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Introduction by Jan Oda

 


 


We're living in exciting times. The dwindling
of print publishing, the rise of ebooks, apps and tablets—it is
said that the digital revolution will have a bigger impact than the
invention of the printing press. I'm not sure if this is true—if
e-publishing will make a change in how stories are told from now
on.

What I do know is that I am part of a
community which has been experimenting with one of the older
digital inventions, a community which has been telling tales
online. The internet is a marvellous place of discovery,
communication and socializing, and when you mix that with fiction,
sometimes unexpected beauty arises.

I'm proud to present you with twelve authors
who've built worlds in their own little corner of the internet,
who've woven stories for and with their audience. Some of them have
published in more experimental ways than others, some depend on
reader interaction, others simply like to share their fabrications.
But all are tellers of tales, small and large.

The internet is a big place, and it can be
quite a hassle to find what you are looking for. I hope that by
stumbling on this small collection, you'll enjoy the opportunity to
sample some of their work, and maybe you'll be tempted to pay a
visit to their worlds.

 


Sincerely,

Jan Oda

Chief Editor, Ergofiction Magazine
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Walking Home With Strangers

Zoe E. Whitten

 


 


Excuse me? Oh! Sorry, I didn’t mean to
startle you. I just wanted to ask for a lighter, if you’ve—great,
thanks.

Mmmm, nothing like the taste of a slow
suicide, right? Heh, now that’s Marlboro country.

I guess you’re new to this neighborhood. I’m
very good with faces, and I’ve never seen yours. When did you move
in?

Ah, good, probably still haven’t unpacked
anything but the essentials yet.

So what do you do? Oh, a nurse! That’s great!
Well...yeah...yes, I would think so, with all that blood and
needles. Just—brrrrr. But still, it’s a good job, something you can
be proud to tell the family about.

I’m...well I’m between careers right now.
I’ve just recently left my old profession behind, and I’m still not
sure what to do with myself.

I don’t know. I’d be reluctant to tell you,
since we’ve just met. Hahahaha! A gigolo? That’s very flattering,
but no...I was a thief.

Ah, see? Now you’re looking around. You’re
more alert, like you expect me to do something. Well you can relax.
I gave up the habit, and I’m just walking home right now.

No, it wasn’t an easy job. Being a good thief
means keeping up on the latest security systems, and every job
required meticulous planning.

Yeah, I did all right. If I gave you my name,
you wouldn’t find a record for me, which I think speaks volumes
about my credentials.

Heh, no, I never whacked anyone. I rarely
worked for the mafia. You pull too many jobs for those guys, and
they think they fucking own—

Sorry, I’ll watch my mouth. But no, I didn’t
like dealing with other criminals, except the guys who fenced stuff
for me. And I didn’t trust those guys as far as I could throw
them.

I suppose I retired for a lot of
reasons...no, that’s a lie. I quit over one vampire, and the rest
of the pack have made...oh, that’s amusing?

I see. Well, given your logic, you’ve never
seen a thief until meeting me; ergo, thieves don’t exist. You want
proof I’m a thief? Okay, see that door over there? Now look at me.
Is this your wallet?

Oh relax! Here, you can have it back. Heh, is
this your driver’s license and credit card? See? Now you believe
me. Calm down, I gave it back. Yes, your money is all there! Stop
counting it in the open like some backwoods rube. You can get
mugged that way.

Yeah, I didn’t believe in the vamps myself
until just a few months ago. Nah, never mind. I see you already
think I’m crazy.

You don’t really want to hear this. You don’t
even believe me.

Well...if you’re sure.

Four months ago, I moved into Dallas. I moved
about once every six months to work new cities. It kept me off the
fuzz radar, and I could fence most of my stuff on the internet. No,
not eBay. Don’t you know that place is only for scammers and
collectors? I was a thief, not a scammer. Of course there’s a
difference.

It doesn’t matter how I sold my things.
Besides, we aren’t talking about the working lives of thieves.

I was getting settled in for a job. The mark
was a jewelry store downtown with a vault that a four year old
could have broken into. I was in the alley behind the building, and
I was just about to unpack my toolkit when—

My toolkit? Uh, well it’s like a fanny pack;
but instead of a pouch, the pack unrolled to give me access to lock
picks, my drill bits, a battery-powered Dremel hand tool, and a
stethoscope. I kept other tools in a backpack, but those changed
depending on the job. Just then, I was carrying a bigger drill, a
handheld acetylene torch, and several rods of thermite. That’s a
special mixture of rust and aluminum which burns hot enough to eat
through carbon steel.

The thermite was my last line of attack if I
wasn’t able to crack the safe using my toolkit. I was just about to
start working the door when I heard a startled cry. A second later,
I heard feet shuffling. From the voice and the scrape of the heels
on the pavement, I guessed it was a woman in high-heeled shoes.

I looked to the end of the alley, and this
woman staggered around the corner of the building. She was hunched
over, and she looked drunk with the way her legs kept wobbling.

She passed under a light, and I thought she
was barfing wine, because red liquid was gushing from her. It
looked like she had her hand over her mouth.

Then she raised her head, and I saw she
clutched her throat. Blood poured between her fingers and coated
the back of her hand before rolling down her chest to stain her
dress.

Behind her, a pale skinned man walk around
the corner. I thought he had a dark birthmark or some kind of
makeup over his eyes and nose.

I ducked down behind a dumpster, and I didn’t
think he’d seen me. His attention was focused on the woman, giving
me time to get to know his face.

When he stepped under the light, I saw a
violet streak painted on his face. By the time he grabbed the
woman, I’d pieced together what happened. The woman walked to her
car with her pepper spray key ring in her hand. She’d been spun
around and cut before she could react, but she’d managed to get off
one burst of tinted pepper spray in his eyes.

I wondered if I was watching a hit, or if the
woman was just another random victim of a serial killer.

My attention moved to the man’s hand, where I
expected to find a knife. He didn’t have one, and I wondered if he
dropped it until he grabbed a handful of the woman’s hair and
yanked her head up. His other hand clutched her wrist and pried it
down to expose the gaping hole in her neck.

Then he opened his mouth wider than any human
being possibly could. I heard his jaw pop twice, and I saw the row
of pointed fangs in his mouth just before he latched onto the
wound.

His black eyes rolled back in his head while
he drank, and the woman whimpered before she went limp. She didn’t
have that much blood left, so I think she was a light snack.

What? Yes, of course I was terrified. My
heart was pounding in my chest, and I’d clapped both my hands over
my mouth. Whether it was to muffle my panicked breathing or keep me
from vomiting, I can’t say. I couldn’t even think straight, and
when I did, my first thought was, This can’t be real.

But as scared as I was watching the woman
die, it was nothing compared to the terror I felt when he dropped
her body and his eyes rolled down to look directly at me.

In the vampire movies, vampires always wear
some kind of suit, you know? I remember thinking as a kid how that
was bullsh—malarkey. Their dry cleaners would spot the bloodstains,
and then the vampire would be caught, right?

This guy wasn’t wearing a suit. He was
wearing an old, creased, black leather jacket. It was only shiny
where the woman’s blood had smeared into it. He wore black jeans
and combat boots.

He stepped toward me, and my brain screamed
at me to run. I turned and bolted.

While I ran, I thought of every vampire movie
I’d ever watched, trying to think of some way to defend myself.

I decided church was my best bet. I ran out
of the alley and headed for one of those megachurches. You know
what I mean, right? Big white building with a massive cross and not
much in the way of personality. Say what you will about the
Catholics—at least they build churches with style.

Not the place I was headed. It was just a
white box. Without the cross, it could have been an office or a
store. For me, that was a good thing, because the doors of the
church were glass. I unclipped my toolkit as I ran, and when I
reached the door, I slammed the kit into the glass.

Huh? Oh, this is your place? All right, it
was nice to—

No, I couldn’t keep going unless you wanted
to sit out here on the steps and listen. Yeah? All right then.

I dipped under the metal handle and backed
away from the door. I imagined the vampire would scowl at the door
awhile before he went to seek another victim. Instead, he went to a
locked door and pulled it open.

The sound of the lock breaking was hideously
loud, and I heard a pop as a fracture opened across the glass.

And then he was inside the church lobby, and
I was feeling very foolish. I dropped my toolkit and started
backing up before I whispered, “So...churches don’t work?”

The son of a—of a gun laughed at me. It was a
warm sound, like he was in high spirits after having to chase his
food down. He said, “No, churches don’t work, nor do
crucifixes.”

I backed into the open doors of the church.
Stalling for time, I asked, “How about garlic or holy water?”

He grinned at me, and I could see his teeth
were growing longer. He asked, “Do you have any holy water or
garlic?”

I had a thought then, so I said, “I don’t
know, let me check.”

I pulled off my backpack and unzipped it, and
acted like I was rummaging my hand around. But the instant my hand
was in the bag, I’d already grabbed the torch and one of the
thermite rods.

I said, “No, I guess not. Does spitting in a
church make it holy water?”

Again he laughed, and even if it sounded warm
and friendly, waves of shock rippled down my back. He held out his
hand in invitation and said, “Try it and find out.”

So I did, and he slapped that goober right
out of the air. He laughed again and leapt at me so fast he almost
blurred. I dropped my bag and let it fall away from the thermite
rod and torch. I don’t think he even saw the rod until it was
sticking out of his chest. I’d punched it up into his ribs while
sidestepping the lunge.

No, he didn’t explode. Thermite doesn’t
explode anyway. You light the magnesium tipped end of a rod, and
the thermite powder ignites as it’s poured out on your working
surface. Just to get the magnesium tip to burn, you have to use a
torch about three or four seconds, so obviously, my plan wasn’t to
burn him up. I just wanted to wound him, and the rods were all I
had.

It did slow him down, and I mean a lot. I’d
pushed the rod through one of his lungs, and his blood was dripping
on the carpet fast enough to make a small puddle. I picked up my
bag to retrieve another rod, and then I ignited the torch.

At the sound, he looked at me, and all the
false good cheer was gone from his rapidly distorting face. His
mouth was so full of pointed teeth that his lips were stretched in
a wide O shape, and his brow furrowed down before it bulged out.
His eyes were lost in a deep pocket of shadow, and something about
that nearly stopped my heart. Even now, I’m not sure why. I think
it had something to do with how he looked like his eyes were gone,
and yet he was still staring at me.

