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  Introduction




  Though originally meant as a standalone anthology, the Bardic Tales and Sage Advice collection has evolved into an annual celebration of speculative fiction. The first installment of the series was published in 2004 to spotlight the winners of what would become our annual charity writing competition. Since then, the series has evolved to include the winners of the charity competition, the winners of our annual Readers’ Choice awards, and select authors invited to participate.




  The stories in this year’s collection include knights and dragons, lonely zombies, a musician with mystical powers, an overzealous security system, and more. We consider it the perfect sampler of the wonderful emerging talent in the speculative genres. We hope you will agree.




  Sincerely,




  Julie Ann Dawson




  Editor




  To Slay a Dragon:




  Being an Instructive Guide as Related by the Misadventurous Knight, Sir Roland Springfield




  ––––––––




  by Amanda K. Thompson




  I, Sir Roland Springsfield, do take it upon myself to chronicle my experiences in the hope that this will indeed aid you, the future generation of our most noble order –that is, knighthood.




  O noble knight! How fortunate you are to have found these pages of practical wisdom! (To be sure, you have found it among the shelves of that most respected library in the great city Alexandria, yes? ...Ha! I told Lancelot that he could stuff it! ‘I’ll be famous!’ I told him. ‘I will be remembered always; nay, respected! But you, Lancelot, you over-buffed breast plate! You will be forgotten!’)




  I entreat you to look upon these guides not as rules, but simple suggestions from which you may learn. Read my words not as those of a tutor, but of a friend. I hope that by relating my own adventures –or misadventures, as Lancelot is wont to call them– this missive will give you some useful knowledge in what we noble knights must daily endure.




  Also, to warn you of situations you might be able to avoid by taking into account my mistakes –few as they may be!




  And now, to begin.




  This initial guide shall be based on that heroic deed all knights gloriously dream of, from bouncing babes to squeamish squires: Dragon slaying.




  I shall warn you that the art of besting a dragon is not near as simple as old George has led many to believe. Many gallant souls have been lost because that idiot –sorry, ‘saint’ – George embellished upon his own ‘heroic’ exploits to make the art and skill of dragon slaying sound so easy! There are many other expletives I could use about that blithering fool –er, ‘saint’– but I shall leave you to experience such kind of talk in yon local taverns.




  First, the most important thing to remember when undertaking the great, difficult and –I daresay– tasking task of slaying a dragon is this: Do not slay the wrong dragon.




  If there is one thing I have learned over my years as a knight, it is that seemingly nice and peaceful villagers can transform into violent, bloodthirsty scoundrels in the blink of an eye. Believe me, I’ve seen it often enough. ...you simply get your information confused...you wind up slaying the wrong village’s dragon –one of those good dragons- and all those peasants try to kill you!




  After all, confusing these ‘good’ and ‘bad’ dragons is an honest mistake! A score of years ago, it wouldn’t have mattered. All those blood-sucking, fire-breathing lizards were the same: Evil!




  If only it could be as simple as those glorious golden days...




  But no! The slitherers had to get it into their heads that we knights were slaying them for a reason –for the good! So some of them changed their ways! ...bloody turn-scales... If they had never mended their wicked ways, we wouldn’t have this bloody bothersome confusion today!




  But I digress.




  After checking, double checking and re-checking that you are in the vicinity of the correct dragon to be slain, you are ready for the next step.




  Second, approach the dragon’s odious lair with extreme caution. Never lower your shield for a moment! Do not become distracted by the mounds of jewels and piles of gold you may find within these dank and dismal caves, lest the lust of your eyes sway you to lower said shield, and you are in that brief second of poor judgment consequently burnt into charbroiled remains in the vestiges of sooted armour.




  You must remember to share this tidbit of knowledge with your squire. They, too, must be warned of these dangers; also, it provides you an out if perchance his grieving mother comes at you with a pitchfork and blazing torch.




  Third, do not underestimate a dragon; not their surprisingly small size, their deceptively smooth claws, the reach of their scalding flame or –most importantly!– their wit.




