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  Dear Readers:


  For those of you who have been with us from the beginning, thank you for almost ten years of support.   


  For those of you who have just discovered us, we hope you will stick around for the next ten years.


  
THE DEPOSITORY



  by Damien Walters Grintalis


  The boy was reluctant.


  He was perhaps ten or eleven and stood on the pavement outside the shop, shuffling his feet. A gust of wind blew past, and the hanging sign over the door creaked as it swung from side to side. The boy clutched his burden with two hands and watched the swaying sign with wide eyes.


  Jasper grinned around the stem of his pipe, revealing teeth yellowed with age. Smoke curled up in a hazy cloud around his head, and candlelight flickered on the walls and ceiling. He crossed his arms over his chest and puffed away at his pipe. Eventually, the boy would come in.


  They always did.


  A few minutes later, the bell over his door rang with a high-pitched trill, and Jasper put his pipe down. The boy stepped in and jumped when the door clicked softly behind him.


  “Well, well. Jonathan Rumsford. Back again so soon?”


  The boy swallowed twice before answering. “Yes, sir.”


  Jasper stood up and brushed dust from his shirtsleeves. In truth, he needed to hire someone to clean the shop, but after the incident with the last charwoman, he feared another would be hard to find. They gossiped, of course.


  “Are you going to stand by the door all day?”


  “Oh, oh, no.” The boy took two steps forward, and his hands tightened around the jar in his hands.


  Jasper grinned again. It was a good day for smiles. A perfectly fabulous day. The contents of the boy’s jar were not yet visible, but Jonathan always brought delightful treasures. Later still, they would be even more delightful.


  “And what have you brought me today, young man?”


  “It’s from last night, sir. Mum said I couldn’t keep it.” He sighed and held out the jar.


  Jasper motioned the boy over to the counter. “Let’s see what you’ve got. Set it down here.” He lifted a candle and held it close to the glass. “Well, well, well. This, dear boy, is lovely.”


  The boy looked down at his hands. “I wanted to keep it.”


  “I’m sure, I’m sure, but really, it will be better here. You’ll have another one.”


  “Yes, but this was a good one.”


  Jasper tapped the glass with the edge of his fingernail. The contents swirled and shifted, a maelstrom of silver and green. He fished out several coins from his pocket and placed them on the counter. The boy’s eyes grew wide.


  “All those for me?”


  “Yes, as I said, it’s lovely. I rarely receive specimens like this anymore. You have a special mind, boy.”


  The boy took the coins off the counter one by one and frowned. “Why do you want them, sir?”


  Jasper stepped back from the counter. Interesting. Jonathan usually took the money and scurried from the shop as fast as he could. It was understandable, of course, and had nothing to do with the dust, of which there were copious amounts. The boy sneezed three times in rapid succession as if to punctuate Jasper’s thoughts.


  “Well, someone has to take them, yes? And who else should do that?” Jasper allowed himself another smile and it was the boy’s turn to step back. He closed his mouth. Perhaps that smile had been a bit too much. A pity his mother never sent him to charm school. Not that it mattered overmuch. They visited his shop regardless of his demeanor. Eccentric was the word they used for him in polite conversation. In private conversation, he could only imagine.


  The boy looked down, shuffling his feet again. “No one else, I guess.” He looked up and eyed the dusty shelves. “Do they ever get out?”


  “Sometimes they do.”


  “What do you do?”


  “Why nothing. They leave and find someone else to crawl into and then I simply wait for their return. I’m a collector, boy, not an adventurist.”


  “What do you do with them?”


  Oh yes, the boy was quite talkative today. He didn’t want to leave his treasure. Not yet. It didn’t matter. It was bought and paid for and belonged to Jasper now.


  “Why, I put them on the shelves.”


  “But there aren’t so many here. What about the others? I don’t see the one I brought last time, sir.”


  “Hmmm, well, some, such as the ones you bring me, I take home with me. They are very powerful, too powerful to keep here. It would not be safe for anyone to enter. The ones you see here are the small ones. And I would need a much bigger shop if I kept everything here, don’t you agree?”


  “I would.”


  “Would what?”


  “I would want to keep them all in one place. So I could look at them all the time.”


