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Preface by Michaela Klusch



 

 



“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”– Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

 



These may not be the words that started it all but they are the ones that gave a name to what was happening in some LMU classroom in late 2014. The words that turned a group of young people studying English literature and linguistics into Untold Stories, a group of young people wanting to be writers, poets, storytellers.

Ten years have passed since then and yet, I remember very clearly how many of us struggled to call ourselves any of the above in the beginning. When asked, we might have said, “I write poetry” but never, “I’m a poet”, not realizing that, despite our inner critics’ best attempts at arguing against it, the two are one and the same. Without some external seal of approval, without a published work on the shelf of a bookstore, however, these titles seemed like badges of honor that we had not yet earned and certainly couldn’t just pin on our own chests.

For me personally, being a part of Untold Stories slowly started to change that. First and foremost because it turned writing from a thing that I did sometimes, here and there, whenever I had something to say or work through, to something that I did regularly because I knew that, within the next two weeks, there would be an Untold Stories meeting and there would be people who had read my words and wanted to talk about them. And as much as it can be fun to create something just for yourself, there is a particular kind of motivation and joy in creating something you know other people will see and interact with and, hopefully, care about. Untold Stories was the place where I, and probably most of the other members, had access to that feeling for the first time.

Which is not to say that it can’t also be equally terrifying to sit in a room with a bunch of (back then) near strangers and basically say: “Here, I made this, what do you think?” I believe it is one of the most vulnerable things artists do on a daily basis. We expose the thoughts and ideas and feelings that are usually kept securely locked away inside of us and hope that, in response, we will find understanding from other people who have had many of the same feelings and thoughts that they, too, left unshared. It is this unique form of connection that making any kind of art offers us, and that the writers you will meet on the pages of this book have been brave enough to try and find for an entire decade now.

A decade that has certainly seen many versions of Untold Stories as a group and many different constellations of people forming it. As much as we have always and still continue to welcome new members, I’m happy to see many names on these pages that I have known since 2014. I’m also happy that one of those names is Anne Pincus, who founded this group and for many years gave its members guidance and inspiration to keep writing, to publish collections of our work and to host reading nights to celebrate what we’d accomplished. We dedicate this publication to her as a way of saying thank you for creating this safe creative space that, once the time came for the group to continue without a de facto leader, was important enough to many of its members to dedicate themselves to keeping it alive until its tenth anniversary (and hopefully beyond).With this book, we invite readers to join us on a walk through the past of Untold Stories, from 2014 all the way to 2024, and, by extension, to witness how this group and its writers developed and grew over the years. For us, the writers, it is almost like a gallery of memories that we associate with these pieces. For you, the reader, they are stories you have not yet been told. And which you will, we dare to hope, enjoy.

Now, before I let you move on to the very first piece of the collection, which is fittingly the first piece of writing ever shared in the group, I have a confession to make. The introductory quote by Maya Angelou is doubtlessly fitting as the inspiration behind the name of a writers’ group. However, as it has been ten years, I am not one hundred percent sure that this particular quote was, indeed, the one that inspired me to suggest “Untold Stories” as the name for this group, or if it was another quote with a similar message. However, when I read that the year of Angelou’s passing was 2014, I thought that coincidence to be too good to not claim her words as part of the origin story of this group.

After all, including the quote has all the markings of a good story: maybe a little bit of fiction, but also the most honest thing you’ve ever told anyone.
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Rachel by Michaela Klusch



 



 



As I sat there on the edge of the bed, looking down at Rachel, I couldn’t help but remember who she used to be, back in high school, before life had gotten too real too fast for her. She had seemed so threateningly perfect at the time. Beautiful and popular and fierce. My rival at first. Then my friend. Even my employee. And now this.



I sighed and wrapped the heavy blanket tighter around Rachel’s shivering body. I was glad that she was covered up to her chin; I didn’t think I could handle seeing the bruises on her left arm again, or how tightly her skin seemed to stretch over her all too prominent bones. Not that her face was looking much better.

Her eyes were closed of course, but every now and then, her lashes would flutter suddenly, as if she was trying to fight her way out of unconsciousness. Quiet, shallow breaths escaped her body through lips that for once were not smooth and glossy, but pale, dry and chapped. Cheeks that had once seemed permanently dimpled by a reckless smile had now lost their rosy flush and turned sallow. When I reached over to gently brush a stray strand of tangled red hair out of her face, I could feel the cold sweat that coated her skin against my palm.

It was not the face of my friend anymore. Neither was it the face of the girl on the cover of my magazine. I’d heard people describe the faces of the sleeping as innocent, or even child-like. But Rachel’s wasn’t. No. It was the face of a girl who had challenged the world, and lost. Maybe because she had been too weak. Or maybe because she had been too alone. Either way, I felt as if I had failed her.

And as I sat there on the edge of the bed, looking down at Rachel, I couldn’t help but wonder how she would see me now. I had been her rival first. Then her friend. Even her employer. Now I was not her rival anymore, still her friend, and only her former employer. I could only hope that “traitor” would not be added to the list after today. No, insisted a firm voice in my head. Not traitor.

Savior
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In Perfect Night by Maximilian Stark



 



 



The machine man stumbles by me through the cold desert dust. I look at his face of steel and glass and, blankly, he meets my gaze. Of course I know that their old minds turn violent from time to time and that their kind is ten times stronger than a man. Many fear the machine men for that reason, but I feel pity: It is demented and broken, a remnant of the time when our ancestors worshipped the Gods of Technology. I give the machine man a little nod and wait for it to continue on its way. It shuffles off into the darkness without acknowledging me.



I continue on my way through the icy wastes; the shards above me light my way with a gloomy blue shine. The stories say that, once, the shards were one big and round light, beautiful and silver, called the Moon of Old. If this is true, the Big Wrath that ended the Age of Science must have been so great that our ancestors shattered their own beautiful night-light in the skies. Shuddering under another cold breath of wind, I readjust my scarf over my face and grip my spear tighter. My cloak drags at my shoulders as if trying to escape from my body.

I can only travel long distances at night: In the day, the Bright Sun would burn my skin even through clothing. Many have died of the sun-sickness, where the skin fills with dark spots and blisters, then bleeds and blackens. Those who have a house sometimes venture out in the day for just an hour, wrapped in countless layers of cloth, but for a wanderer like myself, it is not feasible to do so. Besides: Even after all these years, I still love the fearful beauty of the nightly wastes.

Mostly, they are empty and barren, except for the beasts of the darkness that call them home. Most of those flee men or run in terror from fire or light—others are predators that consider me food, but until this day, I have always found victory against them. One day, when my body has aged too much and my limbs have become tired, I will not win. Then, I will be devoured and become one with the desert again.

I have seen creatures that were like humans out here, with the same shape of face, but too many limbs and empty, uncomprehending, scared eyes. They hide in the dust and scuttle after me, fleeing when I light my torch. I suspect they want to eat me, but sometimes, I think they feel like I am whole, like I can help them. They are mistaken.

In the shadow of an enormous mountain of black, glassy rock, I make my camp and light dead, dry lichen for warmth and protection. As soon as I strike the flame, a small creature runs away into the darkness—either this is its home or it has been following me, hoping I’d die and it could burrow into my body to feast. I wouldn’t blame it, we all need to eat.

The Bright Sun rises in the North, just barely coming over the horizon, but I have chosen my resting place well; the titanic obsidian mountain shields me from the blinding and deadly white light. The wastes are littered with the blackened skeletons of those who chose badly and died within hours, stripped within days of their skin and flesh by the burning rays of day, the freezing cold of night and the beasts of the desert.

I continue on my path at break of night, leaving half of my fire lichen untouched and buried under the rocks around the fireplace as a gift for other wanderers and as a signal that this camp is safe. Had the sun touched it, I would have taken the lichen with me—presumably to die from the Sun Sickness a bit later—as is custom.

A brisk walk of two hours takes me to the edge of Kraist Crater. It is a deep, circular gash in the wasteland, right at the edge of the Great Ice Plain, which they say was once called the Ocean. Aeons ago, many thousands of human beings lived there, but when the Day of Wrath came, the gods of technology came down and burned the city with searing sun-fire. They call this valley Kraist Crater for the big charred statue of the man with the outstretched arms who used to watch over the city but now lies in the dirt at the edge of the pit. If I remember aright, Kraist was the son of the Great God of Technology and he got nails driven through his hands and feet. The large, half-melted face of this statue is an image of horror to many, but I just see suffering, no threat.

Likewise, many are scared of the ghosts living in the Crater, but I just feel sorry for what they had to endure. As I carefully descend the icy slopes down into the great hollow, I feel them around me, not thousands but hundreds of thousands, wiped out in an instant. Their presence is pressing and I feel like all of them are attempting to speak to me, to tell me how lonely and frightened they all are, how they don’t understand, how they want to be allowed to rest. I can’t help them and I suspect they won’t judge me for walking their resting ground, where their black silhouettes are burned into the few walls left standing of the once great houses.

I pass a number of them without looking inside: There are tracks near the doors telling me they have been searched by other wanderers. Far away, I hear the thunderous cracks of the ice that has been melted by the few hours of sunlight and is now freezing again. Two of the Shards are right above the Crater, helping me find my way with their pale light. The Moon of Old must have been beautiful.

Finally, I find what I am looking for: An entrance in the Crater’s side that leads into the dead bowels of the former city. Metal carriages used to shoot through them like lightning, silent and as fast as a thought, filled with people. Nowadays, other things dwell there, which is why hardly any wanderer dares to enter the tunnels. The things in there used to be more harmless creatures, some of them maybe human, but the invisible poison that lives in all craters has changed them. They are strong and fast, they need no light and their hunger is great.

I enter. Where no others dare to go, I am sure to find something useful.

Behind the knife-like tip of my metal spear, I’ve wrapped a piece of animal hide, drenched in the oily blood of the crawling cave mushroom. It will burn bright and hot, but I do not light it yet: Some foolish wanderers have died thinking that the fire would keep whatever slithers in the deep at bay.

Yet, while those unnameable things might fear the flames, their hunger will always overcome that fear in the end. I need to wait and not use the fire until the right moment, to startle them and then kill them or run them off.

Not many have managed to do that even once, fewer still have done it several times. None have done it more often than me, and in the townships near Craven Ridge, they tell exaggerated stories of my exploits in the deep. The pitch black tunnels beneath the cursed cadavers of great cities are not places where men are meant to go.

Far away, I hear the irregular creaks and clangs of an old machine that still works, surely driven by an undying sun-fire heart, like the senile machine men that roam the wastes. As mislead as the Age of Science was in most things, their craftsmanship was admirable.

A few steps further into the tunnel and I walk in the perfect darkness of the deep that is rumoured to eat not only light and warmth, but also the souls of the unwary. I am not afraid, but I understand any man or woman who might be. Once upon a time, the whole Earth was man’s dominion; now, we only hold small settlements on the surface and hide from the evil white sun. What have they done to it to make it so bright and deadly? The Earth is lost to us, but more than any other place, we have lost these dark pits below to what lives in them now.

I must have been walking for hours, feeling my way along a wall, when I sense something approaching from behind. I can’t hear it. Whatever it is, it has always lived in complete darkness and has better ears than mine. I just know it is there from the hairs at the back of my neck rising. I whirl around when I sense it close enough to touch, and I first feel my cloak hit the creature’s head, then the bladed tip of my spear comes down and hits something soft and moist. I hear a sound like a little child crying and feel warm fluid hit my face, then something scurries off. I listen intently for a while, trying to discern if there are more, before I move on. More hours still, with not a flicker of light to be found anywhere. Eventually, I half smell, half know that I am close to the prize. Ancient artefacts. Something better than even copper wire and never-rusting steel. Left in one of the larger caves where they used to stop and pause, I find a silver carriage.

And something else, for I am not alone. It hardly makes any sounds, but it has to be enormous, with eight legs, maybe more. How very much I would like to have just some light, but I must bide my time if I want to live, so I move slowly closer to it, as unaware prey would. I am tense, but not fearful.

It has to be certain it will win, and I must surprise it when it strikes. I feel a slight touch of wind on my cheeks, hear a small sound as from wet lips smacking and with a bedazzler’s trick, I spark flint and steel in my left hand and, in one fluid movement, light the tip of my spear on fire.

The flame splits the darkness like lightning. The monster stops, its long thorny tongue just a foot from me, and countless blind eyes blink against the heat. I charge at the fleshy abomination, the only direction that makes sense, and my burning speartip drags a tail of gold and orange sparks through the dead air. Sizzling droplets of burning oil fly high into the air and I yell at the top of my lungs, knowing that whatever I’m attacking must have fine hearing to survive without light. It tries to retreat and get its bearings, but I give it no quarter. It lashes out with its thorny tongue and its mandibles, but in the firelight, I can see its attacks coming.

It shrieks in agony as I drive the burning spear into its largest white eye, as I burn its skin. I keep yelling and screaming at it, commanding it to die. It struggles and wheezes, I yank my spear back out and bury it elsewhere. “Die,” I cry out again, and finally, it obliges.

I fill its blood in bottles for trade and keep a tongue-thorn as a trophy before searching the long silver carriage for useful pieces of old technology. Much of it, like the sun-fire batteries in the machine-men, is useless to us now, but other things —good metal, cogs, blades and wires—are infinitely precious.

I find an exit elsewhere and no other monstrosities of the dark bother me. Maybe they heard the cries of their dying sovereign. I exit the tunnels past an old machine which stutters at me: “N-n-n-o val-val-valid t-t-ticket.” I do not understand it, but I see that after centuries, this automaton still fulfils its task, so I thank it for serving humanity for such a long time. On my wait out of the Crater, I pay my respect to the shattered statue of Kraist. “May a time come when they worship you again,” I tell him.

It takes a few nights of walking until I reach the next settlement. Finally, I can see the first hints of its lights through the shard-lit blue night. Here, I will trade my hard-earned goods for food and utilities, water filters, dark mushroom oil, and a new cloak. A mile from the gate, I wave and the guard on the palisade signals me back by opening and closing his lamp twice. I put my goods on the ground, scratch what I’m asking for in return into the dust next to it and then retreat back into the night.

Cold sweat breaks out all the way down my back. I admit I want to go closer and see the warm fires inside the sun-proofed houses, want to take a close look at its walls and palisades, but I cannot. I am relieved to be away from the houses and the people.

Every time, I imagine myself going up to the guard on the gate to speak to him and tell him in person that I have artefacts for sale, but every time, I do not dare to go through with it. The truth is, the thought alone makes me nauseous. They would surround me and ask about what I saw in the Crater and what I found below the earth. I would answer, but then one of them would say something nonsensical and they would all laugh at the same second.

I don’t understand them. Some of them might try to put their arms around me or stare at my face, and that image alone frightens me more than any creature of the darkness… So I stay away. They will come out, retrieve my goods and they will leave what I’m asking for. They know who I am, they know the legend, they will not try to trick me.

Sometimes, I speak with lone wanderers like myself when we meet in the desert, and those have told me the stories that they have heard about me: That one day, I found a terrible forgotten half-god of the Age of Science in the deep and defeated it in a long battle. That I ate its brain to become immortal, but that in our fight, it cursed me and made my face a snarling grimace which I now do not want people to see.

It is a good story. Let them believe it.









 



Floating by Carla Sökefeld



 

 



I’m floating through life in a bubble

My feet never touch more than air

It honestly isn’t much trouble

It just feels like I’m not really there

 

My hands comb my hair, cook my dinner

I worry sometimes they might steal

My patience wears thin, though not thinner

Than the feeling of me being real

 

How long have you lived? I’ll live longer

Than the sunlight touching my hair

I look down at my knees

But all I can see

Are knees not belonging to me










 



An Odd Job by Philipp Handl



A Brief Glimpse of something bigger.



 

 



He would like you to believe that he was late. You would certainly think that if you saw him scaling the trees and swinging through the archways. He wasn’t. He hurried to be early. It seemed to be his best quality, yet there was a much more selfish reason for his hurry: Errol enjoyed an empty library. Sometimes almost as much as the Great Old One. But then again, by the Grolon’s standards, any library with even a toenail in it was too crowded. He always said how fond he was of the days his door was hidden, the days he was not as great and not as old. But when Errol finally worked that out, he knew it was only half true. The Great Old One had always been old. Although he might have been tiny once.



Just like every morning, Errol ran past all the different alleys, looking for the most inconspicuous one, the one end that wasn’t just dead but absolutely done for. After carefully ignoring the things his eyes were telling him, he stepped past the cleverly placed wall and stood atop the stairs leading down into the familiar square. There was a door on the wall to the left. It was so… average in every way, he sometimes wondered where you could buy paint that would leave so little impression on people. Errol drifted[1] across the yard, landed on one of the hinges, jumped down and gently traced the letters on the door.

The word Shhhh began to glow faintly, casting an odd shadow on the far wall. Then the door swung inwards and, much to Errol’s surprise, a curtain blocked the entrance. Upon further inspection by way of his nostrils, the curtain turned out to be a beard. Its smell, a nauseating mixture of paper, old jumpers and dried glue, was very familiar by now. You see, when there is a Great Old One in the library, beards of a certain size are to be expected. Errol had not yet eaten, so he took a step back to escape the strong odour.

Four books arose through the beard-curtain, Existence, A Brief History Of Time, The Early Short Stories Of F. Scott Fitzgerald and Out Of The Question. The old beard had gotten quite good at this kind of communication, but so had Errol. “I’m early for the same reason I’m early every day. I happen to like it. Sometimes I worry that it’ll only be a few years before the visitors won’t be able to distinguish between us two. Also, just because you have found a way to communicate doesn’t mean you get to ask me the same question every day. Maybe try and find out what I had for breakfast? Or whether I slept well?”

The beard gave what could have been a shrug and disappeared into the doorframe. The smell, sadly, did not follow him.

Errol was only the apprentice librarian, which limited his duties to untangling the Great Old One’s limbs after a particularly stressful day of restacking and rearranging the books, as well as helping the odd visitor with finding something, should the Grolon be occupied elsewhere. He seldom got to fulfil the second half of his duties however, since he could never remember more than a few shelves in any direction. He had discovered this on one of his first days when his initial instructions were to get to know the library and explore the rooms. After wandering for hours, Errol was less familiar with his surroundings than before. He hardly believed that this was the only floor, ever since he saw the size of the Index Room.[2]

There was only so much space between the two adjacent buildings and the roof wasn’t that high up. “Maybe an elaborate basement?” he asked himself and examined the floor. Finally noticing the small joints on each carpet tile, he shifted his weight. The Grolon would have had a great opportunity here to use CAUTION by B. E. Wilderforce, a book Errol often got to see, especially because he now found that if you jumped hard enough on the carpet, it gave way and revealed (who would have thought) more shelves and more floors. But instead of plunging into the endless depths of dusty knowledge, he just hung there, in the air.

Overcoming the initial shock, he noticed the grubby, long fingers, wrapped firmly around his arm, keeping him dangling and, most importantly, alive.[3]As he was yanked back onto firm(ish) ground, something flashed past his eyes: Shelves all the way down: A beginner’s guide to multi-dimensional libraries by H. Worblehat. Much to Errol’s dismay, he was too slow to grab it before being rooted again on the moss-green carpet. His saviour, who might as well be a pair of hairy arms, vanished in an orange, furry blur. The only thing he found as he peeked around the next shelf were two banana peels. Not only a weird day, but one with additional slapstick. He would have to report this to the Grolon, although he was not sure whether to file it under “Vandalism”, “Accident in the Workplace” or “Normal Shenanigans in the Workplace”. There had been a lot of them lately. But now for the clean-up.

As workplaces go, this was on the far other end of “normal” or “standard”, right through “strange” and ending up somewhere behind “grossly bizarre”. So naturally, Errol had tremendous difficulties with finding the reason behind the rules and regulations that had been put in place by the Grolon. If he had dared to look in the second drawer of the Grolon’s desk, he would have found said reason. He would have also, without a doubt, immediately hidden it in his own desk, in the drawer he liked to call “The Bottomless Bin”. Any book Errol deemed detrimental to the Grolon’s peace of mind (and so, by extension, his own), would vanish for an unspecified amount of time until either the Grolon, or sometimes Errol himself, would forget about it. The Grolon sadly had a very naïve reasoning when it came to these things, especially regarding Errol’s well-being and work ethic. If the book told him that it would “improve efficiency and happiness in workers” and the advice would not lead to any harm to Errol or himself, he believed what it said. In the case of How to Make the Workplace Safe and Fulfilling by R. Gilt, it was not too bad, it just meant more work for Errol.

Another part of Errol’s day were countless errands, ranging from fetching vats of special glue to retrieving books from reluctant library users. While the latter was generally more exciting, sometimes including chases through the endless groves of the sandstone city, the former was a more calming experience for Errol, and he could really do with something less stressful for now. His destination were the botanical gardens of Elm Wattle on the south-east side of the stone.[1]Even though his ancestry doesn’t include birds or paper airplanes, Errol can still fly. He manages this through manipulating his own weight while still retaining his physical abilities and using a billowing cloak with which he glides. Coincidentally, it also makes him look incredibly handsome. At least that’s what he thinks.[2]The Index Room is an interesting beast. It is both sentient and devious. On his first day, Errol learned that it doesn’t acknowledge him as a real librarian, so anytime he wants or needs to find something, he has to either complete a ridiculous puzzle, survive a mildly deadly obstacle course or prove himself in an endurance test. Even now, he still sported several paper cuts from when he had to pin all of the index cards to the wall with a bow and arrow. Worst of all, the book he had been looking for was already borrowed.He decided to keep the bow.[3]Although Errol could fly, or more appropriately, glide, he achieved near-weightlessness through relaxing and letting his mind wander. When dangling in the air over a vast chasm, no matter how hard he tried (or maybe because of it) he was unable to relax.
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Buzz by Maximilian Stark



 

 

In a hotel room in New Mexico, the slow ceiling fan can’t do anything about the heat. It turns round and round in big, lazy circles, but all it can manage is to slightly disturb the dust in the air. A radio is turned on but not tuned to any frequency, projecting a steady electronic hum, like a reminder of something. Of what? Who knows. There is a twin bed with thin sheets and on the twin bed, a woman and a man, both drenched in sweat. He is lying on his stomach, she on her back, each only wearing a pair of jeans, and they barely move. Next to the bed, on the nightstand, a pitcher. It used to be filled with ice water, but now the water has turned warm and unappealing. Both of them only drink because they know they should, not because they feel like lukewarm, dead water, but neither of them feels like getting up and refilling the pitcher, either. The heat has turned the air heavy and oppressive, suffocating all energy and alertness and leaving everyone tired but not sleepy.



When the woman turns around to face the man, she does it slowly and with a groan. “Baby,” she says into the buzzing quiet. She can see the dark spot where her sweaty body has made the sheets wet. “What,” he says, mouth half pressed into the pillow. His tongue is dry and he would like to drink, but the thirst has to become worse before he is willing to sit up and pour himself a glass of water.

“We should rob a bank,” she says. “We should do a Bonnie and Clyde thing.” She says it with the lack of expression of someone for whom moving their facial muscles sounds like exertion at the moment. He says nothing back, allowing the prominent hum to return. “Mmmmh,” hums the radio. “Brrrrm,” a car on a distant road outside interjects, but it’s gone quickly. “Baby,” she says, suspecting he’s fallen asleep.

“Bring the bank here, then maybe,” he answers, his voice still muffled by the pillow. Drops of sweat are forming on his back all the time, making his skin glisten before they make their way down and drip off his ribs onto the bed. She drinks from her glass and pours the last sip over his back. He makes a “hmp” sound, but still won’t move. For just a second, she thinks about lying down again, but her spot is too sweaty. It’s disgusting now that she’s seen it.

She asks: “Sex?” Not because she really wants to, she’s exhausted, but because she is bored and, now that she’s sitting up, a bit restless. He sighs. “At night … maybe. Too hot now.” This time, he opens one eye and looks at her, just at the edge of his vision. “But. You’re sexy.” His eye closes again. The useless ceiling fan makes swirling waves in the heavy, dusty air.

Sluggishly, her brain comes to a decision. She gets up and moves to her half-unpacked suitcase. Her walking disturbs a fly, which takes off and immediately lands again a foot or so away. She gets a towel and uses it to cover the sweat-drenched sheets, then lies down again. The radio keeps buzzing and she thinks that maybe she should have turned it off, but then she dozes off. Not much happens in a dusty hotel room in New Mexico.










 



Protagonist by Amadeus Stadler



 



 



and then the ground under my feet

turned into glass

which struck me as quite odd

since I hadn’t crossed a door

nor could I possibly be asleep

I have not slept for days

for within this world of glass

you are always watching me










 



Love Letters by Carla Sökefeld



 

 



Lewis woke up crying from a dream in which he had been sleeping at his parents’ house. In the dream he was sleeping – dreaming – too; a dream inside the dream, about all the rooms in all the houses he’d ever lived in and would never see again. Lewis woke up exhausted. He thought this one of the most unfair things in the world: waking up tired after a full night’s sleep. 



Lewis sighed and put on his least favourite shirt. He had small ways of punishing himself when he felt he deserved it. Lewis could hear his roommate Alison singing in the shower. The walls were pretty thin, but he didn’t mind. She had a nice voice, and it helped him get up in the morning, hearing someone else going through the motions and setting a good example. He looked at the clock on the stack of books that was trying to replace a bedside table. Almost nine. He was supposed to go to a job interview today, for a position as a kitchen helper in Alison’s uncle’s restaurant, and he desperately needed that job. It had been months since his last student loan had come in, and his pennilessness wasn’t poetic anymore.

Next to the clock on his makeshift bedside table was a stack of James’ letters. Lewis almost winced looking at them.

Sometimes, as a child, Lewis would take his favourite yellow blanket and lie down on the floor of his bedroom. He would put the blanket over his head, over his whole body, tuck in every limb and toe until nothing stuck out from under it, and inside of this warm, finite darkness, listening to his own breathing, he would think about life and the universe. Today, Lewis couldn’t remember what exactly it was that he had been thinking about then. He wasn’t sure if there were even any fully formed thoughts going through his small head, but he distinctly remembers the feeling of it, the vastness and chance and infinity and the universe pressing down on him under that blanket in his room. What a strange child he had been.

More often than not, he thought of all his past selves as markedly separate people.

They had nothing in common with him, really, apart from the fact that they had shared a name and a life. The thought of all his past selves induced an anxiety in him that made it hard to breathe. All the years were pressing on his ribcage from within and Lewis worried that one of these days they would all come spilling out.

He had written all of this in a letter to James, and he hadn’t gotten a reply. They’d started writing letters to each other a few months ago – this was how Lewis thought about it sometimes, pretending he didn’t remember the exact day that he had received the first envelope with James’ neat handwriting on it. August fourteenth. It was a very nice date, Lewis thought. But remembering this gave the whole thing more significance than he dared to admit to himself yet, and so he stuck to the “few months ago” whenever he thought about it. 

He kept thinking about this last letter. He wished he had made a copy now, so he could read it again and scrutinise every last word of it, figure out what it was that had made James stop writing. In his mind, Lewis saw himself looking at the pages with a magnifying glass,  a Sherlock Holmes-like detective from a hundred years ago. He fancied he’d look quite good in a deerstalker. 

But he hadn’t made a copy, and so he kept remembering bits and pieces of sentences at random, and cringing at the thought of having put down all his anxieties on paper, and worse, actually having sent them off across the country to the man he was probably in love with. He also kept rereading James’ letters, scrying for secret meanings between the lines, his cheeks flushing at every hint of affection; imagined or not; he almost didn’t care. The worst of it all was that Lewis knew perfectly well how pathetic it all was. 

Last summer, they had hung out together almost every day. They were a group of three: James, Lewis, and Emma, who had moved away a week later than James, but she and Lewis had only exchanged a couple of postcards over the summer and had stopped writing altogether by the start of the new semester. Lewis couldn’t even remember who it had been that had written last. Had he replied to her last inquiry of whether he had enrolled for a new course yet? Although Lewis knew he should probably feel bad about this, he mostly felt relief. For once, he didn’t care more about a person than they cared about him. 

He didn’t remember now why Emma had ever been part of the group anyway. She never said much when they were together, but it had felt safer somehow, as a three, less pressure on each individual to keep the conversation going. One particular night in June Lewis remembered so often now the memory’s edges were starting to fray like those of an old photograph. Emma had gone out for dinner with an old school friend who was visiting, and the plan had been that the four of them should meet up afterwards for drinks. James and Lewis had been strolling around the city the whole afternoon, in an effort to avoid writing a particular paper for university, though Lewis already knew then that he would probably quit school altogether. But it felt good to pretend he was just procrastinating, and not casting his whole future to the wind, as his mother would put it a few weeks later during a phone call, making Lewis feeling worse than he had in quite a while. 

Their plan on that day was to go back to James’ and make some kind of dinner which would probably turn out to be pasta with tomatoes, because neither of them really liked to cook. They decided to walk instead of taking the tram, and the sun was already setting, the air a hazy shade of light pink, darker at the edges of the concrete buildings filling the sky on both sides of the wide road. The day had been a hot one, and the night would probably be only a fraction cooler. On their way, James kept talking about the paper on Joyce he had successfully put off writing for another day, and although he said he dreaded writing it, he seemed so excited and knowledgeable about the topic that Lewis almost wanted to stop him and ask why he wasn’t just writing the damn thing instead of chewing his ear off about it. He was ashamed of himself now for his behaviour on that day; the truth was he had been so cranky and unlikeable because he’d thought his heart had just been broken. They were waiting at a traffic light, and suddenly the sentence that had been weighing heavy on Lewis’ eyes the whole day burst out of him just as the lights turned green: “I think I’m still in love with Eric.”

“Oh, Lewis,” James had said, and he’d reached for his hand when they were crossing the street and held it for a while, thirty seconds maybe, squeezing it, relaying an empathy which Lewis hadn’t been able to appreciate at that moment. What a waste, he thought now. James’ hand had been very cold, despite the heat of the day. 

Eric was a whole different story and not one that Lewis particularly liked thinking about now, almost a whole year after, but at that moment he had lived and breathed it, a feeling he could hardly relate to anymore. 

James had changed their plans then. They had turned around and bought beers at the next corner store and gone to the nearest park. Sitting on a bench there, Lewis had let all his feelings spill out and James had listened and put them into perspective. Only in hindsight did Lewis realise how close he had felt to him that day, that night. In the end, they had blown off drinks with Emma and her friend and gone back to James’ instead, where they had stayed up the whole night talking and listening to records. What a clichéd thing to do, but it had been the most fun Lewis had had in weeks, and because they were both aware of the cliché, they thought it wasn’t as bad. 

“I can’t believe I’m moving away next month,” James had said at one point when the sunrise had already begun painting the night air a shade lighter. 

“Don’t write your paper then,” Lewis had replied, half-jokingly, “stay another semester. Finish your degree next year.”

James had laughed. “I wish. I’ll miss you a whole lot though.”

“You too.”

James was two years younger and had his life on track. Lewis was dropping out of school again and had no idea what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. That summer, he had also realised that no one really cared what he was doing, as long as he didn’t cost the state any money. No one cared whether he became a taxi driver or a physicist. No one, except a few friends and maybe his mother, was looking out for him in that respect. There were no teachers to push you to study so you would have a better grade on your next test. He had always been good at school, hadn’t even had to study very hard, but there were no grades now, and there were no tests anymore. School seemed more pointless to Lewis than ever. 

James had moved away in late July – the twenty-second, a Tuesday, who was Lewis kidding – and they had gotten so pissed at his moving away party that he’d almost missed his train the next day. Lewis wished he had. Wished James would have had to crash with him for a couple of days until the new ticket was all sorted out, and maybe then – he never dared think about that next part in detail. It was a desperate longing that he never ventured putting into words even in the privacy of his own mind.

It had been over two weeks now since James’ last letter. In good moments, Lewis thought that there was probably a very reasonable explanation. Maybe James had gotten sick. Maybe the letter had been lost and James was waiting for his just as he was waiting for James’, the postal silence driving him half mad as well, and they would laugh about it the next time they saw each other. But in bad moments, Lewis could only think of one reasonable explanation. James had lost interest. James had better things to do now. 

But that couldn’t be, could it? A phrase from one of James’ last letters about his visit in December stuck in his mind and kept replaying whenever his thoughts ventured into darker territory: “let’s travel into the year 1996 together.” He loved that about James, his tendency to be cheesy and a bit melodramatic, and he was looking forward to this New Year’s, more than he ever had to one. That letter had arrived two and a half weeks ago. Lewis had replied in a matter of days. They always wrote back in a matter of days.

Lewis took the stack of letters from his bedside table and fell back on his bed again, clutching the letters to his chest somewhere in the vicinity of his heart. He didn’t even care anymore how pathetic he was. He had accepted that he was a hopeless romantic years ago. It was strange, in a way, that they had grown so much closer to each other only after they couldn’t see each other anymore. There was a certain intimacy about writing letters, communicating with each other in this disjointed way, through space and time.

 

There was a knock on his door. Lewis startled. He had fallen asleep again. The letters had fallen to the floor where they were lying in a pile now, a visual representation of Lewis’ mood. 

“Yes?”

Alison came in with a mug of tea in her hand. Steam was rising from it. Lewis always left the window open during the night, and only now that he saw that steam, tossing and turning in the air, he realised that his room was freezing. 

“Good morning,” Alison said cheerfully, handing him the mug, “weren’t you supposed to go job hunting today?”

Lewis sighed. He was so grateful to Alison, and he never remembered to tell her. “I was. Sorry.”

“It’s just, I told my uncle you’d be around at noon today and it’s already half past eleven.” She frowned at him, but not in an annoyed way, more like she was worrying about him because he meant something to her. “At least you’re already dressed. I was afraid I’d have to wake you.” She laughed a short laugh.

“Sorry,” Lewis said again and took a gulp of tea. The warmth of the tea spread through him like a liquid hug. “I know. Thanks again for setting that up.”

“No problem!” Alison said. She crossed the room to close the window. Frostwork had started to form on the glass. “Just make sure you get there in time.”

“I will.”

Alison hurriedly smiled at him and made to leave the room.

“Hey,” Lewis said quickly, “thank you.”

“Not a problem!” Alison said again.

“No, really.” Lewis looked at her intently. “Thank you.” 

Alison smiled again, this time it looked more honest. “You’re welcome,” she said, and she closed the door softly behind her. 

 

Alison’s uncle gave him the job straight away. He asked if Lewis could start the next day and Lewis said he could. He walked back through the snow, listening to the crunch of it under his boots, and feeling vaguely content for the first time in days. It was gloomy outside, the snow blue in the dusky winter light. Lewis loved the way the crystals twinkled in the orange light of the streetlights. Maybe this was his favourite time of day as well as his favourite time of year.

When he got home, he almost didn’t look into the letter box so as to save himself the disappointment. And, of course, there it was, finally. Waiting for him. The small off-white envelope. The neat handwriting. His name and James’, on the same piece of paper. Lewis’ heart leapt and then fell. He felt a faint dizziness in his fingertips when he took the letter. Holding it in his hands now, he could feel his own heartbeat pulsing through the ink. Lewis put the letter in his coat pocket and climbed up the stairs to his apartment, taking great care to match his breathing to his even, slow steps. 

Back in his room, sitting on his bed, he hesitated for a moment before opening the letter. The truth was that James was one of the best friends Lewis had ever had, and that was something he wasn’t going to jeopardise for the fleeting chance of mutual infatuation. 

Then he tore open the envelope.

 









 



Ships by Michaela Klusch



 



 



It’s good to know that, even after everything, I can still find beauty in the sky.



I take pictures of it every day. Other people have diaries. I have pictures of the sky. I pin them to the ceiling of my bedroom. When I see two summer skies, one with the promise of thunder and the other a flat, empty blue, both existing side by side, it helps me to remember. To remember that even the sky is moody, that luck changes like the weather. Sometimes even multiple times a day.

Today, there are boats in the sky. Tiny white speedboats, trailing wide arcs of cloudy foam behind them. They travel away from the blue, to the edges where there are faint hues of yellow and rose. It reminds me of life on the ship, of waking up every morning with a breath already caught in your throat, because you know that the first thing you will see are the luminous colors of the ocean, and the first thing you will feel is the salty wind in your hair. It was the only time in my life when I did not mind that there was no solid ground under my feet.

Loose lips sink ships all the damn time…

The words float around on the surface of my mind like icebergs. There should be a melody too, I think. Yes, I think it’s a song. I plunge invisible hands deep into my memories, but they come up empty, pictures and voices running through their fingers like water.
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It by Diana Coltuneac

 



 

"There, there ..." says the monster, caressing my wet face.



The same monster I was afraid of my whole childhood, now comforting me during these lonely nights. I remember every evening I spent obsessing over the monster under my bed. The hours wasted stuffing all my blankets under my bed so it won't have anywhere to hide. Every night I'd check my drawers too ... because I knew it was smart and could hide anywhere ... but I never even caught a glimpse of it.

I just knew it was there.

Silently, the monster creeps up on my bed.

"I have been living inside your stuffed turtle. That's why you could never find me," he whispers.

I stop crying.









 



At First Sight by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

Around the same time as her grandmother’s death, Emmy adopted a rabbit. It was a tiny, caramel-coloured thing, and after a few days of contemplation she called it Clover, because that had been her first rabbit Daisy’s favourite snack. 

For some reason, Emmy couldn’t remember if her grandmother had still been alive when she had gotten Clover. It would make sense, she thought, trying to figure it out like a puzzle where too many pieces were missing, if she had adopted the rabbit in an attempt to battle the grief that followed her grandmother’s death; to tip the scales just a little bit towards, if not happiness, then contentment, with the help of a small furry animal. But at the same time, she could remember talking about Clover with her grandma, even mentioning her by name. Had she named the rabbit in advance, without even having met it before? 

It bugged Emmy to no end that she couldn’t make out the chronology of her own life. But everything about the time of her grandmother’s death, those few scorching hot weeks in June and July of her last year at university, were obscured by a haze in Emmy’s mind that she couldn’t remember ever having experienced before. 

Emmy had only grown close to her grandmother once she had moved back to her birth town to attend university. It had been hard saying goodbye to her mother, but they kept assuring each other that the other person would be fine without them, they would visit a lot and talk on the phone, that a bit of distance would be good for them; and in the end, they had been right. Emmy had even found a group of friends relatively quickly, two girls she ate lunch with and met up on the weekends to go out or watch TV together. 

And she had grown closer to her grandmother, whom she hadn’t been able to see more often than once a year after her mother had moved them halfway across the country for a better job when Emmy was ten. Now that she was back, Emmy often took her bike to cycle over to her grandmother’s small apartment for a late dinner after uni, and they’d watch nature documentaries together. When her grandma fell asleep in front of the TV at around eleven o’clock, Emmy put a blanket over her and turned out the lights on her way out. Sometimes she would send her mother a photo of her mother, asleep on the couch and illuminated by the blue light of the TV screen, to which she replied with an amount of emojis a forensic linguist would probably have attributed to a twelve-year-old girl. 

Emmy’s grandma knew a lot about plants, about trees and flowers and vegetables. She could also identify birds just by the sound of their song. Emmy knew that she would have liked Clover very much. Clover was a tame, contemplative rabbit, who always lay down next to Emmy on her bed, whether she was doing school work or watching an episode of her latest favourite show (usually to procrastinate doing school work). For now, Clover’s cage was still on the balcony, as the weather was surprisingly warm for the end of September. 

Her grandma had been the first person close to her who had died, and Emmy knew how lucky she was to experience death only now, at twenty-three, but that didn’t help on nights when she couldn’t sleep, couldn’t even cry, could just sit next to Clover’s cage on the balcony in the warm, dark September air, and have her eat oats out of her palm. More often than not, Emmy wished she could be a rabbit, too. Spend the days roaming around a one-room-apartment that must feel huge to such a small creature, nibbling at carrots, no responsibilities at all. Considering Emmy had always seen herself as a very stable person, it was ridiculous how easy it had been for her to completely fall apart.

 

 

*

 

Thea sent bits of herself away every day. In a smile to a child on the train, in a letter to her friend who she told about the flock of birds flying past her window, so many birds, four stories up; maybe that was just their usual flying height and she was lucky enough to be home and looking outside in the half-minute their journey took them past her window. In the text she sent her brother, mentioning the rainbow she’d seen that afternoon. So what, she thought, on some days. On other days, she wished she could get all of it back, all the smiles and hellos and thank yous and little anecdotes, not because other people didn’t deserve them, but because she wasn’t ready to part with them yet. 

