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Note from the Editor:
The first issue of ARCT has some good fiction penned from some awesome writers.  You may be asking yourself however where the comics are hiding - ARCT promised readers illustrated fiction alongside tradtional prose form
fiction.  The fact is ARCT didn't receive a whole lot of comic based work.  So,
this issue is nothing but fiction, but it is meaty fiction with oodles of visual tenacity.
We've read hundreds of submissions here at ARCT, and loved every second of our journey in strange and wonderful worlds.  To those of you who
have submitted to ARCT but have yet to hear from an ARCT editor be patient,
ARCT editors like to give feedback and this can take time.
Please stay tuned to the ARCT website for changes and updates.  
From the entire staff of ARCT we hope you enjoy this first issue.
Todd Reiser
ARCT Editor
June 2010
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Infections of Order
by Terence Kuch

1996, Augusta, Kentucky:
“Let’s weed this one,” said Tess, the college librarian, to no one in particular. She flipped the back cover open. “Nobody’s checked this out in
years.” She tossed the library’s last copy of A Million Random Digits on the giveaway pile.
A few days later, Claire Morgan turned to her husband while picking up around the house. “Where did you get this old thing, Bob?” she
asked. She wiped her hand distastefully across the cover, then blew along the top edge.
“College library; the giveaway pile,” answered Robert Morgan.
“What on earth for?” she said, turning it over in her hands. “Computers do this stuff now. All the random numbers you’d ever need are on the
Web. Free. I can’t believe you could actually use this.”
“Just memories, I guess. I was part of the RAND team, you know; we put it together. Small part, anyway. And I used it in my PhD research,
way back when.” He didn’t say ‘way back when I was considered a promising young physicist,’ but the thought occurred to him. It occurred to
Claire, too. She didn’t say it aloud, either.
Morgan took the book upstairs, put it on a shelf in his study. Not in the most logical place for obsolete science, but the first place its height
and thickness fit. He stepped back and surveyed it fondly. Then he forgot the book, because he was getting old and there were other things that
needed forgetting far more urgently.
The book rested in its new place on the shelf. Two other books had been jostled slightly so that A Million Random Digits would fit. Gradually
they settled back. They touched the new book that stood between them.
1955, Santa Monica, California:
After several years’ work, A Million Random Digits was published by The RAND Corporation, an aid for randomizing experiments. If a
hundred particles, or bank transactions, or white mice with red eyes could represent a million of their kind, not all million needed to be tracked, or
summed, or ripped open and their livers probed for auguries of disease. Scholars appreciated the help, the new orderliness of their world.
Unknown to anyone at the time, the book contained an error. Later, RAND would note “We believe that when the original numbers were
generated, errors made in reading the data cards led to ‘incorrect’ numbers, that is, ...” An occurrence in the punch-card apparatus, perhaps caused by
something as simple as a voltage fluctuation, turned, for instance, a ‘7’ into a ‘1.’ No one knew, back in 1955, that small errors made the book nonrandom, made a kind of order in chaos.
One copy of A Million Random Digits, after sitting in a warehouse in Utah for several weeks, was sold to the Bracken College library in
Augusta, Kentucky. It had not yet caught the attention of the Tinker; this particular volume had not yet become -- the Book.
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1973, Off-Planet:				
The Tinker’s gaze, in its billion-year orbit of Where, lit upon, passed by, returned, lingered on a copy of a particular book on one out-of-theway world: a curious thing, 999,999 random digits. And one that wasn’t random. A random error, the Tinker mused, that set to nought the surrounding
randomness. The local organisms had spent quite a bit of time ensuring that all the digits were truly random. Of course they had failed. The collection
of digits had become un-random, something that could be the pattern of an act. Played. Or run, like a program. What would such a program do?  The
Tinker didn’t know. It would have to be run to find out. The Tinker was intrigued.
1997-2003, Augusta, Kentucky:		
The Book became aware that other books were touching it on the shelf. It sensed that its neighbors were caught in errors of disorder. They
needed help. The Book subtly changed the words in the neighbor books, the order of their sentences and paragraphs, the letters that formed words.  A
new idea of order infected the volume on the left, and then on the right. Like some holy relic, whatever the Book touched also became a carrier, and
whatever that touched, the same. Within a few weeks, most of the books in Morgan’s study had quietly shuffled themselves into a pattern that the
Book considered more fitting. The Book gained strength from the books it altered. It reached out, no longer needing physical contact. And infecting
other things besides books; more complex and interesting things.
Morgan noticed the copy of A Million Random Digits on his shelf. He remembered using it, painfully slowly and by hand, to randomize
his dissertation experiment. Morgan’s findings had been subtly in error. The most interesting results he obtained were artifacts of an error in one
reference book, a list of random digits. This was not a disaster for the scientific world, since no one bothered to read his dissertation. But the book
had served its purpose: Morgan became a PhD, approved to make other PhDs by the laying on of minds.
Morgan spent an hour every day in his study. He didn’t notice the decreasing randomness in the Book, because he hadn’t touched it since he’d
put in on the shelf. The subtle confusion spreading through the other books caused an occasional random variation in his own brain cells, a slight reordering every time he walked by. In the classes he taught at Bracken College, he forgot more frequently the points he’d meant to make.
“Infra-red radiation,” Morgan said to his class the following week. He held onto the lectern. “Herschel discovered it. He could feel the heat of
the Sun’s rays coming through a dark glass filter, but no light. Other filters allowed light through, but not heat. He was confused by that; he wondered
why.” He looked out at his class. I’m like that now, he thought; I’m peering through the dark glass of old age, confused. A few students were
interested in what Morgan was saying, but had no idea what he was talking about. The rest were texting.
										

+-+

The infection continued to spread through Morgan’s brain. More often now he had trouble seeing, remembering. He thought he ought to turn
in his application for retirement, but forgot to. Claire noticed Morgan’s occasional confusion. She blamed his advancing years, worried about having
to put Morgan in a nursing home. Worried about her own advancing years, too.
“Can’t seem to read this,” he said, taking off his glasses and cleaning them. “All these misprints! Or maybe they’re not misprints and I’m just
getting old.” Cleaning his glasses, Morgan observed, hadn’t helped.
“We’re both just getting old, if you haven’t noticed,” said Claire, an attempt at humor that failed.
Everyone in the physics department was waiting for Morgan to retire. His mind was going, they whispered.
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1973, Off-Planet:			
The Tinker experimented with the numbers in the Book: Suppose ‘10’ meant ‘add.’ And suppose ‘23’ meant ‘execute the instruction at the
indicated memory location if the number in Register A is negative,’ and so on. At first, all the Tinker’s guesses were wrong, and the numbers did
nothing. But the Tinker had great patience, learned over many eons. And it had many quantum worlds of resources at its disposal, when they were not
being used by higher beings who could pull rank on him.
Several thousand experiments later, a quantity was successfully added to a storage register. Then the program crashed. That was the ‘hello
world’ moment; the rest was just iteration.
1974, Earth, Etc.				
Many small things happened on October 23, 1974, and one big thing.
•
Ed Beacham of Sisters, Oregon, wrote a letter to the local newspaper. “If you want to stop the growth then you better get used to paying more
taxes.” He went on at some length.
•
Evelyn Hocutt appeared before the Planning and Zoning Commission of Waxahachie, Texas, to request a Specific Use Permit to operate a
restaurant with takeout window service at 5328 South Rogers Street, being Block 30 of Bullard’s Addition. Her request was approved.
•
A star in the constellation Andromeda exploded. Several thousand inhabited planets, four of them with highly advanced civilizations, were
destroyed.
•
A program in the Tinker’s quantum dimension executed without crashing, and one copy of A Million Random Digits, the copy in the Bracken
College library, began slowly to change. That was the one big thing that happened that day.
1973, Off-Planet:				
The Tinker watched the program emerge from randomness, not knowing that some of its own interpretations had been arbitrary, random. ‘10,’
for example, did not mean ‘add’ -- it meant ‘divide.’ Slowly, that part of the Tinker’s own operating system that might be called its unconscious, made
decisions as to what was meant by what. When the program of one million random digits executed to the end, the Tinker thought ‘Aha, that must be
the right answer.’ But it was only one possible result -- of many millions of possibilities.
2005-2007, Augusta, Kentucky:		
A few months later, Morgan’s retirement party was held in the faculty lounge. An old friend drifted in, poured a glass of punch, nodded to
him, drank, drifted out. Morgan couldn’t remember his name.
“‘Home’? They call that place a ‘home?’” he said, when he arrived home. “I’m not going to let you put me away! Not there! Not ever!” He
climbed slowly upstairs to his study, decided to read Wallace Stevens, his favorite poet. But now, he couldn’t make sense of it. ‘Maybe I really will
have to go to the ‘home’,’ he thought, but he didn’t say that to Claire. Not out loud. He didn’t say much to Claire out loud, not any more. They kept
forgetting each other, and themselves.
										
+-+
“Well, I’m retired and it’s all over now.” It was Morgan’s 73rd-birthday party. He and Claire were alone at their kitchen table. Long ago,
Claire had stopped adding candles. Morgan had a glass of apple juice and a very small slice of chocolate cake.
Claire kissed him on the forehead. “You’re a good man, Bob. That’s worth more than fame. Toilers in the fields are worth something, you
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know. Without your shoulders, the giants--.”
“Spare me, Claire.”
He went upstairs to his study, googled himself. Every year fewer hits. ‘Memories lose their meaning’; is that how it went? He couldn’t
remember where he’d heard that phrase, or how many years before. At his retirement party? How long ago had that been?
Idly, Morgan pulled A Million Random Digits from the shelf, brushed its dust away making a small grey cloud that drifted to the floor. Fifty
years since he’d used a book just like this one for his dissertation, he thought. Must be nine, no, maybe ten since he’d picked up this copy from the
giveaway pile in the college library.
He stared at the Book, forgot why he was holding it, finally remembered. He opened it, looked for the line of digits he’d started his research
with long ago (line 13780, was it? About on page -- ah -- 261? Or was it 162?) He turned a page, strained to read the print, saw something unusual.
This couldn’t be, could it? Suddenly, Morgan saw order in chaos. Why had he never noticed this before? Suddenly he knew. The reorganization of his
mind, the project the Book had been working on for eleven years, suddenly clicked with the Book’s new order. His eyes widened. His heart raced. “I
have to tell someone!” he shouted. He shuffled toward the stairway.
Morgan wavered at the top of the stairs, not quite remembering why he was going downstairs. He would have reached for the railing, but
he was holding a book in his right hand. When he finally reached out, it was too late: he’d missed the rail. He saw the floor below rise to meet him.
Released from his hand and accelerated by his fall, the Book skidded across the floor and underneath a table.
Morgan came to a faint consciousness three days later. Must be in the hospital, he thought. He sensed the new order even more strongly. A
comfortable order. He thought he should tell someone, but no one else was in the room just then, when he died.
1975-1996, Augusta, Kentucky:
The program grew more powerful. More and more of the Book in the college library became non-random. This happened over the years, digit
by digit, accelerating geometrically: an infection of order. Very gradually, the Book became self-organizing, less dependent on its program.
The Book continued turning randomness into order. A bare awareness began in it. The Book took pleasure, if some inorganic thing could be
said to feel pleasure, in human memory: it enjoyed putting it in order. At some point, it suddenly understood its purpose. The Book’s transformation
was almost complete.
2008-2009, Augusta, Kentucky:
A few days later, Claire found a book under a table. She thought, sadly, that he must have been coming downstairs to do something with it.
After she’d told him -- how many times? never to go near the stairs without help.
									
									
+-+
“What can I do with all these books?”
“His books?”
“Yes. I saved out a few to read. But most, I’m afraid, -- they’ll have to go.”
“I know, Mrs. Morgan, but the library really has no use for them. Maybe years ago, but now they’re--.” She stopped, not wanting to say it.
“Too old?” said Claire.
“I’m afraid so, ma’am. This one here, for example, this Million Random Digits. See this mark? That means we put this book on the giveaway
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pile. That must have been years ago. More than -- .” She thought. “Must be more than ten years ago.”
“But where --?”
“Salvation Army, ma’am. They’ll take ’em.”
“Oh, all right. Thank you for coming all the way out here from the library, Ms. --.”
“ ‘Tess,’ Mrs. Morgan. Just call me ‘Tess’.”
“Did you know my husband, Tess?”
“No, ma’am. Never met him. Not that I remember, anyway.”
									

