In The Muse, Fred Warren took us to a world where imagination reigned supreme, and inspiration was a matter of life and death.
Now, follow him through the twists and turns of twenty-two bizarre tales, where odd is commonplace, little things make all the difference, and miracles are everywhere, if you know where to look:
An office temp thinks he has the world's worst job, until he spends a day sitting in for the Devil.
Stolen fruit provides sweet justice in a city ruled by magic.
An evil wizard hires a new minion--and learns there's such a thing as too much help.
In a world where two minds can share the same body, running afoul of the law has horrifying consequences.
A young woman discovers something growing in the fields outside her village--something wonderful...and terrible.
Do the impossible.
Change the future.
Save the world.
All you need is one odd little miracle.
Smashwords Edition
Copyright Fred Warren 2011
Cover art by Shelby Ice
Cover design by Grace Bridges
All rights reserved
Splashdown Darkwater
http://darkwater.splashdownbooks.com
An imprint of Splashdown Books, New Zealand
http://www.splashdownbooks.com
Find more Splashdown titles at Smashwords:
http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/splashdown
This book is available in print at most online stores.
Contents
A Quiet Afternoon at the Alabaster County Ladies’ Sewing Circle
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Introduction
Miracles are a retelling in small letters of the very same story which is written across the whole world in letters too large for some of us to see. —C. S. Lewis
I love short stories. When I finish a novel, I feel exhausted from the ordeal of the journey and may not appreciate its value for days or months afterward. A short story leaves me refreshed, even though I may ponder its implications for a long time.
When I began choosing stories for this collection, I despaired of finding an overarching theme for them. It’s a diverse assortment—short, long, science fiction, fantasy, humorous, spooky, hopeful, pessimistic. What they do have in common, I finally realized, is a hint of the miraculous. Some of the miracles are scientific, some are magical, some are divine. A few are even diabolical, because as John Calvin reminds us, “Satan has his miracles, too.”
Ultimately, the important thing isn’t so much the miracle as the response. What will happen when an ordinary person confronts the extraordinary? I think it has to change them somehow, hopefully for the better. Miracles seize our pride by the lapels and give it a good shake. They show us how little we know about the simplest aspects of life. They remind us that creation is enormous and filled with both wonders and terrors.
Not all miracles are big and dramatic. Some are small and eccentric, and all the more powerful because they go unnoticed until we find ourselves overwhelmed by their consequences, for better or worse. In a universe filled with so many amazing things, it's a good idea to be alert.
I hope you enjoy this collection of odd little miracles.
Fred Warren
May, 2011
Bad things typically happened on Mondays at Plugin Services, and this day was no exception. With a flash of fire and a puff of brimstone, Chester found himself in Hell. He hadn’t even finished his first cup of coffee.
Hell was an office, and the Devil was there, seated in a red leather chair behind a mahogany desk of executive proportions. Chester knew it was the Devil because he’d seen his picture on a package of firecrackers at a Fourth of July party a few years back. The Armani suit made him look a little more intimidating.
“My, that was fast. You have no idea how hard it is to get a temporary on short notice. I must jot down your company’s number for future reference.” The Devil’s voice was deep, with a hint of Southern drawl.
“So I’m not dead?” Chester’s momentary relief was tempered by the realization that Plugin had sold his services to the Devil, not that he found it terribly surprising.
“Oh, no. If you were dead, you’d be out there.”
Chester turned around, discovering one wall of the office was dominated by a picture window with a view of Hades. Flames and smoke filled the huge cavern, and the screams of the damned were faintly audible through the glass.
“You see,” the Devil continued, “I’m in a bit of a bind. Every year, I have to report to Him,” he rolled his eyes upward, “and this year has been incredibly productive. The report usually takes only a few minutes, but I’m afraid this one will consume the better part of the morning. Damnation projections alone will take half an hour to review, the archangels insist on double-checking my figures, the seraphim need all the technical terms explained, and so on.”
Chester felt a little more comfortable. These were standard managerial complaints. “I see. What sort of help do you need? I’m certified on all the latest presentation software, if you need something ginned-up quickly.”
“No, no, the report’s ready. I usually wing it, anyhow. It’s more fun that way. What I need is for you to sit right here,” the Devil stood up and ushered Chester around the desk to the leather chair, “and administer Hell for me while I’m away.”
“I’m a clerical specialist,” Chester protested. “At this level of management, you need an executive temp.”
“Pish tosh. Most of what I do is sign papers. Contracts and the like. I have a stamp for it.” The Devil rummaged about in a side drawer, pulling out a red ink pad and a large, round, wooden-handled rubber stamp.
Chester squared his shoulders and picked up the stamp. It was heavier than it looked. “I’ll do my best. Plugin Services guarantees satisfaction, or we’ll enter binding arbitration to determine a fair settlement.”
The Devil smiled, sharp teeth glinting in the reflected firelight. “A wonderful motto. I must have a chat with your CEO sometime. Ta-ta.”
And he vanished in a flash of fire and a puff of brimstone.
Chester fiddled with the stamp and surveyed the room, trying to avoid looking through the window. It was mostly bare. A painting of a sad clown hung on one wall.
The door burst open, and a tiny imp bounced in, bearing a sheaf of papers. “More contracts, Boss,” he squeaked, then caught sight of Chester. “Hey, you’re not the boss. What gives?”
“I’m from the temp agency,” Chester said. “I’m just filling in for a couple of hours.”
“Okay, whatever.” The imp held up the papers. “These all need his John Hancock.”
“I’ll take care of it.”
The imp hopped away, slamming the door behind him. Chester riffled through the contracts. They were all the same. Several paragraphs of legalese, and a signature smeared in ugly red ink near the bottom. There was a yellow-tagged line below for the Devil’s endorsement, labeled, “Prince of Darkness.”