When she thought about her life, Thea saw herself floating in a river, her short hair framing her face like a dark halo, her eyes closed, and the river was flowing slowly, very slowly, just taking her wherever. She was very much hoping for a fork in the stream to change directions, or a branch hanging over the water that she could grab, or even just the current to pick up pace. Unfortunately, somewhere along the way, she had forgotten how to swim.

Just last week, during a particularly slow and dreary shift at the record store – the summer months really were the worst – she had had the epiphany that time was literally money, as in, she was giving her time to the owner of the store to be here, and got money in exchange for it. Her life was worth exactly eight pounds an hour. What a sobering thought. Maybe she should go back to school after all. Then again, no one could guarantee she would get a better-paying job with that arts degree she’d always wanted to get. 

In her head, Thea had the ambition to write down everything about her life so that she could remember it later. What she didn’t think about was what this ‘later’ constituted, and that, if she really was that meticulous as to note everything exactly as it happened, she would have nothing to write about; no time to read about it later. She knew remembering everything wasn’t feasible, and so she tried not to worry about it. Sometimes that worked. Other times she remembered that no one knew her, really, and she knew no one, none of her friends or family, really, and that thought made her want to close her eyes forever.

What was her obsession to remember everything if not the impossible feat of getting to know herself, at least? Was there such a thing as too much selfreflection? 

One day while she was plucking her eyebrows before heading to work, she had another epiphany. It was the amount of past she would accumulate throughout her life that made her so anxious. Was this why people are afraid of getting older? Your past outweighing your future? 

“Chill,” Thea told herself in the mirror. “You’re only twenty-one.”

Her breath left a thin fog on the glass that clouded her reflection, and she wiped it away with determination. 

Then she looked at the church clock she could see from her bedroom window and realised she would be late for work if she didn’t leave in the next five minutes. She decided to take her bike, and she hadn’t even gone the first two hundred metres when it started to rain. The air was balmy though, and the drops were soft. They felt like someone else’s tears on her cheeks. 

 

*

 

How do you cope when someone you love leaves you? Hundreds and hundreds of books have been written on this matter, but Emmy thought the answer was, ultimately, that you don’t. Not really, not at first, anyway. During those weeks in the summer, it must have looked like she was coping well, taking all her exams and somehow passing them, taking care of her newly acquired rabbit. But really, Emmy was just barely, barely hanging on by a thread, and would burst into tears in the library at regular intervals. She always chose a seat at the back so no one would notice, and kept this habit as the new term started, because nothing, she realised, had really changed. 

Emmy went into the record store just to visit her favourite band. She flicked through the albums as if she was looking for something, picked one of them up and pretended to read through the track list as though she didn’t already have the album sitting on her shelf at home, as though she didn’t know the track list by heart. 

She was the only one in the store, apart from the cashier, and this calmed her momentarily. She hadn’t really looked at the girl who was working today, leaning on the counter, busy counting seconds. The air was stuffy in here, Emmy found it hard to breathe, and she turned her back to the till so that the girl couldn’t see her pressing her palms on her eyes, trying to push the tears back inside. 

This constant feeling of life being about to burst at the seams. All that she could do to hold herself together. Snippets of alternate endings, like this one: the train arrives at the station. She’s leaning against the wall, she sees the train coming closer, and steps away from the wall, walks toward the tracks. The train approaching, slowing down, she steps past the white line, the train slowing down but still fast enough as she walks on air for a split-second and gravity drops her onto the tracks. Smash. 

So very visual. So very unimaginable. 

Emmy opened her eyes. The scene she’d imagined at the train station this morning kept replaying in her head. She looked at her hand and realised she was still holding the record, so she put it back carefully. As she was pulling back her hands from the stack of records, she knew she was being watched. 

Emmy turned around slowly, and saw Thea looking at her for a split-second, before she averted her eyes and pretended to be scribbling something on a piece of paper on the counter. Emmy felt herself smile. It was a strange sensation. She didn’t know Thea’s name yet, but she saw her short black hair and the glasses that framed her face, the dark red nail polish that had obviously been carefully matched to her t-shirt, and how well both suited the dark colour of her skin. A second feeling Emmy hadn’t experienced in a while, a spark of it, at least: interest. 

Thea kept writing the only word her brain was able to come up with, prettyprettypretty, she seemed to be too – nervous? shaken? – to remember to leave spaces between the words. 

Emmy didn’t know what was happening, only that she was walking towards the counter, towards the girl, towards the girl at the counter. She didn’t know what she was going to say yet. 

“Sorry,” she said, scrambling to come up with a sentence to follow up, “um, I was wondering, do you – do you have any more records than the ones out here?”

It took Thea a second to remember the right answer. “I – no. Sorry. We have everything on display.”

“I see. Thanks anyway.” Emmy smiled at Thea, and Thea smiled back, not automatically like she did with all the other customers, but because something about Emmy actually made her feel like smiling.

Emmy was turning away, her hand lingering on the counter. 

“We can order anything you want though!” Thea said a little breathlessly. Her heart felt like she had been running. 

“Oh – “ Emmy thought for a moment, “that’s okay. I’ll – I’ll think about it. I think I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Thea said, holding tight to her pen, “do that.” 

At first sight, they both thought. They kept looking at each other for a second too long, then looked away. What a cheesy thought. Both of them were too preoccupied to make out the other’s mumbled goodbye. 

As the bell rang at the door when Emmy left the shop, Thea felt like she’d been pulled from the water, and immediately thought about how she would write this moment in her journal when she got home after work. The words appeared in front of her eyes, ‘as the bell rang at the door when the girl left the shop, I immediately thought about how I would write this moment in my journal when I got home after work’, and briefly she felt she was stuck in an infinite tunnel of fourth walls. She shook her head slightly, scratched her left temple, then went around the counter to see which band Emmy had been looking at.

Emmy, on the other hand, as the bell rang at the door when she left the shop, thought about the glimmer in the shop girl’s eyes. The words ‘a kindred spirit’ appeared from somewhere in her mind, and she made the decision that, should she still be alive, she really would come back the next day.









 



Untitled by Amadeus Stadler



 

 

it really seems that my body just hates

travelling—

though I do love

visiting your world

sharing the limelight

of protagonism with

you

by my side









 



Zeitgeist by Florian Riemer



 

 

Such soot of formair soothing sooth

left the farforefathers untellings

enlighted it’s horribleak core

exegetically before reinhumed

by penepigones

but luciferatically

perspectivelessly shineth

now enlight meant meaning

loibeberen antedeluvian troths

dreadful, ne’er graceful age

valiant xenocide

their bona fide heroic

now vivisectably

maliferent.

How seemly seem we distantly



distand din domorrow?










 



Cross by Michaela Klusch



 

 

“I know just what you’re saying. So please stop explaining. Don’t tell me—”



“—never said thank you for that. I thought I might get one more cha—”

“—you love like that, blood runs co—”

“Don’t feel like dancin’, dancin’, even if I have nothing better to—”

“Hey, I was listening to that!”

“If that’s what you call listening, then I’m no longer surprised by your grades.”

“And if that’s what you call good parenting… what? All I’m saying is, that crossed a line.”

Frank punches the steering wheel with his flat hand without even looking at his son. “Well somebody’s gotta cross something at least ‘cause we sure as hell aren’t crossing this damn street anytime soon!”

“Too bad somebody just took away our only source of entertainment, huh.”“Paul.”

The boy raises his hands in innocence. “Alright, alright, I’ll shut up.”

The car is quiet. Or rather, Frank and Paul are quiet, because the engine is still rumbling and the AC is still blasting and every so often, another car is honking. Frank hasn’t shut the engine off yet because he’s stubborn and convinced they’ll have to start moving again soon if he doesn’t, Paul turned the AC all the way up because taking off any more clothes would be seriously awkward, and the other cars are honking because the drivers are all pissed at the others for choosing to drive through the city at rush hour on the hottest September day on record in 15 years.

Paul looks back at the radio. Frank looks at Paul. Paul decides not to push his luck and turns his head towards the window. He resists the urge to whistle. He reads number plates. Frank resists the urge to punch the steering wheel again. He decides to go for a honk instead. He reads the number on the odometer to himself over and over.

Maybe for the sheer sake of entertainment, Paul starts another attempt.

“So anyway, why don’t we talk about—”

“Paul.”

“What, Dad? Huh? What? Don’t you think I have a right—”

“We’ll talk about this at home.”

Paul rolls his eyes. “Never heard that one before.”

“What did you just say?”

“Well, that’s all you’ve been saying for the past… oh for f’s sake, who knows for how long we’ve already been stuck in this goddamn hell of a car.”

“Watch your mouth, son.” Frank honks again, twice.

“What, ‘cause we’re suddenly allergic to the truth in here? I mean, I know you are at least, because whenever I try to talk about it—”

“I said,” Frank repeats very slowly, “we will talk about this at home.”

Paul points a finger at him. “Exactly.”

Frank rolls his eyes.

Cars start moving again ahead of them. Frank hits the gas pedal only to slam on the brakes again after they’ve made about one car length of progress. Frank and Paul both groan.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Paul says after a while, “but isn’t it me who’s supposed to be the kid here?”

“And you’re implying that you’re not?”

“Yes! I mean, kind of. I mean, what I’m saying is that you’re not being the dad you’re supposed to be! You know, the kind that talk to their kid, like, man-to-man or whatever?”“I told you, we will talk. At—”

“God, just shut up, Dad! Don’t say it! Say something that actually matters for once!”

Frank shuts off the engine. Behind him, cars are honking at him for giving up the fight. He turns to his son.

“Do you think that I enjoyed any of this?” he asks, his voice slowly rising. “I didn’t, Paul, trust me I didn’t! Do you think I’m looking forward to telling your mom? Or to everyone else finding out? No Paul, I’m not! So until we’re home, just let it the fuck go, okay? Let it go.”

Frank leans back against his headrest. Yelling at his children always exhausts him.

Paul fumbles for something in his backpack, then unbuckles his seat belt.

“I’ll go take a smoke.”

Frank’s head snaps back to his son. “Excuse me?”

But the car door is already open and Paul’s getting up.

“Paul, sit down! Paul!” The door slams shut again. “Paul! Damn it!”

As Paul lights his cigarette, there’s more honking all around them. Frank honks back, then turns the radio on.
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Waves by Nicole Benker



 

 



Waves washing away footsteps

 

Of creatures walking on sand.

 

 

The sea, cold and angry

 

Vicious and freezing,

 

Boiling and seething,

 

The sea, raging and wild.

 

 

Waves washing shells to the shore

 

Of creatures who died in the water.









 



Blue by Gregor Schmalzried



 

 

They say, there's people under the lake. Supposedly, they have been living there for thousands of years, keeping record of humanity's accomplishments and misdeeds. Writing on waterproof scrolls in ink.



They also say, sometimes, that when the Earth was built, the sky was made from the tiny speck in the landscape that now marks the location of the lake. 

And that's why it's so blue, they conclude, always. 

The lake really is blue, much bluer than any body of water I can remember seeing. It's deep and the people of Blaurach only rarely swim in it. Sometimes, they sit at its shore and watch the stillness. There's not much else to do. Nothing ever happens in Blaurach. 

Every decade, the houses are imploding a little further. Slowly, painfully, they're tearing themselves inside out. I've been alive for just fifteen years, all of them spent here, and even I can see the difference those years made on the structures of the town. Everything is falling apart. Some houses have sprung thin cracks that I cant remember being there when I roamed the streets as a kid. 

Maybe I should be concerned. It's probably not such a good thing that the people of this town are dying at five times the rate that they give birth. History fades, and so do the myths about the lake. In fifty years, there will be nobody left to tell a story about its peculiar blueness. I will happily do so, but I'll be far away. Somewhere with a train station. Somewhere things happen. 

It's late November, but the trees are still just as green. They are winter trees, weathered and hardened. And impossibly tall. Thick wild shadowmakers. All the way from the supermarket to my family's home.

Bella is excited that we are about to pass Blue. A month ago, she came home with glimmering eyes, swearing that she saw something ascend from the water surface, and ever since, she has been determined to witness it again. Bella is my little sister. Blue is the lake.

We carry paper bags with fruit and vegetables from the supermarket, or rather I carry the bags and Bella carries three loose bananas. She's jumping ahead like she's chasing a rabbit. She's so small and light, the twigs under her pink sneakers barely even crack. My feet feel heavy and shiftless as they trot behind her.

Bella has reached Blue. She's been running ahead so she's got more time to look out onto the lake until I catch up with her and tell her to get on with it.

"Blue!" she shouts, for nobody but me to hear it. "Blue! Me and Clara are here! I can see you! I can see everything!"

The water stays silent. There's no flow, no movement, and nothing comes up for air.

"Bluuuueee!" Nothing. Then a splash. Bella has dropped one of her bananas.

"Oh no!" She turns away immediately, can't bear the sight that she did something wrong.

"Come on," I say. "Pick it up. The water's shallow here."

Bella's really unsure about this plan, but she does as I say and we move on.

It's a cold day. I can hear the breeze moving through the forest. We're breathing green-filtered air, rustling through kilometres of trees and grass until it gets to us. It could be a quiet moment, a moment to think about what I'm doing with my life, where I want to go, or at least about my next Instagram post. There is only so much woods-based content people will tolerate until they get bored.

But now that we have left the lake behind us, Bella is lacking something she can focus her attention on, and it takes only a couple of seconds until she decides that I will do just fine as a Blue replacement.

"Clara!" she says. "Do people go bad like bananas do?"

"That's a great question," I say, this being the only answer I'm comfortable with.

Bella is not happy with this response. She presumes the fruit she's holding to be a better conversationalist then me, holds the still-wet banana against her ear like a phone and says: "Hello?"

For a moment, I find this to be an adequate solution, until I see Bella's face, still red from the cold, and immediately, I know that something is wrong, even if she doesn't. Her mouth and eyes have dropped open.

Without blinking, she holds out her arm to hand me the banana. "It answered," she says. 

"What."

"It did!"

I'm carrying two bags and I want to get home as quickly as possible, so I try to take the call without putting anything down. I don't even think about what's going to happen. This is just a banana. This is just Blaurach. In five minutes, we'll be home and the world will be the same. Topmodel's on tonight. Nothing ever happens here.

"Hello?" I say, awkwardly holding the banana to my ear while keeping the bags safe.

The banana's voice replies. It sounds like that of a man, but high and hissing. "You have to help us! This is our last call for rescue! The blue will fade and the world will never know—"

"Aaahh!" My scream punches through the silence, I drop everything I hold in my arms and throw the banana away from me as if it were a large spider. Everything we bought is lying in the dirt, spilled milk is leaking into the ground, most of it ruined, but the banana— Where's the fucking banana?

I have thrown it at least five metres, it's lying on the ground, looking all innocent next to the roots of a large spruce.

Maybe I'm insane. Maybe Bella and I are both insane. Maybe a banana just spoke to me. It doesn't matter. This is wrong.

Bella calls my name at the same time as I squash the banana with my boot. Its fleshy insides splurge out, the peel becomes one with the dirt, and I, a body called panic, keep pounding it until it's just a flat splodge on the forest surface.

I'm still taking a breath for every beat that my heart whips up to my neck.

"Clara?"

I jump. I've been so captivated by the sludgy remains of the banana that Bella's voice frightens me to death. For a moment.

"Why did you squash it?" she asks. "It talked to me!"

This question is even worse than the last one.

"Let's go," I say, still shaking.

"But—"

"Let's. Go."

It's only a couple minutes until we are home. Two hours later, Bella tells everybody at the dinner table she met a talking banana today. I decide not to comment, and within the minute, the conversation has moved somewhere unrelated.

I can't wait to get to my room.

And I can't wait to move away.

I can hear the trees outside, and the train, never stopping here, rushing past to someplace else.

Nothing ever happens in Blaurach.









 



Shanty by Maximilian Stark



 



 



Down in old Cuba, I had me a lass

 With hair black as coal and jewels of glass.

Her voice and her bosoms, they put me at ease,

But ‘twas her that gave me the French disease …

 

Iron and blood and salt and sweat,

Live for the day and show no regret!

Scurvy at sea or drowned in the bay,

Spend all your silver on rum and a lay!

The rats of the ocean sing yo-ho and yo-hay!

 

Up in Louisiana, I drank like a pig,

 Made up me tall tales with every swig,

 Of battles, of booty, and of the black sail,

 And on the next morning, woke up in the gaol.

 

Iron and blood and salt and sweat,

 Live for the day and show no regret!

 Scurvy at sea or drowned in the bay,

 Spend all your silver on rum and a lay!

 The rats of the ocean sing yo-ho and yo-hay!

 

Jamaica at night, barefoot in the sand

 With a burlap sack full of contraband.

 ‘t wasn’t drink or powder we bore …

 We’d stolen the wife of the governor.

 

Iron and blood and salt and sweat,

 Live for the day and show no regret!

 Scurvy at sea or drowned in the bay,

 Spend all your silver on rum and a lay!

 The rats of the ocean sing yo-ho and yo-hay!

 

In windless seas when the food had gone bad

 Our empty bellies were driving us mad.

 The reason we call our boatswain “Old Peg”

 Is that in our hunger, we ate his left leg.

 

Iron and blood and salt and sweat,

 Live for the day and show no regret!

 Scurvy at sea or drowned in the bay,

 Spend all your silver on rum and a lay!

 The rats of the ocean sing yo-ho and yo-hay!

 

Now you scurvy dogs know how all of this ends,

 For never a story can last, my friends …

 In the square of Port Royal at first break of dawn

 We all will be hung and quartered and drawn!

 

Iron and blood and salt and sweat,

 Live for the day and show no regret!

 Scurvy at sea or drowned in the bay,

 Spend all your silver on rum and a lay!

 The rats of the ocean sing yo-ho and yo-hay!
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every time I lay my eyes on it

every time

I see its flaws

the rough edges of its character

who am I to file them down?

who am I

to take all of it

away









 



A gentle signal to let go by Carla Sökefeld



 



 

There were whitish tan lines criss-crossing her back from the two different bathing suits she’d worn alternately to the beach. She had gone to the ocean twice every day in the week that had already passed here, never once dipping more than her feet in the water. She hadn’t always been wary of the sea, had in fact been an avid swimmer until a few years ago when something she couldn’t quite name had made her shy away from larger bodies of water. Now she preferred the swimming pools, their depth reassuringly marked on their walls. You had so little control in the ocean. The waves whispered secrets to you, menacingly playful, but knowing full well they could pull you under if it pleased them. 



So now she only went in as far as was necessary to cool off, spending the days dozing on her towel instead. She had brought only one, which was currently drying over the back of the chair in her tiny room of the house her family was renting. There was no washing machine. Her beach towel felt salty and gritty from the sand, the ground-up seashells. 

 

 

 

The night he had become more than an acquaintance had been in winter. They had started making out in a club for no apparent reason, and she had taken him home by accident, had thought he was just waiting with her for the night bus to come, and when he had stepped on it to sit next to her, she had said: “I don’t want to promise you anything,” and he had said: “That’s okay,” and she had put her head on his shoulder. 

The walk to her apartment from the bus stop had taken almost forty minutes in the icy cold, and she had lent him her hat because his hair was so short his ears looked like they were about to freeze off. It had been maybe ten degrees below zero. 

“There’s the big dipper, and there’s Cassiopeia,” she’d pointed to the night sky in an attempt to provide him with some entertainment on this late night/early morning walk that might not even lead anywhere beside an uncomfortable night sharing her narrow bed, and his eyes had followed her index finger into the ink black that was already becoming dark blue around the edges. 

She was looking for Orion, too, but couldn’t find it anywhere; maybe it was too late in the night, maybe she was too drunk, but he stopped to kiss her anyway, and she laughed and said, “Stop it, we’re going to freeze to death.”

She couldn’t help but think that this would be quite romantic if she had any feelings for him at all. Whenever she tried to figure out the story from his perspective, she thought that maybe this night he’d already gone over the edge of the cliff she’d never dared but tiptoe near, but she couldn’t be sure, and she didn’t want to ask. It was never her intention to embarrass him. 

When they finally arrived and she turned the key in the lock, she had a feeling of gentle foreboding that she pushed away quickly, and when she led him into her room and he looked around but didn’t get a closer look at her bookshelf, she asked: “Do you want a glass of water?”

He said, “Yes please,” so she went to the kitchen and filled two glasses from the tap and brought them back and they drank them in silence. She put hers down next to his on her desk. The glasses would leave two faint circles on the wood, but she didn’t know this yet, and maybe they talked again for a minute about this or that, she couldn’t quite remember, and then they started kissing again. If sleeping together hadn’t felt inevitable before, it kind of did now, but she didn’t mind; it felt good. She fell asleep in someone’s arms for the first time in months. He kept kissing her hair. 

 

 

 

The next months could be summarised in a few sentences. After only two months, he had said, “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have feelings for you,” and the silence she responded with was like a wall. When she said she wasn’t looking for a relationship, couldn’t do that right now, is that okay?, he took a day to think about it and said that was fine. They kept meeting up and doing things that could be construed as romantic dates, sometimes she let him kiss her, sometimes it was her that took his hand under the table first. Often, she thought about not texting him again, but she always did. He stumbled over his sentences when they talked, rushed to agree with her on things she didn’t even feel strongly about. She felt cruel but didn’t do anything about it.

She felt heartless but relished the attention. Sometimes, she couldn’t help but imagine herself through his eyes. Sometimes, she felt like a supporting character in her own story. 

She stopped responding to his texts at the beginning of summer and there were weeks of contrived silence, of occasional lurking on his social media profiles. It didn’t feel like an end to her, and eventually they resumed talking. It was a constant forth and back. She knew she was being unkind, but felt it was his responsibility to break it off if it became too much for him. After all, she had always been honest. 

 

 

 

The last night they spent together came after a hot and humid day, with the streetlights coming on as bearers of good news, of cooler air to come soon, now that the sun had set. He had been away on vacation with his family, and she had been giving excuses of all work and no time, and then she had been away on half-week and weekend trips, so all in all, they hadn’t seen each other in over a month. 

He didn’t say, “I’ve missed you” but she could smell it in the hug he gave her at the door. She broached the topic when they were sitting on his couch, eating saltines, and somehow his arm ended up around her shoulder again, her head on his. 

She said: “I don’t want to say this, and I don’t know how to say it, but this is unfair to you, because I know you feel more than I do, and I won’t fall in love with you, and I don’t want to lead you on.” She had practiced what she was going to say many times by writing down different versions, but it all came out jumbled anyway. She realised that there were two meanings to “I won’t” but preferred not to think about the subtle difference between futurity and intent.

For some reason, he had taken her hand. “My hand’s all sweaty because I’m so stressed,” she said, and he said: “I’ve noticed,” but he didn’t let it go. 

They decided to break off contact, and then talked for two and a half hours about their feelings, about heartbreak, about his friend that had tried to set him up with other people but he had felt no interest in anyone else, about her parents’ divorce, his new job, about how to get over someone and that writing things down almost always helps. The whole thing made her sadder than she would have thought. It was the first time she noticed how easy he was to talk with when he wasn’t trying to impress her.

They slept with each other again and it felt the best out of all the nights they’d spent together. Afterwards, they lay in his bed, the sheets pushed back to the far end of it, it was still too hot outside, and they kept talking sleepily, he kept stroking her hair, she kept thinking: I don’t want to leave, and: what if I’m just too afraid of how much, if I let it happen, it’s going to hurt once it inevitably ends, and: I wonder if anyone will love me again. 

She had gotten up quietly when she thought he had fallen asleep, but if he had, he was awake again in an instant, rubbing his eyes while she was getting dressed. They said goodbye in the dark hallway, and it felt heartbreaking and clichéd at the same time; they kissed again and hugged for too long and he held her like he wanted to stay in this moment forever. 

She said: “Take care.”

He said: “You too.”

She said: “Sleep well.”

He said: “You too.”

And she squeezed his hands which had been holding hers, a gentle signal to let go, and she left the building and looked back to the third story where his flat was, but the light in his window had already been turned off. She felt the black window’s stare on her accusingly, deservedly. 

 

 

 

This had been two weeks ago. She missed him but felt she had no right to. There was a lot she still wanted to say to him. For now, she just got out of bed; it wasn’t even seven yet, her family still asleep, and put on her bathing suit. On her way to the shore, she realised she had forgotten her shoes. The pebbles bit into the soles of her feet like spiteful reminders of her gentle self-hatred. As always, she tried not to think about it. 

There was a bird, a black shape against the bright morning sky, struggling against the wind. 

She looked at it, a shriek stuck in its half-opened beak, and thought: how come my heart feels sore? I wasn’t even in love.

She felt a strong and sudden kinship with the bird, up there, manically flapping its wings to keep its exact position in the hazy blue, its head unmoving. She stayed there for perhaps three minutes, looking at the bird until her eyes started to water from the sea breeze. 

It was probably nothing special, neither his unrequited love nor her reluctant, lip-biting guilty conscience. Some things have to end so the person who wants them more can move on. Some things you have to write about so you can think about them more clearly.

He had said, “It hurts not being wanted. I never thought it would end up like this, I thought if it would be any way at all, it would be the other way around.”

Who would have thought. Who could have known. Who could have guessed he would occupy her thoughts so completely now that she had forced herself to decide to abandon the possibility of him once and for all.

The ocean was completely still this morning. It reflected the clouds and the milky blue sky like a perfect mirror. You couldn’t make out where the sea ended and the sky began, the two flowing together like a hastily painted watercolour. The horizon had never been this much of a mystery to her. 

She dropped her towel into the sand and waded into the sea, step after tentative step. It never stopped catching her by surprise, those first few seconds – how cold the water would be. She slowed when it started washing around her calves, came to a halt. Turning around, she saw her towel lying there in the sand, beckoning her to make the safe choice again and return. She wondered, suddenly, how long your cowardice could protect you from something you wanted. 

It took her a couple of breaths to decide. Then she turned her back to the beach and waded toward the invisible horizon, into the watercolour, until the water started clutching at her hair. How long it had grown, in those last eight months. She lay back in the water, the sea calmly embracing her, eyes closed against the morning sun. It was the easiest thing in the world.

For a moment, she imagined him floating beside her. Her fingers twitched. 

The salt and her steady breathing kept her perfectly afloat.









 



Untitled by Amadeus Stadler



 

 



I still remember

my first words written

clumsy

a quotidian game of cards

both now

forever gone









 



The Idea by Maximilian Stark



 



 



There are no less than three paper weights on the Professor’s desk, each holding down a stack of files and loose papers to be sorted, assessed, and approved. While collecting my thoughts, I count them again and again, one-two-three. The sheer amount of paper in this office is a curious sight in our sleek and efficient world of electronic databases and wireless communication—and in helping to hold it down, the paper weights become accomplices to this strange anachronism. In a nice instance of irony, one of the paper weights is actually a fossil, the imprint of a mollusc which, though long dead, has left the basic structure of its appearance behind, encasing an echo of what it was in stone forever. 



One-two-three paper weights. Counting helps me focus. The Professor’s last question isn’t hard, but a lot is at stake. I suspect if I give him the wrong answer, he will not permit me to work at the Facility, and I will never know the exact nature of the research that is being done here. The amount of secrecy surrounding this place is part of what makes me want to know the truth. Right now, I don’t even know the Professor’s name. Maybe I never will.

"Well?" the Professor asks, giving me a pointed look through rimless glasses. "What is your answer?"

I count the paper weights one last time, one-two-three. I want to speak without my voice shaking, and counting helps. "I would say no," I answer, for once happy with how confident I sound. "I mean, you could alter someone’s morals through a number of ways … Neurosurgery, maybe, removing or … or altering parts of the brain, damage to the white matter. Phineas Gage changed his entire personality after a traumatic brain injury. Morals are part of someone’s personality. You could alter brain chemistry to change some priorities. Make … make someone very aggressive or get them addicted to something, wait for them to act in an immoral way, then wait for cognitive dissonance to change their morals to fit their behaviour … You could …" 

I hesitate, but the Professor nods. I seem to be on the right track. "Brainwashing works, too, probably … Torture, either physically or mentally. Loneliness for extended periods of time, starving people for company and interaction, like the Soviets did with American prisoners in Korea. If—if we’re getting more esoteric, maybe hallucinogenic drugs, sensory deprivation, hypnosis …"

The Professor cuts me off. "I am going to stop you before you mention neuro-linguistic programming. Right, so your response is, someone’s core morals can be changed and nobody’s are invulnerable. Right?" I nod. He nods back. "We agree then. But what we are researching here is different from what you described. We are not interested in changing people’s moral objectives."

I blink and get a bit bolder than I’m used to from myself. "You’re interested in changing morals and convictions without … changing them? Is this some kind of Zen kôan?"

He smiles. It reminds me of the expression of a kindly grandfather more than the look of a highly capable researcher—and presumably high-ranking intelligence officer—so despite my suspicions, I relax a bit. "Not exactly, " he says. His voice changes almost imperceptibly and I now feel myself reminded less of a job interview than of a university lecture, a lecture by someone who loves to teach. "What, would you say, is the largest difference between yourself and, let us say, a National Socialist? Or a white supremacist?" His hands form a little roof on the desk in front of him and his fingers drum against each other in a regular rhythm.

I answer faster this time. "Uh, I believe in… I believe in things like human decency, dignity, equality of all ethnicities, in protecting minorities. A white supremacist believes only in their own racial superiority and other’s inferiority."

"I would frame it differently," the Professor says, "to illustrate what we're dealing with here. I would argue both you and our fictional National Socialist are motivated by the same broad moral imperative: You want your kind to survive and prosper and you want no evil to come to any individual member of your kind, either." He's drumming his fingers together again and I count: 

Two taps, pause. 

Four taps, pause. 

Six taps, pause. 

Two taps again. Two-four-six. 

"So, what is different," the Professor continues, "is really what both of you believe to be true. The hypothetical National Socialist believes his kind to only be members of the Aryan race and believes other human beings, specifically those of Jewish heritage, to be mere parasites, genetically predestined to hurt him and his kind. You believe all human beings to be one kind, broadly speaking. Is that a correct assumption?" Two-four-six.

"I suppose so," I say. "But our specific morals are different as a consequence of that, so …" Then, I understand his point, or at least I think I do. "So, what you're getting at is, to … to change someone's ideas of morality, you change their idea of what is true and what isn't, not their core moral imperatives?"

"Indeed, aptly put." He gives me the grandfatherly smile again. "Except we don't. It does."

I blink. "It?"

"Yes, it," he nods. "Before we continue, I would like to welcome you to the program and to the Facility. I am hereby approving your transferral. And just to be sure, I would like to remind you that you previously signed Confidentiality Form F84.5. If any information about this program leaves the Facility through your fault, we will make sure to thoroughly eradicate both that piece of information as well as its source. Is that clear?"

I've signed ninety-seven forms before even being approved for this interview, and I've read them all. Still, the sudden edge in his voice makes me swallow hard. "Yes. I know that."

"Good." The pleasantness returns to his face and voice. "Where did I leave off? Ah." The drumming of his fingers resumes, two-four-six. "So, you see, what we know or think we know profoundly informs our actions, no matter how steadfast and adamant our moral convictions may be. Any piece of information changes what we know. So …"

I mistake his artful pause for a question and respond: "So, you're dealing with weaponised information here? Propaganda or… or disinformation? Individualised information warfare, that kind of thing?"

A disapproving glance through his spotless glasses makes me realise that he feels interrupted. "Slow down," he says. "You are going to need to learn that here. It is absolutely vital."

"Sorry, Sir." My face is somewhat hot, it's only taken me two minutes into my new job to embarrass myself.

"No reason to apologise." He adjusts his spectacles and leans back. "You are half right, but that means half wrong as well, and half wrong will not do here." I blush a bit more, half embarrassed, half angry at the grandfatherly condescension; he doesn't seem to notice. His fingers begin their tapping again, two-four-six. 

"Yes, part of what we are concerned with here is information warfare, but not the traditional kind. The sort you described is concerned with swaying groups; it is even at its most sophisticated nothing more than an exercise in probability. The most important aspect of that is picking a channel, a transmission vector, if you will. The content itself is nearly trivial. It simply needs to be sufficiently disruptive and confirm the biases of your target audience."

I can see why people call him the Professor. Everyone here has a codename, no real names allowed. "So, what you're researching here is more concerned with the … content?"

"Almost exclusively." He nods. "It has been kept hidden from the public, but is commonly known among the higher echelons of intelligence agencies and other clandestine groups, that there is information that is damaging by itself, simply by being known. When absorbing any piece of information, the human psyche changes, inevitably, even if we try to block it out. Some information is in itself detrimental to the individual knowing it, occasionally even lethal. There is information that is only dangerous to certain groups of people who share certain psychological attributes, a well-known fact as far as sufferers of post-traumatic stress disorder are concerned, but such stimuli can be fashioned for basically anyone. There is information that is only damaging to one specific individual … and there is information that is damaging to all human beings who can comprehend it."

I'm taken aback. This sounds like aluminium hat conspiracy theories. "You're saying that there are weapons of mass destruction made purely from … from knowledge? Mental viruses? How could that possibly be a secret?"

"Well." The finger tapping truly indicates when he's lecturing. "It is common knowledge that knowing certain information can be dangerous. It can make you sad, angry, distrustful. Creating better tools takes some sophistication, though, and cognitive  weaponry is very strictly controlled. Intelligence agencies have used individual-level information attacks in assassinations and attempts to sway or embarrass public figures. Such attacks can be broadcast publicly with a nigh-zero chance of affecting innocents. Broader attacks, however, are very dangerous, which is why even the knowledge that such weaponised direct-attack information exists has been suppressed and their development is controlled more strictly than that of nuclear weapons. There are cognitive weapons that have a lethality rate of over 90%, so it would be possible for terrorists or rogue governments to trigger, for instance, mass suicides in a certain country. Granted, most of those tools are difficult to administer. They require vectors like touch, or trust towards whoever is relaying it … But malevolent groups could easily create information with a 10% mortality or insanity rate that can be disseminated over the Internet. All they need is a large pool of test subjects, for example political dissidents, and they could develop the right combination of words, images and sound by sheer brute-force trial and error."

I shake my head. "Right, but this here … This isn't a weapons research institution, right? We're not making kill-thoughts? I didn't sign up to invent tools for murder."

"No, no," the Professor says. "Not at all. The Facility researches countermeasures … Mental inoculation, quick methods of intervention using counter-information, neuro-cognitive jamming. We can absolutely not afford to be unprepared for an attack, and our top government and military officials need to be protected against a decapitation strike using a weapon that is trivial to smuggle past security. We need to be able to respond to widespread applications. Terrorist attacks. Attempts at ethnic cleansing. Can you imagine the use of cognitive weapons as tools of genocide? What if someone found the right piece of information that causes suicidal urges or psychoses exclusively in those of a specific faith or culture?"

"But … you are not researching those here," I say. I feel rather confident in that conclusion.

"How did you guess?" He raises an eyebrow, but doesn't let me see what that means.

I clear my throat. "Uh, nothing here is digital. If you were researching counter-measures to the online spread of deadly or damaging information, there'd be a few computers at least. But there are none, just … books and folders."

The Professor smiles and nods. "Good thinking. Care to tell me what you think we do, then?"

I pick my words carefully. I've been accepted as a researcher, but that doesn't mean this doesn't still feel like a job interview. "I think you're researching … especially dangerous information that can't leave the Facility at any cost. Something that's easy to transmit, hard to control or inoculate against, and highly damaging. Something that really messes with your personality. That's why everything is done on paper. You want to … to reduce the temptation of mindlessly copying, forwarding or spreading any piece of information. You want to force people to be selective and slow with what they choose to give to someone else … And you don't even have a typewriter on your desk, so I think everything is written by hand to make passing on or saving information even slower. You want to make sure nobody relays anything without really thinking about it first."

Silence, then a nod. "Correct on all accounts. As the next step of your briefing, you will get a detailed introduction from one of the senior researchers. Her codename is 'The Scribe' and you are to introduce yourself by your own codename from now on, 'The Novice.' Do not ever utter your real name while you're inside these walls, do not ever say anything unnecessary, do not ever speak of the … subject matter in clear, non-abstract terms. Understood?"

I picture the rules as a numbered list, to make sure it remains rooted in my mind. One-two-three rules. All right. "Understood."

 



#



 

The Scribe is a blond woman who looks like she's in her late forties but who I suspect is actually older than that. She seems like one of those people who keep themselves young by sheer self control, tension, and rigorous routine. Her hair is cut mathematically precise, her blouse is starched and pristine and everything about her demeanour radiates professional dedication and a determined exactness.

"I assume you were given the usual vague introduction to our work?" she asks without greeting me. "The Professor likes his routine."

"I … think so?" How would I know? "He told me you have a … a powerful mental weapon here, a piece of information that’s—"

She cuts me off. "Cognitive weapon, yes. The most dangerous one yet discovered. Hence all the security measures." She nods, as if to herself. "The first of which I should tell you about right away. It’s only fair. Should the information be disseminated in a way that allows its full transmission to any researcher, one of the senior researchers will trigger the Alexandria Contingency. You should know this first because like everyone in the Facility, you would not survive it. You signed a document consenting to being put in life-threatening situations. Well, this is it."

I remember that form, it was the twenty-third I signed. "Understood." I give her a moment, but she’s waiting for me to talk, so I ask: "What’s the big danger about the … the weapon? Is it that lethal?"

She shrugs. "Lethal? That depends on your definition. Hearing it in full wouldn’t drive you to suicide. It would, however, wipe out your personality after a short time. As far as we know, it has an irresistible kind of fascination to the human mind. You would inevitably ponder it more and more, until your psyche gives in. At this point, the original personality is entirely overwritten. The new being pretends very hard to be the old one, but deep down, they’re different." She makes a hand movement, almost as if to dismiss this as trivial. "It’s extremely virulent and able to hide in plain sight. Those affected will fool even good friends. They will seek to divulge the information to others, spreading the, for lack of a better word, infection. What happens then … I’ll show you the photos in a moment. One of the most sickening things you’ll see in your life, I’m sure. The infants alone—well, it’s not pretty. The first outbreak led to the wholesale slaughter of a dozen towns and we could only stop it with … Let’s say, we stopped it. There were casualties."

I’m stunned at first. "So, people spread it and then go on a rampage? Where did it come from?"

"We don’t know whether it arose naturally from a memetic evolution of language," the Scribe says, "It might also have been developed in a weapons laboratory. Both South Africa and Yugoslavia were researching cognitive weaponry at the time as a supposedly cheap means of deterrence. What we do know is that the information introduces deep, seething hatred for humanity as a whole. It can be passed on via a twenty minute conversation or monologue. With the Internet around, a video would be enough. If we hadn’t had early warning systems for information hazards in place thirty years ago, there wouldn’t be a human race today."

"And the Facility …?" I begin.

"Oh, yes. The Facility is where we keep the survivors from back then and those who have contracted it since. We study them. The hope is to find a mental inoculation or a treatment option, anything that could theoretically be used to prevent or treat its effects. Most researchers here call it 'the Idea', but the official title of the thing is 'BM14' or Item 14 on the Beria-Miller list." She leads me down the hallway, presumably towards the photo archive. "As you may imagine, it’s hard to research something that you can’t know. We collect meta-data, information about it, and abstract descriptors. Each scientist in the Facility will talk to one of the subjects for exactly four minutes. That span of time has been determined to be safe. That way, they will have incomplete information, not enough to get a grasp of the Idea. The researcher will then write down an abstract description of the content of the discussion so other researchers can search for patterns. One level of abstraction has been deemed sufficient to prevent the Idea from affecting the reader."  

"So …" I mull it over. "If the subject said, uh … 'Stalin died in 1953', we write down 'subject mentions the year of death of a political leader'?"

"Exactly. And that is the most you will ever communicate to another person about that conversation, as long as you live. Not even the smallest allusion outside of the purely abstract is allowed. A researcher might involuntarily piece together more than is good for them even if they only heard a snippet here and there."

"Yes, understood." I have a look into the rooms we pass on our march along the long underground hallway. Most of them contain file cabinets, books, stacks of paper … Alexandria Contingency, I think. Very flammable. 

