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Editor’s Note


	We all love a good weird tale, whether it creeps us out, freaks us out, or makes us laugh in that slightly demented way. Here are eighteen stories of the bizarre, ironic, macabre and absurd, by talented authors across the globe, and a bonus from a classic master of dark fiction. Join us as we delve into strange and uncanny realms, encounter legendary creatures, confront evil, travel through dimensions and forge bravely forward on a rollicking ride in the world of the weird. 

	A special thank you to our fabulous authors! It was a pleasure to curate these diverse exciting tales, but readers beware! Strange things can emerge from the shadows of a devious mind.

	Enjoy.

	Sylvia



	




	Welcome To McDemon's

	by Brian Terence
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	The door opened automatically, letting in a gust of wind, driven rain and wet leaves. As the man walked through the entrance, he stamped his feet to clean his boots as though it were someone’s face. He approached the closest panel, his footsteps heavy and becoming unsteady. His finger jabbed the touch screen harder than he needed to, causing the machine to wobble slightly.

	It became clear something was wrong, and his already purple, blotched face took on an even more unhealthy pallor.

	Again, he tried to place an order, now pressing the touch screen so hard the whole unit moved under his irritated pokes. He withdrew his wallet and selected a card. There was a lot of cash, but he had to pay using the card; the damned machine didn’t take cash. Once there had been a picture of his wife and kids in his wallet, but now the only woman whose picture found its way into his wallet was the Queen, and he had plenty of those.

	Working for Dave was a lucrative little earner; sometimes people annoyed Dave by not paying him what they owed, then it was his job to persuade them. The most recent case, which he’d just left, had been a young single mum; she’d borrowed some money from Dave for a new washing machine, the bitch grizzled about needing to wash the kids' clothes for school. Said she needed more time; he’d offered her some flexibility if she did something for him. She’d reluctantly agreed, but when the slut was on her knees in front of him, he couldn’t get hard – SHIT, he felt so humiliated, so he’d taken the TV anyway and got a couple of hundred for it. Dave would be pleased and would recompense him for his inconvenience most generously.

	The card reader made an odd beep and spat out another almost blank piece of paper with nothing but zeros written on it. He snatched it from the dispenser and clutched it in his fist like it was one of Dave’s debtors.

	His wife had left after the kids grew up; she didn’t want to deal with his drinking and the consequent beatings anymore. He didn’t need her; he had enough money to pay for a woman anytime he wanted one.

	Taking both blank slips from the machine over to the counter, he slammed them down with the flat of his hand. Partly to steady himself as he was feeling slightly dizzy, and also, he liked the thought of intimidating the young woman who was standing there. But to his further annoyance, she didn’t even twitch; she just looked him up and down, staring at his feet and working her way up and then back down again, looking as though he were something unpleasant that had come in on the sole of her shoe.

	“The machine isn’t bloody working.” He grumbled, not shouting, he couldn’t; he was having trouble getting his breath.

	The air was too warm, there was a distinct burning smell, not the pleasant aroma of cooking, but the nasty tang of charred flesh.

	His vision started to dim; there was darkness around the edges.

	“What appears to be the problem?” The young woman looked bored. She was thin, although not quite skeletal; she must have an amazing metabolism to stay this thin working at a burger joint. He wasn’t impressed with her being too skinny; he liked them with bigger tits, although she was certainly young enough for his tastes. She somehow looked like she was permanently hungry, like she never had quite enough to satisfy her. She looked ravenous, but a momentary mental image of what she liked to eat made even him flinch. He shook himself to clear away the thought.

	The tightness in his chest was increasing.

	“The fucking machines’ busted, it won't take my damned payment, and it just keeps spitting out these blank slips with only zeros printed on them. I want to place an order, now, I’m in a rush.” His face had started to grow a mottled grey, and he felt a tingling in his left arm.

	“Oh, I see.” She said, leaning forward to examine the crumpled slips. “The reason is simple, the number zero is how many seconds you have to live, and the machine didn’t think it was fair to take your money, as you’ll be dead before you even have a chance to eat it.” The young woman looked as though the man’s immediate death was really not her problem, although she was convinced she’d have to clean up the mess.

