


Socrates: Tell me, O Meno, whether pulp fiction is something good, or if not good, 
can it be something worthwhile, or at least entertaining? And if any of these are true 

is it something that comes to human beings by publication or some other way? 
Meno: It is not hard to tell, Socrates. First we must know what the virtue of a pulp 

story is. If it’s the virtue of hard boiled crime you want, it’s easiest to say that it’s this 
you want: a detective who does well to his friends and manages the affairs of 

dangerous dames and crimes, and a nemesis who does harm to his enemies, and 
the detective who avoids the twists and turns of convoluted plot points. And if it’s 
the virtue of a space opera you want, that’s not too hard. It is to manage well the 
breaking of the laws of physics and to boldly go where no man has gone before. 
And the virtue of horror, and of fantasy, and of parody, and light poetry, and there 
are a great many other genres, so that there is no difficulty in knowing what the 

virtue of pulp fiction is.
Socrates: I have asked you for a definition, and you have given me
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While we at The Swarm are great fans of Ms. Jamie Dunn, director of career services, she is not in fact a 

contributor to this issue. The author of The Thrilling Epic of Lady Pfarlington, Exquisite and Most 
Excellent Bug Madame of Highest Repute in Space Aristocracy, Whom is Forced to Murder In Pursuit of 

Regaining Her Husband's Attentions From the Licentiousness of Space Bordellos, which can and should 

be found at the back of the magazine, is Mr. Jamie Carr, as we almost correctly noted on the title page 

of said tale. With apologies to both Ms. Dunn and Mr. Carr, we regret the error.

Well, it’s back. After a year’s hiatus, and another almost-year’s inactivity. The 
Swarm has returned in print! We’re very humbled to present a set of excellent 
stories from wonderful, patient, brilliant, patient, imaginative, and patient 
contributors—first in electronic form last spring, and now here on paper. Many 
thanks to them, for letting The Swarm be a home for their work. Many thanks also 
to those that came before us, particularly Lillie Franks and Esa Sclafani, without 
whom this revival would not have been possible (and without whom The Swarm 
would never have existed in the first place!).

Also, we are accepting submissions for our next issue, to be released before the 
end of this semester! Please send your writing our way at 
stjohnspulp@gmail.com!

And if you see Mr. Conway, please let us know. We’re pretty sure he owes us 
money.

mailto:stjohnspulp@gmail.com


The Monophysics of Mars, Part 4 
Stylus Marner

Editor’s note: Parts 1-3 do not exist in our quantum reaiity. Due to a brief malfunction on the part 
of Gmail’s universal resource locator, The Swarm’s e-mail account briefly received submissions 
intended for a St. John’s in a parallel universe where, somehow, religion has taken the place of 

science. This has led to a genre of fiction that is, to our knowledge, unprecedented in our 
universe.

“What do you mean ‘The controls aren’t working’?’’ Peter, the ship’s theologian snapped. 
“This ship is powered by the prayers of the twelve most pure-hearted monks in all of America, 
and the controls are based directly on Aristotle’s lost treatise The Aeronautics, as reconciled with 
the Christian faith by myself. It not working would be a clear violation of Matthew 17:20. ‘If ye 
have faith as a mustard see’-’’

“We all know how the ship works,” said Mary. “I’m telling you that it’s not working now.” 
“Are you doubting my craftsmanship?!”
“Now wait a minute here,” Matthew Matthias interceded, “Let’s not say anything that we’d 

repent of. I’m sure there’s an explanation for this that’s in accordance with doctrine.”
Martin the robot did not contribute any ideas. Martin the robot was unensouled matter.
“Look. The only way I can think of to disable the engines would be to corrupt the monks 

that... One second.” He hit a button on the control altar. “Is this the engine room?”
“Yes, sir,” said a voice from the other side, carried from one end of the ship to the other by 

the power of a reliquary containing dirt touched by the archangel Gabriel, patron saint of 
communication.

“Does Jesus have one nature, or two natures joined in hypostatic union?” “Well, it’s funny 
you should ask that, actually,” the voice replied. “Last week, I would have said two natures, but 
just yesterday I found this book in the engine room, and-”

Peter let go of the button. “It’s worse than I feared. We’ve been sabotaged. By 
monophysites.”

Mary gasped. “Good heavens! Not monophysites!” “Oh, come on,” Matthew said. 
“Everyone knows monophysites are just scary stories for children. They’re pure reli-fi!”

Regular readers, of course, will recall that Matthew Matthias was nothing more than a 
simple, ripplingly muscled, dazzlingly handsome sexton before he was asked to read an 
untested, hyper-strong version of the Serenity Prayer, and fell asleep for two hundred years, 
waking up in the strange world of tomorrow.

“Yesterday’s reli-fi is today’s reli-fact,” Peter replied. “They must have come from Mars.” 
“From Mars? But isn’t the existence of other inhabited planets heretical?”
“Quite right, my boy. But Mars wasn’t always habited. The monophysites fled their in ships 

much like ours.”
“But how could they have developed ships while praying to an improperly conceived 

Jesus?”
“Exodus 7:11, good boy. ‘The magicians of Egypt did in like manner with their 

enchantments’.”
“It’s said that on Mars, not only Jesus, but everything has to be made of one substance,” 

Mary added. “Specifically corduroy. Everything they wear, drink or eat is made of corduroy.”
“How bizarre.”
“They also murder children for sport and feed their elderly to corduroy monsters.”
“And that’s not the worst part either,” Peter interjected.
“It’s not?”
“No. According to legend, they believe that communion wafers are only figuratively 

transformed into the essence of Jesus.”

“Great stars!” Mary gasped. Matthew was too shocked to respond.
“I know. It’s horrible, isn’t it?”
“Well, that too. But I think we have a bigger problem.
“Of course we do,” said Peter. “Original sin. Why do you bring it up?”
“That’s not that what I meant,” Mary replied.
“What is it?” asked Matthew.
“According to our revelation based detectors, we’re just a few minutes from crashing into 

something really big. And really solid...”
“You don’t mean...” Peter trailed off.
Everyone except Martin, who was not alive, ran up to the window to look out. “Did 

you have to make this out of stained glass?” Matthew said, squinting. Peter ignored him. 
“Just as I feared...” At that moment, they realized the horrible truth: the ship was fast 
running low on quintessence-filled space and was about to crash... into the Circle of Fixed 
Stars!

How will Mary, Peter and Matthew survive this one? Will they find out who sabotaged the 
ship with monophysitism? What was with that robot anyway? The Swarm regrets that not a 
single one of these questions will be answered next issue. Our apologies.



Kool Aid 
By Kira Anderson

They told us there was a disease coming, a monstrous disease. Worse than the Avian Flu, 
worse than the Spanish Influenza, worse than the Bubonic Plague. What were we to do?

I remember as shops closed in preparation for the incoming pandemic. Shelves were 
cleared of merchandise and everything was halted. No incomes, no outcomes, just fear. The 
local shop, run by Mrs Achinua was robbed half-way through the president’s speech about the 
coming end. He was hopeful. He had a solution.

