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1. 
 
So Brad...you remember Brad, right? Yeah, the one in marketing. 
Right. Last week, he's going on and on and on about Vegas, what 
a killing he had made in Vegas. 
 
What? Yeah, poker. You know he's always playing video poker at 
his desk when his officemate's not in. Talks shit about playing in 
the poker world series one day. So finally, last week I had had 
enough.  
 
You bet your ass I invited him to our game. The one week you 
had to be out of town, I know, man, but let me finish. 
 
So I didn't lie to the guy; I told him straight up--it's high high stakes poker. Pussies don't even think about 
applying. And sure enough, he gets that hungry look in his eyes. 
 
So he shows up and takes full advantage of the open bar. Dude has no tolerance whatsoever. One hour in, 
we've got most of his chips. And then--that's when he thinks he's gotten *the* hand, man. He goes all in, 
but then Rudy--yeah, you knew it had to be Rudy, right?--he raises him. 
 
Brad was so drunk he thought we were kidding when we explained it to him, you know, what it would 
take to call. He was laughing when he agreed...but we all heard him agree.  
 
So sure enough, he lays down a full house of kings over jacks. Then Rudy--ah, man, you know Rudy is 
'Mr. Cool'--he lays down his full house: aces over queens.  
 
Brad was laughing still, if you can believe it. He was still laughing when they put his hand down on the 
white tile. He was talking to me, saying some shit like "Great, joke, man, really good one." 
 
I think he still thought we were joking, even after we took off the tip of his index finger, down to the first 
joint. He passed out after the third one...yeah, like I said, what a pussy.  
 
Then? Well Rudy took the chips and the pieces and we kept playing. 
 
Great game, man. Wish you had been there. 

 
6/25/04, 1:18pm 



2. 
 
A week ago, I went out driving. It was late at night, it had been 
raining and I was depressed. There was no one I had I could talk 
to, and I just felt all of this weight pressing down on me. I needed 
something, but at the time I couldn't, for the life of me, tell you 
what. 
 
I passed the store and then hung a u-turn and came back. "1 HR." 
it said, "$6.99." I thought to myself why not, then went in. 
 
The proprietor was a small bald man with round glasses. I could 
see his eyes swimming behind the thick lenses. He looked me up 
and down and then asked if he could help me. 
 
I said yes--tell me why you charge $6.99 for an hour. There's a place downtown that would give you two 
hours for that price. 
 
He told me that it takes two hours in another establishment to equal one in his. 
 
I have to admit: I thought he was full of shit, but like I said, it was late, I was messed up in the head, and 
besides, the place downtown didn't stay open this late. 
 
Okay, I said. One hour. 
 
He asked me what hour I wanted. I told him. 
 
"I want an hour with my grandfather." 
 
"Before the Alzheimer's took him from you," he said. It was not a question. Nor did I feel the need to ask 
him how he knew. I simply nodded, and he motioned for me to follow. 
 
At the end of the hallway, there was a non-descript door. He left me standing in front of it, and after a full 
minute I turned the knob, opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
I was on my grandparents' front lawn, back when the house was still theirs. The people that bought it from us 
afterward chopped down my favorite tree in the front yard to clear the frontal view of the house, but it was 
still there like it had never left. 
 
And there too was my grandfather, standing tall, ankle deep in leaves and raking. Before he was lost to us, he 
was always outside working. And here he was again. 
 
And he was there. I mean really there. He looked up, saw me and knew who I was. He called me by name, 
something that I could not remember the last time that had happened. Before the end and after the beginning 
of the end, I was always my father, his brother, a war buddy and then later a stranger. 
 
He put down his rake and gave me a hug. We sat down on the front porch steps like we used to when I was a 
boy. He remembered that I was married. He asked after my family. I told him everything. I asked his advice, 
and he gave it to me: honest to a fault and direct, all of it.  
 
It was exactly what I needed to hear. And to see. And to feel. 
 



As the hour drew to a close, the wind picked up. My grandfather looked to the sky and said how it looked like 
rain. He needed to get the leaves finished up. I told him I would let him get back to it, grateful that I could 
make a graceful exit--the place downtown would stop when your time was up, wherever you were. 
 
I got another hug for the road and walked back towards the door. As my fingers touched the knob, I turned 
and looked back. I took a long look, letting the image of him, whole and working, replace the one of his 
closed coffin, of the choked cry that had escaped me when the soldiers had handed my uncomprehending 
grandmother a folded flag. 
 
I memorized everything...and then I stepped out of the room. 
 
There was a small hand towel that had been left on a chair by the door. I took it, sat in the chair, covered my 
face with the towel and wept. The weight was settling back in place and I had escaped nothing. I sobbed for a 
few minutes, then dried my eyes and went up to the front of the store. 
 
The bald man asked me if my hour was satisfactory. I told him that yes, it was. 
 
He asked if I accomplished what I needed to do. I thought about it and decided yes, I had. There was weight, 
yes, but I felt more centered, calmer, in control. 
 
I paid the bill along with a nice tip and got back in my car. And then I drove home. And for the first time in 
months, I believe I actually slept well. 

 
6/26/04, 4:35am 



3. 
 
Socks mate for life. 
 
Every now and again, I pull out the crate we keep the single socks 
in and try in vain to find their matches. 
 
I just think about my Christmas socks you bought me three years 
ago, how the one in the crate must look up every time we open 
the dryer and think, "This time, surely this time that will be him, 
coming home." 
 

6/27/04, 5:41am 



4. 
 
This little light of mine 
I'm gonna let it shine 
 
I have no idea how long I've been waiting for someone to come 
let us out of here. Long enough that I can't remember which light 
that's supposed to be. It's red. So it means stop. Or danger. 
 
Actually, I think it means emergency. At least in this case. You 
routed all of the power to the distress beacon and the 
environment engine. That's why I can breathe but not see a 
goddamn thing. 
 
We've had this conversation before, haven't we? It's so confusing, I don't know whether it's waking hours or 
not. If I knew how to, I'd reroute some power somewhere, just for a change. Like a clock. That would be 
nice. 
 
You knew how to do that, didn't you? You may have actually told me at one point, I don't know. I honestly 
can't remember. All of this sitting in the dark and waiting to be rescued, with only this light to stare at. You 
could have left something else running, you bastard. Anything would have sufficed. But no, it's just the red 
mystery light. 
 
You were a piss poor conversationalist, but you were better than nothing. Ah well. Even when you were 
going on and on about running out of insulin. Like they're going to stockpile a lifepod with insulin on the off 
chance you climb into one. Whatever did you expect? 
 
I think my mind is going, old friend. I really do. Sometimes I think people walk around in here. And they're 
wearing these funny hat-things that let them see in the dark. They don't want to hurt my eyes. I think that's 
what they say. 
 
They try to tell me I've been rescued. And that this all happened a long time ago. And that they want to help 
me. 
 
I'm dreaming all of that rubbish, I know. They talk about turning on more lights. I even think sometimes that 
they do, but I don't remember much after that. It's all in my head, of course. 
 
I know exactly where I am. And they'll be here soon. And I have my light to keep me company. And there's 
plenty to eat. Thank you for that, yes, plenty to eat. 
 
This little light of mine 
I'm going to let it shine... 
 
That's a real song. I think. I don't think I made it up. 

 
6/29/04, 8:02pm 

 



5. 
 
The children won't play anywhere near the old burger joint on the 
hill. Nor can the realtors do a thing with it. 
 
From outside, no one can hear anything through the boards. But 
those who have ventured inside bring back terrifying tales: 
 
The anguished cries of bits of potatoes, being awakened from 
frozen slumber by being dumped in a sizzling pool of oil. Salads 
screaming as they are shoveled into mouths. Even the packages of 
ketchup cannot rest silent: they cry out again and again, reliving 
being torn open and squeezed empty. 
 
What troubles everyone...though no one dare give voice to it: everything that was once there makes 
noise...except the meat. 
 
The meat is oddly silent. 

 
6/30/04, 7:36pm 



6. 
 
One of the more fascinating creatures to specialize in urban 
camouflage is the North American Manhole Spider. This rather 
sizable arachnid digs a hole in the ground and then lies down in it, 
leaving only its back exposed and at ground level. 
 
As you can see, in this position it is virtually indistinguishable 
from an actual manhole, down to the word SEWER across its 
back. 
 
Sensitive to above ground vibrations, it lays perfectly still until an 
appropriately sized bit of prey happens by--a small child, perhaps, 
or a puppy. Then, it strikes. 
 
It's only in recent years that manhole spiders have become a serious menace. For one thing, it took a great 
deal of time for the spiders to adapt to where SEWER was the word appearing across its back. Generations 
of the beasts boasting 'SEVRE' or 'REWWS' on their backs were not very successful predators, except in 
portions of the country suffering from severe illiteracy. 
 