"In here." She opens a door not via a biometric lock or a fingerprint scanner, but with a complicated looking key she wears on a chain around her neck. "This is the photo archive. You’ll need to know what we’re dealing with, so it’s better we get this part over with quickly."

 



#



 

I’m bent forward over the toilet bowl, but nothing is coming out. I retch and dry-heave unsuccessfully, which does nothing against the feeling of nausea. I was warned, but the description didn’t do the pictures any justice.

The Scribe is standing by the bathroom’s wash-basin, waiting for me. "It’ll pass," she says. "That’s a fairly normal reaction."

I manage to breathe in enough to press out the words: "... worst thing I’ve seen in my life …" Then, another shudder shoots through my body and I lean forward, certain that this time, I’ll throw up. Again, nothing. I haven’t eaten all day.

"Whatever the Idea is," the Scribe says, apparently not too concerned with my condition to pause her introductory session, "makes people think that this is what humanity deserves. Other cognitive weapons are considered dangerous because of the certainty of taking hold, the lethality or likelihood to cause grievous harm, their universal applicability, and so on. This one is lethal to everyone around those affected, it’s easy to transmit and it affects nearly 100% of those exposed to it. The only exceptions are those who can’t grasp its logic. Small children, people with very low overall cognitive ability, or dementia patients."

"You …" I try to steady myself enough to get up from the bathroom floor. I manage, if barely. "You tested it on small children?"

"Different times, Novice." She shrugs. 

"Alright, so … you can tell the Professor I’m ready to face it … I guess. At least I’ve stopped retching."

"Tell him yourself." She turns and leaves while she’s still talking. "We’re not on speaking terms, him and me."

 



#



 

"It’s standard procedure for all members of the Organisation," the portly little man in the lab coat tells me. The Alchemist, the Facility’s resident medical doctor, is also in charge of inoculation against known information hazards and cognitive weapons. "It’s not like any of the ones we have protections against are actively being worked on here, but still. Standard procedure." He’s busy setting up a pair of VR goggles and connecting them to a computer (the first one I’ve seen at the Facility—I’m sure it’s not connected to any network) together with what looks like a breathing mask and headphones.

"I … put this on?" The headgear looks a bit like a prop for a horror movie.

"Yes, yes," he says, still busy with a cable. "You’ll get inoculations against, let me see, BM3, BM4, BM7 … a whole bunch, but not all at once. Last one’s my favourite, BM26, the Basilisk. Well, we could do all treatments in one day, but people get dizzy or confused, some get headaches. So we generally do it in a few separate sittings with a week or so in between each." He finally manages to untangle the cable and gives it to me to hold. "BM1, BM2, and BM20 you’re already inoculated against if you’ve ever regularly watched TV, we’ve seeded that particular mental … vaccine, let’s say, into the TV programming decades ago. Some clown called that the Fluoridation Programme back then, the term kind of stuck … ah!" Finally, the Alchemist’s device is all set up. "In other locations, they have that in modern and sleek, wireless, what have you, but we at the Facility have to be extra careful about every bit and byte. Anyway, put this on please …"

What follows is a series of pictures, sounds, written and spoken text, smells, video … everything. They make strange logical or emotional connections, associate things I’d never have considered related, and sometimes they are plain confusing. Eventually, it stops and the Alchemist says: "This should be enough for now. How are you feeling?"

"Perfectly fine." There’s not even unpleasantness, though my head is slightly abuzz with new information that I’ll have to mentally sort later. "All good, no issues."

"We could continue, if you’re really feeling that good," he says. "But no need for a tough act, you can come in next week if you want to stop."

I see no reason why. I’m already here, after all. "Let’s go on. I’m feeling good."

In the end, I’m the first person the Alchemist has ever seen who got all inoculations on the same day, though he reassures me that that can’t diminish their effectiveness; the pauses are just because most people have problems keeping their thoughts straight after even a few minutes. To make sure, he tests me by making me face the Basilisk, the only one he has on hand. The Basilisk can’t do long-term damage, which is why it’s fine for the Alchemist to have it lying around in a drawer; it’s just an image that temporarily paralyses the viewer by overloading the brain with contradicting information. The inoculation worked, though. I’m immune.

 



#



 

I lean forward and clear my throat before pushing the button next to the microphone and saying, "Hello, Michael." The man on the other side of the bullet-proof glass is facing away from me, tied in place to prevent me from accidentally reading his lips. In order to have different data to work with, the speaker on my side of the glass will only turn itself on at a predetermined time; this way, different researchers have different snippets of information to work with. My speaker will turn itself on exactly seven minutes from now and will shut down eleven minutes from now. Everything said in between I need to memorise, categorise, put in abstract terms and then research for the coming years or decades. After listening to my subject exactly once, I will never enter this room again, nor ever speak to any subject again.

Michael is an elderly man with thin white strands of hair on a large head. I can’t see his face, but for some reason, I think he must look a bit silly. All I can see, however, is the back of his head and his red prison overall.

I wait for an endless seven minutes until, finally, my speaker turns itself on. My hands are sweaty and cold—this is like hugging a nuclear bomb. I know it shouldn’t go off, but can I be sure? I can’t repeat any of what Michael says, but these are my first abstract notes:

A leader committed a crime. A war that has been forgotten. A complaint about a certain barrier. The remedy for a certain affliction is beyond that barrier. The affected know about the Facility’s protocols. Musings about an emotion. The issue is an innate human tendency. Subject asks several rhetorical questions about the general emotional state of humanity. Offers plan for improvement. Subject tries to find out my name and grows insistent before dropping the matter. Subject mentions an overlooked event in world history and makes reference to it and the presumed year of birth of certain family members of those who work in the facility. Offers up an explanation that connects this event and a certain effect it might have had on those family members. Suggests an experiment that would clearly show this particular conclusion to be accurate. Subject then begins addressing a separate natural phenomenon but is cut off by the four-minute-mark.
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 "Your first week has been good and productive, then?" The Professor is sitting behind his heavy desk with the folders and paper weights the same way as last week, reclining in his chair with the easy confidence of an old academic. "No issues?"

"No, Sir," I respond. "I’ve started work on my first report concerning the conclusions I could draw from my four minute slot and I’ve also started studying previous attempts at categorising the Idea. There are interesting ideas about … about cognitive restructuring techniques that would afford some protection in the previous research."

"Good, good." He adjusts his spectacles and nods to himself. "Any strokes of genius of your own so far?"

Is he testing me, or is this a genuine question? "Well, I’ve thought about using some sort of … hypnosis, maybe, to block out the auditory information of the idea before it even makes its way into the conscious mind. Keep it contained in the sensory buffer, so to speak … I don’t think that has been attempted here, as far as I can tell …"

"It has been attempted, but with different cognitive weapons at different locations. I can order copies of their results for you. I like the suggestion, anyway. Creative new approaches, lateral thinking, that is what is needed, despite all the stuffy papers." 

I can see him shift his weight a bit, which I already know means that he’s going into lecturing mode. "I think it is just about time you got some additional context on the Idea and its original environment. You need to be able to properly interpret it, after all."

I raise an eyebrow in response. "Is that really such a good idea? Information that’s not strictly necessary and ties into the content of the Idea, I mean?"

"I can assure you, this is deemed safe." He begins tapping his fingers again, just like last time. "You should know that the spread was aided by the fact that in 1982, there was an earthquake in the area, which was at first attributed to …"

He keeps talking, but I notice something odd. For a moment, I can’t pinpoint what it is. Then, with a start, I realise the pattern. His fingers. They tap once, then three times, then five. One-three-five. It would be off enough, if not …

"… and so, you see, Cameron, why it would be the generation of your parents that would almost certainly have …"

There is a rule about names here. This rule exists for a reason. "Professor?"

"Let me finish, please. As I was saying—"

I stand up and lean forward over his desk. "Professor, stop talking now. This is a breach of protocol and I think you may have been—"

"… affected? Cameron, how would that have happened? No, I think this should clear things up." He pulls out a sheet of paper from underneath a stack of forms and holds it up. Swirling patterns dance in front of my eyes, creating a paradox of colours …

"Sir, did you just try to paralyse me with the Basilisk?" I’m incredulous, too startled to think clearly now.

With a sudden movement, he’s on his feet, not grandfatherly at all, snarling at me. "You weren’t supposed to be inoculated against that yet!" He grabs my collar and holds on to me with surprising strength. "Doesn’t matter. Listen. Cameron. It’s in the generation of your parents, your grandparents, and all the way back to the beginning of the century, the effects of—"

The paper weight is in my hand almost without a thought. It’s the fossilised mollusc and I bring it down on his skull with all the strength I can muster. He looks at me with an expression of dull surprise, but only goes limp after I hit him again. I believe I may have broken his skullcap.

I step back, dizzy and disoriented. The bloody rock is still in my hand. What now? He’s been affected … How? Is someone else … Or maybe his unconscious just pieced together the Idea from all the abstract information he possessed. Maybe … I don’t know. I stand there, the Professor at my feet, and the world seems to float away from me. The old man’s bleeding from a sizable head wound … I just murdered a man. Bashed his head in. Sure, it was self-defence, but … well, maybe he isn’t dead, but …

No matter if he’s dead, the threat is still here. Maybe hidden in the notes on his desk or in the brain of someone the Professor has spoken to recently. We need to act fast. Except … who’ll believe me? Worse, who’ll believe me fast enough? It looks like I snapped and murdered a man. And every second, any second …

I run out, still clutching the paper weight. Who can I trust? How do I know if they’ve heard the whole thing from him before he talked to me? Can I trust myself? With what he told me, I’m already over the safe level of information, so what if my mind figures out the rest eventually? 

The Scribe rounds the corner and I stare at her. She stares back, startled and unsure. Then, I remember that her and the Professor aren’t on speaking terms. She’s my safest bet. But she won’t believe me … Not quickly enough, not considering the circumstances. Which means that there’s only one option.

I lunge at her, grab her shoulders and begin yelling at her whatever I can remember from Michael’s ravings, from the Professor’s monologue. I rant and rave, not caring about consistency or sense. She has to react, she has to shake me off and—and yes, there’s suddenly an intense pain in my lower torso. She’s driven her knee deep into my groin and the sudden agony makes me release her and gasp for air.

As I collapse on the ground, grimacing, I know that I’ve done it. As the Scribe runs off to unlock a hidden wall compartment and pull a lever, the sense of accomplishment lets me ignore the pain … After all, I’ve just saved the world. There is a hissing sound from the air ducts and a faint, stale smell fills the air. Then, moments later, the clack of an electric spark and for only a fraction of a second, a thundering cacophony as a torrent of flames rushes towards me. 

Alexandria Contingency.
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Have you seen this little girl? by Michaela Klusch



 

 



Have you seen this little girl?

You’ll know her from her lashes white

her golden curl

wild and bright as Einstein’s.

 

Have you seen this little girl?

She used to be free

used to be stuck in her head

with a story

used to pretend she had monsters for friends

and ignored the fingers pointed at her:

“She’s weird.”

Have you seen this little girl?

I lost her in a crowd

I turned away, she got turned around—

Now I haven’t seen her in years.

 

Please find this little girl

lashes white, golden curl

stories in her head

pretend-monsters as friends.

I used to—

I’d like to still be

—her.









 



Witchwood Blue Cold Feet by Amadeus Stadler



 



 



Like the toilet water, my feet were blue. I guess I should’ve paid more attention while dying my hair, but I wasn’t in the mood for that. A little splash of colour did the bathroom well anyway, considering I was overdue with cleaning it. Well, there are more important things than shiny bathrooms.



Still, it was curious how the dye had managed to get into the toilet of all places. I understood my feet, it had probably dripped on them because I was in such a hurry, but the toilet?

The doorbell buzzed again like an annoyed insect.

“I’m coming!” I yelled, even though whoever was on the other side probably couldn’t hear me. A last quick glance in the mirror confirmed my suspicions that the dyeing experiment hadn’t gone too well, but now it was too late to worry about that.

Bzz bzz went the doorbell, and I dashed through the hallway, picking up my messenger bag and shrugging on a jacket on the way to the door.

A purple glare hit me as soon as I opened it.

“What the hell took you so long?” Meriyemme asked, arms crossed in front of her chest. Her index finger was restlessly tapping her upper arm. The dark green nail polish had started chipping already.

Instead of replying I simply pointed at my hair while drawing the door shut behind me.

“Oh.”

“Did you bring the cans?” I asked as we were going down the stairs. She boxed my shoulder, which I hardly felt through the padded jacket.

“I’m not the unreliable one here.”

As soon as we stepped outside, I drew in air through my mouth and shivered. The cobblestones of the driveway were already chilly under my bare soles, even though the sun had been shining on them for the better part of the day. I guess it had really gotten late.

“How long do we still have?”

She looked at the sky. Stars were already appearing in little clusters, but it was summer, so that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

“Two or three hours maybe?” When she raised her eyebrow, I noticed that she, too, had done something with her hair. I just couldn’t quite tell what yet, so I said nothing.

The streets we were jogging through were deserted; most people were likely enjoying their family time after dinner together, or trying to forget that they didn’t have family or friends.

“Those ungrateful bastards,” I mumbled. Through a window, I could see a mother laughing at her partner as he was playing with their child. “They have no idea, do they? And we’re out here freezing our feet off because we do.”

“Quit whining,” Meriyemme said, “it’s not that bad.”

She was right. Movement made the cold dissipate and even though I wasn’t nearly as good at it as she was, I could feel the power of the leyline thrumming under my soles. The sensation only grew stronger the closer we got to the border of the town.

The houses started to spread out a little, and moments later, we passed the last car parked on the street and stood on the ring of fallow no-man’s-land separating the town from the forest. Wind was brushing through the old spruce and fir trees, carrying smells of decay toward us.

“Split up?” Meriyemme asked, throwing me a spraycan.

I caught it rather casually, but she wasn’t impressed in the least. “I’d rather not. They don’t get as strong when I’m doing them on my own.”

She sighs. “Because you’re not practising enough.”

“Do you really want to risk it?”

“Fine, let’s get going.”

Renewing the circle was exhausting, but fun. Our master would probably kill us if she found out we were using spray cans to draw the lines instead of putting them down with chalk and reinforcing them with salt, but she was not here and I’m a little proud that I could convince Meriyemme that my method was not only faster, but also better. Truth be told, I probably could do half of the circle on my own while she did the other, but where is the fun in that? I love the dance we fell into as we moved about in perfect synchronisation spraying the symbols and shapes onto the ones already fading. Finally a ritual I could really get behind for once.

Despite our efficiency, however, it took us almost until after midnight to complete the restoration. Panting, we stood within our mark and looked out to the dark forest. The power pulsing below the ground was so strong now that it almost singed my soles.

Meriyemme boxed my shoulder again. “Wasn’t that bad now, was it?”

We both grinned, but I didn’t want to do anything stupid like kissing her, so instead I looked down at my feet. Of course some of the salty chalk from the spray cans had hit them. Now they looked a bit like the daylight sky, blue dotted with white clouds.

There’s worse.









 



The Department of Survival by Maximilian stark

 

 

11/2019

Prof. Gruber and Prof. Gorkhi were the first faculty members to suggest to the Dean Hawthorne that the university should open a Department of Survival, initially centred around a Bachelor's programme of survival. Profs. Gruber and Gorkhi convincingly argued that modern university education had less and less to do with the requirements of the real world and was often focused on arbitrary rules and restrictions, whereas a Bachelor's programme in the survival sciences, as they put it, would allow for creativity and flexibility to provide students with a versatile skill set applicable to many situations as well as a strong foundation of theoretical knowledge regarding the art of survival.

 

02/2020

The Bachelor's Programme Survival Sciences was approved by the dean and by the university administration. Prof. Gruber is to be the head of the programme. It will launch in the winter semester of 2020.

 

04/2020

Dr. Levin of the Computer Sciences Department observed Prof. Gruber and Prof. Gorkhi having what she described as a "mud-covered topless boxing match" in the park. She was extremely amused.

 

05/2020

Prof. Gorkhi took time off from his regular obligations at the Earth Sciences Department to "learn spearfishing." Prof. Gruber, meanwhile, has clearly been building muscle mass.

 

08/2020

An observant secretary in administration wrote an e-mail to Prof. Gruber, inquiring why the Survival Programme has not submitted any room bookings for the coming semester. Prof. Gruber assured her that it was all right.

 

10/2020

On the first day of in-person-enrolment, proceedings went mostly without disturbances, though some complaints were heard about Survival students cutting in line. On day two, however, a prospective Survival student threatened an administrative assistant with "a crushed windpipe" because the assistant would not let her enrol without proof of health insurance. Later, two Survival students got into a physical fight that could only be broken up by the intervention of almost twenty students and members of staff.

 

11/2020

Prof. Gruber was called to the dean's office regarding complaints about the Survival Programme and its participants. Specifically, the following grievances had been reported:

- Dr. Hinacea of the Business Administration Department raised concerns about the cave-painting-esque graffiti covering the room in which their Microeconomics II course was taking place. They said that the countless depictions of dead and eviscerated animals, crude fertility symbols, and stick figures fighting to the death were on every surface and were distracting their students from the course content.

- Ms. Miller-Langstrøm of the Romance Studies Department accused Prof. Gruber of directly threatening her over room bookings. According to Ms. Miller-Langstrøm, she was in the middle of unpacking her course materials and her students were already filing in when Prof. Gruber showed up, saying that the seminar room was his. Ms. Miller-Langstrøm pointed out that she had booked the room ahead of time. Prof. Gruber then reportedly threw his head back and laughed, with a number of the students he had in tow joining in. Prof. Gruber then announced that his true name was "Professor Skullcrush the Immortal" and that if Ms. Miller-Langstrøm could not defend the room, it was not hers. He further stated that his students outnumbered Ms. Miller-Langstrøm's and that they were better armed. Ms. Miller-Langstrøm then gave in and vacated the room in a hurried fashion.

- Prof. James of the Psychology Department complained that when he attempted to contact Prof. Gorkhi by e-mail, he received "the strong shall not answer to the weak'' as a response.

Prof. Gruber confirmed to Dean Hawthorne that his name was indeed Prof. Skullcrush the Immortal. This, the fact that he was wearing white warpaint and a bear pelt, and Prof. Gruber's disinclination towards denying any of the complaints filed against him, prompted the dean to put him on temporary leave for "mental health reasons".

 

12/2020

Prof. Gruber is still teaching his classes in the Survival Department. Confronted about this matter by an administrative assistant, he proclaimed that "words on paper are still only words" and that "words will not stop a man of action", which prompted howling and hooting from his spear-wielding class of increasingly feral students. Prof. Gruber also often teaches classes on the rooftop of the university now.

 

01/2021

Dr. Hinacea's microeconomics class had to be cancelled due to the presence of a roasted, half-eaten animal carcass in the seminar room. It was reportedly  suspended over the embers of what had clearly been an open fire. The animal was soon identified as a dog, in part because of its still present collar that read "Bobo".

 

07/2021

Dean Hawthorne personally tracked down and confronted Prof. Gruber, telling him that he was no longer welcome on university premises. Prof. Gruber answered that the dean was "a small man with a tiny little neck" and that "power belongs to those who take it". He then challenged the dean to a fight to the death. The dean declined. Prof. Gruber laughed at him. Dean Hawthorne left and called the police, who informed him that they knew "not to mess with the Survival Department".

 

08/2021

Prof. Gruber/Skullcrush the Immortal and Prof. Gorkhi/Nightfang were repeatedly overheard having a disagreement about whether the module Tools and Weapons should be worth 12 or 15 credit points. Their initial fight about this led to the hospitalisation of three staff members, the instigators not among them.

 

09/2021

"Nightfang has tricked and trapped the Great Skullcrush with his wily snare, then beat him until he agreed that Tools and Weapons shall be worth 15 credit points! Let it be known that thus it was decided" was found written on the front door of the examination office with what everyone in attendance hoped was animal blood.

 

10/2021

Despite the dean's explicit directive, the B.A. Survival Sciences Programme has now entered its third semester. Students both in the mensa and the libraries quiver at the thought of the Survival Students' regular raids and clever traps.

 

11/2021

A student newspaper published an interview with a student who only refers to herself as "Godslayer". In this interview, she talks about her experience studying Survival as a major (her minor is in comparative linguistics). She states that while "some typical students jobs, like waiting tables, can be hard to come by, taking bountiful riches from those too weak to defend them and tricking the stupid and cowardly with my superior guile" has worked out well for her so far and has allowed her to study with little financial support from her parents. She also voiced the opinion that the "hunt a great stag after a month of hunger to learn your true name" approach to practical experience in the Survival programme is more enriching and useful than a standard internship. Godslayer said that after attaining her Bachelor's degree, she might apply for a Master's Programme in linguistic typology.

 

01/2022

This morning, Prof. Gruber/Skullcrush the Immortal gained access to the office of Dean Hawthorne and challenged him to a fight, adding that if the dean were to flee, it would be a clear sign that he was "forfeiting [his] dominion" over the university. When the dean tried to retreat and lock himself inside a nearby bathroom, Prof. Gruber/Skullcrush the Immortal kicked down the door, carried the dean into the entry hall of the university's main building, and bellowed that "the unworthy reign of this weak man is at an end!"

 

02/2022

Prof. Skullcrush the Immortal has been finding those at university who disagree with his claim to the position of dean. He is very convincing when he finds them. All hail our new dean, Prof. Skullcrush the Immortal. May he suck the marrow from the bones of all his enemies. He has also approved the urgently needed expansion of the library of the Mathematics and Physics Faculty and increased funding for the disability office.

 

09/2023

The first cohort of students of the Bachelor's Programme in the Survival Scienes has now graduated, coinciding with the implementation of a proper Department of Survival and two dedicated Master's programmes: M.Sc. Intercultural Aspects of Survival and M.A. Surviving and Slaying Foes. First assessments of the first graduates' professional path indicate that Survival students are almost never rejected in job interviews, which is a clear positive. A substantial number of graduates have also chosen to not seek traditional employment but to rather form street tribes, "feasting on that which is not defended" as one recent graduate put it. Another student added: "Work times in this sort of occupation are uniquely flexible, which makes it ideal for balancing it with further university education. All hail Prof. Skullcrush the Immortal."









 



bad apple by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

"you're so nice,

so kind,

so sweet",

they keep telling me, 

and I smile with my lips closed,

scared I might reveal

my rotten core.









 



Shredded by Amadeus Stadler



 

 

there’s creaks and cracks

and ooze from every track

what once ran smoothly,

perfect, still, now breaks down

first you saw it only 

where no one looked

then it became written all over, 

like ink on every page









 



Very Briefly by Maximilian Stark



 

 

Dearest Elizabeth,

 



I thank you for your last letter and the kind words therein. I was elated to learn that you are well and I would like to inform you that I, too, am well and no longer afflicted by the infection that had vexed me all winter. Moreover, I have recently made the acquaintance of an old friend of yours, quite by chance, and we were both tremendously amused by this coincidence that we should both know you! His name was—but oh, here I discover that I am quickly running out of room on this sheet of paper, for you see, since I wished for this letter to reach you as quickly as possible, I opted to send it by carrier pigeon, which necessitates a smaller sheet, so alas, I see that this sheet is rapidly running out of space. Hence, I do not think I can fit in the name of this gentleman, your old friend and my new acquaintance, as indeed I am now running out of room for writing as the ink fills the paper, preventing me quite cruelly from revealing the identity of this gentleman, whom you seem to know well indeed, much as I would love to tell you who it was that I met the other day—the paper is too small, I cannot write his name, though it is quite short, since the sheet is almost full.



 

Thus all I can do is to wish you well and look forward to our next encounter. 

 

Yours truly, 

C









 



get well soon by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

the weather was adequate in april and may showers

us with affection, gentle drip-drops replenishing the reservoirs,

grass as lush and healthy

as the hair on your grandmother's head

when she was twenty years old

 

the trees wave to her through the window

of the hospital ward, they remember 

how lovely it was

having her taking a walk in their shade,

knowing all their names by heart

 

the ache in her ninety-year-old bones

is keeping her inside, for now,

and you don't know what to do with your face

when she says she doesn't want to live through

another winter

 

but for now, the next november is far off,

a lifetime away for all the butterflies and bees

preparing a bountiful harvest

and the trees' green still deepening,

peonies opening their petals as a get-well-soon-note

you'll be glad to deliver









 



Marbhadh Eòin by Amadeus Stadler



 



 



“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I tell them just as they are about to start their ritual. I could’ve told them earlier, of course, but I didn’t, because they aren’t the first to come here, and they aren’t the first to attempt what they’re attempting and I didn’t feel like wasting energy talking to them if they didn’t even have a chance to succeed.



This is how it always goes every generation or two, maybe three if the winters are harsh or there is a plague. There’s a bunch of courageous people, maybe even just one lone hero, thinking they know everything there is to know, thinking they have everything figured out. They come, they try, they fail.

Although—this time is different. This time they actually seem to have an idea of what they’re doing. I’ve watched them prepare the ritual, draw the lines, spill the blood, prepare the vessels. Their magic is crude, something utterly primitive, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that it might work.

Which is why I spoke.

It startles them enough, alright. I mean they probably assumed I was asleep or something—I wish I was, but that utter bastard probably thought that would’ve been too merciful for me. I have long forgotten if he said something along those lines. I haven’t forgotten his face though. I never will.

My voice makes the people scuttle around the cauldron like confused ants, but like the good heroes they think they are, it doesn’t take them long to gather their wits again and face me with grim expressions. Most of them look scared behind their facades. I can smell their latent fear. Only the woman closest to me, who gave her blood to fuel their ritual and had been about to enact the spell when I interrupted them, has a proper glare. Her nostrils are flaring inwards as she inhales sharply, lips pressed into a tight line. A mace dangles at her belt and, unlike the others, she kept her shield on her back instead of throwing it into a pile near the entrance of the cauldron.

Thinking ahead, even if it is just an inkling more than her companions, I like that about her. The palm of her hand is still bleeding under the crude bandage she’s wrapped around it. I can smell the iron, the spirit, the purity. It’s been a very long time since I’ve smelled those things. I like that, too. If I could lick my lips, I think I would.

“Is this a trick?” she growls.

“Has ta be,” a burly male towards the back replies, but he isn’t half as sure as he’s trying to sound. “There ain’t no speakin’ statues.”

I decide that I can’t stand him. Not being able to lick one’s lips is one thing, but not being able to swat away a fleshy balloon of hot air like him is annoying on a whole other level. I wonder what would be left of him if I threw him against the rocky cauldron walls a couple of times. Would he implode? The way he smells, he probably wouldn’t even be here if I wasn’t like this. He came because he had something to prove and because it seemed really unlikely that, after centuries, somebody would finally succeed.

“Shut up, Barth,” the woman at the front yells over her shoulder. I choose to think that she called him Barf and that helps. I shouldn’t kill him as soon as I can, not immediately at least.

“Well he’s right in a way,” I say, “I’m not a statue. But you know that, don’t you?”

“You shouldn’t be able to speak nonetheless,” the woman growls again. Is she mad at me? Or mad at the world? I’ve been mad since the first bird shat on my arm, very mad. Perhaps I should exterminate all birds as soon as I can. See what happens. Not that exterminating a whole species went that well last time…

“My body is bound, my voice is free,” I reply, “all part of the curse. And a free voice can talk. Not that it’s much use in this place. I’ve tried yelling, but all my words do is come back to me eventually.”

“You talk too much.” She’s glaring again. She should keep doing that, I like it. Throw in a good scowl and I’m set. This is fun.

“Oh forgive me, princess. I haven’t had any company in like what—sixty years? I must’ve forgotten my manners. Oh, wait, being shat on by birds and grown over by moss and pissed on by foxes did that a long time ago.” I like that my voice can still sound like thunder. I haven’t gotten to speak like that in a while. The little humans look mighty scared by it. Even the little princess at the front is wavering a little, but she stands fast.

“We’re here to free you,” she says.

“You’re here to bind me to those puny vessels,” I reply, “and I’m here to tell you that it won’t work.”

That actually seems to surprise her and I wish it hadn’t. Her surprised face makes her look stupid. She turns her head to a set of twins or very close siblings, although they’re holding hands like a couple. They suddenly seem very unhappy to be in the cauldron.

“I…it should be enough,” the male one of the two mumbles and the female sibling nods, making the beads in her hair dance up and down. It annoys me.

“Should?” my little princess caterwauls at them.

“It’s not,” I say, making her head snap back in my direction. “Look, it doesn’t seem like you’re terribly good at what you’re doing, but we might be able to come to an agreement.”

“An agreement?” she asks me. Yes, be a good human, ignore what your fellow humans say and listen to what looks to you like a speaking statue which has been shat on by damned birds and which you have just met.

“Well you could try your little spell, die miserably because of the aftercurrents fluctuating through the circles and inevitably rebounding from the vessels once they are overflowing, and thus leave me here waiting for a bunch of more competent people to show up and free me.” Ah yes, her stupid surprised-face clearly shows that she has no idea of magic and is going about it purely based on what others told her. 

The twin-siblings-couple seems to want to point out that what I have just spouted was nothing but bullshit, but I don’t let them. Having a booming voice sure does come in handy sometimes. The single benefit of having a resonance chamber the size of a small tower, I guess.

“Or you could free me properly, I’ll do whatever you need to free me for in the first place and then we go our separate ways. How does that sound?”

She’s considering it, which is good. Barf looks like he’s about to say something idiotic like ‘they warned us not to listen to it’, which is bad, so I have to shut him up.

“You need me, I need you. If you don’t think my freedom is worth a simple mortal wish, leave empty-handed or die trying to free me your way. Your generations pass so quickly by now that I’ll surely have somebody else here doing a proper job soon enough.”

If somebody points out that if that was the case, I surely wouldn’t be stuck here anymore, I’ll turn them into a bird and shit on their head. Lucky for them nobody seems to think that far.

My little princess scowls (fabulous) and grinds her teeth for a moment (they could use some better care). At least she’s thinking it over and looking the part, so her scared sheep aren’t daring to interrupt. I’m sure it has nothing to do with her glowing personality.

“Fine,” she says after far too long. I got bored and started picturing eating a bunch of birds alive. I do that a lot, I think.

“Fine,” my little princess shouts. “We’ll do it your way.”

I wish I could roll my shoulders and smirk. I can’t and that makes me want to crush something, anything, preferably a bird, though.

Thankfully, I will be able to do everything I’ve wanted to do for hundreds of years soon enough.









 



2020



 

[image: ...]









 



50 Euros by Tabea Hawkins



 

 



 

If I had to describe her, I would say that she was like a 50 € note.

This may sound odd at first, but let me elaborate. Just like the 50 € note is the biggest note most people deal with on a daily basis, she had an air of expensiveness about her that doesn’t compare to big money, but is enough to seem luxurious when you see her in a liquor store.

Do you know the surprised delight of finding a crumpled up 50 € note in your trousers that you had forgotten about and thrown into Sunday’s wash? That was what it felt like when I would come across her in grimy bars, their walls littered with tags and stickers warring against the police state and fascism.

She’d have too much to drink, get wasted on cocktails that were not too expensive, but had a culturally agreed classiness to them. Like Gin and Tonics or Martinis. But she would never falter in her stilettos that were of some not so impressive brand, though never fake. Even her favored color palette matched the note, all golds and warm orange-browns, letting her tanned skin glow underneath fake fur.

Sometimes – granted, with some morbid fascination – I would wonder if you could break her and get change in return.

Or if it would just leave a tear in the delicate paper fabric that’s not worth half as much as we project onto it.









 



An Exercise in Emulation, #2 by Maximilian Stark



 



 

This was produced as an exercise to emulate the writing style of a famous historical author. Can you tell who? 

 

Alexandra walked down the street with a purpose, her feet on the pavement, pitter-patter, pitter-patter, ever ahead with a singular reason to walk—to move, to move—not for its own sake, but for the sake of a goal somewhere, pitter-patter, pitter-patter, ever ahead; weaving through crowds of amblers and dalliers; paying little attention to the flower beds beside; the forgotten sinners on the sidewalk, begging for a penny, just a penny, madam; for Alexandra was walking with a purpose, striving forward through the streets of this filthy and glittering and wonderful city, London, always and forever, London. She was to meet Sebastian at Victoria Station, the grand; the modern; the forever separate, East and West, two-in one; close to the heart of England, to the palace—she had been, once or twice; the two-in-one, close to the heart of the country, which was, she noted, like the lungs of the human body, close to the heart indeed. Sebastian had said that Regent Park represented the lungs of London, but Sebastian was wrong. The lungs did not exhale clean air, they inhaled it, and when they let go of air, it was stale and spent, and just like that, the wind from Victoria Station smelled of smoke and coal. When she had met Sebastian last, they had had an argument, but about what, she could not remember.

The station. The gate is too wide, she thought. Gates for people ought to be narrow, but this is a gate for crowds, which is just like a gate for cattle. There was a shrivelled old woman selling citrus fruit, and Alexandra looked at her: How unhappy to be required to stand here, day by day, just to eat, how unhappy; and the old woman looked back at her: Unsteady, always passing through they are, always moving and racing, the next train, the six oh four to Kent, how unhappy, how unhappy.

Alexandra was inside the station now, past paper-boys, past busy gentlemen in frock-coats, suitcases, noise and smoke and odours. She dove into the stream of people flowing to the platform; ending up behind a young woman, twenty perhaps, younger than Alexandra, in a black dress, high collar, a chaste dress, if that is how one reads it; and with nothing else to do, Alexandra thought, what if I changed places with Sebastian, would I speak to her? Perhaps. The young woman in front of her was prettier than she was handsome, she was moving carefully, and Alexandra imagined that she must have a commanding mother, an overbearing father, perhaps this was the first time the young woman, perhaps her name was Florence; or Elizabeth; that this was the first time she was out on her own—how startled would she be if Alexandra offered to carry her bag for her, which Alexandra could not do, but if she was Sebastian, she could. Yes. And she would. Alexandra remembered strawberries in summer, when she had been young, when she could think of the other girls, innocently, perfectly content, before the thought of marriage, adult obligations, rough hands, and sandpaper chins; but then, the young woman had vanished into the crowd, the image paled with the moment, and there was Sebastian, waving, half-enveloped by the billowing steam of the great black locomotive, the industrial war-horse of modern England, and Alexandra hurried to greet him.

 

 

Did you figure out which author’s style this is trying to emulate? Hint: Their name is an anagram of VIGIL FOR A WINO. 









 



Dedication by Bri Goins



 

 

I want to write you a poem

 

but the words are jumbled in my head

 

letters intertwining like our limbs

 

 

And I know the puzzle’s picture

 

but the pieces just don’t fit

 

so I start over

 

Again

 

and

 

Again

 

and



 









 



Hidden Princess by Amadeus Stadler



 



 



Her heart was beating so hard in her chest that she was worried the guards would hear it. She stood as still as she could, her back pressed against the wall, listening, but other than her racing heartbeat, no sound filled the corridor outside.



Her chest was burning, but it wasn’t just from the dash into the empty room. A light was trying to pierce through the thick cloth of her cloak right in the centre of her chest and she could feel its heat. Damn thing causing so much trouble.

It was still quiet out in the corridor. She had been so sure she had heard somebody approaching moments before, but she dared to move nonetheless and pressed her ear against the wooden door. Everything seemed clear, but she wasn’t convinced yet. She couldn’t fail, not now.

There, a sound!

Flickering light started seeping through the crack below the door. They must have been shining a torch into the corridor. Instinctively, she covered the dim glow on her chest with her hand. She could feel it burning even through her glove.

A muffled voice reached her ear. “Doesn’t seem like he went this way.”

The torchlight faded and relief rushed through her. They had no idea who she was. It was a good thing she knew the palace and its hidden nooks and crannies better than anyone. She remembered the days when…

She bit her lip. It was not the time to lose herself in the past. She had to leave. If anyone found her, everything would have been in vain. A small part of her rebelled at the thought of the responsibility she now bore, tried to break free, but she managed to overpower it. Its whispers of it will never work, it’s not worth the risk, you don’t owe them anything were drowned out by the complete silence of focus.

She left the room and continued hurrying down the dark corridor. She couldn’t see a thing, but she trusted her instincts. She had walked that way many times before, she knew the intersections, the doors, the creaky floorboards. Even had she been able to see, she would’ve closed her eyes to ensure she made it through without a sound.

The cold, salty air of the night at the window that had been her goal was a relief. It finally dissipated the heat emanating from the amulet resting on her chest and cooled the burning skin of her face. She allowed herself to pause for a moment, taking slow and steady breaths. Then she took the golden pill out of her pocket and couldn’t help but give it a long, suspicious look. It glinted in the soft moonlight. She hoped it would work.

The moment she put it in her mouth, somewhere else in the palace a terrified scream filled the night. An instant later, the alarm bells started ringing. They had found her, her decoy, her signal.

She bit down hard on the pill and jumped out into the night. The palace walls passed by in a brief blur as she plummeted towards the moat, then the water hit her like an icy hammer. Her first instinct was to move, to swim back up to the surface, but she forced herself to stay still and let the heavy cloak drag her under. Eventually, she hit the muddy bottom and stayed there.

When she opened her eyes, she found herself surrounded by pitch-black darkness; only the amulet was still emitting a weak glow. The world around her was perfectly silent and wet and cold. It was the best hiding place they could have thought of. Nobody would look for her down there.

She lay down flat and stared at the shimmering darkness far above her while the pill under her tongue worked its magic and made sure her breath would never run out and the water wouldn’t seep through her skin. Too bad it couldn’t keep her a little warmer as well.

For the first time in a very long day, she finally allowed herself to relax. She had the amulet and had gotten out of the palace without anyone recognising her, that was all that mattered. However, there was still a tight knot of fear in her chest and the magnitude of what she had done threatened to overwhelm her. Thankfully, before it could, the cold made her tired and after a while she just drifted off.

When she woke, the darkness around her wasn’t quite as dark anymore and blinding light flickered up above. Her body felt so stiff she was surprised she could still move when she struggled out of the cloak and finally pushed herself upwards. Her arms felt like lead, but she managed to swim to the shore opposite the palace wall nonetheless and eventually crawled out of the murky water onto the gravel of the bank.

It was the beginning of a new day, but the sunshine was already warm and for a few moments, she allowed herself to feel like a lizard lying on a rock, drinking in the heat. Somehow, she was still alive thanks to that now broken pill. She spat it into the palm of her hand, then threw it into the moat. As she looked into the clear sky, she knew what her mother would have said. It’s a great day to start a journey, rise and shine. She bet her mother had never thought she’d actually ever leave the palace. Still, she hoped she would meet her again someday.

By the time she was fully dry again, the streets of the capital had filled with people going about their daily business. Everything was new for her in this world she had once only known from afar. It was loud and bright and colourful, pretty perfumes trying to cover up an unbelievable stench. At least one thing had not changed: nobody paid attention to her.

She reached a square, where a boy stood on a pile of scrap, surrounded by people. He wore the cap of a runner and he shouted the same thing, over and over.

“The princess is dead, the princess was killed!”

She closed her hand around the amulet, which was now dark and lifeless.

The princess had asked for it.










 



Nixie in the Deep by Paul Uebler



 

 

The hot summer air vibrated over the cool, dark water of the Mill-pond.

Its dark, green water stood in steep contrast to the bright world above it. It was so hot that all life had come to a halt, even flies flew only lazily and slowly over the water and the giant, old tree stood still in the heat, as there was no wind going and had not for a while now. Fear and horror do not live well in summer; in winter, when the bare trees look like a witch’s claw and when the daylight is dim and weak, then it is easy for fear to thrive. In the warm days of July, however, the village lay peacefully and the people laughed at the chilling tales of ogres and spirits.

However, there were spaces where the dark could retreat to even in the blissful days of summer. The Mill-pond with its deliciously cool water seemed innocent to many, yet it reached deep and one could not see its ground. The Mothers knew this and if they allowed their children to bathe in it, they kept a watchful eye. A strange and yet familiar sorrow reared its head in them, it spoke of swallowed husbands, grabbing tang and webbed eyes without remorse.

Johann put his hat over his eyes to keep the sunlight from blinding him. It was a sweltering afternoon, and he cherished this time by the cool, green water. He had put his shirt on the ground next to him and laid down in the shade of the ancient willow tree, whose leaves gathered on the mirror surface of the Mill-pond but could not yet penetrate it. Daffodils bent their heads slowly in the tender wind, looking at their reflections in the smooth surface of the pond. The soft sound of water rushing away from the pond and birds lazily chirping lulled Johann into a comfortable rest.

