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¤ We’re All Equal ¤ 
 

High Tower 
 

Could it be the bent cardboard backing? How the plastic’s gone yellow? How 
the seal is slightly broken, but not enough to lend the possibility of past use 
any credibility? Maybe it’s all of those things, but maybe it’s none. Maybe it’s 
because there are six in the set, no more and no less, and that number called 
to him. He didn’t know he was looking for it until he looked at it, but once he 
found it, he knew his days of wandering were over. 

Certain events were set in motion with the goal of reaching a certain 
outcome, and if that outcome is to be reached, certain signals will be sent 
through reality, certain circumstances will line up, convenient incidents will 
occur that help guide reality towards that certain outcome; partner, this here 
is one of those incidents. 

“How much you got on this ah, this pack’a Coors coasters?” George asks 
the clerk by addressing the coasters themselves. 

“Oh, y-you can just have them, Sir, there’s no need–” 
“No, no no,” as he turns around to face the clerk. They’re the only two in 

the secondhand shop, George walked in after the last customers walked out. 
The poor guy was about to close, the timing was just… convenient. “Anybody 
else would pay. C’mon, what do you got on these?” 

“Oh, o-oh, oh uh, um…” He shakes his head in disbelief. “Five bucks?” 
George smiles and offers a hand. “Make it ten and you have a deal.” 
The clerk takes it. “Gee, thanks Mister President!” 
George W. Bush’s smile doubles… perhaps a bit too quickly. “Hah, I sure 

am the president! Say, I like this little village y’all got goin’ on back here in 
the woods. What do y’all call it?” 

The clerk legit blushes. “Wuester!” he inadvertently shouts. Then, in a 
calmer voice, “Wuester, it–… it’s called Wuester. And thank you! It’s a 
beautiful town, but we’re pretty far back in the woods. Not much to do, only 
trees to see. There’s Atacama Lake up north a few miles, but that’s, you 
know…” He kicks the dust. “A lake.” 

“It sure is!” George beams. “Well listen, bud, I like your little town here. 
It’s perty, you know? Got some charm to it. I think I’d like to build my 
headquarters here.” 

The clerk stares noddingly at George W. as if he’s following along with 
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everything he’s saying for a solid few seconds after he stops talking, then the 
confusion seeps out of his brain and into his face. “Your… headquarters?” 

“Yeah, budd’. For The Advisorate.” 
Another couple seconds of silence, but the clerk is no longer nodding 

along. “The Advisorate…?” 
“Yeah, the seven of us. Six plus me. I’m in control, they don’t really know 

it though. They think we’re all equal.” He smirks. “That’s a lie. Doesn’t 
matter.” 

“The… seven of…? Are you not George Bush? Who are you?” 
George W. Bush’s face noisily morphs into a mirror image of the clerk’s 

face. “Who are you, budd’?” When the clerk blinks, George has his own face 
back. “As it turns out, most folks don’t know how reality works. There are a 
few’a these planet Earths out here, mister clerk. Quite a few of ‘em. This one’s 
called High Tower, but I have a feeling in my gut that’ll change soon. A good 
ol’ feelin’ in that big Earthling gut’a mine.” 

“High Tower… huh. That’s not… awful. Why High Tower?” 
George sneers at the lowly clerk. “I’m the one at the top, see, I don’t need 

to explain why I say the things I say. It don’t matter, though. I have my 
coasters. I’ll build my headquarters over this town and preserve it. You’ll all 
be left here, but you’ll likely run out of food and water before you’re found by… 
nobody. Or I could just put you all in the cells.” 

The clerk is down on his knees now, his eyes pouring tears for all this 
misunderstanding. “The cells, Sir?” 

“The cells,” George W. wholeheartedly agrees. He claps his hands twice. 
All the world becomes a prison, every structure a cell. Wuester, Lake 
Atacama, and the surrounding forestlands are encased in a titanium dome 
and buried beneath a massive gray tower which resembles a mushroom 
capped with a grand observatory. It is here The Advisorate shall meet, just as 
soon as The Master calls the meeting. 
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• Honey and Lavender • 
 

Jay 
 

Gretta opens her eyes to golden sunlight and a strong scent of honey and 
lavender. Her chair creaks as she scoots back and sits up straight – it seems 
the old gal slouched a bit in her sleep. She rolls up the loosely fitting sleeve 
of her sweater and checks her new digital watch with the big numbers on it 
– 9:19 a.m. 

A small smile blooms on Gretta’s lips. “Oh good,” she crones, “Hank won’t 
be back for quite a few minutes.” 

Feet on the floor and hands on the arms of the chair, Gretta leans forward 
and ushers in a meteor shower of creaks and cracks from the chair, the floor, 
the walls for some reason, even her body. She waddles across the room, each 
step a mountain climbed, and approaches the far wall. Hanging there on a 
nail hammered through the wallpaper into the frame of her home is a 
ceramic wallhang depicting a blue jay tending to its nest. Her kids gave her 
this as a gift – not for a birthday or a holiday, just as a random gift – just this 
morning. She brushes her finger against the blue jay’s head. Her smile 
stretches a little wider. 

Gretta waddles back to the chair on the far edge of the room. Facing away 
from it, she finds the arms with her hands and slowly lowers herself back 
down. Hank won’t be back for quite a few minutes yet, and tacking another 
chunk of sleep onto her mid-morning nap could only do good for Gretta. 

 
 

Blue Jay 
 

Gretta opens her eyes to golden sunlight and the scent of honey and lavender. 
Her rocking chair creaks as she scoots back and sits up straight – it seems 
the old gal slouched a bit in her sleep. She rolls up the loosely fitting sleeve 
of her black sweater and checks her new digital watch with the big numbers 
on it her kids gave her just this morning – 9:55 a.m. 

A small smile blooms on Gretta’s wrinkly face. “Oh good,” she crones, 
“Hank will be back in just a few minutes.” 

Loafers on the floor and hands on the smooth, worn arms of the rocking 
chair, Gretta leans forward and ushers in a carpet bombing of creaks and 
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cracks from the rocker, the floor, the walls for some reason, even her tired 
body. She waddles across the room, each step a mountain climbed, and 
approaches the far wall. Hanging there on a nail hammered through the 
faded baby blue wallpaper into the frame of her dusty bungalow is a ceramic 
wallhang depicting a mother jay tending to its young. Her two kids gave her 
this as a gift – not for her last birthday or Christmas, just as a random gift – 
just this morning when they came to visit. She brushes her pointer finger 
against the mother jay’s head. Her smile grows a little wider. 

Gretta waddles back to the rocking chair Hank gave her on the far edge 
of the room’s old area rug. Facing away from it, she finds the arms with her 
hands and slowly lowers herself back down. Hank will be back in just a few 
minutes, but she can tack another chunk of sleep onto her mid-morning nap 
anyway. It could only do good for old Gretta. Hank will wake her up when he 
comes in anyway. 

 
 

Mother Blue Jay 
 

Gretta opens her eyes to golden sunlight and a hint of honey and lavender in 
the air. Her antique rocking chair creaks as she scoots back and sits up 
straight – it seems the old gal slouched a bit in her sleep. She rolls up the 
tattered, loosely fitting sleeve of her dirty black sweater and checks her new 
digital watch with the big numbers on it that her two kids gave her just this 
morning – 10:27 a.m. 

