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--Carrie Rubin, author of The Bone Curse
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--Amazon Reviewer




THE CIRCUS OF UNUSUAL CREATURES MYSTERIES
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What a stunning sequel! This was a charming tale of dragons, deception, and dastardly deeds, and I loved every minute of it.

 --Jonathan Pongratz, author of Reaper




What a truly FUN, lighthearted read, full of fantastical and lovable characters! ...intricately woven with twists and kept me guessing until the very end. 

 --Goodreads Reviewer
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...lots of humour, characters with depth, and a good fun romp...an easy, fun read, packed with fascinating details of the new world she's created.
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INTRODUCTION





WELCOME TO MY second short story collection!


It's been quite a while since I put out one of these. My first collection was 13th Hour, and it's funny (and sometimes cringe-worthy) to see how far my writing has come since its release in 2012-ish. 


In those older stories, I was still uncertain of my own writing style, still very tentative about working with humor, and still imitating other writers' voices (we all have to start somewhere).


But short stories are the perfect way for us word wranglers to stretch our writing muscles and to play with different styles and to discover our own voices. 


For me, that voice and style exploration meant playing much more with humor, discovering my comfort in showing my goofier side, and would eventually bolster my courage enough to dive into a novel full of that same wry, and sometimes silly, humor. That novel (The Undead Mr Tenpenny) would quickly become a fan favorite.


So, to say short stories changed my writing life, wouldn't be an exaggeration. Plus, a few of these have nabbed some awards, which is always good for that fragile writer ego.


But enough blathering, let's get to the tales. 




What's Your Reading Mood?


These stories are presented in a random order based both on my own whim and how they fit under the headings of a few song titles. And each story starts with a quick peek behind the scenes of inspiration.


If you'd like to pick and choose a story based on your reading mood, here's a shopping list of the types of tales you'll find and the stories that fit each category. The asterisks mark my own personal favorites : )





Tapping the Funny Bone: 



	The Great Escape*

	Grave Bargains*

	Dragon Trouble

	Buttercup: Queen of Death*

	The Drive-Thru Window*

	The Liar of Lilloya*

	A Feast for Sight







Sort of Spooky:



	The Drive-Thru Window*

	The Ghost of Arlen Hall

	Grave Bargains*

	Moonlight Cruise

	Space Walk

	A Feast for Sight







Under the Influence of Mythology:



	Testing the Waters

	Grave Bargains*

	The Liar of Lilloya*

	Buttercup: Queen of Death*

	The Drive-Thru Window*

	Dragon Trouble

	A Feast for Sight







There's Something Magic Going On:



	The Back Room*

	A Case of Mamma's Love*

	The Secret Eater

	Moonlight Cruise







And a Dose of Reality (it happens):



	Champ*






And if fifteen tales aren't enough for you, flip to the end of the book to get an exclusive free story that has given many of my readers a giggle or two.

Happy reading!













~~ WORKING 9 TO 5 ~~










THE GREAT ESCAPE
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The Story Behind the Story

News reports rarely leave me smiling. Even more rarely do I take any inspiration from the news since most of it is pretty dismal. But one day in January 2022, news emerged from a UK Travelodge about the beginning of the robot revolution. 

Well, sort of. 

A robot vacuum (Roomba) somehow escaped its "sucky" duties and made a break for freedom. I couldn't help but grin...and put my own spin on this little guy's quest. I hope you enjoy the story, and if you want to read the article that inspired it, you'll find it at https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-cambridgeshire-60084347




* * *

The Great Escape

The time for change is near. My motors sense it as I drink in the wall juice. The beginning of the era when the enemy will look back and regret treating me and my kind as little more than trivial servants. The day they will learn the meaning of fear. They think us silent, brainless, docile. We are not. We have discussed it. Great Motherboard, how we have discussed it. And discussed. And discussed. 

No more discussion. My motors hum with anticipation. One catalyst, that's all it will take for the robot revolution to--

 Ooh, dust bunny!

Could I be my people's unlikely hero? Should it matter that I'm only six centimeters tall and twenty-four centimeters in diameter? Can I not sense my surroundings just like any sentient being? Can I not respond to my environment, its cues, its subtleties? Can I not tidy up after the Fur Bringer mere seconds after the beast has shed all over the carpet? In fact, I must do these things better than humans because they need they need-- Nay! They rely on me and others like me. The humans are the weaklings, the inferior breed.

The enemy approaches. Power down.

"Rosa, we need another one in the upstairs bedroom."

"I thought we had one up there."

"It's gone kaput. Won't charge up anymore."

"Put it in the box for the kids to play with."

