint.

"Dude! Watch it! Now we won't have
enough."

He opened his mouth to apologize, but
couldn't. The scarecrow. It moved. It couldn't be the wind, as
there wasn't so much as a breeze. No, it'd shifted on its own.

"It's moving, Cal, it's moving!"

Cal dropped his paintbrush. "What? Old man
Johnstone? Crap! Grab your stuff and book." He grabbed his paint
can, shoved the brush in, and took off the way they came.

Teddy watched him go. He wanted to follow,
but couldn't move. He couldn't even scream. He found that out as
the scarecrow stumbled towards him, the hay and leaved stuffed
inside shuffling about.

It reached him and smiled. How had he ever
viewed its face as anything other than real? The odor emanating
from it, though a pleasant harvest blend on the surface, had a
decay underneath that had nothing to do with nature. It reached out
and brushed his cheek with an outstretched finger. It felt like a
mix between a dried-out leaf and a squished slug. If he had any
control of his muscles, he'd have retched and spilled his dinner
down with the paint.

"Your turn," it said in a barely audible
whisper.

It pushed its palm onto his forehead, and
the world blinked. When everything reappeared, he found himself
standing in the middle of the Johnstone field. At least he thought
he was standing. He couldn't feel anything at all.

After a few minutes of trying, he flopped
his head around, though he wished he hadn't. Not only was he
wearing the scarecrow's clothes, complete with hay and leaves, but
someone who looked exactly like him was hightailing it out of the
field.

 


 


 


THE RAFFLE

 


The doorbell rang. Jerry abandoned his fried
chicken frozen dinner, and walked to the door. A smiling man,
probably in his mid-40s, balding, and wearing a cheap brown suit
greeted him. "May I help you?" Jerry asked.

The man smiled, showing a row of perfect but
fake-looking teeth. "Hello, Mr. Reed, I'm happy to inform you that
you've won the raffle. If you just hand me your ticket, I'll leave
you with your prize and let you get back to your dinner."

"What raffle are you talking about? I
haven't . . ."

"Oh, but you have. I remember you quite
clearly. Outside Food Shopper's Paradise last week. Tuesday, if I'm
not mistaken."

Jerry rumpled his brow and thought back.
Last Tuesday he'd done a quick grocery shop after work. As he left,
a few kids in some sort of organizational uniform asked him to join
the raffle. He had a five in his pocket from lunch and handed it
over. He never won those sorts of things, so he didn't listen to
the sales pitch. He was just happy to do a bit for charity.

"I remember, but I don't know what I did
with my ticket. Anyway, I was just happy to make a donation. What
organization was it again?"

"The Kid Scouts," the man said, his smile
bigger than before. The guy definitely wore dentures.

"Kid Scouts? Never heard of it. Is it
affiliated with the Boy or Girl Scouts?"

"No, we're our own group. But back to the
raffle. I think you'll want to find your ticket, Mr. Reed. You'll
really enjoy the prize."

Jerry shook his head. "Just give it to the
runner up. I have no idea where I put it." Jerry paused. "Hey, how
do you know my name and where I live? I didn't leave any of my
information."

"Oh, but you did, Mr. Reed, you did." The
guy gave one of those creepy, serial killer smiles, and Jerry
wanted nothing more than for him to leave.

"I didn't." Jerry inched the door closed. "I
remember handing over five bucks and getting a ticket. That was it.
I put it in my pocket and left."

The stranger gave an exaggerated sigh of
relief. "At least we know where your ticket is. Check your
pocket."

Jerry shook his head. "Different pants."

The man winked at him. "Humor me, will
you?"

Jerry reached into his right pocket. He
didn't feel anything at first, but then his knuckles brushed the
edge of something. "What the . . . ?" He pulled it out and found
the raffle ticket. He had no idea if it was his or not, as he'd
never bothered to check the numbers. It couldn't be, though. The
guy was pulling something on him.

"Excellent, you found it. Now you can claim
your prize." He pulled a small wooden box out from behind his
back.

"What is it?" Jerry asked.

"You need to open it to find out." The man
blinked. Not his eyes, but his entire body, right out of existence.
Just for an instant, but long enough for Jerry to notice. The man
stood there, smiling as if it hadn't happened.

Jerry shook his head. "I'm not taking that
thing unless you tell me what's inside. I don't want a bomb to blow
up or a dozen scorpions to fall out at my feet or something."

The man laughed. "I doubt the thing you want
most in life is for something to hurt or kill you." His face
melted, the skin bleeding off his skull as if made of wax. Jerry
clenched his eyes shut and then opened them. The man stood smiling,
holding the box.

Jerry didn't say anything else. He slammed
the door shut and locked it. He turned to head back to the kitchen,
prepared to ignore any knocks or doorbell rings, when he found
himself nose to nose with the stranger. He let out a scream and
stumbled backwards into the front door.

"Sir, I don't know what's got you so
spooked. This prize is a good thing. Anything your heart
desires."

Jerry's heart beat so hard his chest hurt.
There was no possible way this man, or whatever he was, could get
in the house so fast. "I just want you out of here. I want you to
leave me alone."

The stranger laughed. Jerry noticed his
teeth again. The dentures must've slipped because this time they
looked neither fake nor perfect. This time they looked like animal
(or monster) teeth, sharp and ready for tearing.

"That can't be your heart's desire," the
stranger said. "Most men want an unlimited supply of money or the
undying love of a supermodel. Open the box and see what you really
want."

Jerry shook his head and fumbled behind him
for the doorknob. "Please, just go."

The stranger held up the box. "I'll tell you
what. Usually the winner has to open it, but I guess we can bend
the rules just this once."

He pulled the top off. Jerry winced,
expecting the worst, but nothing happened. The man looked down into
it. "Hmm, I guess you were right. You do want me to leave. Peculiar
wish, but it's my command." The stranger vanished, and the box
dropped to the floor.

Jerry waited a minute or two, but nothing
happened. He looked out the peephole in the front door and saw no
sign of the man outside. Finally, he turned to the box. He picked
it up, tensed for anything, and looked inside.

A perfect tiny replica of the man stood
inside. It waved at him and disappeared. A few seconds later, the
little man came back, only to wave at him again and disappear. This
cycle went on for about a minute until the little man didn't
reappear. Then the box popped out of existence. It, too, didn't
come back.

 


 


 


THE SECURITY GUARD

 


Why did this shit always happen after
midnight? Garcia never had to deal with this crap. Todd reached for
the distress button, but paused. Maybe it was just a drifter
looking for a warm, dry place to bed down during the thunderstorm.
Since the craze of super villains in trashy trench coats started,
it was hard to tell them apart from the bums.