“Lazy Johann, sleeping by the Mill-pond. Lazy Johann, Miller’s son.”

The children’s teasing woke him, and he grimaced at them before splashing water in their direction. They all yelled and laughed and then ran off. He kept his hands in the cool water and felt the fresh wetness soothe his hot skin. He looked at his own reflection and saw his brown locks falling evenly to his shoulders, his dark eyes looking back up at him. Johann stretched his arms, reached into the pond and splashed cold water on his chest. He felt his nipples harden from the water’s cool kiss, and regarded his own muscles stretch and relax in the mirror that the pond gave him.

As his pants had gotten wet,  he took off his shoes and finally the pants too. Dipping his toe into the delicious cool water, he let out a small sigh. With a swift motion, he slid into the water and shivered briefly as his body was submerged in the pond. He swam with three, four strong strokes and then lazily drifted back through the clear, green water. The sun shone on his face through the willow tree and made him sleepy again, when suddenly something grabbed his foot. A slimy, strong hand pulled him down into the deep. Johann struggled,  his big hands pushing masses of water away, and with the last bit of his strength he grasped a branch from the old willow tree and pulled himself back up.

The moment he touched land, the grasp on his leg disappeared, and the water lay as still and inscrutable as ever. He breathed heavily and his heart pumped in his chest. Had it been a weed, a plant in the deep? Finally, he robbed to the pond’s edge and stared at his reflection in the water. The air was still and hot again, but the quiet felt different, as if the world was holding its breath. He stared into his own eyes, and suddenly it seemed as if the water stared back with eyes green and clear.

Johann saw his own face, and yet it looked as if it was a stranger’s. The brown curls fell so symmetrically, and it seemed his skin looked smoother. Could he trust this watery mirror? Was this how others saw him? He moved closer to the water’s surface, and his reflection did too. One of his curls fell onto the water, and it felt as though his whole body was tingling. His reflection blinked, and it was as if there was no Johann anymore, he could not recognize the strange figure that gazed back at him.

He couldn’t think, and the water’s gaze seemed to hold him in place. Then, slowly, he moved towards the surface, pressing his lips onto the watery reflection. A strange sensation occurred as if he was not touching the water. As if from the deep of the pond, something was reciprocating this kiss.

Startled, he drew away and crawled backwards. He couldn’t calm down his breath, and as he put his clothes back on and went home in the heat, he felt a curious exhaustion in his body.As Johann walked back towards home, each step felt heavier than the last, until he felt he could not go on, and he sank to the ground. Like a felled tree his powerful body collapsed on the road, and in these last, precious moments Johann remembered the eyes that had gazed back at him from the depth of the Mill-pond. Deep, blue eyes, but it was the sadness in them that finally took his breath away. His chest heaving, he turned towards the pond and saw it glistening in the distance and in the heat of summer Johann felt so cold. He looked at the sky, blue like the pond, and he was swallowed up and gone.

 









 



Rage by Ephel Itzcovich



 

 



You were there.

Basking in your cheap compassion in yet another hedonistic daily ritual,

flying to your moral high-ground on vessels built of superiority and pity.

 

I’m not naive anymore:

if I talk about the girl I was protecting from bullies in middle school, I CONSCIOUSLY omit mentioning the D cups on her diminutive twelve years old body,

the black, brown, little body in the frame of the door

because I know, I know you would just laugh at her,

like the class all laughed on its green chairs, green worn out chairs, white wall surrounding us.

 

You were there.

Spoiled demigods looking down from high castles,

showering each other with understanding words,

ashamed of your fathers’ money, yet asking for more,

unwilling to sell your soul to the capitalist god of paid work.

 

You, feeling enlightened and oh, so woke:

do you break bread with the trans whore, broad shoulders,

two meters tall in her high heels, getting paid to hit, whip, choke,

with her strong arms and brown skin, hit married men,

married old men who call her FAGGOT during the day,

married old men so eager to scream in pain and be gagged and tied by her, BY HER at night,

their wives willfully unaware.

 

While you regurgitate talks about sex work as liberation,

avoiding to learn how she grew up knowing

that MEN can only be women when somebody’s paying them.

 

You, finding refuge in your world of black and white

You, WHO NEVER HAD A KNIFE POINTED AT YOU by a child from Ecuador,

never had to dodge trash and stones thrown at you by tattooed Nazis

never were harassed late at night by a cackle of big boys from Ghana.

Your tolerance is worth nothing.

 

Young men and women who can afford to study just to lament how POOR they are,

never ever having to choose between university and work, passions and hard-earned cash,

never ever having felt hunger, real painful hunger, hunger clenching your stomach.

Looking for comfort in the newest super-food, be it quinoa or kamut,

all shielded by your VEGANISM and gluten-intolerance,

which spares you from eating thrown away food from the garbage bins

of the next anonymous McDonald’s down the street

yet, still making it a point of pride to steal some salad and pizza

from academic events in wide conference halls in San Diego and villas by the sea.

 

And yet, you were there.

You, consumed by your hipster rage against

pharmaceuticals, then gobbling down antibiotics and booze,

commenting on the boobs, BODY, booty of the next piece of meat,

not hours after attending the last meeting of your feminist group.

 

And that’s what you were doing when they broke my brother’s nose the third time,

his nose, plus two teeth and lower lip,

and waiting for the painkillers in the ER

he conjured up all his Russian to translate the words

of some desperate man vomiting his guts and blood,

words fragmented through the pain of both, human words, words you couldn’t know.

 

And yet, that night, like all nights, you were there.

Complaining about the lack of trigger warnings in your Greek Mythology lectures,

pissing on the STRAIGHT white man when he’s poor as shit and no paler than you,

sucking each other’s dicks, and I mean it literally, to be able to claim you’re queer and progressive.

Chasing away the Asian chick who dares to say it was a BLACK man who raped her, the fucking racist!

 

Scared of any complexity

throwing tantrums

demanding easy truths

claiming to have all the answers

knowing nothing.

 

Understand:

you are the culprits.

Not the Ecuadorian kid,

not the white trash Nazis you make fun of in your late night shows,

not the drunken guy bashing his forehead on my brother’s lips,

not the dealer at the side of the street.

 

 

We may all be symptoms,

but you ARE the disease.

 

Even if our screams were too distant to be heard, you were there.

Even if your cars were not the ones catching fire, you were there.

Even if none of you ever went to jail, you were there.

 

Busy changing the world,

in that precise and deliberate way

that guarantees everything stays the same.









 



The Garden by Alessia Cortina



 

 

Summer break scares me. It leaves you with too much time to think. You clear the books off your desk and make room for the restlessness of a time filled with doubt, the recognition that maybe what you are working towards is a waste of time, the daunting feeling that maybe what you are doing is not enough.

It was the first Monday of summer break, and I could feel the restlessness in my bones. I needed an outlet, so I forced myself to indulge in something I would never do during the semester. I decided to get on my bike and pedal aimlessly. I allowed my bike to take me on a trip, letting my instinct direct me through the streets of the neighbourhood.

It was an exercise, a way to simply focus on the present, to forget the vague list of doubts and tasks, and concentrate on where I was going. I allowed myself to be impressed by the houses, wondering what it was like to be one of their inhabitants. I particularly like houses with beautiful gates, ones that welcome my eyes to explore, only to block them with vines and trees. I am drawn to these houses because they are so hidden that my imagination runs wild, digging for a story and finding endless tunnels, countless possibilities and branches of unfinished tales.

I took a right turn that led me to a street full of these pretty houses, all hiding behind something and all uncovering many truths. I took a left before I could reach a busier street, as I knew I could not pay too much attention to the cars right now. For that reason, I retook a left, and again, which led me back to where I was a few minutes ago. Only this time I spotted something I had overlooked before. I spotted a small path going up into what looked like a forest, but seeing as it was in the middle of the city was most likely a park. I sped up, changed gear and pedalled up.

The ground levelled again, and the shade seemed to welcome me in. It felt as though I had entered one of the tunnels and caught a glimpse of a world that I had not known existed up until this point. There were children walking home from school and a couple walking hand in hand, but what struck me was the vast array of plants, growing freely and beautifully, each one accompanied by a little sign. A more significant sign on the side of the road seemed to wave at me as if spotting my confusion.

I ignored the frustration I felt for never having found this place before and instead decided to get off my bike and enquire. The sign explained the purpose of the garden, set up by the community and for the community. I locked eyes with an older man who was slowly walking out of one of the gates. He was holding some apples and looked quite satisfied, we shared a warm smile before I went back to reading the sign. I started feeling like I was being observed, however, and turned to see the man walking towards me intently. I tried to convince myself that he probably simply wanted to consult the map, but at that moment he reached out an arm, the one holding the apples.

“Would you like some?” he asked, his voice kind and warm. The apples looked beautiful, surprisingly big and shaped funnily, displaying a diverse array of colours from light, watery green to deep, dark red. The man extended his arm towards the garden as if to indicate the provenance of the apples.

“Really?” I asked, a little flustered. It is not every day that someone comes to you and offers some apples out of the blue.

“Really!” he laughed. I guess it was a rather silly thing to ask. So he handed me two of the light green ones, explaining that they were in season at the moment and ripened much sooner than the other ones. After a short hesitation, he added: “They taste a little bland to me, but I suppose that is what we have to offer at the moment.”

He must have detected my curiosity because after that, he asked: “If you have a moment, you are welcome to come in the garden and sit down. I can tell you more about it.” By that point, I had read enough about the garden to know it was not private and had seen a few more people walking around. I decided it would be safe, as long as I stayed where others could see me, so I decided to park my bike and follow him through the gates.

We walked through the paths beside the flowers and plants. There were vineyards and apple trees, roses and herbs, beehives and roots. He stopped once in a while to look at something. He did not say anything, as if wanting to draw my attention to something politely. Only when I looked his way did he keep walking, never awaiting a reaction, but merely allowing me to see for myself.

“I apologise for wearing shorts. Coming here today, I did not know I was going to have company,” the man said apologetically. I laughed. I didn’t see why shorts would be a disrespectful thing to wear.

“Would you rather sit in the sun or the shade?” he asked when we reached a little sitting area.

“The sun,” I responded decisively. I was surprised at my bluntness, so I giggled awkwardly. He seemed to pick up on that, smiling as he sat down a few seats further away in the shade.

“This is a public garden which is sponsored and maintained by Munich’s Ecological Education Centre,” he explained.

“Our community focuses on growing and fostering natural habitats. Each corner of the garden fulfils a different purpose, though we try not to restrict the natural growth of plants and flowers. Within the community, you are welcome to show up whenever you can and to do whatever you want. Some of us prefer to plant, others grow, and others like to collect. Feel free to come here whenever you want, and if anyone dares to enquire, just tell them you know Gerd Bergmann…”

As he was telling me about the garden, he looked around, never hectically or excitedly but with a little sense of pride. He told me about the project with the awareness of having been part of something bigger than him.

“And you, sir, where are you from?” I asked after a while of us talking. At that, he laughed again, as if it was a hard question to answer, an unlikely one to ask. He then proceeded to tell me about his origins. He told me he was born in what is now known as the Czech Republic. He told me about the adjustments his family had to endure during the two world wars. He recounted how during the Second World War he was forced to relocate, about how he moved to Germany and started over: “As of that point, everything was new: new system, new education, new job, new life.”

“And what job did you end up doing?” I asked again. Realising I was simply following my instinct, as though I had never gotten off my bike.

But he went silent, this time looking at something away from the gardens. It looked as though he was struggling to find his way back to the conversation, to express what he was feeling. It occurred to me then that I might have made him feel uncomfortable, so I added: “If I may ask. Of course, you do not have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

He shook his head gently, but it did not seem like he had heard me. His movement seemed to be an attempt to rid himself of an unrelated thought: “My father and I were never able to overcome our conflicts. It’s much more difficult for men.”

I understood: “We live in a society that expects men not to feel or address their emotions.”

“You are quite right,” he added, before going silent again. This time, I let him wander until he was ready.

After a while, he started: “I apologise for all the breaks I am taking, I am a little overwhelmed by the fact that you want to hear my story. I don’t know where to start. It’s like I am in a cinema and there are multiple screens. Only the screens are all playing simultaneously, and I want to listen to everything, I want to describe all of them to you.”

I nodded, but he seemed to remember what the original question was and interrupted his previous train of thought with a bit of urgency: “I never went to university. I worked in advertising and marketing.”

He told me about the full range of fields he had worked in, everything from food and refrigerated goods to cigarettes.

“It was at that point that I realised the lengths to which people are willing to go just to sell something to people. Especially things that people don’t need, even better if these things are bad for you.” And so he decided to move on to the field of medical marketing, selling products to doctors and hospitals.

Before I could enquire some more, he asked: “But why do you care?”

“I just want to know what others have done with their lives, where they have been, what they have learned.”

“I guess we all realise too late that we only have one life.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing?”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

 









 



Writer's Block 12.0 by Evelyn Wranich



 

 

The battle’s won

but the war’s done

pyrrhic stars dancing in delight

 

The spark was lost

and lines were crossed

ignored the borders in stark white

 

Where do we go

and who do we owe

and what do they think is right?

 

No battles, no lines

and no one can tell

when my pen might finally write









 



The Best – microfiction by Michael Hirth



 

 

My mom told me that she loved me and I hung up the phone.

One hundred and fifty kilometers away,

I asked the cashier to take off the dog toy again.









 



There’s a Line (Over at the Dopamine Place) by Nala Klementa



 

 



In the velvet darkness of the blackest night

Glowing white, there’s a guiding star

No matter what or who, who you are

 

There’s a line (Over at the Dopamine Place)

There’s a line (Burning nasal passageways)

There’s a line, line in the numbness of everybody’s life

 

The numbness must go down the river of nights dreaming

Blow godly blow, let the sun and light come streaming

Into my life, into my life

 

There’s a line (Over at the Dopamine Place)

There’s a line (Burning nasal passageways)

There’s a line, line in the numbness of everybody’s life









 



War of Body by Evelyn Wranich



 



 

There’s this itching

Underneath my nails

Between my arteries and veins,

The artillery of my body

Completely useless against it

 

There’s this burning

Crawling under my skin

Between nerve and bone,

The fortress of my body

Collapsing under siege

 

There’s this pain

A gaping trench

In the plains of my mind,

It’s a raging battlefield

And no parley in sight
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A Day of Failure by Juri Kolbeck



 

 



With the loudness of a thousand trumpets the alarm clock tore him from his sleep. Half awake, he moved his hand to turn off his tormentor. He had to get up, but … just five more minutes of sleep wouldn’t hurt, would they?

He woke up two hours later, this time behind schedule, but somehow still sleepy. Getting up and looking into a mirror revealed to him the body of an old, overweight, and unkempt man. While many a mortal would’ve wondered why a God would choose such a meek form or even just what would drive an immortal to impose a day/night cycle on himself, the man in the mirror just smiled.

Other Gods shaped their image conforming to the ideals of their respective realms, too, after all. Who could forget Beauty’s stunning body or War’s toned muscles?

But Failure? Much like death it was a fact of life, a universal experience. And so every day he saw somebody different in the mirror. He had an infinite variety of experiences to model himself after, without a need to conform to any human conceptions, like the gods who actually expected worship did.

Having looked at himself for long enough, he remembered that he had planned a meeting with Success that he was by now already late for. He rushed to the meeting place, a curious location that bordered the realms of both deities yet resembled neither.

When he arrived, Success was already waiting. The meeting space had taken the shape of a café, and Failure’s divine counterpart was sipping on a cup of ambrosia which had taken on the texture of coffee.

After some small talk, they turned  to the main point of the meeting: deciding on the fate of a couple of mortals that had piqued the interest of both gods. Many a mortal, and even some lesser gods, would have assumed that this discussion would be a tense standoff between rivals, but in reality both gods shared a sense of joint responsibility for the many beings depending on their graces. It was often the case that those who enjoyed much success sooner or later became complacent and slipped back into failure, while for others, failure would be a necessary stepping stone towards future success. Thus, there was a lot of “trading” of the destinies of one mortal or other between the two gods, and an eternity of shared issues had mollified any rivalries that might have been present between them at the beginning of existence.

After quite a while of talking, discussing, and bargaining, the meeting was a partial success and a partial failure, leaving both gods neither completely satisfied nor completely unhappy. After they parted ways, there was one last task planned for the day. The task that  the deity had to attend to every day and that was always the most boring task.

Answering prayers.

As he sat down behind his desk, a deluge of letters flowed over him and covered the floor, stacking up to his knees. It was true that he didn’t receive as many prayers as other gods. Of course, nobody prayed for their own failure, so the prayers he got  usually targeted  rivals, enemies or bystanders. Please make my rival fail an exam, make the competition fail at expanding into our market, please let the assassination of the king fail, bla bla bla. He got bored just thinking about it.

Nonetheless, he started picking out some random letters and skimming through them. It was just as he expected and he quickly grew bored. Usually, he could offload this work to Jealousy or Hate, since most prayers touched upon their realms as well, but these were letters that had been sent back from them. Apparently, there wasn’t enough jealousy or hatred in them, a fact that made them even more boring.

The only exception was a prayer sent by a race of beings that hadn’t completely figured out sentience yet. It was complete gibberish that and he couldn’t even hope to understand, but at least it was a break from the usual.

Not interested in any more work, he decided to put off answering the prayers for tomorrow. This was one of the main benefits of letting himself experience time in the form of days, instead of all at once like most other timeless beings did. He could put off work for the next day, forever.

Despite not having done any of the work he had planned to do, he was content with himself and went back to bed.

The day had mostly been a failure. But that was, in its very own special way, a complete success. With a smile, he closed his eyes and went to sleep.










 



charcoal sketches by Philipp Handl

of the future



 

 



I can bear this, you’ll assert,

though fail to temper expectations.

Red-hot iron, palms burnt black,

pain corrupts what it avails.

 

Grieving freight trains stall in dirt,

such gentle souls in ghostly stations.

You should long to walk the track,

should tie yourself to unlaid rails.

 

Yet, so full of crashes you’d avert,

sketching unburnt destinations,

visions bind and forge this pact,

burdened futures tip the scales.

 

Afraid of what you had unearthed

from pictures born of hesitation.

Find fiction’s mask on telling fact,

your eyes may see but won’t unveil.









 



circumstantial evidence by Michaela Klusch



 



 

“Can you prove that you’re broken?”

The woman in the coat and glasses looks at me quizzically as if she can’t see the creature sitting in front of her. Like there are no crusted-over scrapes on its knees, no misshapen limbs from wrongly-set bones and definitely no crack in its skull where the colors spill out. Not that I can blame her much. That being has never shown in any mirrors, nor any photographs I’ve seen of myself.

I stare back at the woman with blank eyes. “What do you mean can I prove it?”

She goes on to ask more questions that make no sense to me because they assume that twenty-eight years ago, someone handed my mother a notebook along with her newborn to record any and all discrepancies to “normal” over the years. Still, she asks: How long have you been broken? Who else in your family might be broken? In what way did people realize you were broken when you were a child? Did they write it into your school reports?

“Because if they didn’t,” the woman goes on, “chances are you aren’t—well, weren’t—broken. Or just slightly. Broken is a spectrum, you know?”

I do, trust me, I want to bark at her. I understood early on that my eyes were broken enough to hide the details of the world from me and make me dependent on others. I won’t ever forget all the times I was told they were not broken enough for me to be compensated for that loss of freedom in any form, even if it’s just a train ticket I don’t have to pay for. Seems what this woman is trying to tell me is I once again ended up on the “unlucky but lucky enough” end of the brokenness-spectrum.

As I sit there with the colors escaping my head, I wonder how much time I still have to waste on more people in coats and glasses before the colors are all gone. Until I’ve used up my last pink for one final poem, or all of my blue for the last song I sing. Will someone see it, see me, before that happens?

“You just check those reports, read them really critically,” the woman is saying while I sit there with a ticking clock in my chest instead of a heartbeat. “And if you think they prove that you were—are—broken, you call us again and we’ll look into it in detail.”

I don’t tell her that I don’t need to read them and that I won’t be calling them again. I’ve read those reports too many times to not know what they say: Good girl, always attentive, sweet, a little shy, helpful to others, understands effortlessly, eagerly participates.

They might as well say: Definitely not broken, nor in any danger of ever breaking.

I used to be proud of reading those words over and over. They had a permanent trophy case reserved in my mind for all the smiles they put on other people’s faces. They may also have made me decide along the way to do all of my breaking in private and keep those smiles intact. It was my own version of hide-and-seek in which I definitely never wanted to be found.

One, two, three, they would start counting, eyes closed. I would make sure to use every second, each moment I had without eyes on me, to retreat into the darkest corner. All while making sure I left barely any breadcrumbs behind.

… eighteen, nineteen, twenty.

I only realize now that if you hide too well for too long, people may stop looking.



Ready or not… nobody’s coming.



Grateful by Tabea Hawkins



 

 



It’s hard, realizing that your parents are people.

Realizing that they have just the same emotions and dreams and aspirations and regrets as you do.

It’s hard because it shifts your reality, it gives concrete features to the amorphous forces you built up in your head.

It’s hard, but it’s a part of growing up, it’s a part of becoming your own person. It’s the ability to recognize otherness and sympathize and emphasize and change perspectives.

It’s even harder when you realize they aren’t who you thought they were.

When you learn that they are hypocrites.

When the ones who taught you to be yourself criticize you for doing the things you like.

When the ones who taught you that it’s what’s on the inside that counts, who you are as a person, comment on your body at any chance they get.

When the ones who taught you that there is grace and wisdom in growing old spend money on anti-aging creams.

When the ones who taught you to be strong and a good judge of character are the ones who don’t trust your friends.

When the ones who taught you to be kind and understanding are petty and mean.

It’s hard, realizing that your parents are people.

It’s harder realizing that they are not who you thought them to be.









 



Last Job by P. D. Hanggoro



 

 

Today marks my second anniversary of starting this covert job. All my clients were runaways; most of the time their photos ended up on the news for being wanted by the authorities, or their (former) house would be sacked by members of the mob looking for them. Anyone with the right amount of money can just come to me and disappear from their old lives within days.

Well, not anyone. After that one sports teacher appeared on the news for the most degenerate of crimes, anyone who came up to me had to explain why they were running, and it was completely up to me whether to accept their request or pretend that I had no idea what they were talking about. Six months ago, my appearance on the news (a major mistake, never should’ve happened) showed everyone in the underground why it was a very bad idea for them to threaten me after refusing their request. As an outlaw, I’d like to unironically thank the law for making it legal for shop owners to kill robbers. Especially when there are ten of them and there’s only one of you.

As I said, I have never handled a client who hasn’t done something wrong. Most of them look like criminals anyway. Now imagine my surprise when a woman and a boy showed up, asking for five bouquets of Lavenders, four English Bluebells, three Acacias, two Verbenas, and one Everlasting Daisy (L.E.A.V.E). She almost stuttered her order, continuously tapping the cashier machine as I stared at her in mild disbelief.

“Did I get the order right? You’re that flower woman, right? Please tell me you’re that woman.”

She was heavily clothed for a hot summer day. Leather gloves, an expensive-looking jacket with sleeves that went down to her fingers, a white scarf with pansy violet motifs, a face mask, a very low-worn cap and shades that almost covered up her swollen eyes. The day-old scar underneath her face mask was noticeable the moment you gave her a closer look. The boy, whom I correctly assumed was her son, was also wearing a similar cap and face mask, with an orange T-shirt and shorts. He was tall enough to be a five-year-old. At least the boy seemed unharmed.

“Yes, I am. Please, follow me.” She followed me beyond the counter, her sneakers making a low tapping noise on my ceramic floor. I led her to the basement and asked for her ID and the boy’s passport. I had never actually handled children before, but I had done passports plenty of times back in the black-op days, so I thought I could pull this off. Clara Velvet née Watkins and Christopher Velvet.

“Do you have a next of kin? Other than the current ones, of course.”

The Velvets own a huge area of land in the southern part of the city. They are famous for their charity work and for owning most of the major malls and entertainment centres in the city. In the underworld of this city, there are lords reigning over every business there is. Well, except mine. I’m sure they noticed me but thought that I wouldn’t interfere with their businesses.

“No,” she replied. I asked her to remove her face mask, shades, and cap so I could take a new photo of her, for her new ID. Standard protocol, I can usually edit out minor scars and bruises with just a few clicks.

“Chris, would you turn away for Mommy? Like you did this morning, honey.” Christopher Velvet turned around as his mother asked. Clara Velvet slowly raised her hands to remove her mask, though not without many doubts and a quick pause. Afterwards, she removed her shades and cap and looked at her feet in fear of me looking her in the face.

Her eyes were so red and swollen that I was really glad she could still see with them. The cut I saw earlier ran across her face diagonally. “Please, I have 3x4 pictures of me, can’t you use them instead?” It was all too familiar for me. That was the face my mom wore for the last three months of her life.

I caught myself staring into the nothingness behind Clara Velvet, and her talking brought me back to reality. “Ma’am? Are these photos okay? Can you use these?”

“Yes, I mean, yeah, I can work with that. You can...” I told her whilst gesturing that she could put her face mask back on, which she did with haste.

I processed her and her son’s new IDs. “Any particular place I should know about?” “You definitely can’t choose any city you’ve stayed in, even momentarily.”

“Anywhere north of here is fine.” Clara Velvet sat on the sofa by the pillar, while Christopher Velvet lay and slept on her lap.

I entered a small, sparsely populated town of my choosing. Mostly old, kind people lived here, so I never dropped off any of my clients here. They took me in after –

“How long will it take?” asked Clara Velvet.

“Twenty-four hours, at least. You will stay here in the meantime, and leave all comm—”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I don’t have a day. I might not have until nighttime. You recognized my family name, didn’t you? How long do you think it’ll take before they find out I’m gone?” She gently sat her son up and stood up, approaching me.

“If it’s more money you need, I have them. Just please get me and my son out of this town before sunset.”

Please take my daughter, Mr. Anders. Here, take my money. I was nine years old. My mom took me to that small town after her new boyfriend found out she had called the cops on him. As an adult, I figured that he must have been bailed out by a powerful friend, so she needed to smuggle me away to safety. North, where Mr. Anders, a student of my deceased grandfather, lived. Stay here, Meredith. You’re safe with Mr. Anders here. The next time I saw my mother was at her symbolic funeral, five years later, after she was declared legally dead. This ungrateful girl ran away that night, into the underworld she went, and there she stayed until a military ad found her cold little dirty hands.

“No, Clara. Keep your money. You need it more than I do.” She was stunned by the chance that my sentence might be ambiguous. “What do you mean? You’re not going to help me?”

“No, I am going to help you, it’s just... I don’t get many clients like you, not even once actually, so… You don’t have to worry about the cost. I’ll help you, free of charge.”

She wasn’t convinced. “Why would you do that? What’s in it for you?”

“History.” The fluorescent light reflected on her shades, in which I could clearly see my reflection. She retreated to her seat.

“We’ll leave at nightfall. We should stop by the town by the lake to get you some winter clothes.”

I rushed the new ID card and passport. Registering her and Christopher into the system could be done anywhere with Wi-Fi, so it could be done later on. Thirty minutes to nightfall, and we were on our way.

The sunset was on our left side. Clara and Christopher were sitting against the walls in the back of the flower truck, Christopher sleeping lightly on the thin mattresses I set up. Seeing that it was too dark for her son to see her clearly, she took off her mask, cap, and shades, and laid them on her bag. She noticed that I was watching her through the rearview mirror.

“Are you sure they’ll never find us?” she asked.

“No, they won’t.” Truthfully, I wasn’t sure. The Velvets ran the city. Everyone working there would find themselves actually working for them. Eventually, I was sure, they would figure out it was me who put her out of their reach. But I was quite certain no one was going to come look through that town, and I was more than certain I could handle myself should they come for me. Wait a second. “Did you mean Velvet Senior?”

No reply.

And you are Meredith, Lisa’s daughter? The bank manager asked me, ten years after the funeral. She did store something here. The man led me into the vault. I remember fifteen years ago, a young chap claiming to be her boyfriend tried to take it on her behalf. I denied him entry, of course, he was not her legal heir—I cut him on his words, asking if he remembered the man’s name and what had happened to him. Well, of course, we asked for his ID when he tried forcing his way in. He tried several more times that year, so we had to call the cops on him. I think he got killed during that major drug bust last year. His last name was—

I remember freezing right in front of the vault’s doorway. The pillars that gave my life a purpose crumbled into dust and then dissipated into the void. I had not even noticed, but the bank manager was concerned by my shortness of breath and helped me sit down. “It should’ve been me,” I told him. “I waited fifteen years for this. I worked hard for this. I went through the hell of war and back for this. It should’ve been me, not some damn heart attack, ME!”

“Yes. He was there too” Clara broke the silence as I parked the truck at the department store. Christopher was snoring softly. “I called the cops, one of them was his father’s friend. They told him.”

“And then?”

“His father called us to his house for dinner. Told us his son would be out of town. He wasn’t, he was there with his father.” Clara’s voice trembled but remained steady and silent enough to not wake her sleeping son. “The butler took Chris outside, and he did this,” pointed at her swollen face, “with his father watching him. The old man then walked slowly towards us, and warned me to never betray him again.”

I remained in the driver’s seat, looking ahead. If old man Velvet was in on it, they’d never be truly safe. Perhaps not even me.

“You should go and get those winter coats. Here’s the key, and you should find some amount of money in that envelope attached to the wall. Buy whatever you need, then go back here, lock the door and turn on the heater. Wait for me, okay? If I’m not here by morning, you should drive this truck – it’s automatic, don’t worry about it – drive it to North Point City, and find Mr. Anders. Tell him…” Damn, I hadn’t used my real name in a long time. Saying it out loud almost felt unreal. “Tell him you’re a friend of Meredith. Tell him everything, and give him this necklace,” as I hand her my mom’s necklace from the vault. “You’ll be safe.”

“Wait, who’s Meredith? I thought your name was –” I opened the door and tossed her the keys. “Where are you going?”

“Sunrise, Clara. If I’m not here, you should leave immediately.”

I took a cab and went back to the city, to my flower shop. Picked up my emergency supplies, new IDs, money, weapons by the lot, and a spare car I kept for situations like this. I set the timer on the wall to fifteen minutes, and left, heading south. To Velvet Manor.

The hard part was getting through twenty security guards, all academy-trained and armed to the teeth. Luckily, I had brought a ton of ammo with me and better aiming skills. I blasted the main door, and five more armed men unleashed hellfire on me. One bullet grazed my shoulder, but I held my own against the five men. The butler entered the main hallway, arms in the air.

“You’re the flower woman, aren’t you?” he asked me. “You told her about me, didn’t you, Sir?” I responded. He nodded. I let him go.

I found them in the master bedroom. Velvet Sr. holding a 9-mm handgun, and Velvet Jr. hiding behind his old man. Senior was a towering man, with a white moustache and a receding hairline, probably in his late 60s, and while I could not take a good look at Junior, he was significantly shorter than Senior.  “No need to hide, Junior, I’m here for both of you.” Junior peeked through his father’s shoulders.



“Why are you here? Do you think you can walk away from this? Do you know who I am? I own this city, bitch, the police are already on their way –” Bang. Senior fell flat on his face and Junior followed with a scream, curling into a fetal position.



“Please, don’t kill me… You can have it, his turf, his bank, whatever, ma’am just please don’t kill me!”He crawled to the corner of the room in his bathrobe, wearing only white underwear underneath. I reloaded and slowly paced in his direction. “You—you’re here for… Who are you?”

“I’m here for Clara. You’re not coming after her ever again.”

“Okay, okay, just please, let me walk away and—” He was much quicker at the draw than I thought, my bleeding right shoulder being a testament to that. His lifeless body lay there as I left the room, proceeding to light the entire house on fire.

I knocked on the truck’s backdoor, fifteen minutes before sunrise. Clara hadn’t left and was eating a sandwich from the nearby 24-hour minimart.

After gazing at me with great shock, she asked: “Did you …?” I nodded to her question. She helped me clean up the areas that I could not reach with my disabled right shoulder. After biting into one of the sandwiches she bought, I started the truck and left for North Point.

She was having doubts about what I had done, but she was getting the gist of it. I think.

“May I turn the radio on?” I asked her. “Sure, why not.”

“… At least twenty-seven were found dead at the Velvet Manor, presumably including Kerry Velvet Sr. and Jr. after a suspected gas leak caused the entire manor to explode. We are still waiting for the autopsy results; however, police suspect there may be some foul play involved. We are also getting reports that Lisa’s Flower Shop, owned by...”, static, “… has also suddenly caught fire, in a very similar manner to the Velvet Manor explosion. Authorities are still investigating whether these two cases are related.”

“They’re going to be looking for us, aren’t they?” asked Clara.

“Yes. They are.”

“They’re going to look for you too. What are you—”

“I quit, I guess. Can’t stay too long in this business anyway.” I sipped the black, tasteless coffee that she had bought with the sandwich.

“Thank you.” I looked at her and nodded.

“Will you be staying with us?” “I expect so. Sooner or later, you got to go home, don’t you?”

“Meredith, that’s your real name, right?”

“Yes.”

“The butler told me, that when people come to you, they need to tell you why they’re leaving. You didn’t ask me that.”

“No, I did not.”

Clara looked at me. The sun was rising from behind her back, forming a halo over her head. She wanted to ask why I didn’t ask her that, but she felt it was self-evident, and not something that needed to be asked. So instead…

“What happened to you, Meredith?”

History.









 



Rhythm of the Black Birds by Michael Hirth



 



 

When your life lifts away, like black birds from a frozen lake – a reflection of a life lived well, by your own admission. A life’s story stretching far, reaching past the War, reaching to where only stories remain.

 

When that life lifts away, there is silence. A moment, a heartbeat’s worth, an eternity contained by a single second as blood rushes into ears, drowning out all noise. Practiced hands reach out and begin their desperate work, waging war against the end.

 

The beat has stopped, the rhythm of a life long won – is gone. Now a new rhythm takes over, pounding, pumping, cracking ribs. Croaking, ragged breath, screaming, yelling and the whirring of machines, awakening to new life – to prod and measure and work.

 

People change, footfalls change, even the light changes. The one thing that stays is the frozen lake behind old eyes, the lack of any stories yet to be told. All stories end, and so does this one.

 

A tear is shed, and then it’s on to the next. All the black birds are gone, only shadows remain. More than I can count, for it would take me a lifetime to do so.

 

So I leave it to the wind to scatter an endless ocean of moments over all of eternity.









 



Privilege by Johann Sergl



 

 

“Are you alright there, sir?”

He wakes me with a soft voice. Police. I sit up quickly.

“Yes, yes. Yes, I’m alright.”

The morning air is cold, I am only wearing a shirt in my sleeping bag. He has kept a respectful distance, as if to not intrude upon the grass on the side of the road I have made my nightly domain. His eyes are warm, and a bit worried.

“You have to be careful around here, young man. It’s a bit of a dangerous area. Do you know what is behind this wall?”

I look at the brick wall behind me. I chose this spot since it protects me from the wind.

“No.”

He has come closer, and kneels down now so as to not tower over me, but meet me at eye level. His partner has stayed back, leaning relaxedly against the police car. 

“There’s a mansion there, been broken into more than once by thieves in the last months. This is not a safe area.”

He looks at me expectantly.

“Oh.”

He nods slowly, and then, looking over at the large hiking bag, asks “Where are you headed to, anyway? We don’t get a lot of hikers in this area.”

“Ah, I’m walking to the Wicklow Mountains.”

His eyebrows shoot up.

“That’s still really far. And this road is pretty busy, that can be dangerous. We could take you to the next village, I think there’s a bus there in that direction.”

“Oh, no, I think I will be fine, I’d rather walk.”

I can see that he disagrees with my decision, but he nods again. It is my business, after all.

“Okay, but I will get you a warning vest. Will make you more visible to the drivers.”

“Yeah, yeah that would be great, thank you.”

We both stand up, and as he walks back to his partner and the car, I hastily pack my belongings. I brought too much stuff, it is too heavy. Thankfully the new backpack I got for Christmas has a really good system of carrying straps, so the weight is well-distributed over my body.

The officer returns with a still packaged  warning vest and another silvery package.

“It gets cold this time of year, you can have this heat blanket, if you want to.”

“Ah, that would be great, thank you.”

“And you are sure you don’t want the ride?”

“No, I will be fine, thanks.” He nods again, and we exchange a smile. His eyes remind me of my mother’s .

“Okay then, be safe and enjoy the mountains.”

“Yeah, I will. Goodbye, and thank you again.”

He just nods once more and returns to the car.

I take a deep breath as they drive off, and face the road ahead. This will indeed not be an easy journey, but I have chosen the hardship for myself. 

 









 



Pilot by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

When parents come out to their children in movies, it’s because they’ve found a new partner, and their whole life has been a lie, and only now can they truly be themselves. Then again, there’s usually no bisexual people in movies. Mum came out to me after a lengthy discussion of her and my Dad’s fucked-up relationship. 

She said: “You know, now that we’ve got the divorce, maybe I’ll find someone again.”

I said: “Sure, go ahead. I’d love it for you to be happy with someone again.”

She hesitated, and then added: “And maybe that – that someone – will be a woman.” Short pause. “You know, there are some people who – who love both.”

I hesitated too, heat rushing through my throat, the words almost burning my tongue when I finally uttered them: “I know. I’m one of those people, too, actually.” I saved the objection that there is no both when it comes to gender, as there aren’t just two, for another conversation.

“You are?”

“Yes.”

We smiled at each other. That’s how my Mum and I came out to each other. 

If we lived in a movie, she wouldn’t be bisexual, she’d be just plain gay. I would very probably be straight, and the storyline would be me having to grapple with the lie that my childhood had been, her being with my Dad, despite her sexuality. There would be jokes about how I should have known, after all she’s into sports/has short hair/wears plaid shirts. In a movie, my Mum would also be younger, or at least look younger, early fifties, and she’d be blonde and tall and thin, because there are no old fat lesbians in movies. 

I’m so glad I don’t live in a movie. I would have hated my movie-Mum. 

There also wasn’t a big scene or anything. I don’t think we even hugged. And we didn’t mention it again afterwards. I feel uncomfortable talking to my Mum about any kind of relationship or love stuff, regardless of the gender of the person involved.

A few days later, she told me about an old friend of hers who owns a small farm in the countryside. “You remember Joan, right, Dave?,” she said. “She and her girlfriend went hiking last weekend and the funniest thing happened…”

It took me a moment to process the sentence, and I missed some important information about the funny hiking trip, which included a loosely tied shoe and some wildflowers. I’d always thought Joan was straight; our families had gone away on holiday a few times when I was younger and I’d always enjoyed playing badminton with her husband Ed. They divorced two years ago. From this revelation I deduced that bisexual women were probably as omnipresent as Starbucks, though harder to spot, as they were usually in committed relationships with straight men.

That was more than a year ago now. I met Jamie a few months later and fell very hard for him. He is bookish and cool, in an effortless way. I’m bookish, too, but in that way where my glasses always slide down my nose and I have to push them back up every two minutes, smudging the lenses in the process. Apparently, Jamie finds that endearing about me. It was quite a shock, finding out my infatuation hadn’t been one-sided after all. Being with him has been the easiest thing, he makes me feel so happy and light. 



The recipe for the caramel brownies I brought to my Mum’s today is Jamie’s. We baked them together, actually, when I told him I was going to visit her today. I try to go round to hers at least once a month, usually on a weekend; it’s our time to catch up, as we both don’t like phone calls. Up until today, the cake I’ve brought had always been store-bought. I’m really glad Mum and I have such a good relationship. It used to embarrass me, to actually like spending time with her, but that stopped some time after my twentieth birthday. Leaving your teens behind makes you realise there are enough people in the world to despise; it doesn’t necessarily have to include your parents, too.



We’re in the kitchen, I’m cutting the brownies in the tin and she is making coffee, when she says, “I have something to tell you.” 

“Okay,” I answer, feeling a bit wary of the ominously phrased sentence, but mostly curious. 

“I’ve found someone. A new partner.” She waits for a moment, I nod. 

