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			INTRODUCTION

			By Sarah Chorn

		


			Ken Scholes tore into my life like a hurricane that not even the meteorologists could predict. Unexpected is the word I would use to describe him. 

			I started reviewing books in 2010 on a small website called Bookworm Blues. Ken released his epic fantasy series, The Psalms of Isaak, around the same time. This is how I became aware of him. I was a reviewer watching an author release one mega-hit after another and I was overcome with awe, inspired by his journey, and enchanted by his storytelling. 

			Even then, so many years ago, I knew he was a force to be reckoned with.

			Over the years as I have moved from a book reviewer to an editor and author, and I have watched from the sidelines as Ken has continued to perfect his craft. 

			In 2022, Grimdark Magazine (which I edit), was looking for more authors to add to their publication pool, and I naturally thought of Ken Scholes first. 

			I believe people come into our lives for a reason, and Ken entered mine at a time when I was starting a slow spiral into one of the deepest, darkest depressions I have ever experienced. Through sheer tenacity and force of will, he chipped through the armor of isolation I built myself, helped me prune the trees in my jungle, and allowed the light shine through. 

			Ken’s humanity is his greatest asset. 

			And it serves as the backbone for all of his writing.

			Ken has a long and storied career. He’s an award-winning author and celebrated talent with plenty of accolades. His corresponding list of strengths is long. I could discuss his smooth, effortless prose and thought provoking plots, or the nuance with which he handles sensitive topics at length, but what I really want to talk about are journeys.

			Knowing Ken has been like going on an adventure. I can never guess, from one day to the next, what ideas he’ll have or what he’ll start planning. Ken Scholes is never stationary for long, nor has he ever been. He is, ultimately, a seeker. His life has been a pilgrimage peppered with oceanic emotional depths, mountainous peaks of happiness, and jungles of struggle. With titanic strength, he has forged his way through all of it becoming more himself through every trial waged and victory celebrated. 

			Ever evolving, is Ken Scholes. 

			He allows you to see bits of his journey here, in these stories, from the man taking his first tentative steps toward discovering who he truly is, to the vital force I know as my friend today. There is an evolution in his style, his voice in this collection that I find compelling. Like the author, change is present in these pages, both large and small.

			As I’ve said, Ken’s humanity informs everything he writes, and I am convinced it is his greatest strength as an author. Ever attuned to the emotional journey, his stories work on numerous levels, but it is the humanity in them that shines like a light. He writes a myriad of people across landscapes both far-future and fantasy, and yet I somehow see bits of myself in all of them. 

			More, Ken has an uncanny ability to cut directly to the beating heart of each moment and that beating heart . . . 

			Is where his magic is most potent. 

 

			This an exploration of the journey of Ken Scholes. 

			And it’s magnificent. 

 

			Sarah Chorn

			2024





		
 

 

 

			SOMEDAY, 25 YEARS LATER

			By Patrick Swenson

		


			Ken Scholes suggested i write an added introduction, looking back on that first published story collection Long Walks, Last Flights and Other Strange Journeys and musing about how far he’s come in the last twenty-five years. At the time I told him, “You know, I think it isn’t necessary. Look at that intro by Sarah Chorn! Says it all succinctly, and what could I possibly add at this point?”

			Well, he thought I was begging out of it. As I write this, he has no idea, but of course by the time you read it, you’ll know he found out about it because, here it is. That first introduction was called “Someday,” so let’s take a quick look back at it:

			First, there was my small press magazine Talebones. I published Ken’s first short story, “The Taking Night. Later came the vastly popular “Edward Bear and the Very Long Walk.” We became friends before that, however, following a fiction class Ken attended. I’d sent him a flyer along with a story rejection encouraging him to join up. He proudly calls me his “literary dad” and blames me for teaching him the ins and outs of publishing; I may have also hinted he pay closer attention to point of view, and . . . well, all that “starting out writer stuff.” 

			So I bought some stories from him, and seven years later, my “literary son” turned in that first story collection. Along the way he wrote more stories, two more collections, a handful of novels.

			Now, seventeen years after that first collection, here is the fourth collection from his Imagination Forest. And lo, I was also extremely lucky to have my brother Paul come on board to do a new cover. You have seen his wonderful covers on the other three collections, right?

			Along the way, Ken also actively pursued one of his other loves: music. That man can strum a guitar and throw that golden voice around with the same ease he types a story and sells it for gold. I have his CD Live at the Village Inn Lounge that boasts music as unique as his fiction. Only Ken could woo us with “Love Song to My Future Self” and “Land of Bears and Honeybees.”

			For now, let me just say, regarding the stories in this collection (and his entire back list of titles), that I agree 110% with Sarah Chorn’s praise for it all. He’s a bit Bradbury and Ellison, a touch Houdini, a smidge Don McLean, and a pinch Bob Dylan. 

			Ken’s back to writing regularly, including a new series of novels based on his original Psalms of Isaak series. He’s gonna take us to the moon, baby. 

			Who knows where he’ll go next? He never really leaves his Imagination Forest, just stops for some reflection and quiet strolls from time to time. 

			What it all means for us is that something wonderful is coming in the next round of Someday.

 

			Patrick Swenson

			2025

		



 

 

 

			FIRST BAR AT THE END OF THE DAY

		


			A man walks into a bar. how’s that for a beginning? Well, here I am and here you are. Me? No, I’m not gay. It’s just the first bar I saw and let’s just say that after my day at the office, I needed a drink or three. Any bar will do.

			Talk? Sure, let’s talk. But I have to tell you, straight up, that I don’t have time in my life for a new relationship. Frankly, you don’t either. What am I drinking? Bourbon. Thanks.

			So, what do you do, Tom? Security guard? Nice.

			Me? I’m in nonprofit. Well, at least that’s what we call it. Called it, I mean. What kind? Oh . . . you mean like homeless shelters or saving seafaring mammals? No. More like . . . research. I’m not allowed to talk about it but you seem like a good guy so what the hell.