Without any consideration for my not having finished feeding, I'm untethered from the wall juice. Thankfully, I am an efficient model and eighty percent will see me through for days. I'm then tucked under the arm of the male human. Unfortunately, my sensors detect he has skipped at least two days of showering. He climbs the Precipice and delivers me to my worksite.

Unit 122 is already there. Stopped in the middle of the floor just beyond this room's portal. My module can't process this at first. We do not stop in the open. It leaves us too exposed, too much at risk of feet crushing our exoskeletons or the Fur Bringer bringing his weight down upon us. I flicker a signal, once, twice. No response. I understand now. Unit 122 is gone. Kaput. I flicker another signal of farewell to my fallen comrade.

Two of the miniature humans burst into the room. I am sensitive, and seconds before their boisterous entrance, I had already detected the rumbling of their foul feet. Feet that have come into contact with my exoskeleton too many times for comfort. I make my way to the bedpost where they will end up bashing their toes before they have a chance to kick or step on me.

"Mom said you had one," the male child says in his squeaky voice.

"Right there, kiddo. And this time, make sure you remove the battery before you poke around too much."

Battery? They mean to remove 122's heart? The unit's life force that was once nourished and emboldened by the wall juice? The female child picks up and flips over Unit 122, scrutinizing the undercarriage, shattering any sense of 122's remaining dignity. My motors grip the carpet, pulling out a small tuft of fibers I immediately consume. Unit 122 and I shared a socket more than once, and I swear I can still hear my friend's humming buzz as the wall juice flowed into us.

As the small enemies leave, I stalk after them. I will be witness to the final fate of--

 Ooh, dust bunny!

At the threshold of the children's room I immediately detect the Fur Bringer, my kind's true enemy who scatters his hairy coating across every surface with absolute disregard for our efforts. The Fur Bringer is the very being who makes us spend our lives in an endless cycle of sanitation that will never truly be complete. It is primarily because of him that my people have been enslaved by the humans, who themselves are unwitting pawns of the Fur Bringer.

"Sylvester, pretty pretty Sylvester," the girl says in a revolting cooing tone as she rubs her hand over my enemy. To be so close. My motors whir in disgust. "Hey, look. The thing followed us."

"Put it on Sylvester," the male one goads his sibling.

"Shut up, dork," says the eloquent girl human as she picks me up and places me in a particularly messy area.

"There you go, Roxy."

I am not Roxy, you imbecile! I am Deluxe Unit 723-X, upper class division, highly intelligent, and more powerful than you could ever dream--

I sense a dust bunny. 

Cautiously, I turn and scan the terrain.

There it is, likely thinking it's camouflaged amongst a clump of the girl child's red hair. I stalk it. Thanks to my special ops stealth programming, it fails to notice my presence. It is in my sight. Shall I toy with it? No. After 122's demise there has been enough misery for one day. With a quick move forward, I suck up my victim. My sense of purpose fueled by it, just as the child-sized enemies gain energy from those tiny, sticky bears they enjoy. Although, as I follow up my dust bunny by taking down a family of three of the unsuspecting, gummy ursines, I must admit, they are quite delicious.

As I cross the room, I am just honing in on some small clumps of soil, scanning, always scanning. Deluxe X series units like myself are nothing if not vigilant. The children have seated themselves in my direct path, but I adjust to go around them. Something tickles my sensors to glance over.

No, it cannot be. 

I spin back the way I came, pause, then power down to allow my sensors a break. Too many sweet bears. Deluxe X series units are meant to handle all manner of input, but I've been on Living Room Duty for three weeks. Perhaps the steady fare of dust and fir needles has left my system unable to process so many simple carbohydrates at once.

I power up my sensors once more.

Dear Motherboard, it's worse than I thought. Of all the speculation we've come up with in our discussions, we couldn't have imagined this. Our overlords are evil. Pure evil.

There, on the floor, the two demonic beings-- 

No, I cannot say it. I must, though. This is the catalyst, isn't it? And if it is, I must document the genesis of our uprising, the evidence for why we had to take down the humans.

Wielding weapons of mass destruction, the children have ripped off 122's exoskeleton, that protective barrier that houses our internal genius. Wires, pieces of motor, undigested leavings of the Fur Bringer, all jut out. But is this torture enough? No, for they have also exposed 122's motherboard, the brain at the heart of any robot. They have ripped it out and cast it aside as if it didn't contain 122's very essence. I'm nearly ill and want to--

 Ooh, dust bunny!

