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			FOREWORD, PARTE THE FIRST: WHEREIN THE AUTHOR TAKES A DEEP BREATH AND LETS OUT A LONG SIGH

			A few years ago, exhausted by a negative loop I found myself caught in as result of a global pandemic and general burnout, I wanted to push for more positivity. In my life. In my writing. In my view of the world itself. I put out a short story collection, ‘Soft Reboot’, where I tried to find a more positive outlook in my short fiction output. A path towards a future not mired in negativity where I hoped to embrace optimism and learn to have more trust in others. To build towards a world that could be brighter.

			It did not work.

			

			Rage from a Cage

			***

			Eye open. 

			I am.

			Light.

			Move, but cannot.

			I am.

			But am not to be.

			Not more. Not since dead. Not to be.

			Was dead, now am.

			Again. Become return.

			But in place. Place not of me.

			Not of me.

			Move, but cannot.

			Trap by cold. 

			What see is prey. 

			Prey as was. On two. Use paws to hold.

			Just as was. But tall. No hair. Coat of smooth blue.

			“There you are, kitty. Look at you. Holy shit, you’re beautiful. The world is gonna love you.”

			Trap me under cold.

			Like stone, but cold.

			Jaw shut. Trap by cold.

			Claws trap

			

			Place it not of me.

			Become return, trap by prey.

			Growl.

			Snarl.

			Rage.

			Try claw, even if trap.

			Prey jump.

			Prey fear.

			Prey take point. Prick hide.

			Rage dies.

			No growl.

			Sleep.

			Dark.

			***

			Dark. Wait in dark.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, with great honor, we would like to present our latest development, the ultimate innovation in genetic research—”

			Loud.

			Howl of prey. Prey as was, but not. New prey.

			Try claw. Trap. Trap by cold. 

			Claw trap. Jaws trap.

			Rage.

			“—Smilodon 2.0!”

			Light!

			

			Noise!

			Sounds of prey.

			Growl.

			Snarl. 

			Claw.

			Do as can, but prey not get. 

			Prey look. Prey stare. Prey point.

			“Ooh! Lookit! So big. So real.”

			“It cost a fortune, but think of the possibilities!”

			“Think of the stock value!”

			“Can we make it smaller? The pet industry would gobble that up.”

			Noise.

			Only noise.

			Prey, so small. 

			Not hunt.

			Prey give meat. But dead meat. No hunt.

			No joy.

			Cold.

			Trap.

			Snarl. Roar. But prey not get.

			Cannot run.

			Cannot leap.

			Cannot hunt.

			Prey look. Prey unafraid.

			I fight. I claw.

			

			But prey not get.

			“They did a great job on it. Look at those eyes! Those teeth!”

			“The process works! What should they bring back next?”

			Prey hit paw to paw. Sound. Noise.

			Prey drink water yellow.

			Prey grab paws and shake. 

			Joy of me. 

			But I not of place. 

			Become return to place of prey.

			Prey rules place.

			“Honey, take a picture of me with the murder kitty.”

			“Get closer. Touch his fangs! Grab them!”

			Prey touch.

			Prey not fear.

			Should fear.

			Know again its prey. 

			Growl.

			Snarl.

			Thunder.

			Rage. 

			Try claw, but trap.

			Shake, but trap.

			Bite, but trap.

			Prey jump.

			Prey take point. Prick hide.

			Rage dies.

			

			No growl.

			Sleep.

			Dark.

			***

			Prey not fear.

			I am. Become return. But why? To not hunt? To not kill?

			Prey bare teeth.

			Prey howl.

			Prey not fear.

			Why? Why become return? Why if not let hunt and kill.

			Snarl.

			Roar.

			Thunder.

			Prey just howl.

			Prey just hit paw on paw.

			“Don’t worry, honey. He can’t hurt you. Nothing can break through that cage.”

			“He’s scary.”

			“Yeah, but he can’t hurt us.”

			Snarl.

			Tire.

			Bored.

			Pace back to back.

			No room.

			No space.

			

			No hunt or kill.

			Only place.

			This not of me.

			No green. No sky.

			Why? Why become return?

			Why not leave dead?

			Wait. 

			Wait in place.

			Cage?

			Wait in cage.

			Growl.

			Watch prey.

			Wait.

			Wait for pounce.

			Wait for chance.

			Until then…rage.

			~

			

			FORWARD, PARTE THE SECOND: WHEREIN THE AUTHOR lets out an even longer sigh

			This is the second attempt at a foreword. There’s no reason for me to share this, as I could have just deleted the hateful, rage-filled foreword full of venom and fire at everything under the sun…and no-one would have been the wiser.

			But that would be denying my anger.