Chester hesitated. Stamping the forms would condemn these people to eternal torment. Technically, he wasn’t responsible, but he was still participating. Orange flames flickered within a trash basket beside the desk. He could toss the papers into it, and probably no one would ever be the wiser.
On the other hand, maybe these people deserved what they were getting. It wouldn’t do to interfere in this kind of cosmic decision. Chester was just a temp, and he always performed to standard.
He sighed heavily, then began stamping contracts—thump, thump, thump.
The imp returned, bearing a steaming cup of coffee. “Hope you like it black,” he chirped, “no cream or sugar in Hell.” He bounced off. Chester took a long sip. It had a smoky aftertaste, but wasn’t too bad.
Two hours later, the Devil reappeared, looking rather pleased with himself. “Whoo-hoo! I haven’t had so much fun since Sodom and Gomorrah! They’ll be talking about that report for aeons. I can’t imagine how I’ll top it next year.” He slapped Chester on the back. “So, my boy, how’d it go? You didn’t auction off the furniture while I was gone, did you?”
Chester handed over the stack of forms, all properly stamped. “No problems, sir. It was pretty slow, just like you said.”
“Good, good.” The Devil sifted through the contracts. “I must say, I’m delighted with your performance. In fact, you’ve done so well, I think you deserve a promotion. I’m going to call your supervisor immediately.”
“Thank you, but that’s really not necessary.” Chester was pleased, but it was unprofessional to show too much enthusiasm.
The Devil smiled. “Oh, I disagree. I’ve never met anyone with less concern for his fellow man. You consigned 653 souls to everlasting perdition with barely a flutter of remorse. You remind me of…well…me. In fact, I’ve decided to hire you myself. Permanently.”
“I’m sorry, sir, you can’t do that.”
“Can’t? Can’t?” the Devil roared, flame issuing from his mouth and nostrils, “I am Lucifer, Supreme Ruler of Pan-Demonium! There is nothing I can’t do!”
Chester pulled out his wallet and retrieved a small piece of paper, which opened up to letter size after several rounds of unfolding. He handed it to the Devil. “Everything’s here. Our human resources folks tell me the language is bulletproof.”
The Devil scanned the paper, smoke slowly rising from his ears. “What…in…Hell? This is my boilerplate!”
“Yes, sir. Paragraph 66b clearly states my soul is under contract to Plugin Services in perpetuity.”
The Supreme Ruler of Pan-Demonium spat a string of profanities Chester had never heard before, then with a flash of fire and a puff of brimstone, the temp found himself back in his cubicle at Plugin.
The Devil’s assessment bothered him. Was he really that callous? He hoped not. He’d never thought about it before.
He could hear Spencer pounding out a report, three cubes over. “Hey, Spencer,” Chester called, “can I help you with that?”
“Go to…help? You want to help me?”
“Sure. Just a minute.”
Reflecting, Chester had to admit there were some things worse than being a temp for Plugin Services, even on a Monday. He took a sip of coffee and grimaced.
In Hell, though, the coffee was always hot.
An Eternal, Unbroken Chain
The hole appeared, without fanfare, in the middle of an Iowa pasture. It was a big, black, gaping circle in the air, leading, as far as anyone could tell, nowhere.
Farmer Johannsen, a man not easily stimulated to action, stared at the thing for a full hour, spit a wad of tobacco, and trudged back to his farmhouse to phone the county sheriff.
Farmer Johannsen’s cattle, creatures of considerable common sense, gave the hole a wide berth and focused their grazing on the opposite end of the pasture.
The sheriff arrived in his patrol car a few minutes later, all manner of lights and sirens testifying to the gravity of the situation. He levered his prodigious bulk from the vehicle and waddled over to the hole. He squinted into it, took off his cap, scratched his head, replaced his cap, bent down with a groan, picked up a medium-sized pebble and threw it into the hole. The pebble vanished without a sound. The hole remained tarry and inscrutable.
“Well, now, if that don’t beat all,” muttered the sheriff. He waddled back to his cruiser and radioed the state police.
The state police responded with creditable speed, 10 troopers in a fleet of five cruisers, much shinier than the sheriff’s, and adorned with twice as many lights and sirens. A dour, sunglassed FBI agent followed behind them in a rented Japanese sedan. The troopers arranged themselves in a semicircle facing the hole, and the agent stood at a discreet distance behind them, scribbling in a notepad and whispering into his lapel.
“Maybe somebody oughta go see what’s inside there,” one of the younger troopers suggested.
“Negative,” snapped another trooper with a row of chevrons on his sleeve. “We do this by the book. Secure the perimeter and await orders.”
With a tooth-rattling hum, the hole began to flex back and forth, swelling like an inky soap film straining to emerge from a gigantic bubble wand. Everybody, including the cows, stepped back three paces.
The humming and flexing stopped, and a pair of little blue men emerged from the hole, blinking in the bright Iowa sunshine. Ten automatic pistols and a snub-nosed revolver cleared holsters and pointed shakily in their direction. “Freeze!” yelled the trooper with the chevrons.
The blue men’s heads tilted simultaneously in opposite directions as they stared at the array of artillery. One turned to his fellow and spoke a few buzzing syllables. The other nodded and twisted a knob on his belt.
“There, that’s better,” said the second blue man. “My name is Izar, and my counterpart is Julin. We represent the Spid. I wish to speak to someone in authority.”
The FBI agent stepped through the cordon of troopers, securing his revolver as he did so. “Stand down, men,” he ordered. The troopers complied, maintaining a wary watch on the newcomers. “I’m Agent Bosco, Federal Bureau of Investigation,” he continued. “I am in radio contact with the authorities, but I’ll need to know more about what you wish to discuss with them.”