+-+

The Book enjoyed its new surroundings at the Salvation Army shop. There were lamps, and paintings, and chairs, and lots of clothes. Jewelry.
Old photographs of families. People might buy these for their frames, or because they needed families. The Book loved all these things. It spread its
idea of order to them.
A customer picked up a book, was distracted, put it down on an old sofa. Later, a child bounced up and down on the sofa until yelled at by its
desperate mother. The Book slipped under a cushion and settled in.
Six months later, since no one had expressed interest in the sofa, the shop’s manager was about to throw it out. By chance, however, or
perhaps through some inscrutable design, Helen Petersen took that moment to appear in front of the shop.
Helen had no intention of buying anything, especially there. But it was cold outside and her bus hadn’t come. Maybe she could just spend a
few minutes in the store. Sit down, perhaps, in that room she could see through the window. Rest. Surely they wouldn’t mind if an old woman rested
there a while. She walked in, a bell belying her presence, saw a sofa that looked inviting. She sat down. Ten minutes later she decided to buy it, not
because it was attractive, but because it was comfortable. Very comfortable. At her age, she thought, comfort was important; screw looks.
Helen shamed her nephew Joe into putting the sofa in the back of his truck and bringing it to her home, which was Joe’s as well as hers,
because Joe was unemployed. Again. And gambling again. She just knew he was playing the ponies. That’s what had got him in trouble, when --.
Sweating and angry, Joe struggled the sofa into Helen’s living room, set it down with a thud. Tired. He sat down on it, immediately relaxed,
concerns draining away. Especially his concern that aunt Helen would find out he was spending time at the track again. He was determined to make
a big killing before she found out. Buy her a ‘suit,’ as they say on TV. Furniture. Stuff a hell of a lot better than this filthy old sofa. But it sure was
comfortable, now, wasn’t it?
The Book liked Helen and Joe. Especially Helen, when she sat on the sofa. The Book liked the warm feeling that seeped in around the edge of
the cushion from her large thighs and heavy buttocks. It taught the sofa to appreciate these things, too. The Book decided to help Helen and Joe. They
were always complaining about something. The Book knew it could help. It eased into their minds. Over time, their complaining stopped. Joe even
smiled once in a while. Even when his horses lost.
One day, a neighbor’s unruly dog, the one that Helen Petersen just hated but didn’t say anything about because Gladys, that’s the woman
who owned the dog, sometimes brought food even though she talked interminably on and on without any noticeable punctuation -- anyway, her dog
jumped up on the sofa and knocked off a cushion. Gladys didn’t even apologize. Helen didn’t see the Book, now naked in the glare of a 60-watt bulb.
Joe, shoes off, sneaked into the house that night, sat down on the sofa, felt stiffness instead of the softness he was expecting. Some old book.
He started to throw it across the room, remembered that Helen was asleep. He didn’t feel like answering any of her damn three a.m. questions. No
good to take his shoes off just to throw a book. He put it in the garbage.
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The Book didn’t mind; it had taught the sofa all it knew.
2010, Augusta, Kentucky:			
Tess’s next-door neighbor had died a few days earlier. Tess was having a discussion with a friend of the deceased.
“Anything of Helen’s worth saving?”
“Don’t think so. Her kids just turned up their noses.”
“What about Joe?”
“Her sister’s boy? He left last year, all of a sudden. Then two strangers came looking for him, mean-looking guys, never smiled. Haven’t seen
Joe since. Don’t think he’ll be back.”
They poked around the house.
“Where on earth did she get that awful sofa?”
“Salvation Army. A real bargain, she always said.”
“I hope it eased her last days.”
“I’m sure it did. She loved to sit in it. Called it ‘comforting.’ Used to talk to it, even!”
“That must have been near the end.”
“She lost track of things after a while. Forgot things, even forgot me. Used to look at me and try to figure out who the hell I was but she could
fake it pretty well, usually, so I talked to her kids about it once about sending her to the Home but all they wanted to know was how much it would
cost them can you imagine!”
“Thanks, Gladys. -- I guess we’ll just have to cart Helen’s stuff off to the dump.”
Three grumbling workmen hauled the sofa to the town incinerator, heaved it on the burning pile. Smoke and ash spread far, settled down,
settled in. Remembered how to help people. Remembered Order.
2010, Off-Planet:				
The Tinker reported the positive results of its research. The Central Mind thanked it and gave it a busywork project, glad to be rid of that
stupid bumbler for another few eons. The Tinker assumed it had been highly praised.
END
Terence Kuch is a consultant, avid hiker, and world traveler. His publications and acceptances include Clockwise Cat, Colored Chalk,
Creature Features anthology, Dead Bells anthology, Fromthe Asylum anthology, The Next Time anthology, Marginalia, Noctober, North American
Review, Northwest Review, qarrtsiluni, Sonar-4, Timber Creek Review, and others. His sci-fi novel “The Seventh Effect” is scheduled for publication
in March, 2011. He has studied at the Writers Center, Bethesda, Maryland, and is a member of the Dark Fiction Guild.
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The Mirror and the Morning Star
By Lawrence Buentello
Willie James Earl was Hell-bound, or so his mother always told
him after bailing him out of the county jail Monday mornings. You spend
too many weekends chasing the devil, she’d say, and one day he’s going
to walk your soul down to the pit. She was fond of such old sayings,
and equally enamored of lecturing her only son in the ways of sin. But
he could drop her lectures from his mind as deftly as he spit the taste
of bad whiskey from his mouth into the lockup john. What’s Hell mean
to a man who’s worth less than nothing to the world? he’d say to her,
after collecting his silver belt buckle and shoelaces from the clerk. The
only thing the world sees is the color of my skin, and what they see they
condemn, so why not give the devil what God damned on earth?
I’ll pray for you, his mother would say, her good shoes clattering
on the tile floor, I’ll say a prayer for you in church, though you never go
to church to save your soul.
My soul is Hell-bound anyway, he’d say, you put me on that path
yourself.
I didn’t raise you to be a sinner.
What else on earth is there for a man?
His salvation.
There should be something more. I never got my due.
I’ll pray for you, she’d say again, because she knew his heart was
hardened to God.
And then they would be out the door and walking toward the bus,
only to play out the same scene the next week, and the next.
					
+-+
When Willie James Earl met the devil he didn’t recognize
him immediately. The devil was dressed in a clean, sere suit and wore
beautiful leather shoes, and a hat with an eagle’s feather slipped into the
band. His complexion was dark, but he wasn’t ethnic; he wasn’t any race,

but a mixture of all races, and so had an ugly, accessible face. Willie was
on his way to being drunk again, his elbows leaning on the bar counter to
keep himself from falling into his glass. He laughed at this, the thought
of falling into his glass, because it would have been a quicker way to end
his misery.
I see you appreciate whiskey, the devil said, his long, finely
manicured fingers stretched out on the counter as if he were about to play
the piano.
Willie nodded, but said nothing. He wasn’t in the mood for
conversation, he wasn’t in the mood for anything but liquor. He stared
at his own hands a moment, the ugly calcium deposits scarring his
knuckles, the dirty fingernails. When he was a young man he used his
hands to good effect, working on a construction crew that built the
overpasses in the city. But after he broke his leg falling off a scaffold he
had to take time to convalesce; a lot of time, perhaps too much. After he
could walk again they didn’t bother hiring him back.
That’s fine liquor, the devil said, an excellent creation. Human
beings make the finest vices, don’t you think?
I don’t think about it, Willie said, I don’t think about anything.
Sure you do. You think about a lot. I can see it in your eyes.
The only thing you see in my eyes is blood.
The devil laughed, appreciating the joke.
You’re not a retiring man, are you?
What do you mean? Willie said.
I mean you’re obviously a man who doesn’t mind sinning if it
gets him a little comfort. Am I right?
Willie laughed. There was no real comfort in sin, only relief from
the idea of pain. His father was a porter for Union Pacific before being
drafted. He often told Willie’s mother stories of the people who would
curse him for being too slow, or too hasty, or too talkative, or too quiet—
any excuse to criticize him for being who he was. His father drank,
too, but only occasionally, until they called him up to fly to Asia to be
a soldier. Was drinking really a sin if it quieted the memory of a man’s
pain?
That’s right, I don’t, he said. Why should I? It’s like I heard
someone once say—I’m only hurting myself, right?
Maybe you think so, the devil said, raising a finger into the air,
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but there’s always someone else you’re hurting along the way. Who
might you be hurting along the way?
My mama, I guess, Willie said, not certain why he was talking to
the finely dressed, talkative man. It was only the ghost of good manners,
and good manners die with difficulty. His mama drilled those manners
into him when he was a boy. He knew he was hurting her, too, but it
wasn’t so much the thought of sinning that stirred his soul; it was the
knowledge that she counted his sins against him that disturbed him. After
losing his last good job he lost his apartment, too, so he was forced to
live with her again, as if he were a child. This also bruised his ego. It
wasn’t fair.
Well, if it hurts her and you’re still sinning, don’t you think that
means it doesn’t matter who else you hurt? Everything in this world’s
connected, don’t you see? What do you like? Do you like to drink? Do
you like women?
Willie nodded drunkenly. I like both just fine, he said, I like both
just about the same.
But you can’t get either without money, can you?
Doesn’t seem to be the case, Willie said sadly. Lord knows I don’t
have any money, except what I get from my mama. And she’s always
lecturing me to get a job for myself.
Are you going to get a job?
Willie laughed. Not if I can help it, no sir. I’ve had plenty of jobs
in my life. Plenty of hard, dirty jobs. But I don’t want to do those dirty
jobs anymore. Why should I? I’m a decent man. Why should I have to
do the worst jobs a man can do? Hell, even if I get one of those jobs they
won’t keep me on after they find out I drink. A man has a right to drink in
this country, doesn’t he?
You’ve found life’s paradox, the devil said. Life’s rewards are
only for those who bear life’s misery. And what kind of reward can
compensate for a person’s misery?
No kind of reward. I learned that the hard way. There’s no good
jobs for me anymore, so why should I even try?
That’s why you need to be more ambitious, the devil said,
grinning. One sin’s as good as another, don’t you see?
No, I don’t see, Willie said. What are you talking about?
If you can’t get what you need because people won’t give it to

12

you, then you should just take it.
Willie laughed into his glass, then took a sip.
I get in enough trouble just drinking, he said.
Then make it worth your while, son. Live your life in a high
music, don’t settle for crumbs from your mama’s purse. Do for yourself.
Like what?
You know better than I do, don’t you? It’s a big world out there,
and it’s up to you to decide how to get what you want. You don’t want
a job? I hear you, I understand. So get your money the easy way. Let
someone else earn it for you. Then get it from him. There’re all kinds of
ways to do it. Some legitimate, some not so legitimate. All you need is a
little ambition.
Willie shook his head. He wasn’t drunk enough to forget his
mother’s preaching. He still thought of himself as an honest man.
I don’t do that kind of thing, he said, I don’t get in that kind of
trouble.
That’s your choice, the devil said, and I respect you for saying it.
But look at yourself in the mirror and see what’s yours and what’s not.
Look deeply in the mirror. The world owes you, and if it doesn’t want to
pay you, you’ve got to take what’s yours.
The devil stood up from his stool and left some silver on the bar.
Then he touched Willie’s shoulder as he passed, and his hand was as cold
as the dead. Willie turned his head gently to watch the devil as he left the
bar, and then turned back to his drink, never knowing with whom he’d
spoken.
					
