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The crab in the bakery case had a cranberry muffin impaled on its claw. 

“Look at this!” chortled one of their regulars as he came through the front door, travel mug ready for its daily infusion of light roast. “It’s like a day at the beach!” Through the open door behind him came the crying of seagulls.

“This is nothing like the beach!” snapped Naomi from where she was trying to rescue bags of coffee beans before they got wet. “It’s a burst pipe.”

Her manager shrieked, “What is that?!” 

“Just a jellyfish,” Naomi sighed, watching the transparent creature that floated near them. “Even if it gets you, it’ll just sting a little.”

The other two shared understandable looks of confusion, given they were in a landlocked state hundreds of miles from the ocean. 

“I grew up near a beach,” Naomi explained as she moved toward the bakery case. The crab snapped at her. “Keep the pastries then!” She sagged, exhausted, against the back counter. The water was up to their knees, and yet the customer waved his mug with a tight, expectant smile. 

After he got his coffee and left with another chortle, they locked the door behind him. When they were done salvaging what could be salvaged, her manager sighed. “You might as well go home.”

Home was, once again, her parents’ house. Her former landlord had raised the rent impossibly high, attributing it to the inexplicable sea creatures coming out of the pipes in her unit and the seagulls crowding the building’s parking lot.

She could have used the money from the day’s shift at the cafe, but at least now she had a chance to go over her biochem notes before the exam. The semester was almost over. 

Her parents thought she had agreed to go to the university nearby because of the dramatically lower tuition. That was certainly helpful. But the real thing that had convinced her was the look on her parents’ faces when she received the acceptance letter from the school ten minutes away from where they used to live. Only a short drive to the beach. 

She was determined to move back after she finished her degree though. Not that she was looking forward to those particular familial fireworks...

When she walked into the kitchen it was to the sight of her parents looking grim. 

“Cousin Margo died yesterday,” her mom said. “She left the house to you and Louisa.”

#
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Considering it turned out that the will had been written before they had moved away, it made a kind of sense. Margo had obviously been hoping that Naomi and her cousin Louisa, the only two of their generation in the family, would continue the tradition of spending every summer at the house by the shore. 

Family summers had been spent there ever since Margo and her husband had bought the place sixty years ago. Once their children were living on their own, they sold their four-bedroom house an hour away and moved permanently to the shore. Margo refused to move again after she was widowed. 

Naomi vaguely remembered the place, though not nearly as well as she remembered the beach. 

She remembered almost nothing about Louisa though. Being only a year apart, they had been put together at family gatherings, so their parents could brag about their daughters without having to worry about entertaining them. They certainly hadn’t seen one another since the summer of the jellyfish sting. 

#
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The last time she’d been to that shore, she was nine. Naomi hadn’t been worried when the jellyfish stung her ankle. The clear ones were hard to avoid, and sure it stung, but it would go away. Besides, the day was beautiful and the water was so welcoming...

Except the sting got worse. It spread up from her ankle to her hips, then her ribs, then her neck, as if she’d been stung simultaneously by hundreds of the things. 

Scared, she got herself out of the water and staggered up the beach, past enormous umbrellas and plastic sand castle molds and beach towels illustrated with cartoon characters. Suddenly, she saw a different shore. Fewer people were around, and all of them wearing different clothing than before, and the buildings were—

She lost the vision as she was overwhelmed by a sense of movement, though she couldn’t tell if she was crashing into the sand or rising aloft on a wave. 

She woke to her parents panicking and doctors who looking bewildered. She tried explaining what she had seen, only to be told it was a hallucination. 

That was the first of the dreams, and the clearest. Every night after, she dreamed of the shore, yet it shifted each time, with different people in different styles of clothing, and different buildings casting shadows. Sometimes she thought about telling her parents, insisting it wasn’t a hallucination, but then she remembered how scared they had looked, and kept it to herself. 

(It wouldn’t be for another year, when she developed a love for costume dramas, that she would start being able to assign time periods to some of the clothes she had seen in the dreams. The first time she saw a scene of actors in nineteenth-century bathing dress, the recognition had been as startling as a jellyfish sting to her memory.)