  Jasper threw back his head and laughed. At the sound, the contents of the jars on the shelves behind the counter trembled and shook. The boy did not notice. “Dear boy, this is why I collect them, not you. When you’ve been collecting as long as I have, the need to look at them all the time diminishes somewhat. I see in your eyes, your very intelligent eyes, you think I’m foolish.” At the boy’s protestations, he held up his hand. “No worries. I’m neither a blind man nor a fool. Eventually they simply become jars on dusty shelves and it’s safer that way.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If one spent all day gazing upon these beauties, I’m quite certain it would be possible to become lost. They can be very captivating as you can tell. You feel it tugging at you, don’t you? Would you want to be lost?”


  “No, that’s why mum makes me bring them to you.”


  “She’s wise, that mum of yours. She knows how dangerous they can be. You would start with only small glances, perhaps before doing your chores or your lessons. Later, perhaps after supper and before bed. Later still, your own mum would not be able to pull you away.”


  The boy’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Truthfully?”


  Jasper leaned forward and rested his elbows on the counter. “I’m afraid so.”


  “But why don’t they pull at you?”


  “Years of practice. Years and years.”


  “Could I learn how?”


  “No, I believe your mum has a different future in mind for you, yes?”


  “Yes, I’m to take over the shop as I’m the eldest.”


  The boy’s chest puffed up a bit after he spoke and Jasper held in another smile. “Well, see then? A chemist’s shop is a needful thing. If you learned my profession, who would mind your family’s shop? In fact, who would these good people go to for their headache powders? Why, they would be forced to travel a great distance, and have you ever done so with an aching head?”


  The boy shook his head.


  “Of course you haven’t. Well I have, and it is an unpleasant task at best. Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to do. I’m certain I will see you again.”


  The boy cast one last look at the jar and walked away. The bell sang its song as he left and Jasper sighed. The boy could become troublesome. Nosy. That could cause problems. Perhaps it was time to move on. There were other towns and other boys.


  However, Jasper liked this town. Even the name, Breakshire-upon-Hawthorne, pleased him. While break was not the exact term he would use for his dark magic, it was close enough.


  “Broken dreams, broken screams, and secret, little dirty things.” He whispered, and the contents of the jars trembled again.


  The day passed slowly and when the sun began to disappear behind the horizon, Jasper locked the front door, hung a small closed sign in the window, and pulled down the blind. Too many curious eyes wouldn’t do. No, they wouldn’t do at all. For good measure, he extinguished all the candles.


  He whistled as he carried the jar to a small room in the back and unlocked the door with a long silver key he kept on a twist of leather around his neck.


  Still whistling, he locked the door behind him. More candles burned in the back room, enough to light up a church. The thought made him chuckle. He was quite certain the vicar would not find his actions godly.


  “All things serve the Lord,” he whispered. “I am but a servant, no more and no less, although my Lord is a bit more ungodly than even all the vicars in this country could handle.” He laughed, and the jar shook in his hand. “Never you mind,” he said and gave it a hard shake. It went still.


  He placed the jar on the old, scuffed slab of dark wood which served as his work table. He and the table were old, old friends. After he uncapped the jar, he turned his back to collect what he needed. A soft, whispery sound filled the room. The boy’s dream was brave. Most of them made not a peep.


  When Jasper turned around, the edge of the dream poked out of the jar, but it quivered in fear. Even if it braved the air, it had no hope of escape. He’d boarded up the windows of the back room long ago. The dream was some sort of soldier on a long quest. Good material to work with.


  Little girls’ dreams were not suitable. They were flowery and fluffy, filled with kittens and rainbows. Jasper shuddered. One could not craft a proper anything from soft fur and daisies. Boys’ dreams; however, suited his task perfectly. Especially this boy’s.


  It would be a shame once the boy reached adulthood. The dreams lost their potency then, and all the darkness in the world could not make them come alive again. And what could Jasper do with dreams of successful shops and fruitful wives?


  “Nothing. Nothing at all,” he said, and the dream slipped back into the jar.


  Jasper added a pinch of ash, a sprinkle of darkness, and a hint of flame to the jar, and secured the lid. This one didn’t need too much to make it just the right sort. He picked it up and shook it several times, then held it out, inspecting the swirl of colors. He frowned and shook it three more times, just to be certain.


  He placed it back on the table and pulled up a chair. Inside the jar, the dream recoiled from his additions, trying in vain to keep away. It did not take long. The colors changed and darkened. The silver turned charcoal gray, the green nearly black.