He spoke, but his words were so slurred
through his grill of teeth that I had no idea what he’d said. Then
he waved his hand, and I understood. He’d said, “Try again.”

My mouth went dry, and I shook my head,
moving the torch to the tip of the rod. I said, “Nah, I’ll go with
a new trick.”

I had two plans forming at the same time. If
he leapt at me and the rod ignited, I was going to sink it into his
shoulder and let the white-hot slag burn a hole through him. If he
stood there waiting, I was going to fling the rod, sending a burst
of slag at him.

But as soon as the magnesium lit up, the
bright white light made him throw a hand in front of his face. He
leapt, but he went up and over my head instead of coming at me. I
pivoted around on my heel, and when he landed, I flung out the
rod.

My plan’s flaw was exposed when inertia
emptied the hot slag out and sent thermite powder out across most
of the arc. A ball of the white hot metal made contact with the
side of his shoulder.

His jaw unhinged down to his throat, and he
roared in agony. His cry was so loud that I fell to my knees and
dropped the torch.

Luckily for me, he didn’t want to press his
advantage. Then again, it might have been the thermite carving a
blackened trail of flesh down his upper arm. He attempted to reach
for the slag, which resulted in another pained roar.

Then he turned away from me and ran out of
the church, bellowing the whole way like a beast in his death
throes.

I knelt in stunned silence until the
crackling sound of fire alerted me to the two rows of wooden
benches which were starting to burn. I cut off the torch and took
out another rod, just in case he came back for round two. Then I
ran to collect my toolkit and get out of the church before the cops
showed up. With that guy’s roaring, I knew someone was going to be
arriving soon.

I made it back to my car and drove home as
fast as I could. Then I spent the next two days making my peace
with God. And when I didn’t get killed, I realized I might have to
make good on my promises.

See, the whole time I was praying, “God, if I
live through this, I promise I won’t steal anything else.”

Hey, can I borrow that lighter again?
Thanks.

So, that’s my story. Pretty crazy, huh? What
did he look like? Well, if you look casually to your left back the
way we’ve come, you’ll see him standing by a streetlight. I said
casually.

No, he isn’t following me. He was following
you. You should get upstairs and bolt the door. Once you’re inside,
he won’t know which apartment is yours. That’s why I asked you to
sit out here instead of trying to invite myself in. Oh, and you’re
welcome.

See you around.

 


Reprinted 2010, originally published 2008 by
Associated Content

 


Zoe E. Whitten lives in Milan with her husband. She
describes writing as her hobby, but has put enough hours in over
the last few years that it may safely be called an obsession
instead. She is an avid fan of horror, fantasy and sci-fi, and her
writing fuses elements from each genre into her weird fiction
amalgams. For more of Zoe’s writing see www.zoewhitten.com
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From the backseat came a loud crack of gum.
Logan glanced over his shoulder to find Bethany sitting back with a
grin on her face. The teen informed him, “Hunter’s zoned out.”

He turned his attention to the young man.
~Hunter?~

No answer. Hunter’s brown eyes were
unfocused, staring straight ahead. Logan tried verbally. “Hunter?
Do you sense something?”

“Psi Hunters. They’re after someone.”

Logan’s next question was “Can we get there
first?” He glanced at the other five kids while asking. Excitement
shone from each face.

“Yes. Turn left,” Hunter demanded, snapping
to full awareness. Tanya frowned, but slowed and turned the van as
directed. Twenty minutes later, she parked it alongside a curb.

“Well?” Logan asked the younger man once
they’d both exited the vehicle. They resembled one another, both
being dark of hair and eyes, with athletically muscular builds.
Logan was a decade older; thirty to Hunter’s twenty.

Hunter was gazing across the street at a
brightly painted building. Taking a look, Logan saw that it was a
daycare. “In there.”

“Damn, we can’t just waltz in.” Logan
frowned.

“Female. Young.” Hunter’s voice was a
monotone. He stared as though he could see through the front wall
of the daycare. Shit. A kid? Sighing, Logan glanced at the
van. ~Tanya~

~What?~ She met his gaze through the
windshield. He grinned. ~We’re about to become kidnappers~

~Lovely~ Her mental tone was dry. ~Better us
than them~

She had a point, and they were barely
staying ahead of the enemy. If it weren’t for Hunter, this new
Psionic would probably end up dead or captured. But thanks to luck
and his finding/tracking talents, here they were. Right place,
right time.

“Let’s go back to the van and figure out how
we’re going to play this,” Logan said, receiving a slight nod from
the other. Once beside the van, the older man stuck his head into
the passenger window.

“I’m hungry,” Mark mumbled from the very
back. Beside him, Rachel scowled with crossed arms. “I have to
pee.”

“Bored now.” Bethany cracked her gum. A flash
of irritation zinging across his face, Jeff told her “Shut up.
Jesus.”

Turning to look at him, she replied, “You
shut up!”

Their griping promised Logan a headache, and
caused a flash of gratitude that Hunter was quiet. Even though it
meant he wondered what went on in the kid’s head most of the
time.

Ian was quiet too. Logan glanced at him. The
pudgy teen was the youngest at sixteen.

~Quiet!~ Tanya’s icy mental command caused
silence. “Well?”

“Female and young, in that daycare,” Logan
reported.

“How young?” She studied Hunter, who’d paused
at the fender panel to continue staring at the building. “Or does
he know?”

“Don’t think he does, or he’d have said so.”
Logan shrugged. “Probably better to follow and snatch.”

“You’re gonna steal some little kid?” The
question came from Bethany, who twirled a lock of blue-dyed hair
while waiting for his answer. “Seriously?”

“If I have to, yeah.”

“Dude,” she muttered, impressed. Cars began
arriving about then. Logan checked his watch: 5:20 pm.

~Logan~ Tanya nodded at Hunter, who was
leaning on the hood, intently watching the doors of the daycare as
they opened. Pulling his head out of the window, Logan stepped to
the younger man’s side. Hunter was perfectly still, his gaze
focusing on someone.

Head turning to survey the people across the
street, Logan picked out the object of Hunter’s interest. A girl
was herding a group of children towards the street, while carrying
a stop sign. “The blonde?”

“Yes.” Hunter’s restrained eagerness reminded
Logan of a hunting dog on point.

“Easy,” he cautioned. He didn’t grab Hunter,
who preferred not to be touched. With personal experience in why,
Logan didn’t blame him and tried to respect that preference as much
as possible.

The girl stepped out into the street, holding
the sign up, and gestured the children across. A squeal of tires
sounded, followed by black SUV tearing around the corner. The
engine roared as it sped towards them.

Logan cursed, dashing towards the street
behind Hunter, who was already moving.

There were screams of fear, and the girl
looked up from a child speaking to her. In the split second
available, Logan saw her smile disappear, horror taking its place
before a sort of fearful determination set in and she flung her
free hand up.

Time seemed to slow.

The SUV crashed into an invisible wall as the
children scattered. It slid to a noisy halt inches from her
out-stretched hand, front wheels crazily canted due to a broken
axle. Steam hissed from the crushed engine as she stared at the two
men inside the vehicle. A few frozen seconds passed before she
dropped the sign and fled.

Realizing he had hold of two kids, Logan
gently pushed them towards the sidewalk. Hunter had a kid under
each arm and set them down.

The Psi Hunter team had recovered from their
surprise. Leaving the vehicle, they went after the girl. Logan
caught Hunter’s arm before the younger man set off in pursuit,
dragging him across the street.

“What’s her name?” he asked the women and
children gathered there. Blank looks, but then the little boy who’d
been talking to her began to cry. “They’re gonna hurt Miss
Kia!”

Kia. Logan released Hunter, and both
men began to run. Behind them, Tanya pulled the van out and made a
U-turn.

Ohgodohgodohgod Kia glanced back.
They’re going to kill me!

All those years of hiding what she could do,
gone in an instant. Have to hide. She frantically looked for a
place. Ducking between two buildings, she discovered an alley and
turned right, only to be brought up short by a chain link fence.
Whirling around, she discovered the Psi Hunters closing in.

Kia whimpered, slowly backing up and overcome
with terror as both held up guns, their faces expressionless.
Pleasepleaseplease.

Hunter jumped, coming down on one like an
avenging angel, with a dull cracking sound instantly following.
Grimacing, Logan used his TK to fling the second one into the brick
wall of one building. There was a sound like a ripe melon bursting
as the man’s head struck.

Kia’s eyes rolled up, her body dropping.
Hunter silently watched as Logan teleported, catching and hefting
her limp figure. “We have to get out of here. Now.” ~Tanya!~

~Stop yelling. I’m right here~ The van
appeared in the alley entrance.

“Take the front seat,” he ordered Hunter as
they hurried to the vehicle. Bethany and Ian were already moving
out of the second seat. Climbing in, Logan slammed the door shut.
“Go.”

Laying the girl down, he checked her pulse,
which was fast and light. “Give me a blanket.”

One of the kids passed the requested item
forward. Logan spread it over her and settled in the floorboard.
“Well, that was fun.”

“Are they dead?” Tanya asked.

“Yeah. Good thing we were headed out of
town.” Logan glanced at Hunter. Mission completed, the younger man
was gazing straight ahead. “Nice job, kid.”

Hunter gave no sign he’d heard.

* * *

The humming vibration of tires on asphalt
seeped into Kia’s mind. Regaining consciousness, she was still
until memory flooded back. Lunging up and away from the man
watching, she scrambled to the far end of the seat.

“Take it easy, Kia. We’re not going to hurt
you.” Logan rose and sat, stretching his legs out with a grateful
sigh.

“That was so damn cool, the way you crushed
their truck!” Bethany popped up, bright blue eyes dancing with
excitement. “Just BAM! Instant motor toast!”

Realizing the van was full of people, Kia
shivered while pulling the blanket close. “Wh-who are you?”

“Logan. The driver is Tanya, that’s Hunter
and,” he continued the introductions while watching her wide,
fearful eyes. ~We’re Psionics like you, Kia~

“I-I don’t understand.”

Jeff propped his arms on the seat’s back and
grinned at her. “You will.”

Scenes from movies and books swirled around
in Kia’s mind. “Wh-where are y-you taking me?”