The shore was a meeting place, with a drifting barrier that shifted as regularly as the moon above thinned and expanded. And then it became a destination, a place people were drawn to by desperate wishes for revelry and recreation and romance and rest and reunion and reconciliation...

Naomi saw that it was impossible for so many hopes to revolve around a place without something new being created. A being to watch over this place that was the source of so many dreams. 

A Goddess of the Shore. 

A goddess who, with the sting of a jellyfish, had chosen her.

There was still a scar on her ankle. 

Six months after the sting, they moved to a landlocked state hundreds of miles away from the ocean. Her parents insisted it was for work, but Naomi knew they were afraid of what would happen if she went back to the shore. 

There wasn’t even a pond by their new house unless you walked for a solid fifteen minutes. Yet the water kept finding her. Within three years, her parents were the local roofer’s favorite clients. 

And every time there was a flood in the basement or the roof started leaking, she noticed seagulls outside. Crabs would come tumbling out of the pipes. On one of the occasions when she helped to bail out the basement, she found three jellyfish in her bucket. 

After every weird water incident, her dreams of the shore would be more vivid for several nights following. 

She convinced herself it was a quirk of the house. 

Until the first flood at her middle school. The Seagull Incident during tenth grade English, which she never lived down. The water pouring down the walls at her college dorm. The seven burst pipes at the apartment she rented after she got kicked out of the dorm for inexplicable occurrences of jellyfish. 

What never altered as she grew up in this new, oceanless home, was her sense of wrongness about how other people saw the beach. Whether in the costume dramas she loved or silly beach-themed parties or merely pictures classmates brandished after winter break of them at resorts, none of them understood. Shores weren’t just backdrops. Shores wanted. 

If only she knew what. 

#
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The night she found out about Margo’s death, Naomi had nearly forgotten about the disastrous morning at the cafe. But she dreamed of the shore.

It was changing, and not in a way she had ever seen in her visions before. It was becoming less a place of sand and water than a place that was entirely false, no longer a fit refuge for all the hopes and lives it had held safe over so many decades. Disappearing, in the shadow of buildings she couldn’t identify, disappearing under the onslaught of pollution...

In the following days’ confusion of tears and phone calls, another fact soon came out.

Just before she died, Margo had received an offer to buy the house, from a developer building a new hotel on the shore. She had, unsurprisingly, refused. But the developer, somehow in the know, had already contacted Louisa to let her know the offer was still on the table. 

An offer, however, that could now only go through if the two new owners of the property signed off on it. 

Naomi, feeling like she was about to break out of her skin after several nights of those dreams of the shore changing, pounced on this opportunity. 

She would fly out and see Louisa in person. They could stay at the house for free. Better to figure out all of this in person, and surely the two of them should get reacquainted before they made such an important decision as what to do with Cousin Margo’s house. 

Naomi booked her flight. She didn’t, couldn’t listen to her parents’ protests. 

#

[image: ]


“You like figure skating?”

“Uh-huh,” she said when she realized the cab driver was talking to her. “Sure.” She had no idea why she said it. She didn’t know anything about figure skating. 

“My son, he just had his first competition this last weekend! He won the bronze...”

The pull of the shore had increased throughout the whole flight, the visions overwhelming her even without her being asleep. By the time she exited the airport, she had just enough awareness left to flag a cab and give the driver directions to the house. So she nodded along, pretending to understand the skating lingo he had clearly learned because it meant so much to his son who, apparently, was eleven and excellent at something called toe loops. She gave vague responses when they seemed called for, and heard her accent steadily returning. 

After the cab pulled away from the house, she went to the beach instead of going inside. It was late morning, and she had purposely told Louisa that her flight wouldn’t get in until late this evening, to give herself some time. 

She remembered the general shape of the path to the beach. Only a few of the buildings she passed had changed since she had last been there. The beach itself was quiet, here in the middle of a work day, with the sky pale gray and the air a little too cool to be comfortable. 

She had researched the company behind the offer, finding they as yet had no major resort properties, but were positioning the one here as the first of many. They wanted to build identical copies on non-identical shores, it seemed, all over the world. 

