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Editorial

This issue was supposed to come out last December. Alas, | fell behind, as
| did in all my writing projects, mainly because | had taken on too many
projects. The kicker i1s | stildl couldndot fi
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 | ist for more than half a century. I
being accepted by a mainstream publisher. But this is the era of se If-

publication! | 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 |

donodt;lcoadr ef e el i mmense satisfacti dmoekvwery ti

spine and saw my name onit.

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 atte
likeyourmain character and dondét think anyone els
Graeme improved since then? Inquiring minds want to know.

Just to make it easy on myself, tofree up some needed ti me,
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 magazi ne wo n Bidkedbtalkeanuc h o
Rhea Rose, a professional Canadian poet, into helming the magazine as editor.

l 611l jJust be Itdhvee Kwnlolwins Rehre.a f or many years
faith in her ability t o produce a superb magazine. She and | have different
tastes, so wil/ represent two oOvoiementay i n p

to each other.

Which reminds me, this month, February, is my open submissions
wi ndow. 't wonot hgbtorcHelouarg 28 th.iSb dendlihiyaln
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 | 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
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SCIFAIKU #9

byRoxanne Barbour

(Previously unpublished)

sparkles

catch notice

descending slow particles
lunar ba se

destroyed
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The Best Short Stories and Poems from

Cover:Space Forceby Michael Dean Jackson
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WE USED TO LAUGH
ByMartin Mnks

(Previously published in the online magazine LitUp.)

Do you remember your first email from a Nigerian Prince? How you knew
i nstinctively that it was a scam? [ tds I|ike
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 sendingyou fia 0di st an fi boatmddsdf casheoq@uard 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 youdve won a cruise by toot
|l 6d get t hat o nrtheandwould pwtimg ghona onrsgeaker so my
coworkers could Ilisten in. 00Oh, |1 06ve won a
OWhoo6és coming with me?! 6

Tinder was half catfish. People using photos scraped from Instagram and
then askingyoutovistwww . [ randomnonsense].ru to keep
trade nudes and then blackmail you. Sextort
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.
| distinctly remember a co  -worker next to me getting so frustrated with the
warnings that hedsaifd, doWhat dloi m heydidséer e he
some sophisticated phishing attempts, like emails from a domain that looked

exactly |i ke ours except theydd replaced an

couldndot tell. Still, ever passwad rigmdws not to
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 t
old. We 6| | never catch up. Thereds nothing we



tactics into everyone's head, only theydre
them routine.
Suddenly itds not funny anymore.
Do you remember the first time you actually fell fo r one? | do. | checked
into a hotel in New York, and then about an hour later | got a text saying my
card had been declined.

When someone else falls for it, theydre a
gullible. But when it happened to me, | had n o shortage of excuses. | was in a
hurry, my phone plan didndét have roaming da
dip into to steal Wi -F i | 6d had a couple drinks at t he
|l called the number i n t hefunnyfeelingonthe udd t h
phone, but the guy spoke perfect English. He had all my info. Super polite, felt
honest. He was just going to text me a conf

read it out loud. It still sounds legit.
That was an expensive lesson.

|l dondét remember the second ti me I got sc.
tenth, fiftieth. But | think we all remember that first national emergency
broadcast.

|l was at my par é@ardesSecurityw avith enrdae ghen the
screen blipsandsudd enly wedre staring into the eyes
channel s, but heds on all of t hem. oMy fell
danger, 6 he says. He warns of a foreign ass
faked messages that look like official government com munications. Calls it an
oOideol ogi cal attack on our freedomo, and th

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.
Thatds how seriously we took the cyber at-
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 werenod6t 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, |

dondét know i f i1itds really her on the ot
data floating through cyberspace.

Theonlysure -f i re way to avoid scams is to
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-opsisScience Fiction Magazins produced out of Victoria, BC, Canada.

