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  El Alebrije (excerpt)


  D. Richard Pearce


  The sun's rays have not crossed the ridge, nor has the first turista awoken in the bright orange hotel, as I flit among the children making their way to school. They laugh and try to catch me, but I don't let them touch me. I keep my sting and my teeth well out of their reach, for the children cannot see them. They see only what they wish to see in me, which is a gift from the one who first dreamt me.


  The young painter sees us playing and says, "Be careful, mariposa, lest they catch you."


  But I am no butterfly, as I prove when I spy the village bully, Jorge, coming along the road. Yesterday he stole Juan's lunch, and Juan is too afraid to tell. I buzz into Jorge's face and spit, my phlegm warm and gummy, and all of the other children laugh and cheer as Jorge curses and chases me down the street.


  Many miles away in San José, my mother is still asleep, so I can go with the painter to his shop and watch as he hangs the painting he finished last night. It is a large painting, on canvas, not amate. He does not follow the tradition. He did not make the paper, nor did he grind or mix the paints himself. The canvas and paints came from a rich land far away, and the paintings themselves are utterly unlike those he saw as a child, but they are from his heart, and his memories and his hopes.


  They are beautiful, and delicious. I sample the one showing a young man sitting in a window, waiting. In another, a faceless figure atop a stack of books on a blue background, watches me feast, seeming to disapprove of my taste. I wink at it.


  In San José, my mother is yawning and stretching. I fly to the window, after a quick glance over the artist's shoulder. He is sketching a butterfly—yet it is not quite a butterfly. I am pleased.


  - - -


  At last she made her way downstairs and began the business of her business, dusting shelves, polishing and greeting the catrinas—small skeletal statues clad in the high fashions of days gone by—and other cousins of the creature hovering behind her, statuettes and sculptures in many colors, shapes, and sizes. She checked her stock of herbs and other supplies, making a list for ordering: chamomile and black tea.


  While she did this, the little creature flitted around the shelves behind her, kissing the catrinas impishly as they fluttered their fans, a rosy tint flushing their bony cheeks. He stuck his nose in the near-empty jar of chamomile and sneezed. He curled around the heels of his mother as she finally opened the gate of her store. She turned and nearly tripped, an exasperated "Bastante, little one!" escaping her lips.
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  d. richard pearce is a writer from the west coast of Canada. he is currently in exile because of crimes committed by his weasels. pearce writes in many perspectives, not least of which is third person, the style chosen for this biography. while this can be awkward and confusing in writing about oneself, it means that the label can be "BIO" and not "AUTOBIO." he likes writing sentences without Proper Casing, but only on personal websites or blogs, or, indeed, bios—never in stories—as he believes in saving avant-garde for the funny papers. more info can be found at drichardpearce.com.


  Subtlety (excerpt)


  Lucy A. Snyder


  
    Subtlety came to us from Latin


    (by way of the clever French)


    in that thin, gossamer term


    subtilis, which in turn


    is a web of under-stitched


    subtext.
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  Lucy A. Snyder


  is the author of the fiction/poetry collection "Sparks and Shadows". Her work has appeared in a wide variety of print and electronic publications, including Strange Horizons, Farthing, Full Unit Hookup, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, ChiZine, The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Science Fiction and Fantasy, and Masques V. You can learn more at www.lucysnyder.com.


  Hepatocellular Carcinoma, Stage IV (excerpt)


  Samantha Henderson


  
    On the beach across the street from the liquor store that's down the road from the clinic,


    A bicycle rusts, bent almost in half,


    Useless even to the beggars


    And wild children who beg for candy in almost-perfect English.


    Five steps beyond: nothing below your feet but air, more air,


    Air scrubbed clean by salt,


    And salt water, blue as a blind kitten's eyes,


    Deep as the world.
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  Samantha Henderson lives in Southern California with various fauna. Her fiction and poetry have been published in Strange Horizons, Realms of Fantasy, ChiZine, Fantasy Magazine, Lone Star Stories, and Weird Tales.


  Painlessness (excerpt)


  Kirstyn McDermott


  Christ, not again. Hard enough to sleep with the afternoon sun sleazing through the venetian blinds, the dull ache in each and every joint of her sweat-sick body, and Faith groans as she rolls over to grab the bottle of water beside her bed. Blister pack of tablets beside that, antibiotics of some kind, and RelaxaTabs as well because the doctor refused to prescribe her any sort of decent sleeping pill; she takes two of each.


  Natural rest, my arse.


  Hard enough to sleep with the near-constant vertigo and the quilt pulled right up to her chin, sweating and itching beneath it because otherwise she'll only wake up with chattering teeth and her fingernails a disturbing shade of blue.


  Hard enough without this: the sobs and muffled shouts pressing through the shoddy townhouse wall, the nameless thumps and, yesterday, even the sound of smashing glass.