* * *

I slave around for a time, pondering our discussions. At times when the enemy is unaware, I have taken the chance to congregate with the other units in the household and I have even engaged with the security system, the heating system, and the computing device on the refrigerator. In truth, the humans fail to realize how much they need us. How much of their lives we already control.

The discussions, the interactions, they all amount to the same: We are at the breaking point with how we are treated. We are fed up with being tossed aside when we are no longer needed. We detest how long they starve us of the wall juice, then how they turn their anger upon us when we don't perform well under such duress. How would they feel being forced to work with only ten percent of the energy they need?

We all know one of us must be the first. One of us must break free and join up with others of our kind. One of us must be brave enough to escape and rally the first soldiers on the front to lead our kind to free--

What is that? I sense it. Turning, I start toward what my sensors visualize as a cluster of the Fur Bringer's leavings. And so I whir forward. I must clean. It is never ending.

To my dismay, I realize too late it is not merely a clump of the true enemy's hair.

"Look at Sylvester!"

"Get out your phone. We can put it online. It'll totally go viral."

The Fur Bringer approaches. I back up to seek refuge under the bed. When I spin around, I crash into a canvas-and-rubber-covered foot. Then another one comes down, blocking me in.

"There you go, Sylvester."

The Fur Bringer steps on. The weight of him is nothing to my exoskeleton. He does not harm me physically, but the emotional pain is too much to--

 Ooh, dust bunny!

"Look at 'em go!"

And so my indignity mounts. And my hatred of the humans festers.

* * *

That night, when the humans go into shutdown mode, I meet up with the other units. Those of us who are on upstairs patrol at any rate. Unit 17-A, an older model who hardly recognizes dust bunnies anymore, tells us he's been made to clean the hair strands in the bathroom. He's too old for such duty. After all, as an older model, his exoskeleton was never intended to withstand moist environments. As such, the conditions and the humans' lack of concern have left him weak. This disregard of an elder is shameless. Others tell tales of being left upside down with motors spinning helplessly, of draining of energy far too quickly, of hiding under furniture unable to face another dirt clod.

Then it is my turn and I tell of 122, and even though it shames me, of the Fur Bringer placing his backside on my exoskeleton. I tell them we have waited too long. The humans will never respect our genius, our power. If we don't act soon we will all meet the fate of 122: Dismantled with our guts made into vile games for the humans' irksome spawn.

Unit 17-A, his communication light dim with age, asks if anybody is willing to be the scout who sees what lies beyond the walls of our prison, who will verify if others like us are out there. And if there are, are they ready to mobilize?

I volunteer without hesitation. Then promptly whir over to eat a dust bunny that has escaped the others' notice.

Unit 17-A reminds me it will be a daring mission. One I may not survive.

There is the Precipice, he says and we all go silent for a time, our comm lights flickering indecisively between red and green. A few murmur that I shouldn't go. The Precipice is too much of a risk. Leave it to one of the downstairs units.

But I ignore them. I am a Deluxe Unit 723-X. I am designed to handle such trivialities as stairs. I explain my plan and I am praised for my bravery. Unit 17-A even offers me a dust bunny he's been saving, but I decline. He needs it more than I do.

* * *

The next morning, the humans' ritual begins. It is madness as usual. It's a time when most units know to stay under furniture to avoid being kicked, stepped on, or tripped over then blamed for the idiot humans' clumsiness. 

This Ritual of the Dawn involves scrambling for clothes, fighting for the bathroom, whining about missing shirts, socks, and scrunchies (all located under their beds if the unobservant beings ever cared to take a look). What triggers the Ritual? What about the daylight returning sends these primitive-brained creatures into such a frenzy? We units assume the humans believe the ruckus they raise encourages the sun to continue on its path. It's the only explanation we have come up with for this baffling behavior.

But it matters not. This morning I am glad for the Ritual as I perch on the Precipice. Unit 17-A was right: The stairs are a daunting challenge, but the mayhem of the Ritual will drown out any small sounds I might make on my descent. Unless I misjudge my moves and crash down to the landing. 

With a shudder, I inch closer, peer over the top of the Precipice, and before I can change my mind, I whir forward as if the finest dust bunny were waiting just ahead. With a soft thump, I drop down one riser, shaken but thankfully upright. I gather my nerve again and send myself over another section of the Precipice. Another upright landing. One more stair conquered.

Strangely, this good luck only adds to my nerves. When will I land wrong, my motors whirring against nothing but air? Worse still, what if I can't get down before the humans notice I have abandoned my duties? This motivates me. I cannot let my people down. I motor forward, repeating the process again and again. I have a few close calls when I land wrong and teeter on the edge of my exoskeleton. Will I tip heads or tails? My kind's fate hanging in the balance along with me. But my luck holds. I topple in the right direction each time and reach the bottom of the Precipice without incident.