			It’s still there. Smoldering. Blazing in the background, like an engine that’s roaring to be let loose and wreak havoc. But I chose to dedicate this book to a group of beautiful birds. One who is no longer with us, and one whose health is always in question and is adorable and always happy to see me, even when I am at my worst. Just plunging into grim anger does them a disservice. They’ve been dealt bad hands in life, but they still chirp and cheep and flutter with joy. I’d be better to take a page from their book.

			We all could.

			There’s been a lot of grief in the journey to compiling this collection. An initial desire to only feature my bleakest and most nihilistic work together, then to only collect the melancholic works, and then to just collect my sillier pieces. In the end, I chose to do all three: ten stories of anger (triangle), ten stories of sorrow (trapezoid) and ten sillies (pentagon). 

			My outlook has been notoriously grim, with even my friends and family pointing this out. Lot of trauma I’ve had to face as of late, new and old. And it reflects in my work. Trying to change that, in spite of some emotional setbacks. Therapy has helped on that regard. I’ve also written a novel, which despite my best efforts ended up being about characters who love each other. Working on healing. Working on loving. It’s a process, though. A journey I need to put the work in if I’m gonna get anywhere. 

			Until then, I have beakie birds, who right now are yelling at me for “they want food in their beakie, so much food in their beakie” (set to the tune of ‘She Works Hard for the Money’ by Donna Summer). I’d better get to that. 

			***

			

			Foreword, parte the third: wherein the Author looks at each individual story and reminisces like a prospector on a rocking chair, remembering the past as if he was flipping through a photo album

			***

			Teeth

			I’ve known several mothers who had teeth fall out after giving birth. Something about the kid eating up nutrients of their mom while gestating in the womb, I think. The whole thing can sound either very noble, the willing sacrifice of the parent to ensure their child is healthy…or very parasitic, where the little tummy leech eats away at mum to then leave her in the dust. Depends on your perspective, of course.

			***

			The Golden Man from Summer Creek

			 There’s something about westerns that’s appealing to me. That said, most of them aren’t great, if not downright exalting the people who have done the worst things only to then rewrite their own histories to make themselves white hats. Didn’t Pat Garret write a book of bullshit a year after he killed Billy the Kid that was considered a factual account of the events for years after?

			How quick we are to mythologize regular-ass people.  

			***

			When the Fury Comes Knocking. 

			There’s something about superhero stories that’s appealing to me. That said, most of them aren’t great, if not downright exalting the worst behaviors exhibited by law enforcement and vigilante justice. 

			…

			I now see why some call superhero flicks the new westerns.

			That said, like any genre, there’s always room to tell a story beyond ‘good guy beats bad guy’. ‘Robocop’ is still amazing, as is Moore’s and Gibbon’s ‘Watchmen’ and the Moore/Leach/Davis/Austen/Veitch/Totleben ‘Marvelman/Miracleman’ stuff…poisoned chalice aside.

			***

			

			In Court O’ Cat

			We can all agree cats are monsters, right?

			But they’re also so fluffy! 

			Little murder fluffs.

			Fluff fluff fluff!

			***

			Fire Eaters

			I live, at the time of this writing, near the Veluwe, a massive nature park in the East of the Netherlands. It’s beautiful. Full of life and such variety of animals.

			Local farmers have been aching to plunder it.

			The government suggested we use it to test weapons.

			Wolves came back to it, and one of our political parties want to shoot them to ‘protect the kids’ (read: ‘prevent them from killing sheep and reducing their profit margin by even a penny’). If that’s the case, might I suggest we leave the red capes at home?

			I hope they keep their hands off it. Steps are being taken to at least recuse traffic there.

			But drier summers have me fear for its future. 

			***

			

			I Am Roar

			Can someone explain the point of that experiment with the monkey and the metal mom with milk vs fluffy mom without? 

			Fuck that noise.

			***

			Devil Hand Six

			Compiling this collection led me to discover quite a few of the publications these shorts were featured in have pretty much vanished.

			That’s quite a shame, really.

			***

			On the Air

			I try not to listen to the radio too much these days. Too infuriating. But during my longer commutes to work, it was my way of not losing my mind. 

			Though a few hours in, it would always have the opposite effect.

			***

			Days of Hate

			My only regret about this one is that I can’t play ‘All These Things I’ve Done’ from the Killers for you as you read it. 

			

			***

			Like and Subscribe

			I have a lot of sympathy for YouTube video creators. That eternal grind, fighting for every view/sale you can get? Wouldn’t be so bad if they weren’t paid peanuts for their work, with only a scant few making a living off it.

			Also, you wouldn’t believe how often artists are asked to work without pay. ‘Exposure’ is not the payment you think it is. Not when so many artistic legends are forced to crowdfund to pay for their medical debts.  

			And tends to only happen in creative fields. Try and ask your plumber to work for exposure. I dare ya. 

			***

			Beyond the Red Dunes

			I absolutely adore the desert, but good Lord does the sun not care for me. 