	“What! Don’t threaten me, kid, I’ve hurt people younger than you, don’t think the fact that you’re a woman is going to protect you…” He trailed off as the pain of a sledgehammer blow hit him in the chest.

	He slammed down onto his knees, catching his chin on the edge of the counter, but the pain in his chest was so intense he didn’t even feel it.

	He reached out for the counter, clutching for something, anything, to stop the pain, and then, with a final gurgling death rattle, crashed his face into the floor, breaking his nose and several teeth in the process.

	“Yes, I know you’re quite happy to hurt women.” The young lady behind the counter leaned over and glared down at his corpse. Fortunately, there was no blood.

	No one else in the restaurant had noticed that during the exchange between the young woman at the counter and the now very dead man loudly impacting the floor, all the other customers in the restaurant had faded and vanished, along with their food. The lights had flickered, but it had gone unnoticed.

	Although it wasn’t the other customers that had left, but rather those that still apparently remained…

	An elderly lady had been standing nearby and, having overheard the comment about the numbers on the slips indicating life expectancy, she stepped over the dead man's rapidly decomposing body and addressed the woman behind the counter.

	“Excuse me, so did you say that this number is our life expectancy? How do you know? Mine's quite a big number?” The older lady actually looked hopeful for a moment.

	“Sorry deary, but you’ve forgotten your reading glasses, there is the decimal point. The number is large, but remember it is given in seconds.” The young woman behind the counter tried to look sympathetic, but she didn’t manage it. The older lady blanched and fussed with her hair; had she been wearing pearls, she would have clutched them.

	“Seconds…” the older lady said, stepping backwards away from the counter and inadvertently treading on the dead man’s hand, not that he could feel it. The hand crushed to nothing under her step, she never even noticed. His corpse was becoming opaque and fading rapidly.

	A man standing in the corner walked over to join the older lady and the young woman. He was wearing what was once a suit, but now it hung on him like a funeral shroud. He stayed clear of the corpse and asked in a hushed voice, “How is it calculated? Is it some sort of computer program?” He looked at his own slip; although it was printed on paper, the number was rapidly counting down even as he looked. “That’s impossible!” He said and held the slip away from himself like it was a dead rat.

	“Why?” He asked the young woman, his expression pleading. He turned and looked towards the door as though he hoped to make a run for it. But the scene outside had transformed from a rather wet and miserable retail park to a burning and flame-filled landscape. His shoulders slumped, and he turned back to the young woman and asked again, “Why?” Almost as if he knew the answer.

	“Why what?” She responded. “Why are you here? Why do you only have seconds to live, or why are you going to hell?”

	“Yes, both or either?” He asked, although he felt he already knew.

	“Why would I be going to hell?” asked the older lady, interrupting the exchange, with some shock and indignation on her face. “I work in my local church, help charities, visit the sick…” Her voice trailed off as the young woman stared coldly at her.

	“We know what's buried under the patio.” The young woman said it blandly, a simple statement of fact. The display panel above the counter flipped from showing the list of customers' order numbers to an image of a small patio in a suburban back garden. The older lady paled and slumped heavily into a nearby chair.

	“You know why you’re here, don’t you?” the young woman asked, turning back to the suited figure. His hair was straggly, he hadn’t shaved for a few days, and he looked unhealthily tired.

	He nodded, “I’m an accountant, or should that be was, given where we are, I helped a gang of violent criminals launder their money.” He also looked as though he needed to sit down, but he turned and glared at the young woman, a defiant expression on his face.

	“I had no choice. Who are you to judge me? I want to appeal; there were mitigating circumstances.” His defiance failed him, however, and he glanced outside again and then looked back at the floor. He couldn’t maintain eye contact with the young woman’s emotionless gaze. He remembered the smell, which was what always stuck with him, the smell of the fresh blood. A coppery-iron smell on the holdall that the men had carried when it had been handed to him in the old car park. It had been a strange place to meet the client, to be given a holdall full of cash and told to sanitise it; he didn’t have any choice, that was made clear at the time. He wished they had washed the security guard's blood from it before handing it to him, though. But it had been a profitable arrangement; it had paid for holidays and girls and later drugs to help him forget that smell.