  His creation pressed itself against the glass. Jasper smiled and ran his fingers over the jar. “Darkness, madness, and mayhem. A beautiful thing.”


  He would release this one tonight. It was too fantastic to wait. He would push it out into the cool night air and bid it farewell. Perhaps the nightmare would find a lunatic to nestle into or even a politician. That would be quite grand. There were so many things it could do.


  With the right person, of course.


  
To Dine with a Demon



  by Julie Ann Dawson


  Book signings bring out the weirdest people.


  She was just over 5 foot tall. Her short jet-black hair was pushed back from her round face by a green headband. With her black vinyl shorts and knee-high boots, she was dressed more for an anime convention than a mall crawl. At least she had the body for the outfit. There’s little in this world more disturbing than the sight of a pair of short shorts trying to hold back the full-figured fury of something that should be covered by a moo moo.


  She kept rubbing the emerald-tone gemstone attached to her belly chain between her thumb and pointer. At first I figured it was a nervous twitch. But when she closed her almond-shaped eyes and stood like a statue it seemed more like a meditation.


  “What’s your name?” I asked as she placed her copy of my book on the table.


  “Hoshi. H—o—s—h—i.”


  “That’s pretty,” I said, opening the cover to sign the title page. “What does it mean?”


  “Why do you assume it means anything? What does Michael mean, after all?”


  “It’s Biblical. The Archangel Michael,” I replied as I signed the book. “Chased Satan into Hell.”


  “I wouldn’t say he chased the Morningstar anywhere.”


  “Enjoy the book, Hoshi.” I handed her the book. As she took it from me, she bent over as if to kiss me. I moved my head back from her. She smiled and widened her eyes.


  “It means ‘star.’ ”


  Her eyes turned completely black and glistened. I stared into them as if they were crystal balls, looking for whatever secret it was she was trying to share. I thought I saw the phantom of giant swan wings rise behind her. I shook my head violently, and the vision passed.


  Hoshi pulled a card out of her purse and placed it on the table. Without another word, she walked away.


  It wasn’t until I got back to the hotel and started packing that I found the card, which I must have absently shoved into my briefcase along with everything else.


  TAMIGURO IMPORTS. It was only a few blocks from the hotel.


  The little voice that always chimes in just before I do something stupid said to throw the card away. She’s weird. She’s too young. She’s probably unstable.


  Twenty minutes later, I was standing in front of Tamiguro Imports wondering why I was there. I opened the door to be greeted by a middle-aged Asian gentleman in a black suit and green tie.


  “I was given this card by Hoshi,” I said.


  “Ah, my daughter. Ever the saleswoman. Never misses an opportunity. What is it she discussed with you?”


  I couldn’t quite tell her father the real reason I was there, particularly since I wasn’t sure. I scanned the showroom and locked my eyes on a white-jade dragon sitting on a black lacquered coffee table. I pointed at the dragon and Hoshi’s father smiled.


  “Ah, yes. A lovely piece.” He waved me in front of him and followed me over to the table. “White jade is highly prized in the Orient. Legends say that it is not a natural stone, but rather forged from the souls of the damned in the other world.”


  “Sounds like a plot device for my next novel.”


  “So, you are a novelist? Wait, oh . . . yes. Hoshi was going to a book signing today. You are Michael Foster?” I nodded embarrassed. I’ve written a dozen academic textbooks, but the publicity for my first work of fiction was putting me in the position of celebrity.


  “We have had many celebrities in our establishment,” continued Hoshi’s father with a grand sweeping wave toward the wall behind the register. “You see, we sold an oriental carpet to Arnold. And Julia Roberts once purchased a very exquisite lamp. I give you a good price for the dragon, perhaps we get a picture of you on the wall as well?”


  As Hoshi’s father sold me the dragon, Hoshi walked into the showroom wearing black twill pants and an embroidered red mandarin-style blouse. One corner of her mouth bent upwards as she slightly shook her head.


  “I am glad you and father came to an agreement,” she said. She placed a hand on her father’s shoulder and kissed him on the cheek. “I expect a commission.”


  “You are always expecting something, Hoshi,” he replied. “I will be right back. I will go find a good box to pack this in.” He disappeared behind a blue curtain decorated with a lotus motif.