A small smile creeps across Gretta’s wrinkly face, breaking cracks in her 
chapped lips. “Oh good,” she crones, “Hank won’t be back for quite a few 
minutes.” 

Holey loafers on the floor and knotty arthritic hands on the smooth, 
worn arms of the rocking chair, Gretta leans forward and ushers in a cold 
rainstorm of creaks and cracks from the rocker, the floor, the walls for some 
reason, even her tired old achy body. She waddles across the room, each step 
a mountain climbed, and approaches the far wall. Hanging there on a nail 
hammered through the torn and faded baby blue wallpaper into the termite-
infested frame of her dusty bungalow is a ceramic wallhang depicting a 
mother blue jay tending to its two babies. Her kids Sally and Dally gave her 
this as a gift – not for her ninetieth birthday or Christmas, just as a random 
gift – just this morning when they came for a visit. It’s a shame they had to 
leave before Hank got back, he would have loved to see them. She brushes 
the vaguely numb tip of her pointer finger against the white strip on the 
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mother blue jay’s head. Her smile grows a little wider, as do the cracks in her 
lips. 

Gretta drags her feet as she waddles back to the rocking chair Hank 
made for her on the far edge of the room’s patchy old area rug. Facing away 
from it, she finds the arms with her hands and slowly lowers herself back 
down. Hank won’t be back for quite a few minutes yet, and tacking another 
chunk of sleep onto her mid-morning nap could only do good for poor old 
Gretta. 

If Hank ever gets home, surely he’ll wake her up. 
 
 

† Gritty Cosmos • 
 

Grit’s Pub 
 

The ladies are waiting at the door when Grit rolls into the lot. He keeps his 
distance along the far edge, his Harley purring like a leopard looking at a herd 
of gazelles. They’re staring at him and he’s staring right back – no need for 
pretense. Everybody knows what’s going down tonight. Everybody’s 
prepared. 

Well… maybe the girls are, anyway. 
Bricks consume the girls as Grit pulls around the side of the building. 

The wheels of his bike trade asphalt for dirt and the thorny limbs of 
overgrown bramble snatch and claw at his left side, but they don’t pierce his 
leather jacket. A stiletto couldn’t pierce that leather jacket. 

The light at the end of the tunnel is a dim orange glow, and it will stay 
dim until the bulb blows out. Grit’s the only one who uses the back lot and 
quite frankly he doesn’t need the light, it’s only installed to meet code. Helps 
with the security camera, too, but that’s beside the point. 

Grit parks before the garage door and dismounts, takes the keys with 
him. Normally he’d bring the bike in, but not tonight. The bike stays outside 
tonight. 

Grit’s Pub is not a fancy place. The office used to be bigger, but then Grit 
put in the garage. The front room used to have six booths, but then Grit put in 
the two pool tables. Now there are four booths, and one gets more use than 
the others. Not a whole lot of folk fit at the counter, but not a whole lot of folk 
come into the pub. For those who do, there is an exquisite selection of fast-



Rise 

8 

pouring liquor on the shelves and slow-flowing beers on tap. Grit won’t make 
you a cocktail, but he has a machine that will. It’s a good place, Grit’s Pub. 
Grit’s real proud of it. 

After the lights are flicked on and the jukebox is kicked into playing a 
tune, Grit unlocks the front door. The girls are still waiting there, and they 
stay waiting there. The eye contact is thick, fibrous with knowing. After a 
moment Grit nods, and so do the girls, one by one. They all file in. Grit 
watches them sit in their booth, then closes the door. 
 

 

Moonshine 
 

Grit gets to washing glasses. 
The girls don’t order a single thing for the first hour and a half, nor does 

a single human come through Grit’s Pub. This is nothing out of the ordinary; 
the rest stops usually take in all the traffic on this stretch of the highway. 
Business has never been booming at Grit’s Pub, but that’s just how Grit likes 
it. The girls are regulars, but there’s a reason for that. 

There’s a reason for most everything going on in Grit’s life, come to think 
of it. He’s not a careless man, never has been. The girls all know that. Hell, 
that’s probably the only reason they’re still around. They know the risks, they 
know they don’t have to be here, but they choose to come anyway. Maybe 
they trust Grit. Maybe they want to help. Maybe they have nothing going for 
them. 

“Hell, that’s the only reason I’m here,” Grit confesses under his breath to 
an audience of himself. The girls hear, one of them even looks over, but he 
pays ‘er no mind. It’s not like it’ll change what’s happening tonight. Certain 
gears have already been set a’churn. 

Grit washes the glasses four times before the girls decide to start 
drinking. They each order a Gritty cosmo; while the mixer makes the sauce, 
Grit goes into the garage and fetches a full jar from the box next to the crate 
of castor beans. He almost steps on the mattress, almost ruins the whole 
thing. If the mattress has always been there, why would someone step on it? 

“Chill out, it’s fine,” Grit says aloud. “It’s going to be fine.” He takes a 
breath and straightens himself, then closes the garage back up. He returns to 
the front room with a jar of moonshine clenched tightly in his right hand. 

Four cosmos sit in four glasses before four girls sat at Grit’s bar. He 
uncaps the jar and makes the cosmos Gritty, looking the drinkers dead in the 
eyes as he pours. He recaps the jar and sets it down loudly, then puffs out his 
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chest. 
“Last chance, girls. You can leave right now.” 
As if they practiced it, the girls simultaneously take up their Gritty 

cosmos and drain the glasses down to the last drop. In answer, Grit uncaps 
his moonshine and takes a brutal swig. It goes down smoothly, though he 
won’t be able to taste anything for the next two days at least. 

“Very well,” when the jar is capped. “To your booths.” 
Three of the girls go to their favorite booth. The fourth sits alone in the 

one next to the garage door. Grit begins to wash the glasses again. 
 
 

Drinkers 
 

Seven drinkers come and go through Grit’s Pub without hassle, some without 
a single word. The eighth is more talkative. 

“Jeffers!” bleats the oily man as he bursts through the front door hard 
enough to knob the wall. The three girls ignore him. The fourth leans out of 
her booth at the sound of his voice. Grit takes his final breath of clean air, 
then turns around. 

“Devyn Lind, as I live and breathe.” He walks out and meets the oily man 
halfway across the floor, uncomfortably close to the booth harboring the 
three girls. “I didn’t think you’d come all the way out here!” 

“Sheeiit, and not see my new buddy’s place of work?!” The oily man slaps 
Grit on the back. In the explosion of motion, Grit catches a whiff of crude oil 
and hot slag. He has to fight himself to not double over on the spot. “You must 
be outta your head!” 

Grit shrugs, admits such is a possibility, then leads the oily man to the 
counter. They talk. They drink. The oily man starts peeping at the girls. Grit 
washes the glasses. 

 
 

The Night Continues 
 

The night continues without another patron. The girls all drink liberally, 
especially the one sat alone. From a distance the oily man keeps pace, talking 
big shit betwixt his sips. 
 
 



Rise 

10 

A Place to Stay 
 
“Another Jager, Dev’?” 