I remember watching his honest eyes as he delivered a beautiful, smooth reassurance to 
the people on cable television. We all sat around the TV, my big brother, my mother and me. The 
man seemed so honest that we all felt reassured for whatever reason. How could we not be? 
We elected him half a year earlier, and he and Congress were still in their honeymoon phase. 
Bills were being passed! Economy was growing! Until the announcement. And even then, we 
were safe.

Poor Mrs Achinua, a widow of four years with no children, no family, and hardly a future, 
was watching the speech from the ancient laptop that always whirred in the back of her check
out area, displaying Fox News updates. She was smiling, a crooked smile, showing her newly 
capped teeth. This president had made sure that she got the medical aid she needed. She had 
been suspicious of him at first, but now she loved this man.

She was ogling the president’s own pearly whites when the gun went off against the back 
of her head, and the old laptop was still portraying the smiling politician as blood and brains 
dragged sluggishly down the screen. Mrs Achinua no longer had her wisened grey eyes, but the 
man who fired the gun got some cereal for his six children who lived in the apartments near 
Twelfth Street. It was the last box, actually, since everyone had already stocked up on supplies, 
th I had always liked Mrs Achinua, so when the man was dragged into the streets and torn 
apart by people hungry for something more than food and reassurance, I was a little happy. I hid 
it, though. My mother was distressed and held me tight to her, so I said nothing about how he 
deserved it. Only later did I learn about how his children starved, and no one would take care of 
them, since the youngest contracted something, something possibly deadly.

After the citizens had cleaned the blood from the streets and returned to their homes to 
disinfect, my mother held me by my shoulders and looked me in the eyes.

“Honey,” she told me, more scared than I had ever seen her. “I am so sorry.”
“What for?” I asked, confused.
“I don’t know what world you’ll have left after this,” she whispered, tears beading in the 

corners of her fiery eyes.
“I’ll have something,” I said. I was so young, and I thought that this sickness would help 

the world. People would die, and the population would decrease. We would restart, stronger as a 
world than when we had entered this horror. I didn’t care if Suzy down the street choked to death 
on her own blood. I didn’t care if Tom’s mother watched her whole family fall apart. I would have 
a better life. Children always think like this before they see hell for themselves.
those that could afford it.

The next speech was given across the world in every language that I could think of and 
some that I had never even heard of before. Leaders of every nation announced their solution to 
fix the world—a drug had been manufactured, but everyone had to take it at the same time, so 
the disease could not mutate. If one person took it, then a day later someone else did, the 
disease could change, scientists across the world declared, looking nervous and tired. No one 
had slept well since patient 0 entered a hospital in New York and infected an entire ward, before 
infecting the rest of the world.

The drugs were free, a simple purple pill handed out at every pharmacy across the 
country, across the world. Planes dropped boxes of them to areas in Africa or in mountains it 
was hard to reach. Everyone had a special place in their homes for the drug to be held until 
taken. My mom pulled out a tooth-holder I had used when I was five and still believed in the 
tooth-fairy. She put the three pills in there.

There was a count down on every news station. In the right hand corner, there sat a 
simple ticking clock. We watched it with anxiety, hoping we didn’t catch the disease before the 
clock struck zero. There was a celebration planned in Time’s Square. The ball was going to drop, 
like on New Year’s. My mother even got my brother a new computer to be opened after the 
disease was stopped that he could take to college. I got a new set of games to play on the family 
computer, but I opened them before the ball dropped, because I was impatient. They were 
building games. I loved building games. Mom always said I should become an architect. I didn’t 
really listen to her, because I just liked putting wires and blocks together to make things light up 
and form buildings.
I didn’t go to school, since it was cancelled to slow the rate of infection, so I sat at home building 
a little nation out of blocks on the computer, creating fictional wires and homes. I loved it.

My mom always came home from work, took off her face-mask, threw her jacket into the 
laundry machine, turned it on to disinfect, and came to fetch me out of the office. I would hug her 
listlessly, wanting to return to the world in front of me where disease didn’t exist. Where Suzy 
didn’t end up in a mass grave and Tom wasn’t left an orphan on the streets to starve. It was too 
sad to watch how far we had sunk.

Juliet Samora used to babysit for all of the kids on the street, and she was the nicest 
person I knew. She had blonde hair, which was permanently pulled back into a braid, and white, 
perfect teeth. When she came to my house before the plague, she made us cookies and would 
tuck us in at night. When my brother and I were younger, she would bring colouring books and 
crafts, and we would work on those for hours at a time. She was always so kind.

One day, when mom was gone at work, she came to the door. I let her in, wondering what 
she was doing out in the streets. She came in with her perfect teeth and her hair in a loose braid, 
saying that my mom had called her to check in on my brother and me. Without prelude, she 
headed to the top of the stairs. I followed, curious. She got to Mom’s room and began grabbing 
her necklaces from a jewellery box in the closet. She did not even seem to notice me as I stood 
there in confusion.

That was when my brother showed up.
He knew more than I did. He walked up to Juliet and forced her head forward so that it hit the 
wooden dresser the jewels sat upon with a loud crack. I could not move. I was transfixed as my 
brother hauled the kind woman out of the room, pulled my mother’s belongings out of her 
pockets, and then picked her up.

In her beautiful voice, she began pleading with him, with me, with us. She was only 
stealing to help her family out. She was afraid that her parents would die if they didn’t get money. 
She was scared. I was scared, too, and I yelled out to my brother.

“Stop! Let her go!”
But my brother only looked at me. His brown eyes met mine as he threw her down the stairs.

She fell with a yelp and when she hit the floor, she stared back at us with a mix of horror 
and apprehension. Her pearly teeth were now pink and her hair was strawberry blonde with the 
blood that was pouring from lacerations. She scrabbled to her feet and ran out of the house, not 
a single tear in her eyes

I had stood there, staring out the door, wondering how the world could possibly return to 
normal after we all had our pills. How could we just forget the horrible things we had done to 
each other in our darkest moments? Would people have been able to forgive the man that killed 
Mrs Achinua if they had not killed him?



I wanted to forgive the generous, beautiful Juliet, but could we simply forget what happened 
when the world became civilized again?

The ball dropped at 12:00 noon on September 11th. There was partying and the people in 
the streets all swallowed their pills, delighting in the fact that they could help stop a rampant 
disease. I could hear loud music from other people’s homes. There were even some firecrackers 
going off. Everyone was so excited that it seemed to be tangible, floating in the air. These people 
celebrated that the government could save them from a horrible fate, and why should they not 
have? There was so much patriotism. My brother waved a small American flag up and down 
after he swallowed the purple pill. His eyes were glued to the television, watching thousands of 
other people do the same thing across the country.

I wanted a glass of water, though, more than I wanted to celebrate. The pill tasted a little like 
Kool-Aid. Like the grape kind, which I didn’t like. My excited smile turned into a frown as I felt a 
pressure growing behind my eyes. I brought my hand to my forehead, trying to urge the pain 
away.

My brother fell first. The flag dropped from his fist and onto the ground. It rolled to my feet, 
the red and white stripes blurring together in my eyes. Mom yelled at him, saying that he should 
never let the flag touch the ground. I don’t know why she did that. He already knew not to let the 
flag fall. I slowly let my hands drop away from my face to see my brother on the floor, face up, 
staring back at me emptily, the whites of his eyes a deep burgundy. I heard a gasp and a loud 
thud and soon Mom’s eyes were empty too. I sunk to my knees, clutching my head. Blood oozed 
from my mouth. It hurt like nothing I had ever felt before.