About halfway to the water, she dropped her suitcase and walked faster. Or was pulled forward, she wasn’t sure anymore. A vision struck her, like particles of sand flung into her eyes, except the prickles were as invigorating as they were painful.

This wasn’t what she was supposed to want, but she wanted it anyway. 

“I’m here!” she called, startled by how the expanse of sand and water devoured her voice. “I think I know what you’re afraid of. But what do we do about it?!”

Crabs scuttled frantically around her feet, and a chorus of seagulls keened. 

Naomi plunged into the water. If she didn’t, who would? 

The water didn’t flood her nose and mouth, but instead wrapped lovingly around her, as the Goddess of the Shore and her Oracle schemed. 
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originally published in Eye to the Telescope Issue 53: Strange Mixology, July 2024

Winds whip, shriek

I step outside

turquoise teapot in hand

crack near the 

handle sealed with delicate

metal scavenged from a fallen

spacecraft’s helm

This land has been through

too much, storms worsening

I must swallow this tempest

The sky crackles with green

light, displeased but

unable to refuse me

Heat and wind funnel downward

until the teapot is ten times

heavier, my shoulders complain

as I drag it inside

The teapot shakes, flaunting my stare

I choose a cup made by

a centuries-past predecessor,

pale gray painted with fiddleheads and snails

Pour out the storm, steam roiling

with angry clouds and lightning

Sharply charged air stabs at my face

The tempests tastes

of thwarted fury

scorched minerals

char

Neglected Arcana

I've always had a knack for small catastrophe

minor calamity

negligible debacle

I scry for

the commonplace perils

likely to menace your days

If you need to know which

road will close on your commute

jeans will tear embarrassingly

tooth will host your next cavity

I can assist!

Fees are on the chart, there 

Really!

The service I offer

is quite useful if you

would merely get over yourself

Well, then, 

enjoy your day...

Endlessness of Oracles

originally published in Not One of Us, September 2025

I’ve held the cup in my hands 

so long it’s become part of me

as the shore holds me fast

between clouds who wouldn’t have me

and wavering watching whispering

water who wills me where 

and what I am

an endlessness of oracles

to be consulted

ever bending to fill the cup

with water I can’t enter

flushed with rain

droplets of dispatches

from clouds I used to be

constantly called to interpret

letting liquid slip down my throat

with it bits and pieces of

things yet to come until

one day I’ve swallowed

enough truth

supposedly the water

will take me back

The House Diminished

originally published in Diabolical Plots, March 2022

The house diminished every morning. Lately, it had been during sunrise, as if shrinking from the warmth, and not the fearsome house echoes.

Clea woke when it was still dark out and made herself a breakfast of toast and blueberry jam. There wasn't much bread left. There'd once been a jar of strawberry jam, which Clea much preferred to blueberry, but it had been in the back of the fridge, and that had been part of the diminishing a few days earlier. When she'd relocated the supplies the day before, she'd placed a bag of dried apricots in what had once been the linen closet. Those would be tasty, but she felt compelled to eat things that needed the fridge while she still had them. 

How much longer would she have to wait? 

There were still four mugs in the cabinet. She remembered times when they'd all been in use at once, clustered on the table in a mirror of those who drank from them.

Today Clea chose the red mug with a floral pattern. Gaby's. She filled it with coffee, but when she reached for the container of honey, her hand hit only solid wall. She frowned. Apparently the night had included its own small diminishing. That happened sometimes. 

There was nothing else left to put in coffee, which meant it was too bitter for her, but she sipped it anyway. 

A quick series of sounds interrupted her silence and she started, spilling coffee onto the sleeve of her comfortable green sweater. She pulled the fabric away from her skin, hissing at the heat, and went to run cold water on the burn, only to find the sink half the size it had been the day before. The cool tap water, when it came, was thin and unwilling. 

She wasn't bothered about the stain. Who would see it but her? 

The sound came again. Knocks on the door. It would just be one of the house echoes, hoping for new prey. Easy to ignore. 

Clea'd been the only one left in the house since the end of the summer. 

The heat had gotten less reliable lately. She had on two pairs of socks, and a scarf wrapped snug around her neck. 

She hadn't thought her friends would make her wait this long. 

