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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.

* * *

[image: ]


Recent Awards 


	Ranked #20 “Fish List of Indie Lit Mags 2026”

	
Rated “Top Lit Mag Editor(s) 2025” by Chill Subs 

	
Rated “Most Popular Fiction Magazine 2024” by Chill Subs 

	
Rated “Top 10 LitMag of 2023, 2024” by Chill Subs


	
Rated #1 “The Very Best Literary Magazine” by Ranker


	
Rated Top 50 “Fiction” on Substack






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


From the Editor
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I’VE HEARD IT SAID that all the sciences, if you dig deep enough, are just physics in disguise, and that physics is really just math. This issue makes me think of a corollary: Perhaps all human behavior is just economic theory in disguise.

Did that person do a good (or bad) thing? Perhaps it was the most rational economic choice? Did that rural couple have seven children? Probably a rational economic choice. Or did that urban couple not have any children at all? Same thing.

Why is Copenhagen bikeable? Why doesn’t America have high-speed trains? Why is that city’s air breathable, and the others’ not? Why are EVs finally catching on? Scratch the surface, and I wonder if a good economist will tell you every human outcome was the only possible outcome?

I could argue economic theory is equally true for predicting drug use, homelessness, and crime. Is failure even a human weakness or just an expected economic outcome?

My local city is currently debating lowering speed limits on arterial streets and, I’m left wondering, does everyone just do the math as they drive? Time saved versus chance of getting a ticket multiplied by the cost of getting the ticket. Is every human decision just the 1970s Pinto car recall formula?

As you read these stories, you’ll understand why this was on my mind today. We haven’t yet done an “Economic Ethics” themed book, but this issue gets me thinking perhaps we should.
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​Soul Loop
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Courtney Welu

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Mild Violence

* * *
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JIMMY HAS WORKED IN the original location of Saloon No. 10 for six summers now, but this year is the first time he’s been allowed to tend bar. He used to sell T-shirts and root beer floats for the kids, and he could ring tourists up for a bottle of beer, but he couldn’t pour liquor. This year, he’s behind the bar with Marina, who teaches him the art of making a margarita, and sometimes she even lets him get away with drinking one at the end of a shift. 

Everyone likes to ask them the big history questions, and Jimmy’s practiced after six summers. Yes, Wild Bill got murked here in 1876—two black aces and two black eights, a dead man’s hand. The original building burned down in a fire; the town flooded and another town got built on top of it, so you have to go underground to see the room where it happened.

The soul loop got installed twenty years ago; it’s been in Deadwood nearly as long as Jimmy’s been alive. If you walk down those stairs, you won’t just see a staged reenactment. You’ll see the real thing, etched hazy in the air, a blurry vision, an echo of the past. They keep it dark down there, so you can see the contours, giving off the faintest hint of light. Wild Bill stroking his mustache, fidgeting with his cards. No one expects the old gunslinger to fidget; they’re surprised by the agitated look on his face. 

You can’t hear him speak, but you can see his mouth move. You can barely make out the traces of his companions in the ether, his fellow poker players who won’t trade seats with him, but you can see Jack McCall, burning bright, revolver in his hand when he bursts through the door, and Wild Bill doesn’t have time to turn before he slumps over dead.

You can almost, faintly, hear the bullet fire, but you can’t see the dead man’s hand left on the table. The loop resets, the last thirty seconds of Wild Bill’s life. 

It’s the only soul loop Jimmy’s ever seen. There’s supposed to be hundreds of them, all over the country, but there’s only one in Deadwood.

Jimmy’s supposed to keep the mystery alive when patrons ask in hushed voices if it’s real. If a place can really remember death, if the soul loop is traces of a ghost, if Wild Bill’s spirit is trapped forever in the basement bar. Or if it’s all some ridiculous scam cooked by techno wizards.

Jimmy takes Marina’s cue. She’ll always throw her hair over her shoulder and laugh and pour the tourist another beer from the tap. Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. 

“Do you believe it?” Jimmy asks Marina one night after they close up. They’re in the basement, just the pair of them and the soul loop, playing out over and over again. It’s not like there’s a switch where they can flip it off when the tourists aren’t looking, though sometimes some grumpy old guy tries to search for one and makes their shift harder. “That it’s really him.”

Marina gives him a look from where she’s collecting stray Shiner Bock bottles. Only a lamp lights the basement, making the little particles from the soul loop all the more dramatic. Wild Bill’s famous mug is almost pixelated, which always makes Jimmy think that it must be a simulation. But then again, Bill’s eyes seem almost human, even in their fractured form. He didn’t have time to be frightened of death.

“Does it matter?” Marina asks. She’s worked at the saloon twice as long as Jimmy, has always been infinitely cooler than him with her leather jacket and bleached hair. She’s thirty, which means she’s past the point of no return; she’ll work here until she dies. Jimmy will get a college degree next year, and Marina will become a remnant of his youth. He’ll be an engineer, and she’ll still be here. 

“I mean, a little,” Jimmy says. “Do we really charge fifty dollars a pop to come see—”

“A dead man?” Marina asks dryly. “I think that’s true either way you swing it.”

“You know what I mean. It’s different, if it’s his ghost, if there’s any sort of... consciousness there.”