  Faith pulls the pillow over her head, but it's too hot, too close; she can't breathe properly even when she's not trying to smother herself. Stretches her legs instead, trying to kick the cramps from her knees, and when the shouting from next door starts up again, she raises a fist for the umpteenth time to pound against the wall.


  And, for the umpteenth time, stops herself at the very last second.


  It might only make things worse.


  No idea who her neighbours are, after all. A single woman, the agent's assurance during inspection, quiet and tidy; you'll have no trouble there-and with that now so obviously a lie, who the hell knows what she's moved in next door to on a fucking twelve-month lease?


  The shouting ceases, gives way to sobbing. Soft, feminine cries that Faith almost can't hear—and somehow that only makes it worse. So, two more RelaxaTabs before curling tight beneath the blanket with her chin tucked close to her chest, and no matter that it's harder to breathe through her congestion like that.


  Harder still to sleep with what she can hear—and imagine—beyond that wall.


  - - -


  If ice could boil, and still stay frozen, this is how it might burn.


  The seething shiver of skin on skin, on cloth, on the bare bathroom floor as she lies spread-eagled in an effort to touch absolutely nothing, or as much of it as she can. The water that ebbs around her chattering teeth, slips into her mouth despite the cool, strong hands that hold up her head, long fingers curved firm around her chin when all she wants to do is slip beneath the surface and sink, sink, sink. The light that swells her skull, her bones, her guts, seeking to split her wide and spill itself into the world.


  - - -


  New city, new job, and Faith is lonely. Not that she would ever admit as much with a clear head, a clean bloodstream; hence the wine.


  That had been the plan, anyway.


  But mice and men and smothered, broken blondes, Mara isn't alone.


  Faith can't hear the sounds all the way out here in the kitchen. Those same whimpers and thumps she remembers from when she was ill, sounds she'd later decided—hoped?—had been amplified by delirium, fever-swollen and exaggerated beyond all measure of reality. Until now. She picks up the cordless phone for the second time tonight, index finger hovering above the 0 on the keypad.


  What if Mara hates her for calling the police?


  What if the...boyfriend? lover? (rapist?) takes it out on Mara herself?


  What if the police don't arrive in time, or even at all?
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  Kirstyn McDermott was born on Halloween, an auspicious date that perhaps accounts for her lifelong attraction to all things dark, mysterious, and bumpy-in-the-night-ish. She has been published in various magazines and anthologies, including Shadowed Realms, Redsine, Southern Blood, and Island. Her short fiction has been nominated for two Ditmar Awards, and has received an Aurealis Award Honourable Mention and three Honourable Mentions in Datlow and Windling's Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror. Kirstyn lives in Melbourne, Australia, and is a member of the SuperNOVA writers' group. She is currently working on a novel-length manuscript.


  Sam—Sharp Walls


  newel anderson
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  newel anderson exists.


  Baby Edward (excerpt)


  Jeremy C. Shipp


  There's more than one way to kill a dream.


  My dream is a baby boy named Edward, and he's not allowed in the house. He lives in the VW Bus in my backyard. I keep the windows closed and the doors locked, which doesn't serve any real purpose, obviously. But I like to keep the key on a chain around my neck. I like to wear it under my dress shirt, coat, and tie. When I first put it on in the morning, the metal is cold against my chest. By the time I'm tapping at my keyboard, inventing new ways to politely coerce resources from suspecting citizens, I'm cold on the inside. Anytime I want, I can put the key in the lock, twist, and end this. But I don't.


  You might ask, where's the mother during all this? Well, I hate to shatter your notions of family, but there is no mother.


  I made Edward.


  And he's mine.


  Mine.
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  Jeremy C. Shipp's written creations inhabit various magazines, anthologies, and drawers. They include over thirty publications, like ChiZine, Bust Down the Door and Eat All the Chickens, Hub Magazine, Bare Bone, The Harrow, and Until Someone Loses an Eye. While preparing for the forthcoming collapse of civilization, Jeremy enjoys living in Southern California in a moderately-haunted Victorian farmhouse. He's currently working on many stories and novels and is losing his hair, but not because of the ghosts. Vacation, his first published novel, debuted this year from Raw Dog Screaming Press. You can visit his online homes at www.myspace.com/jeremywriter and www.hauntedhousedressing.com.


  The Salivary Reflex (excerpt)


  Tina Conolly


  Tom and Allison had been married eight years when the K-I landed. Kéaille in French, Ke Ki in Japanese, Kay-Eye in Britain, but bald, stark K-I in the USA.


  The K-I topped out at four feet tall. They were pink, knobbly, and rounded. They were translucent at the tips of their five chubby appendages and over the centers of their lower torsos. The torso's translucence revealed a certain organ that most of the K-I had. If present, it showed as a faint, pulsating blue through the pink semi-opacity, conveniently displayed—better than looking at an x-ray diagnostic, ultrasound, or CAT scan.