#
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It had seemed the perfect solution for the four of them to rent the house together. They'd all been close for so long, and they'd all been looking for new living arrangements. 

Clea had been relieved when it all came together. The four of them had moved everything in on their own, accompanied by a playlist of favorite songs from musicals they'd seen together and plates of the chocolate-ginger cookies Rae baked when she was stressed. 

Living with her friends, Clea was convinced, would bridge those moments when she feared the spaces between them were too large. Moment when she missed a cue, or didn't think to include herself, or worried her exclusion was deliberate on her friends' part. 

It was easier with these friends than it was with nearly anyone else, which was the result of time and risks and choices on both Clea's part and theirs. She was so grateful for her friends but still, sometimes, she worried. 

It helped, sharing the house. Their contrasting schedules meant Clea normally got enough time on her own to feel centered, and plenty of time with the others to feel connected.

At first. 

No, it still helped. They were still close. This was temporary.

Their friendships were strong enough to make it through this. 

#
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The house echo knocked on the door a third time. 

Clea sipped at the now half-empty coffee, its flat bitterness pushing weakly against her tongue, and started toward the door. She wouldn't open it, but the echoes were kind of fascinating to watch. The remnants of houses long-diminished, reduced to nothing but thick air and sinuous, flashing images of the homes they'd once been. 

The front hallway was nearly gone, reduced to a sliver. She winced as her already-bruised hips bumped against the walls. The ceiling was a little shorter, but unevenly sloped, so as usual she didn't notice until it rubbed against the top of her head. She ran her fingers through her hair, wondering when she'd washed it last. She'd been rationing the last bottle of shampoo, which made her feel both silly and sensible. The remaining space of the hallway widened a little, directly in front of the door, and the window next to it was still there.

She paused, just before looking through the window. She hadn't seen another person since Gaby was taken by the diminishing. When was that? There'd still been milk in the fridge. 

The house echoes were always trying this kind of thing. All they needed was an open door or window. They craved the comfort of another being made of rafter and railing. 

Clea missed being able to have the windows open. 

The house across the street from them had opened the door to one of the echoes. Gaby'd been watching at the time and had sworn the house had opened the door all its own, though none of the others had believed her. 

#
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In the eight months between moving in and the start of the diminishing, the house had always kept the four of them safe. Even when lightning struck the property next door, even when half the houses on the street needed their roofs repaired after a hailstorm, this house had been untouched, and they'd been grateful. 

The worst part of the house was the heat. It worked, sometimes, though they were all convinced the temperature was never actually the number on the display. 

There'd been a lot of nights of the four of them around the kitchen table, draped in sweaters and scarves as differently scented steams rose from each of their mugs. 

It was getting colder, and Clea was the only one left. 

#

[image: ]


She still hadn't looked out the window. Would the house echo knock again? 

She was fine. The house was much condensed, but the plumbing still worked and the heat was no worse than it had ever been. The coat closet was still there, and she was relieved to find another scarf inside, rich purple and soft, which she wrapped around her shoulders.

Between the four of them they'd had six can openers, which had stopped being funny after the first diminishing took one. She'd scattered the remaining five around the house along with the food supplies. She'd placed pads and bandages in every room. 

It couldn't be much longer. 

And she knew better than to open the door to the house echoes. 

#
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It hadn't been a big fight.

It had just been...everyone's jobs, and everyone's exhaustion, and the noxious cocktail of the two that could lull anyone into unwanted isolation, snappishness, not thinking through their own boundaries or those of their friends. 

Rot, hidden too deep in the house for anyone to see. Like the fear that made the houses diminish.

Susan had been the first one to say something, and they'd all agreed to a Saturday morning spent together. For food and conversation and shoring up their connections. 

They all put it above work and workouts and errands and the weird news stories about collapsing houses. All of them were conscious that something precious was at risk. 

The night before had been the first time Clea had slept well in a while. 

That morning, the house diminished for the first time. 

Susan was gone. The outside wall of her bedroom had moved inwards, cutting off all but a few inches of her bed and all of her. 

Clea, Gaby, and Rae clustered in the kitchen after seeing Susan's room. Everything was out of true. 