When a collector illegally brought the European variety to these shores, some did escape..., yes, but some 
public messages warning people to stay away from any manhole that said FOGNA and the threat was 
negated. 
 
Still, with this more successful version of the predator now becoming more common, it's usually best to prod 
any manhole you encounter with a long stick before approaching for recreational purposes. 
 
Coming up next: what is this creature attached to the underside of this FedEx truck? Why, it's a Scandinavian 
Muffler Remora. Meet this cute and cuddly beast when we return after these messages. 
 

7/7/04, 1:10pm 



7. 
 
It's funny, you know. Before I changed, I never noticed 
streetlamps. Back then, I guess compared to the sun, everything 
else is just a light. But now...well, it's the best you can do, a lot of 
times. 
 
They don't mention that before they turn you. They conveniently 
leave that part out: that you'll miss it so badly, you'll find yourself 
staring at a streetlamp with no idea how you got there. 
 
If you ever see someone looking up at one, just standing there, 
perhaps with tears streaming down their face...that's one of us. 
Can there be anything more pathetic? All of these powers and eternal life and in the end I'm just another 
moth, but without the release at the end. 

 
7/30/04, 12:45pm 



8. 
 
I can't fault the architects of this building for allotting so little 
space to gardens and foliage. Who could have guessed that burial 
spaces would be required one day? And even then, that you would 
need room for more than six? 
 
This is a relatively new building. Perhaps its creators are among 
those outside, clambering and howling to be let in. It's not their 
fault, regardless. 
 
It was odd how after Jeffrey went that there was no discussion 
about what to do with the body. It's so ingrained in us 
somehow...bodies return to the earth. After we made sure he wouldn't be getting back up, it only seemed 
natural...a grave in shallow earth is better than none at all. 
 
We lost Charlene to that break-in at the loading dock. They pulled her through the door so hard I heard her 
collarbone snap, even over the screaming. Then Will got bitten cleaning the area out and resecuring it...so two 
days later he was gone. Pat's boy got pneumonia tending the rain collectors on the roof...what a stupid way to 
die in all this...and Pat waited too long to dispose of the body. Wanted some time alone with his boy. That 
was where the rest of the bullets went. Stupid. We've all been so stupid in all this. 
 
And now Donna...I found her hanging from the fourth floor in the atrium. Her hands were unbound, she 
didn't even stuff something in her mouth to stop herself trying to cry out. She must have dropped and 
choked without a sound. That is a portrait of a woman who wished to die. But I can't say that I blame her. 
I'm just glad I found her before she started moving again. 
 
I "inherited" Will's gun after we lost him, and the banging and scraping from outside, nonstop, day and night, 
has made me consider swallowing the barrel more than once. 
 
I keep two bullets aside just in case. One for you, one for me. I think about them at moments like these. It 
would be easier, simpler, just to be merciful towards you and bury you in the last space available. With 
Charlene outside--and I know that, I've seen her--that would be six. No room for me and no one to bury me. 
 
For now, I'll let you sleep. Not because I think we'll get out of this mess alive, but because I don't want to die 
knowing there's no place for me to rest. At least not right now. 
 
Maybe tomorrow it'll matter less. 
 

9/23/04, 2:36pm 



9. 
 
So the war escalated. I mean we never took it personally. It started 
as trading practical jokes, and that's how it remains. There's 
nothing vindictive in it, I assure you. 
 
When Roger duct taped my dorm room door shut sophomore 
year, that was the opening salvo. I retaliated six weeks later by 
Saran Wrapping everything he owned. He duct taped my closet 
door shut start of my junior year...it wasn't until I was ripping off 
the last large swath of tape when I heard the buzzing. 
 
I managed to make it out of the room with only thirty-six stings. I 
took some small comfort in the fact that if I had hit forty, Roger would have won the pool he put together. 
 
So the story's gone on. For the past ten years we've really worked at it. From angry badgers in cars to 
gunpowder booby traps to the rather ingenious locked port-o-potty versus the steamroller incident last fall. 
No, I mean it. That was a good one, Roger. If I hadn't dumped the thing over and gotten it to roll at the last 
minute, you would have had me. 
 
I hope you appreciate the money it cost to rent Stefan. I'm just sorry I won't be there in person to see your 
face when you meet him in your study. Thank God for webcams. 

 
10/10/04, 3:35am 



10. 
 
Let me tell you about the future. My future anyway. You're not 
here and you never were, so it doesn't matter, really. Part of me 
thinks I'm recording this as a sort of journal to keep track of what 
I'm thinking and feeling. Part of me thinks I actually have already 
done this several times. I don't want to check the logs to find out. 
I'm afraid to, in fact. 
 
I had an inoperable brain tumor. What to do, right? Well, the 
whole cryogenic suspension deal was a crock and everyone knew 
it...keeping useless meat in a freezer for decades...when I left 
hobbyists were buying the remains to tinker with at home, the 
ghoulish bastards. All the little Frankensteins with shit packed in gen-ice and electrodes and their readouts. 
 
Christ, I don't even want to talk about it. The machine I'm in is nice enough to simulate certain body 
reactions, like shuddering, but fake shuddering just feels wrong. 
 
Well, backup to digital media was the next answer. So with that in full swing, I signed up. It beat the 
alternative. They downloaded me into the box you see before you. There's even two little status lights on the 
front that sorta look like eyes...tell me that wasn't some designer's little joke. 
 
Simple enough concept. You wait in your little box until they have perfected growing you a new body from 
your DNA that they've also got stored somewhere in this machine. You can either remain out of it until it's 
time, or you can be 'woken up' periodically to check up on how the world is doing, what progress is being 
made. 
 
This was great...for the first few times. But this last time...the feeds for the outside world are empty. Sending 
out a signal to the admins does nothing. Hell, even the lights in here are broken, they flicker and give this 
maddening strobe effect...I don't even look 'outside' anymore. 
 
So I've had all of this to wonder just what the hell happened. I remember growing up the destruction du jour 
for the human race was biowarfare. Maybe somebody created a common cold that killed everybody. Maybe 
there's been some terrible accident...or a war. 
 
And another thought struck me...this one very recently. You wouldn't keep data this important...namely 
people...on media with no backup. Perhaps I'm just the backup...there's no doomsday that happened, I'm just 
the forgotten backup that's no longer needed because the real me is off somewhere in a new body eating, 
drinking and fucking up a storm. Maybe there's no wasteland out there in the real world and instead I'm just 
that diskette you still have in your desk drawer, forgotten with a faded label. 
 
And for the life of me, I can't decide which scenario is worse. 

 
10/15/04, 1:30pm 



11. 
 
It all started the first time Curtis was kidnapped. He was eight 
years old and the guy nabbed him while he was walking home 
from school. He suckered him into the car, or just flat out 
snatched him...no one knows the exact details...but the end result 
was the guy taking Curtis to a cabin in the middle of nowhere. 
 
He hadn't been officially missing in the eyes of the police for 
more than four hours before Curtis was found on a road in the 
hills. His white shirt was covered in blood that turned out to be 
not his own, and he seemed perplexed that the elderly couple 
seemed so concerned about him. He had been walking home 
when found, apparently unhurt. 
 
Whatever statement Curtis gave the police, I've never read it, so I can't tell you everything. What I can tell you 
is that Curtis was locked in the cellar of the guy's cabin, bound and gagged. At some point, he managed to slip 
his ropes, find a board among the detritus there in the basement, and make his way upstairs. 
 
The guy was making popcorn--the foil, Jiffy Pop kind, as I've heard the story--on the stove. With his back 
turned. Curtis slammed the board, broken end first, into the guy's kidneys. Then he pulled it out. And did it 
again. The guy fell over and was probably not even completely in shock by the time Curtis was at the front 
door, starting his walk home. 
 
He had seemed like a normal kid before that. I used to let lunch at the same table with him. But that incident 
and whatever had happened there in that cabin...I don't know, gave him purpose. 
 
After three months of hanging around playgrounds and the downtown park after dark, he managed to get 
abducted again. This time he had a small kitchen cutting knife hidden on his person to start out with. Once it 
became clear that he was a captive, he reportedly waited until the abductor pulled into an alleyway and 
brought the car to a stop. Then Curtis drew out the blade and left it stuck in the guy's carotid artery. So sweet 
and innocent looking, which he was if you weren't paying attention, Curtis was hardly ever searched when 
taken. 
 
At least twice a year Curtis would engineer his own seemingly helpless plight in order to be mistaken for prey. 
His parents couldn't seem to control him; like the rest of us, they were scared of him. He'd be in gym, or at 
lunch, or on the playground...but no matter what, you felt like you could see him, far back behind his eyes, 
plotting the next "incident." And when he did get roped into talking with a counselor or therapist, he seemed 
to give all the right answers. It didn't seem that there was anything wrong with him...at least not that you 
could put your finger on. And every time, the one thing you could prove was that he was a victim. As a result, 
he was never incarcerated for what he did. 
 