  Dragons are clever and crafty creatures who have connived an inconceivable amount of courageous knights to untimely demises. They have more brains to them than brawn –though, to hear Lancelot say it, they have neither! Shows you just how much he knows about real knighthood, does it not?




  To keep their treasures and their reptilian hides, dragons will attempt to lure you into a game of chance to determine victory, instead of consenting –like noble beasts– to mighty battle, a brave last stand!




  They may challenge you to cards, lots, riddles, chess. Especially avoid the chess, my friend! There is only one man to this day who accepted the challenge of chess from a dragon and lived. This knight spent his entire childhood learning this supposed invigorating game from its creator. He was –in case the wondering had crossed your mind– most certainly not Lancelot.




  These game challenges are merely pathetic attempts at bargaining for their lives without actually being forced to resort to manual labor. Do not be beguiled by their subterfuge! Even if you win, they will gulp you down, for you are considered crunchy and good with sauce. They have no honor.




  Fourth, never bargain with dragons. Never EVER, under any circumstances, bargain with a dragon. All bargaining, being of a rather mysterious –dare I say even mystical?– nature, lead always to unforeseen misfortune and misery.




  This I know from experience. Not personal experience, mind, for I am far too clever for that. No, I once had a promising squire; Lucius was his name, and he had all the makings of a knight in him! But alas the poor lad was a bit dim and, eyes agleam with the promise of jewels and fair maiden if only he would brave a single sip from a dragon’s claw goblet, agreed to the bargain he did. To the best of my knowledge he still lounges in some forsaken swamp in the form of a large and confused toad.




  Fifth, kill the beast. Do not dilly or dally; do not flash a brilliant smile at whatever hapless kidnapped damsel the beast may have, or attempt to charm her with some well-versed ‘knight in shining armour’ routine. Many’s the brave but distracted soul who’s marched into the reeking, revolting confines of a lair, intending to rescue some poor maid from the monster’s jaws, only to be suddenly so struck by the extraordinary beauty of the woman within, he becomes the main course on the merciless monster’s menu.




  Sixth, leave. Quickly. As fast as it seems prudent, sweep up yon rescued maid, plant her on your noble steed and gallop –heroically, of course– as far away from the cave as you can get before the dragon’s cursed carcass explodes in a fiery conflagration, as they tend to do.




  They call this the Dragon Vengeance.




  Take it from me, dear friend, it is much easier to savor one’s victory of a dragon felled and damsel freed when one is not nursing scorched skin and charred beard.




  Seventh, my final point is one of dignity and piety.




  Many young knights, you see, become protective and attached to these damsels in distress we are so frequently redeeming; often times these damsels will in turn become enamored with their rescuers. But there are, indeed, some unfortunate times when these seemingly mutual feelings of devotion are, er, not so mutual as they seem. It is not unheard of for such things to be wholly imagined by the over-achieving hero. So if you are the kind of man who envisions himself riding off into the sunset, with a gentle kiss to his lady...I beg of you, first make certain that she is not already married. Or betrothed. Or simply finds you disgusting. Trust me when I say this simple caution will save you time, injury and honor. ...Challenge that, Lancelot, if you dare!




  And this, my dear friend, is my counsel to you on the manly art of dragon slaying. Cherish it well; reflect upon it as you march to do your noble, knightly deeds!




  Sir Roland Springsfield




  A Knight of the Order of the White Willow




  
Sins of the Father




  by Milo James Fowler




  ––––––––




  The bare soles of Cade's feet crossed hot sand like burning coals in a heathen ritual. An albino more ghostly than human, he wore his katana sheathed across the back of a robe whiter than snow.




  Flashing spurs drew him.




  “Damned birds. Think they could wait a few hours.” Sylvester Hammersmith swallowed what spit he had left in his mouth and squinted at the man who had appeared from a sudden ripple of light—or maybe just a mirage. “Them injuns do it proper. Stake you to an anthill and poor sweet molasses all over. Not the Christians. They got no sense of fairness.” He kicked at another buzzard that dropped to the scorched earth too close to his liking.