Izar smiled, the grin literally splitting his face from ear to ear, an expression that did nothing to ease the troopers’ nerves. “We’re interested in real estate. You wouldn’t happen to know the nearest broker, would you?”
The Secretary of the Interior, a short, balding fellow in a rumpled three-piece suit, arrived several hours later by helicopter, escorted by a company of Marines. Mrs. Johannsen had set up some lawn chairs and was serving lemonade and cookies to the troopers, Agent Bosco and the two Spid. Farmer Johannsen leaned on a rake, glaring at the assembled trespassers.
Everyone stood up as the secretary arrived. His eyes widened and he swallowed hard as he caught sight of the little blue men, but the secretary was a seasoned politician and quickly gathered his wits. He extended a hand in greeting. “I am George Davidson, United States Secretary of the Interior, and representative of the president. Welcome to America.”
“Thank you very much,” said Izar, accepting the proffered hand and shaking it enthusiastically. “We’d like to discuss a real estate transaction.”
“Real estate?” The secretary frowned. “You mean you wish to purchase land here?”
“Not exactly,” piped up Julin, stepping forward to take his turn pumping the secretary’s hand. “We need to negotiate the use of a parcel of land. The one we’re standing on will do nicely. About five of your hectares.”
Farmer Johannsen spat out the last of his tobacco and returned to the farmhouse. He’d been on the wrong end of Eminent Domain before and didn’t need to hear the end of this conversation.
The secretary disengaged his hand from Julin’s with some difficulty. “Well, I suppose that would depend on how you intend to use it.”
“Oh, this will be as much to your benefit as to ours,” said Izar. “We want to place a Conduit station here.”
“What’s that?”
Julin waved a hand to indicate the huge hole behind them. “This is a Conduit. At the moment, it connects our world to yours. On the Spid homeworld, there are ten Conduit stations linking our planet to others across the galaxy. They provide instantaneous transport. You step in one end on your planet, and step out the other end on another world.”
“Yes,” Izar added, “Imagine the possibilities for trade, tourism, and cultural exchange. You’d instantly become part of a huge interstellar commonwealth—an eternal, unbroken chain.”
A Marine with stars on his shoulders stepped up behind the secretary. “Sir,” he growled, “This phenomenon is a huge security risk. If an alien army with advanced weapons came marching through, we wouldn’t be able to stop them taking over.”
Izar laughed, a musical tinkling sound. “Don’t be ridiculous. The Conduit only permits 500 kilos of mass to pass through it at any time. Hardly enough transport to support an invasion. Our network of planets has known peace for a millennium. We only wish to add your world to our diverse membership.”
Secretary Davidson was a forward-thinking man who saw the incredible potential of such a connection, if it was handled carefully. “I think our people would be agreeable to such an arrangement. Of course, I’ll have to take this before Congress, and we’ll need to consult with the other world leaders.”
Julin’s eyes brightened. “Do you think there are at least nine other political entities that would allow us to install a Conduit station on their territory?”
“Yes,” the Secretary replied, “I expect every country would want one. That would be nearly two hundred.”
The Spid gasped in unison. “Marvelous! You have no idea how much this means to us!” Izar’s grin threatened to wrap around his head. “We’ll leave you to work out the details, and we’ll take word back to Spid. This will be the beginning of a new age of joy and good fortune for our people…er, both our peoples.”
After more pumping of hands, the two Spid waved farewell and turned to reenter the Conduit. Izar adjusted the dial on his belt, beaming at Julin. “I can’t believe this. After all these centuries, it’s over! The Curse will be lifted!”
“Yes, finally!” said Julin. “I must admit some pity for the poor creatures, though. Once they realize they will remain under a cloud of bad fortune until they establish ten off-world Conduit stations for every one they install on their planet, it will be a devastating blow.”
Izar thumped Julin on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. We managed. The important thing is that the Conduit spread across the galaxy, to every inhabited world. The chain must not be broken!”
“Yes,” Julin replied solemnly, “The chain must never be broken.”
“Mom, it’s bad to call somebody a pinhead, right?”
Derek’s mother put down her book and rubbed her eyes. “Of course. It’s not a word we use in polite conversation, and it’s terribly insulting. Where did you hear such a thing?”
“Somebody called me that at school today.”
“Horrible.” She dug through her purse and pulled out her cell phone. “I’m calling your principal. Who said it?”
“Minix.”
The anger drained from her face. “Oh…I see. I…doubt he understands what the word means.” She resumed reading.
Derek shook her arm. “He knows. He’s always calling me names and doing mean things. He’s a bully—a bully with a big, fat head!”
“If you ignore him, he’ll stop.”
“Ignoring him doesn’t work. He gets meaner.”
“Maybe somebody was cruel to him when he was younger. Sometimes that makes a person become a bully.”
“They’re all bullies. All the Newbies in our school are like Minix. The grownups are afraid of them, too. Jenny Lin told me even the President can’t do anything unless the Newbies say it’s okay.”
“The aliens stopped war all over the world. They showed us how to cure many terrible diseases. We should be grateful.” It sounded to Derek like she was reading the words from her book.
“They think they’re smarter than us just because their heads are bigger than ours.”
“No matter what they think, Derek, you still have to get along with your classmate.”
“I want to punch his lights out.”
The book went down again. Derek could see his mother’s hands shaking, even though she pressed the book into her lap to hide it. “Don’t say such a thing. It will only bring trouble.”
“I know.” Derek sighed. “They sent Jimmy Baker to a special school after he beat up one of the Newbies. Now he wets his pants whenever a Newbie walks by. I just want Minix to stop.”
“Hold your temper and ignore him. That’s the best thing to do.”
The next day at school was worse. Derek dropped his eraser during reading time, while Ms. Hamilton was in the bathroom. It bounced into the aisle beside Minix’s desk.