			Ever hear of SETI? Bunch of geeks pointing radio receivers at the sky listening for voices. That’s not us. We’re a bit . . . unusual. We listen to the sky with our minds. I know. Far-fetched? Extremely. Ever hear of the Foundation for a Better World? That’s us. We’re in the bank tower down on Sixth.

			How long? Well, I’ve been with them for about twenty years. They recruit us young. I was fifteen, doing card tricks at the county fair. Couple of suits watched me for two or three hours, asked me to take some tests. And here I am.

			I quit today.

			Then I came here to get shitty drunk.

			Slow down? Why? How about another? No, let me get this one. I insist.

			Well, there we were, working in shifts, hooked to machines they called boosters, stretched out in recliners in the basement. Exactly. Going to work for the last twenty years basically meant crawling into a recliner and spending the day thinking. Reach out and touch someone, you know?

			Say again? Well of course we found stuff. That’s why we did it in the first place. Not much. Glimpses of strange skies. Nonsensical mutterings. Snippets of alien song. Flashes of temples on crystalline sands. But nothing really solid. Officer of the Watch logged it and we kept right on casting.

			Then, three days ago, I got something no one else could hear or see or sense or whatever the hell you want to call it. They always said I had more reach than the others. Made sense: I’d been at it longer. 

			Do you believe in evil, Tom? Yeah, I didn’t use to. But I touched something . . . or maybe it touched me. And it was so fucking dark it made my balls ache and my stomach lurch. I started crying—not just a tear or two but full-on sobbing. I saw it. Worse: It saw me. You ever see a woman so pretty, so . . . perfect . . . that you just hurt from wanting her? Oh. Sorry. Okay . . . a guy then. Ever see a guy tha—

			Well, I’m flattered, Tom, but like I said: Bad timing.

			Anyway, imagine that craving for her—for him—only flip it so that what you want most is to smash that pretty face, crack those slender bones, chew that tender meat until you’ve completely broken and devoured your love.

			That’s what I touched. Out there. And it touched me back. And it moved. Like I was the guest star in its dreams and it suddenly woke up, saw me there, and turned towards me with open eyes.

			They unhooked me. They told me it was an anomaly, a problem in my booster. But they didn’t look like they believed that. My nose bled, my head throbbed, my hands shook. They sent me home for the day; told me to get some rest.

			I chicken-shitted instead. Excuse me? Chicken-shitted. I had a bottle of sleeping pills. I don’t know how many I took. Obviously not enough. Why? Because I knew what it meant, Tom. I’ll get to that.

			Anyway, I took a bunch of pills. Went to sleep. Woke up two days later in a pool of cold vomit. Yeah, sorry about that. Not a pretty picture.

			I knew it was closer now. I could feel it without the booster. It moved with slow, hungry, intent. I cleaned myself up and went to the office. Thought maybe there was something we could do to stop what was coming.

			All of the other casters were dead in their chairs, eyes and mouths open. The handlers were nowhere to be found.

			I decided to call it a day. I came here and met you.

			One more? Sure, you can pay for this one.

			Tom, do you ever think about how the world will end? Do you ever think about what you’d do or where you’d go? Is there someone you’d call? Would you pray? Would you cry? Or would you just find the closest bar and get shitty drunk?

			No, wait. Don’t go. I know, I know. Poor taste and all that. Sit down. Please? 

			I’ll tell you the truth. I make shit up all the time. I’m a science fiction writer. No casters. No boosters. No psychics in basement recliners. No strange hungry space monsters. I’m sorry; I’m a little drunk.

			Let’s just sit together for a while. Maybe later, we can go back to your place or back to my place and see what happens. Sound good? 

			My nose is bleeding? I know it is, Tom. Yours is bleeding, too.

			Feel that? Me, too. Hurts like hell, doesn’t it?

			It won’t be long now. It won’t be long at all.






 

 

 

			MAKING MY ENTRANCE AGAIN WITH MY USUAL FLAIR

		


			No one ever asks a clown at the end of his life what he really wanted to be when he grew up. It’s fairly obvious. No one gets hijacked into the circus. We race to it, the smell of hotdogs leading us in, our fingers aching for the sticky pull of taffy, the electric shock of pink cotton on our tongue. Ask a lawyer and he’ll say that when he was a kid, he wanted to be an astronaut. Ask an accountant; he’ll say he wanted to be fireman. 

			I am a clown. I have always wanted to be a clown. And I will die a clown if I have my way.

			My name is Merton D. Kamal. 

			The Kamal comes from my father. I never met the man so I have no idea how he came by it. Mom got the Merton bit from some monk she used to read who wrote something like this: We learn humility by being humiliated often. Given how easily (and how frequently) Kamal is pronounced Camel, and given how the D just stands for D, you can see that she wanted her only child be filled to the brim with humility.

			My mom is a deeply spiritual woman.

			But enough about her. This is my story. 

			“Merton,” the ringleader and owner Rufus P. Stowell said, “it’s just not working out.”

			I was pushing forty. I’d lost some weight and everyone knows kids love a chubby clown. I’d also taken up drinking which didn’t go over well right before a show. So suddenly, I found myself without prospects and I turned myself towards home, riding into Seattle by bus on a cold November night.

			Mom met me at the bus stop. She had no business driving but she came out anyway. She was standing on the sidewalk next to the station wagon when she saw me. We hugged.

			“I’m glad you’re home,” she said.

			I lifted my bag into the back. “Thanks.”

			“Are you hungry?” 

			“Not really.”

			We went to Denny’s anyway. Whenever my mom wanted to talk, we went to Denny’s. It’s where she took me to tell me about boys and girls, it’s where she told me that my dog had been hit by a car.

			“So what are you going to do now?” She cut and speared a chunk of meatloaf, then dipped it into her mashed potatoes and gravy before raising it to her mouth.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I’ll fatten up, quit drinking, get back into the business.” I watched her left eyebrow twitch, a sure sign of disapproval. I hefted my double bacon cheeseburger, then paused. “Why? What do you think I should do?”

			She leaned forward. She brought her wrinkled hand up and cupped my cheek with it. Then she smiled. “I think you’ve already tried the clown thing, Merton. Why don’t you try something different?”