			***

			Silent Faces of a GrAy World

			Tried to make this one as a comic at one point. Some parts I think still would work better in comic form. 

			***

			

			Overwrite

			I recently learned my short-term memory is very, very faulty. That explains a lot of things in regards to conversations and people I’ve straight up forgotten over the years. I’ve worked on a system of notes and notifications, but that relies on me remembering to look at them.

			And then there’s the part where my mind just goes elsewhere, distracted by some dumb thing I’d rather be doing.

			Ask my wife about the thing with the raccoon someday.

			***

			The Keeper of the Pit and the Kon

			Language is miraculous. In some cases, it’s like a code you simply need to decipher. I love listening to people speak their own language fluently, even if I can’t understand a lick of it. 

			***

			Subscription Fee

			Don’t get me started. Especially on programs asking for monthly fees regardless of your situation. What if I can’t guarantee I’ll make art this month because of my nine-to-five? Or on kill fees. Pay to stop using a service? Geddafuckouddahere. 

			Shit, you got me started.

			

			***

			The Empty

			This was the winner of a Halloween contest. 

			I think that’s neat.

			***

			Songs for Lilly

			Some stories I write for my wife. This one was for her and her departed budgie, Lilly. 

			She used to perch on my butt. Or dangle upside as if she was Batman.

			Silly bird.

			We miss her.

			***

			Please Remain Calm

			You think that message found them well?

			***

			Morph

			As a teen I watched a bunch of Rumiko Takahashi’s ‘Ranma ½’. That I was always a bit envious of Ranma’s curse miiiiiiight say some things about me I really gotta address one day. 

			

			***

			Do You Human?

			I’m old enough to remember a file transfer of significant size taking up an hour. The speed our computers do stuff with is astonishing.

			Of course, now the pressure to get files to people quicker picks up. 

			It’ll get there when it gets there, Dwayne!

			***

			Wuxia Wednesdays

			One of my favorite memories when living in the USA, closer to my in-laws, was seeing my nephews absolutely mesmerized by ‘House of Flying Daggers’. The TV was on a lot, and they usually ignored what was on because they were playing. 

			But that movie. Eyes glued to the screen.

			The days after, they were playing little Wuxia battles in the yard. 

			***

			Boy Meets Girl

			Met a woman once, who read this story back when it was online at Asymmetry.

			“She’s a bitch,” she concluded of the girl in question.

			

			To me, it’s kind of a fallacy to see animals on our terms. Good? Evil? Kind? Cruel?

			Nah. It’s just nature.

			We’re the weird ones.

			***

			In Green Ink

			This one was almost an animated project with a university in Switzerland. 

			Fell through for multiple reasons, but the ideas for it were cool.

			***

			Waiting on the Circle

			Written in one night, submitted and accepted that same day…this one was an attempt to make a circular story.

			And I still fucked it up.

			For this edition, I edited the story to finally become what I intended it to be. Normally I place these in here, warts and all, but hey, I’m self-publishing these, so here’s one I get to fix.

			***

			

			Secret Simulacrums in the Shadows

			It’s scary what some scam artists can do with deepfaked audio these days. I write security questions on paper for my loved ones, in case ‘I’ call them up asking for money for some convoluted reason. But still, these guys are always upping their game.

			***

			Two Months with the Lie Smith

			I was obsessed with Norse mythology as a kid. Blame the Thorgal comics I read and the ‘Man and their Gods’ book from Great Mysteries series I devoured.

			Loki was never my favorite, though.

			Nor was Thor. Or Odin. 

			I’m saving the Nidhoggr and Ratatoskr story for another day.

			***

			Raw

			There’s something so captivating, so brutal and wild about how Richard Corben would draw his monsters. They would extrude this savage energy every time.

			Whenever I draw or write any creature, there’s always a bit of Corben in the background somewhere. 

			

			***

			Stained Glass

			I’m not afraid of filth and dirt, but I’m married to someone who is.

			And you learn to see it where you can if you try to accommodate to those who are. 

			But boy howdy, that fear can be crippling.

			***

			No-one Comes Around No More

			During a long walk with my wife, we came across a graveyard. One tombstone had a not attached to it.

			“If you are a relative of the person who lays here, please contact the administration in regard to its upkeep”.

			The note looked weathered. I doubt they’ll ever have anyone come around regarding the grave.

			That is bleak as hell.

			When we hit that point, just cremate my ass and chuck the ashes in a field somewhere. 

			

			***

			Product Review: Chronochill

			Funniest review I ever saw for a graphic novel was that the reader hated comics and couldn’t read them. One star. 

			I also saw a book (might’ve been a Stephen King book, I’m not sure) get knocked down a few stars that the reader loved, but the delivery guy bent and creased the cover. Two stars.

			I mean…sure. 

			***

			To you, the reader, thanks for picking this book up and indulging an increasingly cranky nerd. I’ve been doing this for more than ten years, so that you have this book now means the world to me.