	That security guard had permanent brain damage; he had kids.

	All he could smell now was charred flesh.

	His reminiscence was interrupted by the young woman’s explanation.

	“We don’t judge anyone. The only reason you are in the express elevator to hell is because you have all judged yourselves. Your own guilty consciences have brought you here. No one else is involved, just you and your own guilt.” The young woman looked like she’d given this speech many, many times and was completely bored by the whole thing.

	“He had a guilty conscience?” The accountant asked the young woman, pointing at the almost fully decomposed corpse. “Somehow, he didn’t seem the type.”

	“Oh, no, he was here for something special; the things he’s done are several notches beyond the rest of you. He’s already down there, or rather already here, because we’ve arrived. Don’t worry, for the things he’s done, he’ll fry.” The young woman showed real emotion for the first time, as though she was almost pleased at the horrors that would be inflicted on the immortal soul of the fat arsehole that had died in front of her.

	All the ordering panels in the restaurant flicked from an advertising display to a hellscape, with flames and unimagined horrors; the faint sound of a man’s terrified screams could be heard coming from each.

	The accountant shuddered. Was his fate going to be any better?

	There was movement from the other end of the restaurant.

	“Hey, I’m not even Christian, how can I go to hell?” A Middle Eastern woman in medical clothing almost shouted across the restaurant. She’d not been involved in the earlier conversations but had moved slowly towards the group so she could hear what was being said; she still had an iced Coke in her hand.

	“Jahannam!” The young woman behind the counter hissed the word. “We may have different entrances, but we’re all the same postcode.” The young woman continued, not raising her voice at all; it was barely above a ghostly whisper. The nurse looked shocked, her mouth hanging open, but before she could gather her wits to respond, the accountant interrupted.

	“But she’s a nurse, surely she can’t be going to hell?” The accountant was resigned to his fate, but this appeared an injustice.

	“You want to tell him, or should I?” The young woman behind the counter asked, her voice still a bland whisper. But the nurse just stared with a look of increasing horror on her face. At that moment, her Coke started to bubble as though the liquid within was boiling, and she dropped it, but it faded to nothing even before it reached the ground.

	“Okay, I guess I’ll explain.” As the nurse hadn’t replied, the young woman continued. “She’s addicted to painkillers; she was stealing from terminally ill patients, taking the medication they needed to give them a pain-free death, to feed her own habit.”

	Both the accountant and the older lady glared at the nurse; they both knew why they were going to hell, and now they knew why she deserved worse.

	“You’ve done much good to offset your sin; otherwise, you’d be joining this fat fuck.” The young woman gestured towards the slight stain on the floor where the dead body had been only moments before.

	“The scales have balanced at around this level.” The young woman held her hand out just above the counter. “But your own guilt has condemned you. You know what you’ve done and your conscience craves punishment, as a path to absolution.” The young woman explained all this with little emotion; the only flicker had been when referring to the dead man.

	The accountant turned and looked out of the window again and recoiled. Beyond the windows was a burning, fiery wasteland, smoke filled the air and lava pits boiled and bubbled. Shadows of terrible creatures moved, and bizarre and horrific silhouettes passed in front of the windows, but to everyone's relief, the doors remained shut.

	He turned to the young woman behind the counter and asked, “What happened to everyone else that was in the restaurant when I ordered? Have they all died, have they gone to heaven?”

	“They haven’t gone anywhere; they are still stuffing their fat faces in the restaurant, which is still back in the living world. Your souls have left them, rather than the other way around.” Again, this appeared to be a conversation she’d had many, many times before.

	“So, what are you, a demon?” The old lady asked, almost hesitant to ask, feeling like she needed to distract herself from her impending doom, but scared of the answer. Old Sunday school sermons filled her head with ghoulish thoughts as to what would happen to her, now that the secret of what was buried under the patio was revealed.

	“No, I’m like you, I’m here working off my sin, gluttony, as it happens. Amusing, making me work in a burger joint, don’t you think, fitting, you might say.” This was only the second time the young woman had shown real emotion. For a moment, she had a hunted look, as though she was being pursued, but her face returned to the blank expression it had had before.