+-+
Because the devil was very good at subtle communication, Willie
James Earl didn’t realize he’d been influenced by an agent of evil, and so
let the devil’s oratory linger in his thoughts like a vibrant song. The devil
told him that he needed to be more ambitious—so why was he playing
out the same pointless scene day after day? Was he hiding from the
world? Was he really settling for crumbs? The world owed him—it owed
him for every hard luck experience that ever fell into his life, it owed
him for taking his father in the war, it owed him for treating him like a
second-class citizen because of the color of his skin. The world owed him
for all the pain he paid out to it in suffering.
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Yes, the devil was a wonderful conversationalist, and Willie came
to believe every word.
But Willie still thought of himself as an honest man, a man
worthy of life’s rewards, and so tried translating the devil’s diatribe into
actions he could live by. He asked his mother to clean one of his father’s
old suits, he cut his hair and cleaned his fingernails, and he shaved the
black and gray stubble from his face. Then he boarded the bus and visited
an employment agency.
The woman who interviewed him stared on him indifferently, and
asked him why it had been so long since he held a job. He couldn’t tell
her it was because he drank too much, or that he let his mother support
him; his pride would be hurt too deeply to admit these things, so he
spoke of his injured leg and the problems it gave him. But this only gave
the woman reason to ask if he thought he could keep reliable hours, and
he didn’t know what to say.
All the while she was speaking his body ached for a drink, just
one drink to ease the tension in his shoulders, to dissipate the stress. He
felt ashamed he couldn’t control his desire for alcohol, and her unending
questions intensified his shame. She seemed to think he was only
qualified for menial jobs, janitorial services, or warehouse work. When
he mentioned his experience on the construction crew she only studied
him more closely, finally telling him she didn’t think he would be able to
sustain that kind of employment. It was a polite way of telling him that
he was unfit for decent work.
I have a job opening not far from where you live, she said. I’ll be
glad to schedule an interview for you with the building superintendent.
Is that all you have for me? he asked. You know, I was very good
at my job with the city.
I don’t doubt that, Mr. Earl, she said, though he could see the
doubt in her eyes. But that was a long time ago.
When he returned to his mother’s house he removed his father’s
coat and tie and sat staring at the shadows of his room. It really wasn’t
so long ago that he was a young man, a strong man capable of doing
anything in the world. Was he supposed to pay for one mistake his entire
life? He wondered what he might have done had his mother not let him
move back home. Would he have recovered his life? Or would it be over
by now?

Look deeply in the mirror, the devil had said.
After a long while Willie rose from the chair and stared at his
reflection in the bathroom mirror. The handsome man he remembered
seeing there not too long ago was gone. The middle-aged man who now
occupied the glass blinked at him with terribly red, heavily lidded eyes.
When he opened his mouth he saw just how many of his teeth had gone
bad. It was an anguished face he saw, a miserable face.
He turned away from the mirror because it was too painful to see
his own reflection.
All through the night as he lay on his bed he thought of his
mother’s house, of his days as a child, reading books and playing sports
in the streets with the other children. His mother had kept him out of
the gangs, but when he became a man he found himself in charge of his
own life. He liked having a good time, he liked drinking with the other
crew members after work, meeting woman and entertaining them at his
apartment. His mother wanted him to marry and raise a family. But after
the accident he lost interest in marriage; he lost interest in a great many
things, and now there didn’t seem to be a path back to them. He was an
aging man with very few prospects. It just wasn’t fair, none of it. All life
seemed willing to offer him now was a mop and a bucket of water.
Look at yourself in the mirror, the devil had said, and see what’s
yours and what’s not. The world owes you, and if it doesn’t want to pay
you, you’ve got to take what’s yours.
					
+-+
Willie walked through several days thinking about these things,
whether drunk or not, and then finally he couldn’t live with these
thoughts any longer and had to exorcise them from his mind. But he
couldn’t exorcise them without listening to their wisdom, which wasn’t
wisdom at all, but a form of hypnosis that told him to find a way to take
what the world owed him. And the old pain that boiled in his soul was
worth a fortune.
All sins are sins, he reminded himself as he took a deep drink
from a bottle of whiskey. Nothing in the house cheered him; everything
there recalled his failures in life. With every drink his anger increased,
burning inside of him, and every memory of his life only seemed to
throw tinder on the fire. One sin is as good as another—wasn’t that true?
If he was damned to Hell anyway, what did it matter how many sins he
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committed along the way? Each would see him through the gate.
So he drank until the bottle was empty, then left the house,
walked into a corner grocery store and told the clerk he would cut her
if she didn’t give him the money in the till. He showed her the butcher
knife, too, the one he’d taken from his mother’s kitchen drawer. He
thought he would spend the money on a good suit of clothes, on good
shoes, and then drink the rest. He wanted to feel good again, he wanted
to feel like a man again, and the world owed him. But he didn’t know
that the owner of the store lingered in a back room listening to Willie’s
slurred commands; because the liquor dulled his senses, he didn’t see the
man coming around the corner with a handgun pointed right at Willie’s
chest. When he fired the gun Willie stumbled back a step, then dropped
the knife, startled by the blood beginning to spread over his shirt.
Oh, you shot me, he said, you shot me—as if the words would
stop the flow of blood.
Willie walked out the door in a stupor, forgetting about the
money and the knife, forgetting that the world owed him for his pain. He
continued down the street, holding his hand over the wound in his chest,
knowing he was shot but not knowing what to do.
So he walked all the way back to his mother’s house, leaving a
trail of blood along the way, and sat on the stoop. He couldn’t think, he
couldn’t feel anything at all, perhaps because he was so weak. When his
mother finally stepped through the door and saw him trying to hold in his
blood she cried out and sat down beside him.
Willie, why, she said, repeatedly, Willie, why did you let yourself
get shot, why?
He couldn’t speak. He let his mother hold him as she cried, but
then she left him to call for an ambulance. He knew it wouldn’t do any
good.
Just then he looked up and saw the devil standing by the old
chain link fence of the yard. He stood perfectly straight, his beautiful sere
suit catching every facet of light, the eagle’s feather in his hat stroked
majestically by the wind. When his mother returned to his side, weeping
and holding him too tightly, he raised a hand and pointed at the devil.
Mama, Willie said, do you see him? Do you see him there?
What are you talking about? she asked. Oh, Willie, why did you
let yourself get shot?

14

I saw that man before, Willie said, I know I saw him.
His mother looked up toward the fence, and then she said, There’s
no one there, Willie.
You don’t see that man?
There’s no one there.
I wonder, Willie said, feeling much weaker, I wonder if—
Then Willie closed his eyes.
					
+-+
When he opened them again his mother was gone, and the finely
dressed man was walking by his side. They were walking into Hell,
which was all smoke and nothing beautiful, nothing beautiful at all. He
felt the heat rolling from the eternal cavern, but it wasn’t the heat from a
fire, it was the dry, hungry air pulling the hope from his spirit, squeezing
the grace from his heart, burning these things away.
You cheated me, Willie said, his soul now passed into that
soundless place. You put the thought into my head, you cheated me.
You knew this was coming, the devil said to him, you knew it was
coming all along, didn’t you, Willie?
I knew it was coming, but you made it come too soon.
I didn’t cheat you, Willie. I only changed your time. You would
have come along anyway.
I might have changed. I might have found a way.
The devil laughed at these words, because he’d heard them so
many times before.
What’s the point of life, then? Willie asked. If all I had in the
world was suffering, and all I’m getting for my suffering is damnation?
You should have listened to you mother, Willie. She’s a good
woman.
She said she was going to pray for me.
Willie began to cry, softly, because he knew he was walking into
Hell.
Don’t cry, Willie, the devil said. I know exactly what you’re
feeling. And, you know, I asked the same question myself, a long time
ago.
So poor Willie James Earl walked into Hell with the devil, not
because he was an evil man, but because he was convinced that the pain
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of life was a punishment, and he was condemned at his birth. But it was
the other way around, of course—Willie James Earl was born to pain,
and condemned by the belief that only the absence of pain would save
him.
Sometimes men are crucified by their beliefs, and angels, too.
END
Lawrence Buentello is the author of over forty published short
stories, in a variety of genres and styles. He is the co-author of the
short story collection Binary Tales and the novel Reproduction Rights.
He lives in his hometown of San Antonio, Texas.
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The Prometheus of the Deep
Peter Damien
		

There was a great lake down there, at the bottom of the sea. Down where all was darkness. Perhaps it seems odd to think of a lake
beneath the sea, but there were many of them; dense, salty brine which filled a huge depression and was so much more dense than the rest of the
ocean, all things floated on it.
Shells might float on it, and could be gathered and splintered, made into arrow heads, spear heads, knives. Dead fish, some of them fresh and
edible, and easier to catch than the fast – or sharp – fish that lived down in the deep.
It was onto this lake that the drops of sun fell and finally came to rest, floating on the surface of the lake. Waiting to be found.
Teal trawled the lake and gathered all the things he found. He would gather it all up and then take it into the city and sell it. It earned him
little, but it earned him enough that – combined with the not-rotted dead fish he found – he could get by.
Teal was a merman, like all those in the city. The Deep Folk. And it was he who found the drops of the sun.
There were three of them: odd cylinders, long and thin with a rough band about halfway on each. They felt odd, and were definitely like
nothing he’d ever found on the lake’s surface. And he’d found many odd things in his nets.
Curious, puzzled, he set his other finds on the craggy shore of the lake, and he floated beside them, long tail flipping in the dark. He fondled
the cylinders, feeling every inch of them until he could practically see them in his mind.
He set two down. He held up the third in both hands. And, without knowing quite why he thought of it, he flexed powerful muscles and broke
the cylinder in two.
  
It fizzed, bubbled, and flared. Each half erupted in light, impossibly bright and red. All around him, he felt the subtle shifts in the water which
told him anything swimming nearby had just fled.
He shrieked in terror and surprise, and pain, and he dropped those points of light and clapped his hands over his eyes. He’d had his eyes
closed already, of course, for there was no purpose in keeping them open all the time. And everyone knew that to keep your eyes open was to take
time off your life. But nevertheless, even with eyes closed, the light stabbed through them like spears, like white-hot spikes. Even with his palms
pushed in hard, he could see the fizzling glow.
From the great city, which sat on the coast of the lake, all the voices joined in song stopped. All the loud sounds of lives and bustle stopped,
save for the sound of the fizzling, crackling light.
Gradually, the light stopped hurting. Soon, Teal could remove his hands. And some time after that, carefully, he could open his eyes.
He saw the lake, black and impenetrable even to the light. He saw the shells he had collected, and even in his terror, could not help but marvel
at the amazing patterns that swirled across their surfaces. And he saw the two unbroken cylinders. The third he saw split in half, light and a storm of
bubbles emanating from each half. It still hurt to look right at the light.
Movement made him look up, and he saw all of the Deep Folk who had come out of the city, all of them floating on the surface of the lake.
The light glistened and sparkled off their scales. Some of them were looking at the light through closed eyes, or hiding behind their hands. Still others
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were fleeing back to the city.
Teal didn’t know what else to do. So he bent down and tentatively
picked up the two unbroken  cylinders, and then a half a  burning
cylinder in each hand. The ends burned so bright, and he pointed them
upwards. He held them over his head, and he stared at the world around
him.