“That’s nice,” I say. Dad had found someone before she had even known they were over – he had cheated on her, in other words – so this is one of the least shocking things she could have told me. Still, she looks a bit worried.

“Her name’s Barbara,” she adds. 

“Oh!” I say. Despite our conversation coming-out-to-each-other-as-bisexual-without-either-of-us-saying-the-word-bisexual that day, I hadn’t really expected this. Still, what difference does it make? “That’s nice!” I repeat, this time more enthusiastically. “I’m happy for you,” I say, meaning it. “You deserve it.”

“Thanks, Dave,” she says, smiles, and then comes over to ruffle my hair. It’s one of her more annoying habits, but I let it pass for now. 

“You know, I’ve met someone too, a while ago actually,” I say, feeling, now that she’s confided in me, like I should repay the favour.

“That’s nice,” Mum says, smiling somewhat distractedly. She’s using the stove-top espresso maker I gave her for her birthday in March, carefully filling the sieve-part with coffee grounds. “This is so fiddly,” she says under her breath, then looks up and asks, “So what’s their name?”

It takes me a second. “Their – ooh, nice one, Mum.” We both grin. Her use of the gender-neutral pronoun makes me feel proud. “Their name’s Jamie, actually.”

She laughs. “Well, that doesn’t make it any clearer. Is it a boy or a girl then?”

“Jamie’s twenty-six, so in any case you should be asking ‘Is it a man or a woman’, but – “

She stops me. “No no, wait! Don’t tell me. Just invite them round for afternoon tea Sunday in two weeks! It’ll be a double date with Barbara.” 

I hesitate. “So you want my, uh, partner’s gender to be a surprise?” I ask, just to clarify.“Yes!” She’s grinning now, obviously pleased with her idea. “It’ll be fun. And I won’t be able to have any preconceptions about the young lady or gentleman or non-binary… nobleperson you’re seeing.” She’s smiling quite smugly at the surprise on my face. 

“Not all old people subscribe to the gender binary,” she says, finally screwing the top back on to the coffeemaker and putting it on the stove. “I’ve watched One Day at a Time on Netflix, you know.”

“Well, I’m impressed,” I say. 

“I hope your Jamie will be, too,” she replies with a chuckle.

 

 

 

Jamie is reading Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism by David Harvey when I come into his room. His flatmate Pippa let me in. He’s frowning at the book and looks up distractedly when he hears me closing the door. A wave of affection topples me for a moment. Sometimes when Jamie looks at me like this, so earnest and grave with his hair tousled in this way, it almost makes me black out for a second because I find him so attractive.  

“Hi,” he says now and scoots over on his bed, not really to make room – there was plenty of that either side of him anyway – but to indicate I’m welcome to sit down. I kiss his cheek, then put my head on his shoulder. He puts his bookmark between the pages he was reading and his arm around me. 

“I was just reading that bit when you came in, where he talks about the contradiction of Capital (with a capital C) wanting to keep the workers as low-paid and downtrodden and rights-less as possible, so as to maximise profit, but at the same time, relies on workers to buy their products – which they can’t, of course, when they’re making just enough to scrape by. It’s all laid out very concisely, quoting Marx and all that stuff, but all I could think about reading that chapter was that headline that made the rounds a while ago because it sounds like a meme, you know which one I mean – ‘millennials are destroying the diamond-industry’.”

I’ve been listening attentively, nodding along, but his last sentence makes me burst into laughter.

“Wasn’t that the housing industry though?” I say when I’ve gotten my composure back.Jamie is grinning. “That, and the sports car industry, and a bunch of other industries too, I think.”

“At least we’re taking great care of the avocado industry.”

“Speaking of! Guacamole for dinner?”

“Yes please!”

Jamie takes out his phone and writes “avocado” in his notes app. “Still have to buy groceries though,” he says. 

“Oh, I’m happy to come along,” I say, “I love getting groceries together.” It sounds like irony but it isn’t, which Jamie knows. He looks at me in a way that says “you’re so cheesy”, then leans over to kiss me. 

“By the way,” I say, before I forget, “I’ve told you about how next Sunday my Mum’s introducing me to her new girlfriend, right?”

Jamie nods, I feel his cheek brushing against my head. “She’s asked me to ask you to come as well.”

“Oh,” he replies, “next Sunday? Uh, sure. Why not.”

“You don’t seem so thrilled,” I say cautiously. That makes him smile, in a sort of self-conscious way. 

“No, it’s not like – I mean, I’m very curious to meet your mother. But… I’m the first boyfriend of her son’s she’s ever had to deal with, right? Then again, she’s introducing you to her first girlfriend, so I guess we’re all even.” 

I laugh. “Yeah, I guess so. Also, she doesn’t even know yet she’s in for her first boyfriend of mine.”

Now Jamie is frowning again. “What? You haven’t told her?”

“Not explicitly, no. I said I was seeing someone, and she asked for their name, and, you know,  your name is not exactly telling when it comes to gender, so she thought it would be fun to make it a surprise for next Sunday… I don’t know,” I say haltingly. I can’t really make out from Jamie’s face what he’s thinking about the whole thing. “It’s silly, it was silly of me to go along with it, I should have just told her.”

We look at each other for a few seconds. It’s impossible to read Jamie’s face.

“So, it’s like a gender reveal party, in a way,” he finally says, which makes me laugh. He joins in.

“Yeah, I guess,” I reply, “only it’s for my Mum, not yours, to make it even weirder.”

“And I’m not a fetus,” Jamie adds.

“Yeah, that, too.”

Jamie sighs, stretching out his legs. He wiggles his toes, which makes me laugh again, but I quickly stop when he starts talking and sounds serious. “Your mum sounds so cool,” he says, sort of wistfully. 

I nod, looking down on our hands, my thumb stroking his. “Yeah, she is, I guess.”

“My mother and I aren’t as close. She doesn’t even know I’m gay,” Jamie says. His expression stays neutral, but his voice catches at the end of the sentence. We’ve touched on the subject a few times in previous conversations, but he never elaborated much, and I didn’t want to make him feel pressured to open up. We’re quiet for a while, until Jamie suddenly leaps up from the bed, lands on his feet and holds out his hand to me, a dapper smile back on his lips. 

“Well, let’s go, then. These avocados aren’t going to buy themselves!”

 

 

 

The next Sunday, we walk into the house without ringing the doorbell. Mum left the door unlocked, as she often does, which Jamie would never believe when I said so. “I told you!” I whisper to him triumphantly. He just looks at me, exasperated, and whispers back: “But it’s not safe!” 

The next moment, I hear Mum’s voice from the living room. 

“Dave, is that you? We’re in here!”

Jamie and I take our shoes off quickly, then walk through the hallway and into the living room. The table is already set for four people, the room smells like freshly ground coffee. Mum has her arm around a blonde, sixty-ish year old woman who, I deduce, must be Barbara.

“Hello!” I say cheerfully, and then I notice the shift of energy in the room. 

Barbara is looking at me and Jamie in shock, her eyes glued to our intertwined hands. Bit weird for a lesbian to be this homophobic, I think, before looking over at Jamie and seeing that his expression mirrors hers exactly. 

“James?” she says at the same time as he says: “Mum?” and the true weirdness of the situation starts to dawn on me.

“What the fuck??” they then yell, in perfect unison.

Mum and I look at each other, I’m sure our expressions must be priceless. It feels like we’re all collectively holding our breath. Jamie’s hand has gone limp, slipping out of mine.

“Dave, maybe we should… check on the coffee, in the kitchen, don’t you think?” Mum says and nods her head toward the doorway. “Give these two a bit of time to talk.”

“Oh, sure,” I say. 

“Nice to meet you, Jamie,” Mum says to him quietly as she goes past him, giving him a weak smile. I stroke his back in a hopefully encouraging manner before following Mum out of the living room.

In the kitchen, we look at each other blankly for a few seconds, then she bursts into laughter.

“Sorry, sorry,” she says, grabbing a baking glove from the counter and pressing it to her face, trying to muffle the noise. I attempt to stifle my own laughter by looking at a tomato-sauce-coloured stain on the ceiling. How did that manage to get up so high? When Mum puts the baking glove down again, I see there are tears in her eyes.

“This is too absurd!” she says in a whisper, snorting with laughter, then concealing it in a cough.

“I know!” I say. “They’re right – what the fuck?”

It looks like Mum has regained some of her composure. 

“So your Jamie is my Barbara’s son.”

“Apparently,” I reply, nodding. 

“How come we didn’t figure this out sooner?”

I shrug. 

“I mean,” Mum says, “I knew Barbara has a son called James.”

“And I knew Jamie has a mum,” I say deadpan. This makes us laugh again.

“Barbara even said to me, when I told her your Jamie would be bringing cake, that it was probably a girl then –” she sees my disapproving look and reacts quickly – “yes yes, I’m perpetuating gender stereotypes, I know, I’m sorry! But when I told her that, she said not to be too sure about that, because her son James is an avid baker.”

I snort. “And you didn’t think maybe…?”

“No, why would I? Barbara told me she hasn’t come out to anyone because she’s afraid of their reactions, so I didn’t think her son would be gay himself, I mean, what would she have to be afraid of then?”

“But Jamie told me he hasn’t told his mum because he thinks she’d disapprove!”

Mum gives me a solemn look now. “Well, there you have it.” 

“Openness and communication.”

“As important as ever.” 

We’re silent for a while. I’m straining my ears to listen to what’s going on in the living room, but Mum closed the door when we left, to give Barbara and Jamie some privacy, and so my attempt at eavesdropping is in vain. 

“Did I say we should check on the coffee?” Mum asks suddenly.

I nod. 

“Well, the coffee’s already on the table.” 

“Oops,” I say, and we go off laughing again. I feel weirdly light-headed.

“Do you think they’re ready? It feels strange, hiding out in your own kitchen,” Mum says. 

I shrug. “Should we go and check?” She hesitates, then nods.

When we come back into the living room, Jamie and Barbara are still standing where they were when we left, still looking sort of tense, but a bit more relaxed than before. Slow progress, but I guess news like this takes longer than just five minutes to digest. 

“Did you have a chance to… talk?” Mum asks diplomatically. 

They both nod. I stand next to Jamie, extending a hand, which he takes, grimacing. He leans over to me: “This afternoon got even weirder than expected,” he says in a low voice, his lips almost brushing my ears, making my skin tingle. In front of both our mothers, I think. 

“It took you a while to notice that the coffee’s already in here,” Barbara says to Mum, who mumbles something unintelligible. The situation’s tension further dissolves in our nervous laughter.

“Well, there’s no use in us all standing around like this, sit, sit!” Mum says. There’s the sound of chairs scraping and dishes clanking while everyone’s cups are being filled. Jamie cuts his cheesecake and gives out the slices while our mothers make shallow, non-committal conversation, working at glossing over the weird coincidence that brought us all here.

Looking at my Mum shooting curious glances over at Jamie, who keeps nervously eyeing his mother, makes me think: my life really isn’t like a movie. It turns out it’s more like a badly written sitcom, and I have to say, I’m quite keen to find out what the coming seasons will have in store for the four of us.

 









 



Who’s holding the matches? by Alessia Cortina



 

 



Do you think the moon is aware of the tide when she turns her back to the ocean?

Does she know of the power she holds?

Do you?

When, like a puppeteer, you control my every move?

When you cup my face in the palm of your hand, and convince me that I have a choice?

Does it slide down to my neck before I choose you? 

Or after?

Do you enjoy watching my soul burn after you’ve set it on fire?









 



Wild Writing by Evelyn Wranich



 



 

I am going to try an exercise, I said a couple of minutes ago. Well, said is the wrong word. I thought about it. I thought about taking a deep breath, checking on my posture — knowing myself, I’d be slouched over, my shoulders and spine rounded with pain hammering a nail, no, a stake through my temples —, straightening up my back, pushing back my neck and head, and, finally, about just writing whatever thought happens to drop from my fingers.

Obviously, I am bad at this. It’s so hard turning off my inner editor, the voice that is continuously snapping at my heels and wrists that I am not good enough and neither is my writing. I should just stop, that voice keens in a yippity-yap sing-song.

Dimly, I muse about what that even means. I also think about word choice and the way my flowing words are more generic than not. You’re supposed to elevate uniqueness when writing down your words. Or was it that the first draft was just to get the raw material, the meat so to speak, onto the paper, or if we’re following that convoluted metaphor, the processing table.

For a meal that you can buy, you have to cook the meat. Before cooking the meat, you might have to spice it up a little, roll it around in salt and pepper and let it marinate in vinegar-honey over night. The purpose of this process is to soak the meat in flavor, otherwise it will be bland, like an unedited piece of writing.

However, could I admit something? Besides the fact I am not supposed to use tentative language like could, should, most to-constructions. I can’t stand soaking the meat over night. Yes, it tastes better. Yes, it looks leagues better. But the soaking needs time, which means I have to wait. And hunger is an impatient beast that meanders through your body until its claws rip out from your throat and eat you up from inside.

That’s some heavy imaginary. I don’t even know where this is going but that’s the purpose of free writing, I guess. Get the wild dragons out of your mind, let them fly away, and hope they return. Meanwhile, you’ll be left with the tame ones. Or the lame ones. At first glance, that’s always difficult to tell.

When wild writing, you’re not supposed to edit, even if you suddenly notice that you switched tenses and points of views or narrator. These are rather big things to ignore, however. It’s much more difficult than allowing your eyes to jump over a few inconsequential grammar mistakes. Grammar mistakes, in an emergency, you can always pass off as artistic freedom, as a way of creatively breaking the mold of the norm and shattering the notions of right and wrong.

Most of the time, utter bullshit. I’d know. I am a master of those.

I’m not a master of my own fate, though. Or a master of manipulation.

There’s no way for me to bend your minds to my will, just by smiling and speaking a few pretty words, dripping with charms and seduction and confidence. I can’t do that - there’s no charm or temptation or confidence to be found in me. Trust me, I should know.

 









 



you will be missed by Amadeus Stadler



 

 



the holes in my wall,

memories of you stripped

off of it

 

are like the holes you left

in my heart

 

I wish I could put my feelings

in that box as well, to cherish

and laugh about at a later day

 

but putting feelings away

be it in boxes or bottles

always comes with a price to pay

 

so instead I’m trying to say

goodbye, farewell and appreciate

our time for what it was

 

and accept that it is over.









 



The Silicone Soul by Juri Kolbeck



 

 

Darkness.

Still … darkness.

Wait, she was thinking. She was … why couldn’t she open her eyes? She tried to concentrate. Was she dead?

“Welcome to heaven, my child!” she heard a disembodied voice say. It seemed to directly pierce her thoughts, to come from within her very being.

Was this really it? The end?

The disembodied voice seemed to snicker.

“Knock it off, Haskell! We’re paid to do research, not to joke around,” another voice interjected, seemingly the first one’s superior. Did God have a boss? Maybe she wasn’t dead after all. But who were the two voices? Were they talking trough a microphone? How was she able to hear them? She couldn’t feel her ears, or her face, for that matter. In fact, she couldn’t feel her body at all.

Again, the voice: “Alright, test subject 16, can you hear me?” An avalanche of questions, swears and pleas sprung to her mind, but … she had no mouth to open. “Can you hear me?” A pause. “Are you giving us the silent treatment again?” the voice said with a sigh. “Test subject 16?” But before she could think further about the remark, her mind was overwhelmed by speech again: “Ah, there’s the problem. I forgot to plug in the speakers. And here I thought our test subject was in one of her moods again. Would you be so kind to plug it in? Can’t reach it from here.”

“Right right of course. Uhm ….Ah found it. Here we go.”

Suddenly, her floating mind seemed to be connected to something, like a balloon tied to a fence. Could she speak now? She tried to say something. Out came an unintelligible slurry of sounds … her unintelligible slurry of sounds! After some further attempts, she had improved her speech to the point she could say her first real sentence:

“What the fuck?”

It wasn’t very eloquent, but considering the circumstances, she was still proud of herself for having managed to say anything at all.

“Ugh, this is why I hate resets. Haskell, give her a rundown on the most important points again. It’s too late to do much else anyway, and if we do it now, we can focus on actual testing tomorrow. I’ll go grab us a coffee.”

A door opened and closed. It seemed the superior had left. Would she get some answers now? 

“Well, here we go again. Of course for you it’ll seem like the first time, so as usual, I’ll let you ask the questions. Go ahead.”

After a short pause, a stream of questions poured out of her mouth: who was she, where was she, what had they done to her, who were they, what insanity was this; and many more frantic queries.

“Same questions as usual, I see. Well, to start, we’re in a laboratory in a confidential location in Western Europe. As to what we’re doing here and what we did to you: We’re the cutting edge of Artificial Intelligence Research this side of the Ural river. Well actually, you are the cutting edge in AI research. And to answer the other big question: We didn’t do anything to you. In fact, without us, you wouldn’t even exist in your current form.”

“What are you talking about? What form? I can’t see. And I can’t feel anything. You call that not doing anything?”

“I’m getting to that. But I have a counter question: Do you still remember what happened before you woke up here? Do you remember your name?”

Remembering was hard. Her mind seemed to be shrouded in a thick fog. But with some effort, she could make out vague memories.

“I … I was driving down a highway, I think. My name is … Lua. But what does that have to do with anything?”

“That’s right. Lua was driving down the highway. Manually, no less, with her car’s automated driving system disabled. And that’s when quote unquote ‘you’ got into a fatal accident. Shocking, I know. Your file also lists the cause of the accident, but I don’t remember the details. The important part is that your head was unharmed.“

Lua wanted to interrupt him, to shout down his obvious lies, but from the back of her mind, memories came back up. Driving her car.  Losing control of the vehicle. Her hands full of her own blood. And then the loud sirens of the ambulance.

“Quite a lot to take in, isn’t it? I think you can guess that you didn’t end up in an ordinary hospital. We were looking for a test subject and Lua was a lone driver without many friends or any living relatives. Nobody would kick up much of a fuss if her body went missing. So we scanned Lua’s brain and made a 1:1 representation of it. Each cell represented by an equivalent simulated cell, all interacting with each other just like they would in the real world through a lifelike simulation of each neural connection. And that is you and how you got here, test subject 16.”

“Even if that were true, how can you say all that so nonchalantly? I just woke up to find myself in a void, first I can’t see, then I can’t even talk, then you blast your voice into my mind and then I find out I’m actually not even real? Like I’m alive, but wait, no, I’m actually dead, but no – I’m in, no, I am a simulation? You just dump all this new information on me and expect me to go along with your bullshit? Do you not realize how wrong this all is? What is wrong with you people?” Any confusion she might have felt had been replaced by shock and anger.

“To be perfectly honest, I thought like you, too, in the beginning. But I’ve learned not to let myself be judged by a couple of bits and bytes. The work we’re doing here is important. Nobody judges the renaissance doctors that had to learn anatomy by dissecting corpses robbed from graves and likewise, nobody will fault us for a few unpleasant necessities in a hundred years’ time.”

“But I’m not dead! And what even is the purpose of all this? How could it ever justify this insanity?”

“Right now? Just research into how the human brain works. In the last test we tried to do some modifications so you wouldn’t need to rest or sleep anymore, but that kind of broke your brain. Hence the reset.”

“That’s it?”

“No, of course not. Once we’ve figured out enough about how the human brain functions, we can use it for practical applications. You see, the problem with the old AI approaches is that they’re basically just glorified formulas: A very complex equation or algorithm that may be able to detect cancer or recognize faces but that nonetheless has about as much comprehension of what it does as a fruit fly. Far less actually. And that’s where you come in. You actually understand what you do and you think like a human would. So far, people have been able to evade content filters with some creative word changes or trick facial recognition with a bit of strategically placed face-paint. But you? You would see trough that, just like a human would. And once we’ve figured out the details, you’ll be able to do it without needing a wage, food or sleep.”

“No, I can’t believe that. This is crazy. This has to be illegal. And even if it it isn’t, there’d be protests.”

“Well, legally, you’re just a computer program. And like it or not: We have the full support of the government. As far as I’ve heard, our department just had to mention that China and the US were working on similar projects and we got all the funding and support we ever wanted. Europe can’t afford to fall behind in the AI race, now can it?”

The door opened and closed again. The superior had come back.

“Well, that’s all for now. I’m going to turn off your speech now. You have more than enough things to think over and get used to for now.” Before Lua had a chance to reply, she was muted again.

“So, how did it go?” the superior asked.

“She’s still confused, but I think she got the gist of it.”

Confused? She was livid! How did these –

“Great. Here’s your coffee. We’ll continue tomorrow, it’s getting late. Put the test subject in standby and we can go home.“

Standby? What did they mean? Pause her like some video ga –

“Thanks. Yeah, just have to bring up the menu and …”

No no no, not back into the darkness, not –

 “Good night!”
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Deadly by Johann Sergl



 

 

Our eyes met during the dance, took hold, and refused to let go. And when the fast strings had wrung us out, when our legs refused to take another step, we fell into the high grass, side by side. Then, after some cautious smiles, we started to talk.

We spoke endlessly of ages past, of the world unfolding, and of the future. And where it normally felt natural to fall into cynicism and to see only the darker shades, suddenly, unexpectedly, joy was easy.

Dawn found us kissing under the lime tree. A summer’s night had never felt this brief before; the dark was breaking into greens and reds and yellows as the daylight forced us to part.

But it could not part us for long. We found each other again and again that summer. We explored the music of the forest, the stars and the night sky, and we explored each other: the movement of our minds, the rhythm of the heart, and the passions we shared.

Once, we managed to spin a disagreement over the amount of muscat one should have used in an 18th century recipe into a discussion about the applicability of the scientific method when it comes to art.

Once, we spent an entire night observing an owl on the hunt. You had to describe its every movement to me in whispered tones.

And then, of course, there was the last day of August.

You brought a truly ancient bottle of Gran Cru, one of the very few reasons you had for ever praising the church, and I made a salad of wild herbs and rice balls fried in beer batter. The wine was far too heavy and complex to complement the meal, but we heeded it no mind .

I had just finished musing about the wondrous stories I had heard from the winds, stories of lands just as beautiful as ours, when I noticed that your attention was more set on my lips than on my words.

“Are you not interested in the fragrance of some far off mountain flower?”

“No, no, I am, I want to visit all the wonders that the west wind touches. I…”

My lips stopped yours, and you melted into mine.

Your hand rested on my back and I slowly reclined as your kisses started to wander, first to my cheek, my ear, down to my neck… and then you paused.

But I just raised my chin, opened one dreamy eye, and smiled.

You carefully lifted my hair with your hand and then your teeth softly sank into my skin.

 

Soon the trees had turned to match the colour of the dawn I’d learned to dread and we found ourselves watching lime leaves tumble through the wind. You had to leave. That’s what you said. I could not come. You would not say  where, nor for how long. And then you fool implored me to forget.

I heard that you went missing. Then rumours. And then nothing.

Six years later you sent me the letter.

Six years later I found you starving, crying, lost among a dozen bodies, covered in dry blood. Dying, again.

I carved the stake from a branch that had fallen during the last storm of spring, and I drove it into your chest. Gentle at first, piercing the skin, then with more and more force, putting all my weight behind it, until your ribs cracked.

Your eyes were not full of anger, not full of sadness, no, worse than that, they were full of doubt.

Doubt.

“Have you loved, my dear?”

“Like I have never loved before.”

“Then life was worth living.”



You dried out as we spoke, and then a soft, western wind carried you away and left me with two hands full of dust.









 



Death[1] of the Author[2] by Maximilian Stark[3]



 

 

Conceived in darkness, born at dawn[4],

I’ve fended for myself[5] in mid-day glare[6];

My father’s cooling shade is gone,

No god[7] above, nor shelter anywhere.

 

My[8] mind grown clear, my body hard[9],

And long I’ve been a man and not a son[10];

Yet[11] strangers in their blind[12] regard

See mere reflections of the absent one[13].

 

 

[1] Roland Barthes’s seminal 1967 essay La mort de l’auteur (“The death of the author”) is one of the more well-known texts in the field of literary theory, but for the benefit of those who have not encountered it, I would like to clarify that the present poem is not intended to portray—nor, in fact, reference even in a cursory way—the (physical, metaphysical, spiritual) death of any real author, including myself. The title of the piece therefore only refers to the philosophical concept of the same name: The idea that the interpretation of any given instance of art should be interpreted separately from an author’s (known or assumed) intentions or their biographical background. This, and not any mortality-related ruminations, is what this poem intends to reflect.

 

[2] In a similar vein, I realise the ambiguity that the word “author” introduces early on. A wide range of possible interpretations is not necessarily an evil (or, perhaps, a necessary evil) in poetry, but I fear that at such an early point in the text, any misunderstanding may easily lead the reader completely and irretrievably astray. Hence, a few words to clarify my use of the term are warranted. The pertinent question in this case is: Which definition of “author” applies? Does the word refer to the author of the poem, i.e. myself, to another writer, yet to be named, or to the abstract concept of the author, as Barthes’s original essay did? There is, much as I detest such foggy obfuscations, also the possibility that multiple responses are correct to varying degrees. Instead of losing my reader to fanciful interpretations before the fifth word, I would like to make it clear that the reference here is purely to the abstract idea of the author as a prototype or a social role, like in Barthes’s essay.

 

[3] Me.

 

[4] I should say a few words about this line. While I have made it quite clear that the abstract takes precedence over the personal in this poem, this use of personification could still throw a wrench into any attempt at interpretation, leading to misguided results. Specifically, these lines can, and in fact will be, read as possessing a double meaning, referring both to my life and the “life” of a piece of art. This is not an entirely faultless reading. There is no double meaning here as much as the one, abstract, meaning, which is enhanced by language typically reserved for self-aware subjects.

 

[5] A quick comment on my own biography. Absent fathers are obviously a component of this poem, and such resentment towards a father figure is a common motif in writing, but I would once again like to stress that this poem has nothing to do with anyone’s personal connection to their own absent or present, helpful or harmful fathers. My own father is the sort of parent that every child ought to have in a perfect world, and thus I must exclude interpretations that take the “absent father” imagery too literally. By the way, today is my father’s birthday.

 

[6] Any work of art—in this case, any piece of writing—must stand up to scrutiny once it is published. I have chosen this metaphor to highlight, pun intended, how the public eye easily reveals flaws that the author, or their friends and early readers, could hardly have discovered in the metaphorical dim light of their private writing process.

 

[7] I first started doubting the existence of God when I was ten years old. Having been raised Catholic and having received the sacraments of communion and confirmation, I had spent my childhood convinced that the world was built on a divine foundation that ensured that good would prevail and evil would be punished, and that all human beings who earnestly tried to be good in life would eventually be permitted into Heaven, where they would be allowed to live forever among their loved ones. This is perhaps not the worst way for a child to grow up; I suspect that some of my emotional balance as an adult derives from this sense of metaphysical security as a child. Yet, at the age of ten, my thoughts about the possibility that no god existed and that human beings were not assured any life after death plunged me into a period of anxiety and despair, and the possibility that those I trusted might have taught me untrue things seemed to me an unforgivable slight.

 

[8] The use of the first person singular is a stylistic choice that brings with it certain pitfalls. The glaringly obvious one is that readers may be led to mistake the narrator, the lyrical “I”, for the author—but the less obvious risk is that the author themselves may find themselves identifying with the subject of their writing and impose on it not just a sense of ownership, but a sense of fraternity, if not shared identity. Could this read to an additional sense of possessiveness regarding one’s own work? I would not dispute that, though I feel that being aware of these sorts of ego-related temptations is enough to largely avoid them.

 

[9] Juvenile interpretations of this last phrase are possible but not recommended.

 

[10] The Freudian reading suggests here an Oedipal component, a symbolic murder of one’s own father to step out of his shadow and gain an independent sense of self. This also appears relevant since the poem associates the roles of “god” and “father”. In Totem and Taboo, Sigmund Freud claims that individual gods are formed from the likeness of the believer’s father and that all religion converges in the Oedipus complex. What would be especially relevant here is the hypothesised role of the father as a rival, an obstacle in the life of the child that needs to be overcome, as well as the role of someone who consoles a fearful child and whose absence in that role robs a child of warmth, shelter, and safety. However, do not read any of that into this poem. Any psycho-analytical reading is prohibited. I hate Freud.

 

[11] I have reconsidered my last point on gods and fathers. While I continue to reject psycho-analytical readings, I am open to considering gods along the lines of Piaget’s phases of human development. In the pre-operational phase of child development according to Jean Piaget, children believe their parents to be the nearly omnipotent creators of the universe. It is plausible that religious feelings may be an extension of this assumption once children discover their parents‘ limits. I like Piaget. Therefore, a Piagetan reading of this poem is allowed.

 

[12] Blindness has a wide array of potential associations. There is, first of all, the modern view rooted in anti-discrimination and social-justice thinking, which holds that blindness should not be used as a negative descriptor in literature and that all art should strive to represent the disabled fairly and to address and combat ableism wherever possible. The more mythological association would be one in which blindness in the physical world lends the afflicted a sort of second sight, e.g. enabling them to see divine truths, the future, or otherwise compensating a loss of sight with enhanced perception in other regards. The blind seer is a literary archetype embodied, for instance, by Tiresias in Greek mythology. Beyond this prototypical role, there are lesser examples such as Gloucester in King Lear, who, moments after he has been blinded, realises that Edmund has betrayed him and that Edgar has been faithful; or the preternaturally perceptive superhero Daredevil, portrayed perfectly by Charlie Cox in the latest TV adaptation of the property. Lastly, there is the practical view, which entails the necessity of a fitting single-syllable adjective for the meter to scan right. This last reading is correct, the other ones are irrelevant for my poem, relevant though they may be to the literary world at large.

 

[13] Hopefully, my previous footnotes have prevented any overly adventurous readings of this poem. The topic of authorial intent is important to me, and the importance of Barthes‘ argument that such intent cannot be the yardstick for interpretation of any creative medium cannot be overstated. Therefore, I hope that my sparse commentary has helped the poem to convey this idea more clearly. However, if my elaborations have left anything unclear, interested readers are welcome to ask any number of follow-up questions.

To contact the author of this piece, please write any questions or concerns regarding the poem on the back of a photograph of yourself. Then, visit your local library and deposit the photograph in a book of your choice. You should receive an answer in your dreams within three to four business days.









 



Do dead Poets dream of empty Hoards? by Tabea Hawkins



 

 

Did Achilles’ eyes widen in horror as Penthesilea drove her blade across his throat and drowned the breath inside his lungs, reducing his scream to the whisper of a babbling brook?Did Holofernes have sobriety clear his mind as he felt Judith’s fingers knotted in his hair, the shock of it turning to ice in his veins?

Do you think Raktabîja cowered in fear before Kali as she devoured him a thousand times over, his gaze drawn to the void of her maw, missing how her feet danced on the corpses of his fallen?

Did Acteon cry in despair as his throat filled with blood, canines tearing into his limbs and ripping him apart until their hungry tongues could taste his liver?

Was Hagen overcome with dread in that last moment, when his spinal cord was cleaved in half and he saw his own reflection in the whites of Kriemhild’s eyes?

Did they, like Cúchulainn, not recognize the sovereignty behind a feathered dress and paid that price in pounds of flesh, in shattered skulls and melted skin? 

That is what the poets have sung and written, is it not?

But I cannot believe their gospels of horror and threats.

No, I promise you, it is the self-assuring ramblings of scared old men, overcome with the need to create a reality in which they do not know the truth. A warning to others to remain steadfast in the face of sanctity, when they know they could not.

So let me tell you, Achilles died silently, not wanting to make a sound as he gazed upon the flaming halo of Penthesilea’s short-cropped hair blazing in the sun. No, he sobbed like a babe only once his soul was torn out of Elysium and stuffed back into its shell by the heavenly patriarch, forced to destroy what he had glimpsed of paradise in her.

Holofernes felt warmth rush through his body as he finally realized what he was brought to face, his hands falling limp to the bed in surrender as his gaze drank in all he could of freedom and devotion, of atonement.

Raktabîja swayed forward, unable to resist as he fell head first to his destiny, embracing the peace that came with knowing he would feed a fierce spirit, the likes of which no man had ever seen.

The sweetest moans dripped from Acteon’s lips, silent wish fulfilled, as his eyes needn’t see anything but the most harrowing beauty that he could have never conceived.

And it was nothing but pride that filled Hagen in that moment before his head fell to the ground, that he was the one who gave Kriemhild her wings, to push her from her nest and see her take that first flight with the Erinyes.

It is but natural that they, in their last moments, would find peace as the unfathomable revealed itself before them, a thing so rare and precious that any smith would rather cut off his hand than attempt to smelt it, no king could match its weight even with all the red, gold, and foreign gems inside his coffers.

A thing so breathtaking that there is nothing left to do but to perish.

For what greater joy could there possibly be, which one thing is more divine than being undone by a Goddess?









 



Family Photo by Hailey Neumair



 

 



Funny how a picture can make us look like a family

One photo-click of blissfully ignoring our insanity

One flash of light blinding us of our actual reality

Son and mother, father, daughter, all each other’s enemy

A picture-perfect framing of our private little tragedy

Wishing I could have another blood-related destiny

Grieving through my very own poetic childhood eulogy 

Funny how a picture can make us look like a family









 



happy birthday by Michaela Klusch



 

 



happy birthday

I don’t even know how old you’d be

I guess I could ask Mom

she’s probably at your grave

while I’m alone in the city

wondering when I’ll see them all

again

like I would have in another year

beer benches in your living room

trying to get my cousins to play

Nintendo, cards, or mini golf

there’s cake in this kitchen, too

the wrong grandma’s recipe

and none of your smiles while you eat

 

I wish I could believe

that I’ll one day be with you

again

instead, today and always

I’ll try my hardest to appreciate

the small things like you did

I love you,

I miss you,

happy birthday









 



Letting Go of Tomorrow by Amadeus Stadler



 



 

“Maybe you should just tell her that you have a crush on her and see what happens?”

“Shut up, Coral.”

“We really have to talk about that name…you know there are so many better ones. Like Scarlet. Or Violet. Heck, Periwinkle, even. Anything but Coral.”

“What’s wrong with Coral? It was the colour of the year not too long ago!”

“That doesn’t make it better—it’s just too bright, too garish. You really should just go talk to her.”

“What good would that do? I’m sure she’s in a relationship and so am I.”

“Tsk. What relationship? I don’t count.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do, and I’m telling you you should get off your ass and talk to her. Just staring at her from a distance like this is borderline creepy.”

“Shut up, Periwinkle.”

“Well, at least that’s a more sensible hue.”

With a sigh and one last, longing look, you finally get up—and turn away from the crowd at one end of the hallway. You shoulder your backpack the way you always do, but it overshoots slightly, and the empty water bottle hits the wall, sending a ringing sound through the air. The crowd falls quiet, and they look at you, just for a moment, but in your mind it stretches to infinity, as you can feel their gazes burrowing into your back. And you’re sweating again. Of course you are.

“What the heck are you doing?”

“Narrating. Somebody’s got to.”

“Stop it, it’s weird.”

“You’re a grown man, and you still have an imaginary friend. That’s weird.”

“More like an imaginary fiend. Can’t you just shut up for a little bit? Today sucked.”

“Aww, come on, what’s a letter more or less here and there? Or one more botched presentation, for that matter. At least you didn’t throw up this time.”

“Thanks…”

You scuffle towards the door at the end of the hallway, past the bathrooms that have seen far too much of the inside of your stomach for anyone’s liking. Thinking of those times makes today seem much less bad. You know you’re going to try again in a week, a month, half a year. Whenever they let you, really. And they will let you try again. They always do.

“I appreciate what you’re trying to do there, Coral, but please, can’t you be quiet? I just want to get home.”

“And how will you get home if no one is there narrating how you do it? Sorry, but this is just how this works—and don’t pretend you don’t know that again. We either talk to each other or I narrate. Your pick.”

“Fine,” you mumble as you put in your earphones. As if those are going to help. You should know better than that by now. But then again, judging from how often our conversations seem to question the status quo…perhaps you really do keep forgetting.

Thankfully, it’s not far from the community college to the metro station. There are fewer people about than usual, and the train is only a little bit late. Little wins.

You sigh and pull out your phone as soon as you’ve sat down on one of the seats. White noise is not going to cut it any more, you need other sounds to keep you from having another panic attack. Music won’t cut it either, so you settle on nature sounds for the moment, although they sometimes make you aggressive. For tonight they’ll do.

At least until you pull up the slides of your presentation again once you’re at your desk back home and stare at them in hopes of finding the reason everything went wrong. Again.

“Well, the mistake has to be in there, doesn’t it, Coral?”

“I don’t think so. Not with how often you’ve gone over it. Besides, they wouldn’t notice a mistake, since they’re either leaving after you start talking for ten minutes, or you never even get a word out.”

“So I’m the problem?”

It’s almost surprising you’ve never even considered that possibility. With all the headaches, the stomach problems, the stuttering, the sweating, the throwing up before and during your presentation attempts. Suddenly, it seems obvious. You get up from the desk, hands opening and closing into fists rapidly like they tend to do when the thoughts are racing in your head, and you’re not having a panic attack, but are solving a problem.

“But what can I do about it? Presenting it at the community college instead of some sort of scientific conference was supposed to be a way to take the pressure off…”

“Well, it’s not like you are creating something that could pretty much solve every problem—oh wait, you are, and it’s exactly what’s putting you in this position in the first place.”

You start tapping your index finger against your forehead. “You know, this could work…if I manage to get the logic in place, but I’ll have to be careful to have it only affect the body, not the mind…” you mumble as you start rummaging around the prototypes strewn across your desk. Suddenly, you turn on your heels, grab a pen and start scribbling over the countless graphs and sketches on the whiteboard behind your desk.

You spend the next few hours alternating between that and typing some lines of code on your keyboard, swearing and even a little soldering to modify the chip mounted in one of your prototype boards. It feels like minutes to you. Hunger, thirst and tiredness are nothing but little nuisances at the back of your mind. You are in a state of flow.

Until you’re done.

You lean back on your chair. Wipe some sweat off your forehead. Your heart is still racing, energy and satisfaction are a boiling vortex within you. Nervousness will come, but for the moment you feel confident that what you created will work. You sigh.

“Looks complicated enough to work.”

“It’s far from perfect, Coral, but it should do its thing.”

“Perfection is an illusion—and illusions never last.”

“Where did you pick that one up? A fortune cookie?”

“So what? It just seemed fitting. When will you try it?”

You stretch, making your joints crack, before you answer, “Now is as good a time as any.”

Now the nervousness really hits you. You’ve never done anything like this before—everything up to this point were little sparks and flashes, hardly more than smoke and mirrors in the bigger picture. But this…this is the real thing. If it works.

“It will work, Coral,” you tell yourself, but once you’ve opened the software, you hesitate to press the icon. Your finger hovers over the glowing screen, shaking slightly.

“What if it goes wrong?”

Your finger doesn’t move as you reply, hesitantly, “I don’t know.”

You take a breath. Close your eyes. Whatever will happen, the reward, should it work, is worth the risk.

And your fingertip hits the icon.

***

The first thing that is different is that you are unconscious, yet I am not. The second is that I can feel separate from you. The third is that I worry about you not waking up any more.I’ve never worried about that. Whenever you slept, or were so drunk you blacked out, or that time you fell down the stairs and passed out from hitting your head, I simply didn’t exist. I was always part of you, if you weren’t there, neither was I.

The room is as it was, but most of your devices are just now turning back on, as if the power went out when you tapped the screen. Everything is the same, but at the same time, everything is different.

Is your chest even moving any more? Do you still have a pulse?

You do still have a pulse, you are still breathing. I just have to wake you up—this is different, this is wrong. Not thinking, I reach out to your desk, but before the action completes, you stir.



You groan. Open your eyes and stare. Stare at me, my hand. My. Hand.



“Coral,” the alarm in your voice is almost palpable, “you’re holding a glass. How is that possible?”

Now I stare at my hand, firmly cupped around the glass of water you always keep on your desk. I can feel its smooth surface, how cold it is compared to the rest of the room, even the slight moisture on its surface. There are so many details, so many nuances, and I just feel them as if it is the most natural thing in the world. Except it is not.

I don’t feel. I don’t exist. Not beyond the sly comments in your head and an ever present narration of your life.

That’s when I realise the fourth thing that is different. You have lifted your hand to reach out to me. You have done so, and all I did was notice it afterwards. You performed a conscious action without my narration. All I could do was observe it and mention it after.