“You know what, Jeffers?” hiccups the oily man. “You pour me somethin’ 
light. I’m’a go check out that gee-rahge yous was tellin’ me al’about. Go ‘head 
an’ pour that beer now.” He sniffles loudly, then wipes his nose with his 
sleeve. “I won’t be long.” 

Grit nods. He pulls out a glass and puts it beneath the nozzle of the 
Michelob Light tap. As the beer slowly, foamily flows, Grit watches the oily 
man approach the fourth girl. He points at her stack of empty glasses and 
they laugh. He offers her his hand. She takes it. As soon as the garage door 
closes behind them, Grit unscrews the Michelob Light handle and slaps the 
bottom of it against the palm of his hand. A small capsule falls out, no thicker 
than a pencil. Grit breaks the capsule and lets the white powder dissolve into 
the slow stream of beer. Grit then tosses the empty shells in the trash, washes 
his hands, and refastens the handle. Ten seconds later the beer finishes 
pouring. When Grit places the glass next to the empty shorty on the counter, 
the fourth girl slowly lets herself out of the garage before jetting through the 
bar, eyes on the floor. Two of the other girls follow her out. The fourth looks 
at Grit, then leaves the bar. 

Grit takes the beer to the garage and knocks on the door. He leaves the 
beer for Devyn to drink, and Devyn thanks Grit for giving him a place to stay 
for the night. Grit locks up and walks outside. 

The girls are all gone. 
The ride home is a long one. 
 
 

† We Can Do It † 
 

A Fleeting Rainbow 
 

“We can do it?” 
“Yes we can, honey,” Sally lilts, each word matched with a pull of the 

trigger of a spray bottle of Glass Up. The sun catches every misty spritz and 
paints a fleeting rainbow. “Do you know who that is, Melinda?” 

“Uummm… the We Can Do It Lady?” 
Sally smiles, but she doesn’t laugh. If she laughs she’ll need to breathe, 
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and she doesn’t want to breathe the fumes from the Glass Up. When the table 
is clean and the paper towel’s thrown in the chiminea, Sally sits next to 
Melinda on the lounge chair and picks her up, plops her in her lap. She then 
takes the coffee mug and holds it so Melinda can hold it too. 

“This lady’s name is Rosie the Riveter, Melinda. Have you learned about 
the world wars in school yet?” 

The patio catches Melinda’s bottom jaw. “The whole world was at war??” 
Another smile. “It sure was. More than once, too. I wouldn’t worry about 

that too much now, though. You’re too young to be thinking about that kind 
of nonsense.” 

“Wars are nonsense, Mommy?” 
“They sure are. When ‘man has a stick, he will undoubtedly swing it. 

Always be weary around ‘man, Melly.” 
“But Daddy’s a man, Mommy! And so is uncle Dally!” 
Sally’s glad she’s having so many laughs this morning. She won’t be 

laughing later on, but right now? Right now isn’t later on. Right now she’ll 
enjoy the company of her daughter. 

“I didn’t mean men, honey, I meant human. That’s what we are, it’s just 
in our nature to fight. We always hold on as long as we can, no matter how 
flimsy the branch is nor how much it cracks. We hang on ‘til the end and 
then we drop, and when we drop? Honeybear, we drop.” 

“We drop? ” 
“Boy do we ever drop….” Sally sighs. She almost forgets how this got 

started… almost forgets. She doesn’t really forget. If she really forgot, then… 
The phone rings, startling Sally into reality. “Hop up baby, I gotta go get 

that.” 
“But what about Rosie the Riveter, Mommy?” 
“Melly, I will tell you when I come back out,” Sally says as she lifts this 

small monkey off her lap. “I’ve been expecting this call all day, I really gotta 
get it. Just stay out here, okay? Smell the flowers or somethin’.” 

Melinda shrugs, then walks over by the purple and yellow irises and 
starts sniffing away. She turns back but her Mommy is already inside, and 
she didn’t even leave the door cracked! It must be an important phone call. 

The flowers smell nice today. 
 
 

Love 
 

“Do you remember that watch we got her last week?” 
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“Yeah, of course. I’m the one who bought it, dude.” 
“Right, sorry. Um… but, Sal’, she thinks we gave it to her this morning.” 
A few seconds of heavy hesitation. “So, so what? It was only last week, 

that’s not that bad. We might as well have given it to her this morning.” 
“Sally… all right, fine. Do you remember that blue jay thing?” 
“The blue jay… what?” 
“That thing that hangs on the wall. I think Melinda gave it to her for 

Christmas?” 
“Yeah, okay, yeah I know what you mean. What about it?” 
“She thinks we gave that to her this morning, too…” 
Sally doesn’t say a word. 
“Look, apparently she thinks the blue jay is real too, because she’s been 

petting it. The top of its head is white, Sally. It used to be black, now it’s white. 
If she keeps this shit up she’s going to wear a hole into the damned thing, 
then she’ll cut herself. We can’t have our senil–” 

“Stop it!!” Sally shouts. Dally hears a pair of whooshes, like a deep breath 
was taken and returned. “I’m sorry, Dal’. I just…” 

“Look, I get it. I was the same way when Hank started to go, but um… ah 
fuck, Sally, she thinks Hank’s still alive. She thinks he’s going to come home 
at the next hour, and then when the next hour comes? She thinks he’ll be 
back the hour after that. It’s bad. We can’t let her live here alone, Sally.” 

“Do you think I don’t know that? We tried putting her into a home when 
Hank died, she wouldn’t let us! And when I went there alone she fucking 
attacked me! We can’t–” 

“We can’t let her stay there alone, Sally. Listen…” He sighs. “I think that, 
where she’s at now, if we brought her to a home, she’d forget the car ride by 
the time she saw her room. It… we…” 

“We need to do what we need to do,” Sally decides. She’s looking out the 
slider now, at that old coffee mug sitting on the lounge chair on the patio. 
How did Melly even find that thing? “You’re right, we have to. We can do it… 
it won’t be easy, but we can do it.” 

“Yeah… all right, we’re on the same page then. I’ll talk to you more about 
it when I see you tonight, okay?” 

“Yeah. I love you, Dal’.” 
“Love you too, Sal’. See you soon.” 
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Muscles 
 

Melinda removes her entire nose from the violet petals of the iris when she 
hears the slider. “Is everything okay, Mommy?” 

Melinda’s Mommy smiles at her, but Melinda can tell she’s sad. She 
beelines and hugs her Mommy. 

Sally picks her up and sits them back down on the lounge chair. 
“Everything’s great, honey. Life is just… life can be heavy sometimes.” 

“Heavy?” 
“Yeah, heavy. Sometimes you gotta be big and strong, dear.” Sally picks 

up the coffee mug and puts it in Melinda’s hands. “Sometimes you gotta flex 
your muscles like Rosie the Riveter and remind yourself: We can do it.” 

“We can do it…” Melinda parrots. She likes the bandanna on Rosie the 
Riveter’s head, it looks cool. “Can I have a bandanna like Rosie does, 
Mommy?” 

“Sure, honey. You can have anything you want.” 

 
 

‡ The Horseshoes † 
 

Jess Handlebar 
 

“Regardless of exactly what happened, it all went down a long, long time ago. 
These days the old town’s deserted, not even the rats shack up there 
anymore.” 

