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Editorial  
 

      This issue was supposed to come out last December. Alas, I fell behind, as 

I did in all my writing projects, mainly because I had taken on too many 

projects. The kicker is I still couldnõt find the time to work on my òbiggestó 

project of all, namely making  another effort  at writing an SF novel.  

      You see, publishing an actual honest -to-Ghu SF novel has been on my 

bucket list for more than half a century. I doubt Iõd stand much chance of 

being accepted by a mainstream publisher. But this is the era of se lf -

publication! I could publish it myself, both as a kindle and a print -on-demand. 

Could be mine would be the only shelf on the planet to host my book, but I 

donõt care; Iõd feel immense satisfaction every time I glanced at the bookõs 

spine and saw my name  on it.  

      And who knows? A few people might buy it out of morbid curiosity. What 

kind of novel -length fiction is The Graeme capable of writing? About forty years 

ago an editor rejected one of my novel attempts with the comment òWe donõt 

like your main  character and donõt think anyone else will either.ó Has the 

Graeme improved since then? Inquiring minds want to know.  

      Just to make it easy on myself, to free up some needed time, Iõve decided to 

start up a new magazine, a sister publication to this one, to be titled Polar 

Starlight . It will be devoted entirely to Canadian Speculative poetry. (See page 

40 and page 54 for more information.)  

      Actually the new magazine wonõt be much of a bother, as I tricked  talked 

Rhea Rose, a professional Canadian poet, into helming the magazine as editor. 

Iõll just be the publisher. Iõve known Rhea for many years and have absolute 

faith in her ability t o produce a superb magazine. She and I have different 

tastes, so will represent two òvoicesó in poetry selection, albeit complementary 

to each other.  

      Which reminds me, this month, February, is my open submissions 

window. It wonõt be closed till Midnight on February 28 th . So send in your 

stories and poems! Bear in mind the stories will be for Polar Borealis , but both 

magazine editors will want to look at the poems (and then fight over them?). 

Two markets for the price of one submission. Good deal. Dou bles your chances 

of being selected.  

      As of this writing I have received 65 stories and 67 poems. Still room for 

more. Granted, this coming out so late is short notice, but if you have any 

SF&F stories and/or poems on hand , worth a shot. For requirem ents and info 

how to submit to both magazines, go to: http://www.polarborealis.ca  

      Cheers!   The Graeme  

http://www.polarborealis.ca/
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SCIFAIKU #9  
 

by Roxanne Barbour 
 

(Previously unpublished)  

 

                                                  sparkles  

                                                  catch notice  

                                                  descending slow particles  

                                                  lunar ba se 

                                                  destroyed  

 

 ------    
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WE USED TO LAUGH  
 

By Martin Munks 
 

(Previously published  in the online magazine Lit Up .) 

 

      Do you remember your first email from a Nigerian Prince? How you knew 

instinctively that it was a scam? Itõs like they composed those emails 

exclusively of red flags: littered with typos, strange sentence structures, 

Capitalized Words out of NoWhere. And o f course, the too -good-to-be-true 

premise of sending you ña òdistant relativeóñboatloads of cash to guard while 

the Prince gets his banking issues sorted.  

      Of course people still fell for them. But not us. Not the smart ones. We 

laughed about it.  

      And those phone scammers. Who were they trying to fool? Telling you to 

press 1 for your free iPad, or warning you about unpaid back taxes. Robots 

announcing that youõve won a cruise by tooting a horn as soon as you pick up. 

Iõd get that once or twice a month, and would put my phone on speaker so my 

coworkers could listen in. òOh, Iõve won a trip!ó Iõd say with mock jubilation. 

òWhoõs coming with me?!ó 

      Tinder was half catfish. People using photos scraped from Instagram and 

then asking you to visit www .[randomnonsense].ru to keep chatting. Or theyõd 

trade nudes and then blackmail you. Sextortion, itõs called. We shared memes 

about toying with scammers, or trying to convert them. Lots of Likes and 

Follows in that social media career path.  

      IT consta ntly warned us to be vigilant of scams at the office, forcing us to 

do asinine quizzes full of stock photos and following up with weekly reminders. 

I distinctly remember a co -worker next to me getting so frustrated with the 

warnings that he said, òWhat kind of idiots do they hire here?ó But we did see 

some sophisticated phishing attempts, like emails from a domain that looked 

exactly like ours except theyõd replaced an l with an i. At first glance, you 

couldnõt tell. Still, everyone knows not to share your password, right?  

      Hacking has always been an arms race. Scammers develop more 

sophisticated attacks, and in response the security side and the white -hats 

build more advanced protections. Back and forth, back and forth, like 

evolution at 100x speed. An d for the most part, it all evens out for hardware 

and software. Just not wetware. Not our brains.  

      As scammers see exponential progress in automated social engineering, us 

humans are stuck with an operating system thatõs a hundred thousand years 

old.  Weõll never catch up. Thereõs nothing we can do except drill security 
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tactics into everyone's head, only theyõre outdated by the time weõve made 

them routine.  

      Suddenly itõs not funny anymore. 

      Do you remember the first time you actually fell fo r one? I do. I checked 

into a hotel in New York, and then about an hour later I got a text saying my 

card had been declined.  

      When someone else falls for it, theyõre an idiot. Computer illiterate, foolish, 

gullible. But when it happened to me, I had n o shortage of excuses. I was in a 

hurry, my phone plan didnõt have roaming data, there were no Starbucks to 

dip into to steal Wi -Fi, Iõd had a couple drinks at the hotel bar. I could go on. 