The Newbie stared at Derek with piggy yellow eyes, and a shark-toothed grin spread across his slick gray face. He looked like a jack-o’-lantern with ears, carved from a burned-out light bulb. As Derek bent down to pick up the eraser, Minix slapped his sandaled foot on top of it. The knobby appendage smelled like spoiled cabbage.
“Dropped your banana, Pinhead?” It was creepy the way his lips moved out-of-sync with the reedy voice that emerged from his translator box.
Derek remembered his mother’s words and held his temper. “Give it back, Minix.”
Minix pushed his foot closer to Derek, grinding the eraser underneath. “Kiss it, Microbrain.”
That did it. Derek clocked him right in his snaggle-toothed mouth.
Minix tumbled backwards out of his chair, but bounced up like a rubber ball, wiping purple blood from his lips, still grinning. “Nice job, Pinhead. You just won a scholarship to the Re-Ed school.”
Derek tore into Minix, arms flailing, screaming rage and defiance from some unknown recess of his innermost being. The alien boy’s grin vanished, and he squawked in fear as he tried to ward off Derek’s pummeling. The other kids began to cheer.
Rough hands pulled the two combatants apart. Derek looked up, and his heart froze. It was another Newbie—a grownup. They were going to take him away and turn him into a whimpering little pants-wetter, like Jimmy Baker.
The big Newbie tossed Derek aside like a rag doll and pulled Minix to his feet. “There’s no time for this, son,” he warbled. “We have to go.”
“Father? Aren’t you going to do something about that Pinhead? He hit me, and he…”
“They’ve found us.”
The piggy eyes widened, and Minix stumbled after his father, squealing in terror, fluid reeking of rotten cabbage dribbling down his legs. Before they reached the door, there was a blinding flash of light, and they vanished.
The classroom TV screen lit up, filled with an alien face. It wasn’t a Newbie.
The children hushed as it spoke. “Creatures of Earth, rejoice! We have removed the fugitive criminals plaguing your world, and the All-Beneficent Pan-Galactic Emperor has graciously declared this sector a protected nature reserve. Once population adjustment and socialization measures are complete, you will enjoy an agrarian culture suitable to your limited capabilities…”
The voice droned on, and Derek stared at the image in fascination. “Wow, I thought Minix had a big head. This guy’s is ginormous!”
Weightless
Osaka, Japan
Yoshi knocked on the door. “Sharon, it’s Yoshi! I came as soon as…”
The door swung inward. Yoshi stumbled through the doorway as a petite blonde in a pink t-shirt and pajama bottoms grabbed him by the arm and yanked him into the apartment.
“Thanks for coming,” she said, “I need your help.”
Yoshi straightened his glasses. “What’s wrong? You sounded very upset on the phone.”
“It’s hard to explain. I have to show you.”
Sharon led him into the apartment’s tiny kitchen. It was a mess, but that wasn’t what caught his attention. Things were floating in the air—a spoon, a fork, a butter knife, a salt shaker, a toaster, two plates, and a large cooking pot.
He passed his hands over, under, and around the objects, looking for the fine wires or thread that must be supporting them. He found none.
“I don’t understand. How can this be happening?”
Sharon tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s why I called you. You’re the smartest guy I know.”
Yoshi and Sharon had been friends for nearly a year. He appreciated the compliment, but he’d hoped her emergency call indicated a more personal interest. Despite his disappointment, he was fascinated. “When did things begin floating about in your kitchen?”
“Last week. I was eating breakfast—a bowl of cereal. I’d been partying the night before, so my brain was a little muggy. I was staring at my reflection in the spoon, and it just lifted out of my hand and hung in the air. I thought I was hallucinating.”
“This is the spoon?”
“Yes. That’s what started the whole thing.”
Yoshi reached out and gingerly grasped the spoon’s handle between thumb and forefinger. It felt solid and cool, like any normal spoon. He let go, and it stayed in place, rotating slowly where he’d released it. He took hold of it again and moved it a foot closer to the ceiling. Again it stayed where he left it, as if it were an object released by an astronaut in a space capsule. He moved it downward, near the floor. Same result.
“This is very strange,” he said.
“You think?”
Yoshi was too enraptured by the phenomenon to be offended. “What about the other things?”
“Well, after the spoon, I tried it again with different objects—not all of them at once. That first day, I couldn’t manage anything heavier than silverware. The next day, I could lift the salt shaker. The day after that, I put the toaster up there, and so on.”
“How heavy an object can you float now?”
“About ten pounds. I’ll show you. I did one of these in the bedroom this morning.”
Sharon picked up a small dumbbell lying on the floor beside a yellow bean-bag chair. She set it on the kitchen table, pointed at it, her eyes squinting, and Yoshi gasped as it slowly rose to join the other objects hovering in midair.
“Amazing. Can you reverse the effect?”
“No. I’m hoping I’ll figure that out before it gets too crowded in here.”
Yoshi rubbed his chin. “Has anything changed recently in your daily life? Different food? Exposure to harsh chemicals? Extraordinary stress?”
“Well, I took a job with the power company, at that new facility south of town.”
“The nuclear plant? The one under government investigation?”
“Yeah. That’s why I got the job. They needed someone to handle media relations with western journalists. It’s an office job, Yoshi. I hardly ever go into the reactor building. Just for tours, a couple of times a week.” She looked away, scuffing a bunny-slippered toe on the carpet. “I needed the money. Teaching English to grade-schoolers barely covers rent and groceries. Do you know how long it’s been since I bought a decent pair of shoes?”
“I understand. It’s just too much of a coincidence. What you’re doing here should be impossible—and I have no idea what effect it’s having on you. You could get sick. Very sick.”
“I thought of that. I had a physical exam a couple of days ago. Clean bill of health.”
“You need somebody with more knowledge of physics to explain this. Maybe one of my professors could help.”