			I grinned. “I always wanted to be a sword-swallower but you wouldn’t let me.”

			“What about . . . insurance?” 

			“Well, it gets steep. The swords are real, Mom.”

			The eyebrow twitched again. “I’m being serious. Remember Nancy Keller?”

			Of course I did. I’d lost my virginity to her back in eleventh grade. It was my second most defining moment that year. Three days later, Rufus P. Stowell’s Traveling Big Top rolled into town and my first most defining moment occurred. They said I was a natural, I had the look and the girth. Would I be interested in an internship? I left a note for Nancy in her mailbox thanking her for everything in great detail, hugged my Mom goodbye and dropped out of high school to join the circus.

			Mom was still waiting for me to answer. “Yes, I remember her.”

			“Well, she’s some big mucky-muck now at CARECO.”

			“And?” I took a bite of the cheeseburger.

			“And I told her you were coming home and asked her if she’d interview you.”

			I nearly choked. “You did what?”

			“I asked her if she’d interview you. For a job.”

			I had no idea what to say. 

			So the next morning, Mom took me down to J.C. Penney’s and bought me my first suit in thirty years. That afternoon, she dropped me downtown in front of the CARECO building, waved goodbye, and drove away.

			The CARECO building was new. I’d visited a few times over the years, had watched buildings come and buildings go. But I had never seen anything like this. It looked like a glass Rubik’s Cube tilted precariously in a martini glass full of green Jello. Inside, each floor took on the color coding of the various policies they offered. Life insurance was green. Auto, a deep blue. I can’t remember what color Long-Term Disability was. Each color had been painfully worked out, according to a plaque near the door, by a team of eminent European corporate psychologists. Supposedly, it would enhance productivity by reducing the depression inherent within the insurance industry. 

			While I was reading the plaque, a man stepped up to me. He was as tan as a Californian, wearing sunglasses and a Hawaiian shirt despite impending rain. I went back to reading. “Excuse me,” he said.

			“Yes?”

			“Have you seen a monkey around here?”

			I shook my head, not really paying attention to the question. “Sorry.”

			He smiled. “Thanks anyway.”

			I went inside. I rode three escalators, two elevators, and talked to seven receptionists. I sat in a chair that looked like plastic but was really made of foam. I filled out long and complicated application forms.

			An hour later, someone took me into an office at the top of the highest point of the inside of the glass Rubik’s Cube.

			Nancy Keller looked up. She smiled until my escort closed the door on her way out. 

			“Merton D. Camel,” she said, stretching each syllable.

			“Kamal. Hi Nancy.” The view from her office was spectacular. The walls were glass framed in steel and I could see the city spread out around me in a wide view that pulled at my stomach. The office had a modern desk, a few chairs and some potted plants.

				“I’m surprised to see you after so long. Back from clowning around?”

				“I am.” I smiled. “You look good.” And she did. Her legs were still long but her hair was short and she’d traded her Van Halen tank top for a crisp blue suit.

				She ignored my compliment and pointed to another of those foam chairs. “Let’s get this over with.”

				I sat. She sat. I waited, trying to ignore the places where my wool suit created urgent itching.

				She studied my application, then she studied me. I kept waiting. Finally, she spoke. “This interview,” she said, “consists of two questions.” She leaned forward and I realized the button on her suit coat had popped open to reveal more cleavage than I remembered her having. “First question. Do you remember the day you left for the circus, three days after our . . . special moment?” She made little quote marks in the air when she said special. 

				I nodded. “I do. I left you a note.” I grinned. “I think I even said thank you. In some detail.”

				She nodded, too. “Second question. Did you ever stop to think that maybe . . . just maybe . . . my father would be the one getting the mail?” She stood and pushed a button on her desk. I stood, too. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Camel. Patrice will see you out.” She extended her hand. I shook it and it was cold.

				Later, I was working on my third bowl of ice cream and looking over the Twelve Steps when her assistant called with the offer.

 


				“It’s easy,” Nancy Keller said again. I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right. “I want you to drive a monkey to our branch office in New Mexico.”

				“That’s my job?”

				She nodded. “If you don’t futz it up, there’ll be another.”

				“Another monkey?”

				“No,” she said. “Another job. This monkey’s one of a kind.”

				“And you’re sure you don’t want me to just take him to the airport and put him on a plane?”

				“I’m sure.”

			I should’ve asked why but didn’t. “Okay. When do I leave?”

			“As soon as you get your mom’s car.” She noticed my open mouth. “This monkey,” she said, “needs as much anonymity as possible.”

			“I’m traveling with an incognito monkey in a twenty year old station wagon?”

			“Yes. You’d better get changed.”

			“Changed?” I knew I’d worn the suit two days in a row but I figured the first day didn’t really count.

			“You can’t be seen like that. What would a guy in a suit need with a monkey? I need a clown for this one.”

			I was opening my mouth to question all of this when Patrice came in with a thick envelope. Nancy took it, opened it, and started ruffling through the hundred dollar bills.

			“I’ll get changed, get the car, be back in an hour,” I said.

			Nancy smiled. It was a sweet smile, one that reminded me of eighties music and her parents’ ratty couch. “Thanks, Merton.”

 

			The monkey and I drove southeast, zig-zagging highways across Washington, crossing over the Cascades into dryer, colder parts of the state. There was little snow on the pass and the miles went by quickly. 

			The monkey was in an aluminum crate with little round holes in it. They’d loaded him into the back in their underground parking garage. Two men in suits stood by the door, watching.

			“You shouldn’t need anything else, Merton,” Nancy said. “He’s heavily sedated. He ought to sleep all the way through.”

			I looked at the map, tracing my finger along the route she’d marked in blue highlighter. “That’s . . . around seventeen hundred miles, Nancy.” I did some math in my head. “At least two days . . . and that’s if I really push it.”

			“Just bring his crate into your hotel room. Discreetly, Merton.” She smiled again. “You’ll be fine. He’ll be fine, too.”

			Naturally, I’d said okay, climbed into the car and set out for Roswell, New Mexico. 