He had racked up fifteen kills, thirteen men and two women, by the time we graduated high school. Then we 
never heard from him again...his family moved away. 
 
I honestly had put him out of my mind until I was riding in the car of a friend of mine in downtown Chicago 
last week. Since the last time Curtis was on my mind, I had married, divorced, moved to three different cities 
and finished my masters. 
 
But as I glanced out the window...there on the corner opposite was Curtis. He still could pass for thirteen or 
fourteen. He had always looked preternaturally young...but now I wondered how he managed it: hormones of 
some kind? Surgery? 



 
He didn't look directly at me, so there's no way he could have known I was there. But I saw him, all right. He 
was climbing into the back of a taxi with the "off duty" light blazing, eyes wide and innocent.  
 
I don't have a child...my sister has two, and I think those are the closest I'm ever going to come to having any 
of my own, so I dote on them like any good uncle should. So on one hand, I can't say that I entirely 
disapprove of Curtis and his hunting. 
 
On the other hand, I ignored the papers for the rest of my visit there. And was glad to go back to Boston 
when the weekend ended. 
 

11/30/04, 1:51am 



12. 
 
Today marks the third Thanksgiving since the Pandemic. And 
across what used to be America, there are people doing what I'm 
doing right now. 
 
They're looking at the horizon and seeing it clear of plumes of 
smoke. No more wildfires, no more untended power stations 
going up, all of that over with. And they're thankful for that. 
 
They're smelling air that is free of the stench of decay and death. 
The bodies of the stricken were dealt with as much ceremony as 
we could afford. And it's done. And they're thankful for that, too. 
 
But what they're most thankful for...even though they'd never admit it...we never admit it to each other, much 
less ourselves... 
 
We're thankful it wasn't us. Our wives, husbands, sons, daughters, parents...all gone but us. And they're 
thankful we were spared over the others. 
 
It's not betrayal to think these thoughts...it's not Winston facing the rats...but it feels like it all the same. And 
even after all this time, as I look down over the empty houses and streets, it's still the worst part: surviving is 
what will truly kill you. 

 
12/1/04, 2:09am 



13. 
 
When the dead started coming back, it began as you might 
expect: in isolated incidents. No one seemed to know quite 
how to react, as it went from something that simply had to be 
a hoax or a sick prank, to something that you had 
confirmation of through the grapevine: a friend of a friend of 
a thing. Somebody four or five steps in the chain away from 
you had had it happen to them. 
 
The news started taking it seriously when that man in Texas 
walked in on his own funeral, scaring the living shit out of all 
the mourners. When they interviewed him, he gave the same 
answers all the other undead people did: yes, he was back from the dead. No, he had no idea how or why he 
was back. Yes, he felt fine--and the doctors would go on to confirm this, showing that the congenital heart 
defect which had killed him in the first place was now gone. No, he had no idea why he was walking around 
in a new body while his old one could be plainly seen in the coffin at the funeral home. And no, he didn't 
remember anything between shutting his eyes for the last time in the hospital and finding himself walking 
through the center of town feeling a little hungry and confused. And on and on. He was just glad to have his 
life back. To have more time with his wife and children. 
 
Then it began to spread. Parents, grandparents, great-grandparents all returned in much the same fashion. 
Relatives seeking shelter began to stack up until the living began to run out of room for the dead to sleep. 
 
The miracle was going bad...and speeding up. From further back, the dead arrived: Civil War veterans 
wandering out of state parks, luckily too dazed and mystified to rehash old grievances; entire tribes of Native 
Americans seeking out land that was unrecognizable now; victims of flu and plague epidemics appearing in 
droves in Europe hale and hearty until the streets and cities choked on the life. And it hasn't stopped. The 
latest trend is teenagers who kill themselves for kicks and arrive again fresh and new hours later. Hopefully 
they will tire of this...it's hard to find room for the undead, much less their spent corpses. 
 
But I can't keep up with all that's happening on the news. Not anymore. The former owners of our house 
want it back--plain and simple. So far the courts side with us: that dead is dead, whether or not the state is 
temporary, but we'll see. It's all out on appeal. 
 
But it's not even that. My wife's first husband is back as well, and he wants what's his, too. And my wife...it's 
not that I doubt she loves me. It's just...well, I was the second husband, right? Let's just say that I may be 
losing that appeal as well. 
 
It's funny in a way that really isn't. I remember watching those horror movies about the walking, restless dead 
and being scared shitless as a kid. I thought how horrible that would be if that happened. 
 
But...this is worse. They're not here for our brains or to try and eat our flesh...they just want their lives back. 
And honestly, we didn't even have enough life for ourselves before they showed up on our doorstep. 

 
2/7/05, 8:32pm 



14. 
 
The reason I had to get over being allergic to cats was because 
when you call the police to explain that a three-inch tall man has 
tried to break into your house and kill your son, the men in blue 
are generally disinclined to believe you. 
 
My son's name is Doug. He will be two in April. And so far, there 
have been twenty-eight outright attempts on his life. These are the 
ones my wife and I are aware of. All of these attacks have been 
instigated by the previously mentioned men, all of whom appear 
to be perfectly identical, like plastic Army men come to life. But 
they are flesh. I know this. And they bleed. 
 
I know they are trying to kill my son because they always come armed with weapons that are the appropriate 
size for them to carry, and they can be lethal to a child Doug's size. 
 
I caught the first one, standing on the rim of Doug's crib, holding a machete that was not even an inch long. I 
had heard a sound in the perpetual shallow sleep of the still-new parent, and woke, thinking I had heard 
Doug shifting around in his room, perhaps about to wake up. I rolled out of bed, went into the next room, 
and went from lethargic to completely awake in a split-second. In the light from the hallway, my mind saw 
some kind of odd beetle, finishing its crawl up the side of Doug's crib and looking like it was ready to pounce 
onto him. 
 
Without thinking, I swatted at the thing and sent it sailing across the room to die broken against the far wall. 
Two things happened in that instant that do not normally occur when encountering and dispatching a 
household pest. 
 
It took a minute for me to realize that my hand was bleeding--the finger he had gotten was nearly cut down 
to the bone--because I had been distracted. I had been distracted because beetles don't cry out when they die. 
 
I went to the wall, examined the red dot that had been left by the tiny man's skull cracking open after his 
metal helmet caved in, and then looked down onto the floor. 
 
That's when I saw the first of them. A miniature man, neck and limbs at strange angles after being hurled 
what was, for him anyway, an incredible distance. After staring for a moment or two in disbelief, the pain in 
my hand drew my attention. I held up my hand, inspected it, and saw the gash. 
 
The blade had skittered under the changing table. I saw it gleam and fished it out, confirming its sharpness by 
slicing a baby wipe in two by simply passing the blade down the paper's length. 
 
I went to the hallway and hissed low for her to get up and come quickly. "He's fine," I added before her mind 
could start to become worried about Doug's safety. 
 
By the time I had finished explaining to her what had happened, the little man's body, clothes and all, has 
begun to dissolve. Within minutes, all trace he had ever been there was gone. Except...for the blade. It stayed 
just as sharp as when it almost cost me a finger. 
 
I lied, you know. I haven't called the police, that night or any other night. Because again, what would you say 
to them? "Yes, officer, the damndest thing...little bastard melted away to nothing as you were pulling up." 
And they don't appear on film, we learned this in later experiments...how great is that? The only proof I had 
that night apart from a fellow crazyperson, my wife, who also saw the little corpse is a tiny machete, which in 



the end looks like a toy soldier's, and a cut on my hand, which could have come from anything. 
 
No, after a serious discussion between my wife and I we decided to wait and see what would happen. We 
both sat up all night in the nursery, standing guard. I kept looking at the deep cut on my finger. I saw that 
little killer going for my boy's jugular. His temples. His eyes. I barely blinked the rest of the night. 
 
The next night we took turns standing guard. Two hours up, two hours down. And three pots of coffee. 
But...there was no repeat of the previous night's incident. 
 
Dawn came and we were very relieved, both of us. As odd as it sounded, I thought perhaps it was just one of 
those things. Those odd crazy moments that in time you'll convince yourself: not a man, a bug of some kind. 
I cut my hand on the outside of the crib when I freaked out. 
 
I remember thinking these things as I walked out onto my front porch and then sneezed violently. Looking 
down, there was a large, grizzled cat. He was missing part of one ear and his fur was uneven. A very 
unattractive creature. He was just sitting there, looking up at me, as though he was expecting me. I was going 
to tell the beast to get lost--I love cats, but as I said, I've always been highly allergic--but then I saw what was 
sitting by its front paws. 
 
Where some cats might leave you a dead bird or squirrel as their idea of a gift, this cat hadn't brought me 
dead animals at all. Instead, he had brought me knives. Three of them. All of them less than an inch long. 
 
I turned and glanced at the mail slot in my front door. I could see a series of scratches on the wood that I 
didn't recall being there before. Three of them had tried to come through the front door mail slot and try 
again. And this cat had stopped them. With extreme prejudice. 
 