Last time he alerted the Hero Department, it
turned out to be a simple vagrant. Luckily one of the level-headed
ones answered the call, and no one had been hurt. As the masked
man--Super Stud? Marvelous Man? Hell, he couldn't keep these guys
straight--left, he'd admonished Todd, telling him his building had
security sensors for a reason, and it wasn't to call heroes to give
homeless guys the bum's rush. He'd felt dumb for a week, and
thanked his lucky stars every night no one else had been here.

Tonight he wouldn't foul up. He watched the
trench coat man stumble about in the huge lobby. Yup. Good call.
Not a super villain, but a drunk. Todd grabbed a stun gun and his
heavy-duty flashlight and headed downstairs. Hopefully this'd be an
easy one and he could shuffle the guy outside. But, Christ, how had
he gotten in? None of the perimeter alarms had sounded.

He reached the lobby floor and just about
crapped himself. That wasn't some random bum, but an honest to god
super villain. (Killbot McGee? The Masked Bandit? Dammit he was bad
with names!) Todd turned to bolt back upstairs, but the villain
spotted him before he could get away.

"Stop right there or I'll blast you. No one
gets away from the Masked Bandit that easily."

Hey, the Masked Bandit. He'd gotten it in
just two guesses. Though he doubted that would get him out of this
jam.

"Which one did you call? Which mask is
coming to thwart me?"

Todd shook his head. "I . . . I didn't call
anyone. I was about to go back up and do that."

"Don't you lie to me!" The Masked Bandit
pulled out a huge handgun, one that looked like it shot missiles
instead of bullets, and shoved it in his face. The barrel was as
big as his head.

Todd took a deep breath. "I'm not lying, I
swear. I didn't call anyone."

The Masked Bandit lowered his oversized gun.
"Yeah, right, like I believe that. You're just trying to buy time.
So who was it? The Jailer? Wendell the Wonderkid? Corporal Awesome
and the Awesome Brigade?" He turned and gazed out to the street.
"Yeah, you probably realized you needed a whole team to deal with
me."

"Or not." Todd pointed the stun gun, and
before the Masked Bandit could react, shot him full of volts. The
super villain flopped around for a few seconds, and then fell to
the ground, unconscious.

He grabbed his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1.
Maybe this superhero gig wasn't so tough. Maybe he could go
vigilante. But who would he be? Captain Stun Gun? The Stunning
Avenger?

Nah. He already had a gig to be proud of. He
was . . . The Security Guard.

 


 


 


THE END OF IT ALL

 


"In the meantime, I want no one in or out of
this building."

Valarie looked up at the guy in a power suit
striding with purpose out of the office and wondered if that was
for real. She was only here at the law offices of Chambers, Powell,
and Burke because she needed the entry-level data entry position
listed on yourjobs.net. She didn't want to get involved in any sort
of international incident or anything. Besides, Mom needed her to
run a few errands this afternoon. This was only supposed to take
twenty minutes, tops.

She looked down at her almost complete
application, and then up at the secretary, whose face looked a bit
pale despite the heavy amount of makeup. Valerie put the cap on her
pen and walked up to the desk.

The secretary gave her a smile that seemed a
bit forced. "Hi, hon. All finished?"

Valarie shook her head and whispered, "No. I
was just wondering about what that guy said. We can't leave?"

The secretary's eyes darted around the room,
and then she motioned Valarie to lean in close. "Something big is
going on out there. I don't know what, but you wouldn't want to
leave even if you could."

"Should . . . Should I bother finishing the
application?"

That earned her a weak smile. "It'll help
pass the time until we know more."

Valarie's head swam. She had dozens of
follow up questions, but this secretary--Janice, her nameplate
read--didn't seem to know much yet. Instead she nodded, whispered a
thanks, and sat back down. It only took another five minutes to
finish the application, but by that time, another suit walked into
the office.

"Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your
attention for a few moments?"

Valarie looked around at her fellow
applicants--two middle-aged women, a guy she guessed to be in his
mid-20s, and another girl who, like her, appeared fresh out of high
school. She assumed they were all here for the same data entry
position. She noticed they each wore a twinge of fear on their
faces. Had they heard her conversation with Secretary Janice, or
was it from the original suit?

This suit had an air about him that said he
was used to speaking in front of audiences in high-pressure
situations, but even he was having trouble forming his words. "At
12:07 Pacific Saving Time, a chain of events began that signaled
the end of our planet."

This brought out gasps from everyone,
including Secretary Janice, but no one said anything. Like Valarie,
it must've stunned them numb.

The suit cleared his throat, obviously
expecting a multitude of questions, but when none came, he
continued.

"This building has enough supplies to last
us for a hundred years. You five are now part of the team, so you
will, of course, be given a full share of rations."

The 20-something guy managed to find his
voice. "But if the earth is going to be destroyed, what good will
that do us?"

The suit took a deep breath. "It's already
blown apart. We launched into space six minutes ago."

All six of them, including Secretary Janice,
stared at him with mouths gaped open. Later, as she looked back on
the moment, Valarie couldn't help but chuckle at how absurd they
all must've looked.

The suit again must have expected outrage
and a barrage of questions, but when only shock met him, he powered
on. "We have a destination in mind. It's a small planet, much like
Earth, in a nearby solar system. The scientists assure us that
we'll thrive there, and that we'll arrive within 50 years, well
before we exhaust our supplies. Other select buildings from around
the globe will rendezvous with us."

"Is this some sort of sick joke that's part
of the application process?" the girl her own age asked. "I didn't
feel us blast off."

The suit shook his head. "I wish it was. The
building was designed to be absolutely stable during take off. It
seems to have worked perfectly, which gives us hope that we're in
for smooth sailing."

He gestured towards the door. "There's a
window at the end of the hall. You can go see for yourselves that
I'm not fabricating any of this."

Everyone, including Secretary Janice, filed
out to look. Except Valarie. She knew it was true. The suit's eyes
promised he wasn't lying. When she was alone, the tears started.
Not for Momma, Daddy, or any of her friends. Their loss still
hadn't hit her. No, these tears flowed because she realized she'd
have to spend the rest of her life shacked up with lawyers.

 


 


 


LIQUID TIME

 


Nothing was as boring as waiting when he
forgot to bring anything to do. Most waiting areas had magazines,
but never what he wanted to read. And the television was always set
on daytime crap. No thanks. Yet here he was, at the dealership,
getting new front and rear brakes, with the book he'd meant to
bring sitting on the kitchen counter at home. Someone left that
morning's paper, so he at least got to check out the sports and
comics, but after that he had nothing. Less than nothing, really,
as the Wilber Montegue Show blasted on the boob tube. What could be
worse than listening to trailer trash whores argue with their
baby-daddies about his half-dozen other baby-mamas? Pathetic.