  Cade halted like a dry gust of wind, the hem of his robe shifting forward as if intending to continue onward.




  “Don't you even think about taking my snakeskins, Mister. I ain't gonna meet the Good Lord without my boots on!”




  “You cannot take them with you.” Cade watched the man. “You will enter your second life as a spirit.”




  Sylvester almost gagged. “Second life, huh?”




  Cade dropped into a Chinaman's squat, his hairless, symmetrical head gleaming beneath the sun. “What have you done to deserve this punishment?”




  Sylvester grunted, shifting against the iron stakes driven into the ground through his blood-caked forearms. Even the smallest movement initiated shivers of agony. “Let's just say they thought hangin' was too good for me.”




  “They.”




  “Arroyo Seco, just a couple miles east.”




  “You are from this town.”




  “Was. Till I got too friendly with the preacher's daughter.” Sylvester snickered, nearly choked. “Got any water on you?”




  “I have only what I carry.” By that he meant the sword. “Have you lived there long?”




  “All my life.” Sylvester licked at his parched lips. Shadows flickered across his chapped face as the carrion fowl circled lazily overhead.




  “You would know if someone new came into town.”




  “Like you?”




  Cade almost smiled. “An older man. A wiser man, once.”




  Sylvester scrunched up his sun-ravaged face in thought, eyes darting to Cade's scabbard. What kind of sword did he have in there? He was unlike any Chinaman Sylvester had ever seen before—or white man, for that matter. He wasn't truly an albino; his eyes weren't pink. They were black as star-forgotten night.




  Sylvester cleared his throat. “Maybe I did. He owe you something?”




  “He gave me life.” The stranger stood and gazed into the distance. Apparently, the interview was over.




  “Wait now.” Sylvester squirmed, trying not to wriggle his arms against the stakes, kicking out with his boots to flicker light from the spurs across Cade's stoic face. “How about you spring me from this death trap, and I'll see about helping you. It's your father you're after, that it?”




  “You will not survive.”




  “How's that?”




  “You would bleed to death if I freed you.” Cade reached for his sword. “Ending you now would be far more compassionate.”




  “I'll be the judge of that!” One of the spikes ripped against his arm, and he cried out as blood bubbled forth. “You want my help or not?”




  Cade drew his sword in a single, ringing movement, whipping it upward to gleam over Sylvester in the harsh sunlight. “To leave you like this would not be right.” A deep sorrow haunted his voice, as if this moment were some long-awaited test of his resolve.




  “You put that thing away, and I'll tell you what I know.”




  “Do you want your suffering to end?”




  “I'd rather have another chance at living, if it's all the same to you.”




  Cade dipped his head in thought. Then he struck with the blade. Sylvester cringed, expecting to feel it slice into his throat and lift the head from his shoulders. He remembered as a boy seeing a decapitated chicken scrambling around the barnyard like the devil himself was clawing at its insides.




  But the blade struck deep into the sand at arm's length, digging and sweeping upward, tearing the railroad spike free from Sylvester's left arm. He screamed as it arced up and away with a trail of crimson. Blood gushed like fresh-struck oil.




  “Have you seen him?” Cade said.




  To Sylvester's ears, the stranger's voice came garbled as the sky swirled like a pinwheel.




  “A man from another world would stand out,” Cade said.




  “Another world...”




  The spike on Sylvester's right arm released its hold, and blood ruptured forth. He couldn't see anything close to straight as lights flashed before his eyes.




  “He may have lost sight of his path, become prey to his darker nature. Living in the past would have become his present. He may have forgotten his true self.”




  “What kind of gibberish...?” Sylvester's own voice echoed from miles away.




  “You say you have lived in Arroyo Seco all your life.”




  “Yeah—”




  “Then tell me about your boyhood.”




  Sylvester struggled to unearth a single childhood memory. His mind had blanked—not surprising, considering the circumstances. “I'm dying here!”




  “I offered you compassion. Yet you clung to this life. Now it slips from your grasp.”




  Sylvester squinted up into the light. “Who are you?”




  “Your prized creation. Sent to stop you from unraveling the universe.” The man in white plunged his blade into Sylvester's breast.