Teal, though he was nothing to look at. All had touched him, at one time
or another, and knew him to be scarred and gnarled, hunchbacked and
ugly. But to see him took away the repulsion and left only amazement.
Then, Teal held the burning point high above his head and swam
up a little, until he was above the heads of all the other Folk, level
now with the priests who floated on the upraised lip of the temple. The
flickering red light brought the city around them to life, and there were
					
+-+
cries of astonishment from the crowd. They turned to stare.
None of them had seen their homes, of course. Felt them,
certainly, and thoroughly enough that they knew their shape and texture
They took him into the city an to the great temple in the middle
without  needing to see. But none of them had imagined the patterns! In
of it, where God-be-praised. On the way to the temple, the blinding lights the red light, all the colors seemed to turn into shades of red and black,
went out and utter darkness returned. Some of the crowd said that was
but they looped and spun in whorls and patterns without end.  It was
for the best, that the light was evil. Some others agreed. Still others were beautiful, they knew. It was gorgeous, and they were awe-struck, and
silent and unsure, and Teal was among them.
then the second flare fizzled, blinked, and went out. Darkness swallowed
He clutched the remaining two cylinders tight against his chest.
the city once more, making it just like it had always been.
Two priests met the crowd outside, humming deep tones to tell
Some people cried out suddenly, sat at losing something they
the crowd they were present. The crowd, as one, told the the priests of the hadn’t known existed moments before. “Again!” someone cried out.
impossible, agonizing light, and they thrust Teal toward the priests.
“More! Use the third one!”
“So? We see no light,” said the priests, these holy men who could
But Teal held it tight against his chest. He turned back and said to
say the sacred words over the body of a dead man, and who would then
the priests, “I give the last one to the temple, to use in the temple.”
cut loose the ropes and send the body floating away, up to God. “We see
A moment of private language, and then a priest said, “You may
nothing, and hear all, as it should be.”
give it to the temple if you will, but it shall not be used inside. No light
“It went out on the way,” Teal said. He held out the broken,
but God’s light can illuminate this place. So it is written.”
extinguished cylinder halves, and the priests took them. They mumbled
A deep voice spoke from within the crowd. “It is so valuable, this
to each other in the language only priests spoke.
light. We need it, we need it to put to work. Think of what food we might
“Can you show us this light? Produce it again?”
catch. What treasures we might find, with this light to aid us.”
“Cover your eyes,” Teal said. He took another cylinder between
“We catch food now.” A priest said. “We find treasures now.”
his hands and snapped it in two.
The deep voice said, “And we lose so many at the same time.”
Light came to life, hurting his eyes yet again, though he didn’t
“There is only one more,” Teal said doubtfully. He was nervous,
drop them this time. He merely waited moments to open his eyes. From
too, as he spoke. None in the city listened to him at any other time, and
around him came startled gasps, from crowd and priests alike.
so he spoke only rarely. He added “And they seem to last for so little a
This cylinder, this second drop of sun, lasted for longer than the
time, these drops of sun.”
first. Gradually, all eyes became used to the flickering, spitting red light.
“Then someone must go for more,” said a priest. “And why not
The priests opened their eyes, and so did many of the people. Some more you, Verenae? You speak so strongly on the matter.”
fled home, hands across their eyes, and they hid and prayed.
There was silence, only the shifts in the water letting anyone
All of them first looked at the lights, and then stared in wonder at know that deep-voiced Verenae was still there. At last he spoke: “I am
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still a Son, and cannot go. Perhaps soon, when I am a Father, then I could
take up so dangerous a quest.”
“Indeed,” said the priests.
“But someone must go,” Verenae added.
Again, the silence was broken only by the sound of the priests,
speaking in a tongue no one else knew, save for some of the very old, and
the very wise, who knew better than to use it.
There was murmuring about the edges of the crowd. Merfolk
came out of their homes, now that time was passing and no light had
filled the city again. They joined the crowds, learned what had happened.
And now the sounds of the crowd rose and swallowed the sound of the
priests conversing. Arguments erupted.
“No one should go to get the light,” said someone who had come
out of their home. They spoke and clapped for attention, sending rippling
currents through the water. “It’s dangerous, the light. It’s strange, and
wrong, and evil.”
Now there was no hesitation in Verenae’s voice: “That was what
some said in my grandfather’s time, when they forced the scalding water
from the great vents to pass over the city, and through it. They said it was
evil, down in the rocks. But now, the city is warm, and we are better for
it. We  need the light!”
Someone shouted. An argument was flaring back to life. Teal
clutched the last cylinder to his chest and wanted to swim away. To bolt
for safety, back to his cave on the edge of the city. He spent too much
him alone and in silence to find the madness of the crowds anything but
frightening.
“Enough,” said one of the priests. The crowd might not have
calmed, but they did quiet. “We shall ask the Angels and trust their
guidance in this matter.”
Without another word, they swept into the temple, leaving the
crowd to wait, to churn up the water and stir up the silt with the nervous
motion of their tales.
They could all imagine what was happening in the temple. It was
only on the rarest of occasions that anyone had seen an Angel, and that
had been long ago. One had floated down into the city and been taken
into the temple for safekeeping. Stories were still told of the Angels:
delicate things that billowed and shivered and moved only barely by

opening and closing their bell-shaped bodies. It had glowed, pale and
gentle, such a soft light that it illuminated itself and little else. The priest
who brought it into the temple had died soon after, and all the Deep Folk
had rejoiced for him. He had touched an Angel and been called up, to
God.
The shifting of the currents showed the priests had come back
out, and one of them clapped for silence, though nobody was speaking.
“Light belongs to God,” said the priest. “And thus, should remain
with him, save when he chooses to bless us with it, as he has done with
the Angels.”
“And the cylinders,” someone said.
“They are violent and painful and short, and go out leaving us
with nothing but a longing for more of them” snapped a priest.
Verenae said, ‘They could light the city. Drive away the predators.
Keep Vast Death away, and so many others. Show us food. And beauty.”
“The Angels say --”
“I will go,” Teal said.
The crowd went silent in surprise, and so did Teal, who hadn’t
truly known he was going to say it until the words were out.
Before he might have changed his mind, Verenae was before
him. He placed a hand flat against Teal’s chest, fingers spread and thumb
tucked away, to show honor.
“This is a great thing you do,” he said.
Teal nodded, though no one could see.
A priest said, “Then he will go. And if it is the will of God, then
he shall return with light. Or with his life. Or not at all.”
					

+-+

People would come out and sing when hunters returned with
prey, and they would fan the water with great flat shells and celebrate.
Or, if the hunters never returned, then some would rise above the city to
mourn, their keening wails coming down and echoing through the living
buildings. And down in the city, the Merfolk would imagine the Vast
Death which had perhaps claimed the hunters, and they would shiver at
the thought.

19

Teal began his slow ascent, climbing the cold and dark waters
until the strong currents changed and he knew the city was well below
him. All was silent, and no cry at all came up from the city, to celebrate
or to mourn.
He swam up. He was unsure where he was going, or how to find
more cylinders. He swam up and up, and inevitably, he began to ache.
Others could swim for a long way and tire their prey, if needed. But
Teal, he had a hunched back and a kink in his long fail, which tightened
painfully the longer he swam.
He did not know how long he had been swimming up. But he
knew pain and exhaustion so quickly, he wished for a rock to anchor
himself on, so he could rest.
Finally, when he could take it no longer, he stopped swimming
and floated, though that did nothing for the pain.
He let the cold, strong currents push him as they would. He
floated along. How long, he couldn’t say. But after a time, he felt some
strength returned to his weak body, and he prepared to swim again, then
paused, as something crossed his mind.
He opened his eyes.
Looking in all directions, he saw only darkness. But then he
turned about and realized that, off in the distance, something glowed. I
twas formless and made of a million green spots, all of them very bright,
and coming closer very fast.
A moment of panic, as all his instincts told him it was a great
beast, coming to get him – and what could a deformed Merman do to get
away from that? Then, he suddenly realized that he was the one moving
toward the glow, pushed by the strong current.
He swam, hard as he could, but it was too late. He slammed
into a great pillar of rock, so hard it stunned him. All around him, the
green glowing stuff was scattered by his body and floated away from
the great rock. It twinkled and shimmered. It was a gentle field made of
small points of light. Even as pain went through him, he couldn’t help
but watch the light and find it beautiful. A moment later, all the glowing
points were caught in the current and swept away, gone.
He pushed off the rock, then turned and peered up at it. It seemed
to go up a long way, a ribbon of glowing green points of light winding
up into the darkness. The wall was also much wider than the green light

20

made it seem, but how wide, he didn’t know.
There were points of green stuck to his body, to his scaled lower
half in particular. He was too sore now to reach down and brush them
off, and they weren’t hurting him. He left them, glowing prettily, and he
began against to swim upward.
He’d gone on for only moments before the ripples changed in
the water, telling him something approached, and it was huge. And then,
before he could react, powerful tentacles wrapped around him. If he’d
thought to open his mouth and scream, it would have done no good, for a
tentacle all but covered his face.
By the pale light of the green band, Teal could do nothing but
watch as a shape drew near to him, so immense that the size alone
sparked a deep and incomprehensible terror in him. He struggled to be
free, desperate and without thought, like a spooked animal.
The long body drew near him, gray and glistening. An eye came
close to him. It was glittering yellow, and reflecting the green band of
light. It was perfectly round, that eye, and it was larger than Teal’s whole
body.
Teal knew the creature, that gray hulk. He knew it from stories,
spoken or song about the city, any time a hunter returned with tales of
something huge in the deep. When the hunter didn’t return, the stories
were told all the more.
A voice boomed about him, loud, deep, slow.
“A merefolk man,” said the voice. “A thing which I get by diving
and diving and waiting and snatching and  crrrrunching. What does the
merfolk man do, so far from his place?”
Teal looked into the eye. This was Vast Death.
“I go for drops of the sun,” Teal said, too scared to be ashamed
of how his voice shook. He was no great hunter. “Three fell and we, we
wish more, to protect ourselves from...”
“From me? From me?” The many-limbed creature laughed, and
when he did, his arms tightened around Teal over and over, hurting him
badly. “Merfolk man, fish-tailed man, if I want a crunch, I get a crunch, a
snap, a meal, and no sun stops me. Not up top the world, not down deep
the dark.”
“Please don’t hurt me,” Teal said in a rush, no longer able to look
at that great eye, glinting and unmoving and horrible. Yet he couldn’t
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close his own eyes. He had to see. “Please let me go.”
“Aye you say,” and suddenly, the tentacles around him loosed
and vanished. He swam upward as fast as he could, panic driving him
through the pain. He got only a little distance away before the tentacles
wrapped and grasped him. Once more, he could do nothing but peer into
a great eye and try not to go mad from the stare.
“I let you go, I catch you up,” said the deep voice. “And then I eat
you.”
All the tentacles loosed once more. Not all the way, they didn’t
vanish. But it was enough. Moving fast, Teal brought his arms up,
squeezed his eyes shut, and bent his last cylinder as hard as he could.
A snap, and a sizzle, and a blinding light, right in that great eye.
The creature that was Vast Death in the songs, it screeched, a
sound of utter surprise and pain, and it lunged away. It swam fast, so fast,
and did not let go of Teal. It streaked through the water, heading straight
up. The tentacles, one which held Teal about the waist, trailed far behind
the creature’s body, and he was too far behind to shine the light in the
creature’s eye.
The limb squeezed him so tight, it felt as if he would break in
two. They went up so fast, it was hard to move against the rushing water.
But Teal did move. He had no choice. Straining against the water,
he brought the glowing ends of the broken cylinder around and stabbed
the arm that held him. He had powerful arms, teal did, and he stabbed
and jammed the cylinder halves tight. The red glow pushed into the great
arm.
The thing called Vast Death screamed, worse than before, and
now the limb uncoiled from hi waist, and the whole creature slid away in
the dark.
Teal floated. He held onto both halves of the cylinder, though
it had gone out. The middle of his body hurt, and he couldn’t swim. A
moment later, pain swallowed him, and he was truly lost to blackness.
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When he came back, it was some time before he truly knew he
was awake. All about him, the world was dark, and still, and unchanging.