He was so bored he found himself wandering
over to the vending machines. Usually he avoided these peddlers of
over-sugared carbonated drinks and stale, too salty snack "treats,"
but desperate times called for desperate measures. Besides, he
wasn't going to buy, just browse a bit.

Just as he suspected. Junk. Nothing but
junk. But wait. What was that between the raspberry soda and the
lemon flavored sports drink? Liquid Time? Was that one of those
energy drinks that the kids were so crazy about? He glanced around
to make sure he wasn't blocking anybody's way, then put his
attention back on the can.

"Is there never enough time in your day? Are
you constantly wishing for an extra hour or two? Then just a sip
will do you right. Liquid Time!"

He never fell for snazzy advertising. Not
usually. Maybe today it was because he was bored. Or maybe he
simply met his match. Did he believe the claim, even for a second?
No, of course not, but he had to admit it was great ad copy.

His hand slid into his pocket, found the
five necessary quarters, and slid them home. The mechanical ledge
rose, accepted the can, and tipped it to the delivery door. He
reached in and grasped his prize.

He turned the can over in his hand. No
further writing was on it except one line on the back. "Warning:
Drink no more than a sip at a time."

Laying it on a little thick, weren't they?
He chuckled and popped the top. Was that glittery steam that rose
from the inside? Nah, he was seeing things. He sniffed the liquid
and found it had a citrusy odor. Smelled good.

He took a sip. Nothing spectacular, but it
wasn't without its charm. He looked around to see how he'd pass
some more time, and gasped. Everything in the waiting room had
stopped. The television looked like it had been paused, the hands
of the big clock on the far wall had quit, and all the people
looked like they were competing in an intense game of freeze
tag.

A quick tour through the rest of the
building proved it wasn't only the waiting room. Nothing and nobody
shifted to even take a breath. He unconsciously took another sip of
his Liquid Time.

Wait! He reread the can. It wasn't just
clever copy. It actually worked! And if what it said was correct,
each sip stopped time for an hour or two. And he'd taken two
sips.

Ah, crap! He was already bored out of his
skull, and now the time warp wouldn't catch up with him for another
two to four hours. It could be helpful in other situations, that
was for sure, but not right now. He sighed and wandered back over
to the vending machines. Maybe they had a package of time
accelerating cheese doodles.

 


 


 


WATERBED DREAMS

 


Ronald was almost giddy as bedtime
approached. He'd had to wait two whole days, but his mom and dad
gave him the thumbs up for tonight. Finally his brand-new waterbed
was warm enough to sleep on.

He'd been on boats of all sizes with his
dad, in all different types of weather. The rocking never made him
sick, only comforted him. For this reason, his parents decided a
waterbed would be best.

Sleep rarely came easy for Ronald. Most
nights were a combination of him struggling to fall under the
Sandman's spell and being jolted awake by nightmares and horrible
dreamscapes. But the thoughts of the soothing rocking and nowhere
for the underbed phantom creatures to hide meant restful nights
ahead.

It worked at first. Ronald drifted off into
a nice slumber minutes after his mother tucked him in. The dreams
that did invade his sleep were nice, comforting epics.

Something pushed into his back. His eyes
stayed shut, but he felt something else brush past underneath him.
It was like a fish dancing about inside the liquid mattress. That
thought brought out a smile. Fish in there would actually be pretty
cool. He wouldn't just be sleeping on a waterbed; he'd be sleeping
on a lake or the ocean.

As he waited for the fish to come near
again, he noticed the scent in the air. It reminded him of the deep
sea fishing expeditions he'd gone on with his dad. In addition,
warmth bathed over him. The salty air, warm sun, and rocking of the
waves pulled him back down into sleep.

Ronald awoke refreshed, though he kept his
eyes shut. Morning could start in a few minutes. He stretched,
feeling the rolling water beneath him. When was the last time he'd
slept so peacefully? He imagined his grades improving, and he
wouldn't be so quick to lash out at others when they annoyed him.
Why hadn't he insisted on a waterbed long ago?

Wait. He could still smell the sea air and
feel the sun beating down on him. His eyes flashed open and he
found himself on a raft in the middle of the ocean. To make matters
worse, two dorsal fins circled around him, not ten feet away.

Shoot. The waterbed hadn't worked after all.
True, he'd fallen asleep easy enough, but he was still plagued by
nightmares. He looked in every direction, but could see nothing but
the sky meeting the bluish-green waters. And now those dorsal fins
were less than five feet from his raft.

This would be an excellent time to wake up.
Why wasn't he waking up?

He wasn't waking up.

 


 


 


FINAL EXIT

 


Conner sat clutching her hand. The heart
monitor beeped on, though he knew her strength was waning. The
nurses occasionally poked their heads in, but with the status quo
flowing on, they had no need to linger. For that he was grateful.
They may ask uncomfortable questions as to the nature of his
relationship with this woman. He had no answer for that. He didn't
even know her name. He was just there to feel her die.

He learned of the phenomena when his
grandfather passed. In the summer when Conner moved from elementary
school to junior high, Grandpa's heart gave out. The paramedics
revived him, but he never left the ICU. Mom kept Conner from the
hospital at first, most likely wishing to keep his innocence
intact. But he'd been close with Grandpa and begged to see him. On
that fateful afternoon, she relented. He sat with his hand in
Grandpa's, listening to the beeping machine. Mom had left to grab
them a snack, so she hadn't been there when the beeps went erratic
and turned to a solid hum. Right before the chaos of nurses and
doctors invaded the room, an energy flowed from Grandpa's hand into
his own. It moved up his arm and through his body before escaping.
It left Conner with a glow of peace he'd never before felt.

He didn't say anything for minutes
afterwards. Mom figured it was shock, but that wasn't it. He
reveled in the afterglow. He now knew what a glorious drug dying
was, and he wanted that feeling again.

All through junior high and most of high
school, he experimented with as many drugs as he could get his
hands on. Anything from sniffing glue and huffing aerosol cans to
alcohol to the heavy stuff--heroine, cocaine, and everything else.
Nothing gave him the same feeling as a soul leaving this world
through him. He figured this out his senior year when he clutched
Grandma's hand as she died. It was the catalyst he needed to clean
himself up.

For the next few years he waited for another
family member to get sick, to die. No luck, especially since he had
only his mom's side, which was a small pool to draw from. His
father, whoever that guy was, had lit out all those years ago when
Mom informed him she was pregnant.