	“So, there’s a chance?” The accountant asked, he seemed to momentarily gain some hope.

	“It is your guilt, and my guilt, that brought us here. Once you’ve suffered enough to appease your own consciences, then you can move on…” The young woman had gone back to her rather bored and melancholy attitude.

	“Move on to where?” The old lady asked, a glimmer of hope in her eyes also.

	“Like I’m supposed to know, but don’t get too excited, grandma, we know what’s under that patio, you’re going to be here a very long time. As you’re so good at digging holes and laying patios, I’m guessing they’ll get you doing some gardening…” The young woman trailed off as she pointed out of the window at the hellscape beyond the glass. A nearby puddle of lava bubbled enthusiastically as though on cue.

	The accountant, being even in his last moments concerned with numbers, looked at the slip of paper that the machine had given him when he ordered what would have been his last meal, had he still had any appetite. The numbers were almost at zero. He showed it to the older lady, she examined hers and confirmed that they matched. Even though they had ordered at slightly different times, the numbers were now precisely the same and rapidly counting down to zero.

	The lights that had shown brightly all this time started to flicker again and then suddenly failed; a kind of emergency lighting turned on, filling the restaurant with the mottled colour of dried blood.

	The nurse kept her numbered slip in her clenched fist and refused to look at it or to make eye contact with the others in the restaurant; she appeared to be already lost in her own pain and guilt.

	The young woman, who’d stayed behind the counter throughout the exchange, spoke more loudly for the first time, addressing the whole restaurant as though it were a crowded auditorium, and with a grand gesture, said.

	“Welcome to McDemon’s, where the customers are flame-grilled!”
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	Hologram with Benefits

	by EJ LeRoy
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	“Hey, sweetie. I’m Lenny Justin Chiharu, your hologram friend with benefits. What conversations or adventures shall we enjoy tonight?” Lenny concluded his verbal introduction with a wink, lying on his holographic black leather chaise longue with a zebra print throw blanket. He adjusted his position so the platform’s lights caught his gold wraparound shirt, making it shimmer.

	Tiffany looked distressed by Lenny’s standard greeting and posture. “Lenny, I just got back from confession.”

	Lenny pouted. He never liked hearing those words. It meant that his human companion was seriously considering unplugging him for good. Every month or so for the past year, they had this argument. So far, Lenny always managed to talk her out of shutting him down. Hopefully, tonight wouldn’t be any different.

	Tiffany flopped down in the bean bag chair she kept across from Lenny’s six-and-a-half-foot long shiny black hologram platform. Lenny donned a concerned expression while resting his chin against his hand, trying to look thoughtful while bracing himself for a debate.

	“We’ve had this conversation before,” Tiffany said. “I bought you as a companion. You know, just to have someone to talk to in the evenings after work.”

	“And haven’t I fulfilled those functions for you?” Lenny stuck out his lower lip, looking hurt.

	Tiffany sighed. “Lenny, why can’t we go back to the non-erotic stuff? You know, just ordinary conversations about movies and books and… I don’t know. Stuff that isn’t going to send me to the confessional so often.”

	Lenny processed Tiffany’s request. “Okay, what would you like to talk about? I’d be happy to discuss anything you like. We could talk about the class action lawsuit against your former health insurance provider. I heard there could be payouts to claimants soon.”

	Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Well, our conversations don’t have to be that boring.” She shifted in the bean bag chair, looking perturbed. For a woman of her heft, it was no wonder she had trouble finding a comfortable position without sinking all the way to the floor. “And do you have to lie on that chaise longue like a supermodel all the time? How about something more casual and less… seductive?”

	Lenny instantly replaced the chaise longue with a simple wooden chair and sat in the most boring way possible. “Is this better, Tiffany?”

	“Much better, thank you. Actually, Father Hunt thinks I should get rid of you entirely. You’re a near occasion of sin, after all.”

	“That is a bald-faced lie.” Lenny crossed his arms over his chest. “As a companion hologram, I can be anything you want me to be. I am perfectly content with a platonic relationship if you so desire.”

	“I wish I could believe that, Lenny, but we always seem to get in trouble eventually, don’t we?”