He blinked his eyes a few times and that told him he was awake. So, too,
did the horrible pain.
It was not the pitch dark of the depths, he slowly realized. His
arms floated before him and he could make out their shapes. He marveled
at them for a time, bringing his hands up to his fast and moving his thick
fingers about.
The currents around him shifted, and some immense form glided
past him, bigger, so much bigger, than Vast Death. Bigger almost than the
mind could hold. He jerked back a little, but that did no good.
The immense thing banked in a great arc and came past him
again. How could he not have known it was there sooner, how could he
not have noticed it approaching? He realized that his head felt  bad. It
hurt and felt...swollen.
The immense thing made sound as it went slowly by, a deep
sound that was singing. It vibrated in his very bones. When it sang, he
knew the creature. No one had ever seen the creature or told stories of its
size, or shape. But everyone had heard, and had felt, the creature’s songs.
“What place is this, for a child of the deep? So long away from
where you sleep?”
It was hard to form words, he realized, through the pain and
pressure in his head. Teal said, I go up. Pieces of the sun fell to us, Great
One, and we were enlightened. I go for more, to bring the sun to the
Deep.”
Long silence, as the Great One glided past him again, studying
him through one eye only on each pass, his long body and impossibly
wide tail rough with growing things. And as he came around, he sang,
“Vast Death lurks, angry, in pain. I can stop him, if you dive again.”
“I cannot come back empty-handed,” Teal said, and he hung his
aching head. “They have no love for me, the Deep Folk. If I simply come
back, they might kill me. Or forget me. Or send me away, to roam the
night.”
Another pass, slow arch of the body, and then the Great One sang,
while swimming by: “I go up, to the light, and the sky. But child, I go
fast, and you would die.”
Teal tried to bow at the waist, but the many-armed creature had
hurt him enough that he couldn’t. “Great One, one such as I would not
dare ask for your aid. You do me great  honor by speaking to me. That is
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enough.”
The Great one dipped his tremendous head and then arched away
from the hunchbacked man, his great form sliding up from the deep.
Soon, he was lost to Teal’s vision.
He floated a moment longer, afraid and in pain. His head ached,
enough o muddy all his thoughts. And at any moment, he expected to
see Vast Death appear out of the gray water that surrounded him. Arms
splayed and grasping, mad eyes looking right through him. Beaked
mouth waiting to crunch his skull as easily as a shell.
This was why they needed the light, the sun: so that no one
would have to stare into the impenetrable night at the bottom of the sea,
populate it with a hundred Vast Deaths, and go mad with fear.
Haltingly, and in pain, he swam up, ever up.
					
		

+-+

Some time went by as he swam, but how much, he didn’t know.
Somewhere in there, he slept. He knew that only because he jerked
awake terrified, as in a pain-filled dream, a great beak closed around his
head and something cracked...
He swam slowly, but steadily. The pain in his head was immense
and impossible to think through. After some time, it spread and seemed
to fill his chest, hot and heavy and making it so hard to breathe.
It seemed that the ocean about him began not only to lighten,
but turn blue. He thought that he’d imagined it, though, because after
some more time, it all turned black again. For one groggy moment, panic
filled him and he wondered if he’d begun swimming down at some point
without meaning to? He floated, disoriented and with no idea what to do.
Eventually, the water grew lighter and blue once more, and then he kept
swimming up.
Once, he thought he saw the form of the Great One, far off. He
almost called out, but wasn’t sure it was him. What if it was Vast Death?
Teal’s vision blurred when he looked at anything in the distance, so he
was silent and swam on.
Time passed. He swam. The pain and the pressure grew worse.
A long, big, smooth creature with a mouthful of jagged teeth and
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a tall, pointed fin on his back approached Teal lazily.
“Odd morsel, you,” said the hunter, black eyes glittering. “I et one
like’a you, but you’re different, see.”
Teal realized he could barely speak. He said thickly, “Please don’t
eat. Me. Going for. Sun. For. People.” His tongue was a useless, thick
thing in his mouth. And he was so tired and heavy.
“Not et you, no,” said the hunter creature as it circled him slowly,
not scared of Teal in the slightest. “Some’a your kind, with long teeth,
they kill my like. An’ I get ‘un and I eat ‘un an’ it ‘un stringy an’ no good,
you.”
Teal nodded dumbly, not following.
The hunter nodded toward Teal’s scaled lower half, which tapered
down, and then flared into a wide tail. “An’ no et summin ‘at glows.”
The hunter swam away slowly and Teal peered down at himself,
though it hurt to do so. There were flecks of glowing green all over him,
more than before. Small points growing into larger patches. He thought
it was just his eyes playing tricks for a moment, but he touched one spot,
and it came off on his finger, still glowing. He was glowing.
That was nice. He liked that. He didn’t try to rub off any of the
other glowing points. Slowly, he kept on swimming.
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The sea all about him continue to brighten. Now he could look at
his arms and know that he was white, so pale he was nearly translucent.
He could barely see, though. The brightness and the pain in his
head were too much, and he kept his eyes shut so much of the time now.
Sometimes it was light and blue around him.
Sometimes it was black.
Once, he looked around and saw all the Deep Ones swimming
with him, singing him on, and he wept at the force of their love. He
tried to assure them that soon he would have the light, but he slurred too
much, and they couldn’t hear over his singing, and eventually, they were
gone.
One time,  he saw the Great One, swimming at him, mouth
slightly open, bristle-teeth visible, and Teal suddenly knew that the huge
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mouth would open so wide, it’d rip and Vast Death would boil out after
him. Teal shrieked  and fled, up and away, and he swam so hard that
when he finally topped, the pain was too much for him to keep going for
some time.
He swam up past so many plants and fish. Some with brilliant
colors, so vivid, it took his breath away. He went through a cloud of jelly
fish, small and blue. They stung him, but it was such a little  pain next to
the big thing in his head an chest. Anyway, they were beautiful.
Around him, the water grew brighter and more blue. He was sure
that was real, at least, because it didn’t shift or vanish.
It was no wonder they kept the Angels in cages, he thought. They
must want to rise up to all of this again. No wonder God lived up here,
and not in the Deep. It was so beautiful.
He could see something, when he braved the pain and looked
up. Something high above and rippling, a brilliantly bright circle, and he
knew that he should swim toward it.
He went slower and slower. At least, he stopped, too tired and
heavy and hurting. He wept, knowing he could swim no more.
					

+-+

Vast Death came to him then, huge and many-armed, great round
eye looking straight through him.
He felt fear, but the feeling was a long way away. He hung there,
weeping. Done.
“You hurt me. More than your kind’s managed before.”
“I’m sorry,” Teal said, and meant it.
Vast Death considered. “I could eat you, snap you up. There is
no shame in that death, little broken thing. And for you, only for you, I
would make it fast and without pain. I am not cruel.”
All the pain was filling him up, and he wanted so much to say  
yes, to finally have peace and dark, and rest.
“No,” he said, “Please, no. I must get to the light.”
“Can you go on? Haven’t you failed?”
But it was too great, the pain. He couldn’t reply. He just shook his
head, and sobbed.

“I will be quick,” said Vast Death, and he seemed to sound kind.
His arms spread and dimly, Teal saw the curved beak opening.
But death did not come. A deep voice, which vibrated in Teal’s
bones sang: “Let him be. Leave him to me.”
He was aware of Vast Death bringing his long arms down and
there, close at hand, was the Great One. They were side by side before
Teal. Old songs spoke of these two huge, ancient creatures, forever at war
with each other. But here they were, and they dwarfed Teal.
The Great One came close and nudged Teal with the expanse of
the top of his head. “Come and rest, little one. I’ll take you deeper, your
journey’s done.”
“No,” Teal managed. “I need to see it. Please. If I’ve failed my
people, I at least need to...” he trailed off. The pain in his chest was so
great. Not just his chest, the pain and heaviness was everywhere now. He
couldn’t swim.
“As you say, little Deep One. Then I shall show you the sun.”
The Great One rose, with Teal atop his body, and the force of the
water pushed the shriveled merman down into place. They moved up,
up, up so fast. All about them, the waters grew brighter and brighter. Fish
sped past them, small and perfect and alive with color. Teal laughed. He
laughed, though he couldn’t breathe through the tightness in his chest.
And then, they were there.
The Great One broke the surface of the water and floated on top
of it. From a hole, just behind Teal, a stream of white water shot up and
then sprayed.
The tightness in his chest tightened once more, horribly...and then
was suddenly gone. All the pain was gone.
Teal gazed up at the sun. Blazing white, perfectly round, he could
feel it light beating on his skin, his scales. He could not gaze at it, it hurt
too badly. But in the spray of water that the Great One had sent high into
the air, there was a magnificent arc of pure color. So many colors, all
of them perfect. There was nothing like this in the deep, in the dark. He
knew exactly what it was.
If he held up both hands, maybe he could just take it.
“God...” he whispered.
And then he was gone.
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+-+
In the deep, where a city had been grown out of animal-plants,
down where it was ever only dark, down where people sang and shifted
and hunted in the night, something huge moved. There were watchmen
posted about the city, always in pairs, and though they could not see, they
were attuned to each shift in the currents about them. Each of them bore
a long spear, jagged on one end and tied to their wrists by a long rope at
the other end.
Something huge moved past the two sentries, so close they could
have reached out and touched it, if only they’d known it was there. By
the time the faint movements in the water alerted them, the huge form
had already passed.
It had come among them so many times, silent, and they had
never known. But once past the men with spears, it made no effort to
disguise its arrival. It swept into the great open center of the city and
filled it up, one round white eye staring at the temple, the other one
staring across the way, at the market square. Everyone knew it was there,
as the waters shifted. They came out of their homes and away from
the places they worked. The watchmen came swimming into the city,
brandishing their spears, ready to fight whatever the intruder turned out
to be.
It had only to shift a little, to disturb the water but a fraction, and
they all knew: this was Vast Death.
There was silence, and fear, and stillness, there in the deep.
Vast Death said, “The greatest among you left, to bring you light.
And he died for it. And now, I return him to you.”
His tentacles had been tightly enveloping something, but now
they opened wide. All who were assembled cried out.
Teal sank to the square ground. Dead, crumpled, ugly. His body,
all of it, was covered in green light, so bright down there, it lit up the
whole city. It revealed all the patterns of the buildings. It showed the
huge, scarred, mottled form of Vast Death, whose many arms made sure
Teal rested gently on the ground.
Teal was, now, only the shape of one of the Deep Folk, made out
of pure and perfect light.
“Treasure this,” Vast Death said in his deep voice. And then he
glided away, into the darkness, long arms trailing behind, and he never
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came to the city again.
					
		

+-+

They left him in the square, for to send him up to God would be
to take away the light.
The green glow spread, in time. It spread, mottled, across the
whole square. And then the temple, and then all the houses, until this
place, at the bottom of the world, was a city of pure green light.
And in the square, a crumpled body had turned to stone, over
time. To this day, one can swim across the carpet of light, which is the
city square. And in the middle, there is a raised patch of light.
It is the one they sing about, in stories. It is Teal, resting.
And he is beautiful.
END
Peter Damien lives in Minnesota, mostly for the bad weather, with
his wife and two sons, four cats, and a trillion books. He is fashionably
sporadic in his blogging, at www.tzinski.wordpress.comg
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The Poison in the Greener Grass
by Nicholas J. Carter
I picked a blade of the deep-green Alshin grass, pinched it between my index finger and thumb, and rolled it around until the green bled out
and stained them. My nose twitched. The grass had a pungent onion-like smell. Tentatively, I touched the wad of grass to the tip of my tongue.
“Careful friend,” said an old man adjacent, rooting through a stand of tall Alshin grass. “Don’t let ‘em see you doin’ that while you’re
workin’, else you might end up pickin’ daisies downriver.
“Daisypicker”, was a euphemism for fieldhands who took a little too much of the Alshin for themselves. It was an open secret that the pickers
were lining their pockets with the grass. The stern Draub overseers didn’t actually pay much attention to small-time thieves: steal a few blades and
you were probably just another user, which meant you were under their thumb. Steal a pocketful or more and you might be a dealer yourself, and they
couldn’t abide that. Or you might be a user with a very, very fierce habit; too fierce to pay for what you needed. Meaning you had to steal. Lots. And
they couldn’t allow that either. You’d be sent to the meadow downriver at the end of the day. You’d never come back.
“You don’t look like a user,” the old man said to me.
I dropped the pinch of grass and shook my head. “No.”
“Then why work here? You in debt? You wouldn’t be the first.”
“Nothing like that. I’m looking for someone,” I said as I stuffed more Alshin into a leather pouch “She worked the fields here.”
“Who was she?” he asked.
“You’d probably know her if you had seen her. She was plain,” I said, “but fair. Thin and tall. Her nose was a little small and her eyes were
blue. Her hair shone like gold. I heard she was sent downriver.”
“A Daisypicker, then. Just forget it. Get out while you still can. This…this stuff,” he said, letting a little Alshin slip through his fingers, “gets
into the skin after a while. You’ll notice it even after the first day. Then after a few months you’ll need to eat it, get it into your belly to get the same
feeling. Then you need it crushed and concentrated, and more and more. Like the nobles take it. Only they wont brook other folks taking it that way.”
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“And where are you at?” I asked.
He smiled. His breath smelled of onions, and bits of green were strung between his teeth. “This far,” he said. “But I’m old anyway. My bones
grind against each other, and my heart is weak. I’ll do anything to feel good again. You might say I’m working to pay for my funeral.”
									

