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  Unbound (excerpt)


  Brittany Reid Warren


  The sky pressed down from above, a heavy blue palm like the hand of God. The sun was still there, its light weak and timorous, but it was in flight. It fled across the fabric of the sky; I watched it go. The shadows pooled and formed and chased each other across our lawn like in a time-lapse photograph. No one noticed except for me, and I kept silent.


  The day the world ended, my parents were arguing.


  It was my brother's twelfth birthday and we were half-heartedly cleaning up the backyard after his party. There wasn't much to do. Only two people had come. My mother had bought enough chips and soda to fortify an army, had baked brownies and ordered a dozen pizzas. She imagined a swarm of locusts descending on our house, a legion of boys of which Sean would be the unquestioned general. My brother was fat and unpopular; in her mind she made him otherwise with the ease of a writer striking out an offending line of prose.


  My father was angry. "You embarrassed him, Gudrun," he said, filling a cooler with unopened soda cans.


  He was right; I'd been watching. The two boys had arrived, two nameless little pudges of dough Sean knew from school. They had goggled at the mountain of food, the ridiculous bounty, a gift from a smothering god. Sean had purpled when my mother asked, cruelly naive, "When are the rest of your friends getting here? The pizzas will be cold!"


  I could have told her, but no one ever listened to me.


  My mother was a high-tension wire. She vibrated with anxiety and anger and stubbornness, shook so hard her bangles made shivery noises at her wrists. "How was I supposed to know he only invited two people?"


  My father stared at her; the tail of his shirt flipped in the sudden breeze. I watched the strange interplay of shadows and tried to ignore them both. Their voices, raised and roughened, sounded like crows.


  "That's unfair," she was saying. He put his hand on her elbow; she pulled away, her mouth a little bow of disgust. "I didn't do this. I thought he wanted a party."


  My father's voice was full of hard edges. "Gudrun, did you even ask him?"


  "It's snowing," I said. And it was.
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  Brittany Reid Warren is a twenty-five-year-old Army Captain freshly home from her second tour in Iraq. She’s an avid reader and writer, and has been writing poems and short stories since always. She is currently at work on her first novel.


  Q&A (excerpt)


  Nik Houser


  Standing over the corpse of the letter Q, no one knew quite what to say. The Q's and A's had lived in peace for years.


  The Q had been found dead in its apartment, its curved body mangled, its glossy black ink smudged across the living-room walls. It was unspeakable. Unpronounceable.


  "Jesus," murmured Amos. The deputy had only just arrived, five minutes behind Forensics. "What happened?"


  "See for yourself." Sheriff Abernathy gestured without looking up. The victim's body had been broken apart, its round sides straightened, the tail at its base torn off and stuffed into its midsection. An inkblot test would be needed to reveal its sex. It was hard to tell with Q's. The fact that there was only one way to pronounce them was just one reason their presence in the town of Great Faith had always made some A's uncomfortable. "What's it look like?"


  "It looks like...." Deputy Amos coughed into his sleeve. He couldn't finish the thought aloud.


  "...turned it into an A," the sheriff finished.


  "You think an A did this? You think it was one of us?"


  Sheriff Abernathy nodded to the wall behind the deputy, at the murderer's message written in the victim's own ink:


  No Vacancy.


  It was an old expression from the days when the first Q's came to settle in Great Faith. A's who opposed the Qs' arrival posted signs on their lawns and in storefront windows that said No Vacancy, implying that Great Faith had no room for Q's.


  "I thought all that was over," the deputy said, kneeling finally for a better look at the victim.


  Sheriff Abernathy circled the dead letter, careful not to step in any ink. Black stains dotted the room, like someone had fed a stick of dynamite to a leopard.


  "Hate's a trend that never entirely goes out of fashion, Deputy."
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  Nik Houser grew up in Texas. He went to school far from there. He now lives even farther from where he went to school than from where he grew up. His work has recently appeared in Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror and Best American Fantasy.


  Flip Lady [1986] (excerpt)


  Ladee Hubbard


  I.


  History.