But what did all the pain matter? The government had fixed all the world’s problems.

The Girl in the Lake 
By Jonathan Grauberd

There was once a girl...
She lived in the city, or so the story goes. It had been told many times, and it always 

starts the same...
I met that girl on an odd day. The sky was fine and pretty. The trees were green and 

simple in their most noble of ways. Mothers and their children were running amok, oblivious to 
the marvel that rose from the lake.

I didn’t remember a lake in the center of the city. But I had been gone for a long time, and 
it had a habit of twisting our memories into mocking pictures. Whether it was the new wrinkle 
that I had found on my forehead, joining many others in what was quickly becoming a cavalcade 
of eternally smiling faces. To think it was once so smooth.

As she rose from the lake, every drop of water clinging to her porcelain skin with religious 
devotion, all thoughts left my mind. Which was a wonder, and no small one at that. All of my 
worries, the small and not-so-small qualms that gathered like devious dust mites in my mind as 
the years had worn on vanished. The money, the family, and retirement; all had gone away like 
my youth.

The late afternoon breeze blew back her dark hair that had somehow already dried. I got 
up from my bench, rising slowly. After all no one else had noticed her, nor did they seem to 
notice the lake that had appeared in the center of the city. Only I saw the girl with the crimson 
lips that was watching me with eyes that shone like emeralds in the twilight sun.

My arms were heavy, and my legs were slow. It was not always this way. Once, long ago, 
I could run. I was strong. For once my memory did not fail me, and I remembered that in an age 
long forgotten I was loved.

Soft orange hues seemed to color everything as I drew near the girl in the lake. People 
became ethereal forms, their words nothing but specks of violet light in the orange haze. I could 
no longer hear the city, and in all honesty I did not care. Only the girl standing in the center of 
the lake with the crimson lips and the emerald eyes mattered to me.

With every step I took towards her my will which had made me unstoppable returned, 
and as it did I felt that wonderful fire light up in my gut once again. There was no mirror around 
to be found, yet I did not need one to see that I was young again,that my back was straight 
again and that my hair was once again full.

All at once I felt a cool autumn breeze. To my left I saw the moon. It mattered not that 
that it was still light out to my right, and that she waited there. But I had a feeling that she was 
very patient. She had been waiting for a long time. A little longer would not hurt.

The white eye in the sky was shinning bright, casting a pale silver light over the cold 
desert. The stars were out in full force, and all of a sudden I was sixteen again. The entirety of 
the desert lay before my feet. The cool desert night went through my jacket effortlessly, and all 
reason told me to leave. I should have been getting warmer, my spine should have been 
shuddering, but only a wonderful feeling of serenity and awe flooded my senses.
The whole world lay before and I had never felt more alive.

Waves of orange light come flooding in as the evening began to set on the city. Yet as it 
did the twilight light of the lake only grew stronger.

I kept walking and as I did, so did she. The water rippled softly with every step that she 
took. I neared the edge of the lake when the scent, that all too familiar scent assaulted me. It 
was the smell of rain, falling off of pine trees and melting the snow that had fallen on the ground 
only the night before. I was a child again and I remembered how the entire world seemed to 
wake up as the sun hit the snow launching a dozen rainbows into the air.



Then I was on the edge of the lake. Right before me she stood, her eyes kind, but so very 
old. She reached out to me with a pale hand, and I was no longer tall and strong, I was but a 
child before her. A child with his entire life stretched out before him.

Only then did she speak, her voice coming through a trillion echoes, from the sky and the 
earth, and mostly from her radiant lake.

"Are you ready?"
I looked back and I saw a thousand snapshots of my life spread out. Each one becoming 

vaguer and murkier until the end where an old man was sitting on a bench. His hair was gone 
and his back hunched, but I saw something in him that seemed almost unnatural. It was not life 
because that had been long gone, but on his impossibly old lips I saw a smile.

I turned back to her and watched those terribly kind eyes, and I asked as a child would, 
"Where are we going?"
Not another word left her lips, she grabbed and my hand and led me into the lake as the 

world dissolved into bright golden hues.
There was once a girl...
She lived in the city...
But it was not one of ours.
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Family 
By Barnabas Holleran

“Hey, Brandon, it’s good to see you again. How are you doing this week?”
“Hi Dad, I’m doing fine, how are you?”
“Honestly, I’ve been better. I’ve had this damned crick in my back since Sunday. The 

nurses can’t do anything about it. They say I have to just wait it out. You count your blessings. 
Bran. You take your young body for granted, and then one day you wake up at three in the 
morning, you have to piss like a racehorse, and you can’t move a damned inch.”

“Can’t the nurses do anything? This is robbery! Anne and I are spending a fortune to 
make sure you’re cared for here.”

“Yeah, well, what’re ya gonna do.”
“Dad, can I talk to you?”
“Of course! Sit down! What’s the matter?”

“Dad, I saw him again. I know you don't believe me, but I saw him again. I don't know who else 
to go to.”

“Saw him? Saw who? What happened?”
“You know who. Don't pretend you don't remember that night. Alright, so this was two 

nights ago, about three in the morning. I got up for a glass of water. I went downstairs to the 
kitchen sink, and that’s when I saw the light on in the barn. Well, you know how we put the 
switch for the lights back by the fridge, so we wouldn't have to come back through the dark? I 
just figured Anne forgot to shut them off, so I flipped the switch and went back for a glass. But 
when I got to the window, the lights were still on. I saw him, dad. Just for a second, but there he 
was in the window, dark and still, and I nearly missed him. Then the lights went out. Dad, I 
remember wiring that old barn. I remember handing you the screwdriver while you stood on that 
big ladder, and I remember you telling me how 'One switch is damned complicated enough' and 
that we’d put it right inside. Well the switch doesn’t work. He was standing in the barn and he 
made the lights go out.”

“Brandon, I've got something to tell you. You're not the first one to see something wrong 
with that barn. I'm sorry I never believed you before. I didn't want it to be true, I guess. 
Your mother saw it the first time. She was out taking in the laundry this one night in early 
August. It was the night before... You know. Well, she said she was taking the sheets off the line 
when she happened to glance over at the barn. The lights were on, which was unusual, and she 
could see the shadow of a ladder on the glass. She finished up the laundry and went to turn off 
the light, but the ladder had another shadow on it, a young boy. She said she thought it was 
you, or maybe your brother. She turned around just in time to see it fall off, backwards, 
headfirst. I heard her scream and I ran outside to see her disappearing into the barn. I found her 
there, sitting on a hay bale, crying. There wasn't any ladder, and there wasn't any kid. You were 
in your bed, sleeping peacefully. It really got to your mother though. She told me what 
happened, and we went to bed. She cried herself to sleep. Next morning, she was real 
distracted. I found her when I got back from work. Well, you know the rest.”