“Somewhere safe, baby,” Logan promised,
strangely charmed by her obvious fear and vulnerability. He ignored
the sharp glance Tanya threw via the rearview mirror.

“We’re like, totally gonna be superheroes,”
Bethany enthused. Rolling his eyes, Jeff sat back.

“B-but I want, I d-don’t want...I want to go
home.” Kia gave Logan a pleading look. “Please?”

He shook his head, voice gentle. “You’re not
safe there anymore. They know about you.”

Bethany offered a pack of gum. “Wanna
piece?”

Shrinking away, Kia almost fell off the seat.
“N-no thank you.”

Logan tried to pick up her thoughts, but the
girl had a good, solid shield. It was just like Ian’s and why
they’d been tagged by the Psi Hunters. The other four kids had been
on the streets. They’d learned to keep a low-level shield of white
noise over their true mental shields instead of presenting a
completely blank surface.

~Kia, everything will be fine~ She stared at
him, gray eyes wide and frightened. Offering a reassuring smile,
Logan continued. ~Hunter and I have both spent time in the
so-called care of the project. Believe me, you don’t want to end up
there~

~I just want to go home~ Her mental voice was
light and uncertain, but confirmed that she could both hear and
send.

~You’re going to have a new home, with us.
Everything will turn out Just fine~

Kia pulled the blanket up to her chin,
huddling in the seat. ~What did she mean?~

Realizing she was referring to Bethany, Logan
grinned. ~Bethany’s exaggerating. Tanya and I are going to teach
you how to protect yourself. We’re working out ways to rescue other
Psionics, maybe find out how many of us there really are~

~I don’t want to~ I want to go home, what
will happen to my parents, why is this happening to me, why can’t I
be normal? Her mind babbled, shield cracking a bit.

~Shh, baby. Everything will work out~ Logan
soothed. ~You’ll see~

* * *

“We have to fly?” Rachel scowled, twisting
her dark braid around a finger. “I don’t fly.”

“We won’t be in the plane long. We’ll
teleport once we’re in the air,” Logan informed them. “Keeps our
location more secure.”

“I’m like, totally in.” Bethany bounced up
and down.

“I can’t do that,” Ian protested.

“Tanya and I will handle it.” Logan ruffled
the pudgy teen’s dark blond hair. “Don’t worry. We haven’t lost a
passenger yet.”

Mark stretched and yawned before asking,
“Where are we going?”

“Some place with a great beach, big house and
all the sun you can handle.”

“Awesome.” Bethany started up the steps to
the plane. “My tan needs work.”

Logan herded them on board, noting that
Hunter was hanging back, his gaze on their newest rescue. Kia was
looking around, teeth sunk into her bottom lip.

“Come on, Kia. If you’d like, you can write
to your parents and I’ll make sure they get it.” Holding out his
hand, Logan knew the young woman was going to require special
handling.

“I-I’m scared of heights.” He wondered if the
stuttering was an impediment, or caused by fear. “It’s safe, I
promise. Come on, baby, I’ll hold your hand. It won’t be long
before we’re on solid ground again.”

His coaxing wasn’t the reason she accepted
the offer. Behind her, Hunter moved slightly, and after glancing at
him, Kia grabbed on with a shaking hand. She didn’t resist, but
Logan could see reluctance coloring every line of her body while
guiding her up the steps. Hunter followed silently. “Thatta
girl.”

“Everyone have a seat. We need to get
moving,” Tanya ordered, standing at the front of the cabin. Urging
Kia into the seat next to Ian, Logan went over the tiny amount of
information he’d collected from her. She was twenty and had been
still living at home.

Her behavior made her seem younger; Kia had
no confidence, was fearful and skittish.

“I’m scared of heights too,” Ian confided.
Logan watched her head turn, then smiled when she clasped the
teen’s hand. Patting the one he still held, he nodded to Tanya. The
gray-haired woman responded with a faint smile before mentally
informing the pilots they were ready for takeoff.

Six more saved. It wasn’t a bad week’s worth
of work.

 


G.L. Drummond is a gun-toting alien with a fetish
for fur and four-legged creatures who writes fiction & tweets.
She also wields a mean katana and is prepared for the coming
zombocalypse. For more of her writing see http://midnightintentions.com/series/

 


 



* * * *

Dalston Junction

MeiLin Miranda

 


 


Hackney Central, London, 1898

 


It always amused Amelia to see Margaret’s
little round glasses steam over when she peered into the teapot.
She herself had strong eyes, the only way in which she was stronger
than Margaret, she mused. She returned her thoughts to the letter
in her hand. “Another answer to our advertisement,” she said. The
handwriting jumped its lines, as if the writer had trouble
controlling the pen, and ink blots spattered the page. “No lack of
sad cases this week.”

“So much the better for us,” said Margaret,
taking the letter. “Boy,” she read aloud. “Three weeks old.
‘Discretion called for.’ Perfect.” Margaret linked her hands behind
her back and stretched. “Damnable corset, I’ll never get used to
it. Have you taken the last one’s clothes to the pawn shop
yet?”

“No,” sighed Amelia. “I’ll sort them over
tea, shall I.” A drooping, brown paper bundle tied with limp string
stood on the trestle table. Margaret took up the tray sitting next
to it, laden with the tea things, and strode through the kitchen
door. Amelia tucked the sad package and her enormous pink challis
shawl under her arm, and trailed after.

Once in the comfortable sitting room, she
opened the package, thin hands moving among the tiny garments: two
dresses; several flannel waists; two caps knitted in fine wool;
miniscule shoes that shook in her trembling palm. “Shouldn’t we
ought to burn these? The pawn shop’s bound to get suspicious at
some point.”

“Then use another one. There are only several
dozen in London,” said Margaret. The dull gold signet ring on her
right hand clinked against the porcelain tea things as she reached
for cake. “We need the money for housekeeping. The money’s the
whole point.”

Amelia examined the fine seams of a little
dress of pale blue fine wool. Expensive fabric for a baby dress.
Such care taken in the stitching. She wondered about the mother
who’d made these things for her child. Amelia had only seen the
woman for a few minutes, but fingering the dress brought a
closeness she shouldn’t allow herself. “Pity the wee one won’t ever
wear them.”

“Somebody’s ‘wee one’ will.” Margaret fixed
her companion with a pinched eye. “I often wonder why you’re here,
Amelia. You’re far too soft-hearted.”

Amelia’s fingers hovered over the sugar bowl.
Two lumps? One? “I like babies.” None.

“You spend minutes with them. I do all the
disposal work. I don’t see how it matters,” snorted Margaret
between bites of cake.

“I don’t suppose it does,” murmured Amelia.
She folded the tiny clothes into a neat pile, set the tiny shoes
atop them, and drank her tea.

Later, she would obediently re-wrap the
bundle in different paper and trot down the street. She would wish
for the great pink shawl around her meager, gray-wool-clad
shoulders; she was always cold here despite the layers of clothing.
She would pawn the little bundle, and bring the money back to
Margaret for housekeeping. Fastidious, records-obsessed Margaret
would put the pawn ticket in her little basket full of tickets.

But now, Amelia threw the brown paper
wrapper, the one with the baby’s name on it, into the fire. It
flared briefly, then flew into ash.

* * *

They met the girl from the advertisement the
next day at the Dalston Junction rail station. She was a miserable
snip in a rusty black coat; her breath came in wispy threads in the
cold air. She carried a tiny pink baby, snugged against the chill
until only his bemused eyes and flat little nose peeked from the
wrappings. “Aah,” cooed Margaret, “and who’s this, then?”

“Manfred,” the girl said, so low that Amelia
strained to hear her over the station’s clamor.

Amelia reached to take him, but Margaret
intervened. “Manfred, hello, Manfred!” she said, plucking him from
his mother.

“It’s my father’s name,” said the girl. “I
couldn’t keep calling him Baby...” She teetered on the verge of
tears, and clutched at Amelia’s sleeve. “His new people, they will
love him, won’t they? They will love him?”

Amelia patted the girl’s hand, but before she
could answer, Margaret said, “Of course they will! They love him
already, I’m sure! Now, don’t worry, you’re doing the right thing
for everyone, dear.”

“The right thing? The only thing!” said the
girl, her voice rising. “His father won’t...I can’t work if...”

The baby started fussing, and Margaret made a
face as she bounced him in her arms to quiet him; Amelia thought he
wouldn’t cry if she were the one holding him. “Let’s not have a
scene in the middle of the rail station,” said Margaret. “Amelia?
If you could take Miss—Collier, is it? Take Miss Collier to her
train and Manfred and I shall get to know one another.”

“Wait! His clothes!” The girl extended a
little brown package, like all the other little brown packages.

Margaret snatched it from her hand and
hurried away, walking with purposeful strides toward the ladies’
lavatory. “The other matter, Amelia!” she called over her shoulder.
Manfred gave a newborn’s thin, puzzled wail as Margaret strode into
the lavatory.

Amelia stared after her. So many times they’d
done this before. Why did she hate it so this time, she wondered.
Perhaps it was time to quit. But it was so easy, so lucrative—

She led the dazed girl through the brick
archways to the platform; the girl kept looking over her shoulder
toward the lavatory. “Oh, don’t,” murmured Amelia. “Don’t look
back, dear. He’ll be all right. Now...the other matter.”

“Oh.” The girl broke from her daze. She
pulled a knitted black wool miser’s purse from her pocket and slid
its rings apart. “It took me some time to get it—seven,
eight...there. Fifteen pounds.”

“That’s right, a present for his new parents,
to settle him in his new life,” lied Amelia. “He’ll be much happier
where he’s going, I promise you, Miss Collier. Here’s your train,
yes? Goodbye, now! Goodbye!”

Amelia didn’t stay to see the girl off. She
nearly ran from the platform, back through the arches to the
lavatory entrance, where Margaret waited, arms empty but for the
little brown package. Amelia didn’t ask where the baby was.

“Let’s go home,” said Margaret. “I want my
tea.”

“Did he give you any bother?”

Margaret linked her arm in Amelia’s as they
walked from the station. “Never one yet who did. I’m bigger than
they are. I’m bigger than you, for that matter. What shall we buy
with our fifteen pounds?” Amelia was frowning at the yellow-and-red
fancy brickwork and the crenellations above the archways to the
street. “Amelia, don’t go into a brown study on me.”