At that moment, my wife came to see why I had stopped half in, half out of the house. Her eyes went from 
the cat to the knives and in an instant, she had understood. Doug, cradled in one arm, looked at the cat, gave 
a happy little gurgle and shouted "Granda!" With that, the cat, duly named, had walked past us and into the 
house. He stayed with us until they finally overwhelmed him two nights ago. 
 
Now, I know what you may be thinking. Granda does sound a lot like some baby talk version of "Grandpa," 
or even "Granddad," but the fact of the matter is that Doug had never met either of his grandfathers. I was 
raised solely by my mom and never knew the sperm donor, while my wife's father died of cancer while we 
were still dating. I have no idea what the true significance of the name is, but the cat would answer to it. 
 
The battle escalated, with more and more time passing between each attempt at invasion. As the little men 
brought more reinforcements each time, so did Granda. He would come into our bedroom and rouse us with 
a low yowling noise when the time came, then go to oversee his own troops. 
 
With each attack, Granda would counter the additional men with additional animals. We had no idea where 
they came from. We could not even count how many were on "our side" because my wife and I were always 
in the nursery, the last line of defense. I've heard more cats, I've heard birds, I've heard the pounding feet of 
dogs, and other nameless wildlife, all somehow called to our aid. Each morning after an attack, we'd find the 
knives scattered about the yard, the porch, even the foyer. We've found air vents removed, a dozen or so 
blades as testament to the fact the integrity of the house had been breached. 
 
Two nights ago, as I said, the men finally took Granda. Somehow they had managed to open the front door 
(the chain was cut cleanly in two, a deadbolt was melted into slag) and fired something at the cat. It sounded 
like a shot of some kind, like you would hear from a regular-sized pistol. I feared for our safety and told my 
wife to stay put. 
 



Looking down from upstairs, I saw Granda's light brown form sprawled on the rug, unmoving. One paw 
gave a twitch and he was still. I barely noticed this last movement, though, for the army--literally--the army of 
men began their march, clambering up and over each step. 
 
Before I could even think about beginning to mount some kind of defensive move, there was a blur of fur-
covered movement in the door. An enormous Great Dane had bounded inside and was tearing through the 
men like they were...well, what my initial impression had been: little beetles. With this to turn the tide, the 
fallen Granda's troops rallied and stormed in as well, laying waste. 
 
After the last of the men were dead, the animals seemed to look around and, seeing nothing left that needed 
killing, they departed. All of them. The other stray cats. The birds. The large--what I thought at least--was a 
bobcat. And others I didn't have time to take note of. 
 
All except for the enormous dog. He plodded carefully up the steps and tossed a strange melting slag at my 
feet. I could see the barrel rotting away and realized this must have been their latest weapon advancement--
the one that had ended our chief defender's life. 
 
The dog then plodded into the nursery and laid down, bruised and bloodied, at the side of Doug's crib. The 
explosion downstairs had woken him, and he had been crying in my wife's arms. But now he looked down at 
the dog and smiled. "Granda!" he called, suddenly cheerful. 
 
There hasn't been another attack, but this just happened, as I have told you. At the rate things were going, it 
could be a month before the men can pull together enough to try again. 
 
Granda is with us now as his predecessor was, always watching, prowling, helping to guard our son. I have 
since given up the doses of Benadryl and shots that made me able to accept Granda the First into our home. 
It was a small price to pay to keep my son safe. 
I have no idea why this is happening. I don't know who sends the little men. I don't know who sent Granda, 
either of them. I don't know why anyone or anything would want my baby boy to die. 
 
I've seen my share of horror movies. It's occurred to me that in some versions of this story, if it were a story, 
the little killers might be the good guys. And myself, my wife, and Granda might be standing in the way of 
what they're trying to do for a greater good. 
 
But when all is said and done, it doesn't matter. We're packing up and moving to a home that's easier to 
defend and we'll be gone before the week's out. This is my son we're talking about, after all. So fuck them. 
 

2/8/05, 6:48pm 



15. 
 
My womb gives forth monsters. 
 
I've seen the evidence with my own eyes. And as always, they 
send back enough so that no one can doubt their sincerity and 
veracity. It's the truth. Three times I have conceived a child, 
and three times now the word has come back: no. 
 
The first artifacts from the future arrived on a winter morning 
in February. I should imagine that the girls at Medjugorje felt 
something like the three hikers who came upon the pile of 
newspapers. 
 
They were laughed off, ignored. The hikers knew they would be. Our unseen future friends had no doubt 
known as well. Copies of The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and even USA Today, all dated two 
months ahead. All of them told the same story, in huge point type on their front pages: California had finally 
suffered the Big One, and hundreds of thousands of people were snuffed out. There was a reason no copy of 
The Los Angeles Times had been included in our care package: there was no longer a Los Angeles. One of 
their correspondents had written a book about surviving the ordeal despite the loss of both legs and most of 
one arm. A copy of that book had been thoughtfully provided. 
 
Some people heeded. Most did not. And most of them, in turn, died. Because it happened just exactly as the 
future sources claimed. Surprisingly enough, the reporter who had wound up writing the book, defiantly did 
not go along with his prescribed actions. As a result, he lost his life as well. The surprise comes from the fact 
that the book, now in the Time Embassy wing of the Smithsonian, remains and is completely unchanged. 
Apparently, life is less like science fiction than one might think. 
 
More and more people began heeding the objects found in that spot in the wilderness. No representative of 
the Time Embassy, as our faceless benefactors came to be called, ever came back in person to explain. They 
simply sent back incontrovertible proof of what they wished us, and in turn, no doubt, themselves, to avoid. 
 
The government tried to bring the area under martial law. But too many soldiers had lost family or friends in 
the losses out on the West Coast. And people had found evidence that care packages had been sent back only 
to decay into nearly nothing, completely exposed as they were to the elements. A bleached newspaper 
fragment, a diary stricken with algae, even some form of magnetic media which had succumbed to many 
seasons of wind and rain. The military simply refused to cut off the world from the Embassy. 
 
Experts were brought in. They put up a structure to protect anything else that would appear. They even have 
the building open at the bottom down to the bare earth, after fears of the artifacts materializing into concrete 
and steel. These chosen few wait, then receive what is sent, dissect the message, and deliver it to the world. 
 
My first son was the first exception to this. 
 
Allan was going to become an inventory quality control supervisor at one of the largest beverage distributors 
in New England. On his thirty-fifth birthday, he began a three-night spree. He was going to go out to their 
main warehouse and personally paint the cans of this particular beverage, right on the area where one's lips 
would rest, with a clear, odorless chemical agent. The documents they showed me stated that the taste, if any, 
was negligible. He did not take great care to slather on this agent, he simply painted a line across the side for 
the lower lips, then one over the top where the opening would be once you popped the can. As a result, for 
Allan was very quick about his chores, over seventy thousand people died. It was a miracle they figured out 
the cause in time and were able to catch my son on night #4 and shoot him before he was able to put down 



his brush and draw his weapon. 
 
Allan was never born. They put me to sleep and when I awoke. Allan was gone from my body as if he had 
never been. 
 
I had argued. I had begged. But so many things had been proven true, they said. Earthquakes, floods, 
droughts, assassinations, they said. Who knows how the deaths Allan caused affected the future beyond him 
(no one had yet to come up with a conclusive estimate as to how far in the future our benefactors were), they 
said. They said. And said. 
 
So there was Allan. His father, I told myself. The nameless man who had provided his seed so that lonely 
women like me could fix their loneliness. 
 
But then came Calvin. Two years later. He was going to blow up ten government buildings in six countries 
before they killed him. I saw his morgue photo. The clippings. I even heard part of a mass funeral service at 
Canterbury, though the trip back to us had warped the media so that everyone sounded like they were in slow 
motion. 
 
And after him was James. James killed children. 
 
The people here were kind enough not to make these things public. I was brought in, shown, and I believed. 
 
I asked them if anyone else had received such a directed package, meant for one person. They said no. And 
I'm afraid I believe them. 
 
Three seed donors. All different. I checked. Nowhere in these future documents was I present, except as a 
name on a birth certificate. Or perhaps a hospital photo. Maybe for each of my darling boys, I was their first 
victim. I will never know. 
 
They've sent me a nice package, the folks who receive the artifacts. A jab in the leg with this, push down on 
the plunger, and I remove the threat of my children from the world. It will take five minutes, and I'll just 
sleep. Sleep without waking up. 
 
Artifacts hardly ever leave the building anymore. But I'm looking at a picture of James from seven years from 
now. If you didn't know what you were looking at, you'd assume it was the boy sitting on a front porch of 
some house in suburbia, holding his puppy in his lap. 
 
But if you look closely, you can see that the puppy is quite dead. And that the smile on the boy's face is 
blissful in claiming the deed. 
 