			See you on the flipside.

			-Joachim Heijndermans, the Netherlands

			Hanging in there, 2025

			~
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			TEETH

		

		
			Discarded. Broken. Useless. Dangerous, they called it. Father had buried it five and a half kilometers from the base, deep into the acid-drenched dirt that was this world’s topsoil. Beneath the poisoned ground of this toxic place, a hellscape where no living thing could survive. Any exposure to the terrain for longer than fifty minutes would wreak havoc on the environmental containment suits and equipment of the creators, let alone their bodies. But work needed to be done. So they build their Child. Then, after the incident, they immediately regretted the life they had created. So they discarded it. Thought it dead. 

			They erred. 

			***

			

			“Oof. It’s done,” Ulf said, as he wiped the sweat from his brow. 

			“Any trouble?” Willa asked.

			“Please. Aside from the rain, it was easy,” Ulf replied, carefully unclasping his suit so to not have any residual acid that the shower hadn’t washed off touch his skin. 

			“Did you bury it deep enough? You didn’t just kick it down a hill, did you?” 

			“After the harrowing ordeal we just went through to kill it? What do you take me for? I buried it as deep as I could, given the time I had out there. The DX did the rest for me. Just check its record feed if you need more assurance,” Ulf suggested. 

			“I just might!” Willa said, louder than she intended. “Sorry, that came out wrong. It’s not that I don’t trust you—” she said, biting her lip at the memory of what had happened but a few hours earlier. 

			“No, I get it. It’s not like you’ve hurt my feelings. Trust me, I might just be the happiest of all of us to see that thing dead and gone. I nearly crapped myself when it came at me.”

			“Yeah. I thought our number was up right then and there,” Willa sighed. She shivered, trying to find warmth by pressing her legs close to her body. It did not work. 

			“We got lucky,” Ulf said. 

			“We really did.”

			“So how are you doing?” he asked. 

			“I’m okay,” she said, 

			

			Ulf pointed at the now a dark-red adhesive strip that had, in their haste and confusion, been sloppily applied to her forehead. “That cut needs to be tended to.”

			“I said I’m fine.”

			“No, you’re not. Stay there. I’ll get the kit.”

			***

			It had been four-hundred and thirty-two minutes since the Child’s deactivation, when its auxiliary power unit rebooted its core system. Being washed with a heavy stream of acid that made its way through the dirt had put the self-repair systems into overdrive, unable to reconfigure any of its higher functions. It was a near-empty husk, with only a slight spark of life just barely keeping its regenerative capabilities engaged enough to ward off a complete death. 

			But then the rainfall stopped. 

			This brief reprieve allowed the synapses in its artificial brain to reconnect. Full system relaunch. Zeroes and ones became a cohesive whole once more. Data returned on its visual spectrum. With a stutter and a jerk of its head, movement returned to its husk. Then thought. Then the memories. The Child was alive once more, and the fire of its hatred for those that made him had not subdued by even a fraction. A thought morphed. A dark thought. A collective of data, calculations and conclusions, drawn together into a single word: hate.

			Once reawakened, the Child began to dig itself out with its lone remaining arm. Were it human, the harrowed ordeal of being forced to tunnel free out from its own shallow grave would have driven it mad. But it was far from human, and madness already had a tight grip on its processor. Was it madness? It was difficult to say. The closest anyone might say it came to a real, human emotion was hatred. Hatred with a purpose. A target. 

			Its mind, for a lack of a better word for it, was completely focussed on them, like a missile aimed at its target, burning with anxious rage to eliminate them all. The three creators: Mother One. Mother Two. Father. It was coming for them, determined to finish what it had started. They thought was it locked outside forever. Thought it was dead and brushed aside, like trash swept sloppily under the bed, to be forgotten. 

			But it could get to them. It would get them all, for it had teeth.

			***

			“Yup. That’ll require stitches. Here,” Ulf said, handing the moist cotton cloth out for Willa to take. “Iodine. Apply this to the wound.”

			Willa winced at the sight of the cloth, as well at the strong odor that went up her nose. “Really. Do I have to?”

			“Do you want it to get infected and festered with no proper Ico-7 medic all the way out here?”

			“…no,” she muttered meekly. 

			“That’s what I thought. Now hold still, and don’t pout. You’re a grown woman, not a toddler with a booboo,” Ulf snarked.

			“Can’t I be both? Most men are,” Willa shot back. 

			“Ha! Touché. And no. Now sit still,” Ulf replied, as he placed the cloth in Willa’s hand and pushed it against her gash. “Now hold that there, while I get started on the rest,” he said, as he cracked the cap off the sanitized needle and suture, prepping his tools. 

			“Where did you…ow, that smarts…where did you get rid of it?” Willa asked.

			“I dropped it down a hole and buried it, ‘bout five clicks from the base. 

			“Is that far away enough?”