Marty Sloyce commands the mucus lining his throat into his mouth 
with a horrific guttural huac, then spits it. It splatters on the floor of the 
interrogation room. The floor consumes and recycles the mucus. 

“I’m an old man, I don’t have much time left. I would prefer not to waste 
it, if it’s all the same with y’all.” 

The kidnappers look at one another for a few moments as if they were 
communicating telepathically and being obvious about it for whatever 
reason. Marty bites his tongue to prevent himself from laughing at how 
ridiculous their Dali moustaches look. The Dali might hold reign over The 
Compound, but that does not mean they deserve respect. They’re a dirty cult, 
they claim their royalty off the cut of their moustache and even that isn’t 
enough for them. They want what nobody can have. They want what Marty 
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found on Ground Zero. 
“Then don’t waste it. You know we’re looking for the device, and we 

know you saw it before Ground Zero was abandoned. The ball’s in your court, 
Mister Sloyce.” 

“Fine.” He spits, now in disgust. “It happened in the saloon… it was his 
little home away from home. You know, they say you can hear him walkin’ 
around in there on quiet nights. Y’know, bois, I’ve got to imagine most nights 
are quiet down in Ground Zero… wouldn’t you?” 

The Dali to the right slams the table with his lef’ fist, leaving a visible 
dent. “You’d better be going somewhere with this.” 

Marty smirks with the left corner of his mouth. “Yes, I’ll be going home, 
and you’ll be going somewhere too, bois. You’re going to Ground Zero on a 
quiet night, you’re going to listen for footsteps, and when you hear them? 
You’re going to go inside the saloon and ask Jess Handlebar himself. Because 
as far as I saw it, he was the last one to use it.” The metal legs of the chair 
screech against the floor. Nanobots scatter in showers of white sparks. Marty 
stands, dusts himself off, and takes his leave of the interrogation room. The 
two Dalis do nothing. There’s not a damn thing they can do. The Unity Device 
will remain lost, The Compound divided forever. 

How the mighty have fallen; woe is the Dali, woe is Ground Zero, woe is 
The Compound ‘neath Atacama… 

 
 

The Saloon 
 

Marty slides his fingers between two metal flaps and pulls. The vent opens 
silently, giving him a clear view of the saloon’s back office. Jess’s back is to 
him, but Marty can see that he’s meeting with two men. Old men. Hard men. 
Walruses. 

“What are you gettin’ into, Jess?” 
Jess doesn’t answer. He doesn’t hear Marty. Neither do the Walruses, 

fortunately for the boy – they carry heavy metal on their calves and seven-
shooters on their hips and don’t mind letting either out for air. Rumor is they 
have them new energic ammo rigs, they wouldn’t even have to reload… and 
even if they had to, it wouldn’t take seven shots to take Marty out. They’re 
the gunsmiths down here, they alone carry the hand cannons. 

“I like to imagine you folks keep the peace down here – am I wrong in 
saying this?” 

The Walruses look at each other. One of them lifts his hand to his hip. 
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The other already had it there. 
“You didn’t call us here to remind us what we do, did you Jess?” 
“Naw, he couldn’t’ve,” chuckles the other. “He knows what such would 

mean. What we’d have to do.” 
“Trust me, gentlemen,” Jess Handlebar assures them with a wave of his 

hand, “what I have to show you is quite possibly the next great innovative 
leap your line of work requires.” 

Jess turns and picks up a black box, holds it out with one hand. His other 
presses a button on the top of the box. The top and sides of the black box fold 
into the bottom, revealing what appears to be a large white coffee mug with 
black hieroglyphics scrawled upon it. Rather than talking, Jess lifts the mug 
to his mouth and allows his chin to slip in, presses the curve against the 
bottom of his nostrils. He raises his hand and touches the mug – at least, 
that’s what it looks like. Marty can’t see much from up here in the air ducts, 
but it’s better than not knowing. Folks have been talking about the return of 
The Horseshoes for years now, and Jess Handlebar is allegedly at the middle 
of the conspiracy. Allegedly. Jess always denied it. He babysat Marty when 
he was a youngling for the love of The Twelve, they’re as close as peas in a 
pod and still he promised Marty the talk was just that – talk. But there was 
only one way to find out for sure, and Marty sure found out. 

The Walruses leap three feet backwards when Jess lowers the mug from 
his face. One draws his shooter, the other draws a length of blunt metal. 

“Impossible! Explain yourself, Handlebar, before we make a Dalidamn 
smear outta you.” 

“This is the Unity Device, gentlemen,” Handlebar explains, mouth 
concealed by a bustling walrus moustache. “Powered by nanobot technology 
– real, legitimate nanotech – it’s designed to give the user the ability to 
switch between any of The Twelve Great ‘Staches at will. We can use this to 
unite the Compound! Enough with these silly cults, enough with the division! 
We–” 

“Could bring back The Horseshoes,” sneers the Walrus with the heavy 
metal. “Is that where you’re going with this? I have to say, Handlebar, I didn’t 
think the talk was true. I can’t tell if I’m happy or disappointed.” 

“I’m not bringing back The Horseshoes.” Jess sighs. “Maybe at one point 
I wanted to – a lot of bad shit happens down here, gentlemen. I’m not the 
only ‘man who would see justice served, and I doubt I’m the only one who’d 
be willing to go the distance to serve it, but…” He shakes his head. “No. There’s 
no point, it’d only serve to further divide the Compound. I propose we meet, 
all of us, the entire population of the Compound. We vote on which ‘Stache 
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we’d like to keep, and we all joi–” 
BANG 
Marty’s hand claps to his face, but the sound of Jess’s body thudding 

covers it like Jess’s blood begins to cover the floor. The Walrus holsters his 
seven-shooter and turns to leave the saloon. The other one bends down and 
takes the Unity Device, then spits on Jess’s face. As he stands back up he 
stares at the vent, and Marty swears the hard man looks directly in his eyes. 
A couple minutes after the men leave, Marty kicks the vent out and climbs 
down into the room. Jess is holding something in his hand, but he doesn’t 
have the strength to lift his arm off the ground. 

“Marty…” Jess whispers. He tries to take a breath. He gives up. Marty, face 
red with anguish, leaking salty rivers, leans in close. “Take this button Marty, 
this button will… this will destroy it. I made it because I knew… I knew it would 
fall into the wrong hands. It’s up to you now, Marty… it’s…” 

Jess’s fingers relax, allowing the button to tumble to the floor. 
“…it’s up… up to… yooouu…” 
 
 

‡ The Heist ‡ 
 

Ceiling Tiles 
 

Dally isn’t sure what the ceiling is made of. It’s a tile ceiling, but not the same 
tiles as the ones on the floor. The ones on the floor are made of… rocks of 
some sort. Probably. Dally isn’t sure what the floor tiles are made of either, 
now that he’s thinking on it. Truth be told, Dally isn’t sure of much today. It’s 
a stressful day. The rest of his life hyperbolically hangs in the balance and 
all he can do is play the waiting game, at least for now. The room is only on 
the second floor, and the window next to the bed is right above the parking 
lot. He’ll know when the car rolls in, in fact he’ll be the first to know. So, until 
then… what is the ceiling made of? 