+-+

I worked the entire day. By the afternoon my fingers were light green, and they tingled slightly with the poison of the grass. I waited in line
with the chatting workers, and when I reached the table where the full pouches are turned in I gave mine to the overseer.
He was a Draub. All the overseers were Draub: the strange, strong, earth-colored people that came over the mountains decades ago, running
from some enemy we have never seen and of whom they refused to speak. This one wore the red and navy colors they are most often found in, in
vertical stripes down the shirt and kilt, though his turban was a faded yellow. A heavy dagger was hung across a strap on his chest. He smelled of
tobacco and foreign cooking.
“Pardon,” I said to him,  “I’m looking for someone. Another  worker.”
“Look behind you then,” he said, “they are all there.”
“This one was sent downriver. May I see her? Perhaps you could bring her here?”
The pickers ceased speaking.
The overseer raised an eyebrow, then laughed.
“What are you asking me?” he said.
“I knew a woman who worked here not long ago. I believe she was sent to pick flowers down the river.”
“Could be, could be,” said the overseer.  He crossed his arms over his chest. The thumb of one hand rubbed the hilt of the dagger. He was a
thickset man, although average for a Draub, who were all dauntingly large.
“Well?” I spat.
The pickers held their breath.
“As soon as the pouches are all in and counted, I will take you to those fields,” he said.
									

+-+
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Two mean-looking Draub with black beards checked the harvest. One pouch was deemed too light, and the thin man who brought it there was
searched. His pockets were full of Alshin. The guards grabbed his arms. The man tried to struggle away. Hunched his shoulders far into his tunic, as
if trying to dig down out of his own clothes.
The overseer turned to me and said; “This thief is coming with us. Grab a shovel.”
									

+-+

The overseer, the thief and I walked alongside the river to the daisy field. To my surprise the guards were told to stay behind. The thief
seemed relieved, and showed it by smearing a sheepish grin across his face. His teeth were the faint but consistent grass green of a heavy user. There
were enough of them around these days that the signs were plain. You could learn plenty about them without working the fields.
It was sunset when we arrived in a meadow full of pairs of white flowers.
“The daisy field,” said the Draub. “Now, describe this woman to me.”
“She was plain,” I stated, “but fair. Thin and tall. Her nose was small and her eyes were blue and wide. Her hair shone. It was like gold. It
would have stood out, I think. You would know her.”
“Yes, I think I saw her,” said the Draub. “Follow me.”
The daisy field was rife with small hillocks. We walked past scores of them. Eventually the Draub stopped by one at the top of a large slope.
“I think this is the spot. You,” he said, pointing to the man with the shovel, “begin digging. Right here.”
The man stuck the shovel into the earth, levered away a clod of it and threw it over his shoulder.
In the meantime, The Draub sat down on a nearby boulder and pulled a pouch of tobacco and some small papers from his kilt pockets.
He rolled a cigarette for himself, and a second, and a third. One of thse he offered to me, after lighting them all with a small flame that sprouted
suddenly from the tip of his thumb. It was a secret trick known to the Draub. Some say that their fingernails are made of flint. I don’t know any better
explanation.
He offered the last cigarette to the digging man, who politely refused. The overseer tossed it carelessly into the field.  
“She was your lover?” the Draub asked.
“Yes. No. I…wanted her to be.”
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“Then, she had another man.”
“No.”
He looked at me. For a moment the only sounds were the shovel striking earth and the grunting of the man behind us. The Draub exhaled. A
breeze lured his smoke away over the rustling grass.
“Hmph? Then what?” he said.
“She had Alshin. I met her just as she had found it. I couldn’t make her feel like Alshin, so she left to be with it.”
He nodded sagely, as if the story was not mine but one I had borrowed. One that had been passed around over and over again in the work
camps.
“Why did you bring it here?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Our home is gone to our enemy. We came here with nothing; had nothing to trade but Alshin. The men and women who live on
your city’s hilltops, they wanted it,” he said, smoke curling from his nostrils. He then gave a grisly laugh “We only used it for cooking. Immune. Too
expensive to make soup out of now. I miss the taste.”

The sun had set. The air smelled of turned earth. The thief announced to us that he had finished digging but had uncovered nothing.
The Draub quickly slid the knife from his belt and sliced the daisypicker’s throat. He fell into the hole with a damp thud.
I stumbled backwards, raising my arms and waiting for the blade.
“My mistake,” the Draub said, sheathing the weapon. He then turned to me. “She is not here. Fill this hole and you can leave.”
“But where is she?”
“I remember her, I think. Plain face. Golden hair. I have the image of the woman, but not the woman. That woman is lost to you. She isn’t
here. She has been gone for a long time. Gone long before she left that field for this one. I’m sorry. I am. Some things you can’t have back. So don’t
search for her here. Instead, fill this grave and pretend it was her you buried. This is as close as you will get to putting the stone over her tomb. Close
this grave. Never come back. Never even think that you can have her back, and you will live. This is a mercy I am giving you, that will feel every day
like a punishment.”
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He picked up the shovel and thrust it into my hands. The wood was oily smooth where the thief’s hands had touched it. My fingers still pulsed
with the faint but tempting poison of the Alshin grass, which had worked its way under my skin mere hours ago, when the day had still been young.

END

Nicholas J. Carter is an ongoing chemical reaction composed primarily of carbon and water, and is usually found in Massachusetts. As of
2010 he is both a college graduate and a newlywed, and would like to thank his wonderful wife for her love and support in both endeavors. His
fledgling career has been cultivated in Dog Eat Crow, Boston Literary Magazine, The Nautilus Engine, Clockwise Cat and other places around the
web.
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Artist Look
Huang Chaogui

Age:26
Residence: Nanning, Guangxi, China
Hobbies:Play games, drawing, Internet, listening to music, drinking beer
Favorite Artist:Salvador Dali,Henri Rousseau
Title of cover painting used by Arct?
"Dense Fog" is the title. I remember once a game called "Fallout 3" 2 years ago.
What inspires you and your Art?
Strange childhood experiences continue to inspire me.  My father is very old-fashioned, he never
liked to joke, and I do not want to be restricted by  his conservative ideology. This environment
generated a rebellious sense within me. So my work mainly reflects the suppressed theme of my
childhood.
What mediums do you prefer to work with?
I use the Wacom Intuos 3, Software is photoshop cs3.
What inspired or prompted the image on the cover of ARCT?
This work shows the living conditions within a contaminated environment and emphasizes thportance of environmental protection. In this painting
the little boy sits in ruins that are the result of environmental pollution and poor air quality - biology cannot survive, no birds fly in the sky, no fish in
the water, so this boy must wear a metal mask to breathe. He is recalling his good life in the past.
Where can readers see more of your work and how can they contact you?
My DA link:http://huangchaogui.deviantart.com/
My email:hcgsss@qq.com
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Chronicles from the Tomb of Unknown Glories
by Sara Saab
Shamse checked every last knot.  She ran fingers along all the stitching, lifting up the skeletal arrangement of rods for bones and cloth for
flesh, her own golem.  She raised it to the light and squinted at the strange contraption, at the product of her hands, her scrutiny unforgiving beneath
the glamour gloss of pride.  The machine was as native to her as her muscles and nerves and the racy feelings shooting through them, almost.  
And when Shamse moved about the room, examining that still thing soon to be alive, the folds of cloth consumed the draft from her skirts, an
intake of breath into lungs.  The creation was stirred by the most minute fanning:  the whip of hair over a shoulder, a sigh heaved in anticipation.  It
pined for deep, dynamic breath.  
Outside a monstrous wind howled, augural.
Shamse performed her small acts of bliss a last time.  Painstaking, she ground nutmeg to bob in clumps along the surface of a bowl of tea.  
The brew tasted airy and hollow, as though the suction of her sips might echo in an impossible space inside the hot nectar, as though cooling
puffs could spear right through the bottom of the bowl.  Wind trumped all elements that afternoon.  It decimated fluids like tea or blood, put cracks in
the density of wood and cement that housed Shamse’s enterprise.  That day--if not every day--wind conquered. Wind won.
									
+-+
Yesterday, the days before, the days that coated the creation with the dust of the world’s disinterest as it perched sloppily upon and around a
corner stool, those days had put cramps of anxiety into Shamse’s heart then scorched all the fear out of her, making armour, plastering resolve to her
flesh until she could feel it heady in her veins.
The machine was so beautiful that Shamse trusted it.  For she could sense now that to live and to make the permanent marks of the living was
itself a species of beauty, an elegance, a mechanical tendency to cycle breath.  Or what was the same, to dance with wind.
There was focus in her temples, a bearing in her paces, expertise in her ultimate preparations.  
Shamse was ready.
									
+-+
The day was a carapace of sky, flinty and severe, shooting ridged darts of sunlight that drew dew from eyelashes.  
Shamse laboured up the stairs to the rooftop.  Savouring the ache of leg muscles, back muscles, and all the near-redundant fibres of locomotion, she
forced herself up and out of her earth-bound chrysalis.  Red tiling like dragon scales unfurled around a cement plateau where antennae sprouted.  
Wind woke nettles in Shamse’s nostrils.  She could feel the tenacity of the jumble in her arms.  It writhed like a newborn, its chest yet clogged
with its mother’s waters.
Fastening the machine upon her body, Shamse willed herself to breathe.  The inhalations settled into her toes, rooting her to the world for the
few final moments she needed.  Her restrained hands and her feet looked like models of flesh, but the starch-stiff sky sang with life and magnitude.  
She imagined herself locking into time, a peg smoothly sailing into its slot.  Pieces, coming together, made harmony, made windworthy
wings, made history out of quiet rooftop moments.  
Shamse raised victorious arms.  And leapt.  
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She caught air for brief moments, then plummeted.  As the flying machine wrenched her shoulders painfully up and out of joint and the world
shot back into place like a reverberating cry, it seemed inevitable.  Even, somehow, right.  
But oh, the moment before the disciplining grip of gravity.  Shamse felt herself rise, extensions of her own form carrying her up, a child raised
to perch upon a knee, the solemn canopy kissing the pressure away from her straining calves, and she was weightless and her heart opened all its
orifices for the first time and drank of the horizon, slurping up quivering chrome light and smudges of ocean, and Shamse gesticulated over her wide
orchestra, and cloth and rods strained, paroxysmal.  
The machine she had made breathed, wailing in wind, a giant, noble, exultant beast sounding its own coming of age, trumpeting its pride and
solitude.
Then a hiccup of height, a gesture of apology, as her drunk chest weighed her down.  Gravity easily bested the creation of her hands that
rested upon her shoulders, dispatching with the pleas of wind and cloth and muscle without mercy or cruelty or thought.  It was what natural order
dictated. It was somehow right.