“I’m not.” Amelia made an effort to bring
herself into the moment, though she didn’t like the moment. The
moment was cold, sad and laced with guilt, though she knew it was
for the best. It put bread on their table, and the babies these
mothers surrendered had no lives anyway.

The two women walked on through the streets
toward Hackney Village, trying to keep their long skirts from the
winter muck. Amelia marveled at how she had learned to maneuver in
these dresses, and the stays beneath them. She corseted herself
first thing in the morning, and she maneuvered through the world in
layers of cotton and wool as swaddled in her way as a baby, but
always cold. They should be gone by summer, or at least moved
on.

“She loved him so, I can’t help but feel
sad,” Amelia said as they climbed the steps to their front
door.

“Don’t,” said Margaret. “She’s better off
without a baby, and Little Manfred’s in a better place than
this.”

* * *

“Why here?” fretted Amelia as they entered
Spitalfields Market. “I prefer Dalston Junction. It’s all over with
quicker that way.”

Margaret towed Amelia through the Market’s
fringes into the labyrinth of stalls. “We’ll only have him a little
while longer this way. The mother didn’t want to meet at the train
station. In a hurry, too. Wanted to see us immediately.”

Food vendors’ calls filled the air. “Pies!
Pies hot and hot!” bellowed a man tending a squat, square pie-can;
he opened its side and rotated the hot pies from the bottom near
the coals to the top shelves, and the cooling pies on top back to
the bottom to warm. A man holding small fish on forks over a fire
crooned, “Come and look at ‘em! Here’s toasters!”

Amelia never ate street food, never ate
anything here unless she prepared it herself. She knew too much
about the food here in London. She hadn’t eaten meat the entire
time they’d been there unless she cooked it gray; the hanging,
fly-specked carcasses on display here in the stalls, bone white and
mottled red and brown, strengthened her decision no matter how
enticing the “pies hot and hot” might be. The Market’s stench
overwhelmed her: fish, muck, blood, and unwashed people.

“You’re feeling all right?” said Margaret.
“You look pale. Not qualms again?”

They moved into the fruit and vegetable
stalls; the smell abated somewhat. Children called to them, one
tiny, barefoot girl who couldn’t have been more than seven piping,
“Watercress, miss? Buy some cress?”

“Do you see her?” said Margaret. “That’s what
the one we’re getting today would probably grow up to be—a barrow
boy, at best. Better our way.”

“At least it’s quicker,” said Amelia.

They arrived at the other side of the market,
the edges trailing off toward Petticoat Lane, and found their
arranged meeting-place at the Jewish bookseller’s stall. Amelia
pretended to thumb through the ragged merchandise as the bookseller
argued with a studious-looking, hollow-cheeked young man over a
teetering pile of volumes.

“Are you the lady from the advertisement?”
whispered a voice.

Amelia looked up to see a young woman holding
a bundle close to her chest: a tiny baby, days old. The young woman
tried to blend in without much success; she looked disguised, in
ill-fitting, down-at-heel clothes, but the cashmere shawl
haphazardly wrapped around the baby must have cost a good deal.
“I’m sorry I made you come here,” she said. “But I was afraid
someone I knew might see me at the station. No one I know would
ever come here. I’ve been...away.”

Amelia knew she meant a lying-in house, where
the better-off hid their pregnant daughters. “Why didn’t you let
the people there take care of the wee one? A boy, yes? May I see?”
she added. She took the baby from its mother—no, she mustn’t think
about her that way—and peeked at the little face. The baby’s eyes
were drawn tight beneath a black powder puff of hair, and his mouth
worked in his sleep as if dreaming of the breast. Amelia’s heart
contracted.

The young woman spoke. “I wanted to make sure
no one would ever—I wanted—I wanted to make sure...” She didn’t
finish, but the meaning was clear: she wanted to be sure the baby
could never be traced back to her, to be sure she never had to
think of him again, to be sure someone took care of him in a way
she could not manage to do herself, unwanted though he was.

That always made it easier, thought Amelia.
“What’s his name?”

“He doesn’t have one.” The young woman turned
to go without paying, perhaps thinking should could outpace a woman
with a baby in her arms, but Margaret penned her against the
bookseller’s stall.

“The other matter,” said Margaret.

The young woman flushed, dug in her purse,
and thrust a twenty pound note at Margaret. “There, now let me
pass!” she hissed. Margaret stepped aside, and the woman
disappeared into the crowd.

“No brown paper parcel, eh?” said Margaret as
they walked out of the market and doubled back down a different
street toward home.

“Poor thing doesn’t even have a name.”

“Doesn’t need a name where he’s going. Let’s
hurry home, it’s on the way to Dalston Junction. We can grab
something to nibble on. Don’t even take off your hat. We’ll go in
through the garden.”

Amelia held the baby the entire way home from
Spitalfields; whenever they had a baby for any length of time,
Amelia held it. Rarely did she get the chance. She breathed in the
scent emanating from his crown, the delicious smell that always
tugged at her before Margaret disappeared with them into the
station lavatory, only to come out alone. It wasn’t good for her to
indulge her longing, she reproved herself. They weren’t in this
world long enough for her to grow attached.

And yet.

She had no child of her own, would never have
a child of her own. She had no family at all, and cursed inwardly
at the women abandoning what she herself longed for. But she knew
what an unmarried mother faced. No support from the father, no job
but one open to her. And the children of prostitutes were as lost
to their mothers as if they’d been given to a baby farmer in the
first place. She and Margaret were baby farmers, she reflected,
though they had no “crop” to show for it. Instead, they had a
comfortable enough living in Hackney off the fees the women paid
them—and the pawn shops.

They walked through their garden at last and
entered the kitchen through the back door. Amelia started toward
the trestle table, but Margaret laid a restraining hand on her arm;
noise, a great deal of it, came from the sitting room, covering the
sound of their own entry. “Who is it?” whispered Amelia.

“Hush.”

“Look, guvnor,” called a man’s voice. “Pawn
tickets. First one matches the number for Manfred Collier’s
clothing. Must be a hundred of these here tickets.”

“Search the place,” came a higher, more nasal
voice. “They’re supposed to have adopted the babies out. See what
you can find in the way of records. Anything to show what’s
happened to the Collier child. And take those tickets back to the
shops. I wager we’ll find more baby clothes.”

“What d’you fink, sir?” said the first
man.

“I think we’ve got a pair of murderesses,
lads. We’ll be digging up the basement, and I wager we’ll find
Manfred Collier there, along with who knows who else.”

Margaret’s eyes went wide behind her little
glasses; she tugged Amelia back out the door, and propelled her to
the garden gate. “It’s the cops. They’ll be looking for us as a
pair. You go one way, I’ll go another. I’ll meet you at Dalston
Junction.” Amelia turned left, Margaret right.

Amelia scurried against the bitter wind.
Tears pricked her eyes, leaving cold tracks down her cheek; she
pulled the shawl tight around the baby, hoping he would stay warm.
She was tempted to keep going, to head for a different station and
disappear into the countryside with the baby. It didn’t have to
happen to this one; she could keep him, and love him. But she had
no money for a ticket, or food, or lodging. And she was unmarried;
she would find herself in the exact situation the desperate mothers
they dealt with sought to escape.

Nothing for it but to meet Margaret at the
rail station.

Amelia kept the threads of her composure past
every policeman, through the red and yellow brick archways, and
into the crowds, unnoticed and unfollowed. She let out a long-held
breath at the sight of Margaret striding through the archways
toward her. “They’re right on my tail.” She seized Amelia’s arm and
hauled her toward the ladies’ lavatory.

“Oi!” came a loud voice. “Oi! You two with
the baby! Stop!” People were turning toward them. A hand reached
out at them; Margaret pulled harder, and Amelia stumbled after her
faster than before. She knew there’d be a bruise on her upper arm,
but she didn’t care. They had to make it into the lavatory.

They charged through the door, thrusting past
women to the last stall, pushing open its door to the angry squawk
of its occupant. Margaret paid no heed. She slipped one arm around
Amelia and pushed her signet ring against a tile in the wall, white
like the others but with an odd, bluish tint at variance with the
rest. Amelia closed her eyes and felt her body melt away.

* * *
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When Amelia had eyes to open again, she saw
the darkened office she’d left behind a year before. Or two hundred
years ahead. Time travel: so confusing. “The lights should have
switched on as soon as we entered the office,” she said. She walked
into the reception area, jiggling the now-restive baby. “No lights
in here, either. What happened?”

“I don’t know.” Margaret opened a drawer in
the small desk beside the wall they’d just come through, and
brought out a ring that matched the one she already wore. She
slipped it onto her left middle finger, brought her hands together,
and spread them apart. A display materialized between them. She
began tracing patterns through its filmy light, muttering to
herself. “Crap. It’s six months later than I’d planned to be back.
That’s what I get for hurrying. Our power’s been switched off for
nonpayment? Good thing the drop has a backup source.” More
patterns. Margaret’s fingers grew less fluid and more staccato,
punching through the light as she pushed windows out of the way and
summoned new ones. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

“We’ve been found out, that’s what’s wrong,”
muttered Margaret. She pulled up another display. “See? I set a
trap in our cloud. Someone’s tripped it. Rent’s six months overdue
along with utilities. Goddamn it, our guy should’ve...” She
squinted at the display. “Landlord must’ve paid someone to crack
the cloud to find out where we were. I bet we know the guy, too—our
guy. Everything about the adoptions was in there. He’ll tip the
cops or he’ll try to blackmail us, and I’m not having it. We’re
done.”

Amelia hugged the baby until he gave a tiny
squeak. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“He fell into our laps, I just thought I’d
take him through and contact one of the people on our waiting list,
get him squared away, then hop back to Dalston Junction to the
moment after I left you. We’re stuck with him. Shit, what are we
gonna do with him?”

Hope expanded Amelia’s thin chest. “I’ll take
him.”

Margaret turned from her screen; her arm and
shoulder bisected it, the colored light running down her puffy
black sleeves like bright inks. “What?”

“Why not? We’ll just put me on the baby’s
identification as the adopting parent.”

“Didn’t I just tell you our guy is probably
the one who turned us in?”