Then tragedy struck. Halfway through
college, a drunk driver struck Mom as she strolled down a sidewalk
on her way home from work. She held on to the fragile string of
life long enough for him to get to the hospital. He grabbed her
hand, and she departed, sending euphoria though his body.

The high lasted only a short time before the
reality of the situation came crashing down around him. He couldn't
deal with a life without his mother, so he began frequenting
hospitals, finding those on the verge of death, and sitting with
them. A surprising number of the dying had no friends or family
visiting. He learned quickly that if he walked in with purpose and
acted as if he belonged, no one would question him. And with
hospitals brimming with death, he stayed high almost
constantly.

Which brought him to the here and now. Her
respirator gargled, and the heart monitor buzzed. Her soul, her
energy, made its way through him, firing his synapses with joy. He
leaned back and accepted it, sighing contently.

But like with all drugs, his tolerance
kicked in. The wonderful high mellowed before the nurses even
entered the room. As they fiddled with the woman--he wasn't sure if
they were trying to bring her back or simply confirming her
passing--he snuck out. They'd never miss him.

His drive home had been a sea of thoughts on
how he could prolong the feeling. It wasn't until he arrived that
the answer struck him. If other deaths brought him so much joy,
what about his own? He ran a hot bath and fetched an Exacto knife
from the tool kit. His final exit would be the ultimate high.

 


 


 


PARCHMENT OF LOVE

 


It was here. It was finally here. After four
long weeks (the advertisement said it could've taken six), he had
it. He stood staring at the postal envelope, now nervous that it
was actually in his hands.

What if it didn't work? What if he used it
wrong? He only had one chance, and he wasn't sure how clear the
instructions were.

"Only one way to find out," Rich said as he
ripped the envelope open.

A single sheet of paper greeted him. A very
old sheet. But not just paper. Parchment. Its silky feel caressed
his fingers and thumb.

He poured over the sheet, anxious to see if
his thousand dollars was well spent. If it won Giselle away from
Johnny, it certainly would be.

"Read this poem in the presence of your
would-be beloved. Within seconds of the final syllable, you will
have your true love. But be wary. The object of your desire will
want to be by your side only. Be positive your love is a lifetime
commitment."

Underneath came the poem. Rich didn't read
it in case it diluted the power. He'd only recite it to Giselle.
Nothing would stop him from saving her from the biggest mistake of
her life. If he couldn't have her, fine, but he wouldn't let her
waste her time with that scumbag Johnny. A thousand dollars for a
powerful love charm was worth every penny to get that guy away from
her. Plus, she'd finally see him as more than just a friend. So
what if it wasn't genuine? She was his everything.

Earlier in the week, Johnny had bragged that
he was taking her to the latest gross-out horror flick down at the
Super 36 Cinema. Rage had bubbled almost to the surface when Rich
heard that, and it still simmered. Giselle loved rom-coms, not
scary stuff. Johnny didn't know her at all. Not like he did.

But fine. Two could play at this. He'd ruin
Johnny's date; he'd ruin it good. He'd buy a ticket to each showing
(he didn't know when they'd get there, and he didn't want to chance
getting tossed), and when they arrived, he'd read her the poem.
Johnny would be helpless to stop it.

He sat in the lobby all day, mulling over
his plan. It'd work. It had to. She'd be his right after the poem,
and there was no way Johnny'd make too much of a scene in a crowded
theater lobby.

When they walked in, Rich gasped. Giselle,
his beautiful Giselle, wore a tight red dress that rose two-thirds
of the way up her thighs and practically exposed her perfect
breasts. Sure, she looked good, no great, but it also made her look
like a common street tramp. How could she do this? Especially for
Johnny?

He stomped over to them, the parchment in
hand. Giselle smiled as he approached, but Johnny scowled. To his
dismay, her arm remained wrapped around Johnny's waist.

"Hi, Richard," she said. "What are you doing
here?"

"Yeah, Dick. Come to see the new kiddie
flick?"

Giselle laughed at that, and it was all Rich
could do to keep himself from lashing out at Johnny. Verbally, of
course. Instead, he looked Giselle dead in the eyes and said, "No.
I have something to read you."

When he lifted the parchment, Johnny's smile
grew bigger, almost breaking his concentration. Yeah, yuck it up,
you big ape. You'll be sorry in a minute.

He read the poem, proud of himself for not
stumbling over any of the words. He usually had to rehearse poetry
to get it sounding smooth, but this came out so beautifully that he
might have written it himself.

When he finished, he looked up and smirked
at Johnny, whose smile hadn't faltered. He chanced a glance at
Giselle, hopeful she'd chose to express her new love by leaping
into his arms. Wouldn't that put Johnny in his place? Instead, she
nodded and said, "That's lovely, Richard. Almost as nice as the one
Johnny read me. Who did you write it for?"

He stared back at her, his heart plummeting
into his stomach. He tried to speak, to say anything, but words
wouldn't come. Maybe the spell took a minute, but he had a sinking
suspicion it hadn't worked.

"Yeah, Dick, who's it for?" The taunting
laughter showed behind Johnny's eyes. "Tell you what, I'll give you
a little poetic advice. Excuse us, sweet cheeks." He dragged Rich
away, and in a low voice, said, "Here's your advice, twerp. Make
sure you always purchase the upgrade. Lesser spells'll never
override it." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of
parchment of his own. "Too bad you only get one shot."

Rich could only watch as Johnny led Giselle
to the theater. Before they went inside, Johnny looked back,
winked, and spun her around for a deep, disgusting tongue kiss.
Right out in public.

Rich was going to be sick.

 


 


 


CHAINED LOVE

 


The chains on the bed rattled, jarring him
from his uneasy slumber. Meredith needed to feed again. Sean headed
for the kitchen for the raw hamburger. She calmed down, seemingly
aware of what he was up to.

 


*****

 


Sean clicked off the radio, unable to
stomach any more talk about the new zombie epidemic. Besides, he
was almost home. He'd take Meredith up to their cabin in the
mountains. It was fully stocked with food and water for
emergencies, though he'd always figured the crisis would be an
earthquake or flood, not zombies. Whatever. They'd beat this.
Together.

As he pulled into the driveway, he saw
something lying on the front porch. Something mauled. Something
bloody.

He put the car in park and leapt out. Tears
filled his eyes as he guessed what this was. They'd been here and
gotten to Meredith. He broke down right there when he saw he wasn't
mistaken. Her body was decimated by bite and rip marks; her head
attached only by a few sinews of muscle.