The tiles are white, but they’re a little speckled too. And the material has 
nooks and crannies in it, it’s not flat. Not perfectly solid. Some kind of plaster? 
Maybe? Probably couldn’t walk on it. You’d have to be pretty small to even 
attempt it, the ceilings in this place aren’t thick. Animals could probably get 
around in there if they could get in the building, but hopefully they can’t get 
in the building. One could probably hide stuff in the ceiling if one was so 
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tempted. Dally is tempted to hide himself in the ceiling, but he knows that 
wouldn’t work. The floor would be covered in bits of plaster, it would be a 
dead giveaway. 

No, he has to face this thing head on. The car is on its way, the heist is in 
motion, and the plan is a good plan. There’s really nothing to worry about… 
but yet… 

Lying on the bed isn’t helping, the ceiling be damned. Dally swings his 
legs away from the window and forces himself up. He walks to the corner of 
the room that pretends to be a kitchen and dips the tip of his pinky finger 
into the coffee. Cold. 

“It’s going to work. It was Sally’s idea, and Sally is a smarty. Your niece 
would be a demon otherwise, and she’s not a demon. It’s going to wo–” 

Tires crunch pebbles unto asphalt. A car has rolled into the parking lot. 
Dally peeks through the window – yep, it’s them. He assumes his position on 
the couch. Not much time left now… so what are those ceiling tiles made of? 

 
 

Mom’s Coffee Mug 
 

“Whose coffee is that?” 
She’s sitting on the edge of the bed. Her back is all hunched up. Her 

mouth is hanging open, swaying ever so slightly in the breeze blowing in 
through the window. She’s not pointing – the woman needs her arm strength 
to hold herself upright unless she’s sitting in a chair with a back, and even 
then she slouches down – but there’s only one coffee she could be talking 
about. 

“You don’t recognize the Tigger mug, Mom? Melinda gave it to you last 
Christmas, you use it every day.” 

Dally hops up off the couch and picks up the mug. 
“Yikes, feels like it’s cold. You must have poured this before you and Sally 

went out this morning.” 
“Me and Sally…” Gretta mumbles, then licks her lips. “Yeah, me and Sally 

went to pick up my little Melinda. Sally said they were coming over for visit.” 
In a way it kills him, but Dally still forces himself to smile. “I think you 

heard it wrong,” as he pours the cold sludge down the drain. “You and Sally 
went for breakfast this morning, now she’s dropping you off so she can go 
pick Melinda up from her piano lesson. She just went to hit the john, she’ll be 
back in a minute.” 

John is the name of the guy who set up the move, too. Oof. 



Rise 

18 

Gretta looks around. “But what are you doing here?” 
This smile hurts less. “Well I heard the girls were coming for a visit, so I 

thought I’d stop by too.” 
“The girls are here??” 
“One is,” as Sally walks into the room. “Dallas, what are you doing with 

Mom’s coffee mug?” 
Dally does the sink and fills the mug, then starts swishing the water 

around. “She made coffee before you two left, it’s cold. I’m’a make her a new 
cup.” He arbitrarily hits buttons on the coffee maker next to the sink. “Sallas.” 

“Oh, okay. Good.” Sally looks at her mother, then back at her brother. 
“Good. I um, I’m going to go pick up Melinda. I’ll be back soon, and um… and 
we can all have a nice visit.” 

“That sounds like a wonderful time,” Dallas says, but he’s not smiling 
anymore. Nor is he facing anybody. Just himself in the little mirror over the 
sink. Coffee falls through the filter and into the pot, drop by drop. 

“Well what about me?” Gretta asks. Sally almost got out the door, too. Just 
a few more steps would have done it. 

Dally turns around and the room brightens up. “What about you? Sure, 
Sally’s the golden child over there, but we can hang out just you and me for a 
few minutes, can’t we?” 

Gretta looks about the room. At Sally’s face, then at Dally’s. Around the 
room again. “But… what are you doing here, Dally?” 

Playfully rolling his eyes gives Dally a splitting headache, but he does it 
nonetheless. It’s a good plan. It’s working already. “What, am I not allowed to 
visit my mother in her, her place of residence?” He turns to face Sally. 
“Preposterous, I say! Hey, can I get a word before you go?” 

Sally looks at her mother. Her mother looks blankly about the room. 
“Yeah, sure Dal’. Come on.” 

 
 

A Visit 
 

Miss Gretta sits on the edge of her bed. Her back is all hunched up, but she’s 
not slouching. Her mouth is hanging open, but not because she can’t close it. 
She’s merely confused, poor old Miss Gretta. She’s in her living room sitting 
on a bed, but usually she sits in an old rocking chair. And the walls aren’t 
blue anymore, they’re beige. The area rug is gone, too, and somebody took her 
nice hardwood floor away and replaced it with tile. The funny thing is, Miss 
Gretta doesn’t remember any of the work getting done. There’s a lot Miss 
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Gretta doesn’t remember these days… but Miss Gretta is old. She supposes 
forgetfulness is just part of being old – when her mind feels up to supposing 
things, that is – but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. 

Something starts beeping across the room. It’s the mug, the yellow coffee 
mug with the, the… the thing on it, it’s… no, it’s the coffee machine next t– not 
the mug. Where did that coffee mug come from? 

“Whose coffee is that?” 
“You don’t recognize the Tigger mug, Mom?” Dally asks as he walks in 

from out. “Melinda gave it to you for Christmas, you use it every day.” 
“Oh, oh that’s… yes, that’s right. Me and Sally went to pick up Melinda. 

Sally said they were coming over for a visit.” 
Dally is smiling, but Miss Gretta doesn’t think the smile is a very happy 

smile. She starts looking around the room so she doesn’t have to see it. 
Dally says, “I think you heard it wrong, Mom,” then explains where 

Sally is. Gretta asks him what he’s doing here. He looks into the little mirror 
above the sink again. “Well I heard the girls were coming for a visit, so I 
thought I’d stop by too.” 

 
 

† Bargain Hunters ‡ 
 

A Folding Knife 
 

“What the hell is that thing?” 
The vendor, whose attention was held by little more than the dead leaves 

floating by on the chilly autumn wind, turns to face a chunky young man 
with a confused twinkle in his eyes. The chunky young man looks to be no 
more than thirteen years old; he wears a snapback backwards so the snap is 
in the front, what was once a perfectly good tee-shirt until he chopped the 
sleeves off with dull scissors and split the sides about a dick’s length from 
the bottom hem, a raggedy pair of jean shorts with cigarette boxes stuffed 
into the front pockets, and black flip-flops with bands which dip between his 
third and fourth toes. 

“I’m not sure,” the vendor mumbles to himself, “but I believe it’s learned 
how to communicate.” 

“What?” growls the boy, a miserable chap known to himself as Chester 
the Jester and others as the smelly kid. “How can a knife communicate? Are 
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you yankin’ me here, Mister?” 
The vendor blinks once, then looks around. The parking lot is empty, 

utterly devoid of objects animate and inanimate alike. When he arrived there 
were vendors everywhere, food trucks were being scheduled, a live band was 
setting up on a stage that came in on a truck bed. Bustling bargain hunters 
and bumbling flea market yo’folk alike were tossing themselves from 
moving cars to get a head start on this grand communal shopping event not 
one half-hour ago, but now? Nothing. No various objects of questionable 
worth and unknowable origin, no frenzied, rabid humans tearing at one 
anothers’ necks with four-inch press on nails, no labyrinth of white and 
black plastic tables draped in stained tablecloths and cut plastic bags. Just 
the vendor and the smelly kid. 