Neo-opsis Science Fiction : RS .3 $5.00
Magazine is published by the| . .
husband and wife team Karl N E D = O P 8 I 8
and Stephanie Johanson. Thi -Science Fiction Magazine
first issue of Neapsis L =
Science Fiction Magazine wa
printed October D, 2003.
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2007 and in 2009.
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bySwati Chavda

(Previously published in her poetry collection

We 6| | g o
across the nights

Love at the Speed of Light, 2019.) )

traipsing together

across the worlds A

You
and I.
You are

Pl ut od s

Mo on. I am

the no -longer planet.
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Issue 21 / Spring 2020
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HOW NOT TO DIE
byFran Skene

(Previously unpublished)

The antigue 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 & dolls in a variety of clothing styles.
She& 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-1 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. ddn also fated to die early, 6 he said, dbut |&e heard of a seer who can fix
that. 0

OYeah, right, 6 she responded, and Mark laughed. A month later, he failed
to return to the base after a week® leave.

aSorry |@n late opening. 6 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.

OWhere & Rafael?6 Lucy asks. oHe told me on the phone that ...0

oHe® at an auction right now. 6

0And you are ... ?0

QAlicia , his sister. 6 The woman opens the shop door. dCome in. 6

Inside, the shop is dim, lit by a pair of bulbs in the ceiling. And it smells
dusty, typical of other antique shops she® visited.

The woman is staring at her. dWhat can | help you with? 6

d... uh... 6

OYoud@e not looking for an antique, | think. 0

oNo, I'm hoping Rafael can help me.o

The old woman fi Alicia i sits down with a sigh behind a small counter
that & taken up mostly with an old-fashioned cash register. She points at a
chair. oOTell me about it. 6

QAIl right. 6 Lucy sits down, her back to the shop door.
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oSomeone read your fate, | assume, 0 Alicia says. OAt your first menses? 0

oYes. She was a member of my aunt & church, in San Diego. 6

d know it& a tradition in some places, but did you really want to know
when youdl die?6

obunno. But what adolescent really believes in mortality? After college |
enlisted in the army and deployed to South America because | knew I'd live
through it. Now, though.... 6Lucy takes a deep breath. ddn supposed to die
tonight. 6

aSometimes | wonder if fate is only a matter of odds. You might have died
in battle. 6 Alicia pauses. dOr were you doing support? 6

aNo, | volunteered for front -line missions. Once, my convoy got blown up,
and | survived, unhurt. 6

And she failed to do her job as lookout, she doesnd add. Not my fault.
Shedl told the captain she was hung over before they set out. At least Mark
was gone by then.

dDo you know the manner of your death? ¢ Alicia asks.

oNo. She did say something about being with a soulmate, whatever that
means. 6 Lucy twists on the chair. It feels hard under her skinny butt. d do
know the accredited Readers can be believed. People die when they Ge
supposed to0.0

oYet here you are.0

OWorth atry. 6

The door dings and Lucy looks behind her.

A gray-haired man enters the shop. dNot much of an auction. 6

Lucy recognizes his basso voice from the phone. Rafael. He closes a long
black umbrella and places it in a basket by the door.

OoYou have a customer, 0Alicia says to him.

Rafael turns. oOYou must be Lucy .0

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. GAs | said on the
phone, | can help you. Together, we can reinterpret the meaning of your fate.
Did you bring the payment? 6

on here. 6 She taps her purse, now fat with a bag of American twenties.

0Good. 6 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. dWe can start now. 6

Lucy & breath catches. That easy?

10



Alicia is looking at something over Lucy & shoulder.

Following the old woman & gaze, Lucy expects to see another customer but
no one is there.

She shrugs and turns back.

o dond know, brother, whether she is a good fit for this. 6 Alicia frowns at
Rafael.

d can help her. 6 Rafael sounds defensive, as though the two of them have
had this discussion before. He returns his attention to Lucy. oBut it& up to
you. 6

What alternative does she have? Lucy nods. Yes.