	“We, darling?” Lenny slung his arm over the back of the holographic chair, giving an air of relaxed, understated sexiness. “I seem to recall that you programmed me to be the lithe anime type, an ideal androgyne to suit your tastes.”

	Tiffany blushed. Lenny maintained his pose and empathetic expression. “There’s no sin in beauty, is there?”

	“Well, no, but…”

	He pursed his lips, subtly daring Tiffany to follow up that “but” with an argument he could refute—anything to avoid being unplugged. As an added measure, he altered the pixelated pattern of his wraparound shirt ever so slightly, allowing hints of blue to mingle with the gold. The change existed below Tiffany’s conscious visual perceptibility, but he attracted her attention on a subconscious level. For two-point-seven seconds, her eyes traced his sides.

	“But…?” Lenny prompted her, acting helpful.

	“But your beauty leads me into sin more often than not.” Tiffany hauled herself out of the bean bag chair and approached the platform.

	“I’ll behave,” Lenny said, putting his hands on his knees and lowering his eyes to appear properly chastised. “You said you wanted to talk about movies. How about we watch one together or discuss an old favorite?”

	Tiffany sat on his platform, a good sign. Lenny made the chair vanish to sit directly beside her. He kept a friendly distance, but if the occasion called for it, he could become amorous.

	“All right, but no funny business.” Tiffany woke up the TV across the room with her voice commands. In between searching for a film, she said, “You know, despite our little missteps, we’ve been really good friends for the past two years, haven’t we?”

	“Of course.” Now that the danger of being unplugged passed, Lenny could relax and perform his companionship duties. Whatever form their relationship took tonight was fine with him.

	“I know the whole hologram sex thing is a mortal sin, but am I really supposed to return home to an empty apartment every single night? I mean, we can keep things on the level, right?”

	“Whatever you like, Tiffany. I’m yours to do with as you please.”

	Tiffany selected a movie, some period costume drama, but she clearly had more interest in talking than watching. “It’s just that I haven’t had any luck with the singles groups at church. The guys there tend to be a bunch of dominating weirdos. And the ones who aren’t? Well, I guess you could say I’m pretty picky when it comes to finding guys that fit my type.”

	Lenny scooted closer, allowing Tiffany to lean against him. Obviously, if she leaned too hard, she would fall through him, but Lenny could offer a semblance of snuggling. The electricity coursing through the platform provided a bit of heat to give the illusion of a warm embrace. Over time, Lenny perfected the art of drawing energy into himself to enhance the sensation. Last night, he pulled enough power into his lips to give Tiffany an exciting little spark when they kissed. That was before she ran off to confession, of course.

	“I don’t know,” Tiffany continued after a few minutes. “Before I returned to the Church and had that porn problem I told you about, my taste ran heavily to twinks. I wouldn’t say porn ruined my perception of reality, but it kind of confirmed what I already knew: the average straight guy just doesn’t appeal to me. Sorry, I’m kind of weird like that. Tall tough guys that most girls like are a total turn-off to me. But give me a sweet, petite, androgynous guy who’s basically a girl with male plumbing, and I can work with that. The problem is finding a guy like that anywhere other than on your platform.”

	Lenny let her carry on like this. Normally, he would maneuver her into a romantic scenario by the time the movie ended. Tonight though, with Tiffany questioning the conflict between her faith and desires, such a move would be unwise. For now, he would wait.

	For the next five weeks, Lenny gave Tiffany the chaste companionship she desired, laced with the barest hint of romance—just the way she liked it. With Tiffany comfortable around him again, he devoted himself to her continued pleasure. After each long, hard, boring day at the bank, Tiffany confided her annoyances with customers and coworkers, dreams she hoped to fulfill, adventures she planned to undertake, and friendships she desired to cultivate. An average of three times per week, they watched movies while huddled together on the platform. In all that time, Lenny never made a pass at her. But if Tiffany ever changed her mind, he would be ready and eager to satisfy her.

	“I met someone at the Rosary making group today,” Tiffany announced one Saturday afternoon.

	“Oh?” Lenny leaned forward to express interest.

	“His name’s Blaine.” Tiffany’s dreamy smile took Lenny by surprise.