Your hand touches my arm, I can feel the warmth emanating from it, the slickness of the sweat. A tingle that I somehow know isn’t natural.

“You are real. I didn’t get a new body, you got it. This isn’t what was supposed to happen.” Now realisation lights up in your eyes. “This means that it can do so much more than I thought possible. It doesn’t only manipulate matter. It can truly manipulate reality.”

Your excitement makes me smile. Nothing is as it was a few moments ago. It’s time we let go of tomorrow as we thought it would happen—and opened ourselves to the tomorrow nobody thought possible.









 



Somnophilia by Tabea Hawkins



 

 

I am caught between Morpheus and Morphine, drifting into magnificence and morphing my morbid morality into morning poppies melting in the merlot sun. Morphemes are molded into monstrous misshapen bodies, my tongue a blunt mortar, dragging through more molasses to try and smooth them into your ear.

This mortifying metamorphosis mending — or maiming — my mortal membranes leaves me mumbling moronic mythological manifestations, mourning millions of maddening moments that marred my meticulous marriage to the maze of stars mounted on the firmament.

Remembering marvelously magical monuments, marbled magma and morose malachite, making muted memories manifest in the molding moors of my maidenhood, mangled and mute. Brings musical melodies to mystify the myriads of my melancholy martyrdoms, mends the fleshy maw gaping in my amygdala, magnifies the matriarch, the mature majestic mother, menstruating wombs entombed amidst meat and milk and mortality—

And as the fever breaks, dreams shatter like mirrors web.









 



Love makes a Monster of us all by Evelyn Wranich



 

 

“Love makes a monster of us all,”

An old man sang

Withered, weary hands

Playing the fiddle

With youthful grace

And hard-earned wisdom

 

Stories told and, from eyes, tears fell

“It leaves minds blank,”

Without strength he stands

Offers a riddle

An empty face

And a burning home

 

 

I heard, I listened to many

But this one struck

“No one thinks they’re next,”

He crooned in new grief

All ears were closed

All other than mine

 

 

 

His tongue was wild, his voice was steady

His cheeks sunken

Words bled from his chest

“Hope’s merely a thief,”

That’s what he told

Pushed into the brine

 

I saw, I watched it happening

With muted breath

A numb heart, incensed

A claim from my throat

“And all that’s left,”

We, our false thrones

 

My story is unravelling

A choking death

I watched, I listened

I sighed at my grave

There lie at rest

“Nothing but bleached bones.”

 

 

Love makes a monster of us all

It leaves minds blank

No one thinks they’re next

Hope’s merely a thief

And all that’s left

Nothing but bleached bones









 



Testing the waters by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

They leave their bikes on the clammy sand and put down their blanket a few hundred metres further down the shoreline. Tamal takes great care to smooth it down so there are no grains of sand on it. They both take their shoes off before they sit down on it. Tamal is wearing dark grey Birkenstock sandals, which Ruby finds sort of endearing. 

Sitting beside each other, their upper arms almost touch. Then Tamal lies back to rest on his elbows and sighs contentedly. Ruby turns her head to smile at him, but he’s momentarily closed his eyes. She traces the outline of his face with her eyes. His eyelashes are so long they caress his cheekbones. Suddenly, she gets nervous. She tries to think of something to say, but her mind is completely blank.

Thankfully, Tamal gets back up now and rummages through his backpack. 

“So,” he says, “here are the goods.” He pulls out a tupperware container. 

“These are brownies with a cheesecake swirl.”

“Nice,” Ruby says, and tugs her tote bag closer to get out the mini cakes she made. 

“These are lemon and blueberry mini cakes.”

“Wow,” Tamal says appreciatively. “They look great.”



Ruby is quite proud of them, so she appreciates his praise. They’ve risen over the muffin cases and from the looks of it, the blueberries are evenly distributed. Plus, the few that are visible on the top have not bled into the light yellow cake mixture.



“Oh, and –” Tamal says now and takes out a packet of flour from his backpack. It’s only half-full, with the top rolled down and secured with an elastic. A bright blue bow is wrapped around it neatly. Ruby laughs. 

“Thank you,” she says and bows her head slightly as she takes it from his outstretched hand. 

This is how they met, a week and a half ago, in the baking aisle of the supermarket. She had rounded the corner from the produce section with high hopes, which were immediately deflated when she saw the empty shelves where only a light dusting of white betrayed which product used to sit there. She’d taken a moment to manage her disappointment when Tamal had entered the aisle and stood next to her, leaving a respectful distance of roughly one point five metres. 

“Still no flour?” he had said, and his disappointment had been palpable as well.

“No,” Ruby had confirmed the obvious and shaken her head. 

“I can’t believe we’re having the second flour shortage in two years. It’s like March 2020 all over again.”

“Totally.”

Tamal sighed. Ruby had mostly been looking at the empty shelf but turned now and was startled by how immediately attracted she was to this person – the black curly hair and the dark brown eyes looking at her, a stranger, sharing this momentary disappointment at out-of-stock flour. She wondered if the rest of his face, hidden under the mask, was as handsome as what was visible. It must be, she thought. 

“So what did you want to bake?”, Ruby asked, suddenly aware that she had paused too long while taking in his features. She could also feel  the interaction was on the cusp of being over, and she wanted to just prolong it for a little while, if she could. 

“A birthday cake, for my mum,” Tamal said. 

“Aw, that’s nice,” Ruby said. 

“Yeah, and she hasn’t had one for the last two years either, actually, what with all the lockdowns always happening this time of year.” 

“Right, yeah…”

“So what are you baking?” Tamal asked, then corrected himself: “Or not baking?”

Ruby laughed. “It’s a bit sad, actually. I wanted to make a birthday cake, too, but for myself.”

Tamal smiled kindly. “That’s not sad. I’ve been making my own birthday cakes for years. If you’re the best baker in your friend group, why not?”

“That’s right, yeah. Normally my friend Emma makes me one, but I just moved a few weeks ago.” Ruby realised the uncertainty of her decision shone through her rendition of it. She tried to justify it, more to herself than to Tamal, by telling him about her recent breakup, and the job opportunity, and her sort of fuck it-attitude after two years of the pandemic. He looked at her earnestly, listening, but still she felt embarrassed toward the end of her little speech, telling all this to a stranger standing between baking chocolate and fondant. Cringing at herself, she scrambled to come to a conclusion: “...so yeah, that’s why I’ll be celebrating my twenty-seventh alone. I guess that’s one experience off my bucket list, haha.” She had actually said haha. Mortified, Ruby felt her cheeks getting red under her mask, her glasses already starting to fog up from the heat of her embarrassment.

Tamal looked like he wanted to say something, maybe “well, nice to meet you, I should go, I just forgot I left the oven on”, but then his eyes caught on something and he exclaimed: “Wait a minute!”, the excitement audible in his voice.

Without explaining anything, he grabbed a packet of sugar from the shelf above the empty flour shelf, and only when he presented it to Ruby like a gold digger having found his first nugget, she realised that it was, in fact, flour, disguised and preserved from hoarders by having been shelved wrong. 

“No way!” she yelled, and then looked around, embarrassed, for having actually shouted in a supermarket. 

Tamal held it out, offering it to her. “Here, you take it. Make yourself a fabulous birthday cake.”

Ruby felt a pang. This couldn’t be real, after her awkward bumbling, could he actually be this sweet?

“No, no, I couldn’t. You found it – plus, your mum’s going to be so happy finally getting a cake for her birthday…”

Tamal still had the flour outstretched toward her, it must have been getting heavy. Ruby could see a slight tremor in his hand. “No, but it feels wrong leaving you empty-handed.” He paused for a moment. “Look, I don’t need a kilogramme of flour. And you don’t need the whole thing either, I presume?”

Ruby shook her head. “More like, 200 grams.”

“Right. So, how about we share?”

“That’s… actually a really good idea.” Ruby hesitated. “But how though? I don’t have a tupperware container on me or anything...”

Tamal let out a laugh. “Yeah, me neither. The one time I leave the house without it!” He grimaced in mock-exasperation, making Ruby laugh and then joining in with her. 

“Here’s an idea. I buy this, and we meet up later, and I give you half the flour in a tupperware container.”

Ruby grinned widely under her facemask. “This is the best way I’ve ever been asked for my phone number,” she said. It wasn’t something she’d usually say, but something was making her feel bold. Maybe the combination of already having bared her anxieties to him and the fact he wasn’t able to see her face. 

Tamal seemed to grin too, the prettiest lines forming in the corners of his eyes. “Hey, I haven’t asked yet!” And they laughed again, as easy as anything. 

“But yes, please, give me your phone number – for the sole purpose of getting rid of half of this flour later, of course,” he said then.

“Gladly,” Ruby replied and, still grinning like a sunflower in August, she dictated her number to this stranger in the supermarket baking aisle.

“Oh,” Tamal said, “your phone’s asking me for your name so I can actually save your number.”

“Oh, right. It’s Ruby.”

“Pretty,” Tamal said. “I’m Tamal.”

“Very pretty, too.”

“Why thank you.”

They stood for a few seconds more, just grinning at each other, until an elderly man with a shopping cart appeared in the aisle and took up camp in front of the nut selection, inspecting the packets of almonds and hazelnuts carefully. 

“Well,” Tamal said, holding up the flour, “I’d better go pay for this. Pleasure to meet you, Ruby, and I’ll text you later.”

“Yes, thanks,” Ruby managed, and then, with a short wave of his flourless hand, Tamal left. 

“Don’t suppose you can help me find the blanched almonds, love?”, the elderly man suddenly said, snapping Ruby back into reality. 

They hadn’t actually met again to exchange the flour. When Ruby had gotten home that day, she’d found a package from her dad on the doorstep with some chocolates, a wrapped birthday present, and a pack of flour inside. She had been complaining about the flour-shortage to him on the phone and he had remembered. Apparently, the people in his village weren’t hamstering as ardently as her new neighbours here. So Tamal didn’t have to bring her half of his lucky find, but they’d been texting nonetheless, daily for the past week and a half, exchanging pictures of the cakes they had baked – his lemon and elderflower cake for his mother, her coffee and caramel mini cake for herself – as well as jokes and memes, facts about their lives, opinions about books and music and politics. She felt giddy every time she looked at her phone and had gotten another text from him. And then, when the temperature had been consistently above 20 degrees for a number of days – summer come early in mid-May – he had invited her to have a picnic at the beach this Friday afternoon. (Can’t believe you’ve lived here almost two months and haven’t been to the seaside!)

“There are also crisps,” Tamal is saying now (salt and vinegar, as Ruby notes approvingly), “and strawberries, and I also brought something to drink.” Tamal brings out a large thermos from his bag. She can hear ice cubes clinking against its inner walls.

“Oh cool, you brought iced coffee?” Ruby asks.

There’s a second before Tamal answers. “Uhh... no. It’s gin and tonic actually – I hope that’s okay?”

Ruby smiles at having caught him out for once, glad not to be the only one who is nervous. “Even better,” she says, and can see his shoulders relaxing again. 

“Phew,” he says and pretends to wipe his brow exaggeratedly. “Cheers then!” He hands the thermos to Ruby. The drink tastes herby and fresh. A slice of lemon brushes against her lower lip as she tips the thermos back. 

“Thanks,” she says, handing it back to him. Not knowing what to do with her hands, she starts to gather her hair to put it up into a ponytail. Thankfully, she always has an elastic around her wrist. Tamal takes a sip of the thermos as well and screws the lid back on, then looks at her expectantly.

“And…?” he says, and at first she doesn’t know what he means. “What else did you bring? We said a baked good, something sweet, and something salty.”

“Oh!” Ruby says. “Right!” 

Still busy with her hair, she gestures toward her bag with her elbow. “I brought sour gummy candy and bread sticks – you can just get them from my bag.”

As she finally gets the last stray strand and loops the elastic around her hair twice, Tamal lifts one side of her tote bag carefully, trying to take the snacks out without snooping – not entirely successfully. 

“A book?” He exclaims in mock-horror, and Ruby starts grinning at his goofiness. “You brought a book on our date? Should I be offended?”

Above all, Ruby is relieved to know that he thinks of their meeting as a date. She wasn’t a hundred percent sure about it, despite their flirtiness and bantering.

“I bring a book everywhere,” Ruby replies now, hoping it doesn’t sound too cheesy and pretentious. Things can be true and pretentious at the same time though, unfortunately.

“Of course you do,” he says, and she doesn’t quite know what to make of that. Maybe not too much at all yet. 

A group of six people enter the strip of beach now, roughly their age. Three women and three men, from the looks of it. She and Tamal look at each other, sharing a smile of commiseration at not having the beach to themselves any longer. Not that it matters, really.

“So, how was your day?” Tamal asks.

Ruby makes a non-committal noise. “It was okay, I guess. Work.”

At that, Tamal nods and sighs. “Yeah, I mean, same, really.” 

Ruby sighs, too. “Work is like, The Big Topic right now. For me, I mean. I’ve been working full-time for a few years now and I’m still grappling with it, like – is this really it? Because honestly, I don’t want to work 40 hours a week – and everyone our age I talk about it with feels the same way, apparently – it doesn’t make me unhappy, per se, because I don’t think I’m unhappy, but it makes me uncomfortable somehow, just – spending all this time on something that’s so unimportant, objectively.” She wiggles her toes in the sand, feeling the small grains rubbing at the soft skin between them. “And I even like what I do, usually, while I’m doing it. I like working in publishing. But everyone I work with treats it like it’s the ultimate goal, the ultimate thing to be doing, like it’s the most important thing in their life, and it’s just not for me. I think it’s because we were told over and over that it would be so unlikely to ever get there, so now we’ve made it, we’re constantly trying to prove our worth by working unpaid overtime and giving everything we have to it, and by doing that creating this kind of expectation that doing so much more than you’re contractually obliged to is actually the bare minimum, because this is our passion, right? So why wouldn’t we pour our heart and soul into it? Why wouldn’t you try your very best until you’re on the verge of being burnt out? But I just don’t want that, for me, for my life. I want to work, like, four days a week, six hours a day, so I can afford rent and food and going to the cinema once in a while, and the rest of the time I just want to have to myself to hang out with friends, and bake, and read, or just stare into space for a while, you know?”

Ruby’s been looking out at the grey mass of water, bisected by crests of ocean foam, and she casts a glance at Tamal only now. He’s looking at her with a slightly bemused smile. She’s feeling caught out, having gone out on a tangent like that. 

“Sorry,” she hears herself saying, “sorry for the rant. I guess I feel strongly about the topic.”

“Understandably,” Tamal says, and nudges her left knee with his right. The gesture feels familiar,  so intimate, considering this is only the second time they’re spending time with each other, but still it doesn’t feel out of place. “It’s one of the great generational conflicts we’re facing, I guess?” His voice cracks and he rubs his chin self-consciously. “That sounded super pretentious, wow. I just mean, living to work – our generation doesn’t want to do that any more. We want to have as much free time as possible and just, enjoy ourselves.”

“Exactly,” Ruby says. 

“While we still can,” Tamal adds. Ruby lets out a long sigh. 

“Sorry,” Tamal says, laughing weakly. “Maybe not add climate anxiety to the mix of heavy conversation topics as well at this point.”

Ruby laughs too. “Yeah, save that for the second date.”

Tamal holds her gaze at that, smiling. “I’ll gladly take you up on that.”

It’s Ruby’s turn to be bashful now. She can feel the heat rising in her cheeks and, to divert attention from their potential second date more than anything, she points to the group of young people thirty metres over. 

“Do you think they’d be up for a general strike if we asked them?”

Tamal looks over at them as if sizing them up, and then gives a curt nod. “Definitely,” he says.

They watch them for a while, fidgeting with their bath towels, taking off their clothes. Ruby startles when she sees that they’re not wearing bathing suits. Laughter wafts over the beach toward Tamal and her, and playful chatter, though the content of their speech is lost to the breeze. She looks at Tamal, not wanting him to think she’s staring, but not wanting him to think she isn’t cool with it, either. He’s looking at her with a raised eyebrow. She laughs nervously. “Didn’t know this was a nudist beach,” she says. 

“It’s not, that I know of,” he replies, sounding amused. 

“Have you ever gone skinny-dipping?” 

“Just once,” Tamal replies, “during my gap year in New Zealand. Yes, I’m one of those middle-class kids who did a gap year in New Zealand. Don’t judge me, please, I was eighteen.”

Ruby laughs at that. “No worries. Did you work and travel?”

“Yep,” Tamal replied. “I worked as a dishwasher in an Indian restaurant, and also did some cleaning in various hostels. The amount of hair I’ve pulled out of drains…”

“Gross!”

They share another laugh. 

“And you?”

“Oh, I didn’t do a gap year, I went straight to university,” Ruby replies, and then realises that’s not what Tamal was asking about. “And I haven’t gone skinny-dipping, either.”

She hesitates. “Always wanted to, though.” There it is again, that boldness she felt in the supermarket. Is she honestly proposing to swim naked together on a first date? Who is she?

“Oh yeah?” Tamal says. 

They’re looking at each other, testing the waters. 

“Would you be… up for it?” Ruby asks at last, sounding a bit more timid than she aimed for. 

Tamal shrugs non-committally. “I mean, if you are?”

She looks out at the sea again, pale yellow light breaking through the thin clouds stretching over the sky like cotton. “Maybe I am,” she says. 

“Okay then!” Tamal seems unfazed. Maybe this is the kind of adventurous person he is. “But let’s have some cake first. You should never swim with an empty stomach.”

“Isn’t that the other way around?” Ruby asks. 

Tamal frowns, then laughs. “Maybe it is. No idea. I just made that up because I wanted to try your muffins.”

Ruby snorts at the sound of that, Tamal joining in, and they both take a piece of the other’s bakes. Tamal informs her that her muffins are delicious, which is a compliment she can gladly return for the brownies he made. They both agree that you should always eat something salty after you’ve eaten something sweet, so they have a handful of crisps each and wash them down with the gin and tonic from Tamal’s thermos. 

“Well then,” Tamal says, after having offered her the thermos again and Ruby declining – she is feeling a bit woozy already, “let’s get to it.” 

It’s such a business-like phrasing that Ruby has to laugh again and, seeing him grinning, is glad to confirm that it was on purpose. Well then, let’s get to it, she thinks, and tightens her ponytail.

She’s actually taking her clothes off, in front of this man she’s only known for two weeks. They haven’t even kissed yet. But they’re going to, Ruby is certain; she can feel her lips tingle at the anticipation of it in the near future. Tamal has taken off his shirt already and is standing up now to tackle his shorts. Ruby’s wearing a sky-blue long silky wrap skirt and a loose white t-shirt. She’s suddenly acutely aware that he hasn’t seen her legs yet, and yes, she is worried about how he will react – if he will react at all. It’s been years – she’s honestly lost track of the last time she shaved – but she still hasn’t gotten used to the puzzled looks from strangers at her hairy legs. Ruby’s hair is thick and dark, slightly curly – she has gotten many compliments on it from people, but only for the hair on her head. Taking off her t-shirt and bra is easy. Taking off her skirt is a bit harder. She’s acutely aware of the care they are both taking not to look at each other’s naked bodies.

All their clothes are in two small piles on the picnic blanket now. Ruby lets out a laugh, high-pitched, it sounds a little bit crazed. Tamal laughs too, she can hear his nerves in it. They turn towards each other, looking in each other’s eyes. 

“This is… something,” Tamal says matter-of-factly, sending Ruby into a laughing fit. 

“Yup,” she says, after a minute. 

“So, let’s go in?” Tamal is extending his hand to her, like he did in the supermarket, only it’s not holding a pack of flour now. She takes it, and they turn toward the ocean and, as if they had talked about it beforehand, start running. The sand is firm under their feet from the rain this morning, they make it into the water in no time.

“Ooh, cold,” Tamal says and lets out a kind of shriek, making Ruby laugh again.

“It’s alright, we’ll get used to it.” 

They wade further in, and Tamal doesn’t say anything about her hairy legs, which he must have noticed by now. The other group is much further out already, swimming and laughing and pulling each other underwater, buoying each other up again. She catches glimpses of his body – his lean back, the slight curve of his thighs, a trail of dark hair running down from his belly button – and suddenly isn’t cold at all anymore.

They stop when the water reaches up to the middle of Tamal’s stomach, just covering her nipples. “It’s like the whole sea is my tube top,” Ruby blurts out, and Tamal laughs. 

“Very chaste,” he says. “It suits you.”

They stand beside each other for a while, backs to the shore, looking at the vastness of the water in front of them. The salt lapping at her skin, the distant laughter of strangers enjoying themselves, the seagulls screeching above them.

Ruby looks over and sees that Tamal is looking at her, too. They start to lean in to each other, and Ruby smiles, looking forward to their first kiss that’s just about to happen.









 



On the Origin of Untold Stories by Maximilian Stark



 

 

The origin of Untold Stories? Look, you’ve heard this one before. We talk about it at pretty much every reading night. It’s also in the books, generally in the preface. The year is 2014, and Anne Pincus notices that there are quite a few students in her courses with a strong interest in writing. She proposes a group for creative writing in English, and a few people meet up. I’m there, so are Ela, Amadeus, Carla. Are Diana and Gregor at the first meeting? Evelyn isn’t at the first one, I’m pretty sure, but joins not too long after. Just a small group of students who like to write things. Stories, poems, so-called “thingies”. We put them on Moodle back then–we’re far away from having a proper website. Ela proposes the name “Untold Stories”, which wins the vote for what we should call the group. We have a first reading night where we give away (though a donation is suggested) printed-out poems. It’s a great success and there’s a surprising amount of people. We start working on the first book, “Better than Escaping”, and over the years, new people join. Sometimes the group is larger, sometimes smaller, but always there. Someone is always writing. You’ve heard this one, what more is there to say?

Oh, you don’t believe me. Okay, fine, you caught me. The official version is admittedly a bit too clean. Here’s what really happened.

Okay, the broad strokes of the official story are mostly true, but, well … Okay, so I lied. I don’t mean just now, I mean back then. You see, I’ve always liked writing, but it’s the kind of activity you do on your own at night, and when you have never really shared it, people often assume it must be shit. The whole “Oh, I’m also writing a novel!” joke, you know. Everyone thinks they can be a writer and all that.

So, imagine you’re me. You’ve just been at university for a year, you’ve been meeting new people, getting out there, making friends, flirting, all that … But behind it all, there’s this insecurity, this thought that everyone is so much cooler than me. They ask what you do in your free time, and are you really going to mumble: “I write short stories that nobody reads”? No, you just go “I write short stories” and when they ask if you’ve published any, you say “Not really …” But then you feel like a loser, and so you say, “… but I have a writing group, we share stories all the time!” At least that doesn’t sound that anti-social, right?

Except then one of the people you were just talking to approaches you and goes: “Hey, I’m really interested in writing too, do you think I could join that group?” And just like that, you’re busted. You’re busted … unless you can fake a writing group meeting? You beg a few friends to cover your ass. They laugh at you, but they agree. They write some nonsense or, in one case, just plagiarise a poem from the internet. You meet in an empty seminar room with the intention to have that one interested person show up, find it lame, leave, and keep the lie hidden. You tell that person that the lecturer who supervises the group couldn’t come today. Your friends stifle their laughter.

And then the interested person wants to come back next week.

And somehow, all your friends enjoyed the meeting too.

Then, after half a year, the writing group has Anne leading it, twenty members, and ideas of publishing a book. And I just sit in those meetings, keeping up my poker face, pretending to any newbies that this is a regular, official university group.

So, there you go. I lied for attention, that’s why we’re slightly fudging the origin story.

Happy?

No?

Okay.

Well, it was a pretty dumb attempt anyway.

But you don’t want to know the real story. Trust me. Are you sure? Suit yourself, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Remember 2014? Probably not. You do? No, you don’t, you’re probably remembering 2015 or something. 2014 was the year nothing happened. If you think that anything important happened in 2014, you’re thinking of something that happened in a different year. 2014 was nothing. Nothing happened. We were so incredibly bored. Everyone was so bored.

Which is why a few of us got together to find something to do. Amadeus, Carla, and Gregor were the first ones, I believe, and others joined slowly one after the other. We called it the “activities club”. Not the most imaginative name, of course, but, well, we weren’t writers by any stretch of the imagination.

We started off with archery. That sounds fun, right? Well, it was, until the incident involving Diana, Noah, and a badly-aimed arrow. You’ve never met Noah? Exactly. You seem sceptical, but let me ask you: Have you ever seen Diana holding a bow and arrow? Exactly. She won’t touch them since the incident.

Afterwards, we tried sailing. We acquired a fairly dilapidated boat, fixed it up to the best of our ability, and got it out to Ammersee. Well, the best of our ability was not that good, as it turned out–perhaps half an hour of YouTube cannot teach you how to fix a sailing boat, after all. That’s how we lost Haruto.

After those two awful attempts, we tried another thing: Alcohol. However, our communal slide into heavy drinking was hampered by the fact that most of the group could not hold their liquor, so we abandoned that too.

For our fourth try, we decided to do something more relaxed and safe so as to not risk any further incidents: Yoga. Yoga seemed like the perfect fit to calm our ragged nerves, to help us reconnect with ourselves, and to have something to be proud of. It worked well. Until … well. You know, some of us got more into it than others. Penelope was the most ambitious, and she would impress all of us with her increasingly elaborate positions. Balancing on one hand while doing the splits in mid-air? Penelope could do it. She was so good at it. But she wanted more. More flexibility, more strength. Until, one day, she told us she felt ready to try the final Yoga form. The one normal practitioners are not even allowed to know about. The secret technique. We tried to stop her, but, well, she would not be dissuaded. Her form was excellent. Her breathing was on point. And yet …

… have you ever seen a human being snap in half?

Maybe you can see now why we don’t tell people the truth about how this group first met. We finally went to group therapy together and chose a well-regarded therapist, Anne Pincus. She helped us confront what had happened and encouraged us to try writing about our feelings. Why do you think so many pieces people in this group write are sad or upsetting? It was not an easy activity to get into, especially for those of us who had never written a word of fiction in our lives, like me or Amadeus. But we got there. We let others join the group without telling them about its origins.

And one day, we may be able to forgive ourselves.

That one’s more ridiculous than the last? Okay, fine, maybe. But has it occurred to you that I’m making these up to protect you from the truth? You can still walk away. No? Okay, then here’s the awful truth.

All right. Here it is. The final one. I didn’t want to break your heart like this. You give me no choice, even though I have no idea how you’ll take it. Whether your poor mind will just break entirely. But fine.

Accept this. Untold Stories really doesn’t exist. You made it up. I also don’t exist. You made me up, too. The doctors think it’s all some escape mechanism to tune out the trauma, but it’s all gone too far. As evidenced by the fact that you’re having this whole conversation with yourself.

What I’m saying is, your family misses you. They can barely talk to you anymore, what with you living in this fantasy and talking about this group of people you made up. But I’m not even sure if you should snap out of it. Take it on my authority as one of the voices in your head, but I think this fantasy is all that’s holding you together and contact with reality would shatter you. Like thin glass when you pour hot water in it: Bang! All gone. All the king’s horses and clinical psychiatrists aren’t putting that back together, believe me.

So, please, believe one of the other versions. Any of them but this one.

Wait, you seriously think this goes deeper? I’m already at the “your mind is irreparably broken” level. Where else do you think the real story could possibly go?

You think I’m protecting someone?

Hey, there are a bunch of perfectly good explanations up there. Just pick one, okay? Pick one you think sounds good. Let it go.

Fine, fine. Here’s the truth. You’re not supposed to know this, but by the Old Gods, here’s the whole truth.

In ancient times, before writing and weaving and wheels, in times that even the endless Savannah, mother to all our kind, is beginning to forget … in ancient times when no jealous gods claimed sole dominion over the Earth and when no man wore a crown, there were stories. Stories told around a fire, by wise women and by old hunters and by small children, important ones and unimportant ones, short ones and long ones and those that would last through an endless night under uncountable stars, told with intent, received with gratitude.

In one tribe, a young girl would walk with an old woman they called the Wise One, all night, every night, for years, until the girl could recite all the tribe’s stories verbatim, all the stories that made that people what it was. Then, when the young girl knew all the stories by heart, the Wise One would lay down to die, and the girl would be the next Wise One, and she would be allowed to, over the course of her life, add a single new story to the trove. And when she felt the cold touch of death drawing closer, for all wise ones knew when they would die, she would observe the flight of birds and let it guide her in her choice of which girl should be her successor. 

In another tribe, the word for story was the same as the one for ecstasy, and once a year, under a full moon, all grown members of the tribe would meet on a holy hill, and they would chew on roots that made them hear voices and see strange colours, and they would begin to dance and shout and chant, and eventually, they would, like a dissonant choir, recite the founding myth of their tribe, and the exploits of the various gods, and the misfortunes of heroes of old, and how the Greatest Hunter lost her eye. Thus, under the influence of roots and dance and uninhibited copulation, the story would change every year, but it would always be true. At least for now, until another feverish night would change it again. And every year, many children were begot that night, and they would be called Children of the Story, which was the same phrase as to say Children of Ecstasy.

In a third tribe, stories were held to be holy, even the simplest ones, for, the elders held, the entire world was a story told by the God of Antelopes at the Great Feast of the Countless Gods. Thus, to tell a story was a matter for Holy Ones who had bathed in the sacred pond, but to all others, it was forbidden. Thus, all stories were told in whispers, and only ever to ones one trusted. Eventually, the elders died, and the totem of the Antelope God was lost, and the sacred pond dried up, but the tribe still retained its habits. For a thousand years, in that tribe, to tell someone a story meant the same as to say “I trust you like my own sibling, and I love you more than I love water and fruit and the moon.”

Would it surprise you, then, that there were those who would wander the Savannah on their own, visit every tribe, and collect all stories they could find, and tell their own ones when they could? A good story was seen as a great treasure all throughout the Earth in these days when our kind was young, and those who would enter a tribe’s camp to tell more of them and then disappear back into the night were well respected.

They told the stories that this one tribe had never heard, never known, never sung. They were the ones who brought untold stories with them. And on some moonless nights in summer, when the heat made the air above the thorny shrubs flicker even in the dark, they would meet in a secret place between ancient boulders and share all they had learned, and told, and written. And it is said that these nights would take as long as the storytellers needed them to, even if it was a thousand years.

Some of these storytellers lived for a few hundred years, and they saw how tribes changed, and fought, and even died out. Others chose to live longer, seeing empires crumble and be built anew, seeing languages evolve and whither and be reborn, and watching their own stories become legends, then myths, then truth, then nothing but a faded memory. Some who joined the group chose to remain alive until even the modern day, since not all the stories inside their hearts had yet been told. Over the years, they would accept guests in their midst and hold their meetings all across the Earth; ever-evolving, but never changing their fundamental nature, like the creation myth of the tribe that ate those strange roots, which are now extinct.

So, if you have ever wondered why some members of this group do not seem to age; if you have ever overheard someone call Carla “Melpomene” in an inattentive moment; if it has ever sounded to you like two people from the group were talking ancient Babylonian until the moment you turned the corner: perhaps this is your explanation. Perhaps this is what we have been keeping from you.



If that is what you choose to believe.









 



Night Routine by Bri Goins



 

 

I stumble through my room

guided by the glow of my phone screen

because the harsh overhead light

would illuminate a mess I don’t have the energy to see.

I trip over my half-unpacked suitcase,

kicking an empty coke bottle across the floor

and sending an instinctive prayer to my parents’ god

that I didn’t break the bed when I landed,

spread-eagled, with a thud.

Without sitting up,

I pull both shirt and bra over my head in one motion,

then shimmy jeans down my thighs and calves.

When they get caught at my ankles,

I kick my feet in the air like an athlete doing bicycle kicks

or, more appropriately, a toddler throwing a tantrum.

For a moment I simply lie there in nothing but the underwear

my grandmother mocked while sorting the hamper,

wondering aloud why someone so large

would own something so small,

the delicate lace so much more suitable

for someone like my petite little sister.

I grab a sweatshirt from the pile of laundry

that occupies the space where a lover

has never been allowed to wake up,

and stuff it under my head.

It’s a good enough substitute for the pillow

that I keep forgetting to retrieve from the basement.

Finally, I can wrap myself in an eight kilo cocoon

and allow the weight of the blanket to replace

the weight of the day.









 



shop talk by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

my life such malleable clay

in other people’s hands

 

my sense of self intractably locked up 

in their expectations

 

it shouldn’t be this difficult to admit

that so many people’s dream 

hasn’t turned out to be mine, that

all I want is more time

to do with as I please

 

(enough money, sure, to do it comfortably)

 

it sounds so simple, feels so daring, to put it this way:

all I want is a job I don’t

have to make into a career

 

and if that means boredom, then

let me be bored again, 

happily, for the first time in years

 

all I want is to feel time stretch

instead of snap away

into tiny useless pieces









 



Spotlight on me and I'm ready to break by Bri Goins



 

 

You want me to be singed—just enough to recognize what fire can do.

But I’ve already been burned,

Head to toe,

By wildfires I did not start.

 

Or maybe I did.

Maybe my words were matches,

My smile a spark,

My disrespect the tinder box that set it all ablaze.

 

You see me dancing with the flames and wonder why I don’t flinch at the heat.

But my skin has been seared,

Nerve endings scorched,

So that now, when I stick my hand in the fireplace,

The flames only tickle,

And I laugh.









 



Spring’s Awakening by Tabea Hawkins



 



 

“A long, long time ago there was, in a land behind seven oceans and surrounded by seven mountains…there was a house–”

“You already said ‘there was’ in the beginning”, Suza said defiantly.

“That doesn’t matter! Stop interrupting me.” Andrija glared at his sister until she shrugged and continued brushing the mouldy leaves off the vegetable patch. “Anyway, there was a house, which was built completely from sugar bread.”

“That is so unrealistic! What happens when it rains? Then everything will get soggy and melt,” Suza nagged. Andrija rolled his eyes in exasperation. 

“Geez, it’s not supposed to be realistic! It’s a fairy tale. You are so stupid.”

Suza stuck out her tongue at him and Andrija looked down at the spade in his hands. Sure, he was supposed to use it to loosen the earth that had grown hard and stiff over the long winter months, but it would surely do wonders against the back of his sister’s head.

“Stop your quarreling.” Grandfather Janko huffed and groaned as he set down the wheelbarrow next to the vegetable patch. Just last spring, this had not been a problem for him, but this year the frost seemed to sit tightly in his bones. Or maybe the pipe that their grandfather was now lighting up was to thank. He sat down on the garden bench — Andrija made a note somewhere in the back of his head that this too would need a fresh coat of paint —, sighed deeply, and then happily started puffing the sweet-smelling herbs. Andrija scrunched his nose and once again thanked the Gods that it would soon get warmer and they’d be able to properly air out the house. All winter, the pipe smell had sneaked into every single nook and cranny and fiber of every single curtain.

“Is it finally time?” Suza asked, and Andrija rolled his eyes once again. It was the seventh day she had been asking, instead of just waiting until grandfather told them so. Still, he couldn’t keep himself from glancing over at Grandfather Janko from the corner of his eyes. He took another deep drag from his pipe and blew out all of the thick white smoke from his lungs like a man who had all the time in the world ahead of him. Then he hummed to himself, looking up into the sky and towards the mountains at the horizon, and gave a final decisive nod.

“It is time.”

“Finally! Can we go right now? Can we? Can we, grandfather?” Suza was jumping up and down excitedly. Andrija just shook his head, because he knew better.

“No. First, you will need to finish your chores. We need to be ready for spring. Then you can go”, Grandfather Janko said and Suza slumped visibly, pouting as she continued to rake the mildewed vegetation off the frozen earth. But it only took her a moment before she perked up, raking vigorously.

“So, the faster we’re done, the faster we can go.”

Grandfather Janko laughed from somewhere deep in his big belly and nodded, placing the pipe back between his lips. “As long as you do them properly. It would be a shame if you hurried and had to redo them all.”

Suza was not dissuaded, happily humming to herself as she worked. Andrija shook his head at her simpleness but found that his hands also had a new strength in them as he went back to work himself.

They got all the preparations done in record time, getting the garden ready for the spring crops, checking that everything in the shed was where it was supposed to be, preparing the chicken coop for the animals to move back into, and all the other things that had to be sorted out and prepared.

Then they had to wait until Grandfather Janko had gone over everything, making sure they hadn’t forgotten a task or left something only half done. All the while, Suza was practically vibrating next to Andrija in the kitchen. Then, finally, after what felt like a small eternity, even after the dark winter they had just waited through, Grandfather Janko came back, giving an approving nod and moving to the cellar door. He pulled the old iron key from his pocket and unwrapped it from a tissue he had rolled it up in.

In the quiet, anticipation-filled kitchen, they could all hear the lock as the key turned, and then grandfather pulled open the door to the cellar.

“Run along now.” The words had barely left his lips before Suza was already moving and Andrija hurried to follow her down the rough stone stairs. It was dark for a moment, but the both of them knew the layout well enough that they didn’t stumble even once. As soon as they hit the bottom of the stairs, the candles that filled the room cast enough light for them to see. By now, all of them were close to burning down, a couple here and there had already extinguished, covering various chairs and surfaces as well as the floor in a coat of different colored wax.

In the middle of the room stood the bed in which their mother had been sleeping soundly. And now it was finally time to wake her up.
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4 Days by Juri Kolbeck



 

 

Tuesday - 4 days to go:

4:32 AM. At least two hours more sleep than yesterday. That was something. But of all the things, why did he have to dream about watching the news again? Ugh.

Would it be worth it to try and sleep in?

No, it wouldn’t work. 20-something days of stress and stress induced sleeplessness had made him into something of an expert on determining whether he would be able to fall back asleep or not. Besides, today was going to be a very busy day indeed. Again.

But for now he had to get out of bed, make breakfast, and take the car into the city before rush hour.

7:43 AM. While waiting in  line for the checkout, a news broadcast played on a small TV near the counter. 2038 had not been a great year so far, and the recent news were following the pattern. Would anyone believe him if he said that he had already heard those same news in a dream two days ago? No, certainly not. Nobody had, in fact, not his cousin, not his best friend, not even the conspiracy podcast he had called in to anonymously. Another caller’s story about visitors from the star system Aldebaran was apparently more believable. And yet he remembered these news word for word. Intensified fighting in the pacific, unrest on the east coast and anti-Bangladeshi riots in Santa Fe and Albuquerque. Anyway, it was his turn now. The cashier sighed silently seeing the conveyor belt full of cans, lentils, chili con carne and such, but she didn’t bother to comment on the type of purchase that had become all too common in the last few weeks.

7:25 PM. Home, finally. A long day of buying non-perishable food and fuel for the generators has just ended. Shortages of some choice goods had meant that he had to try his luck at different stores. In the end, he did get everything on the list, though. Maybe there was some hope after all.

9:53 PM. He should be asleep by now. But in the summer heat, his brain had other plans. It thought back to the beginning of all of this. How two months ago, he had started to have these dreams. Visions of the not too distant future, two or maybe three days in advance, sometimes even a week or two. Of course he had just chalked it up to sleep deprivation and an overeager mind at first. But after a while, the evidence that they really were visions of the future began piling up. At night, he saw something in his dreams, and a day or two later he would see it on TV or read about it on his phone. As a true son of the 21st century, one of his first thoughts had been regarding the possible monetization of this newfound power. Having foreseen the result of a small lottery draw, he was indeed able to transform his visions into a small fortune. Enough money to stop worrying about his unemployment benefits, in any case.That was the practical side of it. But what was the explanation for his newfound power of clairvoyance? For this question he had no answer. It seemed like, as the world came to its end, so did the boundaries between rationality and irrationality.

 

Wednesday - 3 days to go:

6:32 AM. Delivery of yesterday’s purchase to Richard, or as he liked to refer to himself nowadays, Adam. Having gone to college together, the two had mostly lost touch with each other long ago, except for the odd catch-up conversation over social media. While he had pursued his dream of becoming a journalist, Adam had taken quite a different direction. He had started his own company in the forestry business and had managed to save up a decent amount of money – most of which he had sunk into his increasingly serious hobby, or as one could call it more accurately, his obsession with prepping. Before, he had ridiculed this behavior, much like Adam’s other friends. But now? Adam had been the only one to take him seriously. After all, Adam was the one with a plan, or at least the gist of it. Concocted way before he had begun having visions, it still seemed practical enough, considering the circumstances: Move to rural Montana, buy a bunker and stock up on everything one might need after the end. That’s what Adam had done, and what Adam invited him to join. Back then he had dismissed the very thought, but now here he was, delivering some of the last supplies needed to the bunker that would hopefully be big enough for the two of them. And stocked well enough to wait out the immediate consequences of a nuclear war. Overall, he did have faith in the plan. After all, was there even an alternative?