“I'm sorry, dad. But what gives? You never believed me before! I knew there was 
something to the shadow. I saw him, and now you know it. It wasn't just the storm, and it wasn't 
just the wind. That night was more eerie than other storms. There's always a calm before a 
storm, but not like that one. I told Jason not to go out there, but he just called me a sissy. And 
what did I know? I was just the little brother who never knows anything. I knew he shouldn't 
have gone out, and I know I saw the shadow out there that night. Even afterwards, you didn't 
believe me. You said I was just scared. You said I was just seeing things. That it was just Jason. 
Why are you suddenly ready to listen?”



“Because I saw him too, dammit. I saw him too. If you're crazy, then I'm crazy too. I couldn't 
sleep last week. Damned back. So I got up and went to the window. I saw it large as life. My 
back may be going, but my eyes have always been sharp. He was sitting on the park bench 
down below, legs crossed, arms draped over the back, like he owned the building and everyone 
in it. Cool as a cucumber. He just looked like a shadow. Like there was nothing there, where 
there should be something. You didn't say how big he was, though, before. I always thought you 
described him more like Jason, your age, but he was just sitting there, large as life, a man. I'm 
so sorry, Brandon, you were right all along. I should have listened to you. I'm so sorry.”

“It's alright. Dad, I forgive you.”
“I'm so sorry. Come here, come here. Take my hand. Forgive me for not listening to you.” 
“Of course. Dad, I forgive you. Your hands are like ice! You're freezing! Dad, are you 

alright? This isn't just your back. You’re not well.”
“Of course I'm not well! That thing's been following my family! First your mother, then 

Jason, and now I’m gonna lose you! I’m too sick in here to do anything about it! I couldn’t take 
care of your mom, I couldn’t take care of Jason, and I can’t save you. I’ve let everyone down. 
Forgive me, son, forgive me!”

“Just hold on, dad. It’s not me I’m worried about. I’m going to get a doctor, just hold on. 
Oh! There’s someone at the door. Nurse, thank god, call the doctor!”

“Excuse me sir, you can't be in here.”
“Don't be ridiculous, of course I can. This is my father's room!”
“Sir, this room has been empty all day. Are you alright? What's your name?”
“It's Brandon Henderson. That can't be right, the room-- wait, what happened to the bed? 

Dad? Where are you?”
“Henderson? I'm sorry, Mr. Henderson passed away last week. The room has been 

empty since.”
“He was right here! I was talking to him when you came in!”
“Are you alright, sir? Come on, follow me. It’s okay.”

The nurse held out her hand and I took it, holding a little tighter than necessary. I looked back 
and saw the room, now dark and filled with shadows where my father had been. I didn’t 
understand. I just wanted to leave. The nurse led me through an endless maze of long white 
corridors, monotonously decorated with dusty fabric flowers on narrow shelves. The halls were 
dimly lit but grew lighter as we reached the front of the hospital. I could tell we were almost at 
the foyer, because as we turned down one corridor, I saw an ornate window at the end, letting 
long shafts of light into the dusty air. We passed a sitting room, and I paused to look in. The 
nurse gave me a gentle pull, but I didn’t move. She followed my eyes to the small TV on the 
wall. Choppy subtitles poured across the screen as an immaculately combed man from the 
town’s only TV station read us the news. I read the blocky white text as it obscured the news 
desk and its timing mocked the anchor's lips. “The police are still looking for the homeowner and 
primary suspect of this morning's fire.” it read. “First responders were able to recover remains of 
a woman from the rubble. They were not able to confirm her identity, but she is likely Mrs. Anne 
Henderson,” a beautiful photograph of my wife appeared on the screen, “the wife of Brandon 
Henderson,” my own face appeared on the screen beside hers, smiling with her like we were 
posing for a Christmas card. I felt my skin crawl.

The nurse jerked her hand out of mine, and I looked over at her to see only fear in her 
eyes. She called out, and I found myself being pulled backwards through the hall out of which I 
had just come by two large orderlies, walking firmly deeper into the hospital. As I watched the 
window, in a panic to escape, I saw him one more time, the shadow of a man, this time stepping 
out of a doorway into the shafts of light behind the woman, blocking them out, and though his 
face was featureless, I could tell that he was grinning at me.

Exceedingly Messed Up Bedtime Stories 
By Shannon McGovern

Once upon a time, there was a turtle named Henry and a hedgehog named Margot and they 
were the best of friends. The reason that they were such good friends was because although 
Margot was all prickly and pointy, Henry had a hard turtle shell, so Margot's prickles didn't bother 
him, so they both could cuddle and be wonderful friends.
Everyday Henry and Margot would go down to the woods and visit the old oak tree where the 
owl, Mr. Richardson, lived and throw pine cones at him, because Mr. Richardson was a mean 
awry old bird and very racist.
One day, on their way down to the old oak tree, they came across a hermit crab.
“That's very odd,” said Margot, “hermit crabs usually live near the sea, or in tanks. The glass kind 
not the driving and destruction kind.”
“You're right Margot,” said Henry, “this is a very odd turn of events. Perhaps this is the start of a 
wonderful adventure for all three of us. Hello little hermit crab, what is your name?”
“None of your business, you wrinkly little shit,” said the hermit crab, “leave me the fuck alone. I 
fucked your mother.” The hermit crab then tried to give them his middle finger, but as hermit 
crabs don't have fingers, he just waved his claw at them. Margot and Henry looked at each other, 
and then at the hermit crab.
“This hermit crab is an asshole,” said Margot.
“You're quite right,” said Henry. “Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” 
“I think I am,” said Margot.

So Henry and Margot threw the asshole hermit crab at the racist owl, and the hermit crab 
caught a bad case of Hepatitis B and died. The owl then decided enough was an enough and 
that he was tired of all these motherfucking crabs in his motherfucking nest, so he retired to 
Florida, where he could be as racist as he wanted without anyone really caring.
And Margot and Henry lived happily ever after. The end
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A Story about Walking in the Woods 
By Grayson Mooney

The tree sat back, low and hunched at the back of a little clearing. Looking back on everything, I 
can’t believe it took me so long to notice them. I suppose that was because it was raining and I 
was taking a shortcut. Normally I don’t go through the woods, they’re infested with ticks and 
living where I do we have an epidemic of crazies setting up camps amongst the trees, little 
assortments of second hand tents and plastic sheeting, all surrounded by a sprinkling of broken 
glass and crushed beer cans.
But seeing how it was pouring down rain in hard little pellets of liquid that almost hurt to be hit by, 
I decided that a shortcut was necessary. I wasn’t wearing shorts or exposing any skin that ticks 
could get into and I was carrying around a little knife, mostly for cutting up boxes at work but I 
supposed that it would have to do if someone decided to try to jump me as I was heading home.
I didn’t see anyone for the first few minutes as I traipsed through the foliage. The trees above me 
blocked out the worst of the rain and it was oddly quiet as I continued. I was starting to amuse 
myself by walking on a log when my foot slipped and I tumbled down into a perfectly placed bed 
of stinging nettles.
Standing up, trying to figure out just how to combine profanities into a suitable expression of my 