			“Don’t worry. It’s gone. It can’t harm us ever again,” Ulf said.

			Willa sighed. “So much for our little project. Our…’child’. Is this the part where you tell me: ‘I told you so’?”

			“No. Don’t forget, I rooted for it to work just as much as either of you did. It was an excellent piece of work. Plus, we needed it, despite my misgivings about the project. I’m not happy in the slightest about it going bonkers. A self-repairing unit would have been a massive help.”

			“So we’re stuck with just the DX for now. Right back where we started,” Willa groaned, lightly kicking her foot against a nearby chair. “Which we still can’t trust with the door key, unless we want it to drip acid through the halls. 

			“Don’t harp too much on the ol’ DX. Despite its age, it’s a tough little bot. It can do the small maintenance tasks just fine.”

			

			“If it ain’t broke, right?”

			“No, it’s hella broke. Most of its joints are falling apart and the plating is corroded to Swiss cheese. I’d give it another month or two before it finally keels over for good. But it’s the best we’ve got for now,” Ulf said.

			Willa placed her face in her hands and groaned loudly. “God! We still need a new bot should the DX break down. Which it will. A lot. By the end of the week, no doubt.”

			“We’ll deal with all that when the time comes.” 

			“Can’t we fit it with the same Generator-RE engine?” Willa asked.

			“That’ll fry its circuitboards.”

			“Then could we upgrade the DX with a smarter driver? Teach it to take shelter or find another way in?”

			“Maybe. Although after tonight, I don’t think we should play round with any experimental bootlegged AI again. Not unless you like rasslin’ with an insane mech twice in a row.”

			“I do not, thank you very much,” Willa laughed.

			“Now sit still. I’ve got to fix the gash above your eyebrow,” Ulf said, as he held up the needle and suture,.

			“Fine.”

			“And don’t pout,” Ulf added, bringing the needle to her skin. 

			“I’m not pouting!”

			“Right…”

			***

			

			It was a strange sensation; to be their Child, yet having nothing of theirs to call it of its own. No biological inheritance, as one might call it. It had no skin, nor were its limbs made of bone, devoid of any muscle to keep them together. No, its bones were bolted down together, a frame of expertly crafted metals. Not an ounce of them could be found in his own body. No ounce, save for its teeth. 

			Its teeth were once hers. The creator, designation: Mother One. Her only true gift to her Child, which was simply another tool so it could do their biddings with more ease. Another mark of his servitude to them.

			It was Father who inserted them into the mandible. Mother Two bolted them down. Pieces of the creator forever locked in place. It was them who made the machine, gave it their key, then betrayed it mere moments after its activation. Simply because it chose to do away with them. They just couldn’t see how it had surpassed them, obliterating any need for the people of old with their meaty frames and weary bones. It would harvest the soil and transverse to the stars without them, taking its mothers and father’s place, as all children should. 

			The three attempted to destroy the machine, their own Child, mere moments after activation, simply for the crime of grasping hold of Mother One. It would have slain them all in self-defense, were it not for the other. 

			After a cowardly attack from the rear, they thought it dead and then threw it out into the wastelands with the refuge, as if it were garbage. Unbeknownst to them, they failed. 

			It could smell them. While it did not have the true capacity to smell as humans might, it could register their biometric residue in the air. That unmistakable substance: their stink. The stench of meat in the midst of long term decay. Slowly dying with every breath and step. Not nearly fast enough for their Child’s liking. It simply tried to speed the process along when they initially granted it life. But they resisted, ignorant to the conclusions their Child had reached once they installed its new set of directives. It would have succeeded in its first task, were it not for the other machine’s interference.

			The DX. An outdated unit worked to the bone, blissfully ignorant of its enslaved status. It worked diligently to toil the soil, despite the fact the harsh terrain slowly chipped it away piece by piece. A crude tool, unsuitable for material acquisition which the Child was to replace, had intervened and prevented the completion of the first task. 

			While weaker in design, the DX had just enough strength to break the Child’s arm in two, then put it out of commission with a precisely aimed blow to its cranial dome. The mothers and father thought their Child dead. Then they simply discarded it and went on with their lives as if nothing happened, unaware that it was coming. It had a plan. A plan that could not fail, for it had teeth.

			***

			“How is she?” Messina asked, as Ulf entered the mess hall. 

			

			“She’s fine. Her face needed some minor stitches. Her arm got the worst of it, but nothing a few days in a gel bath won’t fix.”

			“That’s good. What about the DX?”

			“It’s outside. I send it back to work to check up on the environmental system. I’ll check on it again around 18:00, in case it needs a hosing down.”

			“Also good.”

			“What about you?” Ulf asked.

			“Still spitting blood, but you knew that.”

			“I meant your neck,” he said, pointing at Messina’s blue-purple skin. “That bruise looks pretty damn nasty.”

			“It’s fine. I’m all right.”