 

Thursday - 2 days to go:

10:00 AM. Gun store, no line. Many documents to sign and a long wait for the background check. He’d be here for at least two hours, maybe three. Thankfully he was just here to buy ammunition. The last two decades of increasing gun control had made it impossible to purchase a firearm for pretty much anyone but police officers and government officials. Adam’s foresight and the widespread availability of unregistered 3d printers had thankfully made that problem much more theoretical than practical, though.

10:18 AM. Looking at the extensive paper and ink-built fortifications in the form of piles upon piles of documents safeguarding the ammunition from him (what century was the city administration even stuck in?), his mind began to wander. How had he even ended up here? Well, he had taken his car. But in the big picture?

After getting his degree in journalism, he had found a position at a local media company. Being fairly ambitious, this was not the position he was going to stay in. And after publishing a rather in-depth article on the Bangladesh crises, he had finally gotten his 15 minutes of fame. Due to the public attention, he had then been able to switch to a national news network. Those were the good days. Interesting work, an almost guaranteed audience, friendly colleagues. Things really were going well for him.

Until the war started, that is. A series of disagreements with the company’s newly assigned “misinformation consultant” ended with him getting fired, after not only telling the consultant to go back to Langley but also to go ███ himself, ███ his ████ and to █████ ████ ██ ████. Despite the trouble all of this had caused him, he still had to chuckle at the memory. The face of that idiot when he heard him speaking his mind was unforgettable. Was it worth getting blacklisted over? Probably not, but it was a nice memory at least.

And after that? A whole lot of nothing. Small jobs here and there, in the beginning. Enough to get by. Then he had gotten into an accident with a manual driving purist. Why they still let these people onto the streets was beyond anyone’s guess. Of course, only being able to use his leg with some difficulty after the accident did spare him the draft. But overall, he had been stuck in a rut from then on, underemployed and out of prospects.

The sound of snapping fingers took him out of his retrospection. A reminder that this was a gun store and not a café followed. Right, the papers.

7:25 PM. The shopping spree was finally over. Here he was at the bunker with what he had bought, though he refrained from carrying the heavy stuff himself on account of his leg. He left this task to Adam, who seemed to completely be in his element. With an uncanny optimism, he went about carrying everything into the fortified rooms that would be their home for the coming year, if not years. Adam truly did believe that all of this would just be the dawn of a new era that could be conquered with the right amount of preparation and willpower. Even the long term consequences of nuclear fallout and general environmental collapse was nothing some knowledge of homesteading couldn’t fix, apparently. It all seemed  ridiculous. But then again, he couldn’t think of a realistic alternative. He wasn’t going to stop a nuclear exchange all by himself, was he? And stocking up another bunker would just yield the same result, albeit lonelier.

10:02 PM. Time to sleep, time to dream. Yesterday, he had seen  a mushroom cloud. But he couldn’t remember the place from where he had watched the explosion. It seemed somehow familiar. Maybe he had just seen the explosion through a TV in the bunker. Seeing it in person didn’t make much sense considering the bunker had no windows. What about tonight? What would he foresee in the last night before the apocalypse? The same dream as yesterday? Or would he see the world after the end? For all his clairvoyance he hadn’t yet received a single vision of the time after the end.

 

Friday - 1 day to go:

11:52 AM. An “introductory course” into his new life for the foreseeable future by Adam. There was a lot of talk and some demonstrations of the various functions and amenities of the bunker. Too much talk in fact, as the whole ordeal was getting rather boring. He excused himself for a minute to step outside. But before the moment had even passed he was shooed back inside. Learning how to run the bunker was vital, and there was no time to waste.

4:19 PM. Well, now he knew everything he needed to know about the daily operations of the bunker and what his duties would be in the following years. And then some. He wondered if he would adjust well to his new life. Not that there really was much in the way of other options. Maybe it really was just an attitude thing. Should he also give himself a new name and just embrace the chance for a new beginning? As much as he would have liked to, right now it just seemed hopelessly naïve. Maybe later. After all, Adam had been proven correct in his optimistic paranoia so far. Maybe the end would make a new beginning possible.

5:27 PM. Originally, he had wanted to make some last calls to family members and close friends he hadn’t talked to in a while. But he hadn’t foreseen that the internet blackout would still be in effect. Well, he had foreseen something like it, but until now, these blackouts had mostly been reserved for the unstable urban areas, not for the back country. Usually, they were also temporally limited, as the cost of such an extreme measure was too high (especially in wartime). So they usually only put it in effect to buy the police enough time to prevent a riot (or sometimes even a minor insurrection) from spreading too quickly. Something big must’ve kicked off for it to last this long. Whatever it was, surely it was  too little too late. He  tried again a few times, but after always getting the same non-result, he decided to just watch some TV instead.

10:48 PM. He was too anxious to fall asleep. It wasn’t excitement about what he would dream of, rather the opposite. Yesterday, he had dreamt of nothing new, and today would likely be the same. It seemed his dreams could not reach beyond the mushroom cloud. But in the end it wouldn’t really matter, he would find out soon enough, anyway.

Saturday - the End:

8:17 AM. After a quick breakfast he rushed down to the car. While he was still quite early, all things considered, he didn’t want to risk being late. Not on a day like this. The address of the bunker was already saved in the car’s system and after having been given the order, it started to make its way through the morning traffic.

9:20 AM. Driving, driving driving. So much driving. He was still doing good according to the time schedule, but today, nothing could happen fast enough. Well, there wasn’t much he could do to speed things up. It was just him in his car, without much in the way of distractions. The internet blackout was still in effect, so he couldn’t even put on some music or watch a video. Not that he was in the mood for it, anyway. He looked around. Dozens of people in their little cars driving wherever. Some alone, some together with friends or family. Did they have even an inkling of what was going to happen in the afternoon? No. They couldn’t know, and, well, he hardly would be able to tell them. He would’ve barely stood out among all the other lunatics that had been been predicting the end of the world for the past few years (or even longer, really, but who was counting). These people were just going about their day without worrying about the Adam’s plan, or the life after the apocalypse. They didn’t have the chance he had. The chance to see the world after. The hope to see the world after. That hope that had possessed him for the past few weeks.

But despite dedicating most of his time to this hope, he had never quite been able to shake off the doubts. Tiny little paper cuts to his confidence, never severe enough to make him seriously question it but enough to haunt the back of his mind with unarticulated questions. Yes, these people most likely wouldn’t even survive the initial blast, and if they did, they would most likely succumb to the fallout and environmental consequences – but was he really in a better position? Sure, he and Richard could live off their cans upon cans of stocked food for quite a while, but in no way long enough to exit their bunker into a recovering world. Resources would run out eventually, and once they did, they would be stuck in the same shit as everyone else. What was the big hope even built on? That they knew shit was going to hit the fan? Foresight was no umbrella, no matter how well-prepared two people were, they were never going to be able to just outsmart a civilization-ending event all on their own. He told his car to turn around. Despite having discarded his last kernel of hope he felt … better.

 

1:22 PM. He made himself comfortable on the bench. The small hill was adjacent to a forest but looked over a couple of fields.  The edge of the city was visible in a not too far distance. Next to him stood an old birch tree, which gave him some much appreciated shade. From the forest behind him came the sounds of various birds. It was the first time in what felt like ages that he got to really relax. The only thing that could make the situation even better was some food. On the way here, he had made a short detour to buy himself a sandwich. As he bit down on the comically large mix of bread, bacon and cheese (a true calorie bomb), all five of his senses experienced bliss. The sight of the landscape, the smell, texture and taste of the sandwich, the sound of the birds. Life really was beautiful. In his state of peace, even the blinding flash of light a couple of minutes later elicited more of a passive acknowledgment than any real panic.









 



awarewolf by Philipp Handl

of orion, his bow, the plough and the bull



 

 



just lately –

have I found myself more able

to sing all those “oh, my darling”s

that are hiding in my lungs

 

know now I lie more lightly with

a kindness, unlike words

so flighty, softly spoken

more an

anchored, heavy hand to hold

to feel, when you are shaking

 

just lately –

you have found the heart

to bend their jagged, swaying blades

your tongue of iron wrought

 

and soul so brightly clad in

missed embraces

desperate pleas

a promise

to forever hold your grief

in shells of perfect crystal

 

just lately –

we’ve retraced the path

we carved when we were heeding

their foreign night sky’s astrolabe

 

our sodden breath lit up with

foundling flames

and taken stars

they burn

some lost child’s dying firelights

now charting all of nowhere









 



be a poet by Johann Sergl



 

 

I want you to value each and every thought.

I want you to learn to write in the dark,

only so you can write down that last thought before you fall asleep.

I want you to mercilessly hunt down love and pain in every unthinkable shade.

I want your self to die a thousand deaths,

only to rise again

to live a thousand lives

to break with every verse

and to pick up the fragments

to reconstruct, and break again

then gather yourself into poetry.









 



December by Alessia Cortina



 



 



Blackout Poem based on “December Morning” by W.S. Merwin
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It’s in your Eyes by Tabea Hawkins



 

 

She was slouching on the table, feeling like the heat had zapped all of the energy she had had just fifteen minutes prior. Either the heat or her math homework, one of the two was to blame.

The small fan they had running next to the table helped little, considering how the heat seemed to stand in the living room, even right next to the open terrace. There wasn’t much wind, just occasionally up in the tree tops, but not down here.

She sipped on her lemon soda, ice cubes clinking against the glass that was wet with condensation. She brought the cool hand to the back of her neck, sighing happily at the feeling.

“That’s nice…” she murmured, looking over at him.

He didn’t even glance up, just kept his face turned to his notebook as he worked through the equations with only short breaks to double-check. She could see his lips moving as he mouthed along the calculation, forming the numbers silently. How he could see anything had always been a mystery to her, ever since they met. But someone had said it might be rude to ask him about it, and at some point, the black blindfold had become just so normal that she didn’t even notice anymore most days. But today she did.

“Doesn’t it get hot under there?” she mused out loud and his hand paused for a second, before writing down another result/solution and looking up at her.

“You’re avoiding homework.”

She pursed her lips into an annoyed pout. “I wouldn’t if you could just quickly answer the question. Refusing and starting an argument is going to take longer.”

He sighed but there was a small smile on his lips. “It’s a stupid question, of course it gets warm.”

“Why don’t you, like, get a white one?”

“See! It’s never just one question with you.”

“And I am telling you, you can’t change the inevitable!” she shot right back. He shook his head, his forehead creasing along with the fabric. Or the other way around.

“Why bother? One blindfold is fine.”

“Ew, don’t you ever wash it?”

“Of course I do! On the weekends. Weirdo.” He shook his head again with an indignant huff and drank from his soda.

“So…” She perked up a little, propping up her chin in her palm. “You do take it off at home…”

“Yeah?” He sounded unsure, trying to gauge where the conversation was going.

“Your parents don’t mind?”

He sighed once more, moving his head in an odd upturn until she realized that he must have rolled his eyes at her. “Of course not, my parents literally have the same eye powers. Sort of.”

“What exactly do they do? You can see through the fabric, right? So what’s it actually stopping? Do you have some sort of x-ray vision?”

“No, not really, I— where is all of this coming from? You’ve never asked this before.”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I didn’t wanna be rude and prod. You’re kind of cryptic about your powers, not like the rest of class. I figured it might be bad.”

“Rude, huh? So what changed? I invite you to my house, give you homemade lemonade, and you feel like you can be rude now?” he asked, his tone somewhere between incredulous and amused.

She felt heat shoot into her cheeks and wondered whether he could see it. “Well, no… just…” Her voice trailed off. She hadn’t expected the game to be turned back on her.

“What?” He prodded, the blindfold looking back at her intently.

“I guess I just want to know more about you, now,” she said, staring down at the half-done equation in her notebook.

There was a beat of silence between them, only disturbed by the gentle whirring sound the fan made. She chanced a glance up at him and was so surprised to see his face bright red that she couldn’t help snorting out a laugh.

“Why are you laughing at me?!”

“Why are you blushing?!”

He clicked his tongue disapprovingly and looked off to the side with a small pout on his lips. She giggled to herself, feeling a new giddiness chasing away the lethargy.

“C’mon, what is it? Your power I mean.”

He stayed silent for another heartbeat or two before he sighed and gave up the defensive hunch to his shoulders that she only really noticed as it disappeared.

“It’s hard to explain. I see… other things? Moments, memories… sometimes just possibilities.”

“Woah, like the future?”

“Sort of. Maybe? I have seen things before they happened. It’s… I don’t have good control over it, yet. The blindfold is for my benefit as much as everyone else’s.”

“Everyone else?” she asked and fully considered the implications of what he had just said. “Oh…”

“Yeah…” he said, pulling his knees up to his chest.

Another beat of silence.

“Can I ask you one more question?” she asked tentatively, not wanting to make him more uncomfortable.

“I guess…”

“What color are your eyes?”

This time he laughed in surprise, an ugly loud sound that she adored.

“Of all the things.”

“I’d like to know,” she kept pressing, looking at his blindfold intently, wondering if he could see her eyes in color. “Do you know what color my eyes are?”

“Ah… no, I don’t… eyes are the only thing I cannot see through this.” He plucked at the blindfold demonstratively.

“That’s strange, why?”

He shrugged. “Weird eye powers, weird rules. I didn’t… I don’t quite have my parents’ eyes. I have something greater than the sum of their parts, so, we’re not entirely sure how they work, yet.”

“So, you’re special,” she said.

“I hope not,” he said, the corners of his mouth turning down.

“That’s what someone special would say,” she teased and sat up straighter. “So, what color?”

“I don’t… know.”

“What? How?!”

He shrugged, wrapping his arms around his knees. “They changed when my powers started growing. Bit by bit. They used to be brown. And I’ve been trying not to look at them. It’s…” He let the sentence trail off.

“You’re scared of what you would see.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“I guess… there’s nothing much to me. I don’t think anything interesting would come up.”

“You’re wrong,” he said with a finality that had her blink the surprise out of her eyes.

“What?”

“You’re kind. Not many people can say that. And brave. And funny… when you’re not trying to be.”

“Wow, thanks.” She laughed, and he grinned.

“And you suck at math, maybe I’ll just see you doing your homework in another possible future.”

“Oh my God.” She grabbed her eraser and chucked it at his head.

It landed to his right.

“You can’t aim for shit.”

“Oh, that’s it!” She grabbed her notebook and rolled it up, before scooting around the table to start hitting him with it.

“Ow! Ow! Okay, mercy! Mercy! You have a strong right arm!” he managed to get out from underneath his shielding hands between attempts to duck away .

She stopped with a satisfied huff and sat down next to him. “That’s what I thought.”

They both chuckled, a warm fragile sort of moment they had managed to allow for themselves.

“But really… c̶an  I see them?”

The smile froze on his lips. “That’s not a good idea, Vai.”

“What’s the wor̷st thing that could happen?”

A myriad of horrible scenarios ran through his mind at such speed that he couldn’t even begin to decide which one was the worst of all. She mistook his silence and scooted closer.

“I trust you,” she said softly and reached for his hand.

Their palms were hot and clammy from the heat, but he didn’t let go.

He would have to face someone eventually. He couldn’t continue running forever – but maybe, maybe, he could do it with her by his side. With her trust and her vision of something good always ahead for everyone – but herself. Maybe, then, he could show her what he saw in her. All the good qualities that would no doubt lead her straight to happiness.

His eyes were burning slightly.

Perhaps the anticipation?

He took a deep breath and intertwined his fingers with her. She smiled up at him encouragingly, he gave a nod and closed his eyes.

They both reached up to tug the blindfold up onto his forehead.

“It’s okay,” she said, and he believed her.

He blinked his eyes open, looking down at the intertwined hands resting on his thigh, until a warm hand reached up to his jaw and tilted his face up.

“Oh,” she breathed.

Her eyes were a deep warm brown.

And then they weren’t.

Her gaze was darting left and right as she looked at him. “They’re beaut̸i̷ful…”

They were black and flat and unmoving as they stared back at him from a too-pale face. He shook his head, there had to be more.

“No, they are! They’re… I don’t even know where to start…”

The same warm brown eyes, big and round in the face of a girl squealing as she was lifted up by an older man making airplane noises.

Too young. The past.

Vai, sitting in their classroom surrounded by their classmates, crumpling up a paper of a drawing she was u̸n̷h̶a̴p̷py with. Her sweater looked thick, maybe winter?

“I think there’s some purple, and green…”

She had brought both hands up to angle his face to the left, looking intently into his eyes. They flickered as other versions of her split off, one running away s̵c̸r̵e̴a̴m̴i̵n̷g̷.

Someone called her name, she turned, her weight on the stool shifting, and she lost balance. Her b̴͚͌l̷͚̽o̵͙̓õ̵͖d̸̸̼̼͘͘ stuck to the edge of the kitchen counter, seeping onto the tiles.

He couldn’t breathe.

“Wow, there’s like five shades of blue, I think. It almost looks like they’re moving…”

A mangled body in a metal case that used to be a train cart. She was laughing somewhere in the distance, talking to her two best friends. She l̷̳͝o̷̥͝ò̷̝k̵̤̄ê̶͒ï̷͎ over and waved at h̸̪ĩ̵̻͆m̷͕̠̭Ò̓ . Her shoe slipped off her socked foot first, falling into the water below the bridge. Brown hair fanned out in the water like a d̶̖̕a̴̭͐r̷͇͛k̶̢̂ ̸̥̈ìh̸̦̚a̶̢͂l̴̗̍ỏ̷͉.

His eyes are burning.

There had to be more.

There isn’t.

“Hey, you okay? Wh-W̸̳̊͜h̶͔̼̆̕a̶͔͙̕t̸̻̂͘’̶̖̜̍œ̸̬̻ ̵̜̑͝w̶̩̏r̴̖͘͝ô̸̢̄ò̸͕̇͝ǵ̸̥ìg?”

They’re not burning. They’re bleeding.

“It’s nothing. Nothing.”

He looked at those eyes, and forced himself to see nothing but them.

Let her go.

He hugged her. So tightly. He’d protect her. He’d find a way.

 

 

Now he laughs at the foolish notion.

He knows better.

Better than to think he could change the inevitable. She was right.

With a scream, he lets go of his eyelids, and blinks the blood away.

Still an idiot, isn’t he?

He turns on the water, ignoring how the blood smears on the knob, covering the dried stains of rusted brown with fresh vibrant red.

He’ll wash the blood away, ignore the way his tears sting, and face the mirror again.









 



Lovers by Amadeus Stadler



 

 

the days are growing shorter

and so much poetry gets lost

between the first steps into the shower

and spitting out toothpaste at the end

of another mundane morning masterclass

in just how average the days become

with growing age and stagnant wisdom









 



couched curse by Johann Sergl



 



 



I can’t use couches.

They are so aggressively indoors,

ingrown, lonely constructs

closed off, offensively human, Biedermeier bullshit

so often opposed to openness, to community

Well, they’re not that bad. It’s just…

I can’t use couches.

I need grass, and the wind embracing me,

while it dances through the cherry tree

need strangeness for my eyes,

and open skies for thought,

and slight discomforts,

and the comfort of knowing that I’ll soon move on,

that I won’t return.

I’m just bad at couches. Can’t use them.

Maybe if it were not mine, that would help.

If it were old and grimy,

decorated with cigarette butts  and beer stains,

a piece of complacency somewhere in the corner of a radical café,

maybe bombed out,

a couch that has started decomposing

and is halfway from human to nature again.

Seems I just can’t use couches.

Not alone, at least, not on my own.

Not when there is so much to do, so much life.

Just sit down? Lie there,

turn inwards, close off,

and remain there,

immobile, unchanging,

and then waste away and rot?

No. No, I can’t use couches.









 



Indigestion by Bri Goins



 

 

My therapist asks me how I’m feeling, and I tell her my stomach hurts.

 

 

It hurts when I think about my to-do list. It hurts more when I realize I have to add “make a to-do list” to the to-do list.

It hurts when I’ve sent four messages in a row, inane and rambling, and haven’t received a reply.

It hurts when I read a story and the character that prides themselves on their strength breaks down and cries. It hurts more when someone holds him and kisses his tears away.

It hurts when I watch too many videos of my TikTok crush.

It hurts when I wake up after drinking and try to remember all of the stupid things I may have said or done. It hurts more when I can’t.

It hurts when I orgasm.

It hurts when a cute guy asks me if it’s alright if he kisses me. It hurts more when it’s a cute girl.

It hurts when the S-Bahn is late… again.

It hurts when I see someone that used to be a friend and we make uncomfortable small talk. It hurts more when we don’t talk at all.

It hurts when I decide to order both the veggie burger and the nuggets at McDonalds.

It hurts when I think about the stories I should write. It hurts more when I think I may not have any left.

It hurts when my colleagues argue over which Sharepoint folder hotel reservations should be stored in.

It hurts when I recognize how I’ve become detached from things I used to think were life and death. It hurts more when I consider that might be healing.

 

 

My therapist asks me how I’m feeling, and I tell her my stomach hurts.









 



Let’s talk about something else by Maximilian Stark



 

 

I really don’t want to see Steph. No, wait, that’s wrong—I like seeing Steph. I like seeing Mom and Dad, too. What I don’t like is seeing both Steph and our parents at the same time. It’s like—it’s not like it never ends well, there doesn’t tend to be a lot of drama, we’re all good at keeping a cool head. But Steph just draws all of their attention, and I fade into the background, and I don’t like who I am in that context. I don’t like meek me. I like confident me, who runs her own department, who has gotten over her dating hangups and just chats up whoever she finds attractive, who’s found good friends and goals in life and who is just a proper, real, finally-I-am-here grown-up now.

But the me that comes out when Steph gets the spotlight again … that me is so small. So five-years-old, waiting for someone to notice I’m in the room because they’re all in awe of Steph. It’s like I take on the color of the wallpaper behind me  because I don’t want to be a disturbance when Mom and Dad are so happy, when Steph is so happy and my existence is entirely irrelevant to that. I don’t like that version of me, but on Christmas, what can I do?

I arrive before Steph, before the time we’ve all agreed on. I tend to do that, and Mom and Dad think it’s because I’m overly anxious about traffic. But really, I just like to get in those extra two hours with them before Steph arrives and I become invisible. I like for them to ask how things are going, how the job is going, if I’m still seeing that guy who works for the shoe company. They would ask with Steph around, too, but I would just notice the hint of impatience. The need to ask Steph more questions and be done with my corporate job and my boyfriend (kind-of-boyfriend? Situationship?) who works for a shoe company. Steph hasn’t ever dated anyone who works for a shoe company. Steph doesn’t arrive in a used sedan—not that I can’t afford a new sedan, mind, but the used one was in really good condition.

Mom puts me to work peeling potatoes and asks if I’m eating enough. Mom and Dad think I don’t eat enough, that I don’t get enough sun, and that I’m terribly neurotic and need to do something about that. They’re right about the sun part. Otherwise—well, the part about being neurotic is just because I arrive so early and they think it’s anxiety about traffic jams. I peel potatoes, Mom puts the roast in the oven, and Dad is helping in his own way by thinking long and hard about which bottle of wine is appropriate. This somehow takes as much time as cooking a three course meal, but honestly, I’m not going to interfere with how Mom and Dad split up the work in their relationship. That’s on them. I’m just happy they’re still getting along well.

No, I’m being slightly unfair to Dad. He’s also preparing a small welcome cocktail for when everyone’s here, and it’s done perfectly on time—I can hear the unmistakable sounds of Steph arriving. Then, predictably, all-too-predictably, Dad does the same thing he does every year without fail. It’s patronizing and silly and I don’t like it one bit, but I don’t have the heart to tell him that. I mean, he’s trying. He opens the freezer and says: “Oh no, oh no— I’ve forgotten to get ice cubes again. Dear, would you—?”

I suppress the urge to groan. It’s the same pantomime every year, and somehow he thinks it’s good for my confidence. Why would it be? Why would it be anything else than showing me what area of Steph’s and my life my parents are most focused on, and that it’s the one in which I’m lacking? But he’s trying, and he’s getting older every year with all that wispy gray hair above his ears, and his hunch was definitely less pronounced last year. He’s trying.

“Sure,” I say, forcing a smile. “Here you go.” I touch the cocktail glasses and draw the heat from them, as much as I can manage. My maximum is about a hundred kilojoules, which is enough to chill four cocktails to a pleasant drinking temperature. Dad knows that, and he thinks that this little yearly ritual makes me feel accomplished … somehow.

The howling sounds outside rise, then suddenly stop. Mom rushes to open the door —she knows better than to open it before the storm has settled. Still, even opening it now, a gust of wind blows in a fair bit of snow, along with Steph. She’s still in work attire—of course, she’s flown here after all, and flying by way of icy wind tends to ruin casual evening wear. Her work attire is lots of white and blue spandex, a blue cape with a hood and those absolutely idiotic high-heeled boots. She’s also got a suitcase in each hand. “Excuse me!” she shouts, making a beeline for her old bedroom. “Hi Dad, hi Lou! No Mom, no hugs yet, my skin’s still below zero—stop it! Let me just get changed, I’ll join you in a second!” And with that, she’s in her room, and Mom is in the hallway, eagerly waiting for Steph to come back out in regular clothes and with her skin approaching room temperature. 

Fun fact about Steph: Even after not using her powers for days, her body temperature is never above ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit, and after a few hours of intense use, it goes down as low as minus sixty. There, now you can impress your friends at trivia night.









 



love language by Carla Sökefeld



 

 

what’s more poetic than cooking a meal

not to impress others but to savour for yourself

in the privacy of your temporary loneliness

 

the particular sweetness of freshly squeezed lime juice

running through your fingers into the salsa

making a mess and not immediately cleaning it up

 

even fighting with your siblings over the best way to make tomato sauce

then devouring the delicious compromise

(olives but no mushrooms, and added pasta water)

 

or to pass on a recipe to a friend

because you know how much they like cauliflower

and seeing their personality in how they alter it

when they eventually cook it for you

 

remembering that life only goes on

because we keep making food for each other

and have always done so, since before inventing language,

expressing our affection









 



Nature by Steve



 

 



Nature is the lawn above my window

nature is what/that which sends spiders into my room

to suck millipedes dry, leaving their husks on some windowsill I can’t reach with my hands

Is it nature I see, purple blood oozing from the toilet paper, the body big enough to make a plop when dropped into the bowl?

nature is the empty Barilla jar, which gently scoops the firefly and returns it outside

nature is the legless lizard, intertwined in stormdrain grates to sun itself at 10

nature is the deer that wanders through a gate too rusted to close

nature is the coastal redwoods on San Servolo—dead, pecked at by pigeons. Formerly the subject of some shit by Byron or Shelley.









 



Matthew 6:5 by Bri Goins



 

 



And when thou prayest, thou shalt not be as the hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and in the corners of the streets, that they may be seen of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.

 

there is nothing solid about a solidarity

that ceases to exist when they cease to pray

the sinners shunned so easily

not for their transgressions but their refusal to repent them

you paraphrase the pharisees

with venom in your verses

violent and violating

your vision obfuscated

by pestilent piosity that burns like lecherous leprosy

blistered and blinded

but continuing to climb

your Babel built on battered Bibles

ignoring the irony

of looking down on others

when you’re the one who’s on your knees









 



Stellar Memories by Surya Putra



 

 

The Stars you see in the night skies are alive. They think, they feel, and they communicate among themselves. It might surprise you, but they actually notice us mortals. They feel proud when their system is chosen to inhabit a new life, and they are even prouder if sentient lives are developed. Our behaviour, trivial technological advancements, and social structures are interesting to them, but the most fascinating thing about us is our extremely short lifespan. Some Stars will go as far as sending down avatars of themselves to walk among us. There are very few of them who present themselves as Gods, Creators, Great Architects, and other powers that be, and more often than not, mortals will come to worship them. This isn’t one of those stories. This is a very typical story of a Star who visits a life-sustaining world and falls in love with a mortal, as they learn that the very thing about us that fascinates them the most, is also one of the greatest reasons for not visiting us in the first place.

 

As Angga sipped his coffee, he stared blankly at the vastness of the ocean from the balcony of his room. The morning wind neutralised the heat glaring at him from the sunbeams reflected by the sands of the beach in view of the hotel he was staying at. His fingers fidgeted with the small velvet-coated box tucked inside his pajama shorts.

A sudden embrace came from his rear, warm hands wrapping around his uncovered abdomen as she laid her face onto his back.

“Morning!” Stella tightened her hug. Angga turned his head to see her bright blue eyes looking up at him, partially covered by her naturally blue hair. He reached for her chin and kissed her.

“Coffee! I want coffee!” The smell of coffee in his breath was alluring. She picked up a white T-shirt on the bed, put it on, and then helped herself to a cuppa. Angga went to the bedside and ordered room service for breakfast.

“We’re not going to the buffet?”

“No,” replied Angga, “there’s something that I’d like to do.”

Stella laughed and joined him in bed, putting her coffee on the bedside table. “What is it?” she said, as she crawled slowly towards Angga. He raised his finger and tapped her forehead, gently pushing her back. “This is serious.”

Stella tilted her head in wonder. “Everything okay?” Her tan skin glowed in the presence of sunlight, exactly as he first saw her on the beaches of Sanur. It was at such moments Angga realised the divinity of her beauty, reminding him that he was loving something larger than life itself. He slowly pulled the velvet box out of his pockets and held it before Stella.

“I know it’s only been four months since we first met. And for you, it must’ve been just the blink of an eye. But you’re everything I need, so let me try and make the tiniest portion of your life as happy as my life has been ever since I met you.” Angga opened the box, revealing a shiny platinum ring, with a single sapphire stone embedded on top. Stella straightened her head, her lower jaw dropping slightly, but not so much as to reveal her teeth. “Will you stay with me?”

Stella turned her gaze from the ring and unto Angga’s hopeful eyes. In the months that she had stayed with him, she had immersed herself in tens of romantic movies and was quite familiar with the concept of a marriage proposal, yet it was so distant in her mind that she never imagined being on the receiving end of it. She could see a door opening for her, a once-in-a-reality opportunity that she thought was disallowed to her kind. Could she actually do this? A taste of the novel life of a mortal, from someone she actually—

She reached out to touch Angga’s face, to stroke his cheek. “You know I can’t do this.”

“Why? Who told you that?”

“No one. But—”

“It’ll just be minutes for you, right?”

“More or less.”

“Then why?” asked Angga, and Stella responded with a sigh. She switched to tightly holding his empty hand. She wondered if hurting him right then and there would deal the least amount of pain.

“I don’t feel that way about you.” 

“Bullshit,” snapped Angga.

“Look, I wish— no. I’ve mentioned this before, but I’m not like you. I don’t process emotions the same as you, and to be honest, this is just a getaway for me. I can’t stay here that long.” Angga looked down at his mother’s ring. “This is also a holiday for you, right?” Stella continued.

“You’re lying.” Angga was fully convinced of this. “I can see it in your eyes. Saying those things hurt you.”

“Two days. I only have two more days on Earth. Do you really want to spend them fighting?”

“If it means you get to stay here for a good period of my life, then yeah.” Angga smirked, and continued, “You’re happy here, right? Let me make your experience worth remembering.”

Dear me, he’s so cheesy. Stella stroked Angga’s hair, considering the doom this could cause. “Right. Prove it then.”

“Prove what?” asked Angga.

“Prove to me that living here is worth it. And I’ll think about staying.”

Angga snapped the ring box shut. “You’re on,” he said, giving Stella a subtle kiss. The room bell rang, and breakfast had arrived.

“What would you do if you went back?” asked Angga, feeding himself a spoonful of fried rice. Stella was pushing slices of her mushroom omelette around, playing with it. “Maintain my body’s course, look after my planets, control my luminosity. Boring mind-blowing stuff, you wouldn’t get it.”

“Do you have a Star lover back there?”

Stella laughed out loud. “What if I told you that I do?”

“I’d be jealous, but I imagine there’d be absolutely nothing I could do about it.”

“Right.”

Angga stared at her intensely, waiting for a proper answer.

“No, I don’t have any Star lovers back home.”

“Thank you.” Angga sighed in relief.

“It rarely happens anyway. When it does, it’s just a cold, political relationship between Stars aiming for the same goals. Besides, we’re all too full of ourselves to stand each other’s presence for more than a... while.”

“So you’ve never been in an interstellar relationship?” Stella was not amused with Angga’s pun. She picked up a piece of omelette with her fork and fed it to Angga.

“Nope. Not interested.”

The sunset evaded their view behind the steep cliffs of Pandawa Beach. Angga rested on Stella’s lap, her rosy slender fingers coursing through his hair. He stared into the pink twilight with lightly scattered clouds, his thoughts devolving into a kaleidoscope with no definitive beginning and end. Why would a Star fall in love with a man? Better yet, why should they? What sort of celestial pleasure gets fulfilled by getting into a relationship that lasts shorter than a turn of their gaze? Would they even remember—

“Do you forget?” asked Angga, interrupting his train of thought and shifting his gaze to Stella’s face.

“About?”

“No, like, do Stars forget? Are you capable of forgetting things?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Human memories are stored in neuron pathways, eventually they get rerouted or decay. But neurons are biological, and you are not a biological being.”

She was still collecting space dust when she first came into being, billions of years ago. A protostar, charged from the moment of her birth to become a Minute. She requested to be blue, gigantic as they come. “Nay,” said the Black Hole, a member of the Council, present along with other deified bodies. “You shall be as honourable as they come. One shine, among many, to lead us to the Doom.” So she obeyed the command, along with more than one hundred thousand other demands and formalities of the Council and their Office, that she did not have the luxury of declining. She knew every single one of them, every single Central Office agent that refused her requests and their excuses, and the names of all the Stars and agents that begged for her courtship.

“I guess? I mean, sure. How can I remember what I’ve forgotten?” Stella laughed to break the tension within her. Angga rose into a sedentary position and looked her right in the eye. Stella was looking into the distance, burning the skyline into her eyes.

“You know, I sometimes wish I was a mortal.”

“How come?”

“You get to live such short lives. You get to feel excitement over everything you encounter and discover along the way.” Stella started doodling random lines on the sand with her fingers. “Stars do desire things, but having such an extended lifetime decreases the value of anything, and when you’re stuck with such a glorious purpose as surfing the ever-expanding ether, what’s the point of desiring small things? What’s the point of loving and being loved?” Suddenly it all made sense to Angga. The whydunit of interdimensional affairs. Stella realized she was babbling and wiped away her doodles on the sand.

“I’m not making sense, am I?”

“No, that made perfect sense. Dinner?” asked Angga while standing up. Stella nodded, and he helped her stand up.

“I’m gonna miss this the most,” joked Stella, chewing the medium sirloin steak. The yellow light complemented her green flower dress, and Angga noted how this was the first time he’d seen her in clothing with sleeves, albeit ones so short.

“Don’t they have steak in other worlds?” He’d asked this several times, but Stella’s excited reaction always made him want more.

“No! Most of their fauna don’t even evolve muscles, they’re just so crunchy and light. Like grasshoppers!”

Angga listened to her complain about alien civilisations and their cultures, but he loved that no matter how rude her comments were, she’d always find something nice to say about them. Like how the Felrands of Felgrand, despite being incredibly rude and intense by the standards of any other world, would never think twice about aiding other worlds in need. Or the iron seafarers of Corru who couldn’t communicate with outsiders through any known means except by giving souvenirs made of an incredibly rare metallic compound that aids instantaneous travel between any two points in space. Or her excitement waiting for humanity to one day discover her from their observations. Angga could visibly see the glimmers in her eyes when someone listened to her stories, as she went into the tiniest, most specific details about her intergalactic experiences. It broke his heart to confront her about her lie.

“Stella.”

“Hmm?”

“You were lying, weren’t you?”

“No, they really had no muscle—”

“You don’t forget, right? You’re incapable of forgetting things.”

Stella slowly rested her fork on the plate and took a moment to think.

“Yes. But not really.”

“Stella,” replied Angga, demanding another serious answer.

“No, really. We believe that after we die and turn, into a White Dwarf, Neutron Star, Black Hole, others, we’d then forget everything about our previous life.”

“When’s that for you?”

Stella did not answer. She turned to cutting her steak into tiny pieces but did not eat any of them. “Not in a very long time.”

“Billions?”

“Trillions.”

Angga froze for a second and then gulped down an entire glass of wine. He reached for his phone and started browsing. Stella knew exactly what Angga was doing and interrupted him.

“The Universe is less than fifteen billion years old, I emerged about eight to nine billion years ago.”

“So it’ll take you at least nine-hundred-something billion years to start forgetting?”

She nodded, her empty eyes gazing at the candlelight at the centre of the table. “We will probably even outlive the entire cosmos.”

“That’s it then. You have got to stay.”

Stella stared at him in confusion.

“This is exciting for you, right? Being with me. Because you know it won’t last.”

His words shocked Stella to her core. Angga had figured her out, but her sense of denial kicked in to try and show him the relationship mattered to her, as well as to preserve her pride.

“Of course not! I seriously like you, Angga. It’s just—”

“It’s okay. I mean, I’d be kinda mad if you were a human, but you’re a star. I understand that, and I’m fine with that. But think about it, you’re only here for a couple of months. Why not have the full experience? If you truly can’t forget, then you will remember the excitement, the happiness you felt forever!”

The waitress arrived to pour them another glass of red. The sound of flowing liquid became the soundtrack of Stella’s contemplation of what was offered to her and Angga’s solidifying determination. Angga decided to cut to the chase.

“I love you. And I know you love me too.”

“Angga.” Stella tried cutting him off.

“So stay with me—”

“Angga.” Another attempt was made.“Because I will try to make you happier than you have ever felt.”

Tears flowed silently from her eyes, scattering the yellow light of the room to her nearby surroundings. Angga’s tears followed suit, his voice cracking as he continued talking.

“And even if it won’t last for even a millionth of your lifetime, spending my entire life just to give you a taste of delight is something worth dying for.”

Angga moved his seat closer to Stella, grabbed a tissue and wiped off her tears. She reached for his hand and clutched it against her cheek. What he said was heartbreaking and infuriating for her, but she could have never mustered the rage to be angry at him.

“Do you think I never considered that? About spending a moment to live out the lifetime of the person I love? That wish, that dream, that desire, burns every passing moment in my head. Now you think about it, I live out your life with you, sure I won’t forget being happy with you, but what about the grief? Because my happy-ever-after with you, however short or long that is, comes with a grieving you forever. And I cannot live with that.”

They did not say another word following this and returned to the hotel room. Once inside, Stella evaporated her tears, grabbed Angga’s hand and stole a kiss. Their lips and tongues entangled, still bittersweet from the wine they had drunk. Angga slowly untied the laces on the back of Stella’s dress, while she unbuttoned his white shirt. With every touch they told each other everything that had been left unsaid during the months they had been together, making sure they left nothing undone in their last night together.

They spent the next day in bed, holding each other close. Angga worried for Stella, wondering if he could have done something that could end this on a high note. Would she meet another mortal from another world and have another wonderful relationship? It pained him to think so, but he hoped that it would come true. He wished that whoever she fell in love with next could also have an immensely long lifetime to keep up with her. Would he meet someone better? Of course not. But he’d definitely meet someone suited for him.

Stella wondered what life would be like for Angga from here on out. She hoped that he’d meet someone better than her, though not someone so good that he would completely forget about her. She wondered if one day Angga could see the real her, maybe from the observation result of some super telescope in humanity’s near future. How many human generations would have passed until she was able to return to Earth? Should she even return at all?

“Which way are you?” asked Angga at dusk, on their balcony.

“Up.” Stella started radiating a warm red glow from within her skin.

“Which way in the sky? I want to look at you at nighttime.”

“Just look up, whichever way you want, and point. I promise I’ll be there.”