feelings, I saw a nice, straight stick that I could use to beat the nettles into a pulp. As I went for it, 
venturing deeper into a little clearing, I saw that the grass and plants around me had been 
tamped down, as if a crowd had walked over them not too long before. Standing up, I looked 
before me and felt the breath catch in my throat.
Hanging, not ten feet in front of me, perfectly at eye level, were a pair of Italian penny loafers, 

the leather scuffed, a clod of mud stuck stubbornly to the toe of one of them. I stepped 
backwards, wondering exactly what I was seeing for a moment before realizing that the well 
dressed man before me was hanging from his neck by a length of rope that was already dark 
and soaked in rain from the storm.
Feeling numb I wondered why the guy had hung himself, why he had done it in his Sunday 
best...and why he wasn’t alone. There were other corpses hanging silently in the tree, their faces 
puffy and purple, hands hanging limply, clothes soaked with rain and feet pointed downwards. 
There had to be a dozen of them and as I took another big step backwards I heard a noise 
behind me, rising over the rattling of rain and the moaning of the wind.
On the other side of the clearing, beyond the log that I had fallen off of, there was a figure, 
standing stock still, staring at me through the growing dimness. It was almost evening and the 
sun set fast in the woods, why was I still here?
“Don’t come any closer!” I shouted, holding up my stick, hoping that it looked a lot more 
substantial than it actually was. The figure didn’t respond, just kept staring before making an odd 
shivering motion, like a dog shaking water from its fur. I looked at the woods behind me, past the 
corpse laden tree, and wondered what my chances were if I made a run for it through there. It led 
deeper into the woods but the path to my house, and the rest of civilization for that matter, meant 
going closer to the figure, who I noticed was now starting to move forwards.
As he came closer, steadfastly ignoring my terrified threats. I saw that he was wearing a black 
parka and holding a coiled length of rope.
Moving slowly, carefully, I edged my way past him, holding the stick before me in a defensive 
motion. He didn’t even spare a glance my direction though, instead continuing onwards until he 
was at the base of the tree. For a long moment he stared at the branches and then nodded with 
obvious satisfaction. Taking the hood of his parka off he began to clamber into the tree, the 
bodies shaking and swaying as he disturbed their natural equilibrium.

“What are you doing?” I asked weakly, already knowing the answer. The figure ignored me 
though, instead picking a spot between two hanging bodies and carefully tying the rope to the 
branch. He glanced up at me as he began to fashion a hangman’s knot and I saw that, 
shockingly, he looked ordinary, not at all like whatever mental approximation of a cultist that I’d 
had before.
“Get going,” he said, “you don’t want to be around for this.” He sounded perfectly at ease, 
almost happy.
“If...If you’re in a cult I can help you,” I said, very aware that my voice was shaking and on the 
verge of cracking, “you don’t need to do this.” He didn’t respond, just looked down at me sadly, 
like I was missing some obvious and fundamental truth of the universe. As he finished his knot, 
testing it with practiced hands, I drew the knife that I had in my pocket, flicking the blade out. 
“Don’t do this,” I told him again, feeling slightly more confident now that I had at least a 
temporary solution to what lay before me, “I’ll cut you down if you hang yourself. There’s no 
point.” As I said this he sat bolt upright from where he was and stared at me, terror in his eyes. 
“No!” He shouted, his voice ringing off of the surrounding trees, around us the rain continued to 
fall, even harder if that was possible. He shook his head violently and tugged at the knot again, 
his previous aura of calm was gone, now he seemed agitated and upset.
“Don’t-” I started to say but a rumble of thunder cut me off and the figure shook his head.
“I’m almost late,” he muttered, then looked at me, his face contorted with something that looked 
like fear, “don’t cut me down, they’ll get angry if you do!” What the hell was he talking about? 
“Who are they?” I asked, and watched him fit the noose around his neck, water dripped off of 
the blade of my knife and I remembered that it was somewhat dull. Would it cut through the 
rope that he was using? I hoped so.
“You don’t want to make them angry,” he smiled in a sickly manner and glanced at the other 
corpses surrounding him, “it would be a pity...the harvest was good this year.” I blinked, 
confusion and fear clouding my thoughts, then he tightened the noose with a convulsive jerk of 
his arm and I saw something set in his face.
“No!” I shouted but he didn’t listen.
He jumped.
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Her Name is Eve 
By John Farrell

As moonlight shines on the discarded body parts that litter the forest around me, I hear him 
singing. I’m breathing too heavily to be able to recognize the song, but whatever it is it’s slow 
and methodical. He isn’t chasing me anymore. I can’t get away and he knows it. He’s enjoying 
this. Letting the fear creep into me. Imagining what he’s going to do to me. The strange thing is 
that none of this is what really disturbs me. The part that gets to me is the idea that this is what 
was supposed to happen from the beginning. I am realizing that everything I did to avoid this 
point only guaranteed that I would get here. I look at the Calvin stepping lightly over corpses 
and smiling at me as he sings. I wonder if someone wanted this it to end this way.

I recognize the song now. It’s an old Kyrie he used to sing absentmindedly when he was 
inputting data at the end of the day. Just something he would use to pass the time while his 
mind was occupied. He reaches me and I fall to my knees. I don’t have the energy left to run, 
and he knows it. He raises the scalpel and waits for a moment, looking down at me. For a 
moment I don’t understand why, until I start listening closer. He wants to finish the song. I don’t 
know what makes me want to speak. I know it won’t stop him. I know he decided to kill me long 
ago. I do it anyway.

“You know. Cal, you don’t have to do this.”
The smile drops from his face and he narrows his eyes at me. “I’m not so sure.” 
Closing my eyes, I wait for the blade to drop. And I think back to a few hours ago.

“I always hate it when they scream,” Abraham said next to me, wincing.
“They’re not screaming, Abe.” said Gottfried in his usual content, relaxed tone. “That sound is 
just what happens when their vocal circuits get flooded with electricity.”
“Yeah, well...it’s painful, isn’t it?” Abraham asked, peering through the glass at the Alpha and 
Beta models.
“Well...unpleasant is a more accurate word. They aren’t complicated enough to have the neural 
processes for pain. But I guess the point stands that they don’t enjoy this. And I can tell from 
the look on your face that you don’t either.”
Abraham shrugged, continuing to observe the models. “Yeah, well, it’s this or my job. What 
choice do I have here?”
Gottfried just shrugged back, never taking his eyes off of his computer. He had enough faith in 
the rigor of the experiment that he no longer felt the need to pay any real attention to it. He felt 
that the results would end up the way they had the past twenty times, and so far he was always 
right.
The five of us had a fairly simple task to perform. The science behind it was heavy and 
incredibly expensive, but our job was pretty simple: watch the units and record their actions. 
Alpha and Beta were the military’s attempt at rudimentary artificial intelligence. The fact that it 
was military meant that it was secret, so everything we did was inside an underground complex 
with only one way to the surface. The units we were given could think, communicate, and 
interact with their surroundings. All of this they could perform with limited functionality at best, 
but they were an important step on the way to proper computerized thought. I don’t know who 
made the call to make them look so human. The units were five feet tall with basic humanoid 
shapes and surprisingly expressive faces. Their skin was all uniform white and they didn’t have 
any hair or clothes, but it was something about their faces that got me. Those things took real 
craftsmanship. Looking at them you could almost forget you were seeing something that wasn’t 
really a person. Sometimes when I looked into their eyes I would wonder why they’re so real 
looking. I always found it creepy watching over something that reminded me so much of myself. 
Looking back on it it makes me wonder about why 1 look the way I do.