      I called the number in the text. Youõd think Iõd get a funny feeling on the 

phone, but the guy spoke perfect English. He had all my info. Super polite, felt 

honest. He was just going to text me a confirmation number and Iõd have to 

read it out loud. It still sounds legit.  

      That was an expensive lesson.  

      I donõt remember the second time I got scammed. Or the third, fourth, 

tenth, fiftieth. But I think we all remember that first national emergency 

broadcast.  

      I was at my parentsõ, watching Border Security  with my dad. Then the 

screen blips and sudd enly weõre staring into the eyes of the President. Flip 

channels, but heõs on all of them. òMy fellow Americans, weõre in grave 

danger,ó he says. He warns of a foreign assault, an onslaught of scams and 

faked messages that look like official government com munications. Calls it an 

òideological attack on our freedomó, and the only defense is to immediately go 

dark. Turn off your phones, your TV, your internet. Disconnect to safety while 

our cyber forces fight back.  

      We rushed to unplug the TV and our lap tops, turned off the router, put 

our phones in the fridge. Not sure how that was supposed to help. Dad raced 

to the store and literally fought other shoppers over canned goods. Meanwhile, 

the rest of us got out candles and filled both bathtubs with water. It was like 

the End of Days.  

      Thatõs how seriously we took the cyber attack on the USA. And weõre 

Canadian . 

      24 hours later, we timidly powered one phone back on and discovered it 

was all a hoax. The President had been a digital dupe, meant to ke ep us offline 

while Russian hackers cleaned out millions of bank accounts. But hey, at least 

we werenõt the only ones who fell for it. 

      That was years ago. Governments gave mandatory courses on it, pointing 

out the skipped frames and how he looked odd  when he blinked. The world 

gained protection against fake -President -on-TV phishing attempts, but of 
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course the scams kept evolving, faster and faster. Now when my mom calls, I 

donõt know if itõs really her on the other side, or just the hollow echo of her 

data floating through cyberspace.  

      The only sure -fire way to avoid scams is to stay analog. Donõt surf. No 

phones. Only share important information face -to-face, and quietly. Online 

interaction is pointless, like a world where everyone you meet could  be a 

thousand rats stacked into a roughly humanoid shape and draped with a 

trench coat. Absolutely everything you do within range of a router can be used 

in a phishing attempt down the road, either against you, or against people you 

care about.  

      Migh t as well throw the whole internet away.  

      And to think, we used to laugh about it. How ridiculous the scams were, 

and how stupid you had to be to fall for one.  

      Ha, ha , ha. Real funny stuff.  

 

------  

 

Neo-opsis Science Fiction Magazine is produced out of Victoria, BC, Canada. 
 
      Neo-opsis Science Fiction 
Magazine is published by the 
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ς by Nicola Kapron 
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Rite of Passage ς by Julie Frost 
The Fossil Beds of Asgard ς by Russ Colson 
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http://www.neo-opsis.ca/Thirty-One.htm
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0,54/ˑ3 -//. 
 

by Swati Chavda 
 

(Previously published  in her poetry collection Love at the Speed of  Light , 2019.) ) 

 

                                            Weõll go traipsing together 

                                             across the nights  

                                             across the worlds ñ 

                                                        You  

                                                        and I.  

                                             You are  

                                             Plutoõs Moon. I am 

                                             the no -longer planet.  

 

----- - 

 

      [ŀŎƪƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ is an online 
speculative fiction magazine. We want 
to help widen the space for prose 
ǇƻŜǘǊȅΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘȅƭƛȊŜŘ 
prose. Not inept purple prose, of 
course, but controlled and well-
crafted wordsmithery that reflects the 
story, setting, theme, atmosphere, or 
philosophy it seeks to describe. 
 
    Contents of issue #21, Spring 2020. 
    Cover ς by P. Emerson Williams 
A Selection of Drinks from the Courts 
of the Five Silver Moons and the Seven 
Red Stars ς by Mari Ness 
A Galactic History of the Asmodean 
Fire Hoof ς by Alexandra Seidel 
Barley Wine and Potable Myths ς by 
Marie Vibbert 
When the Hawkweed Blooms  ς by 
Randall Hayes 
Tempus vernum ς by Michelle Jäger 
Old Fashioned ς by Steve Toase 
Whiskey and Bones ς A.Z. Louise 
        See    Lackington's #21 
 

https://lackingtons.com/issues/issue-21-spring-2020/
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HOW NOT TO DIE  
 

by Fran Skene 
 

(Previously unpublished)  

 

      The antique  shop  is supposed  to  be open  right  now.  Lucy  peers  through  

the  window.  Her  tanned  face stares  back,  with  the  seen-it -all  expression  

typical  of fellow  ex-military,  framed  by the  hood  of her  jacket.  Beyond  are 

reflections  of people  hurrying  past  in  watery  noon  sunlight.  

      The window  display  is of children õs dolls  in  a variety  of clothing  styles.  

Sheõs reminded  of her  first  doll,  baby -sized,  under  the  tree  Christmas  morning  

the  last  year  she believed  in  Santa  Claus.  

      One doll,  in  a sort  of G-I Joe outfit,  appears  to  look  directly  at  her.  

Experimentally,  she steps  sideways.  Its  head  and  brown -lashed  eyes follow  her  

movement.  

      Just  an  illusion.  