“But there are others who can do it, surely?
We certainly have the money, more than enough. I’ll use my share.
We’ve been saving and saving, waiting until we were through with
all this—I thought that’s why we pawned the clothes and such in
London to use as housekeeping! Margaret,” she coaxed. “I have no
one and nobody. Just you, and we’re...I don’t know, I think of you
as my friend, but...” The baby began to cry; Amelia slipped her
pinkie into his mouth, and he sucked vigorously, complaining around
her finger as he did. “Let me keep him. Please.”

Margaret kept scanning windows, discarding
them, conjuring new ones. Her face drained of all color but the
display’s light, reflected in the archaic glasses perched on her
nose. “No money.” She drew a finger through the display. “Whatever
we converted to jewelry in London is all we have left.”

“What? Where is it?” said Amelia, trying to
follow the data flow.

“Accounts frozen. Shit, just looking at them,
I’ve tipped the cops off! What is the matter with me?” She
punched at the screen, sending a ripple through the readout. “There
must be some kind of reward—that’d pay our back rent, all right.
Goddamn it!” She whipped through the display like a frantic
conductor. “They’ll come looking for the adoption records. They’re
in my data unit, not in our cloud.”



“I wish you hadn’t been such a record-keeper.
Those pawn tickets—”

“Yell at me later. We gotta go. Shit, we just
got here! Calm down, Margaret,” she said to herself. She pulled up
a new window and started to wave instructions into it.

The baby in the shawl gave a few whuffling
noises, and Amelia jiggled him up and down. “Now, now, little man,
I know you’re hungry— Where can we go without money and without
getting tracked? And with no ID for the baby...Margaret?” In the
corner, the fabricator whispered into life. The baby began a
muffled rooting against Amelia’s shoulder, looking for a nipple.
“Margaret!”

“Be quiet.” Margaret brought the rings
together with a clack; the display died. She slipped the left-hand
ring into her breast pocket and lifted the fabricator lid. She
threw a duffel bag at Amelia, ran to the safe, palmed it open, and
began sliding antique jewelry into a small purse. “Put that baby
down and pack.”

Amelia deposited the baby on a nearby
couch—he was much too young to roll off—and loaded archaic clothes
and counterfeit money from the fabricator into the duffel bag.
Dollars, she guessed. Worthless now, though it’d pass for real back
in its day. How much was twenty dollars in real money? “Where are
we going?”

“San Francisco.”

Amelia gaped. “How will we live there,
exactly? In hazard suits?”

“Not now.” Margaret turned to the
small input unit on the wall next to the safe and began punching in
codes. “The only market for babies as strong as ours was the United
States in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. They really
wanted the white ones. Very lucrative. I have a drop in San
Francisco in 1997 and an ID as an adoption lawyer. I made bank,”
she grinned to herself. “I was gonna liquidate everything there
into precious metals at some point and bring it forward, like we
did with the jewelry.”

Amelia closed the duffel bag a little more
forcefully than necessary. “Were you planning on telling me this at
some point?” she said.

“I’m telling you now. You’re the Victorian
history expert. I always thought you’d be the one to fuck up—the
less you knew, the better. So we portal, we destroy the drop, we’re
safe, we’re rich. Stuck in a primitive backwater, but rich.”
Margaret finished her coding; her eyes swept the office. “I think
we got everything.” She picked up the duffel.

“What about him?” said Amelia, picking up the
baby.

“What about him!” exploded Margaret.

“Can I—”

“Will you shut up? He’s yours! I can set you
and the baby up with ID no problem. No database security back then
worth mentioning.”

The baby fussed and rooted, and Amelia
crooned to him. Of all the babies they’d carried from certain death
from starvation and neglect in baby farms, of all the babies she’d
had to give away as her own heart splintered, this one was hers.
Amelia couldn’t take him back even if the mother had wanted him.
She wondered if this was how all the clients they’d sold babies
to—delivered, she preferred to think of it as delivering babies—if
they had felt this throat-closing joy. “Thank you.”

“Eh. I’m tired anyway.” Margaret pressed her
ring into an indentation in the wall; the wall became a filmy haze.
“The coordinates will erase as soon as we’re through. One-way trip.
C’mon.” She stepped through the haze, and Amelia followed. “What
will you name him?” Margaret said as they faded into the past.

“I think,” Amelia answered, “I’ll call him
Dalston.”
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The cottage lay at the bottom of a long,
gentle hill, traced around by a trickling stream, a patchwork quilt
of orange and brown leaves scattered up the long walkway. Darvey
waited behind the oak tree, shivering, watching the warm orange
glow through the frosted glass windows. The air smelled of roasting
marshmallows, lavender, and the kind of freshness you only get far,
far away from cities. It made him want to retch.

“Perimeter’s clear,” said Kaps, ducking back
behind the tree after having spent ten minutes creeping in the
shadows in a feeble imitation of stealth. Kaps was eight feet tall
and an alien species that appeared to be made of rock; his face
looked like it’d been carved by a blind toddler with a jackhammer.
Stealth was as natural to him as tap dancing was to a snake.

“So what do we do?” asked Darvey, checking
his gun, making sure it was fully loaded with needles. “Last time I
decided something, you told me I did it wrong.”

“You didn’t do it wrong, you just broke CSA
protocol.”

The Controlled Substances Agency—the
intergalactic narcotics cops—had protocols for everything from
major drug busts to brushing your teeth. Darvey broke six of their
protocols every morning just by getting out of bed.

“I’m not setting foot in that place,” Darvey
said, shaking his head. “I’m tired of getting lectured all the
time. So you tell me: what do we do?”

Kaps observed the scene, the peaceful valley
they’d found themselves in, and shrugged. “Kick in the door and
then kick some ass,” he said.

“That was my plan too.”

“Great minds, right?”

“You sure it’s not breaking protocol?”

“Hell yeah, it is. I’ll just tell ‘em it was
your idea.”

Before Darvey could protest, Kaps marched to
the cottage door, wound back, and kicked the door with all the
force he had in his formidable body.

Unfortunately, the door seemed unimpressed.
It didn’t bend, break or even creak. Kaps fell onto his back,
stunned. “Your idea sucks!” he called back to Darvey.

“In my version, the door breaks down,” Darvey
replied, safely hidden.

Kaps got to his feet, pushed his fist against
the door, and laughed. “It’s metal painted to look like wood,” he
said. “Crafty buggers.” He took two steps back and charged at the
door, throwing all his weight at it at once.

The door refused his overtures.

“You might as well just use the handle,”
Darvey called. “I think they know you’re coming!”

Kaps dusted himself off, took hold of the
door handle, and then swung it open, flattening himself against the
wall. There was a terrible moment of silence where both Darvey and
Kaps expected the world to end... but nothing happened. The silence
persisted. Darvey looked to Kaps for ideas, but Kaps just shrugged.
Darvey motioned to go inside, and Kaps grumbled to himself, checked
his gun, and raced into the cottage.

Darvey checked the surrounding hills, finger
on trigger. There was something about the situation that felt like
an ambush, and it was making him nervous. He thought he saw
moonlight glinting off something metal up near the western ridge, a
gentle rustling to the south that felt out of place. He lowered
himself against the tree trunk, gripping the gun tightly.

“Hey,” Kaps called from the door. “You gotta
see this.”

Darvey looked back up at where the glint had
been. All he saw was black, and the faint blue of the evening sky.
The hills were silent.

“Darvey,” Kaps repeated. “You still
there?”

“I’m here,” Darvey said, leaving his
uncertainty at the trunk and walking briskly to the cottage. He
stepped through the unbreakable door, past Kaps, and into the main
room. And he nearly dropped his gun.

“What the hell is this?” he gasped. The room
looked like any rustic cottage on Earth, with a long table flanked
by two benches, a hearth letting out the orange glow, and a series
of tiny beds against the far wall. What was not common were the
dozens of plastery garden gnomes placed around the room, posed as
if playing an elaborate game of house. One of them was even
carrying a stack of sticks to the fire.

“Amiri,” said Kaps, stowing his gun. “I think
we just found a smuggling outpost. And a pretty good one, too,
judging by the size of it.”

Darvey picked up one of the gnomes, turned it
over. The craftsmanship was impressive, but it felt too solid to be
hollow.

“How many drugs could you possibly cram into
such a small thing?” he asked as Kaps looked through drawers.
Darvey lifted the gnome over his head, took aim at the stone floor,
and threw it at his feet. It exploded, throwing bits of plaster
across the room.

Kaps shrieked. “What the hell, man?” he said
shoving Darvey back. “That’s just sick!”

“What?” Darvey said. “I’m looking for the
drugs!”

“What, inside them?”

“Isn’t that how it works?” Darvey asked.

“They’re not mules,” Kaps said, stepping
around plaster carefully. “They’re the smugglers!”

Darvey looked around the room, broad smile on
his face. His translator usually played tricks on him, but this one
was really quite absurd. All these garden gnomes, sitting around
the room playing cards and drinking from tiny shot glasses,
sharpening knives, reading... gnome... porn....

Darvey looked at the shattered plaster at his
feet.

“Oh damn,” he said. “The gnomes are
alive.”

“Not anymore, they’re not!”

“Why didn’t you tell me!”

“You looked like you knew what you were
doing!”

“When do I ever know what I’m
doing?”

“Obviously never!”

Darvey sat down on the bench, put his head in
his hands, and stared across the table at a gnome with a scar from
eye to jaw who was greedily counting a stack of bills.

“They’ve been poisoned,” said Kaps, coming
back to the scene of the crime with a broom and dustpan. “Amiri
have this crazy reaction to lavender. Kills ‘em almost
instantly.”

“And it turns them into plaster?”

“Nah, they all do that when they die.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m sweeping a corpse off the ground, man,
I’m not in the mood for kidding.” He dropped the broom on the
ground in frustration. “Someone pumped this place with lavender,
and took them all out at once.”

“But why? They look so peaceful. Well, except
that one. Are all their teeth that sharp?”

“Amiri are notoriously bloodthirsty,” said
Kaps. “They’re mean little buggers, and they’re everywhere. They
reproduce like... like...”

“Rabbits?”

“Like Amiri, really. Nothing comes close.
They’d probably overpopulate the galaxy in a year, except they kill
each other enough to make up for it.”

“So who killed these ones?” Darvey asked,
stealing a candy from a bowl in the hands of another gnome. “How do
we find out?”