 


*****

 


The hamburger disappeared fast. Meredith
took big bites out of the middle, but ate carefully around his
fingers, even though he wore heavy-duty work gloves. Was this thing
trying to lull him into a false sense of security, or was she still
in there? Best not to dwell on it. The isolation was close enough
to driving him mad without such thoughts.

With the meat gone, she licked and sucked
the excess off his fingers. A week or so ago, before she'd been
constructed of rotting flesh, it would've turned him on. Their
sensual play with food had led to many a night of passionate love
making. Now though, as he felt the pressure of her lips and tongue,
it was all he could do to keep from vomiting.

She lay passive, staring into his eyes. He'd
learned during the week that if he talked to her, she wouldn't
respond. Nothing about her showed any sort of recognition, any sort
of humanity. It pained him to converse with her like that, so he
stopped. He left her chained, unmoving on the bed, and went to wash
off the glove.

 


*****

 


"Sean, did you see this report? There are
actual zombies roaming the streets of New York."

"Yeah, I saw it earlier on CNN. I thought
they were just making up a funny news story or something."

"No, it seems legit." Meredith paused. "Do
you suppose they wander around, arms outstretched, moaning for
brains?"

He looked and saw her mouth fighting a
smile, trying to stay serious, and that did it. He busted up
laughing, and she joined him.

 


*****

 


The power flickered. The generator wouldn't
hold out much longer. He hadn't heard anything outside in quite
some time, but that didn't mean it was safe. He'd taken pains to
make sure nothing could squeeze though the boards on the windows
and doors. That meant he couldn't see out, either. The Internet had
been down for days, and his satellite TV picked up nothing but
static.

He wouldn't worry so much about the
power--the raw hamburger for Meredith was almost gone, and he'd
been eating out of cans for a few days anyway--except for how
stuffy the house was. He'd been running electric fans around the
clock, and he could still barely tolerate it.

He sighed and looked at the bed. If her
schedule held up, it'd be feeding time in an hour or so. What would
he do when the meat was gone?

 


*****

 


Sean carried her remains to the bed, tears
so thick in his eyes he couldn't see straight. Before he lost it
altogether, he needed to protect himself. The work would keep his
mind clear. He washed Meredith's blood off the porch, hooked the
generator up in the garage, and boarded up the house.

With the physical labor done, he came inside
to mourn his dead wife, but stopped in his tracks at the bedroom
door. Her flesh. It was growing back. It looked dead, rotted, but
it was there. That could only mean she'd be moving soon.

He rushed into the garage and grabbed the
rope of heavy chain that'd been there since they'd moved in. He had
no idea what the previous owners had used it for, or why they
hadn't taken it, but at this point, he didn't care. Good thing he'd
never gotten around to tossing it like Meredith wanted.

He wrapped it tight around her and secured
it to the bed frame with padlocks. There. If that didn't hold, he
was a dead man. He didn't have anything better. There was nothing
left to do now but wait for her to wake up.

 


*****

 


Meredith sucked the last of the hamburger
off of his glove with a hearty smack. As she did so, she gave him a
lusty gaze. But no, that was impossible. This wasn't actually his
wife. It was just a moving shell, a monster. Right?

He looked around the kitchen, but found
little he could feed her. There was plenty of canned ravioli, but
somehow he didn't think that would satisfy. And he couldn't let her
starve because, god damn it, what if that really had been her soul
staring up at him?

He sighed and slumped to the floor. He was
sick and tired of this fucking isolation. But it didn't have to be
like this. He could set her free. What better way to say "I love
you" than giving her his flesh? It'd grow back. Hers did. And then
they could be together forever.

Sean rushed into the bedroom before he could
rethink this, and worked on unlocking the padlocks. Meredith
shifted, as if she could sense his intentions. As he folded the
chains off of her torso, allowing her to sit up for the first time
as a dead woman, he giggled. Would they wander the streets, arms
outstretched, moaning "hearts" instead of "brains?"

 


 


 


HAPPY BIRTHDAY, FACEBOOK FRIEND

 


She'd been on Facebook for just over two
years, and she loved it. She'd originally joined because it was the
big thing in the bike club her and her husband, Ron, belonged to.
It was a great way to get news on upcoming excursions and other
club events, as well as keeping up on the juicy gossip.

Not long after, old high school friends
began friending her. She hadn't seen most of them since graduation,
so it was super to find out what they'd been up to. Every time she
logged on, she had fun catching up with them all. Sometimes through
conversations in various posts, but usually just by reading various
musings or, even better, by checking out the pictures people
posted.

When her birthday rolled around, she
discovered something else wonderful: all the Happy Birthday wishes.
Each one was pretty generic, but that was okay. They all made her
smile.

Except one. Oddly enough, it was the only
one that included any sort of personalized touch. It asked her if
she remembered how much fun her fourteenth birthday part at Crazy
Rivers Water Park had been. It had been a blast, but who was this
asking? Edmon Lonevie? She couldn't remember him, and she certainly
hadn't friended him. Instead of a photograph of himself, he had a
picture of a wall of flames. It looked neat, but obviously did
nothing to jog her memory of who he was.

After pondering the mystery for a minute,
she went back to reading other birthday wishes and forgot about
Edmon Lonevie. In fact, she'd forgotten all about him until a year
later when the birthday greetings poured in again. She ate up all
the generic ones from her friends, but blanched at the personalized
one from the man she couldn't remember.

"Happy Birthday, Crystal! I hope today is as
special as the new Sentra you got for your Sweet Sixteen!"

Who the hell was Edmon Lonevie? Sweat broke
out as the memory of his post last year returned. She'd have
remembered someone with that strange name. Wouldn't she?

She clicked on his profile and found she was
his lone friend. The only two things he'd posted were her birthday
wishes. Her breath rasped and sputtered as she started to
hyperventilate. This was . . . it was creepy.

A few deep breaths brought her under
control. She clicked to send a private message to this Edmon
character, whoever he was. She'd be polite, of course. You didn't
catch flies with vinegar, after all.

"I'm sorry, but I don't remember you. Did we
go to high school together?" She could have checked her yearbooks,
but they were tucked somewhere in a box in the garage. It'd
probably take half the day to find them.

She got an almost instant reply. "Of course
you don't remember me. You asked not to."

"What does that mean?" She got another reply
right away.

"Please. Do you really believe your family
could afford to rent out a water park for the day? In the middle of
summer?"

"I always figured other parents chipped
in."

His answer came back so fast they might as
well have been on the chat function. "How about the car? Your dad
drove a beat-up truck, and your mom had to take the bus to
work."

"They scrimped and saved?" It sounded lame
even as she typed it.

"And Ronald. Your precious Ronald. Be
honest. You married him for his looks. Do you really think he has
enough on the ball to bring home a six-figure salary? What is it he
does again?"