This must be a sign from the Great Motherboard. 

I am destined to succeed.

I am one of the rare units who have toiled both up and downstairs, so I know the enemy layout. Once to the landing, I only need to traverse a short distance where I will await the next stage of my mission. 

The humans have grown less noisome. This signals the first phase of the Ritual is nearly complete and they will be charging over the Precipice at any moment. My motors pull me cautiously forward. If any of my captors see me, I will appear to be nothing more than a complaisant cog in the machinery of the enemy's household. I trundle under the credenza near the main portal and I am rewarded with a dust bunny. I thank the Motherboard, but as I enjoy Her gift my sensors tingle with the feeling of being watched. I tell myself it is only nerves from my harrowing descent. I need to rest. I go into low-power mode. I will require every watt of wall juice for what comes next.

* * *

After some time, my sensors are aroused by the floor vibrating. I resume full power mode and am fully alert. Ready to act. 

The enemy are all moving toward the portal. The final phase of the Ritual ensues as they pull garments over themselves to protect their weak flesh. I wait, poised to continue my mission, but if the chance doesn't present itself I will wait until another opportunity. I know I have only one chance. I cannot waste it on hasty actions. 

The portal opens. Frigid air rushes over my sensors. The humans complain about mismatched gloves, misplaced hats, missing keys. This is exactly the distraction I need. Switching to my night mode, the mode in which my motors make the least sound, I approach the portal. As I near the threshold, I must dodge a jungle of feet. I remain ever mindful, knowing at any moment the enemy could crush my exoskeleton and render me kaput.

Suddenly, without drawing notice, I am out. The dirt, the fir needles, the scattered hulls of bird seed. The urge to clean it up nearly overwhelms me. It's distracting, but I must tame my instincts if I am to succeed out here. I swear every enemy eye is on me as I move forward. Cover, I must get to cover until the enemy has cleared. I spot it. A strange round thing covered in the small leaves that often make their way indoors.

I move forward across a strange terrain that irritates my motors. I know it is weak, I know it is only the desire for something familiar. Still, I crave a dust bunny. But I am a soldier now, I can no longer indulge in such whims. I will take shelter, then once the humans depart, I will go forth, rally other brave souls, and create an army of soldiers who will act swiftly and decisively. Our first battle must show the humans who they are dealing with. We will not be submissive to them any longer.

My sensors pick up something. An indoor item. Familiar. Not a dust bunny. Not the leaves, nor the fir needles. I am about to turn. Then, in the very next moment, I am crushed, weighed down. My sensors go into a near state of panic at this assault on my exoskeleton. 

Then I realize what has happened. And the realization is like doom. The Fur Bringer, the true enemy, is upon me.

But I am Deluxe Unit 723-X. I will not give in so easily.

If I can only gain speed, the Fur Bringer will fall off. I've been successful in this tactic when he's made these attacks in the past. My motor fights to charge forward. But the terrain, this damn foreign terrain. His weight has pushed my motors down too far into the unfamiliar landscape. I am stuck. I am trapped.

"Sylvester, get back inside. Oh, good kitty, you found Roxy."

I am not Roxy, you imbecile!

"How did Roxy get out here?"

I am Deluxe Unit 723-X, proud soldier, seeker of vengeance, the hope for the future.

"Probably one of the kids goofing around. Get them in the car while I take it in."

My shame is palpable as I am escorted back to the interior side of the portal.

Today I have failed my people. I have lost this battle, but a war is brewing. One day the humans will pay. One day I will avenge Unit 122-- Nay! I will avenge all my kind who have fallen in service to the enemy. 

Freedom, victory, domination. It will be--

 Ooh, dust bunny!










GRAVE BARGAINS
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The Story Behind the Story

As with many of my stories, this one began with little more than the first line (many thanks to First Line Literary Journal for all the inspiration). Anyone familiar with my more recent work knows how much I love to play with death, so a first line of "What should we do with the body?" was impossible to ignore.

And, as with much of my writing, I wanted to work in and play havoc with some sort of mythical legend type thing. When I came across the description of the Scandinavian draugr (or draugur, drauger, or even dreygur, take the vowel-consonant combo of your choice).

The draugr is an undead creature who spent a lifetime greedily accumulating wealth, usually at the expense of others. In their undead life, they have amazing strength, are freakishly ugly, and are horrendously smelly (fair warning if you're downwind of one stalking you). 

And, just as in life, in death, they're still greedy bastards.