      She remembers  Mark  again,  his  dear  face, during  that  night  last  year  in  

Lima.  òIõm also  fated  to  die early,ó he said,  òbut  Iõve heard  of a seer who  can  fix  

that. ó 

      òYeah,  right, ó she responded,  and  Mark  laughed.  A month  later,  he failed  

to  return  to  the  base after  a weekõs leave. 

      òSorry  Iõm late  opening. ó A voice from  behind  her,  clear  in  spite  of traffic  

noise.  

      She turns  and  sees a woman  leaning  on a cane.  Long  black  hair  with  white  

roots.  Face of stretched  skin  with  the  look  of too  many  facelifts.  

      òWhereõs Rafael?ó Lucy  asks.  òHe told  me on the phone  that  ...ó 

      òHeõs at  an  auction  right  now.ó 

      òAnd  you  are ...  ?ó 

      òAlicia , his  sister. ó The woman  opens  the  shop  door.  òCome in.ó 

      Inside,  the  shop  is dim,  lit  by a pair  of bulbs  in  the  ceiling.  And  it  smells  

dusty,  typical  of other  antique  shops  sheõs visited.  

      The woman  is staring  at  her.  òWhat  can  I help  you  with? ó 

      òI...  uh... ó 

      òYouõre not  looking  for  an  antique,  I think. ó 

      òNo, I'm  hoping  Rafael  can  help  me.ó 

      The old  womanñAliciañsits  down  with  a sigh  behind  a small  counter  

that õs taken  up  mostly  with  an  old -fashioned  cash  register.  She points  at  a 

chair.  òTell  me about  it.ó 

      òAll  right. ó Lucy  sits  down,  her  back  to  the  shop  door.  
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      òSomeone  read  your  fate,  I assume, ó Alicia  says. òAt  your  first  menses?ó 

      òYes. She was a member  of my  aunt õs church,  in  San Diego.ó 

      òI know  itõs a tradition  in  some places,  but  did  you  really  want  to  know  

when  youõll  die?ó 

      òDunno.  But  what  adolescent  really  believes  in  mortality?  Aft er college I 

enlisted  in  the  army  and  deployed  to  South  America  because  I knew  I'd  live  

through  it.  Now,  though.... ó Lucy  takes  a deep breath.  òIõm supposed  to  die 

tonight. ó 

      òSometimes  I wonder  if  fate  is only  a matter  of odds.  You might  have died  

in  battle. ó Alicia  pauses.  òOr  were you  doing  support? ó 

      òNo, I volunteered  for  front -line  missions.  Once, my  convoy  got blown  up,  

and  I survived,  unhurt. ó 

      And  she failed  to do her  job  as lookout,  she doesnõt  add.  Not my  fault.  

Sheõd told  the  captain  she was hung  over before  they  set out.  At least  Mark  

was  gone by  then.  

      òDo you  know  the  manner  of your  death?ó Alicia  asks.  

      òNo. She did  say something  about  being  wi th  a soulmate,  whatever  that  

means.ó Lucy  twists  on the  chair.  It  feels hard  under  her  skinny  butt.  òI do 

know  the  accredited  Readers  can  be believed.  People die when  theyõre 

supposed  to.ó 

      òYet here  you  are.ó 

      òWorth  a try.ó 

      The door  dings  and  Lucy  looks  behind  her.  

      A gray -haired  man  enters  the  shop.  òNot  much  of an  auction. ó 

      Lucy  recognizes  his  basso  voice from  the  phone.  Rafael . He closes a long  

black  umbrella  and  places  it  in  a basket  by the  door.  

      òYou have a customer, ó Alicia  says to  him.  

      Rafael  turns.  òYou must  be Lucy .ó 

      So this  is the  seer she has  searched  for.  Lucy  notes  laugh  lines,  and  

relaxes  slightly.  

      The seer sits  down  beside  his  sister  and  leans  forward.  òAs I said  on the  

phone,  I can help  you.  Together,  we can  reinterpret  the  meaning  of your  fate.  

Did  you  bring  the  payment? ó 

      òIn  here.ó She taps  her  purse,  now  fat  with  a bag of American  twenties.  

      òGood.ó Rafael  extends  his  hand.  

      Lucy  hesitates;  she exhausted  her  savings  to  obtain  these.  But  what  good 

would  they  do her  after  tonight?  She places  the  bag on the  counter.   

      The seer reaches  in,  pulls  out  several  bills  at  random,  and  examines  them.  

Finally  he nods  and  looks  up.  òWe can  start  now.ó 

      Lucyõs breath  catches.  That  easy?  



11 
 

      Alicia  is looking  at  something  over Lucyõs shoulder.  

      Following  the  old  womanõs gaze, Lucy  expects  to  see another  customer  but  

no one is there.  

      She shrugs  and  turns  back.  

      òI donõt  know,  brother,  whether  she is a good fit  for  this. ó Alicia  frowns  at  

Rafael.  

      òI can  help  her.ó Rafael  sounds  defensive,  as though  the  two  of them  have 

had  this  discussion  before.  He returns  his  attention  to  Lucy . òBut  itõs up  to  

you.ó 

      What  alternative  does she have? Lucy  nods.  Yes.  

      The seer gets up  and  beckons.  òIn  here.ó He points  to  an  interior  doorway.  

      Lucy  stands  and  follows  him,  feeling  Alicia's  worried  gaze behind  her.  

 

***  

      There  is darkness  beyond  a window,  wit h lights  casting  intermittent  circles  

of yellow  on an  empty  street.  