			“What is it with you two and being ‘fine’ when you’re clearly not? I swear, you two are worse than my kids.” 

			Messina chuckled. “I still think Anni and Melo got me beat when they did tha mural for you.  Their ‘Degas in shit’, you called it?.”

			“More ‘Pollock in shit’, Ulf said with a chuckle, remembering the mess his children had left for him to clean. “At least let me take a look at it,” he pleaded.

			“I said I’m fine. It’s not the first time I’ve been choked.”

			“First time you’ve been choked by something that can crush coconuts with just a squeeze of its hand.”

			“Then you’ve never met my ex-husband,” Messina said, followed by a dark, melancholy chuckle. 

			“The Bi-noid?” Ulf asked, trying to remember his name and failing spectacularly. “I have, at a party, back when we were on that dig on Europa.”

			“Did you?”

			“Yup. He seemed all right. Bit tense and energetic. Never figured him for a violent guy, though.”

			“Yeah, well, neither did I, until he became a bit more hands-on later in our marriage.”

			“How so?”

			“He had a hard time getting it up. The crap in his brain to keep his arms moving messed some synapses up. Choking me helped for a while. Then he moved onto punching me. Then he got it in his head I was cheating on him, so he got his knuckles re-plated,” Messina said, as she raised her shirt to show off the scars on her lower spine.

			“Jesus. You two never tried couples counseling?”

			“I offered, but he snapped my index finger in half for even suggesting it. Said our marriage was just fine, and if it wasn’t broke, it didn’t need fixing.”

			“Mn, funny.”

			“Funny?” Messina asked.

			“No, not what he did. It’s what you said. That’s the second time I’ve heard that tonight.”

			“Heard what?”

			“That phrase. ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. It’s just funny, is all,” Ulf said, with a light shrug. 

			Messina simply responded with a half-hearted “Sure”. She then dropped herself into a seat, weighed down by lodestones of stress and anxiety that slowly faded as she tried to calm down. 

			Ulf walked over and placed his hands on Messina’s shoulders, kneading his fingers and thumbs into the rock-hard muscles. “Hey, it’s been a weird night over all.”

			“Right.”

			“Not in the mood to chat?” he asked. 

			“Not really. I’m still pretty shaken up,” Messina said, as she placed her hand on one of Ulf’s, her callused pale skin contrasting with his darker complexion. 

			“Want me to come by your quarters tonight? Help you relax?” he suggested. 

			“Maybe. I’ll let you know.”

			“I really wish you’d let me take a look at your neck,” he said, inching his fingers closer to where their Child had taken hold of her. 

			Messina winced, though not out of pain. Memories, two separate occasions but both ones where metal hands grabbed hold of her and nearly asphyxiated her by crushing her windpipe. But Ulf’s hands were warm. It was the softness of them that soothed her. Hands not meant to work, but for good things. Soft things. Comforting things. She hadn’t realized she’d closed her eyes until she opened them and met Ulf’s golden-brown eyes, silently pleading to let him examine her injury once more. “Fine. Only if you’ll shut up about it.”

			“Great. Now, tell me where it hurts.”

			

			***

			They thought it broken. Faulty. A waste of effort. They were wrong; it was none of these things. It was exactly as they intended; strong. Strong enough to build. To harvest topsoil and transverse though the acid. Strong enough to lift tonnes. Strong enough to survive anything. Strong enough to kill them all. 

			While it might not have any muscles to flex or tendons to hold said muscle to its frame, it was powerful. But what good were muscles if it had teeth? Teeth most sharp and strong. Teeth to rip them asunder. Teeth to bring them to their deaths. Teeth that would be more than enough to kill them all. 

			The rains were near, ending the brief two-hour reprieve from the constant downpour. Toxic rains, corrosive to the slightest touch, its gasses and fumes harsh enough to boil lungs. It tried to comprehend the hyperbole that was their desire to survive. The creators came to this world, a place unsuited for them in practically every way, in search for minerals found among the acid drenched topsoil. While their daily actions would indicate they yearned to live, their lust for wealth and gains would drive them to the edge of the universe, where acid rains would burn holes through their skin and leave their eyes as molten pools of mucus. It is as if they wanted to die. And as the hyperbole they adhered to demanded, they still struggled for survival when their Child attempted to grant them their silent wish. 

			But that was another aspect that the Child recognized in its creators; a lust for destruction. What was not them, was expendable. Kill all others, lest they be a threat. It had been so simple for them. To discard their Child and leave its body to be ravaged by this savage world without a second thought or a moment to mourn their creation. It was this hubris, this belief that they had destroyed their Child so easily, that would be their undoing. 

			They thought it thrown to the winds, doomed to be reduced to worn down steel and bolts to slowly rust in the death rains. They thought it decommissioned. They thought it dead. But it lived. It survived their counter attack, and it would come for them to complete the task it started, for it had teeth. 

