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''Half of me is human, half of me is inhuman. I killed him with that inhuman half." 

David Drábek

from Cosmic Breakfast or Nebřenský

DEAR READERS,


In your hands, you hold a collection of short stories that have been created over the years. Some were written for collections of sci-fi and fantasy authors, while others were published in magazines (such as XB-1, Psychology Today). Since my work is quite diverse, I attempted to compile in this book those of my stories that fall into the sci-fi genre. I am not particularly focused on technical aspects, as I have a humanities education and no affinity for weapons, which can be a disadvantage in writing science fiction. Therefore, do not expect precise descriptions of spaceships or epic battle maneuvers in my work. I have always written and continue to write mainly about people, no matter in which time or reality they live.



––––––––
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With regards, respect,

and wishes for an enjoyable reading experience,

––––––––
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Petra Štarková

Destiny awaits around the nearest corner
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"If a young boy in an orange shirt shows up, don't let him into the building. Apparently not. I'll explain later. And above all – don't engage with him, don't touch him. If he were to attack, don't attempt to wrestle him, just run!"

The message on the voicemail was too vague and definitely strange. Perhaps that's why it became the subject of a morning discussion among the employees of the advertising agency to whom the voicemail belonged.

"Who could it be?" Lada asked, while searching for sugar for her coffee.

"I have no clue. Maybe someone's trying to get in here using connections. Job seekers can be quite persistent," Claudia philosophized.

"Our boss doesn't have any young relatives, at least as far as I know," Lada pondered. "But what if it's the son of his last girlfriend?" Claudia responded with a shrug. Despite it being the beginning of the month and a relatively slow day in the promotions department, the next few hours didn't bring them any closer to solving the mystery. Throughout the morning, their open space buzzed with speculations about the enigmatic message and its sender.

The lunch break was approaching, and so was the storm. A mild gloom stretched across the buildings, which always came when the sun was suddenly covered by clouds. Lada lifted her eyes from the monitor and gazed outside. Something had caught her attention, prompting her to stand up and walk towards the window.

"Is Matěj finally coming back from lunch?" Claudia asked impatiently, feeling quite hungry herself.

"He is. Well, more like he's running," Lada replied thoughtfully. The others stood up as well, as witnessing their graphic designer, who must have weighed well over a hundred kilograms, running, was a rare natural occurrence.

"What's gotten into him, is he being chased by someone or what?" Claudia placed her green tea mug on the table. It did look rather peculiar. A gigantic, obese man, stuffed into a suit with artistically patched sleeves, was trying to navigate through the bustling crowds on the crowded sidewalk in a state of panic.

"Look over there, it must be that boy... the one from the message!" Lada pointed her finger at the small, fluttering figure.

"Yeah, you're right," Claudia reached for her phone. With her finger on the button, she hesitated, "What if it's just some personal matter? Should I call the police or not?" Lada shrugged. All of this happened in a matter of seconds. In the next moment, the young graphic designer caught up with the boy, lightly touching him before quickly pulling his hand back, as if passing on a symbolic baton or playing a childhood game.

Matěj stopped. He bent down, leaning on his knees, and breathed heavily. His face was completely red. Suddenly, he shook his head as if rejecting what had just happened. Defeated, he slowly made his way to a recess in the opposite building, where the garbage containers were. He bent down, and then again. He picked up scattered wrappers and leftovers from school lunches. Papers from burgers and pizza boxes. It seemed like he simply wanted to tidy up the mess. Now, he approached one of the smaller trash bins, pushed it, and rolled it into the recess. Claudie guessed, 'Did that boy rob him? Did he throw his documents in there?' It didn't seem so. The young lad stopped in the midst of the bustling crowd, just a short distance from Matěj. If he wanted, or if he had the courage, Matěj could have grabbed him by the collar and shaken the soul out of him. The boy was small, bony, and at least half a head shorter than him. He observed him and seemed to be quite amused. The arrival of the approaching garbage truck obscured the view for the onlookers.

A taste of wind behind them lifted a stack of papers from the drawing board and scattered them across the floor. The entire workspace turned away from the window, hastily picking up the sheets with sketches, trying to organize them. Only now did they notice that the security system was activated. Someone must have blocked the entrance doors. When they looked back at the sidewalk, the boy in the bright orange shirt was no longer there. A chilling sensation ran down their spines. Someone was strenuously panting up the stairs.

"Matěj?" both women whispered in unison. The graphic designer rushed into the room, as much as his asthmatic lungs, well-hidden under a layer of subcutaneous fat, would allow.

"Won't you tell us what's going on?" Everyone in the office stood at him with anticipation.

"What did that boy want from you? Was it some kind of bet or what?"