      Where  am  I? The last  thing  she remembers  is Rafael  snuffing  the  last  

candle  after  that  long  ritual.   

      òIõm sorry,  Lucy .ó A whispery  sound.  

      She tries  to  turn.  Only  her  head  moves,  slowly,  and  her  eyes. 

      Itõs the  G-I Joe doll.  

      She concentrates  and  at  last  gets the  words  out  through  an  unmoving  

mouth.  òHow you...  I...  ?ó 

      òIõm sorry,"  the  doll  says again.  òI shouldn õt  have told  you  about  this  guy.  

Though  I'm  glad  youõre here  to  talk  with.  The others  have mostly  stopped. ó 

      Oh my  god.  òMark? ó 

      òYes. I followed  my  own  advice  and  look  how  I ended  up.ó 

      òI looked  for  you.ó 

      òAnd  here  I am,  cheating  death. ó The bitterness  is clear  even in  Mark's  

whispering  doll  voice.  òWelcome  to  the  world  of the  In -Between.ó 

      Lucy  weeps but  no tears  run  down  a face she canõt  feel.  

  

-- ----   

 
SF CANADA 
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THE BUNNY MAN  
 

by Richard Stevenson 
 

 (Previously unpublished)  

 

                                   This creep ainõt no cryptid critter! 

                                   More Ted Bundy than Easter bunny,  

                                   however cute, fluffy and fuzzy  

                                   his bunny ears appear to be.  

  

                                   Stand back!   Heõs got an axe! 

                                   Gonna give you forty whacks,  

                                   put Lizzie Borden in the shade.  

                                   You wonõt be lookinõ for Easter eggs! 

  

                                   Whatõs with the rabbit ears?  

                                   Couldnõt find a blue ox sidekick 

                                   or match Paul Bunyan blow for blow  

                                   choppinõ trees or hammerinõ railroad ties? 

  

                                   Thought youõd try the easier enterprise 

                                   of deliverinõ evil with a stroke? 

                                   Something definitely broke inside you.  

                                   Eth er Bunny maybe?   Rubber Ranch escapee?  

  

                                   Or just get tired of chopping cords  

                                   of wood to keep your cabin heated?  

                                   Tired of catching scrawny rabbits  

                                   and other rodents for your stews?    

  

                                   Lost a few screws, scratchinõ for 

                                   tubers or pickinõ magic mushrooms 

                                   outta the cow p ies in the farmersõ fields? 

                                   Take a load of buckshot up the wazoo?  

  

                                   Wanna get even for all the times  

                                   Daddy took a belt to you as a kid?  

                                   Rape and pillage no longer do it for you?  

                                   Rabbit ears only pull in three stations?  
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                                  Parents couldnõt afford an aerial back 

                                  in the wacky sixties before Cable or Netflix?  

                                  Hidinõ under the bed while your parents 

                                  put the bunnies in your cages to shame  

  

                                  get you thinkinõ more long range?  Who knows?  

                                  Tryinõ to tune you in with electro-shock  

                                  didnõt seem to knock the stuffinõ outta you. 

                             Or maybe youõre just tryinõ to stuf f some back in.  

  

------ 
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BEMUSED  
 

by Arlene F. Marks 
 

(Previously unpublished)  

 

      Danna Olsen sensed the familiar gloomy presence in her room even before 

she opened her eyes and saw the dark cloud hovering over the foot of her bed.  

      òYou again,ó she moaned. òWhat is it this time? Somebody sprained an 

ankle three farms over? A soup pot boiled d ry on some unattended stove?ó 

      The cloud did not reply. It did, however, scud over to the window when she 

threw back her blanket. She couldnõt decide whether it was protecting her from 

curious eyes as she dressed or simply moving to get a better view.  

      òWhy wonõt you go away?ó she demanded. It was a rest day, a day of 

freedom from the clutch of children she normally taught and cared for while 

their parents worked the various farms in the area. Danna loved being a 

schoolteacher, but it was demandin g in ways that made her cherish her 

personal time. Today she had hoped to spend it immersed in a book, not 

running around investigating alleged portents.  

      Iõm your muse, the cloud replied inside her head, in the voices of her 

brother and her cousin Be cky.  

      òWhoever told you that was lying.ó Danna aimed the toes of her right foot 

into a sock and shoved, extra hard. òMuses are made of light, and they help 

people. They inspire them to create, or they guide them to safety, or they 

strengthen their bo dies as they strive for excellence.ó 

      So Iõve heard. A new voice this time, belonging to Mr. Carmichael, the egg 

man from down the road. Memories of his overturned cart last week splashed 

across her mind.  

      òAll you ever do is bring me bad news and send me on foolõs errands.ó 

      Yes. It still doesnõt change what I am. Three familiar voices, one after the 

other.  

      òWhat you are is a nuisance,ó she declared, pulling her favorite slacks out 

of the closet.  

      Your uncle named me.  A child's v oice this time.   

      Yes, he had, she recalled, right after dropping his tea mug on the floor and 

uttering something in the sort of language that children werenõt normally 

allowed to hear.  

      It had happened eight years earlier. Danna had been twelve,  two years past 

the age by which most of the children in the colony acquired a muse. No one 

knew exactly where these tiny luminous beings came from, but they were 
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intelligent, they were generous, and they seemed to gravitate toward the 

young. Once paired w ith one of the alien creatures, a human was òbemusedó 

for life.  

      That Danna wasn't came as no surprise. Her only demonstrated 

inclinations to that point had been a dogged curiosity, a love of reading, and a 

bossy attitude toward her younger cousins.  