Sharon took Yoshi’s hands in hers. “Please, Yoshi, I don’t want anyone finding out about this, especially not the government. They’ll treat me like a lab rat. They might try to use this for military purposes, to hurt people.”
He was still trying to process the fact that she was holding hands with him. All he could manage was, “What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. It’s a great parlor trick, but I want to do something useful with it. Maybe I could fight crime, like a superhero in the comic books.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Just little stuff. I could float a few purse-snatchers until the police came to collect them.”
It was an amusing image, but Yoshi couldn’t shake a sense of foreboding. It was wrong. Tampering with the balance of nature made bad things happen.
He didn’t want anything bad to happen to Sharon. He looked directly into her eyes. “You have to get expert help with this. There’s no telling what side effects there might be…and there’s something else.”
“What?”
“A basic principle of physics—Newton’s Third Law: For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”
“But…nothing has happened. Nothing has changed outside this room.”
“As far as you know.”
“Yes, as far as I know,” sighed Sharon. “Come on, Yoshi, I’m floating a few kitchen gadgets. How bad could it be?”
#
Morehead, Minnesota
Jim Hulslander stepped on the bathroom scale and groaned. “Phyllis, this thing’s broken! It says I gained twenty more pounds since yesterday.”
“Oh, buck up, Jim!” his wife hollered back. “You just need to stick to your diet. Good gosh, take responsibility for yourself!”
Belphemor’s Minion
Belphemor, last of his foul order, brewed evil within a dark cave in Bracken Forest. At great personal cost, he had obtained the secret of the Abhominable Fluid. When complete, it would grant him the ability to summon an unstoppable army of undead warriors. Then he would overthrow the Queen and her White Council of Magicians, ushering in a new age of endless night, the Age of Belphemor.
As he feverishly blended repulsive reagents and muttered obscene incantations, something tugged sharply at his robe. He whirled about, drawing a serrated dagger with one hand, arcane energies forming a violet miasma around the other.
“Hello, Mister. Are you a weevil gizzard?” The voice came from below. Belphemor looked down. Squinting up at him was a little girl with curly blond hair, accompanied by a small black-and-white dog of the northern wolfish variety.
“Am I a what?” Under normal circumstances, Belphemor would have instantly dispatched both child and pet, but he was still dizzy from the effort of formulating the Abhominable Fluid.
“I said, are you a weevil gizzard?” the girl replied, fists on hips. “I had a fight with my mama and ran away from home to be a weevil mini one, so I need to find a weevil gizzard.”
The dog cocked its head to one side and whined softly.
“How did you get in here?”
“You left the door open. Are you a weevil gizzard, or not?”
Perhaps this was some obscure rural dialect, Belphemor thought foggily. His head cleared a bit, and the answer came to him. “I believe you are asking if I am an evil wizard,” he said, creasing a ghastly smile across his hideously scarred face. “Is that correct?”
The girl nodded. “That’s what I said. I want to be your weevil mini one.”
Her first linguistic abomination made the second one easier to comprehend. “Minion,” Belphemor corrected her, “You want to be my evil minion.”
She grimaced, sticking out her tongue. “I don’t want to be an onion. They taste nasty. I want to be your mini one. You know, someone to run errands and clean up your cave and cook dinner.”
“I don’t need a minion, and I’m very busy right now. Go away.”
“All the great gizzards have a mini one. Maybe you’re not so great.”
The very idea was offensive. Belphemor drew himself up proudly. “I am the greatest wizard alive, and the world will soon bow to me.”
During this exchange, the dog trotted across the cave and began growling and tussling with something in the corner. Belphemor spun round. “My grimoire! That mangy furball is devouring my grimoire!”
“Fuzzit! Release!” the girl shouted sternly. The pup dropped the tattered book and trotted back to her side, slobbery tongue lolling from his mouth. “You’ll have to ’scuse my ’sociate,” she said. “He’s still in training. Fuzzit! Sit!”
Fuzzit instantly flopped onto his belly and rolled over. The girl’s eyes appealed to heaven, like a long-suffering parent, then she returned her attention to Belphemor. “This place is a mess. You need a mini one, and I’m the only one around.”
It occurred to him that this tiny pest might be of some practical use. He stroked his bristly chin in a caricature of thoughtfulness. “Hmm. Perhaps you’re right. I am working on something very important, and I need one more ingredient.”
“Now you’re talking.” The girl pointed a thumb proudly at her chest. “My name’s Charoline. Are you making root beer? That stuff over there in the jar looks like root beer, but it’s awful stinky. My mama makes the best root beer ever.”
Patience wasn’t one of Belphemor’s strongest traits, but he managed to suppress his rage to a quiet simmer. “No, I am not making root beer. I am making the Abhominable Fluid, and I need a bone to finish it. You can fetch me one from the graveyard at the forest’s edge, just down the trail.”
“I know where it is. Old Digger works there. Fuzzit’s great at finding bones, too.” Pointy ears perked up at the mention of bones. “I’ll get you one, Mister Gizzard.”
“Excellent, excellent. Off with you, then, my minion.”
“Mini one!” she hollered over her shoulder. “For a gizzard, you sure don’t know much. See ya.” Charoline skipped away, Fuzzit frisking at her heels.
Belphemor’s head throbbed, but perhaps now he could finish the remaining incantations without interruption. This unexpected intrusion might work to his advantage. The Fluid’s recipe required several amputations, and his feet still hurt too much for a walk to the cemetery.
Half an hour later, he was in the midst of the last and most complicated spell when Charoline and Fuzzit bounded back into his sanctum. “Hey, Mister Gizzard! We found a bone for your bomb-in-a-bubble!” Charoline proudly brandished what was indeed a small bone. “It’s a foot bone or a finger bone. Digger wasn’t sure which.”