Jimmy’s worked here long enough that he’s heard all the debates, heard all of the women sighing forlornly at the idea that Wild Bill is trapped forever in amber at the site of his death. He’s heard their husbands disparage them for believing in such a hoax, but they pay the entrance fee all the same.

“What’s it matter to you?” Marina gestures toward the stairs, clearly ready for the shift to be over, for them to lock up and not think about the thing living in the basement, the thing haunting them and paying their rent. Or someone’s rent, at any rate. 

“I mean, I think if anyone knew for sure, it’d be you,” Jimmy tells her, stopping on the last stair before they go up, back to the moose heads on the wall and the guns in the cases and the liquor behind the counter. “You’ve probably seen the loop more than anybody.” 

It’s Jimmy’s last summer here, he doesn’t say, and he feels like he ought to have an opinion before he goes out into the world and tells people he’s from Deadwood. He’s never known what to say to people who’ve never seen the soul loop, or saw it once as a kid, etched in their memory like a faulty video camera. He’ll be expected to have a sophisticated answer, not just a shrug and a who knows? 

“You flatter me.” Marina swats at him with the dish towel in her hand. “Tell you what. If you have a free hour after this, I’ll show you what I think about the soul loop.”

“An hour?” Jimmy says, but opens the door with his free hand anyway, letting the ghosts be for the night. It’s bright upstairs, luminescent. “It better be good.”

It’s midnight, so it’s not like Jimmy has anything better to do other than go back to his parents’ house and crash for twelve hours until his next shift starts. It’s the last summer he’ll ever have an adventure with Marina, who he had a desperately pathetic crush on in high school that she’s forgiven him for. He’s never going to be a kid again. 

They lock up, turn out all the lights, and turn off the radio crooning out an old John Prine song. They leave out the back door, and Marina gestures over to her ’07 Toyota Corolla. Jimmy trusts her more than he trusts just about anyone, so he climbs into the passenger seat. 

“Did you know,” Marina says as she turns onto Main Street, heading south past the Silverado, the chamber, all the hotels, “that you used to be able to see Crazy Horse’s soul loop?”

“Really?” Jimmy asks, already embarrassed because he doesn’t actually know where Crazy Horse died. It can’t be in South Dakota. It must be Wyoming or Montana, someplace remote enough that his parents never took him there on a camping trip. 

“At Fort Robinson, in Nebraska,” Marina says, smirking just slightly like she knew he had no earthly clue. “They installed it back in the nineties, when soul loops had their big moment and everyone who had a remotely famous person die in their town was clambering for one. The company that created most of them—called Sol, by the way, totally uncreatively—charged an arm and a leg to come out to even do an inspection to see if they could meet the right conditions.”

“Whatever that means,” Jimmy says. Marina takes them further out of town, out of Deadwood City limits in the direction of Lead, where they’d both gone to high school, but not at the same time.

“Well, whatever they were looking for, they found it,” Marina says. “A loop went up around ’95. I remember seeing it as a kid. It was awful. A soldier stabbed him with a bayonet—you can’t make out the soldier’s face, not really, not like you can make out Jack McCall’s. In this big crowd at the fort, all blurry figures. They look like drawings—sketches. He tried to escape after the white authorities arrested him. He’d surrendered, but he’d never been defeated in battle. That’s what my dad said to comfort me, if you can believe it.”

She laughs, but Jimmy can tell it’s a memory she revisits often, and not in a pleasant way. They’re going through Lead now, still heading south. 

“So why’d it get shut down?”

“Why do you think?” Marina snorts. “The Lakota people were outraged, of course. They’d been outraged from the moment it went up, the moment the fort started charging money to see the spirit of their ancestor, killed over and over again, in perpetuity, for white people’s entertainment. They said Crazy Horse would never rest—that even if it was just a technological trick, it was an insult to his memory and an insult to his people.”

“Oh,” Jimmy says. It seems obvious now that she’s said it. He’s been to Crazy Horse—the monument, not the man—more times than he can count. To him, Crazy Horse is the incomplete profile of a man etched onto a mountain, not pixelated light etched into the air. “Well, I guess I’m glad that Wild Bill’s not that important.”

Marina laughs at him, and Jimmy quickly defends himself. “You know what I mean. He’s more famous for dying than anything else. I mean, sure, people knew him when he was alive. But you know the story. He wasn’t a gunslinger anymore. He was—well, kind of a sideshow attraction already, by the end.”

“Sure,” Marina says, voice neutral. “I agree it’s not as blatantly immoral as what they did to Crazy Horse. But Wild Bill was a person too. If the soul loop is real—to use your term—then it’s still some part of him, trapped in the moment of his death, for the entertainment of folks who romanticize the mythos of the Wild West without considering the gravity of it.”

“What, and you don’t give this speech to the drunk tourists?” Jimmy teases her, and she shakes her head. Well outside of Lead now, she slows down to turn right onto a gravel road that Jimmy doesn’t recognize. Maybe he would if it were light outside, but he has no idea where Marina’s taking them.

Jimmy doesn’t say that he’s impressed by the depth of Marina’s feeling, of her articulate intelligence. She could’ve gone to college. He doesn’t know why she didn’t, though he can guess it was just money, plain and simple. And yet he’s the one who’s going to be an engineer. Life isn’t fair like that. 
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