			When we crossed into Oregon, the monkey woke up.

			I knew this because he asked me for a cigarette.

			I swerved onto the shoulder, mashing the brakes with one clown-shoed foot while hyperventilating.

			“Just one,” he said. “Please?”

			I couldn’t get out of the car fast enough. After a few minutes of pacing by the side of the road, convincing myself that it was the result of quitting the booze cold turkey, I poked my head back into the car.

			“Did you say something?” I asked, holding my breath.

			Silence.

			Releasing my breath, I climbed back into the car. “I didn’t think so.” I started the car back up, eased it onto the road. I laughed at myself. “Talking monkeys,” I said, shaking my head.

			“Monkeys can’t talk,” the monkey said. Then he yawned loudly.

			I braked again.

			He chuckled. “Look pal, I’m no monkey. I just play one on TV.”

			I glanced up into the rearview mirror. A single dark eye blinked through one of the holes. “Really?”

			He snorted. “No. I don’t. Where are we supposed to be going?”

			“Roswell, New Mexico.” 

			“And what does that tell you?”

			I shrugged. “You got me.” 

			“Let’s just say I’m not from around here.”

			“Where are you from?” But it was sinking in. Of course, I didn’t believe it. I had laid aside the cold turkey alcohol withdrawal theory at this point and was wondering now if maybe I was tilting more towards a psychotic break theory.

			“Unimportant. But I’m not a monkey.”

			“Okay then. Why don’t you go back to sleep?” 

			“I’m not tired. I just woke up. Why don’t you let me out of this box and give me a cigarette?”

			“I don’t smoke.”

			“Let’s stop somewhere, then. A gas station.”

			I looked back at him in the rearview mirror. “For someone that’s not from around here, you sure know an awful lot.” More suspicion followed. “And you speak English pretty good, too.”

			“Well,” the monkey said. “I speak it well. And I may not be from here but I’ve certainly spent enough time on this rock you call home.”

			“Really?” Definitely a psychotic break. I needed medication. Maybe cognitive therapy, too. “What brings you out this way?”

			“I’m a spy.”

			“A monkey spy?”

			“I thought we’d already established that I’m not a monkey.”

			“So you just look like one?” I gradually gave the car some gas and we slipped back onto the highway.

			“Exactly.”

			“Why?”

			“I have no idea. You’d have to ask my boss.”

			I pushed the station wagon back up to seventy-five, watching for road signs and wondering if any of the little towns out here would have a psychiatrist. “Where’s your boss?”

			“Don’t know,” the monkey said. “I gave him the slip when I defected.”

			“You defected?”

			“Of course I defected.”

			“Why?”

			“Got a better offer.”

			It went on like that. We made small talk and Oregon turned into Idaho. I never asked his name; he never offered. I found a Super Eight outside Boise and after paying, hauled his crate into the room.

			“So are you going to let me out?”

			“I don’t think that’d be such a good idea,” I told him.

			“Well, can you at least get us a pizza? And some beer?”

			“Pizza, yes,” I said. “Beer, no.” I called it in and channel-surfed until it arrived.

			The holes presented a problem. And I couldn’t just eat in front of him. I went to open the crate.

			It was locked. One of those high powered combination jobs. 

			“Odd, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “A bit.”

			He sighed. “I’m sure it’s for my own protection.”

			“Or mine,” I said. 

			He chuckled. “Yeah, I’m quite the badass as you can see.”

			That’s when I picked up the phone and called Nancy. She’d given me her home number. “Hey,” I said.

			“Merton. What’s up?”

			“Well, I’m in Boise.”

			“How’s the package?”

			“Fine. But. . . .” I wasn’t sure what to say.

			“But what?”

			“Well, I went to check on the monkey and the crate’s locked. What’s the combination?”

			“Is the monkey awake?” Her voice sounded alarmed.

			I looked at the crate, at the eye peeking out. “Uh. No. I don’t think so.”

			“Has anything”—she paused, choosing her word carefully—”unusual happened?” 

			I nearly said you mean like a talking space alien disguised as a monkey? Instead, I said, “No. Not at all. Not really.” I knew I needed more or she wouldn’t believe me. “Well, the guy at the front desk looked at me a bit funny.”

			“What did he look like?”

			“Old. Bored. Like he didn’t expect to see a clown in his lobby.”

			“I’m sure he’s fine.”

			I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “So, about that combination?”

			“You don’t need it, Merton. Call me when you get to Roswell.” The phone clicked and she was gone.

 

			In the morning, I loaded the monkey back into the car and we pointed ourselves towards Utah. 

			We picked up our earlier conversation.

			“So you defected? To an insurance company?” But I knew what he was going to say.

			“That’s no insurance company.”

			“Government?”

			“You’d know better than I would,” he said. “I was asleep through most of that bit.”

			“But you’re the one who defected.”

			He laughed. “I didn’t defect to them.”

			“You didn’t?”

			“No. Of course not. Do you think I want to be locked in a metal box in the back of a station wagon on my way to Roswell, New Mexico, with an underweight clown who doesn’t smoke?”

			I shrugged. “Then what?”

			“There was a guy. He was supposed to meet me in Seattle before your wacky friends got me with the old tag and bag routine. He represents certain other interested parties. He’d worked up a bit of an incognito gig for me in exchange for some information on my previous employers.”

			I felt my eyebrows furrow. “Other interested parties?”

			“Let’s just say your little rock is pretty popular these days. Did you really think the cattle mutilations, abductions, anal probes and crop circles were all done by the same little green men?”

			“I’d never thought about it before.”

			“Space is pretty big. And everyone has their schtick.”

			I nodded. “Okay. That makes sense, I guess.” Except for the part where I was still talking to a monkey and he was talking back. It was quiet now. The car rolled easy on the highway. 

			“Sure could use a cigarette.”

			“They’re bad for you. They’ll kill you.”

			“Jury’s still out on that,” the monkey said. “I’m not exactly part of your collective gene pool.” He paused. “Besides, I’m pretty sure it doesn’t matter.”

			“It doesn’t?”

			“What do you really think they’re going to do to me in Roswell?”