“Very efficient, my young minion…er…mini one.”
Charoline beamed. Fuzzit’s tail thrashed happily back and forth. Belphemor carefully placed the bone into the boiling concoction and made a slight adjustment to the flame underneath. He cleared his mind to complete the incantation that would empower the Abhominable Fluid.
“Do chickens have fingers?” Charoline asked.
Belphemor shook his head and blinked. “What?”
“I didn’t think so, but Digger said they do, and I’m wondering if he was making fun of me.”
He stared in horror at the Abhominable Fluid. Its tarry blackness was rapidly fading to dirty brown. “What have you done?” he shrieked. “This isn’t a human bone!”
Charoline shrugged. “Well, all the shovels were too heavy, but Digger had chicken bones left over from lunch, and he said he didn’t need that one.”
“Idiot! I sacrificed three fingers, four toes, and an ear for this potion, and now I’ll only be able to summon undead chickens with it!”
“Yelling isn’t polite, Mister Gizzard. You should have told me you needed a ’ticular kind of bone.”
“My plans are ruined! Ruined!” He snatched up Fuzzit by the scruff of the neck, the little dog whimpering and squirming in Belphemor’s bony grip. The serrated dagger reappeared. “Now I’m going to do what I should have done when you arrived, starting with this miserable cur.”
Charoline wasn’t intimidated. “You put Fuzzit down. I’m warning you, I have a long fuse.”
“You mean a short fuse, stupid little girl. Say goodbye to your pup.” He raised his dagger to strike.
“Bippity, boppity, boom!” shouted Charoline, pointing a finger at Belphemor’s stomach.
“Oho, now you’re a mighty sorceress!” he sneered. “Is that supposed to frighten me?”
“Mama says I’m a prodgity. You’re going to ’splode now,” Charoline replied.
“Oh, really? And just who might your mama be?”
“Grinyette Wilder.”
Belphemor’s jaw dropped. Wilder was President of the White Council. He noticed his belt was becoming uncomfortably snug.
“Put Fuzzit down, Mister Gizzard,” ordered Charoline.
His arms and legs were swelling. It was becoming difficult to move. “This is all just a little misunderstanding,” he said, trying to keep the mounting terror from his voice, “Here’s your furry friend, no harm done. Now, please, undo this spell, and you both can run along home.”
Fuzzit joyfully licked Charoline’s face as she held him cradled in her arms. “I don’t know how to undo it yet,” she said. “C’mon, Fuzzit, we’d better go. This isn’t going to be pretty.”
“What do you mean, you can’t undo it? Please, I’ll give you anything. Gold? Candy? Surely there’s some candy here somewhere…” Belphemor’s gaunt body was transforming into a grotesque balloon. His robe gave way at the seams.
“Mama says never to take candy from weevil gizzards. Don’t worry—you won’t ’splode for a day or two, I think. That’s how long it took the cow. I’ll ask Mama to come fix you, even though you don’t deserve it. G’bye.” Charoline set Fuzzit gently on the ground, and they trotted out of the cave.
“No! Wait! Come back!” Belphemor screamed. He continued to swell. Inches away, fire danced beneath the flask of Abhominable Fluid.
“I don’t want to be a weevil mini one any more, Fuzzit,” said Charoline, as she skipped through the forest. “It wasn’t nearly as much fun as I thought it would be.” She caught up a dead branch from the path and tossed it into the air. “Fetch, boy!” Fuzzit caught the stick and bounced away with it, toward home, with Charoline in hot pursuit. “No, Fuzzit! You’re s’posed to bring it to me! Stay! Heel! Sit! Oh, fooey…Come back here!”
Far behind them, there was a small explosion, like a single huge popcorn kernel turning itself inside out.
Linda was up to her elbows in tax records—she didn’t have time for this. She switched off the computer monitor and swiveled her chair around to confront her teenage daughter.
“No, young lady, I absolutely forbid it!”
Cyndi was in full-court-press mode, arms waving, purple hair flying, piercings jingling all over her body.
“Mother, you’re being ridiculous! Everybody’s doing it! I’m going to be the only kid at the dance without one. I am going to look so lame!”
That argument hadn’t worked back in fourth grade, and it didn’t work now. Linda countered with another time-honored chestnut.
“I suppose if everybody decided to jump off a cliff, you’d do that too?”
“You realize you’ve totally destroyed my social life,” Cyndi seethed. “This is my senior year, and I won’t be able to show my face at school on Monday. I will be a netvid star, and not in the good way. I’m going to be so scoffed.”
She crossed her arms, skewering Linda with a poisonous stare.
Gotta be firm, Linda thought grimly. She hardened her tone. “Listen. I said okay to the hoverscooter, I said okay to the tats, even the one on your…”
“Mother!”
“I even said okay to that sketchy boyfriend of yours, what’s-his-name, the screamo with the garage band? Does he have a job yet?”
Cyndi rolled her eyes. “Devon is not a screamo. He’s New Grunge, and you so do not appreciate his finer qualities.”
“Yes, I’m sure they’re hiding somewhere inside that greasy trench coat. This is all beside the point. Chimaeric augmentation is brand-new biotech, Cyndi, and I don’t trust it. Remember the vids of the animal trials? I almost lost my lunch.”
“That’s yesterday’s flash, Mother. It’s fixed. They’ve been doing this on people for over a year now. All my friends have an augment. You’re just trying to control me. You are so out of touch with reality.”
Linda tried to de-escalate. Maybe the “loving mom” approach would get through to her. It was the truth, after all.
“I’m just trying to protect you. I love you, and I don’t want you hurt. You could be permanently disfigured, or worse.”
Cyndi’s angry glare softened a bit, and she changed tack. “I just want a small one, little angel wings on my shoulders. If there’s a problem, I’ll have it reversed.”