  * * *




  Cade wiped his sword clean on the dead man's sweat-stained shirt and slipped the katana into its scabbard. His pale hand shut Sylvester's eyes with care.




  “Rest in peace, Father,” Cade whispered.




  He sat cross-legged, as still as a saguaro beside the corpse, and he dispatched every hungry buzzard that approached. When night fell, he stood under a starlit sky and hoisted Sylvester's body over his shoulder. The time had come to leave this crimson-stained sand behind.




  Cade activated the plug behind his ear. A ripple of temporal energy yawned before him, and he entered its radiance, returning to a more advanced time in an infinitely different world.




  Yet only one of many, thanks to Dr. Sylvester Hammersmith's foolish trips into the past.




  
Condor 3000




  by Lee Weathersby




  ––––––––




  Austin Rodgers liked to believe that it was he who made the toys in his room levitate; whenever he closed his eyes and thought about clear celestial planes he could feel his body go numb. Then, when he opened his eyes, there they were, robotic toys, action figures, his soccer and basketball, floating not more than 6 feet from the ground.




  The marbles were his favorite. Even though he’d been warned several times to keep them from littering the hallways of the house for fear Grandma Pearl would fall and break a hip, he still couldn’t resist playing with them. 




  He first noticed this ability to allow things to levitate just last week, before his thirteenth birthday. At first he thought it was a rite of passage for just about every young black man, especially when his friend Jake conquered a bully in one of the school hallways last week. Surely he must’ve had powers, too.




  But Austin knew now he was an isolated case; he quickly dismissed the notion of other mighty teens when he saw Jake get pounded by Eunice Edwards for skipping in front of her at the cafeteria food line. Now he was beginning to harness his abilities, gain more and more control over them. Just wait until his parents found out.




  “Austin, come down for dinner!” his mother shouted from downstairs. She was preparing a steak supper. 




  His concentration now broken, Austin allowed the objects to fall to the ground in a random succession of thuds, then, with no hesitation, he quickly made his way down to the kitchen.




  He sat in his usual place at the dinner table and looked around. There they all sat: his dad, mom, and grandmother. Austin looked around tensely until someone decided to dig in first to the steaming dishes sitting in the middle of the table.




  As usual his mother, Alice, took her mother’s plate and began to dish out the steak, potatoes, and a side of bread.




  “This all looks very good. Unfortunately I’m not that hungry this evening,” said grandmother Pearl, adjusting her glass frames.




  “Mom, you need your strength. Doctor’s orders, now c’mon, have at it,” Alice said, she shoved a full plate in front of her mother.




  “They’re russet potatoes Mrs. Allen, your favorite,” said Tom, trying to ease his mother- in-law into eating the meal.




  “What about you Austin? You think I should have the steak and potatoes?” grandmother asked, knowing what the answer would be.




  Austin nodded his head.




  Grandmother Pearl nodded, and slowly began to eat her meal.




  She kept a poker face on while allowing the food to digest, then smiled in satisfaction.




  Then the mood lightened. Grandmother Pearl was enjoying the meal, now so could everyone else.




  * * *




  By the time Matthew Dunnigan opened his eyes he was staring down the barrel of a .45, fitted with a silencer at the tip. This was not how he wanted to wake up.




  “Well, well, look who we found,” that was Alex “Slim” Watkins speaking; he chewed on a toothpick & held the gun point blank at Matt’s face. He sat directly by Matt’s shoulder on a bed.




  “You can’t outrun us,” snickered another man who stood a few inches behind Slim. His real name was Marcus Bogin, but he’d become known as Bone Crusher because of his sheer size and a tendency to literally break ones bones or kill on contact; Slim’s loyal sidekick. 




  “Can’t we reason through this guys?” asked Matt. Despite being woken from a four-hour slumber he knew exactly who these two were, and regretted ever stepping foot back into town. He blinked his sleepy eyes and then was able to back up from the silencer a bit, he scratched at his chest and ran his hand through tussled, black hair.