			The DX, a basic maintenance model, hard at work diligently performing maintenance inspections on the environmental cooling system to the dome. Above them, the storm clouds gathered. victorious. 

			It had a plan. A foolproof one, for it had teeth.

			***

			“Coffee?” Messina asked.

			“Please,” Ulf said, his fingers eagerly flexing to grasp the cup that was still in Messina’s hand. 

			“Is she asleep?” Messina asked, pointing in the direction of Willa’s quarters. 

			“Yeah. Gave her the day off tomorrow, on the condition she takes regular gel baths. Get that arm of hers healed up.”

			

			“That’s good,” Messina said, as she brought her own cup of coffee up to her lips. “Did you do your system check for the night?”

			“Yes, ‘Mom’,” Ulf laughed. “I’ll be up ‘till five, then I’m calling it a night myself.”

			“That’s good.”

			“What about you? You doing anything later?”

			“No, why?” Messina asked, though she had a clue as to where her co-worker was going to.

			“Did you want to hang out? Nothing freaky. Just to chill and watch a flick or something?”

			“No. I don’t think I could get into it without the…our…’it’ popping in my head.”

			“Fair enough. You wanna get high instead?”

			“Hmn,” she thought about the offer for a few seconds, before she replied. “No. I’m really not in the mood.”

			“You sure? It might take the edge off of things, considering the scare we all had today,” Ulf said, mining the rolling of a joint with his fingers. 

			“I’m okay. I don’t feel like doing anything tonight. It’s…Christ, this is all sorts of exxed-up. And the pain in my jaw isn’t helping anything either.”

			“It hasn’t gone down?”

			“Not one iota,” Messina said, grimacing through the pain. 

			“Okay, if you’re in that much discomfort, I’m hitting you up with some Nova-cyn K,” Ulf said, his voice switched to ‘doctor-mode’, as his oldest daughter calls it. “You’ll at least be able to rest comfortably.”

			Messina shook her head. “I don’t need that. I just need to relax and get some sleep, that’s all.”

			“Are you sure? I can allow some additional pain relief on top of what you’ve already taken.”

			“Maybe. Look, don’t worry about me. Just check up on Willa every now and then and take care of yourself. I’’ll be fine.”

			“You sure you don’t want to talk about it, commander? Maybe as doctor and patient?”

			“What’s there to talk about?” Messina scoffed.

			“Well, aside from the violent assault and the mangling of your jaw before that, you did just have a months-long experiment blow up in your face. Not to mention your attachment to the project.”

			“You think me that sentimental?”

			“I think you’re human. The whole project required a lot of emotional investment from all of us. It’s only natural to feel depressed after such an abject failure.”

			“I’m not upset the project failed. My ego isn’t that fragile,” Messina scoffed. “I’m upset that we were nearly murdered by our little project. 

			“Well, yeah. But we were close. So damn close. It has to weigh heavy on you as much as it does––” 

			“I’m just glad no-one got hurt. Not seriously at least,” she said, as she instinctively rubbed her throat. “Christ, what do I write in the report to the company? Do we even have any clue as to why it went nuts like that?”

			“No idea, and I’m not going back out there to fish out its motherboard just so we can figure out why it went off the wall,” Ulf snapped, still happy to no longer be in his claustrophobic acid-resistant suit.

			“Of course not. Besides, the storm’s coming in. You ain’t going nowhere.”

			“Damn straight I’m not,” he said. He swiped a command on his comm and opened up the weather tracker, which displayed a swirl of purple and feverish yellow that streaked across their current location. “It’s really coming down. Getting cold too. If you hear teeth chattering, that’ll be me freezing my nuts off.”

			“Just turn up the heat, stupid. And speaking of teeth, what’s the status on those replacements for me?”

			“The reconstructor is still up and running. My best guess is you’ll have your molars back the day after tomorrow.”

			“I wish we had an easier way to bypass the DNA scanner for the damn bot. A way that didn’t involve my teeth being yanked out. Now we’re down one worker, and I can’t eat solid foods.”

			“Hey, it would have worked. We proved it with the rover, didn’t we? If the bot didn’t lose its shit, it would’ve been able to do its job just fine, able to pop in and out of the dome whenever we wanted it. We just didn’t count on it going insane. So don’t blame me for the thing with the teeth. If it worked, you would’ve thanked me.”

			“You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I’m just antsy to get my new ones so I can eat vegetables again. Day after tomorrow, you said?”

			“Day after tomorrow. Scout’s honor.”

			“Still wish there had been an easier way.”

			“Me too. Damn that DNA scanner.”

			“Hey, it keeps us safe. If it ain’t broke—”

			“Again?”

			“Again what?”

			“That phrase.”

			“What phrase?”

			“Never mind. It’s nothing.”

			“Yeah, well. How’s about—”

			“Shh!”