  Ray Ray hears the sound of laughter, puts down the book, and peeks out the window.


  Here they come now, children of the ancient ones—the hewers of wood, the cutters of cane—barreling down the sidewalk on their Huffys and Schwinns. Little legs pumping over fat rubber tires, brakes squealing as they pull into the drive, standing on tiptoes as they straddle their bikes and stare up at the house with their mouths hanging open.


  Just like before. Some of them he still remembers: he made out with that girl's sister in the seventh grade, played basketball with that boy's uncle in high school. This one was all right until his brother joined the army, that one was okay until her daddy went to jail.


  And you see that girl in the back? The chubby girl standing by the curb, next to the brand-new Schwinn? She hasn’t been the same since the Invasion of Grenada three years ago, in 1983.


  The spice island. When the Marines landed she was living in St. George near the medical center with her mother, the doctor, and Aunt Ruby, the nurse. The power went off, hospital plunging into a blue tide pool of sirens while machine-gun fire cackled in the distance like a bag of Jiffy Pop. Oh no, Aunt Ruby said. Just like before.


  It's all there in his book: colonizers fanning out across the Atlantic like a hurricane, not exactly hungry, but looking for spice. They cultivated cane, they built the mills, they filled the islands up with slaves. Sugar kept the workers happy; it distracted them from grief. And four hundred years later you had your military invasions and McDonald's Happy Meals, your Ho Hos and preemptive strikes. Your Oreos and Reaganomics, your Cap'n Crunch.


  And Kool-Aid. They can’t get enough of it. They sit in the driveway, they shift in their seats, they grip the plastic streamers affixed to their handlebars. One of them kicks his kickstand and steps forward, fingers curled into a small, tight fist as he raps on the kitchen door.


  "Flip Lady? You in there?"
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  Ladee Hubbard is a writer living in New Orleans. Her fiction has been published in the journal Sleepingfishnet and poetry is forthcoming in the poetry journal RHINO.


  The Dancing Aliens (excerpt)


  Mithran Somasundrum


  The dancing aliens are here. They're in the squares and parks and shopping malls, and sometimes out on street corners. They're still in the clothes they appeared in, the flapping white shifts, which by now are more of a dingy grey. And with winter coming they wear Earth-based additions: a woollen hat here, a denim jacket there, a pair of worn-down boots. They don't seem to understand how incongruous it all looks. The aliens don't have dress sense, just like they're willing to eat almost anything. I was going to say they don't have style, but no, that's not true. They have a style of sorts. They have their dancing.


  With the big show here at last, the World Show, with it on the news and all, everyone wants to tell you they were there when the aliens first arrived. Everyone wants to tell you they knew they were aliens right away. For me, that's actually true. At least the first bit. I work for British Telecom, that big building on Shaftesbury Avenue. In the summer, it got to be that I'd stroll down to Leicester Square on my lunch break. I'd pretend to myself I was a tourist: grab a kebab or a pizza slice, drift with the summer crowd, watch the mime guys, see what films were on. For half an hour it would feel like a weekend.


  So I must have been one of the first people to see the original group, the group that appeared in Leicester Square. They were in that broad pedestrian space opposite the Empire cinema—the one every tourist in London seems to dawdle through on the way to Oxford Street—where the buskers and the sketch-your-portrait guys collect. There were three of them of course, as always. And no, we didn't think they were aliens. We just thought they were mime guys. That seems mad now, when you think about how, well, alien they look. How could we see the high, unnatural planes of their faces, their too-wide mouths, their black irises, their ice-cream- white skin, and think they were in any way human? But you don't think, do you? You don't just say to yourself, Here's a life-form from another planet. We thought they were wearing masks.


  And they were dancing, of course. What else would they have been doing?
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  Mithran Somasundrum grew up in London and currently lives in Bangkok. He has published short fiction in Natural Bridge, The Sun, Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, and the minnesota review, among others, and has a story forthcoming in Zahir. He recently completed a slipstream novel. He is a proofreader for Strange Horizons.