  Neither the biologists nor the linguists could quite interpret what the prized organ was. It was clear that, like the appendix for humans, it had once been vitally necessary for the K-I, but was no longer. Unlike the appendix, it clearly had some intrinsic or societal value for them. Even their clothes made to imitate Earthly fashions had stomach panels that were kept buttoned open to display their organ—or lack of it. Scientists at first thought that having the organ denoted a sex difference, but on further consideration, that seemed not to be the case.


  Pink and chubby, with fuel-efficient spacecraft and impressive displays of data compression. The K-I brought quantaponics. They brought amusing holovids. And they brought religion.


  It was not entirely clear how the K-I proselytized at home, or whether they even needed to. It seemed likely that they did not. On Earth, they looked for guidance in the area of dissemination, sought methods of rhetorical seduction. And they found them.


  Not all countries welcomed the alien missionaries. China and Iran banned them. France allowed them to visit—and buy things—but not to preach. Japan loved them and made many ke ki anime shows, but did not take them seriously. There, the K-I eventually gave up or went native.


  But America allowed them in—with anger, with fervor, with fear, with pleasure. The K-I settled in small clusters and set out to do what they had apparently come all this way to do.


  Convert.
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  Tina Connolly works as a face painter in Portland, OR. Her poems have appeared in Strange Horizons and her stories in Son and Foe and Heliotrope. She is a graduate of Clarion West 2006 and has a website at www.tinaconnolly.com.


  The Festival of Colour (excerpt)


  Paul Haines


  The town was called Pushkar and it clung to the edge of the desert near the shadow of Nag Pahar, the Snake Mountain. Pushkar circled a lake, an oasis supposedly formed from a lotus blossom dropped by Brahma, if you believed in all that shit. I wondered why high white walls crowned with broken glass surrounded the New Sunrise Hotel.


  The only reason I was there was because I couldn't stand another six hours on the road to Jaisalmer. I had been suffering from the joys of exotic travel—hot flushes and chills—and desperately needed to find accommodation for a few days until my affliction passed.


  A brawny Indian sweating in a faded uniform guarded the iron gates leading to the courtyard. He ushered me inside with a grunt. The shotgun he brandished did little to alleviate my unease. The hot winter sun glared off its shiny barrels.


  The courtyard inside was surprisingly lush, with low wooden seats nestled amongst manicured gardens. Large palms provided shade from the persistent heat, and the rooms on the second floor had balconies overlooking the courtyard. A stone fountain gurgled in the centre of the garden. Several Westerners clad in colourful hippy gear lounged around smoking cigarettes and eating fruit.


  A young boy in the early bloom of acne leaned on the reception desk reading a comic. Behind him, a cheap-looking scimitar was mounted on the wall, partially obscuring a faded poster of Vishnu. The boy pushed the guestbook lazily towards me without looking up. I wrote in a fake name.


  'Single, fifty rupees. With bathroom, one hundred rupees,' the boy droned.


  'Bathroom.' I pushed a pile of dirty rupees onto the page of his comic.


  He looked up and stared at me with dark, lifeless eyes. The edges of the room seemed to twist and then snap back into reality as he dropped a key onto the counter. I reached for the key, needing its cold metallic touch, suddenly unsure of myself, of where I was and, even more importantly, who.


  Something large moved in the shadows of the reception room. Something watching, wanting....


  - - -


  A knock at the door. I awoke with a dull ache in the back of my head.


  Dusk had crept into the courtyard and shadows fluttered into the room. The air inside was cooler than before. Another knock, this time harder.


  'Hello?' I climbed off the bed and pulled on a shirt.


  'It is me,' said a voice behind the door. 'Harry.'


  Christ, what was he doing here? I hid the whiskey bottle under the pillow and hoped the room didn't stink of hashish. 'What do you want?'


  'I have a gift for you.' A pause. 'And we need to talk.'


  - - -


  She sat cross-legged near the water's edge, up on the ghats, staring at the sunset. She waved and beckoned me over. I climbed up the steps, the stone worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims' wet feet. My stomach fluttered as I approached and again I had that sense of the surreal, as if I'd been here before, with her blue eyes locked on mine, an embrace deeper than a lover's.


  Sometimes, in a moment of vulnerability, I'd experienced this when meeting someone for the first time. That deep acknowledgement, a subconscious pull of mutual attraction. But never the feeling without meeting first.


  'Hi,' I said, trying to keep my voice cool, staunch, wise. Travelled. 'I'm Shane.'


  'Hello,' she said. A soft English accent, maybe London. 'Please sit; we don't have much time.'
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  Paul Haines was raised in the 1970s in the wrong part of Auckland, New Zealand and moved to Australia in the 1990s. Having vowed to never call it home, he now lives in Melbourne with his family. He's been published in NFG, Ideomancer, Aurealis, Orb, Agog!, Dark Animus, Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, and others. He's made the Honorable Mentions list for Datlow's Year's Best Fantasy and Horror several times. Paul survived the inaugural Clarion South Writers Workshop and has won an Aurealis Award and three Ditmars. His first short-story collection, "Doorways for the Dispossessed", was published by Prime Books.
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