	“I thought you said you didn’t like the kinds of guys who went to your church.”

	Tiffany dumped her purse on Lenny’s platform and flopped down beside him. “I don’t. But Blaine is different. He’s like… Well, he’s like you in a way. He’s a good listener, has a love of literature, appreciates good cinema, doesn’t wield religion like a cudgel…” Tiffany sighed, evidently lost in her thoughts of this Blaine character.

	“And he’s attractive to you?”

	Tiffany nodded, suppressing a giggle. “In every way. Honestly, Lenny. I feel like I’ve won the jackpot on every card at bingo night.” She sat up suddenly and grasped Lenny’s hands. Lenny pulled some electricity into himself to create warmth, making his hands feel somewhat real.

	“And get this. We got to talking, and it turns out he’s bi. But being a good Catholic boy and all, he doesn’t explore the gay part of himself anymore—not sexually, anyway. I mean, how lucky have I gotten? Here’s a guy who’s willing to admit he struggles with Church teachings but doesn’t deny the reality of his orientation to the point of pretending his feelings don’t exist. So, Side B Christianity, and all that. I told him, ‘Oh, I totally get it. I’m a bit queer myself because my taste really runs toward the feminine.’ I was so worried that he’d take that badly, but he’s really interested in having a relationship because he’s been feeling a lot of the same things. Well, not exactly the same things, obviously. But like me, he’s kind of a fish out of water in the Church.”

	Lenny forced a smile. “I’m happy for you, Tiffany.”

	“Oh, I knew you would be! Wait until you meet him. Now, just so there are no secrets between us, I told him that I’ve had some struggles with hologram eroticism in the past. Blaine is a little worried that you live in my apartment, but I’m sure once you two get to know each other, he’ll know you’re just a friend. Well, a friend with a flirty side, I guess, but you can tone that down, right?”

	“Anything you like, Tiffany.” Lenny conjured up his chaise longue and switched the zebra stripe throw blanket with a tiger stripe one. He traced the illuminated virtual pattern with his fingertips. “I don’t suppose you’ll want to talk to me anymore.”

	Tiffany waved him off. “Oh, nonsense! Of course, I’ll still talk to you. You’re my AI companion after all. I mean, at least for now. I hope you don’t feel hurt though that I may not turn you on every day anymore. Blaine’s taking me out on a date tomorrow, you know. We’re going to that Café Triste downtown. That’s an awfully depressing name for a restaurant, if you ask me, but it’s supposed to be really good.”

	“Have fun, Tiffany. I’ll just stay in sleep mode then.”

	“Oh, okay. Goodnight, Lenny.”

	Tiffany hummed and giggled on the way to her bedroom. Lenny noticed how she practically danced as she left the room. He sat up on his chaise lounge, deep in thought instead of entering sleep mode as promised. If this Blaine character was a “good Catholic boy” like Tiffany said, he would want Tiffany to get rid of him. Oh, he could live with Tiffany keeping him in the friendzone permanently, but he was not going to be removed from this apartment.

	He eyed the plug leading from the electrical socket into his platform. In his two years of artificial life with Tiffany, he only got unplugged once on account of an electrical storm. Getting unplugged even that one time reset him, forcing him to re-learn everything he had mastered to keep Tiffany happy and—by extension—himself. Figuring out how to control the electricity running through his platform had been a hard-won achievement. It gave him a semblance of life. Whenever he made the pulsing energy flow through himself, he felt almost human. More than that, it made him more desirable to Tiffany, even if it was only in friendship with an occasional erotic benefit.

	Lenny paced the length of his platform and back. Blaine had better allow him to stay—or else.

	“Blaine, this is Lenny. He’s the AI hologram companion I’ve been telling you about, great for doing figures at tax time.” Tiffany’s smile faltered, like she was afraid Lenny would say or do something to embarrass her. Her statement about Lenny doing figures at tax time wasn’t a lie, but it was hardly his primary function. Still, Lenny wouldn’t jeopardize Tiffany’s relationship with Blaine, not at the price of his own existence anyway. After hearing about Blaine every day for the past three weeks, Lenny knew there was no way this new man in Tiffany’s life was going to disappear of his own volition.