			The monkey had a point. The next truck stop, I pulled off and went inside. I came out with a pack of Marlboro’s and pushed one through the little hole. He reversed it, pointing an end out to me so I could light it. He took a long drag. “That’s nice,” he said. “Thanks.”

			“You’re welcome.” Suddenly my shoulders felt heavy. As much as I knew that there was something dreadfully wrong with me, some wire that had to be burned out in my head, I felt sad. Something bad, something experimental was probably going to happen to this monkey. And whether or not he deserved it, I had a role in it. I didn’t like that at all. 

			“Have you seen a monkey around here,” the California Tan Man had asked me two days ago in front of the CARECO building.

			I looked up. “Hey. I saw that guy. The one in Seattle. What was the gig he had for you? Witness protection type-thing?”

			“Sort of. Lay low, stay under everyone’s radar.”

			Where would a monkey lay low, I asked myself. “Like what?” I said, “a zoo?”

			“Screw zoos. Concrete cage and a tire swing. Who wants that?”

			“What then?”

			Cigarette smoke trailed out of the holes in his crate. “It’s not important. Really.”

			“Come on. Tell me.” But I knew now. Of course I knew. How could I not? But I waited for him to say it.

			“Well,” the monkey said, “ever since I landed on this rock I’ve wanted to join the circus.”

			Exactly, I thought, and I knew what I had to do.

			“I’ll be back,” I said. I got out of the car and walked around the truck stop. It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for. The guy had a mullet and a pick-up truck. In the back of the pick-up truck’s window was a rifle rack. And in the rifle rack, a rifle. Hunting season or not, this was Idaho.

			I pulled that wad of bills from my wallet and his eyes went wide. He’d probably never seen a clown with so much determination in his stride and cash in his fist. I bought that rifle from him, drove out into the middle of nowhere, and shot the lock off that crate.

			When the door opened, a small, hairy hand reached out, followed by a slender, hairy arm, hairy torso, hairy face. He didn’t quite look like a monkey but he was close enough. He smiled, his three black eyes shining like pools of oil. Then, the third eye puckered in on itself and disappeared. “I should at least try to fit in,” he said.

			“Do you want me to drop you anywhere?” I asked him.

			“I think I’ll walk. Stretch my legs a bit.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			We shook hands. I gave him the pack of the cigarettes, the lighter and all but one of the remaining hundred dollar bills.

			“I’ll see you around,” I said.

 

			I didn’t call Nancy until I got back to Seattle. When I did, I told her what happened. Well, my version about what happened. And I didn’t feel bad about it, either. She’d tried to use me in her plot against a fellow circus aficionado. 

			“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said. “We were just outside of Boise, early in the morning, and there was this light in the sky.” I threw in a bit about missing time and how I thought something invasive and wrong might’ve happened to me.

			I told her that they also took the monkey.

			She insisted that I come over right away. She and her husband had a big house on the lake and when I got there, she was already pretty drunk. I’m a weak man. I joined her and we polished off a bottle of tequila. Her husband was out of town on business and somehow we ended up having sex on the leather couch in his den. It was better than the last time but still nothing compared to a high wire trapeze act or a lion tamer or an elephant that can dance.

			Still, I didn’t complain. At the time, it was nice. 

			Three days later, my phone rang.

			“Merton D. Kamal?” a familiar voice asked.

			“Yes?”

			“I need a clown for my act.”

			“Does it involve talking monkeys?” I asked with a grin.

			“Monkeys can’t talk,” the monkey said.

			So I wrote Nancy a note, thanking her in great detail for the other night. After putting it in her mailbox, I took a leisurely stroll down to the Greyhound Station.

			When the man at the ticket counter asked me where I was headed, I smiled.

			“The greatest show on earth,” I said. And I know he understood because he smiled back.







 

 

 

			HARLEY TAKES A WIFE

		

			It came to pass that old Harlan Bosco Sussbauer, last of the Big Space Rock prospectors on the far edge of the Frontier System, found himself feeling quite alone, terribly lonely, and in dire want of companionship. And so, Harley took a wife, as one does.

			Of course, it didn’t happen in such straightforward fashion. And Harley was far too nervous and careful a man to take anyone or anything, so perhaps it is more accurate to say:

			It came to pass that Harley bought a bride.

			But truly, because Harley Sussbauer considered himself, above all things, a practical man, it also started, as these things inevitably should, with a plant. A cactus, to be more specific.

			“Howdy, Pilgrim,” the cactus said in a low, gravelly voice when Harley opened its shipping pod. “My name’s Duke.”

			Harley blinked behind spectacles that made the world greasier and grayer than it really was. “Uh . . . howdy? I’m Harley.”

			“You’ll always be Pilgrim to me,” the cactus drawled. Then he rustled in his enviro-dome. “I’d offer to shake yer hand but I’m told I can be a bit of a prick.” The cactus guffawed.

			Harley looked down at the packing material and owner’s manual, then looked back at the cactus. Talk to your plant . . . AND YOUR PLANT TALKS BACK! That’s what the sales pitch had been. And it had been well on a decade since the last of the other prospectors had folded up and ceded their claims to Big Space Rock Mine Co-op, of which Harley was now the sole member. It had taken some time for the loneliness to settle in, but when it did, he sat down like an engineer to sketch out his options and draw a blueprint toward his happiness. And every fiber of his being agreed with that time-honored bit of sage counsel.

			Start with a plant and see where it goes.

			Within just those first few introductory moments, Harley suspected he’d made a terrible mistake. But he was the last prospector in the belt for good reason. Harley had a stick-to-itiveness borne of some patience and a good deal of pathological persistence in the face of contradictory facts. And so he committed fully to giving this new addition to his life a fair shake.

			“Where are you going, Pilgrim?” Duke asked on their first morning.

			“Down to the mine to check the mites.”

			“Alone?” Harley heard disdain in the cactus’s voice.

			“Well . . .”

			“So why again,” Duke asked, “did you buy me?”

			And then suddenly, it was bring your cactus to work day. Every day.