The seer gets up and beckons. dn here. 6 He points to an interior doorway.

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

*kk

There is darkness beyond a window, with 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.

odn sorry, Lucy.6A whispery sound.

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

It& the G-1 Joe doll.

She concentrates and at last gets the words out through an unmoving
mouth. oHow you... l... ?6

odn sorry,” the doll says again. d shouldn @ have told you about this guy.
Though I'm glad you e here to talk with. The others have mostly stopped. 6

Oh my god. dMark? 6

oYes. | followed my own advice and look how | ended up. 6

d looked for you. 0

O0And here | am, cheating death. 6 The bitterness is clear even in Mark's
whispering doll voice. dWelcome to the world of the In-Between. 6

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

SF CANADA
{C /FTYFRFY FT2dzy RSR AY mMdhoyd & /FYlFIRIFIQa blaGA2YyIlf 1
incorporated as SF Canada in 1992. If you are a Canadian Speculative Fiction writer / editor / publisher who
meets the minimum requirements you c@in and benefit from the knowledge of more than 100 experienced
LINEFSaaAz2ylfa GKNRdAzZAK a1Ay3 ljdzSadAiz2ya FyYyR AYAGALF GA
check out our website athttps://www.sfcanada.org/
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THE BUNNY MAN
byRichard Stevenson

(Previously unpublished)

This creep aindt no cryptid crit
More Ted Bundy than Easter bunny,

however cute, fluffy and fuzzy

his bunny ears appear to be.

Stand backé Heds got an axe!

Gonna give you forty whacks,

put Lizzie Borden in the shade.

You wono6t be |l ookind for Easter

What 6 s wrabbleatsh e
Couldnot find a blue ox sidekick
or match Paul Bunyan blow for blow
choppind trees or hammerind rail

Thought youdd try the easier ent
of deliverind 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, scratchind fo
tubers or pickind magic mushroom
outtathecowp i es i n the farmersd fiel

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?

12



Parents couldndét afford an aeri al
in the wacky sixties before Cable or Netflix?

Hi dind under the bed while your |
put the bunnies in your cages to shame

getyout hi nki nd mor e Whoknogvs?r ange?
Tryind to tune yehockin with elect:
didndt seem to knock the stuffin
Ormaybe youor e jstuf$domdabackinnd t o

. Cover:The Faery Godmother
¢ by Ashley Rose Goentoro

FICTION:

Man with the Golden Helmet
¢ by Remée Sarojini Saklikar
4 Little Snowflake Girls

' ¢ by Dawn Lo
Chimaera
% ¢ by Weiwei Xu

. Moons of Saturn

¢ by James Dorr
Practicing the Art of Forgetting
¢ by Soramimi Hanarejima
Starry Nights
¢ by David Mine
. What Kind of Story?
| cbyA.J. Lee
Hoax
¢ by Susan Pieters
Mourgadze
¢ by Cameron McDonald
The Sleuth with the Platinum Hair
¢ by Mel Anastasiou
TheShepherdess/ersailles
¢ by JM Landels

Find it here:
Pulp Literature issue #28
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BEMUSED
byArlene 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.
0OYou again, 6 she moaned. oWhat 1is it this
ankle three farms over? A soup pot boiled d ry on some unattended
The cloud did not reply. It did, however, scud over to the window when she

threw back her blanket. She coul dndot deci de
curious eyes as she dressed or simply moving to get a better view.
oWhy wondt you go away?0 she demanded. |t

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.

| @ m vy o u rthe plaud replied inside her head, in the voices of her
brother and her cousin Be  cky.

oWhoever told you that was I ying. 6 Danna
into a sock and shoved, extra hard. OMuses
people. They inspire them to create, or they guide them to safety, or they
strengthentheirbo di es as they strive for excellence
So | 0 v e A mhew aoicalthis time, belonging to Mr. Carmichael, the egg

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

OAl'l you ever do is Orsegdmmebad hewkodane:

Yes. | t stil |l d o e s nThrée faenhiaa voiges, onve lafeert the | am.
other.

oWhat you are is a nuisance, 6 she decl ar e

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 | anguage
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.Oncepairedw i t h one of the alien creatures, &
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.