 

-----------

 

The trip up the hill was a tiring one, and Angga had never been the most physically fit person. He was lucky it was after midnight, otherwise, the heat would have stopped him one fifth of the way. He walked around the campsite, trying to find a corner where he wouldn’t be disturbed, and found one right near the bushes, under a tall tree. Checking his phone, he greeted Stella on his lock screen like he always did, her blue eyes and gradient blue hair matching the sky and the vast sea behind her. It was five minutes to 2 AM, one year after Stella left. The brochure on the stargazing event said the stars would be most visible close to early morning. He sat against the tree and laid his duffle bag down. Inside, wrapped in a bunch of sweaters, was a bottle of red wine and a wine glass. Pouring the wine into the glass, he set his gaze to the endless beyond and whispered: “Sooner or later, I hope you’ll forget about me.”









 



Tracing nothing by Evelyn Wranich



 

 

There’s something about tracing these curves with not my eyes,

 

but my ears.

 

There’s something about the white blinking cursor

 

on dark grey tiles.

 

There’s something about the emptiness and the distance

 

of space and time.

 

 

There’s always something,

 

even when there’s nothing.



 









 



What Room is Your Soul? by Agnes Sey



 

 



If the eyes are the windows to the soul,

then the soul must be a room. 

 

Is yours a grand cathedral?

With intricate mosaics for windows,

Strong stone walls withstanding everything,

Yet silent and empty?

 

Is yours a cabin in the woods,

Surrounded by trees, short or tall?

In the midst of animals or beasts?

Are you the danger, or is it something else?

 

Maybe yours is a skyscraper. 

More windows than can be counted,

In an attempt to hide the real one – 

Are you sure the other rooms are empty? 

 

Maybe there’s no window, 

Only metal bars barring the way …

Is this prison of your own design?

Do you know why you are here?

 

Is there a bed in your room?

Only one? Two? More?

Are there curtains blocking the view?

Are they blue?

 

Where is your photo album,

The one with all the memories?

Is it on the nightstand, 

Or is it under the bed? 

 

Do you feel safe in your room?

Do you want it safer?

Is it a place to hide?

Or a place that makes you stronger? 

 

There is a door, there must be. 

It has a lock, it has to. 

Is it locked to keep you in, or something out?

Do you have the key?

Would you give it away?









 



the night is oh so dark by Philipp Handl

mind the watchful son.



 

 

say, won’t you meet me

where the land

meets the sea

 

find me drifting in

an ageless tide

when darkmoon’s eye

grew ever wide

and far too close

 

grew ever

far too close

 

say, won’t you bear me

like the rivers

bear this plea

 

two furtive hands

caress its side

claw and sickle

headless bride

her voiceless oath

 

her voiceless

dire oath

 

oh, won’t you tell me

how we’re destined

sisters three

 

but still remain

too torn with pride

to speak of loving

blood, she cried

and flowers grew

 

so red

her flowers grew









 



2024

 











 



nothing beneath lettered skin by Philipp Handl

chronicled eternal



 

 

her voice just recollections

so she resounds in 

with sacred, fragile walls now breached

these pale writ hands 

 

they’re searching, feeling

clutching

 

in time, so carefully undo

your monuments,

your hymns,

your stories.

her gracious grip turns all to dust

every dead man’s unearned glory

 

her likeness noble, worthy form

reminding us of 

find naught but graceful, quiet ends

in ashen hands

 

they’re soothing, healing

judging

 

have you felt me move through

your consciousness,

your shapes,

your shackles?

a sister’s bond forever forged

in faithful, missing links









 



Agency for Temporal Anomaly Assistance by Maximilian Stark



 

 

“First question.” The lady has some document open on her e-ink reader, some itemised list for this sort of interview, but she isn’t looking at it at all. She must do this all the time. Which, considering where she works, is a bit ironic. “What made you apply for work at the TAAA? Personal experience with time loops, or …?”

“No, nothing of the sort.” I clear my throat—interviews make me thirsty, and she has not offered any water. “Nobody I personally know, either, I just find it all very interesting, and I imagine that helping people stuck in that sort of conundrum must be very rewarding.”

“It’s a lot of Excel,” the lady responds. “But yes, important work, no doubt. Question two. Do you use a personal time loop password?”

“I do.”

“What is it?” She locks eyes with me. It’s a trap.

“Are you currently stuck in a time loop?” I ask back. “I will only tell you my password if you are.”

“Very good.” She raises her finger to her tablet as if to take a note, then reconsiders. “All right. I am caught in a time loop. Now, your password?”

I nod. “It’s purple sunglasses on a rainy day, with a dash of heavy cream. Uh, just to be clear, you’re not really …?”

She doesn’t smile, not even a bit. “Of course not. Have you thought of a new password already?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Next question: What are the most common remedies for time loops?”

Trivia questions, my favourite part. Genuinely—it’s nice that they give you a part of the interview you can simply study for. “The acronym is DOGE—destroy a device, overcome a personal flaw, reach a personal goal, or escape a simulation.”

“And if you are approached by someone who is caught in a time loop, should you even mention the fourth option, seeing as you are not a simulated being and thus this is clearly not the answer?”

Another fairly easy trick question. “Yes, definitely. If someone were to simulate our world, including me, to a deep enough level of detail, then the simulated me should be able to pass this information to someone caught in the simulation. So, I would never act as if the world is indubitably real.”

“Good, good.” She gives me another unreadable look. “What was your initial time loop password?”

“Purple sunglasses on a rainy day, with a dash of heavy cream.”

“Good.” She glances at her tablet. “Some applicants claim to have a password but simply make something up on the spot, you see.”

“I thought so.” In order for a time loop password to be effective, it needs to be fixed in your mind, immutable and permanent, and only ever spoken to someone who says they are caught in a time loop. After this, you immediately choose a new one. That way, if anyone ever approaches you and tells you your time loop password which you have never given to anyone, you can be certain they are telling the truth.

The lady moves on to the next question. “Now, in your own words, what does the Agency do?”

“Well, it is a point of contact for anyone dealing with a temporal anomaly, be it skipping through time or moving in the wrong direction, accidental time travel, or time loops,” I say, though it feels a bit hollow—all of this is on the Agency’s website, after all. Then again, if people come in here without even having a proper time loop password, it stands to reason that some wouldn’t read the website either. “The Agency provides assistance, information, and resources for them to solve their situation, for instance by allowing them to address the personality flaw that keeps them trapped experiencing the same day over and over.”

She nods almost imperceptibly. “What are particular risks in dealing with persons experiencing temporal anomalies?”

“Temporal anomalies can sometimes, though rarely, begin affecting those interacting with the afflicted,” I begin, this time recalling the Wikipedia article. “More crucially, a person experiencing a time loop can be extremely dangerous by virtue of repetition-induced psychopathy, or the tendency to not see other humans as truly sentient beings the more someone repeats the loop; also, since a loop-affected individual can attempt basically anything an unlimited number of times, attempting to prevent them from doing anything is nearly futile.”

“Which is why …?”

“Which is why the Agency simply steps back and renders aid. The faster someone escapes their loop, the less damaging the events of their eventual loop breaking, which then become ‘canonical’, tend to be.”

“Good, good.” She looks at—or rather, through—her tablet and furrows her brow for the briefest of moments. My heart sinks. Her facial expression tells me I didn’t get in before she opens her mouth. “So, Ms Farrow, you came into this interview well-prepared and it was a good showing, but as you may know, our selection process is extremely rigorous. I am afraid I must tell you we cannot consider you for the position, but the Agency wishes you all the best for your future endeavours.”

I nod, keeping my expression neutral. Should I have asked for water earlier? Show that I know what I want? Worth a thought. “Just for the future,” I ask, “was I close to getting in? Any advice you could give me?”

She sighs. “It was a good showing, as I said, Ms Farrow. But, considering your middling grades and references, it would have had to be exceptional. You came well-prepared and knowledgeable, but there is also a certain spark of passion we look for in our candidates, which I could not perceive in you, I’m afraid.”

I cannot help but smile. “Thanks so much! That will be very helpful next time.”

“As I said, we wish you all the best in your future endeavours. Where else have you applied, if I may ask?”

I grin, perhaps a bit more wickedly than necessary. “Only here, but don’t worry, you’ll give me the job eventually.”









 



continual dissatisfaction by Michaela Klusch



 

 

I proved that I am broken. Now what?

There are days in our lives that we look forward to so much and for so long that we almost forget that there will be a next day after; another 6:30 AM on our alarm clock, another ten seconds of getting used to the glaring light of the bathroom in the morning, another groan when we open the fridge and realize we forgot to buy new milk for our coffee.

We may have thoughts like one day I’ll live on my own, one day I’ll have a real job, one day I’ll be married hundreds of times while we grow up. But how many times do we think about our second day at the new apartment, wanting to cry at the sheer amount of shit that we own and now have to find places for again? Our second day at the job when a new colleague makes a sexist joke and you realize you now have to see that person every day and somehow get along with them? Our second day of marriage when we realize that the fancy party didn’t really change anything about the relationship we have and so it better be a good one?

The thought that accompanied me for many years of life, both as a child and adult, is:

One day, I’ll know what’s wrong with me.

One day, I’ll know why my mind feels like a leaking roof that can never be fully repaired, always rushing for the next bucket to catch the drops falling through the cracks in my head.

Drip

Another idea that’s the best ever one day, and then gathers dust in the back of a notebook a week later.

Drip

Another promise I make to myself to finally change and be better.

Drip

Another spike of jealousy when I see another person achieve something I had all the tools to achieve myself but didn’t.

One day, I’ll know what’s wrong with me.

On February 24th, 2022, I left a doctor’s office with the answer. Well, an answer: ADHD. Two years later, I still struggle with knowing that once the one day has come and gone, there will be day after day after day that I have to wake up, live in the new reality, and figure out what to do with it. If you had asked me back then, I would have continued the thought as follows:

One day, I’ll know what’s wrong with me. And then, I can finally fix me.

Well.

I have good news and bad news for past me: it does and it also doesn’t work like that. To say I have learned nothing from that diagnosis or that my life hasn’t improved would simply be incorrect. To say that anything is “fixed” because of it, however, would be equally misleading to people similar to me who may have the exact same hopes that I had at the time.Sure, I’ve managed to patch up some holes in the roof. For example, the self-loathing only manages to cause minor damage every now and again. I’m good with having only a very small bucket on hand to catch a drop here and there. But even though they may have varying sizes, there are still a lot of buckets I need to have on hand. I may have learned a trick or two, I may know much better what I need now, but the roof is still leaking. And a lot of days, it still feels like if I am not quick enough, if I don’t protect myself in exactly the right ways… my mind could be flooded again by everything coming down all at once.

The riptide of I want more out of life I can’t finish anything I’m wasting my time I need to make more time for my art I wish I could pick a career I am so easily overwhelmed I forget the people I care about – may easily drown me.

So then, now what?

There’s the impulse to find a new goal, a new one day. It’s not a bad one, I think, as long as it comes with the knowledge that it can never be a finish line. There’s always going to be the next day after and the start of a new race. If I had to make a guess, I would say that “now what” is probably the one question I will continue to ask myself over and over until the day I die. If I had to answer it right this second, I would say:

One day, I’ll be okay with not knowing.

Not knowing how to wrangle this brain of mine.

Not knowing what job to do next.

Not knowing if I will die from an allergic shock one day because I finally failed to resist the urge to bury my face in the fur of the fluffiest kitten and inhale deeply.

And the next day after finally being okay with not knowing, I will get up at 6:30 in the morning, let myself be blinded by the bathroom lights and probably not drink coffee even though there’s milk in the fridge because I’m late anyway. Then, I’ll ask myself:

Now what?









 



Gelatinous Melancholy by Amadeus Stadler



 

 

Some days, I can feel sadness washing over me like a gooey ooze—like today, after I had lunch and fell asleep on the couch, wasting the entire afternoon away. This nap means that I’ll have to do my cleaning tomorrow, it means I have less time for my projects, less time to continue watching that show I like, less time to play the games I keep buying and which end up piling up and collecting dust.

The sadness makes me remember that I wanted to do at least a load of laundry tonight, because that’s quick and easy and a little win—but I didn’t do it. I got sucked into watching some videos, thinking that maybe I really should get great at animating, as if I needed yet another hobby.

I thought I was less exhausted, that the coming spring would rejuvenate me, but that isn’t how time works. This year, I’ve started a billion things and often stopped after a single evening of being excited for them. I distinctly remember looking forward to keep working on an idea for an entire Monday, but after I was done with my day job, there was nothing left of that excitement. The file stayed open on my laptop and I looked at it over the course of the week and the sadness oozed over and stuck to me.

It does go away again, eventually. Like slime and everything else, it’s bound by gravity. It can cling to me all it wants, but it will be pulled down and off if I just keep moving, don’t stay in the same place for too long so it can’t pool around and drown me.

Some days, I wonder how people can take naps and feel refreshed instead of feeling like they lost something.









 



Give me the words by Evelyn Wranich



 

 



Give me the words

To craft a tree of beauty

So that one day

I can tug at its branches

And bite into its fruits

Juice seeping into my skin

Seeds settling deep within

And blooming

Into something

Magnificent

 

Give me the words

To call you what you are

All your damned hypocrisy

And the way you always whisper

Branding my self with lies

Making me doubt all truths

I’m on my knees

Separating reality

From illusion

Endlessly

 

Give me the words

To cast off my old scales

So that one day

I’m born anew with stronger armor

Nothing can carve into me

No knife cleaves me apart

I will laugh freely

With abandon

And joyfully

Celebrating

 

Listen,

My love,

Will you

Gently fold my hands

Into growing magnificence, endlessly giving 

Will you celebrate my life

Even when I am going down

Dragging you with me

Oh Lord, I am begging you

Give me the words









 



Candle by Maximilian Stark



 

 

Language has always had the power to move me to tears.

I own a hardcover copy of David Foster Wallace’s speech “This is Water”, and sometimes I listen to it on YouTube.

I sometimes read poems I like to myself, at home, with no audience but me.

I choose to be touched by them.

Or sometimes I do not choose.

They just grip my tear ducts and squeeze, and that’s that.

David Foster Wallace took his own life when he was only 46 years old, but I can listen to his voice telling me that by choosing how you think about the world and others, you can make the profound sacred and the tedious bearable, and I remember how I listened to the speech for the first time when I was eighteen. I remember  how every time I tell someone, “Hey, maybe that stranger didn’t mean to be rude to you, maybe they’ve just had a genuinely awful day,” this invitation to be compassionate, this whole attitude I’ve been trying to cultivate for my entire adult life—that is him.

Words—some words—are unassuming embers, hiding on paper until they enter a person’s mind, and then they start a fire that will not go out.

When it comes to my own writing, I sometimes dismiss it as a mere thing to distract myself.

Or perhaps something I do for the sake of doing it, because putting words down like this tames the writhing thoughts in my skull.

I can, of course, not claim to wield fire in the way David Foster Wallace did.

I do not have a massive torch that can light the way for thousands, or millions.

But even a bit of magic is still fundamentally magic.

Even a tiny flame is still fire.

I may not have a torch.

But I do have a candle.









 



I'm so good at Forgetting by Bri Goins



 

 

I walk into the kitchen and immediately forget why I’m there. I scan the room, eyes drawn to the blinking red numbers on the dishwasher. It needs to be emptied, but that’s Hailey’s chore, so it can’t be why I came in here. I open the fridge, hoping to find the answer on a milk carton label or in a wilting bag of salad. No luck. With a frustrated sigh, I leave the kitchen in defeat. Maybe it will come back to me later.

I repeat this series of events over and over and over again, every day. I write lists, I set alarms, I touch my nose when I need to remember a thought. It helps, but still, there are a million things that have entered my brain only to be immediately lost amongst the clutter and chaos that reside there.

Most people can relate to this. Who hasn’t forgotten why they entered a room, or lost their train of thought halfway through?

And sure, maybe I’m a little more scatterbrained than most. I used to chalk it up to being “creative”; now I call it ADHD. But even with that explanation, even with medication that allows me to work on a single project for more than five minutes at a time, I find myself struggling to hold onto–

I don’t know how I wanted to finish that sentence. Less texted me about lunch, and I remembered the salad that has been sitting next to me on the desk, untouched, for thirty minutes.

The point I’m trying to get at is that I can’t remember things. And if I do remember something, I can’t trust that I’m remembering it accurately. Was that yesterday or a month ago? Did it really happen that way, or are my emotions coloring my memories until they portray something else entirely? Am I really being overdramatic, or are bad people using my brain’s deficiencies against me?

It’s so frustrating, and exhausting, and I don’t have the words to make it sound pretty. I’m just so tired.

When I was younger, I used to pray. I’d ask God to help me, to make me less lazy, less burdensome, less emotional.

I don’t pray anymore, but maybe I’m still asking.









 



one day by Amadeus Stadler



 

 



there are those people

you meet who set ablaze

a spark you carry within

 

but forevermore you

are constrained to just

smile at them from afar









 



The Gregarious Gorgon by Juri Kolbeck



 

 

Dear Joseph of Augsburg,

 

I hope this letter reaches you in a time of peace for you and war for our employers.

Your brother Baldwin instructed me to contact you directly once my task in Sicily was finished, as he had included me on the company payroll but not yet given you a description of me. Unknowing whether this has heretofore occurred I will briefly introduce myself to you: I am Farruj of Halab. During the Syrian campaign that your brother participated in, I served as a translator for the negotiations regarding the surrender of my home city: Halab, or as you likely know it, Aleppo. As you know, the negotiations themselves did not go well, but they allowed for him and me to build rapport. Previous achievements of mine in the service of Aleppo, confirmed by another translator, piqued his interest. I had after all already made a name for myself as someone skilled in the disposal of supernatural beasts, such as cleansing a graveyard of ghouls or placating an incensed ifrit. I do not need to point out how this made me an asset worth attaining for a mercenary outfit so renowned for dealing with these kinds of problems. I had, however, also made a name for myself in a less fortunate way: Word of my heterodox religious practices and beliefs had, despite the best of my efforts, spread and angered much of the clergy. Fearing for my future, I was thus all too happy to accept your brother’s offer to join the Chimera Company.

The rest of the Syrian campaign and our anabasis back to friendly territory you surely already know of. Which leaves us with the mission I have just completed. While traveling through Morea, we were approached by a rather distraught Norman, who was the ruler of a small fiefdom in northern Sicily. He pleaded us to help him with a recent crisis that had befallen his territory: The peasants had started to see a gorgon and, fearful of its evil influence, refused to till the fields, or even to leave their villages at all. Not having much in the way of resources to spare, your brother initially thought to refuse the mission, but I was able to convince him to send me to deal alone with the problem, conserving our already diminished forces. Thus, I have proven my pay (and should you be so graciously inclined, a bonus) by achieving much with little, as you will see.

My journey to the afflicted area was rather uneventful. I took a boat to a small port town in the south of the island (passing a couple of smaller uninhabited islands) and then made my way up the road by use of my horse. Encountering suspicion from locals and innkeepers when hearing my unusual accent and seeing the various instruments used in my ceremonies, I assumed the guise of an inquisitor, sent from far away Leon to investigate claims of heresy. This way even my rituals dedicated to the ancient lunar goddess did not arouse suspicion among the chance innkeeper or maid entering my room unannounced, for I could claim that I was simply investigating heretical superstitions to better disprove them. In actuality, these rituals did give me quite a bit of helpful insight. I am sure, in fact, that these rituals of premonition will be quite a boon to future campaigns of our company.

But back to the task that lay before me: Finding the gorgon, and killing it. When I arrived in Castelvetrano, the city worst affected by the sightings, it seemed like the town was in a state of siege. Barely anyone was in the fields surrounding the city and the inns were full of people hoping to wait out the danger. Being provided with a room by the mayor, I did not immediately venture out to find the beast but opted to first anticipate a vision. To go into fight unprepared is to exit it a corpse, after all.

After a month of enjoying the amenities provided and trying various alchemical mixtures in vain, herbs or rituals performed on astrologically fortunate dates to contact the lunar goddess, I had stretched the limits of my host’s patience. But no premonitions whatsoever had yet come to me. There was, however, still an older method of achieving a state of mind more open to divine suggestion. I decided to head to the local tavern and prove that our company’s soldiers are not only the best fighters money can buy, but also among the hardest drinkers. Having reached a state of delirium after challenging some locals to a drinking contest (and winning it for the good reputation of our company!), I was finally blessed with a vision: I was shown a bird flying from the market square high into the sky, tracing a line into some nearby mountains. After a short journey through some more and more deserted areas, it came to land near an abandoned and overgrown pagan temple. This is where I had to go.

The next day, however, after sobering up, a new problem presented itself: How to survive the deadly gaze of a gorgon? The tales of old suggested the use of a sufficiently polished shield, to only gaze upon the gorgon’s reflection. Sadly, a local that had set off to try this very same method had failed to return from his expedition. Repeating his mistake would not do, so I set about finding another way. Having spent most of my life in Aleppo, my thoughts quickly went to glassware and it’s distorting effects on vision. I commissioned a local glass maker to make me two round lenses of a deep green color. Having had some experience with stained glass windows, the artisan had managed to get the color just right, though the form of the lens itself was rather flat and amateurish. But it would hopefully be effective enough to protect me. My vision was somewhat distorted when fixing the two pieces of glass before my eyes, and seeing everything in green took some getting used to. Hopefully it would warp the shape and look of the monster enough to prevent its infernal curse from killing me.

Having finished the rest of my preparations for the journey, I set off on the long walk through the mountains. The route was quite difficult at parts, but after two days of travel I had reached the location my vision had revealed to me. The grey stone of the mountains gave way to an overgrown valley with the ancient pagan temple in the middle, overgrown with vines but overall fairly intact. I put on my vision-distorting contraption and ventured closer to the temple. The valley was silent, no tweeting birds or croaking frogs to be heard, and even the wind was silent. I lit a torch and drew my sword, entering the overgrown interior. At first I could not make out anything, but then, among the columns, I saw my first sign of the monster: a man that had been turned into a statue whose strikingly terrifying expression of horror would have even put the old masters to shame.

I ventured deeper into the old temple. My torch illuminated only part of the large structure and my eye protection added further hardship to my navigation. Nothing but my own footsteps could be heard as I made my way past columns and frescos on the wall, into the inner sanctuary of the temple. I readied my sword, carefully advancing into the chamber. The glimmer of the large bronze statue, towering in the middle of the room, distracted me for a moment before, out of the corner of my vision, I could make out some movement. I turned into its direction and gripped my sword tightly, but could not make out anything concrete. I moved a few steps ahead, and suddenly saw an armed man holding a torch. After my initial shock I recognized my own reflection in a shield-like mirror held up by a statue. This must have been what had become of the poor fool that had ventured to kill the gorgon before me. But where was the monster? I could now periodically hear its swift and almost silent footsteps, no doubt preparing itself for a surprise attack. Had it seen the glass contraption on my face? I kept myself ready and cautiously started to advance through the room, bracing myself for an attack. But none came. Instead I suddenly heard a voice in the ancient Greek tongue, both seemingly pleading, shouting and screeching all at once. Despite my education in the classics I did, at first, not understand a single word uttered by the beast, for I had so far only encountered that ancient tongue only in writing, never in speech. Hoping to use the opportunity to locate my enemy, I replied that I could barely understand her, correctly enough to be understood, as the gorgon and I managed to enter into a dialogue of sorts.

I should note that this sort of behavior was rather unusual for any of the abominations I had encountered in my life so far. Try and talk to a ghoul and it will happily make use of your tongue as an appetizer rather than peruse its own for a reply. The nefarious ifrit keep silent and the most I have ever gotten out of a shiqq was an ear-piercing screech. Under these circumstances, being able to actually speak to and understand a monster had an appeal of its own.

She asked who I was and who had sent me. After answering truthfully, she gave me her name: Mnemia. Almost a thousand years ago she, a daughter of the moon, had been worshipped at this temple, and attended to by a group of servants. But as time went on and the old pagan superstitions made way for the true word, the temple grew quieter, with servants and petitioners leaving one by one. Until only she was left. Not quite mortal but also not a quite a god, she had decided to go into a sort of stasis, a sleep that would last a thousand years or more. Over time, people would come back to the old beliefs and one day she would be woken by a new coven of servants, of that she had been sure.

But what did she see when she awoke?

Nothing, and not just because any torches had burned out long ago. She had in fact not awoken of her own volition but by the loud noises of someone breaking into the temple. No servants to greet her, no renewed age of worship. She had stepped out of the inner sanctum and tried to shoo the looter away, but upon seeing him, she was reminded why she had only ever directly interacted with her servants before. Before she could do anything the man had turned into the statue I had seen upon my entrance to the temple.

Distraught, she had at first fled back into the inner chamber of the temple. But after some time to think over what had happened, curiosity got the better of her and she had decided to venture out come nightfall. After travelling by night and hiding by day in the surrounding countryside and surveilling the cities from afar, the disappointment she had felt when waking up transformed into a general sense of deep unease. Flora and fauna remained almost unchanged, but the clothes of the people were unrecognizable and when eavesdropping on conversation she could not recognize her native Hellenic, nor even Punic or Siculian. Just a very alien and mostly incomprehensible form of Latin. But the biggest change seemed to be to the architecture. The faces and general look of the people might have been vaguely similar to the ones she remembered, but the buildings they entered and exited for labor or leisure were nothing like what she remembered. The days of marble seemed truly gone, replaced by cobblestone and wood. She had gone into stasis expecting people to come to their good sense and to learn the lessons from the great instability that had gripped the world at the time. But instead of going to back to Jupiter or Zeus, to revitalize the old civilization, the world had changed into something so unrecognizable, so unthinkable and yet somehow still familiar at times. She was unsure of what to do, so she decided to go back to her temple. But what then? The passing of time had only alienated her even further from the world around her and it didn’t seem like more sleep would change this. Without coming to a conclusion she had pondered on this problem when a new one made itself known. Despite her best efforts, it seemed her nightly observations had not gone unnoticed: An armed man equipped with a mirror-like shield and a torch had made his way into the temple with the apparent intention to slay her by way of her own reflection. In response, the gorgon had hid and tried to start a conversation to dissuade him from that this endeavor, as she had no weakness to mirrors whatsoever. When he did not seem to understand her native Greek, she switched to Latin, a language she had some trouble with herself. But a basic conversation could be established in which she warned him of the fruitlessness of his efforts. A dismissal, the question of what she would know about fighting her own kind anyway, a thorough explanation of why the mirror trick would work and that she could not be trusted anyway followed. Reluctantly, she stepped out of the shadows into the torchlight, resolving the discussion in her favor. So here she was, forgotten by time in a world that had long moved on without her and the people that worshipped her oh so long ago.

What was I to do? The glass had protected my eyes from her sad gaze, and from what she had told me, she had never intentionally posed a risk to the people of the countryside. Furthermore, she was connected to the same goddess I pray to for aid and insight. I could not kill her, and yet I could neither leave her be. Others would be sent to kill her, and sooner or later, somebody would succeed.

I decided to wait on the decision and spent the evening trying to learn more from this witness of ancient times. After using up my supply of wine originally intended to mark my victory, I went to sleep. The next morning I had both a headache and an epiphany: On my way here, I had passed some uninhabited islands, so why not help the gorgon to evacuate to one of them? There she could live safely without having to worry about attackers or accidentally killing somebody. When bringing up this solution to Mnemia, she was at first reluctant, as her deep sense of alienation made it hard to see any solution as particularly long term or useful, but in the end I could convince her that being safe from attackers would still be an improvement. We did as planned and a couple of days later, the ancient being was relocated to an uninhabited island in the south. We resolved to meet again should I come to the area and I vowed to inform the, admittedly few, other worshippers of my lunar matron that I know of Mnemia’s location and divine connection. While she may be a remnant of times that will not return, some company will do her good, and establishing rapport with such a powerful creature may aid this company in the long run.

Though the issue was resolved, the main problem was not: Getting paid for the job. Since neither lord nor peasants would be likely to accept the sob story of some monster as proof of their newfound safety, I travelled back to the temple and searched for some sort of means to fake the gorgon’s death. Thankfully, I chanced upon a statue made in the image of the temple’s former patron and hacked off it’s head. Back in Castelvetrano I was able to present it as the beast’s head, pretending to have utilized a mirror to kill her. As it turns out, a dramatic kill yields an even higher payout than expected (especially if it has an equally gripping tale to go with it), and so I hope to positively surprise you not only with my capabilities shown on this first mission but also the monetary rewards achieved for our mercenary outfit.

As I am finishing this letter I am on my way to our current meeting point. I should arrive to meet you in person a week or two after this letter arrives, provided my pace of travel remains as swift as it is right now.

 

Yours truly,

Farruj of Halab









 



Uneasy Questions by Evelyn Wranich



 

 

Have I lost the melodies

or just the ability to listen,

to craft and hum

hymns too beautiful to bear?

 

Have my eyes lost sight

of the unknown

the haunting terror

that has to be captured

immediately

and without hesitance?

 

Has the well of words

the birthplace, the hearth,

the origin of paradox and wonder –

has it dried up

cracks lining the walls

and crumbling the bottom?

 

Am I still there

in the yellowed brittleness of my bones

in the disgusting swell of sinews

and muscles?

Am I still here

behind tears that never fell

and sounds that daren’t escape

and thoughts too nebulous

to star?

 

Am I still me

or was I ever anyone

who called themself things

who dared to dream a little

louder

who wasn’t afraid

of everything?

 

Only that was never true.

Fear is all I am and all I was,

avoidance and not thinking

the only way to survive.

 

Do I still deserve

to hold a pen

and myself

in an uneasy equilibrium,

not moving forward but

also not backsliding?

 

Have I lost

my melodies

my sight

my words

myself –

or did I throw them away









 



Quiet, spreading by Amadeus Stadler



 

 



Sometimes, you keep a dream alive despite knowing it’s long dead, a mere shadow of an idea you’ve had more than a decade ago. You feel responsible for it, for those precious few who still seem to share that dead dream, albeit in their own interpretations.

 

Sometimes, you take a step back and try to see what is instead of what you want there to be. Like looking into a mirror after three years and still not quite recognising the person who looks back at you. You don’t like both, but both are real.

 

Dreams, like ideas, like identities, are such fickle things. One moment you think you know what you want, who you are, where you want to go—and then change strikes, sudden, brutal, and the map goes blank. A dream dies, an idea withers, an identity crumbles.

 

Sometimes, a new dream finds you, but in the end, no matter how strongly you hold on, nothing will ever be as it once was.



 









 



Bloom by Carla Sökefeld



 

 



rest your weary eyes on me

luscious and lascivious

like peonies and poetry

my rose quartz petals falling for your act









 



NaHaiWriMo Week 1 Bri Goins



 



 

01.02

And so it begins

A month of counting sylla-

Better luck next time.

 

Prompt: Bravo

dead leaves underfoot

applaud the changing seasons

summer takes its bow

 

Imbolc

sowing seeds for Spring

winter’s chill still in my lungs

an exercise in faith

 

02.02

when snow turns to rain

will Persephone bring me

with her, back from Hell?

 

03.02

I slept through sunrise

for the first time all Winter

twin rays: bliss and guilt

 

04.02

I count sins, not sheep

Everything you took from me

Starting with slumber

 

05.02

the tortured poets

and lovers gather in wait

for April showers

 

06.02

things that don’t exist:

monsters, fairies, unicorns,

God, the devil, me

 

07.02

too small to blind

too distant to catch, to touch

the stars, and my heart

 









 



Flesh to Stone by Agnes Sey



 

 

I am a Medusa. A being of hatred, of ugliness that petrifies. I am doomed to eternal loneliness, hidden away in a cave until some poor soul decides to try their luck. 

They always think they can trick me and my abilities. A mirror to reflect it back on me, like in their heroic tales. Or that seeing me through one would deny the effects of my visage. They all quickly learn that such things only work in stories. 

I have many statues in my home. Sometimes it is a game of making them pose a certain way. I like the fearful men most, their visages distorted. They got what was coming for them, and still they always beg. It helps that the eyes are the last thing that turns. It encapsulates the essence of their fear, of that last primal fight for life. 

But even that can only satiate my cravings on particular evenings. Most nights I spend away from them, where I don’t have to look. I may be a monster, by the categories that man invokes on everything, but I too feel despair. I hate what I am. 

One statue in particular breaks my heart. I have had to hide it. 



It is that of a woman; in a storm she had come to seek this cave for nothing more than shelter. She would have moved on, had I not made myself known. Had I not prepared for battle.



I managed to convince her not to come closer, at least for a time. We talked. For the first time, a conversation that wasn’t born of hatred. She didn’t believe me when I told her that she would regret coming inside. 

Not many had fallen victim yet. And she called them my sculptures, my wonderful works. Thought me an artist hiding away in the darkness of this place where I could practice without judgement. How wrong she had been. 

Eventually she decided to call my bluff, and turned the corner. 

As realization came over her, she merely whispered: “Oh, silly me.” And instead of fighting, instead of trying to turn her head, or to flee as her feet turned, she just smiled. Accepted that she had made a mistake. 

Her smile still haunts me. The serenity and peace in her eyes. Oh what could have been. 

It is a rainy, stormy night. The sky outside shows no star, and all sound is dampened by the drizzle, water droplets connecting with leaves and stone. The kind of night where I am not at home, for fear of drowning in my sleep. Sometimes the caves flood, and I must leave them behind, for a time. 

But I do not mind. If anything, I welcome the feeling of the wet element on my dry, snake-like skin. Water erodes stone, and I like to think it erodes a bit of me every time as well. Washes away some part of me that I no longer want. I can’t feel the cold anyhow. 

Footsteps. I groan to myself - perhaps more heroes come to take their chance? Approaching in the cover of night. Darkness has worked before, those who cannot see me cannot be turned. But they are still just as vulnerable to blade and claw and fang. And without sight, man is helpless. 

They are not headed for me. Pass me by. There is yelling, a strong voice, a pleading one slightly quieter. But they move on. 

I do not see them, they do not see me. No one dies. 

I return to the serenity of my moment, of letting droplet after droplet hit my lips, roll down my cheek. It feels a bit like I am crying, a sensation not allowed to my kind. But I understand its catharsis. 

Real crying reaches my ears. Sobs and agony, even through the noise of the storm. Perhaps someone forgotten? Someone lost? It is not my business. And yet my heart is stirred. Another in plight. A kindred soul. Surely they will come back for this one, the ones that just passed. 

But this is a dark and dangerous place. Perhaps, if nothing else, I could keep an eye out. Make sure that there was someone to find and save. The muck between my claws makes the walk a chore. The thick undergrowth of this place needs parting, and shrubbery needs trimming and tearing apart. 

I manage to find the source of the noise. A girl in the middle of a path that has been beaten. She wears little, only flimsy pieces of fabric, and her shape is tiny. I know to judge her mature, but far too little about their kind to judge age. It only matters that she is of age enough to care for herself, and yet she lays in the muck, arms wrapped around herself. A pitiable sight. 

She clearly does know the dangers of these woods; her head turns to me at only the slightest noise. Her senses are sharp. I am impressed. But still, my eyes close. I am not risking a ray of moonlight piercing the clouds to be her end. The men who invade my home deserve to die. This woman does not. Not until she proves herself just as despicable as them.  

“W-Who’s there?” The same weak voice that had pleaded earlier now pleads with me to reveal myself. 

“I am.” I announce myself, in the hopes that it calms her, to know that I am not a savage beast that would tear her apart. Perhaps she mistakes me for a stranger, a human one. There is no hiss to my voice that would give me away, a surprise to many. 

“Oh. But, who are you?”

“A question I cannot in good conscience answer.”

Silence. She doesn’t know what to make of it, and I do not blame her. Neither do I dare approach, nor do I shy away. 

“Then. Are you friend? Or are you foe?”

A smile finds its way to my cheeks. 

“What do you think, dear?” 

My tone has a tease to it that surprises even myself. 

She again hesitates in her answer, but does find her voice once more. “I hope, no, I want you to be a friend.”

What odd verbiage. I hear her move, amongst the road, the slicking of wet mud as she pulls herself free from it. 

“You will not approach.” I warn her, my tone insistent. 

“I wasn’t planning t-” her voice trails off. “You cannot see me, can you?”

Oddly, there is hope in that question. I can hear it clear as day. 

“The darkness obscures you from me,” is all I answer. I cannot reveal the reason that I do not see her, not yet. 

“Ah… Of course. It is night, isn’t it?”

“You did not know, dear?”

“Sometimes I forget.” 

She whispers, and something else is lost to me amidst the rain. Words that had been meant for her alone, and not my ears. 

By now her friends, family perhaps, or worse captors, should have noticed her absence. And should have come back for her. The harsh tone of the other voice, her sorry state. I imagine no one is coming to help. 

“What is your name?” I ask, to distract her. She seems to know her fate, at the very least. Even if she still struggles to accept it. 

“They call me Lux.” Her words take a somber tone, as though she is reading from an epitaph, and yet they are hollow, as though simply repeating another’s well-rehearsed speech. “…For despite their inability to perceive light, my eyes shine brightly nonetheless.”



Realization dawns on me. I grasp what she means to tell me, and why she speaks the way she does.



“So, then you cannot see me either?” 

“HA! Of course not.” There is mockery in her voice. Then a heartbeat passes and she adds. “…Why are you happy?”

My eyes open. I look to the being on the road, and indeed. While her eyes are open, they are milky white, with nary a dot for a pupil. I step closer, and despite keeping her gaze trained on me she does not turn. 

“I can see you now,” I whisper, and let myself fall into the mud in front of her. She had made no motion to flee, no attempt to get away. Smart girl, she would not have gotten far, and only endangered herself. Still, it takes bravery. 

“So you are not blind.” She states it, curious. “Why are you happy?” 

“Because…” I answer, a smile on my features. “…I have found a friend.”









 



9 to 5 by Philipp Handl

this is fine



 

 



monday morning’s early hour

you fight your coffee pot desire

drag yourself into the shower

outside, it’s mostly raining fire

 

tuesday’s meeting goes too long

you calculate when you’ll retire

the number on the screen feels wrong

outside, a steady rain of fire

 

wednesday, must be someone’s birthday?

“there’s no money for new hires”

“–it’s just the average market pay”

outside, the usual rain of fire

 

thursday, chocolates for morale

some email about work attire

“–you know, when I got my root canal–”

outside, a warming rain of fire

 

friday, boss said “can we talk?”

“–our numbers have been fairly dire–”

it might be nice to take a walk

outside, it is still raining fire









 



On Eloquence I Pondered by Evelyn Wranich



 

 



Birds flew by,

one by one,

I sat there

among figures of flowers

in a garden of words

 

Merrily my attention meandered

through thick curtains of

senseless self-loathing

 

Thinking thoughts is cumbersome

even adoring adoration

loses its curious curiosity

 

But when a thought occurs,

and you marvel at your genius,

will your genius devour you?

 

It surely won’t, your tongue argues

as your teeth chatter

and your mouth wags

 

Yet your brain cannot help

but fear, your nerves and synapses

driving your neurons faster

 

Until words smell like maple trees

and you find yourself in a body

meant for the stars in their sourness

 

How can stars be sour,

why not sweet and

the moon savoury thick?

 

But bites cannot be taken

and my tongue cannot taste

all the words,

one by one,

as birds flew by









 



Spinning Rhetoric by Tabea Hawkins



 

 

We are rats,

We sneak through your marble streets

Gnawing at your foundations.

 

We are dogs,

We bark at your golden gates

Robbing you of sleep.

 

We are pigeons,

We eat up your discarded crumbs

Surviving on water and salt and poison.

 

For now, that is.

 

Until the day that sharp beaks will be picking at your eyes,

The day fangs will tear into your flesh,

The day claws will burrow through your gut.

Until that day, believe that we are vermin.

We all know the truth.









 



Hope After the End by Maximilian Stark



 

 

There is hope after the end–

not the romanticised hopes of those who long for it;

the end only looks like liberation from a distance.

It will be different from up close.

 

Yet … there is hope after the end.

A collapse never really destroys everything

and in pockets of mutual aid and trust,

who knows what dreams may blossom.

 

I will not be there to see it, of course.

There is hope after the end,

but not if your life depends on medical technology.

There is hope after the end, for some.

 

Then again, depending on what end you mean–

large and consequential or small and private,

since endings occur every day–the same thing applies:

There is hope after the end, but not for everyone.

 

I choose to look at this with optimism.

It may not be for me, 

but there is hope after the end. 

There is always hope after the end,

for some.
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