      By her twelfth birthday, Danna was telling herself that not everyone 

needed a muse. Perhaps it was better not to rely on another being for 

inspiration. Perhaps she was fortunate to be able to find it within herself.  

      Nonetheless, when a small fl uffy cloud materialized in her bedroom early 

one morning and addressed her by name, relief flooded her body. She felt as 

though she'd reached the top of the mountain and could finally stop climbing. 

The fact that she'd been chosen by a cloud and not a ligh t was of little concern 

to her. Danna hummed happily as she came downstairs for breakfast that day, 

with her new friend trailing behind her.  

      Uncle Mats was standing in the front hall, sipping his customary tea. He 

turned at the sound of her footsteps, a smile on his lips. An instant later the 

mug lay in pieces and the tea in a puddle on the hard wooden floor, and the 

shock stamped on his weathered features stopped her in her tracks.  

      òA harbinger!ó he rasped, pointing excitedly with rapid jabbing motions at 

the cloud. òDanna, itõs notñyouõve got toñ!ó Then his mouth snapped shut 

and he fled out the front door.  

      Drawn by the commotion, Aunt Suzanne emerged from her studio. Sheõd 

been painting ñthe glow of her muse illuminated the slic e of room visible 

through the doorway. Suzanne cast a regretful look back over her shoulder. 

Then, with a confirming  glance at the mess in the hall and a curious one at the 

cloud coming down the stairs, she went to fetch a broom and some rags. It had 

been another full day before Mats could bring himself to look his niece in the 

face. 

      According to the colonyõs common lexicon, a harbinger was a warning, 

foretelling the later arrival of something big and important. Danna had to 

admit, the cloud had been looking much more threatening lately, like one of 

the thunder hammers that built up in the sky before a heavy storm.  

      On the other hand, the òportentsó she had already witnessedñeight yearsõ 

worth of minor annoyances ñhardly added up in her mind to a  major disaster.  

      Danna stood in front of her closet, choosing a top to go with her dark green 

slacks. Pulling on a matching tunic, she fastened a belt of woven leather strips 

around her waist and stepped in front of the mirror to adjust the drape of the 

cloth.  
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      Green was the color of Earthõs oceans. Perhaps she would read Moby Dick  

today. Or Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea . Her father had loved the 

classic novels of their home world. Now, reading them always made her feel as 

though his spi rit was nearby, sharing them with her.  

      Downstairs.  The voice was her uncle õs this time.  

      Danna whirled to stare at the cloud. òWhat about downstairs?ó she 

demanded.  

      Bad news. Downstairs.  

      òDanna, we have a guest who wants to meet you.ó  

      It took her a moment to realize that her auntõs voice was real and coming 

from the other side of her door. There was a visitor. Bearing bad news? Or 

perhaps bad intentions? In the mirror, the cloud hovered black and roiling 

behind her. Danna drew a deep breath and left her bedroom.  

      Sitting in the front room was a plain -faced woman wearing city -made 

clothesñtailored, with gem -shaped buttons that glittered in the light. She 

stood up as Danna reached the bottom of the stairs. The womanõs dark eyes 

shifted to register the storm cloud floating just behind. Then she turned to 

Uncle Mats and said quietly, òThatõs it?ó  

      He nodded.  

      òAnd she doesnõt know what it signifies?ó 

      òShe was just a child when it first appeared. It would have been cruel to 

tell her then. Now it would be cruel not  to tell her.ó 

      òSo you believe sheõs ready?ó 

      All this urgent muttering about her as though she wasnõt there was 

making Danna impatient. òReady for what?ó she chimed in. 

      Aunt Suzanne put  a soothing arm around her shoulders. òDo you 

remember the very first time a cloud came to you? You were quite young.ó 

      òI was twelve,ó Danna corrected her.  

      Suzanne threw her husband a pleading look. òMaybe itõs best if we justñó 

      òNo,ó Mats declared. òIf this is her lot in life then she needs to know 

everything.ó 

      Bad news , the cloud confirmed.  

      òYouõd better sit down, girl,ó he told her. Uncertainly, Danna lowered 

herself onto the sofa beside him. òWhen you were just four years old, your 

parents went on a sailing expedition, leaving you in our care. Two weeks later I 

found you on the back porch, talking to what appeared to be a puff of smoke. 

You were reciting numbers. Every day for the next week, you sat on the porch 

reciting nu mbers, a different string of them each day. I thought it was curious, 

so I wrote them down. Then the wrecked hull of your parentsõ boat was found 

washed up on a beach on the southern land mass. No bodies were recovered. 
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But all at once the numbers made sen se. We checked. They were coordinates, 

changing each day as the ocean currents moved the wreck closer to shore.ó 

      Something inside Danna was spinning like the useless wheel of 

Carmichael's overturned cart. òSo the harbinger came to warn me that my 

par ents were dead or dying. It told me where to find them so that I could tell 

you,ó she said numbly. 

      òDarling, Iõm so sorry! We didnõt understandñó 

      òHush, Su!ó Mats commanded her. 