  Bird Liquor and the Boastful Ghost


  Joseph Larkin
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  Joseph Larkin lives, creates, and explores the slick and shapeless borders of perceived reality in Seattle, WA. You can see more of Larkin’s work at larkin-art.deviantart.com.


  Ghosts of Sweaty Air (excerpt)


  Jim Pascual Agustin


  
    The first cold rain has pushed summer into the past.


    And the fine hair on my skin remembers home


    is closer to the equator than this.


    Two and not four seasons.



    There, rain stomps dusty roads into mud.


    Almost in an instant, on impact,


    a scent escapes from the ground,


    dances with ghosts of sweaty air.


    Crouch and you will hear a hissing.
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  Jim Pascual Agustin was born in the Philippines. His early years were spent in a communal house, where he struggled to remember all the names of his numerous cousins. Fr. James O’Brien, an Irish-American Jesuit, opened up the world of literature for Jim. Beneath an Angry Star (1992, Anvil) was his first book of poetry. In October 1994, he moved to Cape Town, South Africa. He welcomes feedback on his writings. Email Jim at kalayaan@iafrica.com.


  How Ramona Saved the Ducks (excerpt)


  Allan Richard Shapiro


  "Stop talking to your dress, Mona."


  "Sorry, Mommy."


  Eleanor has her elbows on the table and her hands together. At first glance you would think she is saying grace, but she is actually praying to God to grant her the strength to not murder her husband. Her parents, Sergey and Stella, are seated to her right; Esau's, Iris and Stanley, to her left. Sitting between them, Eleanor experiences subsequent fits of rage and calm. Irresistible wellbeing when she looks at Esau's mother and Sodom-and-Gomorrah hellfire when she looks at her own. "Mona, honey, can you please go find your father for me."


  "Sure, Mommy." Ramona looks down at her empty plate and then at her dress. "I know," she says to it, "I know already. Geez!"


  She hops off her chair and continues to talk to her dress while she walks away. After a few steps, she stops and turns around. "Be right back," she says.


  "And Mona, honey, tell him we're waiting."


  "Okay, Mommy."


  "And tell him we're hungry."


  "Sure."


  "And that the food is getting cold. And that I'm hungry."


  Ramona is in the hallway. "Okay."


  "And tell him to hurry."


  Ramona is at the foot of the stairs. She nods her head convincingly. "Sure."


  "And Mona, honey, sweetie, tell him that Mommy loves him very much." This statement emerges through clenched teeth.


  Ramona knows what that means, and giggles. "Yes, Mommy."


  Eleanor smiles at Ramona's reaction, then she lifts her eyebrows and her head in the direction Ramona should be going.


  Ramona knows what this means too, and hurries up the stairs, which are inconveniently not made for her height.


  Once she reaches the second floor, she walks on her tiptoes. Ramona knows that when you are looking for somebody you have to find them very quietly, otherwise they'll know where you aren't, and Ramona knows those are the best places to hide. But it is hard to be quiet when you are fully embroiled in a debate with your dress.
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  Allan Richard Shapiro would much rather have been an astronaut, as there is no truer form of nothing than nothingness. But since Allan Richard Shapiro does not fly well, he chose to become a writer, and has discovered a better sense of nothing within his own soul. And now, he would much rather be an architect. Further reverberations by Allan Richard Shapiro can be found in The Ne’er-Do-Well (theneerdowell.com), except Allan Richard Shapiro is referred to there as Allan Shapiro, having written “How Jacob Met Daphne” before he had his Richard reattached.


  this infants spine (excerpt)


  Zac Carter


  
    we configure like gods.

  


  
    
      we and the clumsy girl. she with legs gone unhealthy thin

    


    
      shuffling along on sunday

    


    
      flats. on a scuffed wooden floor and

    


    
      we the ugly ones. our voids like

    


    
      magnets.

    

  


  
    we see without speech.
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  Zac Carter: Born in 1978 in a tiny North Carolina town. Currently resides in Las Vegas. Everything between those two things is subject to extensive revision. Can be reached at deathtohemingway@gmail.com.
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