"He's a consultant," but she didn't hit
send. Instead she held down the backspace key, erasing that
sentence. Yeah, he was a consultant, but what did that mean? It
pained her to admit she had no clue as to what her husband did.
Instead, she went back on the offensive, yelling at him. "WHO ARE
YOU?"

A message didn't zip back at her. Instead,
his profile picture, that of a wall of flames, extinguished, and a
man with slick, jet-black hair, a pencil-thin mustache, and a
pointy goatee walked into the frame. But profile pictures couldn't
move on Facebook. Not that she'd ever seen.

"Remember me now?" It wasn't typed.

She shook her head. The voice came from the
screen, not her speakers, which were off anyway.

"I must've made the memory cleanser a bit
too strong. No matter. I'm just here to wish you a happy birthday.
By my calculations, you have fifteen more before your fiftieth,
when you turn possession of your soul over to me."

Tears streamed down her face, and her throat
clenched. Somehow she managed to croak out, "Are you the
devil?"

He chuckled. "No, sorry, you're not that
important." He reached out of his profile pic and smacked his typed
name. The "E" and "D" of Edmon switched places, showing the word
"Demon," while all the letters of Lonevie jumbled and spun,
eventually stopping with the spelling, "Evil One."

Before she could say anything, he said, "See
you in fifteen years," and snapped his fingers. She sat staring at
all the Happy Birthdays on her Facebook wall. Something seemed off,
but she couldn't figure out what. The birthday wishes seemed in
order. Just nice, benign greetings.

 


 


 


SHADOWS GHOSTS WRAITS

 


They were nothing. Shadows. Ghosts. Wraiths.
No one acknowledged them. No one glanced their way. But it didn't
bother them. They had each other.

Though the teachers didn't call their names
during attendance, they showed up to each class every day. What
else was there to do? They absorbed the material, soaked up the
lectures, and finished each assignment before heading home.

The rest of the school day--passing periods,
nutrition break, lunch--while the other students talked, laughed,
horsed around, and ignored them, they clung to one another. His
lips lingered on her forehead; her fingertips lingered on his
chest. Everyone existed but them; no one existed but them.

At the end of the day, they drifted off
campus and headed for home--a rose garden across town. They weren't
physically bound to that spot, loyalty kept them there. Their ashes
were scattered all around the beautiful blooming bushes, a living
memorial to their short lives. Mere feet away, on the edge of the
sidewalk, people still left gifts and mementos to mark their
passing, their murder. A drive-by shooting. A case of mistaken
identity.

As day faded into night, they sat in each
others arms, lips fluttering, hands caressing. Tomorrow they'd
return to school, as they did every day, though no one knew. They
were nothing. Shadows. Ghosts. Wraiths.

 


 


 


THE RATTLE

 


I'd had the car a few weeks before I dug in
and gave it a deep examination. There was a rattle in the trunk
that drove me nuts. The previous owner warned me about it, and
assured me his mechanic said it was nothing to worry about. I'd
tried to ignore it, but the harder I tried, the more it bothered
me.

The problem was it didn't happen every time.
On some trips it'd go all day without so much as a tink. My hopes
would rise, thinking I was finally rid of the cursed noise, but
mere blocks from home, it would clatter around, reminding me of its
presence. And, of course, other times it wouldn't shut up the
entire time I drove.

I'm not a car guy. Hell, I'm lucky I don't
screw up trips to the gas station. But if the mechanic wasn't
worried about the rattle, it probably wasn't a car problem. Not
really. A bit of exploring could lead even a car knowledge idiot
like me to it.

I opened the trunk and lifted the panel that
formed the floorboard and covered the spare tire. It couldn't be
coming from the spare itself, since both the previous owner and the
mechanic would've figured that out. Just to make sure, I put my
weight on the bumper and bounced a bit. Nope. No rattle.

I unscrewed the spare and lifted it out.
Something down there had to hold the answer. Maybe the previous
owner hadn't bothered to give it much of a look. And the mechanic
likely just checked to make sure the car was safe, not what
actually caused the mysterious noise.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary, or at
least from what I considered ordinary to be. I ran my hand around
the sides of the spare tire well, and bingo! Some sort of latch. It
was hidden so secretively that I still couldn't see it even when I
knew where to look.

I opened the tiny door, expecting a ball
bearing or loose nut or something to fall out, but that wasn't it.
Instead, a shimmering cloud of silver vapor floated out. I stepped
back, not sure if it was toxic or not. It hovered above the bumper
for a second, then solidified.

I gasped. It was a tiny, green-skinned man,
no bigger than a silver dollar. It looked up at me, its eyes
glowing neon pink. "Thanks," it said, its voice raspy and squeaky
all at once. "They trapped me in there so I couldn't feed on the
engine, wires, or fluids. And we gremlins need plenty to eat." With
that, he leapt off the bumper and bounced up into the exhaust pipe,
never to be seen again.

And that, my friends, is why my car is such
a piece of shit.

 


 


 


PRINCESS JENNI, HERO TO ALL

 


When I was 15, my girlfriend gave me an iPod
even though it wasn't my birthday or any other special occasion. I
wasn't appreciative, but not for the reasons she thought. Not
entirely, anyway.

She screamed at me that just because I
already had one doesn't make the new one any less special. I knew
that. My problem was more because she--her family--couldn't afford
a cheap mp3 player, let alone an iPod. My fifteen year old brain
couldn't put those words nicely into context, however, and I'm sure
I said something cruel. (As if I don't remember every word, every
syllable, I yelled at her.)

She slapped me and ran off sobbing. I
slumped down and felt tears rise in my own eyes. That could have
gone better. I wasn't much with words, but I vowed I would think of
something to say to make things right between us. I really did love
her.

As I walked home, I examined the iPod. She'd
knitted a cover for it, and inside was a small note. "I wrote and
recorded these for you." That stopped me in my tracks. I had no
clue she could play an instrument, let alone write songs.

The earbuds were on in a flash, but there
was no music loaded on the player. Was she playing a prank on me?
No, that wasn't her style, nor would she have gotten so upset. I
went back to the main menu and tried podcasts. There they were.
Hundreds of recordings. If she'd written and recorded these all for
me, where had she found the time? Damn. As if I didn't feel like
enough of a jackass.

I scrolled down to the first entry and
pushed play, not sure what I would get. Jenni's voice came on, and
without any buildup, she dove into a story. At fifteen, I hated to
read or use my imagination in any way that didn't involve naked
ladies, so I guessed I would turn this off soon enough, or at least
hate every hour I'd have to spend listening to get back into her
good graces. What use did I have of elves, unicorns, and flying
horses?