Even the vendor’s table is empty. This morning he packed his nephew’s 
SUV that he borrowed [without consent] with all the shit left over from the 
good ol’ days back when their family had the lakehouse – see, the vendor’s 
sister sold the lakehouse because her newly acquired sociopath of a husband 
heard tell of its value, and the vendor’s sister had kids with the sociopath of 
a husband, and the kids turned out to be little pricks who think it’s funny to 
put their uncle’s hand in hot water so he pisses himself when he sleeps four 
nights out of the week for the past three years and the vendor’s sister doesn’t 
believe him, she just thinks he’s getting old and has a prostate issue but the 
issue isn’t his prostate, it’s not my prostate Veronica I swear to you it’s your 
horrible kids but nobody ever listens… he needs to make money so he can 
leave town once and for all, so he stole his sister’s and her childrens’ 
belongings and tried to sell them and they were selling well, it was all 
moving so well, but now they’re just… gone. Everything is gone except the 
table and that atrocious knife one of his sisters’ kids bought from a 
harelipped man living beneath the Atlantic City boardwalk. 

“What… what’ve you done? ” begs the vendor, but the smelly kid has no 
eyes for his lips, no ears for his words. “The knife?” he stammers. “It’s, I mean, 
it’s…” The vendor pauses and closes his eyes. “I am not yanking you, 
regardless of what you might mean by that you filthy little mistake. It’s a 
folding knife.” 

The smelly kid gazes the vendor. That wasn’t good enough. The vendor 
knows it. By the dampness of his feet he knows it well. 

“IT-it eh, it’s got rainbow metal bits. The blade is engraved with fire. The 
belt clip has a skull on it, you see?” 

The vendor drops to his knees and takes the knife in his hands as if it 
were a pool of water, holds it up. Though the knife is raised to the smelly kid’s 
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jagged eyes, he makes no indication that he sees. 
“Please Sir, I… I had no idea it was you, I–” 
The smelly kid shushes the vendor with a grimy finger. 
“How much?” 
“Twenty-five!” flies from the vendor’s lips, smelly finger be damned. 
“I’ll have the knife, and a conversation with Veronica… if you’ll do 

fifteen.” 
“Twenty.” 
“Ten.” 
They settle at fifteen. Darkness encroaches from the funky pupils of the 

smelly kid’s eyes. The vendor is lost, swallowed by the olidity of it all. 
 
 

Empty Bins 
 

The vendor blinks once, then looks around. A flock of dollar-toting ethnic 
humans draped in blue jeans and black hoodies is approaching from the 
south. To his right side is an ethnic man selling gift wrapping by the roll and 
the square, and to his left side is an ethnic man selling sparkling gift bags 
stuffed to the brim with tissue paper. The vendor, also an ethnic man, stands 
before a table dreadfully devoid of wares, and behind him is a stack of empty 
bins. He’s sold out, it seems, even that atrocious knife is gone, and all he has 
is fifteen dollars. 

‘How is this possible?’ he thinks to himself. Then, out loud, “I should have 
made at least forty…” 

“Forty?! ” shouts the slinger of the gift wrap. “I’d be happy to dirty my 
palms with pocket change, who’s pullin’ forty in this piece?!” 

“I must flee,” the vendor bellows softly. “This was a gigantic mistake.” 
The other vendors shout, but our vendor doesn’t hear them. The wind is 

blowing too loud, the greenbacks are too smooth in his hands. He doesn’t 
even take the table. He kicks the stack of bins over on his way to the van. Not 
once does he look back. The smelly kid might be there if he does. 

 
 

The Drive 
 

The drive was supposed to be short, but then the vendor made it to Veronica’s 
house. That’s when the drive became long. 
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Chester the Jester 
 

The vendor and his niece and nephew travel across the land in the vendor’s 
beat-ass SUV. They tour thirty states before selling the car and buying a 
houseboat. One day the sun rises and their boat is gone. Some say they’re still 
out there sailing the seven seas, but they’ll never find ol’ Chester the Jester. 
Veronica and I moved to Idaho, they’ll never fucking suspect it. 

 
 

† Just Like That † 
 

Beliriantly 
 

An unholy glob of brownish mucus leaves the witchy woman’s 
mouth spotlessly, crashes dangerously close to Harrison’s right 
loafer. He takes a step back, as does Libby. The witchy woman uses 
the opportunity to go on the offensive. She steps towards them twice 
and her odor pushes them back another two steps. Now the witchy 
woman is smiling – she has them right where she wants them. 

“You kiddies ain’t from around here, are you?” she creaks, her 
voice sounding like a leaky faucet. 

Libby’s eyes light up. “No, we’re not! How did you know??” 
The witchy woman’s eyes move up and down each of their bodies 

individually. Harrison and Libby take the chance to do the same to 
the witchy woman, and we shall join them in their mutual judgment 
of one another. The witchy woman is draped in a black cowl which 
seems to extend up from her black wool sweater. Her legs are covered 
by a skirt, an ancient skirt, thick, one made of stained burlap or 
something else just as wicked. The bottom hem of the awful skirt 
thing is torn, frayed, tattered, soaked with mud, stained an 
uncomfortable earthy brown. 

The outsiders, however, are dressed all fancy-like for their drive 
through this rural village beyond the outskirts of Bur City. Harrison’s 
wearing penny loafers, his classic browns, beneath caramel slacks 
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and a riveting red blazer with what else but a black buttondown with 
white buttons. Libby is wearing a thin white sundress and only a thin 
white sundress and she doesn’t care who knows because her 
OnlyFans followers paid her very well to pull this little stunt and 
when it’s all done and over with she can buy herself a parka factory 
if she fucking pleases. 

“Just a hunch,” crones the witchy woman. “What you think you 
have the wiles to buy and possess is The Nineteen’ninety-five 
Longaberger Pottery Gingerbread Country Cottage set. Not a cookie 
mold, as you so beliriantly put it.” 

“Um…” injects Harrison, an English major. “Beliriantly isn’t a 
word, Ma’am.” 

“Irregardless, the Longaberger mold is a rare collectible, it’s 
individually numbered and only a limited number of ‘em exist. I’m 
going to need… I’m going to need seventy-four dollars for it.” 

“Seventy-four dollars?!?!!??!” booms Libby, her eyes burning hotter 
than the oven she’s determined to use in the baking of a gingerbread 
country cottage with this witchy bitch’s Goddamn fucking cookie 
mold. “How are we supposed to get dinner and drinks on the way 
back to Bur City if we pay you seventy-four dollars for the cookie 
mold?! That’s way too much!” 

The witchy woman folds her arms and smiles a toothless smile. 
“And yet the price holds firm. You two citiots have a nice day now.” 

 
 

A Very Large Tip 
 

“…and if you liked that, you’ll love this: she called us citiots, yet 
another non-word. The audacity of her… preposterous! ” 

“You got that right,” says a voice somewhere in the bar. 
Harrison looks out the corner of his eye, sees the bartender. He’s 

washing a glass at the other end of the counter. Harrison was talking 
pretty loud into his phone, couldn’t have been very hard for him to 
eavesdrop. The ladies sitting in the booth next to the door probably 
heard his conversation, too. Libby probably heard it, and she’s in the 
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bathroom putting down enough toilet paper to sit on the toilet and not 
need to shower off in the sink afterwards. 