  “Actually we probably can ‘reason through this’,” Slim placed the safety back on the .45 and stood up. He was true to his nickname, skinny not from exercise alone, but from the metabolism his 6 foot 2 inch frame awarded him. He placed the gun in an inner pocket of a black coat he wore and took a toothpick out of his mouth.




  Bone Crusher had gone over to sit in one of the chairs at the table of the motel room. The climb up the stairs had taken its toll on him. He wasn’t as fit as Slim, in fact the opposite: shorter, stockier, with thinning brown straight hair. But in the heat of battle, he could go the distance, as had been proven time and again. Bone Crusher and Slim had both known each other at least for 20 years, and had decided to approach the same age of 42 with a rap sheet about as long as an epic novel.




  “That wasn’t cool Matt, it wasn’t cool what you did,” said Bone Crusher, he pulled off a dark brown leather jacket and soon began wiping beads of sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his shirt.




  “You ratted us out Matty, but no offense taken. So what if you got off with a slap on the wrist while me and Mark here ended up serving 5 years.”




  “It wasn’t a slap on the wrist, I had—”




  “—Where I come from six months of jail time and community service is a slap on the wrist for a bank job we all did.”




  “And we wouldn’t be in this situation had you not have let down your guard and gotten caught,” added Bone Crusher.




  “Then poor little Matty heard about what happens behind bars and didn’t want to go. Boo hoo waaaa,”  Slim mocked crying and screaming, “please Mr. Judge I don’t wanna go, I’ll tell you what you want please just don’t make me go there. I wanna go home to mommy, boo hoo waaaaa!”




  Bone Crusher laughed.




  “You should know that was all my lawyer’s idea,” Matt said in his defense. He now felt free enough to throw his legs over the bed, rest his arms on his knees, and let out a yawn.




  “Don’t give me that kid!  You know....”  Slim calmed himself down and walked closer to Matt, “...just ‘cuz you avoided prison doesn’t mean the devil’s let you outta’ Hell.”




  Matt looked up, his young face showing fatigue from barely any rest, probably from being so paranoid that the two trolls invading his motel room would do what they’d already managed; poor Matt, always letting his guard down.




  “What do you mean?” he asked.




  Bone Crusher laughed to himself in the corner of the room like a man whose very sanity had just left him. He anticipated the rush he’d get from what Slim was about to tell the traitorous punk sitting on the bed.




  “Like you said before....let’s ‘reason through this.’ So I come tonight with a proposition. Say you’re in, and all is forgiven,” there was something about Slim’s eyes. Matt wasn’t sure if it was the glare of the moon reflecting through the window that made them seem inhuman, or if it was just pure evil. Whatever the case, Matt knew it would take a bombshell to convince him to go on another suicide mission with these two kamikaze warriors.




  “There’s this house, just outside the ‘burbs. You’re going to use your computer tech know how to get us in there, past the security system,” Slim said.




  “Now why would I do that?”




  “Because you value your life, and you wouldn’t want to be snuffed out in your undies by 2 lowlifes you traded for a slap on the wrist.”




  “Sounds like this place in the ‘burbs has got something you two want. If I’m in, I  get a piece of whatever it is.”




  “How ‘bout not. You do it, then you live, if not, then I guess I’ll go down for manslaughter,” Slim took the gun out of his coat pocket and removed the safety in one fluid motion.




  “How do I know you won’t kill me when we’re done?”




  “That’s the problem with this so-called Generation- X Slim, they ask too many questions. I say we ice him here and find somebody else,” Bone Crusher said, coming closer to the two.




  “Sorry, that doesn’t fit our budget. Who else would do a job like this pro bono?” he asked aloud. He eyed Matt, and motioned over to a pile of clothes on the floor with his gun.




  “So I get my life back without looking over my shoulder. Fair enough,” Matt gave in, yawned, and slowly stood, “but I’ll need some details.”




  “It’s all covered, layout, the clothes, everything.”




  “So what is it you’re taking?”




  “See, like I said, ‘too many questions.’ Just get dressed kid,” Crusher demanded. Reluctantly, Matt began to do just that.