Instead, the story drew me in. Her voice--a
soft, sensuous melody I'd never heard--dropped my defenses and
allowed the words to lift me into her fictional world. I lost
myself in the make-believe easier than with all the special effects
of a Hollywood blockbuster.

Time ceased having meaning. I don't remember
the walk home, the trip though my house, or anything. If my mom
hadn't knocked on my door announcing dinner, I don't know how long
I'd have sat there listening. I wouldn't have remembered to eat,
that's for sure.

After dinner, before I could get back to my
room, Jenni called. She wanted to do something, but I blew her off.
I had to get back to the story. It wasn't until a few days later
that I recognized the hurt, the pleading, in her voice. I can't
recall exactly what we said to each other (really this time),
though I wish I could. I'll never forgive myself that the last
words I ever heard from her, at least not on a recording, dripped
with such pain.

When I hung up the phone, I didn't give the
conversation any more thought. She'd forgive me on Monday when I
gushed about how great her story was. I spent the rest of the
weekend with the earbuds planted firmly in place.

 


*****

 


I approached our normal Monday morning meet
spot outside the cafeteria to the sight of sobbing students and a
jumble of flowers. When I was close enough, I saw pictures of Jenni
mixed in. Friends and acquaintances hugged me and offered
condolences. My blank looks only brought out more tears.

What happened?

Her parents found her late Friday night with
foam dripping from her mouth, a dozen pill bottles by her feet, and
a suicide note pinned to her blouse. Any hope was gone by the time
the paramedics arrived. No one at school knew what the note said,
and for that I'm grateful. Later, when I read it, it was all I
could do not to join her.

You'll excuse me if I don't share what the
note said, which, contrary to the rumors, was not written in her
blood. Some things I'll take to my grave. Though I was not named,
her parents knew it was me. That was why I had to wait until Monday
to find out. It was also the reason I wasn't welcome at the
funeral. That hurt almost as much as losing her.

It took a few months, but life, as it is
wont to do, slipped back to normal. People still asked me if I was
doing okay, and I always put on a brave face and said I was. I
missed her, but life goes on. What no one saw was what I did with
my free time. It took quite a number of college-ruled notebooks,
but I managed to transcribe every word from that iPod. Only then
did I feel ready to tackle the challenge at hand. Using her world,
the one she'd taken so much pride and joy in creating for me, I
wrote the story of Princess Jenni, champion to elves, conqueror of
ogres, and hero to all.

Someday I'll share those stories so my sweet
princess will gain the never-ending life she so desperately
deserves.

 


 


 


THE FOG

 


The soldier stood alone in the forest, his
sword heavy in his hand, his chain armor clanking from his shakes,
no doubt alerting everything in the vicinity of his presence. Where
his company had gone was beyond him. They'd marched through a thick
patch of fog, and when he reached the other side, he marched
alone.

A wolf howled in the distance, and something
rustled in the nearby bushes. He wasn't sure which frightened him
more. He gripped his sword tighter and took a few tentative steps
forward. With his fellow soldiers, his brothers, he was fearless.
On his own, he felt lost.

A weight surrounded him, hanging heavy in
the air. He turned back to the fog. If he wandered back in, would
he find his army? Would he find safety? It didn't matter. As more
creeks and crunches sounded from the brush, he pushed back into the
thick bank of fog.

As he marched through the first time,
sandwiched in the middle of dozens upon dozens of men, every one of
his senses had been overwhelmed. He saw nothing but gray, felt,
tasted, and smelled nothing but damp air, and heard nothing but his
brothers' footfalls. No, that wasn't quite true. Their footsteps
echoed through the fog at first, but after a few paces, he heard
only his own boots on the hard packed forest soil, his own mail
clattering with every step, his own deep breaths. But nothing of
his brothers.

This time, as he waded in alone, the fog
didn't feel as thick, as dense, as damp. Arrows stuck in the ground
and out of trees. On closer inspection, he found those arrows
attached to soldiers. Soldiers from his company.

His breath caught in his throat. How had
they all been massacred while he remained untouched? How had he not
heard any of it? He wandered among these men who he'd been so close
with over these past few months and confirmed none still
breathed.

He fought back tears. The mass burial fell
on his shoulders. No time for frail emotions. He had too much work
to do, and no help in doing it. Everything, though, stopped cold
when he reached the final soldier, likely the first to have
died.

It was him. An arrow pierced his throat.
Blood pooled around his upper body. His eyes were open, and his
face registered no pain, only shock.

No, this wasn't real. How could it be? He
stood here, as alive as when he woke this morning, alive as the day
he was born. He reached down to touch the body, but his hand passed
right through it. No, that wasn't right. It passed through his
hand.

The air deflated from his lungs. He was the
incorporeal one. He looked around in the fog, which had mostly
dissipated, and found dozens of other soldiers standing over their
own corpses. Their body language proved they were all in various
stages of acceptance and denial.

He stared into his own dead eyes, not
wanting to, but unable to look away. The late morning sun burned
most of the fog away. Only a few tendrils lay behind, hugging the
ground. When those, too, succumbed to the burning sunlight, he and
the rest of the soldiers standing guard over their mortality
blinked away, off to visit whatever realm greeted the dead.

 


 


 


THE END OF THE DAY

 


Mary took a deep breath and slumped down
onto the couch. Why did each and every day always have to be so
hard? But he slept now, and he'd be out for hours. If David woke
him, he could deal with the fallout.

Sometimes self-pity overtook her when the
adrenaline wore off, but she wouldn't allow that to happen tonight.
David would be here soon, and she wanted to have a good time.
Especially if this relationship was headed where she hoped.

The next thing she knew, David shook her
shoulders. "Soups on."

She blinked and saw the shadows of night had
infiltrated the living room. Wonderful aromas wafting from the
kitchen snapped her fully awake. "How long have you been here?"

He kissed her forehead. "Not long. It's
takeout."

She glanced back at the hallway, and David
chuckled. "He's dead to the world until morning. I checked on him
right after I got here. He's doing that cute little
snore-growl."

Mary shuddered. "I don't know how you can
call that cute."

He kissed her on the lips. "How can you not
think it's cute? He's your kid."

"I know, but . . ."

He pulled her to her feet and engulfed her
in a hug. "I'm sure NASA would still take your call. I kept the
card."

She hesitated, not sure what to say. She'd
thrown hers out to take away temptation. But if David still had one
. . .

"Is dinner all set?"

He nodded. "All plated. Just needs to get to
the table."