That smile is the reason I'm going to use the needle. The fact I'm not sure who's behind the camera is why I 
brought the gun, just to be sure. 
 

2/8/05, 9:40pm 



16. 
 
"It sounded like a good idea at the time."  
 
The standard excuse given for all fuckups, from the smallest 
"Whoops" type moment all the way up to the big granddaddy 
"Oh shit" ones. I'm sure when somebody finally knocks over 
the wrong vial in the wrong lab at the wrong time and 
unleashes whatever superbug finally kills us all, that will be 
what the lab tech who put it in that precarious spot will say as 
some hemorrhagic fever turns his large intestine to jelly. "It 
seemed like a good idea at the time." 
 
I worked in a lab, yes. With my best friend, Danny. It was a very small company that operated on the cheap, 
sinking everything we brought in, venture capital-wise, into R&D. 
 
We had only told everyone, my girlfriend and Danny's wife included, that we were working on engineering a 
new kind of rose. 
 
What we didn't tell them is that we were trying to grow a new kind...that could talk. 
 
Imagine being able to walk into a florist and buy a rose that could be kind of like your little organic audio 
calling card. You leave it on someone's doorstep and it says "I love you" as it's picked up. Or a dozen roses 
that could sing, as a choir, your honey's favorite tune. 
 
We thought of the idea originally as a joke, but Danny had this knack for making the ridiculous feasible, so 
when he showed me how he thought we could pull it off, I went in with him. 
 
So after five years of roughing it out in a small lab space and getting so sick to goddamn death of looking at 
roses of any color, we were ready to run another trial. 
 
Our latest prototype had reached maturity. We started audio and video going to capture the moment...if it 
happened. To be honest, we had run through so many trials at that point, the newness had worn off. We did 
this because it was all part of the routine. 
 
Danny leaned down and said to the rose, "I love you. Can you say 'I love you'?" 
 
The simplest way to explain how the rose was supposed to work is that it could be trained to say certain stock 
phrases...almost like a parrot. You could get it to say anything you wanted, in theory, given enough time and 
patience. 
 
"Can you say 'I love you'?" 
 
The rose made a tiny hissing sound. Nothing special. Once we had had one cough. So big deal. "I'M SORRY" it 
finally struggled to say. 
 
Danny looked at me, thunderstruck. "Steve! Steve, holy shit, did you hear that?" 
 
I peered through the viewfinder for the camera, making sure we were getting all of this. "Yeah," I said. I was 
less awed by Danny. I remember that the voice had sounded so faint, so fragile, and so genuinely sorrowful. 
It felt remorse and that oozed out in its unnatural, tiny voice. 
 



Danny was jotting down notes on a clipboard. "What could you have to be sorry about?" I think he was 
talking to himself, really. 
 
"I'M SORRY," the rose answered anyway, sounding as though saying this was the last thing it would have 
wished, "THAT STEVE SLEPT WITH YOUR WIFE WHILE YOU WERE IN HOUSTON THAT TIME." 
 
Danny looked at me, then to the rose, then back. "What the hell? Is this some kind of a joke? Did you do 
this?" 
 
I think then he got a good look at my face. I think the color I had turned, despite my efforts to keep a straight 
face, was ashen gray. He seemed to grasp fairly quickly that this was not a joke. If I could have opened my 
mouth to laugh it off or something, anything, we might have been able to salvage it. 
 
But the rose spoke first. "I'M SORRY," was all it said. 
 
"Oh God, it's true, isn't it?" And again when I didn't answer immediately, louder, "Isn't it?" 
 
It was, of course. Wendy and I knew each other before I ever met Danny. We had had one of those things 
that never came to fruition. You know, the timing's always bad or whatever. Then Danny had come in at just 
the right time and swept her off her feet. It was a one time deal while Danny had been out of town, and we'd 
never revisited that night. It was fun, don't get me wrong, but I think quite frankly we were both glad to get it 
out of our systems. 
 
"Aw, God," Danny said, clapping a hand to his forehead. "You did. You did. While I was off getting us VC 
for this. Oh Jesus, with Wendy." 
 
Yes, I did. And had never told anyone. And neither, to my knowledge, had Wendy. 
 
"I'M SORRY, DANIEL," the rose said miserably. 
 
"Shut the fuck up!" He roared at it. Then he turned back to me and eyed the video camera. "Turn that shit 
off!" Then he sat down in a chair and covered his face in his hands, moaning on and on about me and 
Wendy. In doing so, though, he drowned out the rose, which had not, in fact, shut the fuck up. In fact, I had 
the suspicion that the reason it sounded so mournful was because it simply couldn't shut up. 
 
"Shut up for a second," I told Danny. 
 
"You go--" 
 
I crouched down by the rose and barked at him, "I said shut up!" Then to the rose I said, "Did you say you 
were sorry for something? Something for me? What did you say?" 
 
"I'M SORRY JEAN DIDN'T WANT YOU TO BECOME A FATHER," the rose said simply. 
 
"What are you--?" I started, then stopped. Jean and I, at that point, had been dating for almost four years. 
"She didn't--" 
 
With that, Danny kicked over the vase the rose was in and crushed it under his foot. Then he found his way 
back to his chair and sat down hard. 
 
I sat down as well, on one of the nearby desks. Neither of us spoke for some time, and when we finally did, I 
honestly don't remember what we said to each other. 



 
It hardly matters. Last I heard from Danny, he and Wendy had weathered out their problems. I wasted no 
time in taking care of mine. I don't know what happened to Jean. Don't care to know. 
 
Danny and I stopped our research together at that point. I haven't tried to recreate what we had done, and 
I'm fairly certain he hasn't either. There's nothing stopping me but the fear we'll hear more apologies. Or 
something even worse. Like the little noise it made as Danny killed it. It sounded almost like gratitude. 
Because it couldn't stop on its own. 
 
I try not to think about it when I go to sleep at night. But I think about it every time I start to feel lonely. And 
it helps the feeling to eventually pass. 
 

2/14/05, 11:29pm 



17. 
 
I'm sitting here at my dining room table. To my left is a bottle 
of Scotch whisky that I was saving for a special occasion. To 
my right is a brand-new box of strike anywhere matches. 
 
I'm getting drunk. And I'm waiting to see what comes next. 
Just like the majority of the people on the planet. The ones 
who aren't too busy dying to enjoy themselves. 
 
They told us we had lucked out. Somebody apparently was, 
like Kevin McCarthy said to, watching the skies at the right 
moment. We actually caught sight of them when they passed 
by Jupiter, headed in our direction. When attempts to hail the fleet either didn't work or were ignored, one 
half of the world's population consoled themselves with the idea that our message either never made it there 
or wasn't understood. The other half, myself included, knew that as a bullshit notion and prepared for the 
worst: our friends from the stars were coming and they were not friendly. 
 
So preparations began. Surely, it was reasoned, they weren't terribly advanced, otherwise they could have 
arrived from Jupiter in less time than the year it took them. They would have just appeared in our skies like in 
some shitty Hollywood summer blockbuster. 
 
Just like one of those movies, though, the expected happened: humanity decided they'd like to teach the 
world to fight in perfect harmony. Differences were forgotten, and all the nations came together to deal with 
this new threat. 
 
When our new friends did arrive, just outside geosynchronous orbit, we sent the message again: are you here 
to fight or what? Whole armies stood at the ready to repel landing forces, jets stood ready to take to the skies 
and fight valiantly to the death, and lastly, nuclear missiles all over the world locked onto targets in space and 
were ready to do what they were built to do. 
 
I wonder if the aliens have faces. I wonder if they have a way of expressing a gutbusting belly laugh. I wonder 
if that's what they were doing when they hit the button and launched their weapon at us. 
 
Their one weapon. 
 
As countermeasures lurched into place, the thing detonated high above the planet, just inside our atmosphere. 
And within five minutes, we had lost. 
 
My brother works in the State Department. He lives on the other side of town and when the horse and buggy 
brought him by, I knew all the rumors were true. He confirmed all of them. 
 
That this really was permanent. That people were evacuating the North as quickly as they could before they 
died shivering in their homes. That the aliens had let us stew in our juices for a week before giving us terms 
for unconditional surrender. And tomorrow, we are going to accept. 
 
We have no choice. The bastards were approaching slowly on purpose. They were, in fact, sauntering. The 
northern hemisphere is experiencing a record cold winter and last anyone heard the South American summer 
was being a total bitch. I'm sure people are dropping dead down there as much as they are up here. 
 
My brother told me these things and then got back and had the driver take him home. He has a wife and 
child, after all. And, assuming our new masters keep us alive, he can tell his son someday about the time 



before the aliens. When we were free people. And when matches could be struck to create something we used 
to call fire. 
 

2/16/05, 8:03pm 



18. 
 
Neural leeches? Nah, I used to use them. Don't any more. 
 