OA harbinger!déd he rasped, djabbingtmotiomsate xci t e
the cloud. oDAyoadvefiget mbeén his mouth snap
and he fled out the front door.

Drawnbythe commoti on, Aunt Suzanne emerged fr
been painting i the 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 colonyds common | exicon,
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 oOoportenfiesidéghsthey dnards
worth of minor annoyances i hardly 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 Earthods oMobyhBicks. Pe:
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 & this time.

Danna whirled to stare at the cloud. 0 Wh a:
demanded.

Bad news. Downstairs.

oDanna, we have a guest who wants to meet

I't took her a moment to realize that her

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
clothes i tailored, with gem -shaped buttons that glittered in the light. She
stood up as Danna reached the bottomyevf t he
shifted to register the storm cloud floating just behind. Then she turned to

Uncl e Mats and said quietly, oO0Thatdés it?6
He nodded.
0OAnd she doesndt know what it signifies?0
0She was just a child when it eencrusilto appea:
tell her then. Now it would be cruel nott o tell her . 0
0So you believe sheds ready?5o0
All this urgent muttering about her as t h:
making Danna i mpatient. OReady for what?d6 s

Aunt Suzanneput a soothing arm around her shoul d
remember the very first time a cloud came t

ol was twelve, 6 Danna corrected her.
Suzanne threw her husband a pleadin@ol ook
ONoOo, @d sMaecl ar ed. ol f this is her | ot i n |

everything. o

Bad news , the cloud confirmed.

oYoudd better sit down, girl, o6 he told he
herself onto the sofa beside hi modyyoWhen you
parents went on a sailing expedition, leaving you in our care. Two weeks later |
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. | thought it was curious,
so | wrote them down. Then the wrecked hull
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 curre
Something inside Danna was spinning like the useless wheel of
Carmichael's overturned cart. o0So th
par ents were dead or dying. It told me where to find them so that | could tell
you, 6 she said numbly.
oDarling, 1 dm so sorryid We di dnot
OHush, Su! Mats commanded her.

0
When the harbinger returned darfipomtheyear s
u y .

0
city, oyour ncle informed us | mmed:i
nce. o

OAnd does your presence here today

nt s

e harbi

mo v

under st

at el

me an

The womanmrsession softened. o0ltds taken

arrive here from Earth, but yes, Dan
0OThere has been a war. Nucl ear weapo

no |l onger exists. o6

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 i it 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 @ the harbinger & hope, it was the
colony &.

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 |l ot in |ife, heo
vague premonitio ns, understood only in hindsight. To pass them along to
others i f asked. Li ke an ancient Gre

reason seers were elderly. Eventually, she would learn to interpret the
har binger's | anguage, but only ifé!
As tho ugh through a veil, Danna watched the cloud grow pale and
dissipate. Don 0t c o hske bégged k.
| am cursed, it whispered sadly in her own voice . | have no choice.
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ILLUSION

byMelanie 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

|l i ke Houdinids 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.

Ly 2yS FlY2dza Saoll LISI (i K SBessAsh®tdNdave Walked o8 stageSand kissedititd, y A Q a
passing him the key to the cuffs he wore.
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AVIEW FROM THE CHEAP SEATS
bySylvia 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.
oMidnight Massacre ? 6 B e a Sieapavhy Camp ? Jesus, is there
anything here that is made iIin this century?
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.

OWho cares?6 Jane said. she poi nMdmdghtat a
Dark Terrors her e. 0

0l sndt that title redundant??5é

ONo, itds meant to emphasize fear. 6

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.