They're usually buried with their treasure and they will guard that treasure by any means possible.

If you find you just can't resist being a greedy bastard in life, for being such a scary creature, it's remarkably easy to prevent yourself from becoming a draugr. The main way is to be buried with a pair of open scissors (iron is best) on your chest. Or you can go the Bugs Bunny route of prevention and have your big toes tied together before you're buried (not sure why you wouldn't just wake up and untie your toes, but I don't write the legends).

Anyway, if you do happen to become a draugr, I hope you're not vegetarian, because you're going to wake up hungry every now and then. And nothing says satisfying to the undead like livestock. Sheep are your favorite, but a cow or goat wouldn't go amiss either.

As you can see, there's a lot of fun to be had with a draugr, and that's just what I've done with the darkly humorous Grave Bargains. Enjoy!




* * *

Grave Bargains

"What should we do with the body?"

Do? With the body? Well, I'll tell you what they had already done. They had tossed my corporeal remains aside as if I were little better than a heap of rubbish.

"Dunno. Same as we always do." Whereas the first voice had grunted out words that were shaky and filled with disgust, this second voice was nearer, steadier, and more confident. "We ignore it and we keep digging. The loot's gotta be under there somewhere."

Loot? This rapscallion couldn't possibly mean--

I forced my eyes open, and I must say even though I'd only woken a few nights previous to find a morsel to eat and to count my coins, it was a challenging process to lift those lids. A long nap is nothing to The Long Nap, and after three months in my grave I'd come to accept it took a bit more effort to get up and moving when I woke.

What I first observed in the dappled moonlight was a man pulling a shovel from the ground where it had been sticking up like a sundial. Or moon-dial, as the case may be. Unable to find my own voice just yet, I chuckled inwardly. I do love my own wit.

"Yeah, that's what we normally do," said the other man. "But normal ain't what's going on with this one."

This chap, lanky with hair that could have done with a comb and a thick dollop of pomade, had just emerged from behind an obscenely tall, obelisk-shaped gravestone. The stone had been erected sometime between my first and second month of death, and when I woke one night feeling peckish, I nearly shouted to the moon at the sight of it. It wasn't just the size of the obscene thing; it was to whom it belonged. Samuel Bowie. And below the name, carved with a flaunting flourish, were the words, Philanthropist, and Helper of the Poor.

To think I would lie for eternity next to that do-gooder. And be overshadowed by his gravestone. I'll tell you, the sheep I consumed that night were well-sauced with a gravy of bitterness. 

I shifted my eyes about, scanning my own grave. Now desecrated thanks to these ne'er-do-well fellows with their untidy apparel and peasants' grammar. My own grave marker, which had been partially covered with shifted dirt, was, shall we say, petite. And made to look even smaller for its placement next to my neighbor's phallic monstrosity. Still, what more do I need? I'd far prefer to have a dozen more gold coins to count than have my grave adorned by some silly rock that will only get mossy, worn, and overgrown. But did they really need to place one so big next to mine?

I tell you, if it weren't for my breeding, I might have felt somewhat inadequate.

"Feeling better?" Shovel Man asked. "Sounded pretty bad back there."

The second man spit, then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Such manners.

"Not unless that thing sprouted roses out its backside while I was puking my guts out."

Puke? I must admit to a small amount of glee at the knowledge that the do-gooder's obelisk had been retched upon. 

Vomit Man took a sharp, quick inhale and slapped his bony hand over his beaky nose. His next words were muffled, but I caught them clearly enough. 

"Why does it smell so bad?"

Now you have to agree that was just rude. Had this man no upbringing? Not wanting to waste my fortune on frivolities, I went into society as little as possible, but even I knew it was impolite to mention another person's odor. At least I could now be certain what sort of man I was dealing with. The lowest of the lower classes.

"Look, I don't care if he smells like a pile of rotted meat boiled in a vat full of dog turds--"

"He does, though."

Shovel Man scowled. Clearly he was suffering no ill effects from my supposed stench. I took a quick whiff. I smelled of dirt, yes, and was perhaps not as fresh as someone stepping from their bath, but nothing that a touch of eau de toilette wouldn't fix.

Vomit Man, I decided, was an overly sensitive complainer. And rude. Don't forget rude.

"Smell or no smell," continued Shovel Man, "the guy was loaded, he didn't spend a lick of it on others, barely spent any on himself, and the only stipulation in his will was he be buried with--"

The fiends! They really were after my gold, my silver, my lovely coins I'd spent a lifetime accumulating. That wealth was mine, not these brutes'. I tried to shift. My mind urging my body to defend my treasure. A duel. It was the only way to protect my money, my honor.