“No, Cyndi.” Linda wouldn’t negotiate, not this time. “You will not go to an augment parlor, I will not authorize it and I will not pay for it. That is final.”
“I’m almost eighteen, Mother. You can’t stop me. I’m not going to become a social outcast because you’re afraid of the future!”
Cyndi stomped out of the house, miniskirt swishing, combat boots leaving nasty black smudges on the entryway tiles. The door whooshed shut behind her, sending a puff of chilly winter air into the house.
Linda watched her daughter storm away, and she shook her head. Augments were becoming tremendously popular, particularly among young people who wanted to stand out from the crowd. Adding wings, antennae, fur or claws was edgy and sexy.
She remembered the fights with her mother over tattoos and piercings. She hadn’t wanted to get into this kind of conflict with her own daughter, but here she was—Cyndi firing the same arguments Linda used years ago, Linda following Mom’s script to the letter.
She knew what Cyndi wanted. So many desires, each one a contradiction. Be unique, but fit in. Grow up, but stay cool. Take control, but avoid responsibility. She’d been there herself, but eventually it had dawned on her that if everybody was doing it, she was just conforming to the status quo all over again, and the harder she tried to take control of her life, the less in-control she felt.
The scar on her shoulder itched.
Linda pulled up the sleeve of her blouse, revealing the discolored, puckered blotch, the remains of her first tattoo. She’d had a knock-down, drag-out fight with Mom, then run off to the seediest downtown shop she could find to have it done. It took three weeks for the doctors to find an antibiotic effective against the resulting staph infection. She was lucky it hadn’t been worse.
At least the government has regulated this augment nonsense, she thought, turning back to the computer. Cyndi won’t be allowed the procedure without my consent and she certainly can’t pay for it herself.
Later that night, Linda stretched and yawned, checking her chrono. It was 2 a.m. Cyndi should have been home half an hour ago. After the fight they had, it really didn’t surprise her that curfew was already out the window.
She flicked through channels on the vid. “Three thousand of ‘em,” she grumbled, “and nothing to watch.” Something caught her eye, though, and she paused on a late news bulletin. The banner headline read, “Mad Science.” She turned up the volume.
“Reports of problems with bootleg augments are surfacing—unlicensed operators injecting strains of chimaeric DNA not approved by the Food and Drug Administration for cosmetic use. Several hospitals are treating individuals for a variety of side effects associated with this illegal process, including…”
There were pictures. Gruesome examples of augments run out of control into full-blown mutations. Teenagers with marred bodies, scarcely recognizable as human. Linda’s stomach knotted. She checked her cell phone’s GPS tracker and was relieved to see Cyndi’s blip on the move, traveling toward home.
Fifteen minutes later, the door burst open. Linda gasped in horror as her daughter emerged from the darkness. Every exposed part of her body was covered in downy white feathers.
“Mama,” Cyndi sobbed, “I’m so sorry…there was this guy Devon knew, and he helped me pay, and I didn’t think it would…I didn’t think…”
“That’s right,” Linda snapped, grabbing her coat and briskly ushering her daughter back outside and into the car, “You didn’t think.”
The sight of Cyndi in feathers might have been comical if Linda hadn’t seen that news report. There was no telling how far this would progress if she didn’t get treatment immediately. Even then…
She’s smarter than this. What in blazes compelled her to run off to some back-alley quack to do something she knew I’d never countenance? Does she hate me that much?
The scar on her shoulder itched again.
Linda’s eyes filled with tears. Instead of starting the car, she reached across the seat to take Cyndi into her arms. “Forgive me, baby,” she whispered. “You didn’t think…but I didn’t remember.”
They drove in silence to the hospital. Cyndi pulled a feather from her arm and watched it flutter about in the breeze from the air vents.
“Mom?” she said in a small voice.
“Yes, dear?”
“Do you think we could…”
“Anything you want, Cyndi.”
“Do you think we could have them leave just the wings on?”
The engine roared as the car surged ahead for an instant.
Linda took a deep breath and put her hand gently on Cyndi’s. “Never in a million years, sweetheart.”
Gwen was at her wits’ end. Mother was going in for a Modification… again.
“Are you absolutely certain you want to do this, Mother? It’s so extreme.”
Candace Chesterwood tossed a stack of silk handkerchiefs and a lavender pomade into her threadbare carpetbag and closed the latches with an authoritative snap. “Doris Wilkes-Barron had the procedure last week. I’m already behind schedule. People will begin to talk.”
“I’ve never felt right about this mad rush to cosmetic surgery. Changing one’s skin as if it were a jacket or scarf. And now that they’ve added genetic manipulation to the mix… it just seems unnatural.”
“Nonsense, Gwendolyn. Ladies of our station must attend to fashion. To allow oneself to become outmoded, behind the times, is to become irrelevant. When people cease to be intrigued by a woman’s appearance, they sense a tacit permission to ignore her words and ideas.”
“I don’t believe that. Powerful ideas will always transcend external form. I mean, consider Stephen Hawking, or Albert Einstein, or even Joseph Merrick, the Elephant Man, for heaven’s sake. People were drawn to them because of their intellect.”
“All men, darling. Society holds women to a different standard.”
“Very well, then… how about Marie Curie? Betty Friedan? Queen Victoria?”
“No one ignores a queen, Gwendolyn, even if she looks like the business end of a boxing glove.”
“You’re being foolish, Mother. This is just too much. I went along with the cosmetic peels, the face-lifts, the liposuction, the implants, even the stripes. The magazines are still raving about the stripes, by the way.”
“As well they should. There was a headline just this morning: Jungle Chic—Candace Chesterwood Takes Mods to the Next Level!” Candace sighed, taking a moment with the mirror to adjust the shoulders of her black dress. It set off her tawny, feline skin nicely. “It’s a pity there are so few colors that don’t clash with Tigress. Ah, well, I won’t have that problem much longer.”