The team was Calvin, Gottfried, Isaac, Abraham, and me, the only woman of the group. Our job 
was to run the units through some simple scenarios, see how they react, and record it. All in all 
it was pretty straightforward, and it didn’t take long to get bored with it. It wasn’t that anything we 
had them doing was particularly routine; in fact some of the situations were pretty unique. 
Sometimes they were as uninvolved as basic puzzles requiring the units to work together to find 
the solution, although they often went much farther. We weren’t just testing their ability to think 
their way out of situations; much of what we had them doing was meant to ascertain how well 
they understood not only themselves but one another. They showed only rudimentary grasps of 
qualities such as sentience and empathy.
At the moment we had Alpha and Beta in a large empty room together. In the center was a large 
red button on a small table. If either of the units pressed the button, it was hit with a mild but 
noticeable electric shock. Because of this, the way the units’, for lack of a better word, 
“personalities” were programmed. Alpha was the one more likely to touch it first, and Beta upon 
seeing this would be unable to overcome its natural curiosity and follow suit. The boredom 
came not because this test was uninteresting in itself, but because we had to perform it at least 
a hundred times before we could consider ourselves done. Once we were done, we’d erase 
their memories and start again. “Good science is about repetition.” Calvin would always say. It 
irked me to have to repeat the experiments so many damn times, but in the end he was right. 
The other thing that made these trials so boring is that they always ended the same way. Every 
time.
Isaac squinted his eyes through the one way glass as Alpha retreated from the button and Beta 
approached. “I don’t get this. I don’t get it at all. They weren’t made to make the same exact 
decisions every time...so why does every situation end the same way?”
Gottfried scribbled something absentmindedly and still didn’t feel it necessary to look up. 
“Weren’t they though? All their choices are just based on set parameters. If the parameters are 
the same every time, why would they act any differently?”
“Because if these things simulate intelligence as well as they’re supposed to, they should act the 
same way as people.” Isaac said. “Are our actions really that simple? Can they just be boiled 
down to set reactions?”
This finally got Gottfried’s attention. He lifted his eyes and stared off into thought for a moment. 
The moment didn’t last very long. He shrugged and returned to his work, quipping 
disinterestedly “Does it matter? We’ll never know the parameters so I don’t see that it makes a 
difference.”
This seemed sufficient for him, but it only annoyed Isaac more. “Okay then, let’s change 
something around. Put them in different positions in the room or something. Put some kind of 
warning on the button. I don’t know.”
Abraham shifted uneasily. “We’re not supposed to do that. People in charge say this is how 
they want this done.”
Isaac began tapping his foot impatiently. “Yeah, well maybe they don’t know what they’re doing 
the way you think they do. I mean we’re here to learn, right? Isn’t that the point of all this? 
What are we here for if they only want us to stand and watch the same thing happen over and 
over? Isn’t there some greater point?” Abraham didn’t respond, keeping his eyes on the 
experiment running and hoping Isaac would drop it. After a few seconds we heard the strange 
electric sound that meant the experiment was done. Gottfried recorded the elapsed time (which 
was of course the exact same at it had been every other time) and the rest of us entered the 
room.
Upon seeing us Alpha’s eyes widened and it cowered back into the corner. Right, I told myself. 
Every time they see us it’s for the first time. And they have no idea what they’re looking at. 
Abraham takes out a remote and pressed a button, causing Alpha to shut down. He and Isaac 
began inspection of Alpha and I took Beta. Its right arm was twitching strangely, jerking upwards 



Its right arm was twitching strangely, jerking upwards and hitting itself on the head, which 
shouldn’t have happened if it were off. Something must have gotten hit as it fell; some kind of 
circuit was going off that wasn’t supposed to.
“Guys” I said to the others, “something’s up with Beta. I’m going to go take it back to the shop.” 
Isaac was in the process of lifting Alpha into a standing position and looked over to me. “Good. I 
think we could all use a break. This one checks out fine. Oh and while you’re there tell Cal that 
we’re going to need a full retune in a day or two. I want to be sure that the electricity isn’t going 
to overload anything if we keep doing this.”
“You know he’s not going to like that.”
“Yeah I do. I also know he’s going to do it anyway. It’s part of the job.”

He was right. Whatever he thought of the work Calvin never complained. He just did his 
duty diligently. I loaded Beta onto a cart and headed off towards the shop.

There were some things about the shop that always unsettled me. Broken body parts dotted the 
walls and work benches. I knew they weren’t real, but they were close enough to human that I 
always tried to block them out whenever I came into the room. I kept my gaze on Beta in the cart 
below me. It had stopped twitching by now, but there was probably still something wrong with it. 
Calvin was the other thing that bothered me. At the moment he was bent over one of Beta’s 
discarded arms through a magnifying glass. He was whistling a Kyrie under his breath as he 
tinkered with the arm. Some sparks flew and it started to twitch. Calvin laughed. “Ha! Knew I 
would figure it out!” I wheeled the cart around to him and he looked up to me.
“Got something weird going on with the power distributor. And Isaac says he wants some 
diagnostics done to make sure they don’t start shorting out. Hope it’s not too much for you.”

He looked up at me, a strange smile still on his face. “Nothing’s too much work. I’ll make 
sure to get it done.” There was something I didn’t like about the way he looked at me. There 
was nothing sexual or threatening about it. It was more like he wasn’t seeing me at all. Calvin 
just looked right through you with a light smile playing on his face.

Nervously I searched for something to say. “Yeah...great. I worry about them, you know. 
Gottfried keeps saying they can’t feel pain, but I hate how they keep breaking down.”

At this he narrowed his eyes. The smile remained. “Would it make a difference if they did 
feel pain?”

I was honestly dumbfounded by this. “Y-yes. Yes of course it would make a difference. 
We’re trying to understand them, not hurt them.”

“But wouldn’t that be the best way to understand them? We see how they react under 
some really trying circumstances and we’ll have a much better idea how they operate. Why 
would we worry about their pain? They’re just objects that exist to serve a function. They’d just 
be doing what they’re supposed to do. Filling in their role in the greater plan.” 
That right there. That was why I never felt comfortable around him. This idea that no matter 
what we did to the units it didn’t matter because it was all part of the experiment. The word from 
the people in charge was enough justification for him. No complaints, no questions. He just did 
the work while smiling all the time. “Calvin I need to be getting back now. Is there anything you 
need from me?”
“Yes. Just help me move Beta from the cart to the table.” He walked over and hooked his hands 
under Beta’s arms and I got the leg. We lifted it up and put it on the table next to where Calvin 
had been working, and suddenly Beta started lashing out with its right arm again. I backed off 
instinctively but Calvin held it down and began trying to inspect the shoulder. The unit’s left hand 
caught him in the face and knocked him back onto the floor. Calvin’s hand went immediately to 
where Beta hit him.