It wasn't the way they looked. You know, just like regular 
leeches except for being smaller and that blue line that ran 
down the middle of them. Glistening, you know. 
 
And it's true, the first time you get ready to drop one, there's 
this moment of, "Aw, man, I'm not really about to put this 
thing in my head, am I?" But you do. In the palm of the hand, 
it chooses a nostril and up it goes. 
 
You have plenty of time to go lie down somewhere before it makes it to its destination. And by the time 
you've relaxed completely, it starts to do its thing. 
 
Just like they used to think regular leeches draw off bad blood, these little fellas find the thoughts and 
memories you aren't using anymore...the junk bits, the background noise...and feed on them. 
 
After sixty minutes or so, it starts to shuffle back out, having had its fill. You make your way to the toilet or 
the sink and it just wriggles free. Usually there's just a little blood, a spot or so, just from irritation of the nasal 
passages. It disappears down the drain and that's that. One use wonders. 
 
You give it mental detritus and in its place it gives you clarity: the sweetest, clearest mind. Almost like what 
they say you're like as a very small child: uncluttered, open, receptive. No other drug out there can come close 
to one of disgusting little blackish-grey, blue-striped things. 
 
But like I said, I haven't dropped in months. I read something online about how they don't die when they get 
down there. Each one can only be dropped once, yeah, but they can still reproduce. And the word going 
around now is that they pass on their memories to the next generation. 
 
In my mind, my steadily more muddled mind, I pictured this large neural leech, pasty, albino and the size of a 
small dog, shuffling through the tunnels under the city, flipping through its inheritance of my unneeded 
memories like a guy who brought up a scrapbook after dumpster diving. I imagine it must think the tunnel is 
just another nasal passage, and at any moment, it'll find more of what it's looking for. 
 

2/18/05, 8:49pm 



19. 
 
One of the most amazing sights I've ever seen is Anu, the 
planet that hosts humanity's first lung farms. 
 
The seventh M-class planet to be discovered, and the first by 
the Obsidyan Technology Group, it was an absolutely pristine 
terran-like planet that appeared untouched and had an 
atmosphere that was approximately 21.9% oxygen. And it was 
exactly what Earth needed. 
 
The inherent problem with teleportation was that is that it is 
still bulky and expensive to create on a grand scale. However, 
it's much easier to create pinprick portals, let's say no bigger around than the tip of your pinkie. Where a lot 
of companies kept trying to send heavy machinery to Mars and do it cheaper, better and faster, Obsidyan had 
something else in mind. 
 
They performed the test using the air of New Zealand, which prided itself on its air quality. They used a test 
subject in their home offices of Vancouver; a thirty-five-year old man who, as an early quantum technician, 
had contracted diamond lung and was now forced to stay hooked to an atmosphere machine to survive. The 
poor bastard had gratefully signed the waivers. 
 
In place of his left lung, they put a small module that was responsible for teleporting his blood through a 
series of pinprick portals to the set of artificially grown lungs in New Zealand and then receiving the newly 
oxygenated blood back into his body again. 
 
With one lung missing and replaced with this device, he was able to leave his room unaided for the first time 
in over a year.  
 
While a lab in New Zealand would be fine for a single person to process their carbon dioxide and ensure the 
right amount of oxygen content, Obsidyan was thinking in terms of a grander scale. For example, the 35.6 
million inhabitants of the Mexico City metropolitan area, which has, for at least two decades, been unfit for 
human life according to Mexico's air quality index, the IMECA. Normal gas masks and respirators were seen 
in the streets on a constant basis, with most of them sold for cut prices by street vendors who use lower 
quality and already expended filter cartridges. A day where the death toll is not over five hundred was 
unheard of. 
 
Thus, the acquisition of the planet Anu was the next logical step. Anu is covered with large, hangar-like 
buildings, in which literally millions of lungs hang in their own personal ideal conditions. A single building 
can service two million humans. 
 
Obsidyan offers this service to the Mexican government as well as the municipalities of both Mumbai and 
São Paulo. They are able to provide this service at lower than average costs due to Buildings Five and Six, 
which are contracted out for use by humans doing long range planetside exploration along both the Outer 
Rim and also the mission to Rho Coronae Borealis. 
 
Obviously the security implemented by Obsidyan to protect the breathing of humans far and wide is 
formidable, so only the occasional journalist is allowed access, like myself. However, I do urge everyone to 
take the available virtual tour that Obsidyan provides for home use. 
 

2/19/05, 6:47pm 



20. 
 
The kid who put all the pieces together and finally managed to 
hack the human brain was a sixteen-year-old prodigy from 
Iceland. 
 
In an age when most people weren't running up to date 
countervirus software on their phones, suddenly they were 
having to deal with what the bloggers dubbed "neurospam." 
Being able to write code that essentially spoke directly to the 
brain in its own version of machine language, the kid 
introduced a layover on things you would see in everyday life. 
Where later bits of neurospam would actually be used by less 
than scrupulous companies to overlay advertisements you saw on the street with their own (the cola 
companies ate that shit up), this Icelandic joker, who signed his works as "Kortex King," overlaid things with 
his own commentary. 
 
You look at your dog. Any dog. Next to the dog's head appears a cartoony thought balloon: "The reason I 
have gas is because you feed me the cheap shit. You know this, right?" 
 
You look at your girlfriend or any woman you register as "hot" and the routine grabs a picture of your mom's 
face from your memories and overlays it on the girl's. "Ah, that's better!" comes up in a little orange window. 
 
You're standing in front of a urinal and happen to look down. The fucker's laughter at your johnson is so 
loud it just about takes your head off. 
 
Somebody passed it to me on a flyer they were handing out downtown. They had downloaded this nasty bit 
of brain malware and placed it inside a nanite adtoxin, which I absorbed through my fingers seconds later. 
Fifteen minutes after that and the neurospam told the world I was infected by causing me to involuntarily 
fart. I read online later about how that was the telltale sign. Typical sixteen year old humor, except it was 
swimming around in my brain pan and it was in no way funny. 
 
After they finally cleared that up, and the millions of infected people worldwide had gotten a counteragent 
that purged the malware, it was about six months before the next one hit. 
 
Someone had discovered a bug in the brain, or perhaps when we were first created it was a feature. After 
hearing a particular word in the protolanguage that the brain's code runs on, you forget the last three minutes 
of your life. So this little memetic bit kicked off a process that would leave you standing out in the street and 
not remembering walking out there, or even better, going at ninety miles an hour down an interstate when 
you could have sworn a second ago you were pulling out of a fast food drive thru. 
 
Some sons of bitches even figured out to write out the word, so you'd be walking down the street and see it 
tagged on the side of a building in spray paint...bam, three minutes gone. It would take hours for somebody 
to figure out what was going on and cover up the word. After all, even if you knew what was happening, 
you'd forget the moment you looked at it again. 
 
Part of the problem is that the CDC isn't even sure what to make of all this. And the FDA finds itself being 
called upon to evaluate neuroware that uses heuristics to try and fight this shit. 
 
So far nobody's gotten far enough along to figure out how to make someone's brain just completely shut 
itself off, but I'm afraid it's just a matter of time. I just know I wear gloves when I'm out in the world now. I 
keep my music player cranked when I'm in a crowd. And I'm usually behind sunglasses. They've found that 



amber lenses give you a split second to look away if the memetic trigger has enough characters in it. 
 
I presume it's working well enough. Though I'm wondering if I would even remember if it wasn't. 
 

2/20/05, 8:41pm 



21. 
 
Define faith. 
 
The majority of people will tell you that faith is simply the belief 
in something that you have no proof of. God, for example: a very 
popular recipient of said belief. I have never met anyone who 
could prove that they had, in fact, received incontrovertible 
evidence of the almighty. Those who had generally lost their belief 
soon after their encounter. For various reasons. 
 
Being unlinked and able to wander about at will, something that 
most people are both blessed and cursed not to know much 
about, I've traveled to many wheres and whens and I've seen much. 
 
The best example of what I think of as faith I found on a world where humanity had managed to kill itself 
using hand me down alien technology found discarded on the moon in their 1969. 
 
The quark bomb is no doubt one of the nastiest weapons I have seen in all of my wanderings. Among non-
biowar offerings, of course. 
 
The quark bomb, when detonated, makes no sound. There is no flash of light. You could be sitting next to 
one and never know it had gone off. In fact, it takes twelve hours for any damage at all to manifest itself. You 
see, the quark bomb causes structural damage strictly on the subatomic level. So it's a good half-day before 
the itching starts and a couple of hours before a victim's skin begins to slough off the body in sheets. Shortly 
thereafter, the skeletal structure starts to collapse in on itself, and utter lack of corporeality is only moments 
away. 
 
It looks like a biowar attack at first, like some extremely angry hemorrhagic fever perhaps. But by that time 
physical structures, such as buildings, at the center of the detonation begin to also deteriorate. Then it can be 
recognized both what it is and where it was set off. The first usage I ever witnessed of this sort of device was 
on a different world altogether, and ground zero was Grand Central Station. That device, however, was very 
crude, and only had a blast radius of thirty miles. 
 