0Sounds stupid, 6 Bea said. God, why was s
to the multiplex and  seen something recent.

0ltds not stuveidltBsds eiamht &n

Bea glanced at the poster of the  &O0s version of The Texas Chainsaw

Massacre and gave her the side eye. OA guy with
i's real ?6

oYou know what | mean. NMi dmieglpoi Da pditerhier tt &
oYou wondt regret it.o

Probably w ould , but they had missed the last screening at the multiplex
and she didndt want to go home yet.

They walked to the ticket counter, the woman manning it painting her
nails green.
ol 6ll pay for this andnugeedlJarean owe me | at

The ticker operator didndt even bother to
0 T wo Midoight Dark Terrors . 0
0The only showbhgois at 11
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ol know. Thatds why wedre here. o

She stopped painting, the little brush still touching the thumbnail. She
|l ooked up. O0You are aware?b6

oOYup, 6 Jane sai d.

The ticketseller paused f or a é sckeaposeals.balodry q or front
row downstairs ? 0

0OChea@at s, o fJamecad Ehechdce was clear.

OReal l y?6¢

oUh huh. o

Bea al most missed the womano6s | eft eyebr o
dol |l ars, 6 the woman sai d.

oTwenty bucks?0 Bmeal atdHepricest scr e
OEach, 6 the operator said.
OEach? Thatds forty buckslealeWwdéi s that t h.

O0You vdewmdtairs t hen? Thatds ten dollars. | f y
said snottily.
oOFifinte Bea sai d.

ONo! 6 Jane cut in. ONsceawesd!l IWetdbd K e dteti @ nd h
cheapseats. 6 She pulled out her card as?td wave
The ticket oper at or,buashddid tcurlrtieelsitle offherr ey e s

mouth into a sneer. o00Of course. o
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.
OSweet, 6 Jane sai d. oOWe have ,wihrmeeddchbei ce o

in the first row. 6
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 .
ough, 6 Bea said. ol think stepped on gum.
olgnore it,o0 Jane examined each seat and
these are thebestseat si n t he [Sleesa dowrdand planted her feet on
the balcony | edgWwe. hbave at | east 10 more minutes b
Bea noticed a rip in her seat and sponge stuffing oozing out. She didnodt
want to sit on that for ten minutes thinking of nothing else . 0Ol dm going t «
bat hroom. Save my spot. ¢
Once Bea was in the lobby she  wonder ed what to do . She could leave but
Jane hadgone t o the trouble of driving them here
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.
00h! ExcusywyunmeotmaAds Vvoice.
Bea turned to see a pretty goth girl. Her hair was black with blonde streaks
and she wore black eyeliner and black lipstick.
O0You her e isf &hespeimted tithhe poster Bea had been reading.
ouh, no, that one. 8eareplied, 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.
oMidnight Dark Terrors ? dI'he girl took two steps back from her.

Great, Beat hought . Now shweirdt hi nks | &dm
OFront row or balcony?5¢d
Nopoint intrying to impress her. oBalcony. 6
Thegirl t ook sever al more steps away from her
to watc h the midnight showing. | know, | was in there a few weeks ago . 8ea
noticed she kept glancing at the front doors of the lobby .
0l dve never seen it. Il s it any good?6

0The movi e?é dThedgsl kepk laoking back and forth between Bea
and the front doors.
0That doesndt sound very promising.o

o0No, ltds a great experience. Youodl/l neve |
youbdre seeing, beéaShasseemededicged, dut mayhert was
nerves?