Kaps looked around, scratched his massive
chin. “They usually deal in Zoink and CarpetFuzz,” he said
pensively, “but CarpetFuzz takes a lot of space to store. So I’d
guess we’re looking for someone planetside who’s got a lot of cheap
Zoink to sell all of a sudden.”

“Who names this stuff?”

“I dunno,
guy-who-comes-from-Earth.”

“You’ve got some of his ear stuck on your
boot.” Darvey said, turning back to the table and looking at the
dead aliens all around him. Most of them looked relatively
harmless, and he suddenly felt a tinge of guilt at shattering their
friend.

“What do they usually do with their dead?” he
asked, stealing another candy. “Maybe we can bury them?”

“Nah, they have some crazy ritual they do
with incense and fires and cliffs and stuff. They’re really
particular about their last rites. We’d better just leave ‘em.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Darvey said, then clapped
his hands down on the table. “Well, as much fun as this is, we
should go.”

He stood up, and the long bench wobbled just
enough to throw the five other Amiri onto the ground, where they
cracked and shattered all over the floor.

Kaps looked at Darvey, mouth hanging
open.

“They’re already dead!” Darvey pleaded, but
before Kaps could argue, there was a loud boom against the outside
wall. Darvey and Kaps got their guns ready, took cover, and waited
for something bad to happen. Ten seconds later, another impact
shook the cottage as the roof was hit.

“They’re trying to blow us up?” Darvey
hissed.

“No,” sighed Kaps. “They’re trying to shoot a
grenade through the front door. Come on.” He got up and led Darvey
to the front of the cottage, and they peered out the door to see,
up on the far hill, a collection of tiny figures with a very large
gun. There was a flash, and a moment later, the wall next to them
shuddered loudly.

“Their aim sucks,” Darvey said.

“Amiri have terrible eyesight. This is an
improvement for them.”

“So what do we do?”

“We’re safer in here. The odds of them
finding the door are about a thousand to—” a grenade tore past
them, bounced against the far wall, and landed on the floor.
“Crap.”

The explosion was sudden and fierce. A burst
of air nearly knocked Darvey off his feet, and then purple gas
sprayed everywhere, filling the room in seconds, and pouring out
the door in ominous-yet-wispy clouds. Darvey held his breath for as
long as he could, but then noticed Kaps rolling his eyes.

“It’s just lavender gas,” he said. “It’s
harmless.”

“They think we’re them?”

“They can’t see us well enough to tell the
difference,” Kaps said. “They’ll be here soon. Be ready. They bite
real hard.”

They positioned themselves out of sight, and
a few minutes later, twelve Amiri in garishly-made gas masks
marched in, carrying little hammer-like objects that could
conceivably do serious damage to a human’s shins. When they were
all inside, Kaps cleared his throat. It took the Amiri a few
seconds to figure out what was going on.

“Giants!” yelled the leader. “Run, brothers,
run!”

“Hold on, tiny,” said Kaps, pointing his gun
at them. “CSA. You’re under arrest.”

“Arrest?” stammered the leader. “But whatever
for?”

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Kaps said. “Drug
trafficking, murder...”

“Desecration of remains,” said Darvey,
pointing to the shattered bodies on the ground. “Shame on you.
Shame.”

The leader tried to hide his shock, but it
wasn’t much use. His hands were trembling. “We have nothing to do
with drugs or murder, good giants!” he said. “We are just simple
troubadours, making our way—”

“You shot a lavender grenade at us,” said
Kaps.

“Lavender! How... how silly would that be!
No, that is just a... an air freshener. To make the air... uh...
fresh.”

“Really,” said Darvey, stepping forward,
making the leftover fog swirl around him until he was directly in
front of the leader. “Then how about you take off your mask?”

The leader stared at him for a moment.

“That is okay,” he said. “I have
allergies.”

“Really.”

“Yes. Ragweed.”

“I think I have a pill if you—”

“No thank you. I cannot take medication from
strangers. Now if you will excuse us—”

Kaps grabbed the leader by the pointy hat and
lifted him off the ground, staring directly into his tiny,
badly-focused eyes. “Where’d you put the drugs?” he asked.

“What drugs? I am but a simple
troubadour—”

“Don’t play games, ass-lint,” Kaps said.
“Tell me where the drugs are.”

“I don’t know what you mean!”

“Oh gosh!” said Darvey, standing next to Kaps
and glaring at the Amiri. “The strap on your mask is twisted. Let
me help you fix that... just need to take the mask off and—”

“Fine! Fine! Please stop! Fine!” squealed the
leader. “We do not have the drugs! We only just arrived! We had
heard a gang of Amiri was using this cottage to ship Zoink, and
their defences were weak, so we decided to ambush them and steal
it!”

“So you gassed them with lavender?” snarled
Kaps.

“Yes!” cried the leader. “Yes, only once!
Just now!”

Darvey and Kaps exchanged confused looks.

“What about earlier?” Darvey asked. “Did you
just come back, or—”

“No! No, we only just arrived! I swear!”

“This makes no sense,” Kaps said to Darvey,
shortly before another grenade bounced through the open door and
exploded. More lavender gas filled the room, and two of the new
Amiri’s masks were knocked off by the shockwave. They gasped for
air in shock, but solidified before they could scream. It was
really quite horrible, seeing it happen. Kaps set the leader down,
and the rest of his team ran for cover.

“Someone’s lying about something,”
Kaps grumbled to Darvey, watching the door for the new
visitors.

“I don’t think so,” said Darvey. “I don’t
think this is a smuggling outpost at all. It’s a honeypot.”

“A what?”

“Amiri are using it to kill off their
competition. They spread a rumour about a weak outpost just waiting
to be ripped off, then they kill off anyone that steps inside. I
bet there’s never been any drugs here at all. It’s just a really
convenient location.”

Kaps sighed, put away his gun. “You take all
the fun out of this job.”

“I do what I can,” Darvey smiled, and then
looked back to the door to wait for the next batch of Amiri to come
in.

But instead, one lanky alien stepped inside,
pulling stacks of boxes on dollies behind him. He settled things
down and then turned around to see Kaps towering over him.

“Er,” he said. “Wrong house.”

“You bet it is,” said Kaps, grabbing the
alien by the neck. “What’s in the boxes?”

“What boxes?” smiled the alien, before the
Amiri leader stumbled forward, pointing an accusing finger at
him.

“That is the man who told us about the
drugs!” he yelled. “Arrest him!”

“Arrest him?” Kaps snapped. “Shut up
and wait your turn, tiny.” He shook the tall one around a little
more. “You’re pretty scrawny for a thug,” he said.

“I’m not a thug, I’m a businessman,”
said the alien.

“Same difference,” said Kaps. “Now you’d
better explain to me what’s going on here before I—”

“Kaps,” said Darvey, holding one of the boxes
in shock. “You have to see this.”

“I’m busy, Darv,” he said. “Just—”

“It’s really—”

“Just tell me!”

Darvey looked at the Amiri, then the lanky
alien, then turned the box around. On the front was a photo of a
garden gnome, surrounded by lawn and soil and plants. Written above
it, in a language nobody but Darvey would understand, was “Happy
Gnomes,” complete with a trademark symbol.

“There’re no drugs at all,” he said. “He’s
trapping Amiri so he can package them up and sell them on
Earth.”

“S-s-sell?” gasped the Amiri leader.
“As what?”

“Lawn ornaments,” said Darvey.

“Your race puts our corpses on their
lawns?”

“Not most of us.”

“Barbarians!”

Darvey shrugged. “Can’t argue with that.”

The Amiri looked at the lanky alien, beady
eyes flaring, and he bore his pointed, savage teeth beneath his
mask. “You beast!” he screamed, and leapt at his newfound
enemy. The lanky alien cried out in pain as his lower thigh was
bitten, shortly before the Amiri turned to plaster and fell off, a
chunk of flesh in his mouth. A second Amiri took his place.

Kaps looked over at Darvey unhappily. “This
isn’t our jurisdiction, is it?”

“Doesn’t look like it,” said Darvey,
scratching his neck as the second Amiri solidified. “Want to go get
a drink?”

“Sounds good,” said Kaps, throwing the alien
at the savage little beasts and wiping his hands on his pants. He
followed Darvey outside, stretched his arms out wide and sighed.
“Drinking while on duty is breaking all kinds of protocol.”

“I know,” said Darvey. “That’s why you’re
buying.”

Kaps laughed loudly. “You humans really are
barbarians.”

“Bastards,” Darvey corrected. “You mean
‘bastards’.” He slapped Kaps on the back and they started down the
walkway, back to the hills and their ship, so they could fly off
into the thick, black night once more.

Just as they reached the stream at the edge
of the property, another grenade shot out of the darkness and
bounced off the oak tree, spraying the ground with more leaves.
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A story of Year Four of the Addergoole
School

 


Literature had never been Wren’s favorite
subject, but in Addergoole it had its upsides. Professor
VanderLinden was stunningly good-looking, and he actually managed
to make Lit entertaining, something she’d thought impossible in
such an abstract subject. He made books that should seem ancient
and dry seem fresh and new again, and spoke of the authors like
they were friends of his.

More importantly, Lit was one of the two
classes she shared with Phelen. She liked being around him; it
calmed her when things got overwhelming and, well, classes with
your boyfriend were always better.

Even a good class was still better when it
was over. She packed up her books and put her hand in Phelen’s so
that he could lead her to lunch. He made sure she never missed a
meal, kept her from the nervous binging-and-purging cycles she’d
gotten into before she met him. He took good care of her.

She squeezed his hand a little, smiling.
She’d been a wreck when she came here, not just the food issues,
but her whole life. Being sent to Addergoole had disrupted the
carefully-built patterns she’d used as coping mechanisms and here,
underground and locked away from the world, she’d had no way to
rebuild them. He’d fixed all that, taken her life in hand and given
it order. She had been afraid, when he’d first slipped the collar
around her neck, but now she couldn’t imagine going back to what
she’d called life without it.

“Phelen? A word?” The sleek brunette stepped
out around someone else as if appearing out of thin air: Liza, Wren
thought, a First Cohort. Trailing behind her was another student in
Wren and Phelen’s year, Rafe, looking like he was trying not to
appear too forlorn. Why did she want to talk to Phelen? Wren didn’t
like the look of her, didn’t like the way she was intruding on
their time. Phelen was hers. Okay, technically she was his, but it
amounted to the same thing, didn’t it?