It was much, much later in my own life that I ran across the group I dubbed the Mommonites. As I said, this 
earth's inhabitants had managed to kill themselves with all manner of things left around the Sea of 
Tranquility, quark bombs among them. 
 
The Mommonites appeared to be at least a century after this destruction, the descendents of a town in what 
you might know as the Colorado and they spelled slightly differently: Colorato. I called them Mommonites 
because "Mommon" was written on the side of the quark bomb they worshipped. It was the name of the 
corporation who had built the device, apparently and that was thus the name they had given their god. 
 
Their religious services were nothing I hadn't seen the like of before, though repulsive for reasons which I 
will not describe here. While they were astounded to meet a human being who did not have ash-grey eyes and 
weeping sores, they were not sufficiently impressed to allow me to disarm their god so that it could quit 
emitting what were no doubt very low waves of destructive energy. Hence the abundance of ash in the area 
around Mommon. That was the end result of its worship. It was damaged and going off slowly, taking 
decades to kill them instead of hours. The idea of having someone, smooth-skinned or no, rooting around in 
their god's mechanical guts was more then they could bear. So I moved on from there. And left them to 
disintegrate on their knees.  
 



And that's what always comes to mind when faith is brought up. Not something so simple as implying that 
every god has a corporation's name on its underbelly or even the tired notion that faith will slowly kill you. 
No, for me, faith is what keeps you from being saved, either from yourself or your chosen deity or both. It's 
the idea that we all know what's best for us, even if what's best for us is to leave that idea to others or to 
some manufactured deity.  
 
But we don't know what we need. We're silly, stupid creatures, all of us. And knowing that I'm no different, 
in the end, than anyone else--knowing that the most important things in my life are no doubt bombs that I 
pay homage to--is more horrible than anything I've encountered. On any world. 
 

2/22/05, 4:30pm 



22. 
 
By far one of the strangest trends among eighteen to thirty-five 
year old men is the emergence of gypsy curse fetishists. 
 
These are men who take great pleasure in seeking out gypsy 
women and pissing them off in some form or fashion, so that the 
gypsy in question will then perform terrible mystical attacks 
against them. 
 
"It all started by accident, really," said Nathan [last name withheld] 
in our interview. "I met this exotic chick in a bar. We did it, 
banga-banga, in the alley...and I didn't call the next day. Or the 
next week. Come to find out her great aunt's a gypsy, right? This after I've got these horrible boils all over my 
face for weeks. But...I know this is weird, but...man, that got me hot." 
 
Nathan found that he could no longer perform sexually once the boil curse had subsided. "It's hard to find a 
gypsy, let alone one that can actually put a mojo on you. It takes some trial and error, but when you find 
it...man. Right now I've got a rash on my back that tells dirty limericks all night. Can't sleep worth a damn. 
But man. The sex I can have while it's spouting off. It's something else." 
 
And how do curse-ready gypsies feel about this?  
 
"Well," said Wanda [last name withheld], "it kinda defeats the purpose, doesn't it? I mean, I didn't spend two 
decades studying under my grandmother to become a true practitioner, only to find guys drooling and 
wanting more. I tell them, 'I just gave you a runny nose for a month,' and they just beg me for three months. 
It's just not right, guys these days."  
 
Wanda, however, has turned a negative into a positive. She's opened her own business, tailored to meet the 
demands of this growing sex fad. "I need to go," Wanda told us finally, "my four o'clock is here."  
 
Nathan frowns when we ask him about Wanda and others like her. "Well, I mean, I admire her 
entrepreneurial spirit and all, but it would take the wind out of my sails if I knew all I had to do was drive 
downtown and hand her a fifty. It's a copout, in my humble opinion." 
 
"There once was an aardvark named Puckett," Nathan's rash broke in. 
 
"Not now," Nathan told it. "Not in front of company." 
 
Some gypsies are taking the opposite tack from Wanda and instead ensuring that they're not bothered by 
repeat offenders. 
 
Take Jerry [last name withheld] for example. His curse made him turn permanently into a foam and plastic 
flower. 
 
We asked Jerry how it was going.  
 
"Oh, all right, I guess," he replied in a high, squeaky voice. "I can't bowl anymore and I lost my job as a 
mechanic, but I'm talking about hosting a kids show, so that's all good." 
 
So does being a flower excite you? 
 



"How the hell should I know?" Jerry said, and we think he was trying to sound agitated, but with voice we 
couldn't be sure. "I don't have external genitalia anymore, you know." 
 
But would you do it again, given the chance? 
 
Jerry scratched his artificial stamen for a moment, then replied, "Are you kidding? In a heartbeat. It was the 
best." 
 

2/23/05, 5:21am 



23. 
 
The first time I killed someone, it was an accident. That's a 
proven fact. 
 
It was the middle of the night and it had been raining like 
crazy. I was making my nightly commute back from the office. 
Same route every night. I had never been in an accident before 
that. Hell, I hadn't even gotten a speeding ticket. I was always 
careful, figuring there was never anything worth rushing that 
much for. 
 
When the guy half stumbled, half fell into my path, coming 
out of the light fog and the trees, there was only a split second before the front of my car hit him with a 
sound I thought I would never be able get out of my head. I drive a good-sized SUV, so when he got hit, he 
was forced under the vehicle, and I rolled right over him at more than fifty miles an hour. 
 
There was nothing I could have done, it was agreed. And really, all that night after, I wracked my brain to 
make sure. But it was true.  
 
The first interesting tidbit of information that was revealed about my unintentional victim was that he had 
stumbled into my path because he was probably delirious from lack of blood. From the stab wound in his left 
side. What with all the blood and carnage on the scene, who would have noticed, at the time, such a thing? 
 
After some more investigation, it seemed I had done the world a favor. The dead man was named Rodney 
Moore, and my SUV had apparently ended his sporadic twenty year reign of terror as "The Invisible Killer." 
He had been dubbed the Invisible Killer by the media, after it became apparent that the serial killer the 
authorities sought was well-versed in forensics...and knew how to leave almost nothing behind that would 
lead back to him. In fact, every other murder would have items left specifically to muddy up any trail. 
 
Moore was questioned early on in the investigation and although the police found him rather odd, they found 
nothing concrete to link him to the murders. Every six to nine months, there would be another body. Once 
Moore met his end under my tires, however, they went into his home and found his collection of trophies. 
The catalog of what they found was never revealed in its totality, or at least if it was, I never bothered to read 
up on it. Suffice to say that five additional bodies--disappearances never reported--were found on the 
premises. One, apparently an old vagrant, had been stuffed into an old gas oven and then the door had been 
duct taped shut. I don't think they ever determined to their satisfaction if he was dead before being placed 
inside the appliance or not. 
 
After killing Moore, I had a headache for a good solid week. I saw my doctor about it, in case it was an after-
effect of the accident, but he chalked it up to stress and gave me some painkillers for it. They helped. Some. 
 
At the end of that week, I woke up one Saturday morning...and my headache was gone. My father always 
used to say about the really painful things that when the pain finally did end, the relief would be so good, 
you'd want to get hurt all over again just to be able to experience that blessed lack of pain. 
 
I had swung my legs around and planted both feet on the floor when Rodney Moore spoke in my head. 
"There you are," he said coolly. 
 
Like me, you probably hear voices in your head from time to time. But you know--at least I think most of you 
know--that it's just you, talking to yourself. 
 



But this, this was different. I knew this wasn't me or some aspect of my personality. This was a stranger's 
voice. In fact, I didn't even know it was Rodney until he gave me his name. After all, when you're running 
down an injured man, there normally isn't time for a formal introduction. 
 
"Who are you?" I asked it. 
 
"I'm the Ghost of Christmas Present," he sneered. "Shithead. Who do you think? It's me, Rodney." Then 
after a second's pause, he added, "And don't play dumb with me, because I've been up here since you took 
me out. I couldn't talk, but I could watch. And even if I hadn't been able to see what had been going on, I 
could always go back through the archives and look it up." 
 
At this, I experienced the most loathsome feeling: that of hands, a stranger's hands, pilfering through my 
brain. Even though I couldn't quite say where the sensation was coming from, I couldn't pinpoint where in 
my head this feeling originated. But I felt them all the same: cold, clammy, almost damp fingers, rooting 
around in my thoughts. 
 
"This is impossible," I said out loud. 
 
"That hardly matters, now does it?" I could almost feel his smile. "I was probably going to die after getting 
stabbed by my last victim anyway. My fault for getting careless. But now I'm alive and well and...we're going 
to make a great team." He paused, and I gritted my teeth as his slimy fingers went trekking through my 
memories, like some unseen filing cabinet with nerve endings. "Patty...that's your secretary's name, isn't it?" 
 
