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	Old Jerome couldn't afford to see what the circus had to offer. Couldn't even get past the gate. 

	He stood with callused hands stuffed into the pockets of his denim overalls and scuffed work boots rooted at the periphery. Gaze roving, never pausing to take in anything longer than a glance afforded. The hot sun setting in the west warmed his leathery skin and sparkled in his watery eyes.  

	He'd seen it before, yet he always came back for more. Hoping for that spark to return, that rush he got when he experienced something for the first time. Maybe, just maybe, they'd have something new in the world they carried with them. 

	"Don't I know you?" said the skeletal man on stilts, painted and costumed to look like a ghost in a prison escapee's faded tuxedo striped black and white. "Of course, of course, I remember. Much older now than you used to be. Nearly ancient, aren't you?"

	That was so, while the well-dressed ghost hadn't aged a day since they last met. Owed to the makeup, perhaps. Or the palpable sense of magic that exuded from every member of this peculiar troupe. They appeared only once a year as if from a rip in the fabric of space and time, always after the harvest when folks in these parts had a little extra to spend on frivolous entertainment.

	Except the circus didn't take your money. 

	They took your soul, one piece at a time. The price of admission.

	After seventy-odd years of enjoying everything the traveling circus had to offer—from the illusionist who could saw a pretty girl in half, to the freak show hidden under that black tent with the furry werewolf and the bearded lady and the grinning Siamese twins, to the foolhardy lion tamer and the impressive strongman and the fortune teller who got things uncannily right half the time and the lithe acrobats and the bizarre clowns like this overly tall creature guarding the gate—Jerome found he didn't have enough tonight to offer as payment. 

	For if he were to give what he had left to this painted ghost, a real, honest and true ghost Jerome himself would become. His last tether to God's green earth would be cut, and he would drift away to the silent netherworld. Heaven. Hell. He wasn't about to presume which. Leave that to the Almighty to decide.

	"You got anything new in there?" Jerome strained to see past the gatekeeper who grinned and cavorted, stomping on his stilts in a humorous attempt to block Jerome's view. 

	"You'll just have to come on in and see!" crowed the ghost-clown. "The wonders of the world, delivered to your very doorstep. Invite your friends and neighbors, your entire family!"

	Jerome wanted to, more than anything. Almost more than he wanted to live another day. 

	He loved his family. His God-fearing wife who'd smiled more than she wept. His two sunburned little boys and the men they'd grown up to be. The beautiful brides they'd married and the passel of rambunctious, rosy-cheeked children they produced. Setting his first granddaughter on his knee on her second birthday and bouncing her and tickling her and marveling at the glorious soul she carried, full to the brim.  

	Memories like dust on the wind. Crops that had once stood tall and proud. Now crumbling, decomposing. Gone for good. 

	"There's nobody left to tell," Jerome said and sniffed, rubbing at his nose. He scratched at his back through the frayed cotton shirt he wore and thought for a moment that he smelled smoke.

	The ghost nodded as if he already knew. "Yes, you are the last. You have been waiting for some time now. For us to return."

	All the friends and neighbors, all the families, including his own wife and sons and their wives and their children who'd pulled up stakes and headed west—they'd moved on months ago, away from this accursed dust bowl and its dead soil, the winds that tore up crop corpses by brittle roots and scattered them across the hardpan like burnt offerings to the devil himself.

	"Knew you'd be back." Jerome shrugged. "Hoped you would, anyways." 

	The ghost smiled at the old man's devotion, seeming to see into the very core of his being. "This could be your last visit."

	Jerome nodded. "Maybe yours, too. Not much left here anymore." 

	He half-turned to look back toward the town with no lights in any of its windows, no cars or wagons or horses parked anywhere in sight. Empty. Lonely. But it was home. And the memories of what it once had been lived strong in Jerome's remnant of a soul, summoned to life whenever he felt the need to conjure them. 

	That was his very own peculiar magic, practiced in the cool of the morning or the heat of the day, whenever a sound or a smell triggered a scene to play out in his mind's eye. The dilapidated buildings around him seemed to remember what they'd once been and stood up straighter, acting as his backdrop.

	"I'm sorry...I was wrong." He pulled in a shuddering breath and tipped his hat to the gatekeeper. "Reckon I'm not ready to leave just yet."

	"Take your time." The ghost winked, friendly as ever. "We'll be here all night, if you change your mind. And oh, the wonders that await!"

	Old Jerome's boots scuffed through the dust as he trudged home. He could almost smell the mouthwatering scent of his wife's beef stew on the stove, wafting through the air, beckoning him back where he belonged. He could almost hear her voice welcoming him with a warm smile. In his memories, she always looked so happy to see him.

	Maybe she would again. If he turned his back on this ghost town and headed west, as far as his boots would take him. If he gave up the circus in order to save what remained of his soul.

	Jerome paused at his doorstep and watched the rusty sunset.

	Maybe. 

	Just maybe.
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	Unit X1176 should not have seen birds. Because there was no life on this planet, avian or otherwise. Not anymore. 

	The unit's treads had been rolling along at a steady clip, averaging 30 kilometers per hour across the cracked asphalt, leaving behind a trail of twin ribbons in the sun-scorched dust. Unit X1176 had been in no real hurry; it could move faster, if necessary. If it needed to catch up to the transport wagon, for example, instead of being left behind and fending for itself in this barren wasteland where sudden dust storms could immobilize its actuators in seconds.

	The transport had jolted to a stop, waiting for all of the survey bots in the vicinity to reach its coordinates and load themselves aboard. A very well-organized rendezvous, as was the custom of most machines. Units similar in design to X1176 had all completed their tasks, scanning the surrounding areas for any signs of life. As there were none to be found, it was time for the transport to carry the units to their next destination.
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