      òWhen the harbinger returned eight years ago,ó said the visitor from the 

city, òyour uncle informed us immediately. Weõve been on high alert ever 

since.ó 

      òAnd does your presence here today mean that you know what itõs been 

trying to warn me about? Because I honestly have no idea.ó 

      The womanõs expression softened. òItõs taken eight years for the message to 

arrive here from Earth, but yes, Danna, we finally know.ó A pause, then, 

òThere has been a war. Nuclear weapons were involved. The Earth we 

remember, that youõve been reading about in your fatherõs books é that planet 

no longer exists.ó 

      Comprehension broke over Danna in a suffocating wave. The harbinger 

could assemble brief verbal messages using the voices stored in her memory, 

but new information had to be communicated in symbols. Injure d limbs, 

crashed vehicles, sudden fires ñit worked with whatever was at hand, pointing 

her at clues and hoping she would be able to solve them in time to sound a 

warning.  

      No, she corrected herself, it wasn õt the harbinger õs hope, it was the 

colonyõs.  

      Uncle Mats was gazing at her with pain in his eyes. Danna swallowed 

hard, but the bitter taste in her mouth persisted as she recalled his earlier 

words. This was her lot in life, heõd said. To be tormented with riddles and 

vague premonitio ns, understood only in hindsight. To pass them along to 

others if asked. Like an ancient Greek oracle. That wasnõt so bad. There was a 

reason seers were elderly. Eventually, she would learn to interpret the 

harbinger's language, but only ifé!  

      As tho ugh through a veil, Danna watched the cloud grow pale and 

dissipate. Donõt come back, she begged it.  

      I am cursed, it whispered sadly in her own voice . I have no choice.  

  

------  
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ILLUSION  
 

by Melanie Marttila 
 

(Previously unpublished)  

 

it is barely  

something  

pulled  

soft  

green and  

simple  

from mind  

something  

teased with  

gentle tongue  

from folds of  

grey matter  

then given  

like Houdiniõs key 

mouth to mouth resuscitation  

of a different kind.  

promise of  

death defied with this  

small green simple  

something  

a kiss and a  

flick of wrist.  

 

------  
      Lƴ ƻƴŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŜǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǘƘŜ aƛǊǊƻǊ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ IƻǳŘƛƴƛΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ, Bess, is said to have walked on stage and kissed him, 

passing him the key to the cuffs he wore. 

------  
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A VIEW FROM THE CHEAP SEATS 
 

by Sylvia Son 
 

(Previously unpublished)  

 

 

      11:45p .m.  

      The lobby of the movie theatre was occupied with the woman standing  at 

the ticket booth , a bored teenager at the concession stand , and two young 

women staring at the movie posters that were framed in cracked glass covered 

in grime.  

      òMidnight Massacre ?ó Bea said. òSleepaway Camp ? Jesus, is there 

anything here that is made in this century? How is this place still open?ó 

      As far as Bea could remember the place had been open since forever, 

probably even before she was born. Opened only at night. She never came here 

by herself . It was too grungy, too cheap looking and definitely had many health 

violations. But oh , no, Jane insi sted they check the place out.  

      òWho cares?ó Jane said. she pointed at a poster. òLook they have Midnight 

Dark Terrors  here.ó 

      òIsnõt that title redundant?ó 

      òNo, itõs meant to emphasize fear.ó 

      She knew Jane was a B -movie fan. With her  collection she could easily 

start a video rental store , were there a demand for something so retro.  

      òSounds stupid,ó Bea said. God, why was she here. They could have gone 

to the multiplex and seen something recent.  

      òItõs not stupid. Itõs intense. Itõs real.ó 

      Bea glanced at the poster of the ô70s version of The Texas Chainsaw 

Massacre  and gave her the side eye. òA guy with a mask made of human skin 

is real?ó 

      òYou know what I mean.ó she pointed at the Midnight Dark Terrorsõ poster. 

òYou wonõt regret it.ó 

      Probably w ould , but they had missed the last screening at the multiplex 

and she didnõt want to go home yet. 

      They walked to the ticket counter, the woman manning it painting her 

nails green.  

      òIõll pay for this and you can owe me later,ó muttered Jane.  

      The ticker operator didnõt even bother to look up. òCan I help you?ó 

      òTwo for Midnight Dark Terrors .ó 

      òThe only showing is at 11:55.ó 
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      òI know. Thatõs why weõre here.ó 

      She stopped painting, the little brush still touching the thumbnail. She 

looked up. òYou are aware?ó 

      òYup,ó Jane said. 

      The ticket seller  paused for a second. òSoé cheap  seats balcony , or front 

row  downstairs ?ó 

      òCheap seats, of course,ó Jane  said. The choice was clear.  

      òReally?ó 

      òUh huh.ó 

      Bea almost missed the womanõs left eyebrow raised for a second. òTwenty 

dollars,ó the woman said. 

      òTwenty bucks?ó Bea almost screamed  at the price.  

      òEach,ó the operator said. 

      òEach? Thatõs forty bucks! How is that the cheap seats?ó 

      òYou want downstairs  then? Thatõs ten dollars. If you can afford that,ó she 

said snottily.  

      òFineñó Bea said. 

      òNo!ó Jane cut in. òNo, weõll take the cheap seats. Weõll definitely take the 

cheap  seats.ó She pulled out her card and waved it. òYou take credit cards?ó 

      The ticket operator didnõt roll her eyes, but she did curl  the side of her 

mouth into a sneer. òOf course.ó 

      The upper balcony was unoccupied. The seats of the first five rows near 

the railing were worn but adequately patched up enough to sit on . All the rest 

of the seat s had been  removed entirely.  

      òSweet,ó Jane said. òWe have the choice of seats. Come on, we need to be 

in the first row.ó 

      If Jane looked down below, she would have seen rows and rows of clean 

and well upholstered seats  and probably lost her mind with outrage, b ut she 

was too busy looking at the floor she was walking on .  