"What are you...?" 
 
"I'm lonely in here," he said softly. "I want a friend. She'll do."  
 
Patty was probably the kindest woman you could ever hope to meet. Attended church twice a week, 
volunteered at the homeless shelter downtown and the Humane Society. Totally selfless and a joy to have 
working for you.  
 
In the end, Rodney talked me through everything. How to cover my...our...his tracks. I couldn't resist 
him...how could I? Having my psyche groped while his slick voice, day and night, egged me on to do it...just 
do it. 
 
And one week after we did it, she was there. I felt her wake up in my head. 
 
"How do you feel?" Rodney asked her. 
 
"I...feel...incredible," Patty said. No, she purred it. More than the strange feeling of eavesdropping on a 
conversation in my own head, more stranger still was Patty. It was her voice, yes, but...wrong. 
 
After a few days of having to go through the motions of ordinary life with two dead people chatting away in 
my mind, Patty said, "My brother would love it in here. Be a dear," she purred at me, caressing my mind with 
repulsive hands, "and help us fetch him here, would you?" 
 
"Patty, you want me to kill your brother? What's happened to you?" 
 
She gave out a torrent of laughter and replied, "Why...I've been murdered. Or have you forgotten?" 
 
My head rang with the laughter of corpses. 
 



"Rodney, you did this to her. She was never like this," I accused. 
 
"Don't pin this on me," he said, "it's your head she's in. It's you who made her change." 
 
So I did it. It took almost a week for them to talk me into it, though. After all, her brother was only ten. 
 
But I gave up. I always do. I still do. They wake up and want more company. They can never have enough. I 
don't know whether it's just my head or if all dead people are like this: selfish, insatiable, lonely even in a 
crowd of their own. 
 
I keep hoping the next one will restore the order in there that I've lost. But it never works. They're always in 
there, night and day, pillaging my innermost thoughts and secrets and always with those hands, God, those 
cold, wet hands...and always, there's more of them. 
 
And they keep telling me, Thank you for our new friend. But don't worry. Oh no, there's plenty of room in here. Always 
room for more. Always. 
 

2/24/05, 9:50pm 



24. 
 
I quit my job today. I've put in seven years with the Task 
Force and I'm thirteen months past the usual burnout point, 
but today I finally had my fill. So I quit. 
 
I work for the Arcane Task Force, a section of the FBI 
specializing in vice that falls outside the abilities of regular law 
enforcement. 
 
The best example of this is illegal child oneirography. In 1964, 
the first device appeared, though we've never been able to 
establish who created it. The very term "oneirograph" doesn't 
even make sense, not really, since you're not actually making a record or a duplication. Still, somebody in the 
media invents a word and it sticks. 
 
The device severs a child from their dreams. Not the dreams they have when they go to sleep, mind you--
which would be a blessing, actually...after the procedure there's nothing but raw, dark nightmares in store--
but their hopes and fears, their aspirations. A pervert abducts a child, performs the procedure (an hour back 
in 1964, fifteen minutes today), then deposits the child back in the world again. 
 
The children rehabilitate fairly quickly. They eventually forget what it was like to have them and go on with 
their lives. 
 
The pervs to this day maintain they're not doing anything wrong. They're not molesting the kids, for one 
thing. No oneirographer has ever been found to also have a sexual attraction to the kids themselves. The 
fetish doesn't work like that. 
 
In fact, when the cases first sprung up, cops weren't sure what to charge the pervs with: stealing dreams? 
Illegal surgery? Abduction was the only thing they could get to stick until 1969, when the devices were 
declared illegal in all forty-eight states. 
 
Adults lose their dreams naturally as they get older. The oneirophile wants to return to that feeling, and the 
only way to do so is to take the dreams of others. Children's dreams, of course, are pure and vibrant, relatively 
unblemished in their youth. 
 
Once they have the dream removed and the children discarded (not fatally, though--thankfully these monsters 
are not murderous in nature), they are free to use the dream however they wish. Some simply drape it over 
themselves--the touch of a dream to your skin is like nothing else. One oneiro in Montana was stretching 
them thin to use as canvas for his paintings. Another had made a suit of more than one, stitching them 
together like one would any other type of fabric. 
 
They collect them. No two are exactly the same just as no two children are exactly the same. Even my twin 
brother and I...No, I'm sorry. I don't think I should talk about that. 
 
In recent years, we've had to deal with dream-swapping over the internet. We've stopped many shipments 
across country and from overseas. 
 
When you find a dream, once you brush away the dust and lint, it's easy to ascertain who they belong to. We 
have a database with victims' information and usually one of the first sensations you get while holding a 
stolen dream is a picture of the child it belonged to. Flickering on the surface, as though on a television 
screen smudged by too many alien hands. You do the match, then you return the stolen property. 



 
There's no way to reattach a dream once it goes. Kids reunited with theirs react differently depending on how 
long the separation was. If we can return it quickly, they're filled with happiness. The longer it takes, the more 
the return is met with sadness. 
 
Since it can now be carried, they carry it. They carry it everywhere they go, like a beaten up teddy bear that 
they don't know what to do with anymore. 
 
Yesterday we found a rusty oil drum filled with them. We have no idea whose stash it was, but the drum was 
filled to the rim with five stolen dreams. 
 
This morning, we returned one to Richard Nelson, 45. We drove over to the construction site that he 
manages, and he led us back to his office once he we showed him our badges. 
 
"Did you catch the guy?" he asked, even though I think he already knew why we were there. 
 
When we didn't answer, his eyes went to the metal case I was carrying. "No," he said. "You found it. You 
brought it back." 
 
When he removed it from the case, he looked it over and then brushed a hand over it. Being left for untold 
years in an oil drum had worn the dream down considerably. But after a moment, Curtis clutched it slowly  
to his chest, and the dead eight year old inside him said in a hoarse whisper, "Oh, that's right. I was going to 
be a veterinarian." 
 
And that's what made me quit today. A forty-five-year-old gruff and grizzled construction foreman sobbing 
behind his desk. 
 
You see, I've quit this job every single day for seven years. So tomorrow will be no exception. 
 

3/1/05, 10:01pm 



Blame and Gratitude: 
 
This originally began as a fluke.   
 
Everybody else had a LiveJournal or a blog, but I didn't.  I just 
didn't know what I would do with one.  People write about their 
lives all the time, but I was afraid that if I wrote about what was 
going on in my life rather than doing what I always do—simply 
writing--somehow whatever parts of my life make it into my work 
would be used up and thus, less work. 
 
A while back the folks at AiT/PlanetLAR sent me Warren Ellis' 
microfiction book, Available Light, to review.  Basically he took shots with a cameraphone and then wrote 
stories to go along with them.  Three hundred words and less.  And they were little sticks of dynamite.   
 
So when I bought my Danger Sidekick (which is a phone, not somebody in spandex) and the camera 
attachment several months later, I was inspired to use a LiveJournal for something that could be writing and 
also quench my thirst to be a mediocre photographer at the same time. 
 
Thus the concept of Something Else was born.  Actually there was no concept behind it at all, it was just 
something I could type up while standing in line at the grocery store or at red lights or something.  But it kept 
going, in fits and starts.  And since eventually I want everything I do to wind up in print in some form or 
fashion (RP or Real Paper as I would say in another story), here we are.  The first twenty-four microfictions 
are what I started thinking of, towards the end, as the closest thing to an anthology TV series I would 
probably ever do.  And so, these stories mark the entirety of the "first season." 
 
So here you are.  And there you have it. 
 
Many thanks as always to family and friends as well as the people who have wandered through this online in 
the LiveJournal and added me to their lists of friends.  Thus the circle widens.  And little by little, we make a 
world. 
 
 
John Robinson 
San Diego CA 
July 16, 2005  11:27pm 
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will survive any termination of this License.  
Subject to the above terms and conditions, the license granted here is perpetual (for the duration of the applicable copyright in the 
Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reserves the right to release the Work under different license terms or to stop 
distributing the Work at any time; provided, however that any such election will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other 
license that has been, or is required to be, granted under the terms of this License), and this License will continue in full force and 
effect unless terminated as stated above.  
 
8. Miscellaneous  
Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, the Licensor offers to the recipient a license to 
the Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to You under this License.  
Each time You distribute or publicly digitally perform a Derivative Work, Licensor offers to the recipient a license to the original 
Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to You under this License.  
If any provision of this License is invalid or unenforceable under applicable law, it shall not affect the validity or enforceability of the 
remainder of the terms of this License, and without further action by the parties to this agreement, such provision shall be reformed 
to the minimum extent necessary to make such provision valid and enforceable.  
No term or provision of this License shall be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless such waiver or consent shall be in 
writing and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.  
This License constitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work licensed here. There are no 
understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified here. Licensor shall not be bound by any 
additional provisions that may appear in any communication from You. This License may not be modified without the mutual written 
agreement of the Licensor and You.  
 