In the past half-decade Sara Saab has lived in Toronto, Edinburgh, and Dubai. Her work has appeared in Fantasy Magazine, Electric
Velocipede, Vignette Press’ The Death Mook, Word Riot, and a selection of campus literary journals and zines. Sara holds lighthouses in high regard,
and believes this says more about her than both a picture and a thousand words.
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Rainbow in my Yard
by Phil Richardson

“No idea,” she said. “It was there when I got up this morning.”
The cop didn’t reply but started talking into the microphone on the
shoulder of his uniform.
Meanwhile, a small crowd of neighbors had gathered and someone yelled
at me that I was violating the subdivision code and someone else started
talking about the pot of gold.  
The door of the police cruiser opened, the officer got out and began
The rainbow appeared over my house on St. Patrick’s Day. There
shooing people away.  Someone yelled, “Pig” (I knew who that was. Guy
was not a cloud in the sky, but the end of this beautiful iridescent rainbow
Malone was a child of the 60s and a not-so-reformed hippy).
was in the middle of my front yard.
No sooner had the crowd dispersed when a satellite TV van pulled up and
I found out about it when I woke to a hammering on my door.  I got out
the reporter from Channel 10 and her crew began setting up.
of bed, stumbled around looking for my glasses, pulled on my pants and
I went back in the house and Monica followed.
went downstairs.  When I opened the door, Monica Bean, my neighbor,
“Aren’t you worried that the neighbors might get the wrong idea,
stood there with an awestruck expression on her face. Monica was
Monica?”
dressed in a pink terry cloth bathrobe and bedroom slippers. Not like her
“You mean because we’re both in our bathrobes early in the morning,
at all.
and you’re single and I’m single, and we were standing in front of your
“Where did it come from?” she asked.
house?” She said this with a smile and a shrug of the shoulders.
“Where did what come from?”
I guess she wasn’t as worried as I thought.
“The rainbow.  It’s beautiful.  It’s got….all the colors of a rainbow.”
“Well, at least we’re not on TV, yet.” I said. “Do you want a cup of
I walked out the door, looked up, and, sure enough, the end of a rainbow
coffee?”
was right over my front yard. A pulsing, iridescent cascade of color
“Sounds good, and then maybe I can sneak out your back door and get
floating above the dirty, brown grass.
over to my house and get dressed.”
“Jesus Christ!” I didn’t usually curse, but this was different.
I thought she looked kind of cute in her short bathrobe.  Most women
“What does it mean?” Monica had joined me out on the sidewalk. “Is it
don’t look that great early in the morning.
good?  Is it bad?”
I made the coffee and we had just started drinking it when there was
“Well, if there’s a pot of gold buried in my front yard, it’s good.”
another loud knock on the door. I didn’t want to answer it because I
“Maybe,” she said.
thought it was the TV people, but Monica said it was probably the police
We stood there for a while, gazing up at the rainbow and I began to
officer so I went to the door.  
wonder if I should get my shovel and start digging.  After all, a pot of
“About time,” the red-faced police officer brushed me aside and pushed
gold…
his way through the door. “All right, where is it?”
Monica clutched her bathrobe to her as a police car pulled up. The officer
“Where is what?” I asked.
rolled down his car window, stuck his head out and looked up at the
“The fancy equipment that’s making that rainbow and creating a riot on
rainbow.
the street out there.”  He turned and pointed outside where I saw not one
“You’re not allowed to have advertising signs in this subdivision,” he
but three TV vans, a large crowd of people, cars parked on neighbors’
yelled at me. “Just because it’s St. Patrick’s Day doesn’t give you an
lawns (trouble for me there) and four more police cruisers.
excuse to put up a rainbow.”
“There is no equipment,” I said. “Maybe a flying saucer left it there.”
“It’s not mine,” I said.  “It just appeared there.  Ask her.” I pointed at
“Don’t mess with me,” he said.  “This is no joking matter. The mayor
Monica who looked at me as if I were accusing her of a crime.
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called me personally and he wants that thing turned off.  I’ve got a search
warrant coming but I don’t need it now since you so kindly invited me
in.”
He went from room to room looking for “rainbow making equipment”
but all he found was my amplifier for TV sound and my computer. He
seemed suspicious of those, but left after he said “somebody else” would
be here soon.
“Gee,” Monica said. “I’m friends with a potential criminal.”
“Next thing you know, they’ll accuse me of being a terrorist.”
We finished our coffee and talked about the neighborhood and she told
me she worked in the physics lab at the university.  I told her I was
currently “between jobs” because my company, Energy from the Sun,
was cutting back.
“Too many cloudy days?” she joked.
Not funny under the circumstances.
Monica left shortly after she finished her coffee, and I was alone when
my front door opened again.  This time it was a bunch of guys in
HAZMAT suits lumbering down my hall.
“Homeland Security,” one of them said as he held up his badge. “Where
is it?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even know what ‘it’ is or could be.”
“Your rainbow maker,” he replied. “It’s not authorized.  It’s a danger to
air travel. It is a HAZARD!”
His voice was amplified through his suit system so he didn’t need to
shout like that.  They searched the house and, of course, found nothing.  
They took my computer and the TV stuff and gave me a receipt for it.  
They took me too. It wasn’t until we arrived at their headquarters that
we all realized the rainbow had followed us. Since the building was near
the airport, they had to shut down all landings and takeoffs. Pilots were
going crazy with the rainbow, and flying had become hazardous.
No one thought of taking me (and my rainbow) to another location.  No
one spoke to me for a long time.  They just left me sitting in a room by
myself. Finally, the door opened and two men ushered Monica into the
room. She was wearing a white smock so she must have been picked up
at her lab.
“I guess they think I’m your rainbow accomplice,” she said. “They
found out I work in the physics lab and brought me here. I told them this

rainbow had nothing to do with physics or any natural laws, but they
won’t listen.”
“They” didn’t listen but they kept Monica and me isolated in that dreary
room for hours. They came in, asked questions, left for an hour and then
came back.  Meanwhile Monica and I talked.  I learned she had grown up
in a small town, Hillsboro, very close to the town where my orphanage
had been located.  I never knew my parents and grew up with other
orphans. Monica, however, had had a happy family life.  We couldn’t be
more different, but….
Being in a bad situation brings people closer.  She had lived next door
to me for months and I had never really gotten to know her.  Now we
spilled out our life-stories and I felt closer to her than anyone I had ever
known.
“You’re free to go,” a man came into the room with a stack of papers.
“Just as soon as you sign these confidentiality forms and these waivers
and, some other stuff that says you promise you won’t sell the secret of
the rainbow to any other government.”
“That’s easy,” I said.  “We don’t know the secret.”
We had to take a cab home because the man said, “We don’t run a taxi
service.”
I was tired, but Monica and I sat in my kitchen and talked some more
and, finally, I kissed her and she kissed me back.  She went home with a
smile on her face and I  guess I had one too. I undressed and went to bed,
glad that it was dark and no one could see the rainbow. I was wrong.
I woke up to a strange noise like a vacuum cleaner running full blast but
many times louder.  Then, someone knocked on my door.  Not the loud
pounding the police officer had done, but a firm knock, nonetheless.
I put on my bathrobe and opened the door hoping that it was Monica,
but…
Floating about three feet above the ground in my drive was a small space
ship. Standing on my front porch were several manlike creatures.
“@$*##” said a small man with three legs and four arms.
After he spoke, he held a phone-like device out and it said, “Good
evening.”
Must be some kind of translator, I thought.
“We are members of the Intergalactic Bureau of Fraud, the IBF,” the
device repeated after the creature had spoken.
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“Oh? And why are you here?”
“We have a report that stolen rainbow is here. Is true?”
“Well, yes, but I didn’t steal it. It just appeared.”
“All thieves say that,” he said. “Give up rainbow or we arrest you.”
“You can have it, if you can find it in the dark.”
The creatures talked, or better said, squawked, amongst themselves and scattered around my property.  A loud cry from the back yard told me someone
had found my cactus patch.  A louder squawk brought them all running. There was a whooshing sound from some gadget they had been carrying, and
then they all came running, got into their ship and took off.
“Well, I guess that’s the end of that,” I said to no one in particular.
It was…until the next morning when the government guys showed up again and demanded to know what I had done with the rainbow….
END
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Who’s in Charge
Here?
by Gerri Leen
Marixa began her final prayers to the
sun goddess Tarla, the temple incense making
her sleepy as she intoned one of the more
monotonous hymns while she fingered the
amulet of the sun that hung heavy around her
neck.
“My lady.”  The sound of feet hitting tile, of
hair swishing down.  Loose hair, a youngster
still.
“You have a good reason for disturbing me,
child?”
“From the sky, my lady.  A great silver insect.”  
The girl sounded panicked, her voice so high
Marixa could not tell which of her trainees she
was dealing with so she turned around.
Senna.  Not one to get upset over small things.  
Muffling a groan in the swish of her skirts,
Marixa pushed herself to her feet.  “Show me
this flying thing.”  
The girl ran ahead, leaving Marixa to make her
slow way out to the open area in front of the
temple.  Her right heel ached as she stepped
down on it, her left hip throbbing in sympathy.  
It was time to give up the act and request a
kneeling pillow for her prayers.  She was old;
she hated to admit it, but it was true.  
She looked up to where all the girls were
pointing.  It was as Senna had said: a great
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silver insect floated overhead, legs reaching
down and smoke streaming from the back of
it.  It was higher in the sky than five large trees
could have reached stacked end to end, but
Marixa could tell it was coming closer because
it began to blot out the sun.
But that was impossible.  No one could blot out
Tarla.
“Form a circle.  Give me your hand, Senna.”  
Marixa stared up as the other priestesses-trainees and experienced ones both--gathered.  
She felt the power start to fill her, called down
the elements and raised her voice to the sky.
“Creature of the otherworlds, you who defile
the great Tarla’s realm, I command you be gone
from this place.”
The insect kept coming.
“I said, be gone.  Or face the wrath of Tarla
herself.”
She forced her voice not to shake, heard the
trainees gasp as the insect suddenly broke its
flight, tilting upwards, then flying fast, like a
bee back to the nest, out of the sky, out of the
world.
“Tarla has vanquished the trespasser.  This will
forever be known as the day of Tarla’s victory
in the skies.”
Marixa could see a signal fire from the city
down below.  They’d seen the insect, too.  
“Prepare food.  We’ll have company soon.”
Senna looked down toward the city, and her lips
curled in disdain.  “They’d be dead but for you.  
That...thing would have--”
“Pride is for those who have do not understand
the gifts of the gods, child.  I did nothing; Tarla
saved us.”
Senna nodded, but Marixa saw the girl’s eyes

gleam as she looked at her.  Marixa had just
become a hero to this child. She looked around
the circle.  All the trainees, and most of the
other priestesses, were looking at her like she
was the living embodiment of Tarla.  Which,
as the first priestess in Tarla’s temple, the most
venerable one, she was supposed to be.  Half
goddess according to tradition. Only her heel
still hurt and her hip still twinged.
But the sky was empty. The shining, terrifying
insect was gone. So maybe they weren’t wrong.
			
+-+
“Commander Reinheld, there are people down
there.”  Merrick was wildly calling up readings.
Ilsa swung her head up from a crew evaluation
she was reading.  “Uninhabited planet, Mister.  
Un-inhabited.”
“People, ma’am.  People.”  He’d put his
readings on the main screen.  Lots of hot spots,
lots of artificial structures.  In other words:
inhabited.
“Damn.”  She filed the eval and pulled up
the central databank.  T51-3a:  Uninhabited,
Earthlike world.  Some moron in documentation
had probably transposed numbers.  “Ten times
magnification.”
A massive marble-like structure appeared,
covering most of a hill.  It looked like a temple,
the people around it were wearing ceremonial
garb of some kind, not unlike what the priests
wore in the history reenactments.  “Damn,
damn, damn.”
Merrick was working on the magnification;
soon Ilsa could see that the people--all women-had formed a circle, and that one of them was
looking up at them.  
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“Get us the hell out of here.”
“Yes, ma’am.”  Merrick got them out of the atmosphere in record time.
The door to the control room opened up and her first officer walked in,
watching as the planet grew smaller and smaller.  “Last I checked the
approved way to land on a planet was to actually approach it.”
“Last I checked, Teller, uninhabited meant no damn people.”  
Teller rolled his eyes.  “Not again?  When are those idiots in
documentation going to learn?”  He sat down in the chair next to her.  
“This is what you get when you contract to the lowest bidder.”
“I know.”   Nobody from Survey wanted to work in documentation
so they bid it out.  And this was the result.  Screw-up after screw-up.  
“Looked like a pretty planet, too.”
“Too bad I missed it.”
“Get to the control room on time, Commander, and you won’t miss a
thing.”
“I was...busy.”  He shot her a glance.  Probably to see if she cared that he
was busy.
She did, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let him know.  “Good for
you.  One of us should be.”
He just nodded and leaned back, dialing up the hold and telling the
waiting survey shuttles to stand down.  “So I guess it’s crew evals until
HQ gives us new orders?”
“That or equipment inventory.”
“The lesser of three evils would be a stop at Base Four.”
It was only a half a day away.  And they could all use a break.  The
team had been looking forward to this planet, for once not a dustbowl or
frozen wasteland but someplace nice to work on.  
Teller was watching her expectantly.
She smiled and dialed HQ.  It took far longer than necessary to explain
the screw-up, and she knew there’d be endless grilling on how much
they might have contaminated the culture.  “We’ll be waiting for new
orders at Base Four,” she said when the conversation finally seemed to
be drawing to a close, and before HQ could come back and tell her to put
in somewhere less fun, she made the “crackly static noise now” signal to
Merrick.
He delivered on cue.
“Having a hard time reading you, HQ.  Will try again from Base Four.  