She gave his hand a squeeze. "Okay. Get it
on, and I'll be there in just a sec." She headed down the hall to
his room. He lay in his crib, his green, scaly face puffing out and
deflating with each breath, and he indeed made that half-snore,
half-growl David was so fond of. His greasy little body lay flat
against the mattress, as if made of nothing solid. She rubbed her
ribs, the blossoming bruise he'd given her just that morning, for
proof that he was indeed made of harder material than any creature
native to Earth.

What if he'd been cute? Would that make a
difference? She wanted to say no, but who was she kidding? If he
looked like a cuddly little teddy bear, a puppy, or anything else
she liked, she'd have been thrilled. Heck, if he'd even looked
mostly human, she'd have been proud to call him son. But this part
lizard, part fish being that'd slithered out of her six months
prior still felt . . . felt . . . alien. It was all she could do to
say and think "him" rather than "it."

She shuddered.

As she returned to the living room, she saw
not only dinner--a garden salad, a bacon-topped grilled chicken
sandwich, and fries--at the table, but her cell phone and the card
with NASA's phone number on it. David sat in his seat and
smiled.

"You gave it a go. More than most women who
went through this can say. I'm proud of you. You have nothing to
feel bad about."

Everything he said made sense, but tears
still rolled down her cheeks. "I feel like I'm failing him. Like
this was a motherhood test and I flunked."

He shook his head. "I think you passed with
flying colors. You'll make a wonderful mother when we choose to
have kids."

She gasped and felt a warm feeling in her
chest when he admitted he wanted her to have his children.

His smile showed he didn't miss her
reaction, but his face turned serious. "This wasn't your choice.
That thing shouldn't be. They might not have physically touched
you, but those aliens raped you. Raped you and half the women on
the planet."

The tears came faster, but he was right. She
couldn't do this anymore. That thing--she no longer wanted to think
of it as her baby--need to go. Whatever home NASA would give it was
better than any she could.

She picked up the phone and dialed.

 


 


 


HELMET TRAVEL

 


The first time I wore the helmet, I puked
inside it. It wasn't my fault; it was a disorienting situation. I
know I wasn't the first, and I could only hope past users were as
meticulous in cleaning it as I was.

Supersonic space travel is no easy feat. As
soon as you secure the helmet to the suit, it's like the craziest
rollercoaster you've ever been on. The ship's mechanism shoots you
out the airlock and into deep space. The helmet already knows where
you want to go, so all you have to do is relax and let it take
you.

Yeah. Relax. They really said that as if it
were somehow possible.

As you're floating about, the helmet locks
onto its location and forms an energy bubble around you. It's
invisible, but the scientists say it's only slightly bigger than
whoever is floating in the middle. I didn't lunge out to see if I
could feel it. Not because anyone said not to, but at that point I
hadn't emptied my stomach into the headgear, and I was trying to
hold as still as possible.

Anyway, the bubble doesn't actually move.
That's what the scientists say. The bubble makes space bigger
behind it and shorter in front. Basically, from what I understand
of the process, the bubble takes the universe in front of it and
folds it so the destination ends up right in front of the traveler.
And it happens almost instantly. Then the bubble straightens
everything out when it's in the new location. Space goes back to
its original size and shape, but with you in the new place. So no
movement, just fancy origami.

Try telling that to my stomach. I've been on
the hairiest jet coasters at the best fun parks in the solar
system. Some of them go from zero to thousands in less than a
second. They all proved tame compared to this acceleration. But
I'll give credit where credit is due. I got from Station Saturn to
New Earth on the other side of the universe in the blink of an eye.
I'd been hoping to enjoy the wonders of the vastness of space on
the trip, but one second the rings of Saturn were in my peripheral,
and the next I descended down on my new home.

Still no gutbombs from me. I was woozy--I
dare anyone not to be after a trip like that--but I'd saved myself
a vomit shower. If I ever saw the guy who helped me into my suit,
he owed me five credits.

I set down gently in the middle of my new
town. Before I took the helmet off, I got an eyeful of
everything--a huge Wal-Mart, fast food joints every ten feet, and
election posters plastered everywhere. It was just like back
home.

I've never puked so hard in all my life.

 


 


 


FLASH: A LOVE STORY

 


A zombie sneaks up on a group of
unsuspecting campers. It's built for feasting on their brains,
while they're built to die. Mayhem ensues as he breaks their camp.
Maybe he kills them all in a gruesome scene of pornographic gore.
Maybe one young kid escapes, humanity's last hope in the coming
zombieocalypse.

Flash.

An older gentleman, surrounded by his family
and friends, lays on his deathbed. He revels in their presence, but
his mind wanders back to his youth. To that pretty girl he never
had the courage to court. How different would life have been? He
doesn't dream of this with any sort of longing, just curiosity. As
he smiles at those around him, he knows he couldn't have asked for
a better life. But that nagging voice, his last conscious thought,
tells him life holds too many mysteries, too many choices, for just
one go-around.

Flash.

The starship pilot pushes and prods the
controls. That last laser torpedo destroyed his navigation, his
steering, and even his communication capabilities. All that remains
is the life-support system, and a hell of a lot of good that does
him since all he can do is float aimlessly. A quick exploding death
would be preferable. Not that all hope is lost. He could be picked
up by a passing freighter, or maybe he'll hit the gravity field of
a life-sustaining planet. Or maybe he'll just go crazy thinking of
the options in his lonely isolation.

Flash.

The young boy crawls all around the ant
hill, fascinated by the insects scurrying here and there, always
busy. He wants to dig it up, see how far down it goes, but he
promised Momma and Dad that he wouldn't. He pulls out a magnifying
glass, and anyone passing by would have to wonder if it's to
observe the ants up close or to bring fiery death from above.

Flash.

The young woman puts an extra kick in her
stride, aware someone is following her. Of course this is late at
night, the witching hour some might say, or she wouldn't be as
frightened. How dumb is she for even being out here? The campus
newspaper, all the campus websites, and even the local TV news have
warned all co-eds to not travel alone after dark. This serial
killer has left no clues. The footsteps behind her get louder, and
she turns to face her pursuer. When she sees it's another girl, a
woman her age, she loses it, balls her head off, and hugs this
stranger. The twist? (Of course there's a twist.) The killer is a
self-loathing, woman-hating lesbian. She won't take her own life,
so she offs any pretty lady she sees. They turn her on and disgust
her all at once. You better believe our heroine gets a knife in the
back.

Flash. Flash. Flash.

The author sits back and smiles. That'll do
for today. Tomorrow he can visit countless other places, be anyone
he wants, do whatever catches his fancy. In short, he can be the
master of the universe. All at under 1000 words a pop.
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