"I can't do this." Gaby muttered, storming outside. She'd then started taking measurements, tape measure shooting out in all directions like the strikes of a skilled swordswoman. Writing everything down in the small blue notebook that lived in her purse. Desperate to defend them not with steel, but with facts. 

#

[image: ]


"The houses are terrified." Gaby said the day after the diminishment took Rae. 

Gaby'd been opening and closing the refrigerator for three minutes without taking anything out.

The house echoes were getting more frequent, pulsing silently against the outside of every house in view. In response, Gaby explained, the houses grew smaller, shrinking from the reminder of their already-lost kin. 

"But I don't think," she squinted, again, at the solid wall where the bowl of leftover chicken soup had been, "the house is trying to hurt us."

Gaby didn't explain anymore. Said she needed time to think.

Three nights later, she was gone. 

There'd been three nights between Susan and Rae. Another three between Rae and Gaby. 

Three mornings later, Clea woke to find the wall near her bed had drawn closer, slicing off the bottom corner of her bed and one of the slippers she'd left on the floor. The remaining half of a slipper lay overturned, purple and fuzzy and looking lost. 

#
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"Is anyone in there?" Another flurry of knocks, and someone yelling.

Clea bit her lip, finished her coffee, and turned back toward the kitchen. Once the sun rose and the day's diminishing was over, she needed to redistribute the remaining food around the house. She did this every day, to lessen the chance of a single diminishing taking all her supplies. 

She'd realized Gaby was right. The house was still keeping them safe. Their house might be as scared as the others, but it wouldn't abandon the four of them. 

Besides, her friends had promised they'd never leave her behind. 

Here she was safe. She only had to wait for the others to come and get her. They would, eventually. The house would enfold her. 

Things would be easier soon. 

She had so much to tell them all once they found her. 

The knocking came again, fast, overlaid with a wary voice. "We figured out how to hold off the houses!" 

The front door of the house burst inward, and Clea placed her hand against the nearest wall.

The sun rose, and the house diminished. 
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As My Soul Becomes Water
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originally published in Star*Line 48.2, April 2025

Weave for me, please, 

A shroud of seaweed,

A garland of anemones

whose sting no longer hurts

Sing, and if the whales 

pass on their travels

they may echo your grief

Remove my scales

may they become your armor

as I was shielded by the scales

of those before me

There are so many teeth in the sea

and all of them hungry

so let me, now, be nourishment
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Seek the Strawberry Plant

[image: ]




originally published in Star*Line 48.1, January 2025

On occasion cleaning brings

unpleasant revelations

should you unearth a perceptively bespelled

chunk of tourmaline lingering

behind a dusty cookbook you

don’t remember buying, or a cuckoo

clock, innards replaced by

susurrating sphagnum moss or

captured comet-shards toppling

from cobwebbed shelves

any such item set to steal

your sanctum’s secrecy

Go to the garden

Seek the strawberry plant

hope all the fruits haven’t

been ripped from the vines by

small fruit-craving creatures

Remove the leaves as deftly

as you can, set them aside for

your next extrapolation potion, murmur

lyrics to any song that brings you

comfort the strawberries 

appreciate it

Nestle the berries in a glass

bowl held to the window so the

sun might use it for rainbows, let

your fingertips skim along the prism’s

green, gaining viridescent tints 

Crush the berries stare at the 

points of green seeds amid muddled

red flesh they will spell

out the name of whomever

dares spy on you
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originally published in Crepuscular Magazine, June 2024

The stranger enters the ballroom, attracting every eye. Her movements are incomprehensible, fascinating.

No one knows who—what?—she is.

She wears a gown of fabric no one recognizes, so different from the swishing, rustling silks this manor’s wealth is built upon. Guests reassure themselves this confusion is a trick of light, wine, frenzy.

She trails a perfume few can place. Her jewelry, at wrists, neck, ears...all tiny clockfaces.

As she moves from person to person she brushes her fingers against theirs. Some are offended, most are allured. None notice the impressions of clocks left upon their skin, for her touch imparts a sensation of youth. Of time, reeled backwards. The subsequent dancing is a sight to behold

When the ballroom’s antique clock announces midnight, every impression of clockface on skin resounds with shared purpose.