I went down to him to see if he was alright. “Damn, Cal that looked rough. Are you okay?” 
He took his hand from his face and stared at it blankly. “What I am appears to be debatable.” I 
didn’t understand until I saw it too. The liquid on his hand and pouring slowly out of the small 
gash on his head. It wasn’t blood. It was oil.

* * *

Once we got everyone together we sat for hours in silence. At least it felt like hours. 
Isaac was fuming, Abraham was afraid and Gottfried didn’t much seem to care. Calvin was off in 
a corner by himself singing. I didn’t know what to think. I had hoped that it was just Calvin, but 
Isaac insisted that we all check ourselves. He took a scalpel to his arm and looked inside. At all 
of the circuitry. I could see by the look on his face that he regretted doing it. It must have hurt 
him a lot. Hurt...I thought. Why did they give us pain? Isaac interrupted my thoughts through 
gritted teeth. “Why the fuck are we here? What’s the point?”
Gottfried finished a yawn and looked up from his computer. “The point is no different than it ever 
was: this is a test of new artificial intelligence. The only difference is that it looks like the people 
in charge are a lot farther along than they told us at first.”
“So, what? We’re fucking machines? Everything we do dictated by some programming we have 
no say in?” Isaac said, pacing furiously.
Gottfried sighed and sat up in his chair. “Is that really any different from the way you thought it 
was before? What is the brain but an incredibly complicated computer? The choices I make feel 
like choices whether they are or not, so what does it matter if they’re predetermined?”
This didn’t seem to work on Isaac. “The difference is that you’re wrong. Your ignorance doesn’t 
make you free. I’m who I am because of the experiences I’ve been through in my life. I want 
that to matter.”
Gottfried just shrugged and held up his hand, still dripping with oil from where he had cut it open. 
“Evidently you need to rethink some of your assumptions. It may be that you never existed 
before we all stepped into this lab.”
This stopped us all dead for a moment, but Isaac’s anger let him rally faster than the rest of us. 
“So what are we? What do we do?”
“Me? I’m what I always was: a scientist,” Gottfried said. “And I intend to finish the experiment.” 
Abraham started nodding in agreement. Or maybe shaking with fear. Now that I think of it I don’t 
know for sure. “Yes. Yes, he’s right. It’s clear that we’re here for a purpose. We were told to 
watch the units and record data. That’s exactly what we should do.”
I couldn’t agree, though. It all seemed so pointless suddenly. “But the units don’t matter 
anymore. They aren’t the experiment. We are.”
“So what do we do, then? We were probably never supposed to figure this out. What if they just 
come in and erase our memories and start again, just like with the units? If we keep going 
everything will be fine. Nothing will happen to us if we just-”
everything will be fine. Nothing will happen to us if we just-”
“Will you fucking listen to yourself?” Isaac shouted. “You want to cower and beg like slaves? If 
the point was to make machines with intelligence I’d say they have a damn success on their 
hands, and I intend to show them just how well their ‘machines’ function.”
“You aren’t getting this, Isaac.” Gottfried said, rubbing his forehead in frustration. “We don’t 
know if we’ve broken parameters. It’s entirely possible that Beta hitting Calvin and everything 
that followed from it was on purpose...including this conversation.”
“Yes Isaac,” Calvin said, rising to meet us with another smile on the edge of his mouth, “we are 
only doing as we are meant to. All part of the grand plan, don’t you think? You have no need to 
worry.”
Isaac was clearly not accepting this. “No. No, this is wrong. I’m not going to be a part of this. 
And if all of my responses are programmed then I’ll just do something unexpected. Something I 
don’t even choose.”



Calvin had his eyes locked on Isaac in an unsettling way. He was still smiling, but there was 
something dark in his face. My back touched the wall before I realized that I was moving away 
from him. “We can’t violate the will of those in charge, Isaac. They wouldn’t make us that way.” 
“I don’t accept that. Cal.” said Isaac. “Whatever this is there’s a way out of it...and I think I know 
what it is.”
I really would have liked to know what his plan was. Unfortunately the scalpel that Calvin shoved 
through his throat made sure that I would never hear it.

★ * ★

It wasn’t until Isaac hit the floor that I realized what had happened. There was just this horrible 
gurgling sound Isaac made as the oil rushed out of his throat onto the floor. Abraham knelt down 
to try to help, but there was nothing he could do. I was frozen in terror and Gottfried was just 
staring at Calvin, but he wasn’t afraid. He was resigned. Calvin reached down and pulled the 
scalpel out of Isaac, keeping his eyes on Gottfried.
I heard myself say it before I realized I was speaking. “You’re a monster. Cal. A monster.” 
He laughed at me. He actually laughed, but he never looked at me. “Girl, if I’m a monster then 
I’m the monster they made me to be. Don’t you see? I don’t do this because I enjoy it or 
because I want to or because I’m insane. It’s because it’s what I’m made to do. What they 
wanted me for all along.” He raised the scalpel and pointed it at Gottfried, who shook his head. 
“Wherever it comes from, you’re the one doing it, Calvin,” he said with a sound more of 
disappointment than fear. “Don’t try to mask the choice in pointless philosophy.”
Calvin merely shrugged. “Believe what you need to,” he said right before he slashed Gottfried 
across the throat. “The end is the same.”
At this point I was on the ground. I don’t remember how I got there, only that I was too afraid to 

get up. Calvin was looking me in the eyes and stalking towards me across the room when a 
shadow fell across me. I saw Abraham standing over me, quaking visibly, with his arms 
outstretched. He had put himself directly between me and Calvin.
“I-I’m not g-g-g-oing to let you do this, Calvin.” he managed to squeeze out. Calvin’s smile only 
widened.
“You’re going to move, Abraham. You’re going to do nothing as I cut this girl up and ignore you. 
Do you know why? It’s because you’re afraid. And you’re afraid because they want me to do 
this. You know that, don’t you? If we’re just experiments, we have to fulfill our duty. It’s my job to 
kill her just as it’s yours to let me. Don’t you see? We have to finish the experiment.”
Abraham looked over his shoulder at me, slowly. I could see it in his eyes. He wanted a way out, 
maybe a sign from god or maybe just another option, but one wasn’t coming. “I’m sorry, but 
Calvin is right. We can’t decide for ourselves not to listen to the people in charge. This is the 
way it has to be.” He closed his eyes and dropped his arms, and finally I found the strength to 
move. Not just to move, but to run. I got up and bolted, never looking behind me. When I was 
halfway down the hall I heard Abraham scream. It didn’t take much imagination to know what 
had happened to him. I knew I only had one chance of getting out of this, and it was to get above 
ground. He was behind me, I didn’t know how far, but I had a slight lead on him and nothing left 
to lose.
It wasn’t a long distance to the door that led out, but I had to wonder what if there was no 
outside? How much of what I knew was fabricated? Did the door even open? It was one of 
those big vault doors that you could only open by turning a long handle. When I got to it I didn’t 
know what to do, only that I had no other option. He was somewhere behind me, and going to be 
here soon. I wasn’t making any effort to hide the sound of my movements, only make sure they 
were as fast as possible. As I turned the handle I heard him singing. The same absent-minded 
song as always, as if all he was doing was cleaning up the shop. A quick hiss of air and the door 
was open. I pulled it open and looked at what was there to meet me.