			His father had patented his Mighty Tiny Mining Mites™ but had never seen them spring to life in the Frontier System. And Harley had seen them bring home the bacon, even in a trickle, that let him outlast the others with their more conventional approach. But for Harley, going to work meant visiting a mobile monitoring station near whichever asteroid of the week happened to pay off. He watched ancient television reruns on one monitor and rat-sized drones on the others as they ran their course, bringing back small amounts of the various ores and minerals as they wandered.

			One thing was certain: Harley no longer felt alone. Or lonely.

			After a hundred “what’s that’s” and a few hundred “what’s this do’s,” Harley started missing his loneliness a smidge.

			And after a few weeks, he more became certain: The off switch on the AI-induced plant was looking more and more tempting and, at some point, his politeness was going to collapse in upon him.

			At six months, to the day, he took his cactus to breakfast instead of work.

			“I’m sorry, Duke,” Harley said, “but it’s not working out. I think I’m going to need something different.”

			Duke shrugged. “Remember how I told you I was a bit of a prick?”

			Harley shook his head. “No, it’s not you, Duke. It’s me.”

			Duke nodded. “Well, that’s a comfort at least. Have you considered therapy?”

			Harley shook his head again. “I don’t think therapy would help our situation.” He sighed. “I think,” he finally said, “I need to consider taking a wife.”

			“Whoa there, Pilgrim. That’s quite a bit more of a mouthful than a prickly cactus,” Duke said. “Are you sure that’s where this here experiment-gone-wrong is pointing you?”

			Harley wasn’t sure. Not by a damned sight. But he nodded anyway and in that moment, everything changed.

			Duke’s drawl vanished and an overenthusiastic, very young voice—too loud for the large empty room they sat in—replaced the cactus. “Well then, Mr. Sussbauer, let’s see about getting you into the soulmate of your dreams. Have you considered the benefits of a customizable artificial mail-order bride? Let’s see what we have on the showroom floor. Everything—I’m sorry, everyone—we have is fully customizable to your wants, wishes, and needs. And, of course, if you’ll be returning Duke, we’ll apply that refund to the cost of your new companion.”

			Harley sat back and rubbed his eyes. “Who is this? Where did Duke go?”

			“Hi,” the cactus said with more enthusiasm than its enviro-dome seemed designed for. “I’m Todd with Acme Artificials, Incorporated, the Frontier System’s number one source for Labor, Love, and Other Mechanical Oddities.”

			It moved quickly from there. Todd remoted onto the cafeteria’s holo-table and took Harley quickly through his options, then began building his perfect companion based on a series of questions a bit too similar to those that had led to Duke.

			When they were finished and the loan was approved, Harley and Duke finally got to the monitoring station to check the day’s work.

			“I’m glad you decided to keep me, Pilgrim.” There was something like affection in his voice now. “I’m going to do you and your blushing bride right proud.”

			And then for the next three weeks, while he waited for his bride’s imminent arrival, Harley heard all about just what kind of family they would make together—and wondered again about just how large a mistake he might have made.

 

			Harley wore his Sunday finest for maybe the third time in a decade for the big day and was pleased that it still nearly fit him. He even put a bow on Duke’s enviro-dome for the occasion. Then they trundled off to the docking bay to meet the supply shuttle.

			The crate looked like your standard cryo-pod for reasons of discretion—not that there were any prying eyes or nosy neighbors to consider. The NuFedEx lift-load-bots brought it down along with the rest of the quarter’s supplies, then fastened themselves back into the shuttle for departure after Harley accepted the shipment on his e-tab.

			He activated the co-op’s mechanicals to haul the other items and then looked at the crate from Acme.

			“It’s your big day, Pilgrim. How are your feet?”

			Harley looked down. “They’re fine, I reckon.”

			Duke chuckled. “Mine are shaking in their boots for you.”

			“I thought you said this was a good idea?”

			“I think that was Todd.”

			Harley shrugged and faced the crate, extended his finger, and pushed the single button on its control panel. With a pop and a hiss and a rainbow of lights, the crate started to hum. An LED started counting down from one hundred.

			At zero, the lights on the crate went out with a click.

			Harley found himself closing his eyes as the lid swung open. It was as if something inside him compelled him to give Mrs. Sussbauer just a bit more time.

			He squeezed them shut and then after it had been too long, he forced them open.

			“Well, I’ll be a sassafras-assed sumbitch,” Duke said.

			Harley stared into the cold, blue, killer eyes of his new bride. Blue like steel, blue like gun smoke on high noon air. Harley watched the mouth curl into a sneer that pulled at the handlebar mustache, watched the rough hands move across ruffles and lace for a gun belt that wasn’t presently worn.

			“There isn’t room in this one-hopper town for the two of us, Pilgrim,” the mail-order bride said in a voice far too deep and far too familiar for his liking.

			“Nope,” the cactus finally said, “that’s not awkward at all.”

 

			Unlike Duke, the gunslinger bride had no operating manual and no visible switch. But he was quieter than the cactus, settling into following Harley as he returned to the cafeteria where he could pace more comfortably.

			Harley kicked himself. A private man, he’d not wanted to open the crate in front of the lift-load-bots. If he had, then it would’ve been simple enough to start a return. But now, he only saw one path forward.

			“I’m sorry,” he told his new bride, “but this isn’t going to work for me.”

			The veil dropped and behind it, the eyes narrowed. The right hand moved toward the right hip. “Exactly what are you saying, Pilgrim?”

			Harley sighed. “There’s been a mistake.”

			“Shipping me without my six-guns,” the bride growled, “seems the bigger mistake.” The eyes widened quickly before narrowing slowly again. “Otherwise, I make a beautiful bride.”

			Harley felt his face grow hot. “It’s not you. It’s me.” He exhaled and sat abruptly. “Maybe I should talk with Todd.”

			The bride looked around. “Who’s Todd?” He sized up Harley, then sized up the cactus. “You named your cactus Todd?”

			“My name’s Duke,” the cactus said.

			“My name’s Duke,” the bride said.

			“Todd’s the sales rep who . . .” Politeness. “He was our matchmaker,” Harley said. “And based on our conversation, I’m confident there’s been a mistake.”