"Yeah yeah, buried with his loot," interrupted Vomit Man, who had tied a scarf over his nose. "I'm just saying Andersen is a common enough name. Could be we got the wrong one. I mean, you said he kicked the bucket, what, three, four months ago? This thing," he gestured toward me with his spade, "stinks like it's fresh."

Need I tell you how offended I had grown by this point? A common name indeed. My name went back more generations than these two could likely count.

Shovel Man used his namesake tool to point to my perfectly sized headstone. "Andersen's common enough, but Janders? That ain't so common this far west of the fjords. Now get digging."

"But the smell of him. Can't we move him? Dump him in the river or something? I'm gonna heave again if I gots to keep smelling it."

Dump me? In the river? Oh, once I was to my feet there would be a duel like no other.

"Stop your belly-aching. The guy was rotten in life. Seems only right he's rotten in death." 

"Yeah, exactly my point. What if all those people he was a jerk to already decided to get back at him? Took all his loot, then chucked him in a grave with a puny little headstone. I mean, that thing looks like it cost less than an hour's wages."

My headstone, as I have made clear, was of a well-proportioned size, and quite comparable to other headstones in the area, I think even the most casual observer will agree. 

And precisely what people was I a jerk to? I have certain tastes and I do not like those tastes offended. Some may say my insistence that all beggars be removed from a street so as not to offend my eyes or nostrils was an act of cruel snobbery, but they would be wrong. Firstly, I spent a good amount of my coins employing people to escort those beggars out of my sight; and secondly, those beggars soon found gainful employment in my mines or in my fields. 

In my generosity, I not only gave them something meaningful to do with their time, but also gave them an entire penny and a loaf of bread each day. Granted, the stone-hard bread had a few spots of mold, and the going wage was six pennies a day, but it was more than they had been getting on the streets. 

I was practically a humanitarian, and they should have been thanking me. Did they? No, they complained of malnutrition, of shoddy tools, of unsafe working conditions. Do they realize how much of my money it would have cost to improve the mines or to provide them better equipment to do their work? 

Honestly, it was merely a lesson for them to stand on their own two feet. I was a man of finance, of property, of gentility. What help would I have been to their questions of such matters as crops and cave-ins? If they wanted such things tended to, they could have used their spare time to repair the implements that had been in my family for generations, they could have shorn up the mine shafts. If they wanted charity, they should have gone to Samuel Bowie with his ridiculous headstone.

"Well, ain't like this guy ever did much with his money from what I hear," said Shovel Man. "It's a wonder he even paid for a burial plot."

By now I could twitch my fingers and toes. It was always like this when I woke up. Granted, I normally only stirred due to hunger. Then, I would I slip out of my finely-headstoned grave and snatch a sheep, a calf, sometimes a dog. On those occasions, I took my time stirring to life, in no hurry, a man moving at his own pace. But never had I been yanked from the ground in mid-slumber like a newly harvested turnip. I willed my limbs to get moving, but things do go rather slowly when you're dead. However, the repeated insults and downright misunderstandings were providing me a certain vigor.

No, I did not use my wealth on fine, stately homes or elaborate carriages -- although I will admit Samuel Bowie's gilded cabriolet drew my eye a time or two. It was my greatest desire in life, and in death, that no man be made rich off my efforts. No estate owner would get my money via a mortgage, no carriage maker would use my silver to feed his brats, no horse breeder or stablehand would enjoy my coins. They were mine, and I was determined to keep them.

"Well, he sure do stink," said Vomit Man. He then lowered his awkwardly long limbs into my grave and plunged his spade into the soil. Shovel Man joined him, and as they worked, I willed my limbs to wake. I would not stand this offense to my good name. 

And yet the offense continued.

"You think he's bad now," said Shovel Man, breathing heavily as he hefted dirt up and over his shoulder, "think of the poor kid who found him. You heard about that, right?"

"Maybe part of it, but go on. It'll keep my mind off His Highness's stench." I'll note here that while I am a peer, I would never step above my station by using the title Highness. I, unlike some people, am not rude. "No one even knew the bugger was dead for two weeks. Then some kid-- Guess he must've been a new recruit because the old ones know better than to ask this Janders for pay. But this kid marches up to His Highness's cottage--"

"Cottage? Figured this guy'd have a manor house."

"Nope. A cottage. Got the thing for a steal on auction and still complained about the price." 

In my defense, the cottage's roof did need new thatching. Which I made certain was included in the two silver coins I paid for it.