Time turns back.

Weaves unmake themselves. Fabrics turn back to threads, which fall from their wearers.

Dyes slough off, every imaginable shade splotching and splattering on the silver and green tiles of the once-gleaming floor.

Everyone is spinning, whirling, twirling, revolving around the stranger in the dress of indefinable fabric.

She.

Splits.

Apart.

Clockface jewelry clatters onto the tiles, as woman and fabric become thousands of silkworms

Those few spinning guests who did not credit what their noses noticed now recognize the aroma of mulberries

This is soon irrelevant, as all is lost in the sound of chewing.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


No Philtre
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“I cannot believe they fooled me,” Alice muttered for at least the fifteenth time since the two of them had set out on the interstellar transport earlier that morning. “Thank you for coming along to be my common sense, I’m so sorry—”

Nicola raised a hand, fixing her face into a mock scold. “No more of that. What are friends for?”

The lights inside the transport shifted from orange to green, and the door opened onto the dock of the customer service satellite.

Let’s just hope I’m enough, Nicola thought to herself as they disembarked through a long hallway with walls covered in advertisements for the company’s bestselling product.

“Remember,” Alice said under her breath, “don’t let me leave without all of my money back. If you have to, threaten to never speak to me again!”

“Uh-huh,” Nicola agreed, though she sincerely wished it wouldn’t come to that. She had only agreed to that particular condition in the first place because at the time it had seemed the only way to calm Alice down. Even if Nicola was willing to risk a fifteen-year-plus friendship, which she wasn’t, she had enough trouble convincing her house plants to do what she wanted, much less the stubbornest person she knew.

With just a few sips of our Truest Love Galactic Philtre, we can sort through your cells, survey the stars, and pinpoint the perfect match for you! 

The much-too-familiar ad played on a loop as they reached the end of the hallway and stepped into a waiting room, plastered in Truest Love Galactic Philtre posters depicting supposedly lovestruck couples, and empty of anyone else except a receptionist seated at an aggressively spiky silver desk. It was well known that over ninety percent of people who came to the customer service satellite with a complaint returned home claiming they had misunderstood and everything was fine, actually.

As Alice checked in with the receptionist, Nicola sat in one of the room’s two chairs. Alice soon perched on the edge of the chair beside her. Just as she opened her mouth to speak, a man in a lab coat stepped through a mulberry-colored door at the far end of the room and asked, without looking up from his tablet, “Alice R?” 

Alice tensed. Nicola squeezed her elbow. “You’ve got this. They can’t be any more stubborn that your neighbor who wouldn’t stop playing techno music at midnight.”

“I’ll resort to my best Verdi aria if I need to,” Alice whispered with a weak grin. “Thanks.”

As Alice followed the technician through the door, Nicola pulled her ebook reader out of her bag. Unfortunately, though, her attempts to start a new book were slowed by a distinct sense that the eyes of the couples in the posters were boring down on her. They seemed to be getting both larger and increasingly three-dimensional as she sat there.

“Oh!”

Nicola looked up to discover the receptionist’s surprised exclamation was due to the arrival of two men in the waiting room. She shot up from her spiky desk and hurried through the mulberry door, slamming it behind her.

“Double booked?!” a voice bellowed from the room the receptionist had entered. Nicola winced, and the two newly arrived men exchanged confused looks.

The receptionist soon returned, with the frazzled look of someone who’s just been yelled at. “Which one of you?” she asked the two men. When one raised his hand, the receptionist gestured toward the mulberry door. “You can go through.” She returned to her desk with her eyes cast down.

Nicola couldn’t help but sympathize. Sure, this was an office of the multi-planetary company she believed was cheating a lot of people out of a lot of money by dangling the promise of true love before them, but she had a really hard time believing the receptionist was among the evilest of them.

“May I?” the leftover man asked, gesturing to the empty chair beside Nicola. She nodded, and was relieved when he drew the chair somewhat away from her, sat, and retrieved his own ebook reader from his backpack.

Nicola tried to refocus on her book, but then both of them started in shock as the figures from the posters appeared to surge out of the walls toward them.