“Listen Dally, I’m going to get back to my drink. Next time we’re 
in Wuester we’ll give you a call, we’ll all get together like the old 
times. Yep. All right, enjoy your night.”  click “You go into Wuester 
much, ‘tender?” 

“I do,” as the burly man moves closer, glass and rag in hand. “I live 
out there, know most of the folks. Sounds like you went by old 
Meredith’s place.” 

“She sure presented like a Meredith. She wa–” 
“Who’s Meredith?” says Libby, back from the bathroom. 
“The fine old lady you folks attempted to barter with today.” The 

bartender puts his glass down. “Wuester’s a small town, not a whole 
lot to do. Some folks like to mess with the outsiders. You two just 
have to prove you’re not a nuisance.” 

He walks out from behind the counter and disappears into a door 
on the far end of the room, then comes back a moment later with a 
jar in his hand. He places the jar on the bar between Harrison’s 
Malibu sunset and Libby’s cosmo. 

“You go back and give this to Meredith, tell ‘er Grit says he wants 
the gingerbread mold. She’ll give it to you.” 

“Just like that?” asks Harrison skeptically. 
“Just like that,” confirms Grit, and that, hypothetical reader, is 

how you earn yourself a very large tip from the citiots who leave the 
confines of their concrete jungles. “But you two want to be careful 
cruisin’ around in Wuester. There are folks living in the deeper parts 
of town you don’t want to share an airspace with, and they just love 
to invite random innocent folks to their twisted properties with 
garage sales. Y’never know what kinds of shit you might catch buyin’ 
in deep Wuester, take it from me. I come across a lot of those folks in 
my line of work.” 

“As a… bartender?” 
Without blinking, without faltering, without skipping one beat, 

the bartender answers, “Yes. As a bartender.” He picks up his glass, 
“You folks enjoy that gingerbread mold,” and walks. 
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As they’re dismounting from the stools, Libby and Harrison 
notice the four ladies in the booth staring at them. They make no 
attempt to hide. If anything, the stares only get more intense when 
the citiots are looking their way. 

“Shall we?” Libby asks. 
We shall, Harrison answers without speaking. 
 
 

Citiots 
 

They can see her staring at them before Harrison has a chance to put 
the coupe in park. She maintains her eye contact as they walk up. 
Both of the citiots keep their eyes peeled to the ground. 

“You’re back,” challenges Meredith, her feet planted firmly. 
“We are…” squeaks Libby. 
“We have this,” says Harrison, revealing the jar from behind his 

back. “And a message. Grit wants the gingerbread mold.” 
Meredith’s glare sharpens, blade pressed to grindstone. One of her 

eyes closes. The other scans ‘em both individually, Libby first, 
Harrison second. Nobody says a fucking word. 

Then, “Grit… is a good ‘man, citiots.” She turns, takes up the 
Longaberger kit, and hands it off. “You two make sure you get that to 
him.” 

A moment of uneasy silence. The citiots are petrified. 
“He warn you about Mahty, citiots?” 
Libby isn’t sure why they aren’t in the car yet. They’re just 

standing here, they don’t need to entertain this wicked witchy 
woman anymore. They have the gingerbread mold, they can just go! 

Harrison says, “He said there were some shifty characters deep in 
the town, yeah.” 

Meredith closes her two eyes and nods slowly. “Y’all go get that 
Longaberger to Grit now, then skedaddle back to your city. Maybe 
don’t come out to Wuester during sale season, yeah?” 

“Maybe we won’t come back ever again…” Libby mumbles, though 
she meant to keep it to herself. 
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“No… maybe you won’t,” Meredith agrees with a triumphant 
smile on her face. “Maybe you won’t… now gimme that fuckin’ 
moonshine and git!” 

 
 

• Worrisome † 
 

Dead House 
 

Rick is beginning to worry about Brittney. She’s always been quirky, uniquely 
quirky amongst the quirky ones as she would shamelessly tell you if you had 
the bananas to ask about it, but her behavior over the course of the last 
hourish has given Rick ample reason to be worried. 

It never starts out bad, just a little odd. Like that – she was attaching a 
miniature tripod to the digital camera a moment ago. Why? To hold it by the 
tripod? Fine. A little odd, but fine. But now she’s splayed the legs of the tripod 
apart like it was a television antenna. Now the camera is upside down, and 
now she’s turning it on to use it like that, all upside-down-like. See? It starts 
a little odd, then it gets downright strange. Downright worrisome. Rick 
doesn’t like it one bit. 

It wouldn’t be so bad if Brittney told Rick what the plan was in the first 
place… if there even was a plan. Hey Rick, let’s go for a drive turned into Rick, 
get my laptop for me which morphed into Open the door for me, I’m a lady, 
and now they’re standing here in the middle of the foyer of the Wuester Dead 
House and Rick hardly even knows what day it is. 

Oh yeah, so they’re in the foyer of the infamous Dead House of Wuester, 
New Jersey right now. Legend tells of a tractorload of partygoers who took a 
haunted hay ride deep into the woods of Wuester one Hollow’s Eve night way 
back before such events could be recorded and broadcasted to the world to be 
ignored in favor of either gaming videos or porn. The driver of the tractor, a 
yokel who spends his time looking for the wild mushrooms that don’t give 
him seizures when he eats them, snuck into the party, killed the family’s 
gardener (who had fallen asleep in the shed out back with a jar of moonshine 
in his hands), stole the tractor, and took the partyers out to an abandoned 
construction site he’d been squatting at recently to hold them as hostages. 
The thing is though, the partygoers had no idea they were in danger, and they 
were so intoxicated that they turned the entire thing into a big intervention 
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for the town drunk. He wound up blowing his brains out to escape the 
situation, and his ghost has haunted the old construction site – the Dead 
House – ever since. 

“And tonight, you’re going to see that ghost, Rick.” 
Normal. Well, definitely quirky, but normal for Brittney. 
“You’re going to see it when I capture it with this device.” 
See? “That camera, you mean?” 
“I don’t, actually! If it was a camera, I wouldn’t be holding it like a momo 

right now! No, I meant device. Y’know, what I said. Did you set up my laptop 
like I asked?” 

Rick looks to the floor. Sitting atop a pile of broken pieces of plywood is 
Brittney’s laptop. It’s powered on and the desktop is showing, no programs 
or anything of the sort are running. “I mean, it’s on.” 

“Perfect!” Brittney, the miniature tripod in her mouth like a bone in a 
dog’s, plunges into the little carrying case and pulls out a charger for her 
camera’s battery, what looks like a USB/SD adapter, and an extra battery for 
the camera. She pockets the extra battery and throws the rest at Rick. He 
surprises himself by catching it all. 

“So you’re going to take a picture of a ghost? Is that what’s going on 
here?” 