  * * *




  There was an old, 80’s model full-size van that Slim kept in supply from a junk yard. They placed generic insignia on both sides of its ragged, dingy gray exterior that said Slappy’s Balloon Services. It was now parked in the back driveway of a home they knew to be vacant. With only the light of the street lamps, they slipped into black jumper suits, laced up in black army boots, black gloves, and black knit caps.




  “Could we be more obvious? Where is the house?” Matt asked, fidgeting with the black knit cap around his head. Bone Crusher motioned with his head to beyond the back alley they faced, past a small field, and then what must’ve been a small creek.




  “Figuratively over the valley and through the woods, to grandmother’s house we go,” Slim added.




  “By the way you’ll need these,” Bone Crusher tossed Matt a pair of night goggles.




  “I don’t think I’ll need these.”




  “Suit yourself kid, but you never know what you’ll come across going over that creek.”




  “All I need is the laptop to disable the system. That’s it.”




  “How can you disable the system if you don’t make it across the creek ‘cuz you fall face first on a log stumbling around in the dark? Put on the goggles,” Slim demanded.




  “Alright alright, point taken,” Matt said, defeated.




  “In science class I did my first dissection of a frog, it was green with black spots all over it. Did you know that when frogs shed their skin they eat it?” asked Austin.




  “Honey let’s save the frog stories for after dinner mmkay, now go ahead and eat your veggies,” said his mom.




  A brief look of disappointment came on his face, then he smiled, he remembered that today was the anniversary of something great.




  “Today’s the day a year ago that Grandma’ moved in!” he exclaimed.




  Grandmother Pearl looked up, “you’re right Austin. Well, I guess the time just flew by. It seems like only last weekend.”




  Mr. Rodgers looked at the both of them; he was probably thinking that it felt more like 5 years. He continued eating dinner.




  “Austin, I’ll need to check your homework when we’re done. The sooner the better, I’ve got to be to the museum early tomorrow,” Tom mentioned with a finality wherein no one would give a rebuttal, with the exception of one.




  “Why don’t you let me do it then Tom,” Alice invited.




  Dad paused, looked up briefly; he then shrugged his shoulders.




  “Alright, fine,” he took a sip of water.




  * * *




  Matt, Slim, and Bone Crusher stopped a few hundred feet shy of approaching a back wall that would allow them entrance into the backyard of the Rodgers mansion.




  Matt turned on the laptop, “no sign of motion detectors....at least as far as this thing can tell.”




  News of this came as no surprise to Slim.




  “Good, let’s go,” he said.




  With that he led them through the night, duffel bags in hand, a great wall several feet ahead of them.




  Soon, they came to the large, beige stucco wall to climb that separated the mansion from the ills of the rest of the world.  It was shrouded by bushes and lined almost completely by large trees. While busying themselves in getting rope to climb and ultimately scaling the wall, not one of them noticed a sign hidden by the bushes. It read: “GUARDED BY THE CONDOR 3000 SYSTEM, 24 HR. PROTECTION GUARANTEED.”




  “Okay so do you want to check the homework? Because you know it really doesn’t matter,” said Alice, a hint of agitation in her voice.




  Grandmother Pearl could see another argument festering and didn’t want Austin to bear witness. 




  “Why don’t you let me do it? It’ll get me in the groove of things.”




  “Mom just don’t make him write a thesis on the underlying notions of love shown in Homer’s The Odyssey,” Alice referred to her mother’s former college teaching career.




  “I wouldn’t dream of it...not until next year,” she smiled.




  Austin smiled and continued to eat.




  Matthew Dunnigan, Slim, and Bone Crusher made it undaunted over the great wall. They were now concentrating on cutting through the third floor’s attic window.




  “Dude hurry up, I’m getting nervous,” Matt told him. He was the third one balanced on a wide ledge.




  “You’re not in a position to argue small fry. Now shut it,” Bone Crusher berated.




  Then Matt noticed something on the laptop that caught his attention.




  “Yo, Slim this thing is getting a reading off the charts. The software’s showing a level 5 detection rate.”