“Aah!” she cried out, looking at the newcomer in the hope he could confirm she wasn’t the only one seeing this. It was mildly comforting to see him looking equally perturbed.

“Sorry,” the receptionist apologized as she swatted at something on her desk. The looming couples returned to being one-dimensional. “They keep insisting we turn that functionality on no matter how often I tell them it’s creepy.”

Nicola met the newcomer’s eyes and they shared an awkward laugh. “It still feels like they’re staring at us,” she muttered.

It was now even less possible to feel comfortable in this waiting room than it had been before.

He asked, “Are you here to be someone’s common sense too?”

She nodded, and then, as though they had planned it, they both returned to their reading.

Some minutes passed this way, until a woman in an impeccably tailored pink suit entered and graced the two of them with a patently false smile. Then—Nicola couldn’t believe it—she snapped at the receptionist and pointed angrily at the walls.

“Right away,” the receptionist said with a brittleness the other woman either didn’t notice or didn’t care about, and she nodded and swept through the mulberry door as soon as the three-dimensional poster effect turned back on.

“Sorry,” the receptionist mouthed at them over her desk, before quickly ducking her eyes down again and focusing on her computer screen.

“The eyes are the worst part,” the man sitting next to her said, before choking back an anxious laugh. Nicola noticed they had both drawn their legs underneath them in their seats.

“Maybe if all else fails they’re hoping to terrify us into drinking the things,” Nicola offered.

“I never expected Jory would do it,” he said, “take one of those things, I mean. I wish I’d realized how sad he was...” He shrugged, frowning.

“It’s hard,” Nicola said, as much to herself as to him. “When a friend’s unhappy and they think they’ve found a solution...Did your friend get sick from his?”

For Alice, the Truest Love Galactic Philtre had caused days of dizziness, nausea, and insomnia. She had waited to tell Nicola until after she’d already drunk it, and after three days without hearing anything more from her, Nicola had gone to Alice’s apartment to find a weak, sleepless version of her friend who hadn’t eaten anything since drinking the potion.

Nicola thought the sickness was the worst part. Until, after a few days of hearty soup and silly movies, Alice was mostly recovered and told Nicola that she was heartbroken to still not know who her soulmate was. Her mind continued, Alice confessed, to circle endlessly around her recent painful breakup.

Nicola had agreed to accompany her to the customer service satellite before Alice could even finish asking her to.

Even before Alice took hers, Nicola had been morbidly fascinated by the Truest Love Galactic Philtre. The product was supposed to generate an image of a person’s soul mate, along with instructions on how to reach them. Yet her scouring of the marketing materials, even the fine print, had provided no answers to what Nicola thought were obvious questions. For example, even assuming both halves of one of these supposed love matches took the potion and accepted the conclusion it presented, how would they decide where to live if they were located far apart from one another? How would all of the other parts of their lives change to include this new relationship—

“Yeah, gave him terrible headaches,” he said, interrupting her familiar internal rant. “I’m Will, by the way.”

“Nicola.” She realized the receptionist was watching them contemplatively, and wondered how many conversations like this one had happened in this waiting room.

Suddenly the door burst open to reveal Alice, looking radiant. Her hand was entwined with that of Will’s friend Jory, who was beaming.

Nicola and Will both shot to their feet.

“It’s all so clear now!” Alice crooned as she and Jory gazed at one another. “There was nothing wrong with my Truest Love Galactic Philtre, it just hadn’t finished working yet! And now...” she sighed blissfully.

“You are not in love with him!” Nicola insisted.

“Jory, after what you’ve already been through I don’t think—”

“Even if you hadn’t just met, you insisted I shouldn’t let you leave—”

Jory leaned in to kiss Alice. Nicola shared a bewildered look with Will as the pair began making out in the waiting room.

Nicola huffed and strode toward the mulberry door. “What the hell did you do to them?!”

“Okay this is ridiculous,” the receptionist muttered. She tore out from behind her desk and shoved herself between Alice and Jory, breaking their embrace. “Drink these.” She thrust a hand toward each of their faces, and Nicola could see she held two small cups of gray-tinged liquid. “Drink! Now!”

Spurred by the force of the woman’s glare, Alice and Jory both swallowed the small portions of fluid, then returned to gazing at one another.