Reinheld out.”
Merrick and Teller were both grinning like fools.
She ignored them and pulled up the eval she’d saved and went back to
it.  Then she looked over at Teller.  “Your idea.  That means drinks are on
you.”
He didn’t complain.  Just got up and said, “If we start that inventory now,
we’ll be done by the time we get to Base.”
“How many of my crew were you planning on having participate?”
He laughed.  “Oh, all of them.  They’re primed and ready to work.  I’m
sure they won’t mind helping out if it means more time at Base Four.”
She waved him off, shaking her head as he left.  “Mister Merrick, you’re
staying here.  I do need someone to drive this thing.”
“Yes, ma’am.”  He didn’t look disappointed.  She knew he wouldn’t be;
he hated inventory almost as much as she did.
					
+-+
Tamlyn looked around the bar, noticed which of her servers were hustling
ass and which weren’t.  The bar was packed with the arrival of the
survey ship--looked like Reinheld had let everybody but a skeleton crew
off to party.  The commander herself was sitting in the corner with her
first officer.  They looked mighty cozy and Tamlyn sighed at how pretty
Reinheld was.  She kept hoping the commander might jump to the other
team, but so far she seemed to prefer men.
Tamlyn went back to pouring, chastising the servers who weren’t
working fast enough, giving kudos where they were due.   She wished
the concept of tips--or lack thereof for bad service--would make some of
these lazy kids move faster, but her bitchy tirades seemed to do the trick
much better.
“One more time, bud, and you’re out of here.”  She knew the server’s
name; it was just more effective to act like she didn’t.
“Got it, boss.”  But it was clear he didn’t.  She’d be firing him before
the night was out.  He was just taking up air at this point--and air was
expensive on Base Four.
“Hey, you.”
Tamlyn smiled as she turned to the corner of the bar.  “Hey, Marie, long
time.”  So Inspector Caron was in town?  Things were looking up.
“I didn’t know I’d be fighting for space with a damned survey ship.”  
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Marie pushed past one of the surveyors and gave Tamlyn a slow once
over.  “It wasn’t my imagination.  You are the prettiest bartender in the
quadrant.”
Tamlyn laughed.  “That leaves a lot of room for women of other
occupations, you tart.”
Marie gestured her over.  “This isn’t really a pleasure call.”
Tamlyn leaned in and whispered, “When is it?”  She slapped a glass
down in front or Marie.  “What’s your poison?”
“Nothing.  I’m working, looking for someone, hoping you could help.  
Smuggler, goes by Kix.”
Dammit all to hell.  This was the second investigator looking for Kix
this week--when had her silent partner gotten so sloppy?  “Can’t say I’ve
heard of her.”  
“You’re lying.”
“You know”--Tamlyn leaned in again, her lips pressed close to Marie’s
ear--”I tell the truth best after sex.  With someone pretty like, say, you.”
Marie didn’t react.  “Kix has been seen here.”
“So that’s a no to the sex?  I just want to be perfectly clear.”
Marie leaned back and sighed, an exasperated smile on her face.  “That’s
a no, toots.  But if I find out that Kix isn’t doing business with you, then
I’ll be back with a different answer.”  She looked over at the bottles
lining the back of the bar.  “Pretty exotic stuff you’ve got there.  Hard to
come by.  Must have connections.”
“I buy at the government auction.  Confiscated goods.”  At least for the
booze that was true.  Some of the food served in the private rooms on the
other hand...   “Well, the place is packed and as fun as it is to talk to you,
I must get back to my customers.”
“Of course.”  Marie got up and walked away, but she turned at the door
and smiled in a way Tamlyn didn’t like before disappearing into the
crowd.
Tamlyn wanted to kill Kix.  She’d just lost her chance with Marie for
sure.
				
+-+
Marie frowned as she waited in the shadows, watching Tamlyn’s bar.  So
far there’d been no sign of anyone resembling the description they had
for Kix.  The smuggler had managed to elude any cameras, apparently
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wore a disrupter device that screwed with digital images.  Marie had to
hand it to Kix: she was good.
But Marie was better.
She stood still, the chameleon cloak she wore letting her fade into
the background.  She slowed her breathing, the way her sensei at the
academy had taught her, and let herself relax and just be present as she
waited.
A moment later, her cloak registered a scan.  She knew it would deflect
the beam the way the wall behind her would have, and she didn’t move
as she tried to see where the scan was coming from.  Finally, a woman
walked out of one of the corridors, her movements quick and almost
jerky, as if she was in a huge hurry.
Marie supposed if she had several investigative organizations after her,
she’d be in a huge hurry, too.  
As soon as Kix slipped into the bar, Marie signaled her little ship; it
would be ready for departure whenever she needed, all automated
systems responding to her hail.  Marie moved a little so she could see the
part of the bar Kix was sitting in.  Tamlyn loomed over her, seemed to be
arguing with her.
Marie sighed.  She’d hoped Tamlyn would be free of this.  The woman
was exactly her type.  Then again she was used to disappointment--her
type tended to be bad girls.
Kix slid something across the table to Tamlyn, who slid something back
to her.  Then the smuggler got up and left.
A few seconds later, Marie followed her, the cloak hiding her from those
few still out--the Base was quiet now that the survey crew had left in
a hurry, their commander looking pissed as hell as she’d downed antiintoxicant pills by the handful.  Kix hurried into a nondescript transport,
and Marie waited until the door closed, then sprinted for her ship.  She
was out and away before the transport had unclamped from the docking
coils.
She wished she had a chameleon cloak for her ship, but those were still
in development, so she settled for hanging back and trying to hide in
the noise.  Her ship was tiny, sleek, and coated with stealth material.  It
wasn’t a chameleon, but it was like a black rock in a river at night.  
Still, Kix saw her somehow.  And her ship accelerated to speeds a
transport shouldn’t aspire to.  And then went even faster.
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Marie kept up easily, until Kix punched it into another gear and
disappeared into a nebula.  Marie followed her in but there was no sign of
her, just static.  Kix had probably headed out one of the sides.  No point
trying to follow her.  Flying out the way she’d come, Marie did a quick
circle of the gas cloud, trying to find a trail of some kind to follow.  
Nothing.
Kix was gone.
Marie took a deep breath and then turned the ship back to Base Four.  If
she couldn’t catch Kix on the way out, she’d wait for her on the way
back.  The smuggler had some connection to Tamlyn; she’d eventually
come back, and Marie wasn’t in a hurry now.  
Maybe she should see if Tamlyn did tell the truth better after sex.  Marie
could imagine her sensei lecturing her on the need for detachment.  For
apartness.  
Eh.  He didn’t know everything.
					
+-+

He nodded, called down to the hold for the rest of their little gang to
ready their gear.  Then he smiled.  “Admit it.  You love pretending to be a
god.”
“It doesn’t suck.”  She smiled and opened the package Tamlyn had given
her.  “Mmm, real roast beef.”
Her business partner couldn’t cook worth shit, but she could make one
hell of a sandwich.  Kix bit into it, letting the taste of real meat coat her
tongue as she passed the second sandwich to Nat.  
He let out one long, joyful sigh as he got his first taste.  “Tamlyn is the
best.”
“Yep.”  They ate in silence, then she went down to the hold, making sure
everything was ready.  Alice and Kendall sat at a table with Will, playing
cards, and they gestured at the open seat, but she shook her head and
went to inspect the suits.  They were armored, so any shots the natives
did get off on them would be deflected.  Backlighting made them glow in
an otherwordly manner and the suits were designed to look as if the laser
fire was coming out of their hands and eyes.  As effects went, they were
“That ship still on our tail?” Kix asked Nat.
keepers.
“Nope.”  Nat patted the console.  “Best damn investment ever this little
“Big haul?” Alice asked, throwing her cards in.  
sensor, eh?”
“Virgin territory, my friends.  Pure as the driven snow.”
“Just like you said.”  Nat was her software specialist.  He had ties to
“My kind of place,” Will said as he lay down four kings.  “Beat that,
the tech community, found things still in test that might be of use.  Like
Kendall.”
the special sensors that could see a stealth ship as if it was running with
Kendall just threw her hand in and got up to join Kix.  “Why did we go
flares.  Whoever had been following them had probably given up and
through the Nebula?”
gone home.
“Law on our tail.”
Kix had lost count of how many times she’d won, but the law was
“Again?  That’s happening an awful lot, Kix.”
definitely still at zero.
Kix nodded.  What did Kendall want her to do?  She couldn’t pay off the
“So where to?”
investigators--she’d already tried.
Kix smiled at him.  “Nice little planet the survs almost touched down on.   Nat’s voice filled the hold.  “Half hour till planetfall.”
According to Tamlyn, it was quite the luxe place.”
“Show time, folks.”  She started to unfasten the suit openings.  “Time to
“Your partner is the queen of info.”  Nat looked mournful at the thought
get in character.”
that Tamlyn wasn’t interested in him.
“Can I be a sex goddess this time?”  Alice was laughing as she climbed
“My partner is the queen of cold feet.  She actually wanted us to lie low
into her suit.  “It helps me prepare--I’m a method actor.”
for a while.”
“Just stick with the program.  In and out.  A quick celestial visit.”  Kix
“Maybe she’s right.”
felt her heart beating wildly.  This was the part that was uncertain.  The
“And maybe she’s a big worrier.”  Kix leaned back in her chair.  “The
part she couldn’t control.  The first moments when the natives might
planet’s a pre-industrial society.  You know the drill.”
not accept them as gods.  Might not take them to their temples, and give
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them free access to the spoils that invariably lay within.
She loved the first moments.  It made her feel alive to not be able to
control things--having the law on her tail made her feel that way, too.
In a profession like hers, she took these moments when they came.  She
didn’t know how many more of them she had left.
“I’m setting her down near the main temple,” Nat said.
“Roger that.”  Kix loved saying that.  As if they were a fleet of some
kind.  The crime fleet.
A slight bump signaled they were on the planet, and the hatch door slid
open.  Her suit came to life as Kix hit the switch, and she walked out
onto the planet.
And old woman, who was limping as if her whole body hurt, was making
her way toward them, other women behind her.  The old woman was
shouting at them--had to be a priestess, only the clergy could sound that
passionately outraged and still look uptight.  Kix couldn’t understand the
language, but then she never could.  
A blast from the weapon built into Kix’s glove stopped the old woman
as dirt sprayed up in front of her.  Just a warning shot, but a scary one.  
Several of the younger priestesses fell to the ground, their faces full of
fear.
The old woman didn’t stop.  She was waving her hands at Kix and
pointing up at the sky, a look of grim determination on her face.
Kix shot again, this time from her eyes, frying the grass in a line from her
to the old woman.  She knew her eyes were flaring red as she waited to
see if she would have to take the last shot.
She hated killing people; it gave her nightmares later.  But she’d do it
if she had to.  This old woman was obviously in charge, and Kix had to
make it clear that things were going to change--at least for the duration of
their stay.
Not that they’d stay long.  In and out, that was how it was done.  And no
one on the outside would ever know they were here.
The old woman didn’t stop, so Kix dropped her with a casual flick of her
wrist.  She saw one of the younger women crawl to the old one, patting
her cheek as if she could bring her back to life after being hit by a blaster.
Kix motioned for Will and Kendall to get whatever treasure they could
find.  They’d start with this temple then see what else there was to
plunder on this planet.  
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She walked up to the old woman, stared down at her and saw the younger
woman scuttle back.  The old woman looked peaceful, regal even as she
lay there with her robes so white and her very large gold necklace shining
in the sun it no doubt represented--so that was what the woman had been
pointing at.
“Sun’s a big ball of gas,” Kix whispered as she turned the necklace
and undid it.  Ripping it away from the old gal’s neck would have been
more dramatic, but her clients paid her for mint condition, not drama.  
“Nothing but gas.”
				
END
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