“Just one?” Phelen smirked at the taller
girl. Wren hid her grimace behind a sweet smile; it looked like
they were going to talk to her anyway. “I suppose I can spare that,
for a member of my cy’ree. What’s on your mind?”

She was pretty; Wren wasn’t sure she liked
the way he smiled at her. She scooted closer to him; if she did it
right, he’d put his arm around her waist without scolding her. And
he probably wouldn’t scold her now even if she did it wrong. Not in
public.

“One word?” Liza volleyed back at him.
“Crew.”

Now Wren was sure she didn’t like it,
although at least Phelen’s arm had obligingly encircled her. Cy’ree
was one thing; it meant they shared a Mentor, and although many
cy’rees were also social groups, they weren’t necessarily close.
Cy’rees tended to have a lot in common, but they were also to some
extent creations of coincidence. Crew, on the other hand...

“You want to join my crew?” Phelen asked,
still smirking. “I could put in a good word for you.”

That wouldn’t be too bad – with Magnolia,
Shiva, and Tya there to keep her in line, Liza wouldn’t get too
close for comfort. But the girl was shaking her head.

“Oh, wouldn’t that be lovely? I’m sure I’d
fit right in, too. No. I want you to join ours.”

“Your crew?” He leaned against the wall
casually, thrusting his hands into his pockets, his dark hair
falling in his eyes but not seeming to bother him. “Remind me again
who all you’re talking about?”

She didn’t like losing his arm around her,
not just because of the warmth and pleasure the Keeper-Kept bond
gave that touch, but because the shift in posture meant things were
getting bad. She knew what she was supposed to do, though, when he
got tense and casual all at once like that; she leaned against the
wall, putting him partially between her and Liza.

“Me, Meshach, and Shadrach. And our Kept, of
course.” She gestured negligently at Rafe. “Him, Eris, and Joff.”
Joff, Wren knew nothing about. Eris and Rafe had been friends when
they’d all showed up; now the girl wandered around half-naked and
angry all the time, and Rafe...

“Right.” He looked past her to the other boy,
who presented such a contrasting image, in his white polo and
khakis, against Phelen’s own all-black ensemble of t-shirt, jeans,
and trenchcoat. “How’s it going, Rafe?”

The boy glanced at Liza before he said
anything; Wren’s eyes travelled from the polo to the thin steel
collar under the shirt. Phelen wouldn’t collar her in metal; she
wondered what it felt like, stiff and unyielding...

“It’s okay,” Rafe shrugged, having apparently
been cued that talking was acceptable.

“Okay,” Phelen repeated, the word echoing
hollowly. “Wren? How do you feel about being with me, and Shiva’s
crew?”

This wasn’t one of the questions for which
he’d taught her a rote response, which meant he wanted a real
answer. ‘I like being with you. And the crew is fun.” Except Niki,
but he’d probably get over that soon.

Phelen nodded, his eyes shifting back to
Liza, although he’d never really stopped paying attention to her.
He was vigilant like a stalking panther, her master, she thought
proudly. “So what makes you think we’d be such a good fit for your
crew, then?”

We. Of course she came with Phelen, but
something in the girl’s eyes told her she hadn’t been thinking of
Wren at all.

“Well, you’re learning to play the game
quickly.” She gestured at Wren. “Fourth Cohort and you already have
a pet. That’s impressive. You’re cy’Fridmar, do you really belong
in a crew of cy’hooker – sorry, I mean cy’VanderLinden? And they’re
way too goody-goody for you. I see the way they look at your little
toy there, when they think you’re not looking. They don’t
understand you. We will.”

Wren, looking at Rafe’s dead expression,
doubted that. He might not mind being called a toy, but that’s not
what she was. She was Phelen’s girlfriend. Well, she was his
property, technically, but that was okay too.

“You’ll understand me.” Phelen sighed,
shaking his head. “Being cy’Fridmar doesn’t make me just like you.
He’s a good teacher, and he has some good philosophies. I like the
particular brand of consequentialism he espouses; some of the
others here are rather too deontological for my tastes. That
doesn’t mean I fit in with your crew. Y’know, I like some of the
cy’Lindens? Not Shadrach, of course.” His smile touched the corners
of his eyes as he spoke, but his hands remained tense in his
pockets. “Some of the others, though, can be downright
pleasant.”

“Pleasant.” Liza smiled at him. “Is that what
they have to offer you? Pleasant?”

“I happen to like pleasant. What can you
offer me that’s better, really?”

“Power.” She made it sound like sex and
chocolate and money all rolled into one, and, for a moment, Wren
was worried. “We’re the most powerful crew in the school right now,
and when we leave, all that will be your legacy. And you like
pleasant? Play nice with your little toy, and we’ll leave you Eris
when we graduate.”

Play nice with your little toy. Wren
didn’t like the sound of that, but she had faith in Phelen. He
wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. She looked over to Rafe, whose fists
had clenched at his sides. He didn’t like it, it seemed, any more
than she did, and was looking at Liza with an expression between
rage and hurt betrayal.

“You can’t do that,” he managed, though it
sounded choked.

“Of course I can,” Liza said with evident
shock that her companion had spoken so to her. “Just like Phelen
could swap his little bird like a trading card, if he were so
inclined. And whether he realizes it now or not... well, Fridmar
picks his students with certain qualities in mind, is all I’m
saying.” The glance she shot Wren confirmed that she was just
trying to provoke her, and Wren was chagrined to realize that it
was working.

She could freak out later. That’s what he’d
promised her; if she needed to lock the bathroom door and scream,
she could do so. Later. Right now, she had to stay calm and trust
him to take care of her. She smiled at Liza like she liked being a
trading card, and promised herself a good long cry tonight.

“Nevertheless, I’m not so inclined,” Phelen
said. “Owning a girl who would hate me for it isn’t my idea of a
good time.”

Oh, good. Wren tried hard not to let her
relief show on her face; Rafe was showing enough for both of them,
anyway.

“Hate you?” Liza chuckled. “I don’t see why
that matters.” She petted Rafe’s hair idly and, clearly torn, he
leaned into her touch. “There’s quite a bit we could teach you,
Phelen. Give some consideration to our offer.”

“So why me? And don’t patronize me with how
much we have in common and how helpful you can be. You said it
yourself; we’re both cy’Fridmar. I find it hard to believe that
altruism is really in your nature.”

“You do learn fast,” she smiled, nodding in
approval. “We heard you at the Proving Ceremony. You’ve got an
impressive collection of Words, Phelen; or at least you will, once
you’ve had more training. We could use your talents.”

His Words. She’d heard Shiva and Magnolia
mention something similar – with those Words, the upperclassmen
are going to be all over him – but something about the way Liza
said it made it sound less like a compliment and more like a
mugging.

“Use my talents.” Phelen made little air
quotes as he repeated her words. “Like you use Joff’s, and Eris’s,
and probably Rafe’s? I may be young, but I’ve no interest in being
a junior associate. If I were to sign on, I’d be looking to be
treated as an equal partner.”

“Use? They’re Kept; that’s what
they’re for. We protect them, teach them, keep them – and in
return, they give us themselves. There’s no point in getting all
cy’Luca about it.”

Around here, cy’Luca – being Luke’s student –
was synonymous with “white knight.” Her master was good to her, but
he was no silly idealist. Wren wondered how he’d take the
accusation.

But Liza was still talking, so she kept
looking at Liza. Phelen would tell her later, if he wanted her to
know.

“And this ‘junior associate’ nonsense – we’re
not trying to collar you, Phelen, we’re trying to get you to join
us. It’s Meshach’s crew, of course, but crew is crew.”

“Crew is crew,” he acknowledged. “And you’d
want to include someone who could be so easily taken from their
existing crew? Doesn’t say much for your peoples’ loyalty.”

He hadn’t actually said no, though, Wren
thought with some consternation.

“But what do you really think?” Liza echoed
Wren’s thoughts, tilting her head slightly and tapping her lip with
her index finger. “Idu Intinn Phelen cy’Fridmar, Idu Hugr
Phelen...”

“Stay out of my head, witch,” Phelen snapped.
The shadows boiled around his feet, a more palpable darkness
pouring forth from his coat. Inky tendrils coalesced and writhed
about him, playing across the wall and floor, rising up to squirm
around their legs with an eerie, chilling sensation. Wren held her
breath, knowing that this was only an indicator of his displeasure,
and waited for his actual retribution.

“Tempero Tlacatl Liza cy’Fridmar,” he spat,
and the older girl froze in place even as she began to speak again,
the fingers of one hand curled in mid-gesture. “You’re right. I am
Fridmar’s student. I’ve learned fast. And I don’t take kindly to
being manipulated. Come, Wren.”

He stalked away, past the open-mouthed and
staring Rafe, and the darkness followed, enveloping him in a
tenebrous shroud. Wren swiftly moved to accompany him, not minding
in the slightest the compulsion he’d so casually forced on her;
indeed, had he told her to stay, she might have fought it. As they
stepped out the door, Liza broke from her stillness, shaking her
head to clear it and glaring after them.

From his unobtrusive position in the corner
of the classroom, Professor VanderLinden watched them all and
smiled approvingly.
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Jake can remember the stars as they are: not
as little pinpricks of light but as bright clouds of smokey blues
and grays, clusters of twinkling heavenly bodies hovering silently
among flecks of glittering space dust.

This is the kind of view of the stars one
only gets when vast communities have opted out of electricity. Jake
can hear the refrigeration system humming with the milk cows from
all the way down the field precisely because it is a foreign sound.
This is always the way he remembers the stars: full and detailed
with contrast and depth, humming in the barn and the occasional
moo.

“Did you get it?” he asks as footsteps break
stale dry blades of grass coming up the hill.

“Better,” the voice answers.

Jake frowns. He does not want “better” he
wants the ignorable trespasses. Beer he cannot have because no one
is really sure how his body will react, but there’s no risk in
girls, music, cellphones and marijuana.

He sits up. “What do you mean ‘better’?”

And then Danny shows him, the small vial
pinched at the top between two fingers. He walks closer and Jake
can start to make out what’s inside: white... powdery... like sugar
but so obviously not sugar.