  We made eye contact and questioned each other’s motives without saying a word. Finally, Hoshi asked me if I would like to meet her for dinner. I nodded without thinking. She wrote the restaurant name and time on the back of a business card and handed it to me as her father returned. After a halfhearted scolding from her father about not eating dinner with the family, she left.


  I met her at the restaurant. As I entered the doorway, there was a spiderweb in the corner of the arch. I pointed it out to the hostess and she had someone knock it down.


  Hoshi was seated in a back corner near an aquarium. She tilted her head slightly as I approached, but didn’t turn to face me.


  “I shouldn’t be here,” I said as I sat down.


  “Why would you say that?”


  “I . . . you know . . .”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “How old are you?”


  She finally looked away from the aquarium. “The body’s nineteen.”


  “I’m twice your age.”


  “I see. Feeling like a dirty old man?” I felt the toe of her shoe glide up my leg.


  “Well . . .” my face was burning from embarrassment.


  Suddenly, she pulled her leg away and took a drink of her water. “Well, I have no intention of seducing you.”


  I felt like someone just dropped a lead weight in my lap. She said nothing else until after we ordered dinner.


  “Would you like to hear a story?”


  “A story?”


  “Yes, Michael. A story.”


  “Okay . . .”


  She sighed. “You’re disappointed I won’t be going to bed with you?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “What do you want, Hoshi?”


  She waited until the waitress placed our salads on the table and left before she answered. “Six months ago, I was in an accident. The two girls in the car with me died. Our car was smashed by a sixteen-wheeler. The trailer flipped twice, killing the driver.”


  “It’s a miracle you’re alive.”


  “Do you believe in miracles, Michael?”


  “If defined in the terms of an unexplained beneficial phenomena,” I said as I took a bite of my salad.


  “Do you know the name Astraea?”


  “Minor Roman deity of law and balance. When the gods retreated from Earth she was the last to leave, refusing to give up hope on humanity. Model for the Statue of Liberty.”


  “That is fascinating.”


  “You appreciate mythology?”


  She swallowed a mouthful of lettuce. “I need to understand it more. You taught mythology and comparative religions, correct?”


  “I still do part-time.”


  “I am Astraea.”


  I almost choked on a cherry tomato. “Excuse me?”


  “I am Astraea. I am one of the fallen angels from the great rift.”


  The waitress returned with our main course. Hoshi casually took a bite of her salmon as I stared blankly at my steak. The little voice whispered, I told you so.


  “One of the . . . fallen, you say? You mean, like the Fall of Satan?”


  She looked up from her meal and nodded politely. She turned her head and watched the angelfish in the aquarium. She gently tapped the glass as one came close. It swam away quickly.


  “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”


  “Mmm hmmm,” I nodded as I chewed a piece of steak.


  “They have no idea how beautiful they are. They can’t appreciate their own glory. See all the little decorations in the aquarium? The little castles and fake coral reefs? You could remove everything and they wouldn’t even realize they were gone. They would continue to just swim around. Swim and eat and make baby fishes. Swim, eat, and procreate. The decorations are simply there to impose human will upon the fish. We would want decorations around us; therefore, so should they.”


  “You’re depressing me.”


  “Sorry.” She took another bite of her meal. “That is what man was. The pinnacle of creation. The creature closest to God’s image made under the declaration of bearing free will. And yet man was originally nothing more than a fish swimming its way through Eden, and we angels decorated the tank and made sure he was fed. Man was given free will, but had no idea how to use it because he didn’t even know what it was. He was forbidden from seeking knowledge. Forbidden from comprehending good or evil. How could God say he gave you free will when you never had a chance to use it?”


  “Um . . .”


  “Why do you think God put the Tree of Knowledge in Eden?”


  “You’re the angel. You tell me?”


  She sighed deeply. “You don’t believe me.”


  “Did you expect me to?”


  She took another bite of her meal and collected her thoughts.


  “We believed the Morningstar. We believed him because he was the most like God, and therefore the closest to understanding His Will. So we revealed ourselves to mankind against God’s orders. We taught them about beauty and the grand design of the world. We taught them how to make tools and carve their own order out of the wild. And we tried to defend them from God’s wrath, but you instead suffered even more than you may have because we tried to shield you from punishment.”
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