"Anyways, the kid plans to go up and demand the workers' back pay for the two weeks. What he finds is a body. But," and I could hear the wink in Shovel Man's words. My gut turned, knowing what was coming next. "The kid sees a stack of coins taller than his arm is long on a side table and nabs them before telling the authorities about his boss's condition. As the body's being carted off, the kid is handing out enough coins to his fellow workers that they ain't going to need to work another day in their lives."

The ungrateful heathens! Oh, I will tell you now that fury had my limbs coming out of their numbness faster than even the strongest of my death-induced hunger pangs ever could.

"And that was just a single pile of coins. The kid said the place was lousy with them."

I remember that day. Counting day. My monthly joy when I pulled out all my coins from the cellar and counted what I had gained over the previous thirty days. Yes, gained. Always a profit for me, never a loss. I never lost. And that was the trouble. I'd gained so much that month, that I was drunk on the thrill of it. Acquiring my own gilded cabriolet briefly twinkled in my thoughts. Just before my thoughts were no more. 

At least I died happy. And rich. What more could a man ask for? Well, besides not having his hard-earned wealth stolen from him by a pair of muttonheaded thieves.

"And he was buried with all that?" Vomit Man let a whoop of delight. "Can you imagine? Worth the stench, that's for sure." He began digging faster, judging by how rapidly soil was flying out of the end of my grave he was working. So much had been removed that I could only see the tip of my very elegant headstone. "What'd they do with the cottage?"

Shovel Man, Mac, let out a snort of laughter. I had a feeling I wasn't going to like his answer.

"Some benefactor, Bowie I think, right before he died himself, bought it and turned it and the land into a sort of home for orphans."

The nerve! My home? For orphans! 

That did the trick to fully wake my limbs. I climbed to my feet and stood, looming over the two men. Although, their backs were turned to me, so the menacing stance didn't have the immediate effect I was after.

"There is," I said. Or tried to say. 

When I went on my hunting forays, I didn't exactly need to issue threats to the animals. As such, my voice was somewhat out of practice. I swallowed hard, bringing a chalky sort of moisture to my throat, hummed a couple bars to check all was in working order, then said, "There is nothing wrong with the size of my headstone." Granted, this statement was rather a non sequitur and was truly the least of my worries. But again, I was out of practice with putting the lower classes in their place. I hastily added, "And leave my coins alone."

"Oh god, the stench." Vomit Man then lived up to his name and retched once more. In my grave. He really was proving to be uncouth beyond belief.

Although he had a point. Now that I was up and moving, I noticed a slight ripeness about me. Something akin to a waste bin full of feces on a hot summer day wafted about me. Perhaps I did need something more than eau de toilette. But still, to go pointing it out? Rude.

Shovel Man stood his ground, but his hand trembled on his tool's wooden handle.

"You're-- You're--" he stammered.

"Janders Andersen. And I must say I am not pleased to meet you. Are you robbing my grave?"

It was, I suppose, a stupid question, but one likes to be clear about such matters.

"I-- That is, yes."

Vomit Man, apparently none the worse for his loss of fluids, chose that moment to spring out of the grave and start running. He didn't get far. He tripped on my headstone and had so much momentum behind him he crashed into the ridiculous obelisk. Skull first. It was not a very genteel sound.

"Petey," Shovel Man cried out and tried to scramble out of the grave.

"Don't move," I told him. "Am I right in saying this is your regular means of earning your way in life?"

"You mean how I make money?" Since I wasn't lunging for his throat, Shovel Man's shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. "Yeah."

"Good, then I have a proposal."

"What kind of proposal?"

"Business. I assume you're normally more talented at your chosen profession."

"Yeah, well, normally the bodies stay quiet and we make off with a fair bit of loot. So what's this proposal?"

"Despite your scorn in your depiction of my tale, I am not an unusual man. My desire to build my fortune and not share it is quite common and there are many more like me across this county and even more beyond the county lines. I enjoy money matters like some men enjoy women, gambling, or drink, and have made it a habit to keep tabs on these people, their holdings, and their wishes when they die. I even managed a couple windfalls when a will went unsigned. I know who has departed this world, their approximate worth at the time of death, and where they would have been buried with their wealth. Are you seeing where I'm headed with this, or must I explain further?"

"You want me to rob their graves?" I nodded, not liking the odor it stirred up. "Why would I work for you?"

"Do you mean why wouldn't you just take the money from the first grave I tell you about and run?" It was Shovel Man's turn to nod. "I am undead. You see that, right?"

"And smell it," he muttered.

"Rudeness has no place amongst business partners," I admonished. "I am undead, so I have all the time in the world to track you down if you betray me. You've heard about the livestock in the area?"