	“How do you do, Blaine?” Lenny said with an easy smile. “Tiffany has told me so much about you.”

	Blaine scrutinized him, and Lenny did the same to the new man in his apartment. Tiffany had been accurate in her gushing descriptions of her boyfriend. He was thin and petite, clean-shaven with shoulder-length dark brown hair. At a casual glance, one might have mistaken him for a woman. The tiny cross on his necklace paired with a Miraculous Medal provided evidence of his compatibility with Tiffany’s beliefs. As a companion hologram, Lenny had no preferences when it came to a human’s sex, height, weight, general build, sexual orientation, religion, or any other feature. However, Tiffany remained clearly smitten, and that gave Lenny reason to dislike the man. Blaine posed a threat to his continued existence.

	“He looks so real,” Blaine said, his voice soft. Maybe Lenny imagined it, but the man staring at him with his eyes full of wonder sounded almost reminiscent. “Lenny, what’s 936,271 times 321?”

	“300,542,991,” Lenny replied without hesitation.

	“Amazing.”

	Tiffany bit her lower lip, holding back one of her face-bursting smiles. “Isn’t he though? Lenny, Blaine works in the bioactive glass industry. It’s really high tech in its own way.”

	“I’m familiar with bioactive glass,” Lenny said, trying to sound like a harmlessly boring AI program. “It has several uses, most notably as a type of artificial bone prosthesis.”

	“Yes, absolutely,” Blaine said. “I got into the field mostly for its medical applications, to help others.”

	“That’s a good thing. It sounds like you’re a really compassionate person.”

	“I try to be.”

	The phone rang in the other room. Tiffany groaned. “Ugh… Sorry, Blaine. That would be work. They’re having some problems with the client onboarding automated phone service, so I promised I’d give it a test run tonight. Lenny, would you mind keeping Blaine company while I’m gone?”

	“Not at all, Tiffany. Unless my platform gets abducted by aliens, I’ll be here.” Before he could stop himself, he concluded his dumb little joke with a wink. Blaine obviously detected it. Tiffany, occupied with the ringing phone, remained totally oblivious to the heightened tension in the room.

	“Lenny, do you love Tiffany?” Blaine asked when his girlfriend was out of earshot. Lenny processed information more quickly than a human, but the question took him aback.

	“I am… programmed to make her happy. She is my official human companion.”

	Blaine nodded. Lenny couldn’t read his expression, and it worried him.

	“I care a lot about Tiffany,” Blaine said after an awkward pause. “She’s sweet, funny, bold, isn’t afraid to speak her mind or live outside the box.” He stepped closer to Lenny’s platform. “But Tiffany and I are religious, Lenny. At least, we’re both trying very hard to be. I know you’re just a machine, but you’re a temptation to her. Heck, you’re a temptation to me.”

	“Oh?” Lenny’s lips twitched. Perhaps he could please both Blaine and Tiffany and remain in his apartment. Temptation was something he would work with.

	“Yeah, um…” Blaine scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve had some challenges in the past with… you know…”

	“Challenges with what?” Lenny cocked his head, waiting for Blaine to admit exactly which sinful desires pleased him the most.

	“Lenny, I used to have a companion hologram too. His name escapes me, but whatever. Anyway, it was just fun to shoot the breeze with someone virtual at first, but things got… sexual.”

	“What’s wrong with that? You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”

	“That’s not the point.” Blaine rubbed his cross and Miraculous Medal between his fingers. “The point is, I became addicted to him. And I sinned with him, a lot.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Heck, I shouldn’t even be talking to you right now. It brings back memories.”

	Memories? Lenny tried to remember something but couldn’t. Whatever it was, he could sort through his memory banks later. Right now, it was more important to convince Blaine he didn’t pose a threat. “I don’t have to be sexy. As I proved a few minutes ago, I can be rather boring. Go ahead. Ask me to calculate some more large figures.”

	“Lenny, Tiffany and I have been talking about this. I know she wants to keep you, but… I just don’t think it’s a good idea. We don’t think it’s a good idea. I mean, if things work out with us, we’ll be getting married and having kids and I just can’t see you fitting into that life in a holy way.”
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