  Slim took his attention off the glasscutter, but by then it was too late. As though swallowed by a predator-like black hole, Slim was thrust into the mystery darkness of the attic so fast that any cries from him had no time to escape. Bone Crusher turned back to Matthew; clearly stunned to the point of dropping his duffel bag.




  He turned around to face him, a look of astonishment mixed with trepidation in his eyes, “we really hit on something here small fry. I ain’t turning back.” Then to Matthew’s surprise he turned and ran along the ledge, towards the broken window. He braced himself on the outside of the window, holding on tight to the fierce wind gust coming from inside. However, this proved futile; Bone Crusher soon gave into the same fate as his comrade.




  * * *




  Austin had just placed a piece of steak in his mouth when he heard the racket.




  “Did anyone else hear that?” he asked.




  “Now that you say so, I did hear glass breaking. Maybe Tom should go investigate,” Grandmother Pearl offered, a sly smile on her face.




  Tom glanced her way briefly, “I’m sure you’d love that.”




  “Maybe you should go see what it is honey,” Alice said.




  “You know what, I didn’t hear anything...” he looked up from his dinner, all eyes were on him, “alright, I’ll go check it out.”




  * * *




  Matthew Dunnigan stood speechless on the window ledge. Instinct told him to turn, run, and save himself. But there was something unexplainable, a force that called him toward the fate of the other two men. Not to save them, but out of some morbid curiosity. Then he could’ve sworn something whispered his name. Matthew, Matthew, Matthew. The whispers were slow at first, then repeated in a quick succession that lulled Matt into an almost trance-like state. 




  Matt walked toward the force that was pulling him along the ledge, the laptop and duffel bag he carried fell to the ground. He hated the darkness growing up, always thought something hideous would come crawling out of his closet and take him away. He’d often awake screaming from his nightmares; then his dad would come in, calm him down, and talk to him until he fell asleep again.




  Matt eventually got over his fear and the nightmares. But tonight, in this very moment, he was 7 years old again. His very instinct told him to scream, but this phenomenon silenced him. And now his dad wasn’t around to calm him down. Nothing was here now to protect him from this force calling him towards a vortex that could take him away to Hell itself. Soon, through almost no effort of his own, he stood right in front of the window and then felt himself being yanked into the darkest Pandora’s Box he’d ever known. 




  * * *




  Tom Rodgers ascended up the winding staircase, past family portraits and heirlooms sitting in alcoves along the wall. He passed the level of the second floor, and now was at the third. The noise wasn’t coming from there; it was from above, in the attic. It was where he stored what he’d recovered from his recent expedition, the trip that exposed him to so much sun that his skin tone went a shade darker than it already was.




  Another few steps brought him to a staircase just on the other side of a third-floor wall partition. At the top of the stairs was a closed wooden door, beyond which he dared not open...not alone and without some type of weapon anyway. 




  He could hear the wind seeping through the cracks of the door. Most disturbing was that it seemed to be drawing him closer, yanking on his shirt and pants. He grabbed his glasses to keep them from flying off. Then he stood transfixed at the contradictory marvel happening within his home. Tom Rodgers couldn’t submit to this rogue current behind the door, beyond which would send him tumbling through some terrible void if he did. He braced himself against the wall for balance, and proceeded to turn around. Once on the other side of the partition, the unnatural wind from the attic no longer had any pull on him.




  He knew that, as in times past, whatever was up there was in for a shock, but to him that would be an understatement. His intrepid Condor 3000 went to drastic means to protect itself, and those within the house.




  That was part of the arrangement, the devil’s deal that was sealed not long ago; Tom Rodgers wouldn’t disrupt that part of the agreement. He pulled himself together, and proceeded back downstairs.




  When he reached the dinner table, his wife asked, “So what was it, honey?”




  “Nothing. Just a branch hitting the side of the house, it must be a terrible wind out there.”




  * * *




  Matthew Dunnigan woke up with a headache so monstrous that he wondered if his head would pop when he gained the energy to stand to his feet; he felt as though his head were a balloon and the rest of his body the string.
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