      òUgh,ó Bea said. òI think stepped on gum. I hope that was gum.ó 

      òIgnore it,ó Jane examined each seat and found two in the first row. òHere, 

th ese are the best seat s in the house.ó She sat down and planted her feet on 

the balcony ledge. òWe have at least 10 more minutes before it starts.ó 

      Bea noticed  a rip in her seat and sponge stuffing oozing out. She didnõt 

want to sit on that for ten minutes  thinking of nothing else . òIõm going to the 

bathroom. Save my spot.ó 

      Once Bea was in the lobby she wonder ed what to do . She could leave but 

Jane had gon e to the trouble of driving them here. Wouldnõt be fair to abandon 

her. Besides, too far to walk.  She tried to pass the time by reading the credits 

on the movie posters. Thought she was alone until  she felt a bump against her 
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back.  

      òOh! Excuse me.ó A young womanõs voice. 

      Bea turned to see a pretty goth girl. Her hair was black with blonde streaks 

and she wore black eyeliner and black lipstick.  

      òYou here to see this?ó She pointed at the poster Bea had been reading.  

      òUh , no, that  one.ó Bea replied, gesturing  at a door which  had the number 

6 on it. Which was weird because  there was only three screening  rooms in the 

theatre. But not as weird as paying twenty dollars for crappy seats.  

      òMidnight Dark Terrors ?ó The gi rl  took two steps back  from her.  

      Great, Bea thought. Now she thinks Iõm weird . 

      òFront row or balcony?ó 

      No point in  trying to impress her. òBalcony.ó 

      The girl  took several more steps away from her. òWow. Thatõs pretty ballsy 

to watc h the midnight showing. I know, I was in there a few weeks ago .ó Bea 

noticed she kept glancing  at the front doors  of the lobby . 

      òIõve never seen it. Is it any good?ó 

      òThe movie? Itõs okay éó The girl  kept  looking  back  and forth between Bea 

and the front doors.  

      òThat doesnõt sound very promising.ó 

      òNo, itõs a great experience. Youõll never forget it. You wonõt believe what 

youõre seeing, because itõs all true éó She seemed excited, but maybe it was 

nerves?  

      òI thought you said the movie was merely okay.ó 

      òItõs not just the movie. Itõs the entire experience. It will change you for 

life.ó 

      She was overselling this. But since she was here maybe misery loved 

company.  òDo you want to see this again?ó 

      òNo!ó The girl jumpe d, as if  shocked at her own vehemence. òI mean, no. 

Once is enough for me.ó She looked over her shoulder and exhaled in relief. òI 

think thatõs my friend calling me. Enjoy the show.ó She tore out of the lobby 

and into the stree t outside as fast as she could.  

      Okay, Bea thought. She thinks Iõm a freak. Terrific.  

      Three couples walked to ward  door six. Bea wasnõt sure if they were 

intending to go downstairs or up into the balcony.  One couple wore black 

coats, another wore  yellow raincoat and the last couple wore clear plastic 

coat s. Which made no sense since it wasnõt even raining outside. 

      She checked her phone. Ah, less than two minutes before it start s. 

      The lights in the theatre was halfway down  by the time Bea arrived in the 

balcony . Jane was flipping through her phone and didnõt even bother to react 

as Bea sat  down next to her.  
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      òYou took your time.ó 

      òUh, yeah.ó 

      òThought you were going to bail because you pussed out.ó 

      òNo way.  Iõm not a wimp.ó  

      òGood.ó 

      Bea turned her head to check the three couples  now seated behind her . 

They were taking out binoculars. Okay, sure they were far from the screen b ut 

they werenõt that far. The screen was so huge, they could see it all. Why hadnõt 

they chosen the front row?  òHey,ó she said to the couples. òThereõs plenty of 

room here. And itõs closer.ó 

      The couple wearing matching black coats waved off the offer . òDonõt worry. 

Weõre fine this way.ó 

      òWhatever.ó Curious, Bea leaned over the railing, then  growled  in outrage. 

òJane, a re you serious? Look how much better the ground floor is than up 

here! Look at it!ó she pointed down below. 

      òWill you sit back?. Youõre making a scene.ó 

      òCome on.  How is that fair?ó Bea leaned further to scan the rows. òI swear 

it smells better down there.ó 

      òThatõs not possible.ó Jane said. 

      òNo, I think  it smells like lemon cleaner and fresh leather seats.ó 

      òSit down or youõll fall over.ó 

      òShhh!ó The guy in clear plastic. òWe came all this way for the  show so 

donõt ruin it for the rest of us here.ó 

      òShhh, yourself!ó Bea didnõt get it. W hy the fuss?  

      òJust relax.ó 

      òNo, theyõre acting like theyõre seeing the moon landing. How come?ó 

      òYouõll see,ó Jane said. 

      Bea stewed for 20 seconds of silence , then finally cracked.  

      òWe should be down there. What does it matter where we sit?ó 

      òIt matters a lot.ó Jane said very low and without any humour. She 

checked the clock on her phone. òNow shut up. Itõs about to start.ó 

      The lights dimmed further  and then the screen flashed words in   scratchy 

red letters.  

      Pre-show in  10.  

      òPre-show?ó 

      The message changed on the screen.  

      Nine.  

      Eight.  

      Seven. 