"He fulfills our dreams," Matěj said wearily, collapsing onto a chair, "our childhood dreams." Only now did they notice how terribly dirty he was. As if he had spent a few days living among the homeless. He pulled out a business card from his pocket and tossed it on the table.

"Do you remember that guy from the service who brought it here?" They nodded. Each of them recalled the striking, eccentric chatterbox. He always came with something he guaranteed would work. 

The fortune-teller, a number on a tarot card, or a computer program that generated horoscopes.

We can help you achieve your dreams. A new psychotherapeutic method based on the principles of hypnosis. One hundred percent success guaranteed.

Exactly this was written on the card. Together with a link to a website and a price.

"And what exactly does this boy do?"

"He gazes into your eyes, touches you, and then you're...," Matěj replied brokenly. There was no doubt. His appearance and the scene they had witnessed a moment ago spoke volumes. Claudia reached into her wallet and pulled out a coupon. The company's letterhead corresponded.

"Who among you clicked on that website and entered their information there?" she asked. Most of them raised their hands.

"Damn it! Did anyone actually read the contract thoroughly?!" Claudia, holding the dream company's business card, sighed.

"I remember wanting to be a farmer when I was eight years old. And what about you guys?"

"I wanted to be a garbage collector," Matěj remarked, now rather unnecessarily. "Do you know how that filth stinks?"

"A stuntwoman," Lada whispered in fear, gazing anxiously out of the window. Their office was located on the eighth floor. The entrance doors downstairs creaked quietly shut.

* * *
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Author's note: The following short story, "The War Of Daniel Ostrovský", features a child protagonist but is not primarily written in a children's style. These stories have been criticized for lacking a clearly defined target audience. My friend Jana Rečková once said, "Nonsense! They are stories for infantile adults." Similar (although more horror-themed) to this story in the book is Acheron.

THE WAR OF DANIEL OSTROVSKÝ
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part one: children‘s hotel
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Are you planning a spa getaway? Longing for a luxurious vacation without the kids? Heading out on a business trip and can't leave your son or daughter home alone? Look no further than the Children's Hotel! A private, modern facility with lavish amenities and professionally trained staff to provide the best care for your little ones. Treat your children to luxurious hotel-style rooms, top-notch service, and plenty of freedom throughout the day.

Children’s Hotel Brno, 2041

The boy in new jeans and a branded hoodie let out a grumpy sigh and gazed at the doors. They seemed enormous to him. Tentatively, he tapped on the massive wood. It was definitely harder than his fingernail. He lowered his eyes and focused on the threshold in front of him.

"Daniel!" came his mother's stern and energetic voice, 

"Hurry up, you know when my flight leaves!" She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him towards the entrance of the main building.

The pale hand reached into the stack of prepared folders.

"Ostrovský Daniel, born on April 1, 2029?" He realized a bit late that she was speaking to him.

"Yes, that's him. Can't you introduce yourself?" His mother looked displeased, probably imagining the queue at the airport.

"Any bedwetting, allergies, or seizures?"

"No, nothing like that," she said quickly, glancing at her mobile phone. It showed a quarter to six.

"Would you like any additional services?" Viola Ostrovská hesitated for a moment. She didn't have time to ask what it entailed right now.

"Fine." She placed her thumb on the payment identifier and sent the corresponding amount. The woman in the caregiver uniform scrolled through a long list of names on the monitor and with a click, she enrolled Daniel Ostrovský among the clients of the Children's Hotel.

* * *

[image: image]


He walked down a long corridor filled with doors, trying to keep up with the white coat's long strides ahead. They passed a group of boys and girls who were excitedly debating something. They were all wearing BestLife t-shirts and sporty shorts – he recognized the company's round logo immediately, as he loved this brand, just like all his friends did. But this sharp shade of purple wasn't in their store's current collection, he was quite sure of that. And yet, the entire group had it – only the girls' shirts were slightly different, more fitted, and considerably lighter in color. He regretted not wearing the newer hoodie – he'd look foolish here.

"Ostrovský!" a voice echoed in the hallway. The caregiver opened the door to one of the rooms and gestured inside. He hurriedly ran ahead.

"So here it is. Room 307, remember it," she tossed a bulky package onto the mattress. It contained beddings, a blanket, a towel, and Daniel stared at it. The purple color of the BestLife sports set peeked out from plastic wrapper. He smiled with delight.

He sat on the bed and gazed out of the window. He could see birds and hear the faint rumble of trams through the ornate bars. The Children's Hotel - the most expensive one in the city. Still, It‘s just a place you’re sent to when your parents don't have time to take care of you. They're on a business trip, vacation, or they have a new wedding or something. He hadn't imagined it would be so... empty.

There was a knock on the door. Daniel slid off the bed and went to open it. There was no sign of anyone in the hallway. It frightened him. This had happened to him before at school. He thought someone was playing a prank on him there, but to have the same idea here?