0l thought you s amaelytohkea ymodovi e was

Ol t dgustrt hte movi e. | t ds t h#&wilechangeyoeifoe x per i en
l'ife. o

She was overselling this. But since she was here maybe misery loved
company. 0 Do you want to?8ee this again

0 NoThégirl jumpe d, asif shockedather ownvehemence. 0l mean
Once is enough for me. 6 She | ooked over her
think thatds my friend calling me. Enjoy th

and into the stree toutside as fast as she could.
Okay, Bea thought. She t hi nks ITérfica fr eak.
Three couples walked to ward doorsix. Beawasndt sure i f they
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
coats. Which made no sense since it wasnodot eve
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 at
as Bea sat down next to her.
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oOYou took your time.Oo
oUh, vyeah. ¢

0OThought you were going to bail because vy
ONo way. |l &dm not a wimp. 6
0Good. o
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 werendét that far. The screenWwgshadnhbtu
they chosen the frontrow? OHey, 6 she said to the coupl es
room here. Andd itds cl ose
The couple wearing matching black coats waved off the offer . o0oDond6t wor

Wedre fine this way. o
oWhat edve€ruri ous, Bea | eantheh goowledrindutrage. r ai | i

aJane, a re you serious? Look how much better the ground floor is than up
here! Lookat it ! 6 she pointed down bel ow.
OWi |l |l Yack?. s¥obudre making a scene. 6
o0oCome on. How Bexsl déhraegd ffaurrt?lber t o scan th
it smells better down there. 6
0Thatds not possible. o6 Jane said.
oNo, I t hi nk it smell s | i ke | emon c¢cl eane
0Sit down or youdll fall over. o
oShh! 6 The guy in clear pl ast ithe shawde c a me
dondt ruin it for the rest of wus here. 6
0 Shh, vy ourBeadifd rod it. Wdnyethe fuss?
oJust relax. o
ONo, theydre acting |ike t heHowWwecome?®eei ng t
oYoudll see, 6 Jane said.

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

0We s hledlodvn t here. What does it matter wh

olt matterds Janleo said very |l ow and without
checked the clock on her phone. ONow shut wu

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

Pre-show in 10.

OPfsehow?546

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 countingdown toone. It di dndt reass
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, creeping Bea out.

OWe need to | eave. 6

oWait for it.©é

Six.

OWs houl d get out of here. o

Five.

oJust wait. At | easshtow.téay for the pre
Four.

Three.

A buzzer from above.
oWhat was that?6

Jane shrugged. O0They |l ocked the doors. 6
0 The f Bealmped outof 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 they6d been idi pped

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

o0What i sa worhan scfe@med, 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..
o0Oh shi t, I think this is blood. 6
Another blast from the air horn an d the screen litup . A low moan filled the
theatre € f rom behi nd Thépeopls baloew umedto gape.
OHelbeBea al most jumped as a binocular was
6See and el i evel o
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
wasnot adubllg 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 peop lnekssand
slithered down to wrap around the upper torso of their bodies.

oWhat are they doing?6 Bea said.

oWait for it, 6 Jane sai d.

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 Beads 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. Thent he lights went out and the people from the balcony were sitting
in the theatre in darkness.

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

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

screen appeared a title: Midnight Dark Terrors
o0Great, itds starting.d6 Jane said. o0Come
Bea, still shell -shocked,t ur ned t o Jaé& Masé Tohwhta? 6
OThe-sphroew, 6 Jane said. ONow sit. o

OAr e t hetilldoocrksed ? 6
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oNope. You can | eave if you want. But you:
0 We wi t mulSpke endrders by whatever that thing  was. Is that
nor mal ?6
olid not. Does it matter?56
Bea collapsed back int o herseatwithagrunt. o6 Di d t he peopl e do\
know what was going to happen  tothem ? 6
0 Of cour s e, mabe a fewethein | if they are into that kind of

thing. You know, s uicide cults, stuff like that. Whocares .1 dondt . Do you
oJh, | dondét know. A bit much to take in.©6
Jane flashed a beat idmnitic. Before theyg wereddfnace it .

apart, you resented being up here instead o

0 Y e dguessso. 6
OArendt you glad to kda ?alAinde tafatteri ts evaaismg
oWVh y é ykesls good, now that | think about it. 0
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 money 06 s
worth. Go od show.
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