      Bea became nervous and a cold dread filled the pit of her stomach her as 
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each number flashed on the screen counting down  to one.  It didnõt reassure 

her when she checked behind her  and noted  the couples were gripping their 

binoculars  tightly,  with wide eyes and wide toothy grins. They were practically 

salivating at each number as it appeared, creep ing  Bea out.  

      òWe need to leave.ó 

      òWait for it.ó 

      Six.  

      òWe should get out of here.ó 

      Five.  

      òJust wait. At least stay for the pre-show.ó 

      Four.  

      Three.  

      A buzzer from above.  

      òWhat was that?ó 

      Jane shrugged. òThey locked the doors.ó 

      òThe fuck?ó Bea jumped out of her seat and ran to the exit.  

      Two.  

      One.  

      The screen went black.  

      Three blasts of an air horn and then s he heard a wet hiss from below . 

Somewhere someone screech ed like a frightened owl . 

      Maybe she should have remai n near the doors, but she was too curious to 

know what was going on  to stay put . 

      She walked to the edge of the railing and peered down. Even in the half -lit 

theatre she could see people had gotten out of their seats and  were milling  

around in a state  of confusion . Oddly, t hey looked like  theyõd been dipped in 

red paint. A smell from down below reached up to the balcony , a familiar 

metallic smell . 

      òWhat is this?ó a woman screamed, her arms thrust out to stare at her 

hands.  

      Bea found herself  gazing  fixedly at the crowd below as she stumbled along 

the balcony railing back toward her seat.  

      A man with a black t -shirt lifted his hands  up to his face and sniffed them . 

òOh shit, I think this is blood.ó 

      Another blast from the air horn an d the screen lit up . A low moan filled the 

theatre  é from behind the screen? The people below turned to gape. 

      òHere!ó Bea almost jumped as a binocular was shoved in her face by Jane. 

òSee and believe!óó 

      A black spot in the centre of the screen started small but pulsed in and out 

bigger and bigger till  the surface cracked and peeled sections of the screen 
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away from the centre  to reveal tendrils that unfurled and stretched out to the 

corners of the screen. Once each tentacle touched a corner it began to split in 

two  and then split  again. Then the tips of all the  tendril s peeled away from  the 

borders of the canvas screen and thrust straight out to curl against a cheek or 

around the neck of movi egoers too stun ned  with fear to attempt to flee . 

      Bea felt oddly jealous watching something so weird and awesome that she 

wasnõt able to actually  experience because Jane had insisted on sitting in the 

crap seats  far above and removed from the action . 

      And then,  as if an invisible switch had suddenly been thrown,  the 

tentacles changed from tentative and tender to  sudde n violen ce as each   

wrapped itself around the neck of a victim.  People tried to scream but that just 

made the  tentacles  squeeze all the more  and the only sounds were wet chokes. 

When one woman tried to claw at her neck the tendril gripping her  whipped 

back and forth and Bea hear the sickening crack of a br eaking  neck , saw  the 

woman dangle limp.  

      More tentacles pushed out from the screen,  the new ones  serrated and 

wrapped in barbed wire. They reached out to each imprisoned movie goer and 

slowly snaked around the ir  bodies until each man and woman were covered in 

torn clothes and ripped flesh, all drenched in their own blood.  

      The smoo th tendrils loosened their grips around peopleõs necks and 

slithered down to wrap  around the upper torso of their bodies.  

      òWhat are they doing?ó Bea said. 

      òWait for it,ó Jane said. 

      The upper tentacle s pulled in one direction while the barbed tentacles 

lower down pulled in the o pposite direction . They pulled and pulled until a 

scream and a sickeningly wet rip saw each moviegoer torn in half s plattering  

blood and bits of entrails all over the seats.  A few stray drops of blood 

splattered the side of Beaõs face. 

      It was surreal to see each person below hanging in two pieces. Even 

weirder  when the  air horn sounded again and all the dead men and women 

were jerked into the screen which somehow healed whole  behind them in an 

instant. Then t he lights went out and the people from the balcony were sitting 

in the theatre in darkness.  

      Should I scream? Bea wondered, or is it too late for that?  

      Ten seconds later the lights from the projectionist room li t up and on the 

screen appeared  a title: Midnight Dark Terrors . 

      òGreat, itõs starting.ó Jane said. òCome on, sit back and enjoy.ó 

      Bea, still shell -shocked , turned to Jane. òWhaté Wasé That?ó 

      òThe pre-show,ó Jane said. òNow sit.ó 

      òAre the doors still locked?ó 
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      òNope. You can leave if you want. But youõll miss out on a classic.ó 

      òWe witnessed multiple murders by whatever that thing was. Is that 

normal?ó 

      òIt is not. Does it matter?ó 

      Bea collapsed back int o her seat with a grunt. òDid the people down there 

know what was going to happen  to them ?ó 

      òOf course not. Well, maybe a few of them , if they  are into that kind of 

thing. You know, s uicide cults, stuff like that. Who cares . I donõt. Do you?ó 

      òUh, I donõt know. A bit much to take in.ó 

      Jane flashed a beatific smile. òFace it. Admit it . Before they were torn 

apart, you resented being up here instead of down there.ó 

      òYeah, I guess so. ó 

       òArenõt you glad to be alive after seeing that? And that it wasnõt you?ó 

      òWhyé yes. Feels good, now that I think about it. ó 

      Bea settled back  to watch the movie . She noted  the theatre still reeked  of 

blood and leather . Pretty good Smello rama , actually. Definitely got her  moneyõs 

worth. Go od show.  

  

------   
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