He mustered the courage to use the restroom after a long while. On the way, he counted the doors he passed, even though he had written down the room number on his hand with a marker, just to be sure.

It took some effort for him to keep his pants' legs from wiping the wet floor. The sports set was a bit oversized for him. He did his business and looked around. The walls were covered with fake tiles up to his head's height. He noticed a peeled corner of one wallpaper. He pulled it back. A few crumbs of plaster fell onto the floor. Daniel was startled. He quickly tried to smooth the area, sticking the tile back before anyone came. Under the tile-mimicking wallpaper, he felt a small empty space. Carefully, he reached inside and pulled out a rolled-up, tattered, dusty piece of paper - a map, drawn with a pen and covered in hurried, scribbled handwriting.

"What are you doing?!" someone yelled from the doorway. Two much bigger boys charged at him. They knocked him down onto the wet ground, Daniel curled up into a tight ball. It was the same here as it was at school. He didn't want to see it happen again when he couldn't defend himself. Several kicks painfully struck his back, thighs, and then his hand as he tried to shield his face. He felt one of the boys kneeling on him, grabbing him by the neck, lifting him slightly, and then releasing him freely. His head hit the ground hard. Instead of darkness, he now saw a red glow sprinkled with a thousand sparks. He opened his eyes. 

"Damn!" The bigger boy halted his clenched fist in mid-air and stepped away from Daniel's body. He turned to the other boy and pointed a finger at Daniel's face, specifically between his two different-colored eyes—one blue and the other green. It was something that occasionally surprised people, but it had never saved him from a fight before. 

"Look at this," the malicious expressions on their faces turned into genuine curiosity as they leaned closer.

"You’re right... woah!" And then:

"You’re a medium? A kid like you?" They seemed offended, as if it were Daniel's fault that he was only eleven.

"What's a medium?" he asked carefully, not wanting to provoke them again. 

"You don't know? Man, you're really clueless!" The bigger one scoffed with disgust, let go of his shirt, and walked out of the room with the smaller one following.

Daniel struggled to get up from the cold tiles, holding his bruised elbow. He didn't understand anything. A medium? He had goosebumps, and he felt like crying. Under his feet rustled the map that they wanted so badly. Or maybe not? Perhaps they just wanted to beat him up for fun.

Swiftly, he picked up the crumpled paper, now torn in several places. Folding it into a small square, he tucked it into the inner pocket of his pants.
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PART TWO: EVENING AND NIGHT
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The pair of boys stopped in front of the terrace door.

"Michal, was that really him?" the smaller one asked.

"Yeah, unfortunately," Michal muttered and rummaged in his pants pocket. He pulled out an empty cigarette box and disgustedly tossed it among the row of flowerpots. 

"So, it's screwed. We can't do much with that little brat. He doesn’t have a clue about anything," Michal sighed.

"Does that mean we'll find another medium later?" the younger one hoped.

"If only I damn knew!" Michal clenched his fists in frustration. He had the urge to punch something, but there were only bare walls around. He looked through the window, and to the younger boy, his gaze seemed as empty as the eyes of play-robots.

"Hey, Michal?" The younger one timidly attempted to hold his hand. He wanted to help himself and the others so much.

"Are you nuts or what!?" Michal snapped, and he kicked the nearest flowerpot he saw. The door to the terrace shook, and a mug with a plant flew out into the courtyard. The boys froze for a moment.

"Let's get out of here!" Michal nudged Tom and in an instant, the hallway was empty once again.

* * *
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Until evening, no one spoke to Daniel. He had a strange feeling that everyone was looking at him and pointing fingers. He heard the knocking a couple more times, but he didn't let anyone in. He would just say, "Come in!" and no one entered. This had happened before when he was alone. He would hear strange sounds, and sometimes he felt like things were moving away from him, as if they were afraid of him. He couldn't tell anyone about it; he had only tried to hint to his mom a few times that he was scared and didn't want to go to the Children's Hotel, even if it was supposed to be beautiful and fun. But his dad had left them three years ago and had been abroad for a year now, so there was nothing they could do.  He tried to call her, but her phone was off, as always when she was at a conference. Daniel tried to remember when his mom's work schedule would end:

"Now the conference, then meetings and work discussions until ten. Then a reception. Tomorrow, she has a meeting with someone at nine... darn, what's that guy's name! I should remember it; she'll bring him home again, and I won't be calling him 'uncle' all the time." He counted with a sense of gloom that he wouldn't have a chance to talk to her until tomorrow around noon. Until then, he had to hold on. He skipped taking a shower that evening; no one noticed. Walking through a gauntlet of suspicious glances, he made his way to his room after dinner.
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