I don’t know what I expected. A great, beaming sun? A rush of water? What I found was 
darkness. At least, that’s what it looked like at first. I ran into it anyway, and once my eyes 
adjusted I saw trees. Stars. Moonlight. It was night and I was somewhere in the forest. Not 
the military base I remembered entering from when we started the experiment. Which was 
good. It gave me a context to judge what was real. But that could wait until later, assuming 
there was a later.
By now Calvin was far behind me. I was running as fast as possible, but he was walking 
nonchalantly, probably certain he would find me. And all the time his song haunted me 
throughout the forest. I tripped over a stick and quickly scanned my surroundings. I could hear 
him but he was nowhere in view. What if he’s right? I thought to myself. What if he is supposed 
to kill me? Then there was nothing I could do to get away. Anywhere I would run, he would go 
and find me. Okay then, I needed to follow Isaac’s advice. Do something unexpected.
Something I couldn’t control. I reached down to the stick and flung it into the air. When it hit the 
ground I saw the direction it pointed and picked up speed again.
I thought they could never possibly guess I would make that decision. That they could never 
possibly calculate the strength and trajectory of my arm so accurately as to know exactly where 
I would go. The body parts around me told me differently.

When I reached the tree I wanted to keep going, but I was totally out of energy. At this exact 
point I could not keep running. And it was at this exact point that I found the discarded parts of 
the previous models that had come before. My face. My arms. My legs. All dismembered and 
scattered around the tree from the previous iterations of the experiment. I remembered 
something Calvin had said earlier in the day. Good science was about repetition. I could 
picture the smile he would have on his face when he saw this and found out he’s right. His 
song was getting louder. He was going to find me and kill me and make me a data point for 
someone in a lab somewhere.
At least that would have been the case if they were good scientists. Another thing about good 
science is that the experiment had to be the same every time. The parameters had to be 
exactly the same or the results could change. Which is exactly what I intended to do. Not only 
in the present, but in the past. I noticed there was something strange about all of the arms 
scattered on the ground. They were all pointed in the same direction. Whatever the position of 
the rest of the bodies, one of the hands on one of the arms was always pointed at something. I 
had figured something out in the past, but what?

* * *

He’s still holding the blade as I figure it out. An apple hanging just above his head, off of a 
branch that is just about to break. At some point it must have been hit by lightning, and the 
branch was split most of the way through. It was heavy, and with enough force it would fall on 
him. Maybe it would stun him. Maybe if I was lucky it could wound him. Either way it was a 
chance. If it didn’t work this time it would work next time. Or the time after that. Someday. And 
then one of me would be free.
And after that? Who knows? I start to hit the tree with everything I have, and wonder why he 
isn’t killing me yet. Then I hear it. Right, I think. He wants to finish the song.
But then he does. I’m hitting it as hard as I can and the branch is shaking. It’s loosening, and it 
just might fall. If not now, sometime. He moves towards me. I only have a few hits left before 
I’m done.

★ ★ ★

Far away, somtteone turns away from a screen in anticipation of what numerous trials have 
proven is about to happen.
“Hey, you don’t want to watch? Climax is almost finished.”
“Nah, man. I hate it when they scream.”
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“You need to stop leaving dead bodies in my kitchen.”
Not expecting to hear voices at that hour, Lady Pfarlington started, and lost her grip on Baron 
Tilswaddle’s exoskeleton. Having no longer the capability for motive force, the Baron’s corpse 
toppled with a distinct lack of decorum, to the kitchen floor.
“My dear. I have simply no idea what you mean.” Replied Lady Pfarlington, resisting the urge to 
squint into the darkness to identify the speaker. A Lady did not squint after all. Fortunately, as 
she often found was the case, the universe obliged and rewarded her adherence to decorum 
and the plas-lamps flowed into life as her discoverer activated the kitchen access codes.
It was, of course. Matron Tabitha. For who else claimed dominion of the kitchen? She was a 
round woman, befitting her station and species, but generally one of the more pleasant 
members of the help. Her current expression therefore, one of tired irritation, was not one that 
Lady Pfarlington approved of. The motherly ladybug glanced at the corpse, now visibly leaking 
vital fluids onto the floor, and opened her mouth to speak when Lady Pfarlington cut her off. 
“Matron Tabitha. I must say I am quite disappointed in you. Giving me such a scare like that. 
Firstly, it reflects very poorly on the manners your parents must have tried so hard to instill within 
you. One does not address another from behind as you did. Secondly, I do not approve of that 
expression. I understand that we are currently in a very trying time, what with all these frightful 
murders going on, but a woman’s charm is in her ability to maintain grace and beauty in the face 
of adversary. As a faithful servant in the employ of the Pfarlington Family’s Bacchus Class 
Pleasure Fleet, I expect from you the same standards that are expected of myself.” 
Matron Tabitha’s face at this point had gone through a veritable rainbow of expressions, and 
was now edging from bewilderment to the more unsavory emotions. Seeing this. Lady 
Pfarlington softened her expression and continued speaking before Matron Tabitha regained 
use of her tongue.
“But as I said, these are trying times. And I suppose some allowances may be permitted for 
extreme circumstances. Please understand, I speak harshly only so that you may not commit a 
grievous error. For while an unflavorful soup may be redone, an error in social performance is 
not so easily fixed. While you are but an employee of my family, I like to think that I see you, in 
fact all of you, the help as more. That we have more of a- well, certainly not familial bond- but 
that special friendship that is so rare in crasser corners of this universe.
Now, if you will excuse me, it is very late and the Viscount has scheduled a badminton match for 
the early hours in the morning and I must be well rested.”
As she spoke of her husband, a delicate glow came into the cheeks of Lady Pfarlington, a blush 
of such modesty and gentle embarrassment that any who saw it must have believed the 
Viscount to be in the possession of the most loving and virtuous woman of the world. Embraced 
in thoughts of her beloved. Lady Pfarlington gave a small nod to the Matron and gracefully 
exited the room.

Though she had seen the Lady’s tender blushing. Matron Tabitha’s heart was somehow 
unmoved by that most perfect display of love. It was not, though homely as she was, a bitterness 
of her temperament that left her so unimpressed, but rather the unignorable corpse that still lay 
in front of her plasteel oven. Tabitha had some small knowledge of virtue, and she was fairly 
certain that murder ran opposite to the path it taught.
She stood there for a moment contemplating in the way that simple folk do, before touching the 
kitchen’s control panel and accessing the cleaning routines. This was not the first corpse she 
had encountered in her workspace before, and not even the first corpse the Lady had left there. 
(Though hopefully it would be the last.). But the sanitation routines were endlessly customizable 
and the ship’s engines could always use unexpected surpluses of fuel. With a few practiced 
swipes of the panel, the routine was set and a gentle humming filled the room. Tabitha returned 
to the light controls and slid them off before exiting the room. It would be clean by the time she 
needed it tomorrow and; a badminton match? Hmn, cucumber sandwiches perhaps. Those 
would be easy to put together and the Viscount was such a fan. Mumbling to herself, the matron 
returned to her room, idly making plans for appropriate soups and drinks to pair with the victuals 
of the morrow.