			“You believe I’m someone else’s intended?”

			“I do,” he said.

			“Saints be praised,” Duke the bride said.

			“I’ll get Todd,” Duke the cactus said.

			“Unfortunately, Todd is no longer with the company,” a flat-voiced woman monotoned when they finally got through. “This is Megan. Can I help you?”

			“I’m having a problem with my bride,” Harley said.

			“Mr. Sussbauer, that just can’t be possible.”

			“He arrived today. He’s standing right here.” Harley looked over at the bride. “Say something.”

			“Howdy, ma’am.”

			Harley could almost hear her eyebrows twisting. “You did not order a male bride.”

			“No,” Harley said, “I did not. But I have one, nonetheless.”

			Megan was quiet for a moment. “Well, this is a pickle indeed. Because we haven’t shipped your bride yet. She is right here. There was a last-minute problem with your credit application that Todd was supposed to take care of with you, but . . .” The way her words trickled out made it sound like Todd could have just as easily died a slow and terrible death as having been fired. “Is there any chance that you have friends playing a prank?”

			Duke cut in and laughed. “Harley has friends?”

			Harley scowled at the cactus. “I don’t have any friends.” He considered for a moment. “And wouldn’t that be a terribly expensive prank?”

			“I’ve seen everything in this line of work,” she said. “What is the bride doing now?”

			He glanced over to meet those piercing blue eyes. “He’s staring at me. He reaches for his guns a lot even though he isn’t wearing any.”

			“He sounds . . . potentially problematic.” Now her voice became serious, conspiratorial. “Can we talk privately?”

			Harley nodded for the cactus to follow him out of the room, then lowered his voice when they were behind a sealed door.

			“There is another possibility,” Megan said, “but I would need to examine your bride. We have no record of the shipment, and I doubt you have the biomechanical scanning equipment we would need.”

			“What do you think it is?”

			“Dastardly Al might be up to something.”

			Harley felt a headache coming on and closed his eyes. “Dastardly Al?”

			“Dastardly Al’s All-Android Caper Gang. Surely you’ve heard of them?”

			Harley had not, but she educated him. “Wanted on New Colorado and New Texas both. New Wyoming’s marshals haven’t been able to make anything stick, but Al’s been active in the system for maybe a decade. Folk legend stuff.”

			Harley shrugged though no one could see him. He’d never heard of them but couldn’t imagine what might bring them to his co-op. “What would they want with me?”

			“Maybe they’re looking to expand,” she offered.

			Harley laughed louder now. “I’m a prospector not a gangster.”

			“And that,” Megan said, “brings us back to Todd’s unfinished business. How would you feel about killing two turkeys with one shot?”

			He waited while she explained. “Your father established credit with his prototype mites as collateral, but our understanding is that the Mark Two is a better machine, likely more valuable.”

			“It is,” Harley said, “but they still only bring in a trickle. They just aren’t designed for large production.”

			“Yes, we’ve heard. And Acme has some ideas around that; our CEO, Amos Anderson Acme, would like to chat with you.”

			Harley first felt his father’s stubborn boot prodding him to close the conversation down. But he’d limped by on credit and scrimping, following a vision that had started in another system with another Sussbauer. There had been an initial buzz about his mining mites when they’d first arrived and started chewing their tiny tunnels. Of course, his father, Horace Sussbauer, had died en route to the co-op and his son had carried on, sporting his black armband for three solid years. “I’d be happy to schedule a holo-con with Mr. Acme.”

			“Mr. Acme is old school and prefers to meet in person. And he’s going to want to see the mites in action.”

			“Mr. Acme is coming here?”

			She laughed. “Oh no. He doesn’t have the time for that kind of travel. Two weeks and three days out from our corporate offices in Anarchy Territory, New Texas, by hop-shuttle . . . talk about the farthest edge of the existence. He’d like you to bring a mite and give him a demonstration here. At the very least, it should raise your credit limit sufficiently. At the very most, you could join Mr. Acme in becoming one of the wealthiest entrepreneurs in the system.”

			So after it was all said and done, Harley Sussbauer agreed to close up the co-op, secure all but one of the mites and a portable command dock and packed his bag into the co-op’s seldom used shuttle. He would secure his cactus and bride in their respective shipping containers and put himself in stasis for the trip to New Texas.

			Looking back, he’d later wonder what had compelled him to take his third trip “to town” and decided it must’ve been the combination of loneliness and the disappointment of having things go so surreally astray in his attempts to fix it. He’d never had any interest in making it rich anywhere but the asteroid belt, and he had less interest in wealth than he did in living the life he wanted to live. But the idea of meeting with a person, of sitting in a room and having a conversation . . . well, it sparked something in him.

			It must indeed be the loneliness, he thought. Because now, how Harlan lived his life mattered less than not being alone. And the only thing worse than no company was ill-fitting company. And now he was getting ready to put himself to sleep for a few weeks—over a month if he counted the return trip.

			And he couldn’t stop thinking about the sales rep’s voice. Megan. Todd’s voice had not left such an impression.

			Harley chuckled.

			“What are you laughing at, Pilgrim?” his bride and his cactus both asked in stereo.

			“First woman I’ve talked to in ten years,” he said.

			The gunslinger bride’s eyes narrowed for the hundredth time. “Keep it up, and it’ll be your last. I’m the jealous type.”

			Harley said nothing. He sealed his two companions into their crates, fired up the automatic pilot, and settled into his own crate for a little shut-eye.

			In his dreams, Megan had blond hair and had also been oh, so lonely and—

 

			“Mr. Sussbauer?”

			The voice hung somewhere in a void, tiny and far away. But it was in a place no voice should be and the weight of everything pressed on Harley’s eyes. He pushed back and opened them a slit, bright light flooding him.

			Now he felt a hand on his shoulder. “Ah, you’re awake.”

			Harley worked harder at his eyes, becoming painfully aware of how dry his mouth was. As if reading his mind, he felt a straw press to his lips. “Drink,” the voice said.