“What—”

The receptionist cut Nicola off. “I suggest we all leave. We’ve got maybe ten minutes tops before the techs realize I took the antidote.”

With blistering efficiency, she herded the other four out of the waiting room and back to the docking area. “I already called for a transport,” she said, gesturing to the sign indicating a transport would be arriving in sixty seconds.

Despite her shepherding, Jory and Alice were already entwined again. Until, mid-kiss, they both shuddered violently and tore away from each other.

“AAAAAAH!” Alice shouted, squeezing her eyes shut. “What just...Nicola! What happened?!”

Her voice was normal again, instead of the wispy sound that had been coming out of her mouth since she returned to the waiting room with Jory.

Jory, for his part, was silent, but his mouth hung open and he was swatting at the air like it was full of insects.

“I know it’s not fun, but it’s the only antidote I’m aware of,” the receptionist said, with a distinctly unapologetic shrug.

“Nicola?” Alice said, looking between her and Will like she wasn’t sure who to shout at first.

“You’re...” Nicola struggled for an answer before settling for, “What did they make you drink?”

“It was so dry in the room they brought me too, and the technician said you had left to go home without me even though I knew you wouldn’t but I got so thirsty and he asked if I wanted some water...”

By now Jory had stopped swatting at the air and was nodding frantically, suggesting he had been placed in the same situation.

“Tons of people come to complain,” the receptionist said. “So they just give them a more concentrated version of the Philtre, one they can aim at a particular person. Since both of you were right there, they just matched you up.” She rolled her eyes. “I needed to quit this job anyway. Can’t stand how slimy it makes me feel.” She let out a breath, and her gaze darted among the other four. “We can sell this story, do we think?”

They all chorused in agreement as they boarded the transport.

Once they were settled in seats by a window, Jory asked, “Did we...” then paused, staring fearfully at Alice.

“Only some smooching and gazing,” Nicola offered.

Both Jory and Alice looked relieved.

As the ship pulled away from the customer service satellite, introductions were made among the five of them. The receptionist, whose name was Mina, was soon deep in low-voiced conversation with Alice, both totally oblivious to the star-specked expanse the transport passed through.

Jory was typing rapidly on a small keyboard attached to a tablet, only occasionally looking up to ask one of the others a clarifying question.

With a comfortable pattern established, an amused smile crossed Will’s lips. He leaned slightly toward Nicola and said, “I think Mina ended up having more common sense than both of us combined.”

She laughed, relieved. As the cosmos stretched around them, and good feeling filled the shuttle, Nicola and Will returned to their reading.
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A Moon Witch Assists Lizards
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Lizards, swathed in soft warm wool,

perch on both my shoulders,

curl in my sweater’s seven lizard-sized pockets 

They flick tiny tongues at my wrists and earlobes

nibble the patched places around my elbows

mumble to me while scenting 

the citrus adrift on moon breeze

occasionally breath out warm puffs of captured sun fire

The one at my left hip is always sniffing about 

in search of more snacks

Quirks of orbit and luminescence

leave so little light for this moon

such risk of trees withering

We’ve spent several days upon another moon

sprawled in pools of sun, soaking up warmth

helping the lizards become sun casks

As we reach groves in dire need of warmth

lizards scamper from all the perches I provide

race to the trunks

wiggling, winding, whuffling 

Sunlight courses off their scales

to nourish bark and branches
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Once We Were Trees
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Once we were trees 

until fate made us painters

perched in a small apartment

centered in an unsuspecting city

the forest’s chosen spies

I took to rootlessness with less pain than you

and the brushes never danced in my hands 

so I made, or stole, supplies 

You layered paint until snails, sparrows, squirrels 

we once knew, reappeared before us

flat

until the moon was a sickle

sharp enough to peel painted forms from canvas

grant them new life

They snuck from the city to inform the forest

what we’d learned 

Usually they returned to us

tattered, near-translucent

craving the solace of their canvases

Until you disappeared

and your paintings stopped moving

I’ve found no trace of you 

yet the tongue of the snake

in the bottom left corner of the least-sunlit scene

occasionally 

I swear

flicks out 

tasting possibility
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