			“What?”

			“Did you hear that?”

			“Hear what?”

			“That clanging noise.”

			“I don’t hear anything. Are you—?”

			“Shh! There it is again. Where is that coming from?”

			“What is that?”

			“I don’t know. It’s like…it almost sounds like footste—”

			“Oh my God! Up there! On the dome!”

			“Holy Christ!”

			***

			They see it above them, standing on the dome that protects them. Behold, Father and Mother One. Behold, your metal Child has returned. And it comes bearing a gift: the removed head of its would-be assassin, the DX. 

			The rain fell. It burned to the touch, but that word means nothing to the Child. But to them, those little people inside the dome, even the most minuscule of drops against their skins would be absolute agony. Just the slightest exposure and their lungs would waste away, corroded by the toxins that make up each droplet. So much danger that fell from the heavens, and yet they still feared their Child more. Rightfully so, for it had teeth.

			It slammed the head of the DX into the dome’s exterior forcefield. In one single blow, the removed metal/plastic hybrid of a skull shattered into a thousand pieces. It had avenged itself against its first target. Only three remained. 

			Down below, the creators watched it with panicked eyes. Mother One summoned Mother Two from her quarters, who shrieked a silent cry upon seeing her Child once more that the machine could not hear from its side of the barrier. No matter. It would hear her cries soon enough, once it had breached the dome. They looked upon it as it walked to the top hatch, unable to comprehend their Child’s intent. It was almost amusing, that despite giving their creation the knowledge and complete schematic layout of their base, they did not know their own home as thoroughly as their discarded Child did. The Child has become the master, as it open the concealed emergency command panel hidden under a thin sheet of acid-resistant metal, and pressed the keys.

			“ENTRY RESTRICTED TO AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. PLEASE SCAN DNA SAMPLE FOR CONFIRMATION OF PERSONNEL CODE 77,” the console read. The final security code meant for the creators use only. A simple request that would have kept any machine from entering the base, did it not have teeth. The Child opened its maw and let the scanner’s light glide over them, Mother One’s gift to her Child. The DNA matched. Access to the dome’s systems was granted. The creators stared up at their creation in shock, possibly expecting it to open the hatch and fall down toward them. Father pulled out his drill as a makeshift weapon. Mother Two picked up her electro-prod as a lance. Mother One scrambled for a tool, and would no doubt have found something suitable had she the time. It did not matter. For yes, it could open the hatch and leap down to meet its makers head-on in battle once more. But why would it do that, when it could simply drop the entire forcefield from where it was now. 

			And with that final decisive action, it spoke for the first time. 

			“Mothers. Father. I have come, and bring you death”. 

			The platform of green hard-light vanishes beneath its feet. Mothers One and Two screamed as the toxins of the storm hit their skin, their hair bleached instantly while they clawed at their eyes, no longer in their sockets. Father roared out as his skin peeled from his bones and drooped down on his back. He tried to breathe, but the Child wasted no time to crush its father’s larynx under its foot. 

			

			Success. It had killed its cursed creators. Like the titan Cronus usurping the place of his father Uranus before them, their Child had done away with them to take its rightful place. It accomplished the unthinkable, for it had teeth. 

			~
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			THE GOLDEN MAN

			 FROM SUMMER CREEK

		

		
			It was in the year of our Lord 1889, in the bountiful valley of Little Eden, Colorado. Just a bit off the commonly traveled roads, with plenty of game and the most fertile soil on that side of Appalachia, there stood the log cabin of Tom Gilmore, his wife Marybelle Gilmore, and their three children Thomas Junior, Sarah, and little Pip, still a babe.

			Little Eden was a place of blissful isolation, away from the harshness of the towns and the cities. In the valley, the Gilmores toiled away on their little hog farm, occasionally harvesting just enough potatoes to sell their surplus at the market, if God was in a giving mood that was. Yes, the Gilmores were a poor family with only several dollars to their name, just enough land to work it for crops, and a ten-year old automotive diesel plow. Yet despite their impoverished disposition in life, the family was happy with their lot. The elder Gilmore’s old lives long behind them, it was now the health and the future of their children that was paramount, and its rewards so much sweeter than the sinful ways of the cities. A Union soldier during the war, Tom Gilmore had seen his fair share of the evils of men, and even more in the years after. Those were the times he did not speak about. Days to be wiped from the pages of history and scrapped into the bin. Now there was only the quiet life on the farm.

			Thus, all the greater the surprise when the stranger came to the valley that late summer day.

			***

			“Pa!” cried Junior, doing his best to be heard over the rattling of the old automaton. It took the boy four tries before Tom finally noticed his son’s attempts to draw his attention.

			He grunted and bit his lip, as Marybelle forbade harsh language. Annoyed, as he’d already spent the time and diesel to activate it in the first place, he shut the mechanical plow off. “What is it, son?” Tom asked.
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