			Something sweet and cold flooded his mouth. Apple juice.

			“Welcome to New Texas, Mr. Sussbauer. You had quite a trip.”

			The disorientation from stasis licked and bit him like a passive-aggressive tomcat and he shook his head against it. Then he opened his eyes. He was on a sofa in a reception area and a blond woman sat near him, an instacup of apple juice in her hand. “What happened?”

			The woman leaned forward, her eyes wide. “There was an attempt on your shuttle. Marshal thinks it was Dastardly Al’s All-Android Caper Gang. They ran them off and escorted your shuttle into our care. Mr. Acme offers his sincerest apologies for such a rude and unexpected awakening.” She paused. “I’m Megan Miller.”

			Now Harley could smell her—it was a soft, clean, floral smell—and he suspected that it could intoxicate him given enough time. He sat up and blushed, hoping she wouldn’t notice. “I can’t imagine what they’d want with me.”

			“Maybe,” she said, “they’re interested in the mites. Mr. Acme certainly thinks it possible.”

			Harley scowled. He couldn’t imagine what else it would be. “Does the marshal have any idea where they ran off to?”

			Megan shook her head and then stood. “No, they’re a slippery lot. But Mr. Acme is prepared to hire a security escort for your return trip, and he’s already authorized repair work to your shuttle. He’s quite distressed about this development.”

			Harley watched her walk around a large wooden reception desk beneath a simple sign that read Acme Artificials. She was dressed in a pantsuit and loafers that were silent on the thick burgundy carpet. She was pretty enough to bring out all of his awkwardness, but if she noticed, she had the grace to overlook it.

			“Our technicians are getting to the bottom of your gunslinger bride. It does appear to be one of ours, but it was reported as stolen several years ago.” She glanced down at the desk, pushed some buttons. “And Mr. Acme is hoping to see a demonstration of your Mighty Tiny Mining Mites™ once you’re feeling up to it. Are you ready for coffee?”

			He nodded. “Thank you.”

			“And maybe,” she said with a quick grin, “you’d like to meet Mrs. Sussbauer?”

			Now Harley really blushed and stammered. “I-I reckon that would be fine.” Then an afterthought brought the tiniest stab of guilt home. “And where’s my cactus?”

			“That particular model is a bit . . . vocal.” He appreciated the politeness in her tone as she chose her words. “So we’ve left him crated for now. He’s in the other room along with your luggage.”

			She went to the 3D-All printer, pressed more buttons, and returned with a cup of coffee. “With chicory,” she said as she brought him the mug.

			“Thank you.” Harley took it and sipped. It was perfect.

			Already, the stasis fog was lifting. He’d made three trips in a decade. The first, he’d stayed awake and killed the time with reruns and mining tutorials. But after that, he’d slept the time away. And each time, he’d been more than ready for the solitude of his solitary co-op upon his return. Of course, none of those trips had involved attempted space-jackings and law enforcement.

			Megan returned to her desk and work. Harley sat and drank his coffee. A bright red, old-fashioned telephone jangled, and she lifted the antique handset to her ear. “Yes, Mr. Acme?” She smiled at Harley as she said it. “Yes, he’s awake. I’ll tell him.” She put down the phone. “The marshal may also want a word later. But Mr. Acme is ready to meet whenever you are feeling ready. He’s very keen to see your mite in action. And I imagine you’re ready to meet the missus.”

			He felt the heat in his face again and told himself it was the coffee. But it wasn’t. It was a strange mix of embarrassment, maybe shame, and an extra helping of a little more awkward. He’d gone most of his life quite fine with being alone and then some corner had turned, and he’d become one of those people.

			He’d bought a talking cactus.

			He’d bought a gunslinger bride.

			And now, he sat in a room with a real woman—the first he’d been near in years—who knew these things about him and continued to be polite and engaging anyway.

			Of course, it was her job. And it made him curious about what took a person into the business of artificial love and labor. Gauging things from this single, spartan room, business was not booming despite his confidence that loneliness abounded in the Frontier System.

			Harley swallowed more of the coffee. “I think I’m ready.”

			She opened the door, and he went through. This room was better decorated. Unlike the other, it had a large window that looked out on a salt flat beneath a blistering sun. It was an office, decorated with an antique Terran theme. In one corner, his bag, his mining kit, and his crated cactus were carefully arranged. Various mechanicals were scattered around the room: a canary in a jar; a chimpanzee dressed as a clown that appeared to be asleep in a cradle; a baby grand piano complete with a pianist dressed in period clothing; and, in the center of the room, a woman who took his breath away.

			She was tall, blond, and like the gunslinger, her eyes were blue, but with the warmth of a summer sky. She wore a simple dress and held a bouquet of daisies. “Hello, Harlan,” she said. “I’m Abigail. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

			He stammered and blushed while a tall, older gentleman dressed in a bowtie, suspenders, and lab coat stood from the oak desk behind her. “Mr. Sussbauer, I’m so sorry for the way this has gone. And I hope it wasn’t an overstep to have you wake up here rather than down at the spaceport in the marshal’s care. Brady is an old friend and agreed to take his report from you here, later.” His smile was narrow but sincere. “I thought this would be a more comfortable beginning.”

			“I appreciate your hospitality,” Harley said.

			“Abigail,” he said, “would you wait for us with Megan?”

			She nodded and flashed Harley a grin. Then left.

			“Abigail,” Harley said after she was gone. But as she passed, he noticed that, unlike Megan, she had no scent that went with her.

			“You can change her name to whatever suits you, of course.” The gentleman stepped forward and extended his hand. “Amos Anderson Acme,” he said. “I’m a fan of you and your father’s work.”

			Harley shook it. It was firm and dry. “It’s slow going,” he said, “but we get it done a little bit at a time.”

			“It was a shame he didn’t get to see his dream come true. I’m sure he’d be proud of what you’ve done with his legacy.”

			Harley wasn’t so sure. But he’d gotten his stubbornness from his father, and he’d inherited the life he lived now, fashioned from his father’s lab-infused dreams. “I’ve tried to do right by him. And over the years, I’ve made some adjustments.”
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