“What’s that?” he says as a reflex.

“You know what it is,” Danny laughs ... and
he does. He knows exactly what it is. “Come on there’s no protein
in it, I checked.”

“Oh, did you ask my doctor about it?” Jake
replies sarcastically.

“Nah I looked it up online.”

“Where? You don’t have a computer.”

And there would be little point in getting
one either. If his parents weren’t going to accept on-the-grid
power or a telephone line, a broadband hook-up was completely out
of the question.

“At your Uncle’s.”

“My Uncle let you use his computer to look up
the per serving protein volume of cocaine?”

“I didn’t exactly tell him what I was
doing.”

Danny’s thick hair is tousled and he is
wearing an appropriately “English” shirt: no collar, faded but
colorful AC/DC concert logo splashed on his chest. He wears
traditional trousers and suspenders along with it, which make a
perfectly ridiculous picture: half punk half farmer chic.

“Come on,” the other boy coos at his
reservations. “We’re 16, we can do whatever we like and they can’t
touch us.”

“Not anything,” Jake answers as he flops back
onto the grass.

“Well...” he dangles the cocaine vial over
Jake’s nose provocatively. “We can do this.”

Jake stares at the stars through the edges of
a fine dusting of narcotic and thinks. For as long as he can
remember everything in his life has been carefully controlled.
Everything. And for a while it seemed like even this simple rite of
passage would be denied him. Just too dangerous! Not just his
immortal soul at stake but his very life. As if he couldn’t figure
out what in the devil’s playground was likely to kill him or
not.

Finally his parents acquiesced and his
teenage years looked like they would begin in earnest.

“Fine,” he sighs. “But how do we ... do
it?”

“Look.” Danny is too excited, he bounces as
he sits down and unscrews the top. “There’s a tiny spoon inside! So
neat!”

“Huh...”

* * *

“Oh wow....”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Don’t curse Yacob. You’ll go to hell.”

“Not before you,” Jake replies.

Danny laughs and rolls around in the dry
grass. There are little bits of debris woven sloppily in and out of
his boring brown colored hair. His lips are pale pink, light coral
colored marks where he’s been biting them nervously. His breath is
warm against Jake’s skin as they wrestle while hidden sticks and
pebbles stab at tender places from beneath the grass.

He pins Danny’s hands above his head and
kisses him. He tastes amazing, he feels amazing, the exhilaration
doesn’t let up until Danny’s fist knocks into his jaw and he falls
off to the side.

Then it occurs to Jake that he just kissed
another boy. On the mouth. He hasn’t even kissed any girls
and now all of the sudden he’s kissing boys.

He rubs the bruise up against grass and
reluctantly looks back at Danny.

“That’s the last time we give you coke,”
Danny says, he’s rubbing his mouth and spits off to the side in sly
skittish disgust, but he doesn’t look angry or upset. Jake thinks
he’s probably right... it’s probably just the drugs that did
that.

He rolls on his back and stares at the sky.
The stars seem brighter. They glide like dancers around and around
the black sky, the moon looking on enviously.

“I’m going up the hill,” Jake says
suddenly.

“What for?”

“To her house.”

Danny thinks he’s crazy. He doesn’t have to
say so, Jake can see it in his face.

“You can’t do that! She’s ... she’s shunned.
You can’t do that. It’s forbidden!”

“We can do anything remember? Besides, she’s
my kin so I don’t have to shun her.”

“But...” Danny twists in his seat among the
grass. “You... She’s a witch!” He blurts out.

“...are you kidding?”

“She is!” He continues speaking with a
flustered tongue, tugging at Jake’s sleeve before wiping invisible
traces of cocaine from his nose and tugging again. “Come on we can
crash at your Uncle’s house until the high wears off. He’s shunned
too but at least he’s not a witch!”

Jake slaps his hand away, already staring up
at the little house all the way across the field and up the
hill.

“You do what you want,” he says. “I’m going
up the hill.”

“You’re nuts!”

He has never been up the hill before. Like
the rest of them he has watched that house with curious worry, not
really believing the things that have been said but not really
disbelieving them either. Jake convinces himself that if his
grandmother was really dangerous they would never allow her to live
on the hill at all. And they certainly wouldn’t do business with
her like they did with the rest of the shunned.

* * *

She has thin, brittle looking fingers that
move like a typewriter striking a sheet of paper. Fast with stiff
intensity and unforgiving certainty. As grandmothers go she is
neither warm or affectionate nor particularly cold or bitter. If
she is not a witch she has fashioned a pretty convincing image of
one—knobby joints, sagging wrinkled skin, salt and pepper long hair
and a wart not on the nose but loitering close.

“You will have a long life ... just not
here.”

The cocaine keeps Jake from reacting the way
he should. “I’m leaving?” he says distantly. “I can’t leave!”

“Why not?” the old woman coos. “Your mother
did.”

Jake struggles to picture his mother, a woman
he sees everyday but whom the memory of seems to jump out of his
grasp. With her plain clothes and her constant worrying about the
trappings of their own small isolated society, the idea that she
could go out into the world outside is ridiculous.

“Yes,” his grandmother says. “A long time
ago.”

“Why?”

The tea kettle hisses. The old woman takes
spoonfuls of strange brown herbs from old glass jars and mixes them
into two metal tea strainers.

“She was about your age and wanted to see the
world.”

“What’s to see?” Jake mumbles nervously. He
has never considered the possibility of leaving home. His frequent
and recurring illness keeps him tied to the places he knows;
specifically the hospital in town twenty miles away.

A tiny painted teacup filled with brown
infused liquid appears before him and he hesitates before touching
it.

“I haven’t poisoned it,” she says with some
humor in her voice.

“Ahh—Of course not! I would never think—”

“I know what they say about me in the
village. You’d be stupid not to wonder if it was true.”

She is not like women in the village. She
wears her confidence blatantly and defiantly— Jake finds himself
thinking this is ostentatious and sinfully proud— but she is also
calm and collected in a way that is unfamiliar as well.

“....Is it?” he asks.

“Yes.”

Jake cannot believe his ears. He thinks for a
minute that she’s kidding and then he wonders if she means the same
rumors he does or if there are other less superstitious things said
about her.

“The tea is for the drugs,” she explains. “It
will help dull the hook they have in you.”

He flushes at the word “drugs”. How does she
know?!? Is it some mysterious psychic sense that has given him away
or is he naively obvious?

“I...”

“You’ll do them again, and then something bad
will happen and you’ll leave this place.”

A few possibilities come immediately to mind.
Jake touches his lips as the memory of the stolen kiss stirs from
where it is buried and watches in horror as the old woman’s eyebrow
rises like she can read his thoughts right out of his head.

“Something bad I do?”

“Perhaps.”

“Do I leave or am I sent away?”

She smiles. “You leave. Of your own accord.
The villagers don’t run anyone off anymore, bloodlines are too
few.”

Jake stares into his tea for a long time
without actually drinking any. Tiny burnt bits flutter around the
bottom of the cup, having escaped from the strainer.

“That’s where your disease comes from,” she
says. “There have been children here before that have had it. The
community is too small.”

Inside he feels far away and he’s not sure if
it’s the drugs or the storytelling. There is suddenly so much he
wants to know, like he’s just discovered all these holes in his
life— things that he understood before that no longer make sense.
“Why did my mother come back?” he asks.

“Your grandfather went out and brought her
back.” She reaches up and plucks a photograph off the wall. It’s
still colorful and is unlike other photographs he has seen—glossy
with writing printed on the back in tiny type.

“She went there,” his grandmother says,
gesturing to the bright modern city in the picture.

“Philadelphia?”

The old woman laughs. “No! New York!”

He knows such a place exists, but all big
cities look exactly the same to him. Still, he feels stupid and
blushes lightly at the mistake.

“So my grandfather brought her back?”

“Not against her will, she wanted to come
back.”

“....Why?”

“She was pregnant.”

He understands what she means immediately and
he looks down at the postcard again and has to force himself not to
cry at the sight of those tall glittering buildings. He feels as if
he should have always known somehow, but the thought has never
occurred to him. That he does not resemble the man he calls father
in any particular way never seemed important or significant.

“Why would he...”

“I made him believe you were his.”

She dunks the tea strainer back into her tea
and gives Jake a look that suggests she does not mean she lied to
him. That the man he calls father knew the truth once and then
suddenly didn’t.

“I told you it was true what they say about
me.”
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* * * *

Junk Drawer

M. Jones

 


 


Sally puttered about her apartment, wondering
when it was she had acquired so much junk. No surface was free, and
it was becoming an increasing problem as of late to merely get
around the stacked, piled items to make it to her front door. With
a tired sigh she picked up an ancient magazine layered in dust at
her feet and shook it off before laying it on top of another pile
of boxes to her left. She glanced over her shoulder into her
kitchen, and was sickened by the pile of dishes that had grown
overnight in her sink. Usually that particular section of the
apartment was kept spotlessly clean, but the last few days had been
a challenge. She shook her head and slung her purse over her
shoulder. Tonight, when she got home from work. There was no way
she was keeping any of this crap any longer.

She kicked aside a pile of clothes. T-shirts
of unknown vintage. Shoes that had worn out their welcome. She
looked forward to the purge.

As she waited for the bus to take her to her
office job deep in the city, Sally had time to contemplate what had
brought her to this situation, a fact she wasn’t happy to explore.
Ron, her boyfriend of five years, had decided that no, he didn’t
want a nice house with a two door garage and a girlfriend baking
cookies in his massive, ornate kitchen. With the scent of burning
chocolate muffins in the air, he had announced that it was over,
that he was selling the place and moving out of State to another
city, another home, where he was going to make his success as a
commodities broker. This lovely house and its lingering
responsibility was heading to market. Just like that. A snap of the
fingers, and he was the wealthy one, off to make his fortune and
buy more stuff for his stuffy condominium in Florida.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/26779
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_4881e39a4005ac8c8c6532955b7bd0dd_GiViZZ_html_mc70b875.png





tmp_4881e39a4005ac8c8c6532955b7bd0dd_GiViZZ_html_4de21e22.png





cover.jpg
MEILIN MIR/

MCM
ALDER

LYN THORNE

ARTH
AM. :m:ﬁg

R
59
5