“What if it doesn’t take this time? You could have a rejection. You’d be ruined for the rest of your life.”
“Doctor Harrington is the best in the world, dear. I’m in good hands.”
“I hope so, for your sake.” Gwen threw her hands up in surrender. “There’s no turning back once you’ve set sail. If you don’t like the results, it’ll be at least a year before you’re permitted surgery again. Either way, I’ll be waiting for you in the recovery room when you wake up.” She enveloped her mother in a fierce hug. “I love you. I suppose it’s just hard for me to accept my mum changing her face every year. Childhood memories and all that.”
“It’s still the same me inside, dearest,” Candace replied, patting her daughter’s back. “Let’s go.”
#
Six weeks later, Gwen was quite ready for her mother’s convalescence to end, and Candace was eager to get the bandages off and reveal her new look to the world. Doris Wilkes-Barron had already garnered three favorable reviews in the society pages, and Candace’s only mention had been a snide speculation about whether the diva was falling behind her competition.
Gwen stood by anxiously as the doctor slowly unwound the wrappings shrouding Candace’s face. She was steeled against what she knew lay beneath, but as the final few swathes of gauze fell away, she gasped, involuntarily. Doctor Harrington was the best in the world. It was perfect… absolutely perfect.
Candace Chesterwood’s head, from the tips of her pointy ears, to the jowls wobbling pendulously below her tusk-jawed snout, was that of a large pig. “Give me a mirror, give me a mirror!” she squealed.
The doctor’s assistant brought a small hand mirror. Candace stared at the pink, fleshy image in silence for a few moments, eyes darting back and forth like tiny blue beads behind slitted eyelids. Her jaw quivered, releasing a thin stream of saliva onto her hospital gown, and she sniffed twice with a wet, snorting sound before exploding into a piercing wail.
Gwen rushed to her mother’s side. “It’s not so bad, really.” Her mind spun wildly, desperately trying to formulate some words of comfort. “Frankly, I think it’s a much better job than they did on Mrs. Wilkes-Barron. Much more true-to-life.”
“No, you don’t understand,” Candace moaned, “I’m pink. Pink!”
“What does the color matter? I think it’s a… fine… pig’s face.”
“It was supposed to be black. Black goes with everything. Pink is absolutely last year. It’s the kiss of death. The snout’s all wrong as well, and the ears…” Candace turned her attention to the doctor. “You idiot!” she snarled, “You’ve ruined me! I specifically told you I wanted to be a Hampshire! You made me a Yorkshire! I can’t show my face in public like this… I can’t… I can’t…”
She dissolved into grunting sobs.
“It’ll be all right,” Gwen crooned as she stroked her mother’s bristly face. “You’ll make it work. You’re still Candace Chesterwood after all… my brilliant, lovely mother.”
Rubes
“Three days?” McMurphy squeezed his cigar into pulp between his molars.
“Yessir. Could’ve been much longer.” The engineer jerked his head toward the whitewashed shack at the end of the tracks. “We’re lucky that telegraph station was working. Two days to get the parts from Kansas City, another day to replace the bearing. This train ain’t goin’ nowhere ’til it’s repaired.”
McMurphy spat shredded tobacco onto the ash-littered gravel of the railroad spur and surveyed the low, rolling hills surrounding it. There was a reason he never stopped in this part of Kansas. Wheat fields didn’t care about exotic animals, or clowns, or freaks, and they certainly didn’t carry cash.
He turned back to the engineer. “How much is this going to cost, Harry?”
“Five hundred, and that’s only because the stationmaster in Kansas City owes me a favor.”
It was two hundred more than McMurphy kept in the contingency fund, but he wasn’t going to tell Harry that. He’d have to raid the payroll again. “This raggedy show is going to bleed me white. Fix it. Maybe I can get Rumpelstiltskin to spin me some straw into gold while I wait.”
He shoved his hands into empty pockets and trudged back along the line of rail cars, their red and yellow paint blistered and flaking from years of neglect. The gilt letters proclaiming “McMurphy’s Fantasmagorical Wonder Show” were barely readable now. A few heads poked out of the coach car—men, women, and freaks calling to him.
“Why’re we stopped, Boss?”
“Something wrong with the train?”
“We gonna make it to Salina tonight?”
“Train’s broke. Burned-out axle bearing, and we’re stuck here for three days!” he hollered back.
The heads withdrew, moaning and grumbling. McMurphy reached the caboose and hoisted himself aboard.
Bishop Wentworth was waiting for him. The genteel limey had been McMurphy’s ringmaster and de-facto second-in-command for nearly ten years, and probably understood him better than anybody on earth.
“We’re knackered, eh, Jim?”
“We’re not going to make our date in Salina, and Kansans value punctuality almost as much as abstinence. Yes, my friend, we’re knackered.”
“How much for the repairs?”
“Five hundred.”
Wentworth whistled. “Have to delay payday again, I expect.”
“It’s not like our employees have anywhere else to go. They’ll get paid after the next show.”
“Any idea when that might be?”
“No.”
“I thought as much. I’ve an idea about that.”
McMurphy leaned forward. “I’m listening.”
“Well, as we’re marooned here for a few days, why not put on an impromptu show for the locals?”
“What locals?”
“Someone must be tending all this wheat.”
“No doubt, but I don’t know where to start looking. It’ll be a long walk for somebody if we send them in the wrong direction.”
“Ask Cecile.”
“That old humbug? You’re not serious.”
“She was right about Saint Joseph, Osceola, and Dubuque. Found us a fine till in the first two and got us out of town ahead of a mob in the last. You can’t deny she has a way of knowing things.”
“She gives me the willies.”
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