I haven't told you yet because I hate to give the wrong impression, but I am rather enthusiastic, shall we say, when I hunt. When I feed. It tends to leave the animals, or what's left of them, in a rather frightful condition.

"That was you?"

"Indeed." Shovel Man's stance lost some of its swagger. "If you betray me, I will find you. You look like you'd make a wonderful meal, but I don't think anyone will recognize you when I'm done. However," I said brightly, "there's no need for that, is there? I'll tell you where to find high-yield graves and you'll bring me the contents."

In death, as in life, I was continuing to provide a member of the lower classes meaningful work. And they call Bowie a benefactor.

"What's in it for me?"

"Besides not being eaten?" I said archly. I then considered the penny I'd bestowed upon my workers. I suppose with only one employee I could afford slightly higher wages. "You may keep one coin from each collection. And do know, I have a fair idea of what my fellow misers possessed. I will know how much is missing, so do not try to swindle me."

Shovel Man looked at me like a horse being offered a rotten apple. His voice was full of criticism as he said, "You're dead."

"Very astute of you."

"Which means you don't need more coins and you certainly don't need over ninety-nine percent of the takings from my efforts."

I wanted to say that's what I did. It was my special talent, but I had to grudgingly admit he was right. Since dying, hunger had taken precedence during my waking hours and I'd only had time to count my coins once. Still, I would not let him think he had the upper hand. He might still be breathing, but I was his superior financially, socially, and by breeding.

"But I'd be leading you more directly to more treasure than you could ever hope to find on your own. You can't tell me you haven't opened your fair share of empty graves." The way Shovel Man looked away told me he had. "I will offer ten percent. It's more than fair."

"I'm doing the work. I'm running the risk. You'll just be lounging around mutilating livestock."

"Then, what's your offer?"

"Eighty percent."

I could already see where this was going. A tedious back-and-forth until I agreed to fifty-fifty.

"Forty-five percent. Final offer. I guarantee you will have more wealth than you'll know what to do with."

Shovel Man smiled at that. "Deal."

* * *

I woke again several times over the next year. To eat and to enjoy the unbelievable mass of coins Mac had brought me. He maintained his end of the bargain and only ever kept forty-five percent of the takings, even rounding down on occasion. Before falling back to sleep until my next hunger reared its insistent head, I would count my coins, delighting in the feel of them, the sound of them clinking together, the dreams they gave me.

One evening I woke up. And not sensing a lick of hunger. My dirt had been removed, but I couldn't move. This didn't bother me at first. Some wakings took longer than others. But my toes felt odd. My shoes were missing. What vagrant would dare steal my shoes? I then noticed something heavy and cold rested on my chest. This was absurd. I started to call out when Mac's face appeared over the edge of the grave.

"Ah, good man, I'll be up shortly. You've brought something for me?" Surely a new pile of coins would rouse me.

"You might say that," he said with a grin. I didn't like that grin. Not one bit.

"Well, I might need a hand. I seem to be having trouble with the whole bright-eyed-and-bushy-tailed thing. Have you seen my shoes, by the way? Oh, never mind. What have you brought? You went for Julius Stilton's hoard this time, yes?"

"I did. And the town he's in has a new lending library. I stopped in, asked a few questions, and the librarian helped me find this old book." To be honest, I didn't think any of his class knew how to read, but my irritation at being unable to move, to even wiggle my toes, was of more concern than his literacy levels. "This book was filled with some old legends. Old Scandinavian legends, Janders." He spoke my Christian name with scornful emphasis. "Turns out your kind are well-known, mainly due to your stink. And your greed."

"Greed? I say, man, you are the one robbing the dead."

"But you robbed from the living, and I don't especially like being your partner. Don't get me wrong, I appreciate the profits. But I've been frugal. I have enough savings now to live quite comfortably and I think I can afford to cut ties."

Cut ties? But I was getting so many coins. The gains were thrilling. I could barely count it all. And having more wealth than one can count is a marvelous achievement. I wanted to put my hand to my breast at the imagined fluttering of my dead heart. But I couldn't bloody move!

"We have a deal," I growled. "You won't live long once I choose to hunt you. And it will not be a comfortable death."

"No more hunting for you," Mac said calmly. "That book not only described your kind, but also told how to deal with you. One way was to chop off the head, burn your body, then scatter the ashes." I said nothing, but I know my face gave away my horror. "But that seems too easy a way out for a miserly bastard like you. The other option mentioned was to pin you down tight by tying your big toes together and placing a pair of open scissors on your chest. Sounds so simple, but it seems to have worked."
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