Brittney offers Rick a stare that makes him feel inferior to her even 
though they spent nine months in the womb together, then she looks away 
and starts messing with the camera. “No, dingbat. I’m going to capture the 
ghost’s soul in this device and then use my computer to send it through a 
trans-dimensional internet of sorts to an alternate reality’s version of Earth, 
which is where this ghost-zapper originally came from by the way, I have 
connections, thanks a bundle. The fate of the multiverse literally hangs in 
the balance, so just pipe down and let me do my work.” 

Worrisome. 
At least it would be, but the moment Brittney turned away, Rick’s 

consciousness was bumrushed into the deepest, darkest recesses of his 
publicly-educated mind, and he lost his ability to worry. He appeared to stand 
up on his toes, then he left the ground altogether. His left hand tightened 
around the USB/SD adapter to the point where the frail thing’s shell began to 
crack, and his right hand ejected the charger’s prongs and plugged them into 
Rick’s left arm, which is probably why the left hand clenched so tightly. 
Brittney turns around and sees all this after her tirade is complete, but only 
because she heard Rick’s blood dripping into the puddle pooling up beneath 
him. If the ghost of Wuester’s late town drunk wasn’t such a sadistic bastard 
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he probably could’ve put some miles on Rick, used the boy’s body to drink 
himself to death like a proper ghost drunk, but no, he had to be sick in his 
death, he had to try to frighten the living who dared disturb him. Speaking 
frankly, if he wasn’t already disturbed, his soul wouldn’t be stuck on Earth. 
That’s just what it is. And Brittney knows this, her contact from the alternate 
Earth explained all this to her, and what’s more, she ain’t afraid of no ghosts. 

A blinding green light flashes, brings tears to Brittney and Rick’s eyes. 
The legs of the tripod are curled like they wilted, the battery cover is popped 
off, about a centimeter of the battery sticks out from the camera. It glows blue 
and lets rip plumes of thick steam. 

And the battery charger is still stuck in Rick’s arm. 
Trying to rush to the hospital would be pointless, because the old dirt 

road is going to be a slow drive anyway. Sending the ghost across the 
Multiverse will only take a few minutes, it’s not a big deal. This place creeps 
Rick out, especially after what happened to him a moment ago, but he can 
just go wait in the car if he’s going to be a baby about it. 

“Oh, but give me the battery charger first.” 
“‘Cause I need it.” 
“Yes, I know that’s how Steve Irwin died, but the charger isn’t plugged 

into your heart and a stingray doesn’t hold the fate of the Multiverse in its 
gills.” 

“Whatever dude, you know what I mean. Give it.” 
She never starts off bad, just odd. Then, she gets downright worrisome… 

but Rick isn’t worrying about Brittney anymore. 
Rick is beginning to worry about Rick. 
 
 

An Explanation of the Nonsense that Went Down at Dead 
House 

 
“No, I am not going to give you an explanation of the nonsense that went 
down at Dead House.” 

“Because I already told you, I needed to capture and send a ghost to an 
Earth in another dimension to save the multiverse. There’s not much else to 
explain about it, bro.” 

“The ghost-capturing device and the accessories and stuff were made of 
nanotech, it went back to the alternate Earth.” 

“Well the same way it got here, it… I don’t know dude, I just saw the stuff 
melt into dust and fly into my computer. Poof-o, gone. The Dead House is 
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exorcised of demons, and you’re gonna have some badass scars.” 
“No, it doesn’t look like you got bit by a defective vampire. Look, I can see 

the line of cars, we’re almost at the garage sale. It’s the only one on the map 
in this part of Wuester, so you know it’s going to be big. Get your game face 
on, little bro, we got some dips to flip!” 

“Fine, I promise not to buy another camera. Now would you wipe that 

puss off your face for the love of all that is Brittney? ” 
 
 

• Twenty Minutes • 
 

Little Benny 
 

A cool evening breeze sweeps across the lake as the soothing sound of waves 
colliding against the hull of the old wooden boat slowly drowns out the 
motor’s dying rumble. This is the first time Benny’s been out on the water – 
first time he’s been out with other folks in about four years, too. College will 
do that to you, especially when you’re the only one in your high school class 
who’s too poor to attend – and he didn’t think to bring a sweater. It’s the 
middle of summer he told himself whilst he was waiting to be picked up by 
the other guys. I’ll be soaked if I wear this thing. Well you got soaked anyway, 
little Benny. You sat in the spray zone and you got yourself soaked anyway. 
You sure could use a sweater now. 

All the other guys have sweaters. It wouldn’t be appropriate to ask any 
of them if he could borrow one. If Benny pulled some gay shit like that back 
in high school his head would have been dunked into a used urinal and then 
cleaned off with a flushing. Yes, time has passed since then, but when things 
don’t die they evolve, and the punishment can only have matured along with 
The Punishers. 

Tonight Benny is out fishing with The Punishers, a troupe of boys who 
would unceasingly torment him all throughout his tepid high school career. 
Chip Bradley, Bradley Peterson, Peter Taylor, Taylor Williamson, and Willy 
Chipprnug, the crew who singlehandedly handed Benny his success in track 
by chasing him around after the bell rang and forcing him to sprint for his 
dignity every chance they got, although it felt more like he was running for 
his life. If they caught him they’d play all sorts of clever tricks on little Benny: 
they’d hang him on a tall fence by an arbitrary article of clothing, they’d strip 
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him to his skivvies and toss his clothes on the roof so he had to climb up 
there like a monkey in a zoo, they’d pick him up, carry him to the sandpit the 
jumpers used, and see how far they could throw him when they worked 
together as a team; ‘twas all exquisitely traumatic. Benny was the captain of 
the sprinting team because of them, and that’s what he told them when he 
group-messaged them all on Facebook earlier. Lately Benny has been 
contacting all of his past tormentors and thanking them for the role they 
played in his life as part of a thankfulness exercise he learned about through 
a Latter Day Saints missionary who messages him on Facebook. Chip and 
the boys were so taken by Bittyshit Benny’s message that they invited him 
out fishing this very night. They even offered to pick him up, as they were all 
heading out their collective doors when he messaged them anyway. 

All said, it took a total of twenty minutes for Benny’s social life to finally 
bloom after being stunted during the years when his neighbors were away 
at college. Twenty minutes. A lot can happen in twenty minutes, that’s a 
whole lot of time… yet in all that time, Benny didn’t think it might be a good 
idea to bring a sweater. Why? ‘Cause he’s dumb, he’s weak, you’re a weakling, 
Benny, you’re a stupid little unattractive beta male who smells like bad 
cheese and I couldn’t even think to bring a fucking–’ 

 
 

Beefeater 
 

“Yo, Benny!” 
From the silvery blackness of the moonbaked lake, Benny’s face flows 

into form. At first he sees gushy acne covering him from chin to receded 
hairline, crooked and jagged teeth falling out of his mouth like bricks when 
a chimney’s wrecked with a wrecking ball, patches of unruly black facial 
hair reaching out from his cheeks like the legs of sickly spiders. Then, he 
blinks and sees his current face. Fair skin, clean shaven, short blonde hair 
that complements his green eyes. Benny has matured with The Punishers, 
and they’ve recognized him for it. Perhaps it’s time Benny sees himself for 
who he is rather than who he was. 

Benny leans back into the boat. He’s greeted by five smiling faces. 
Everyone’s holding a shot glass in their hands. Chip has two. 

“You feeling any better?” Taylor asks, smiling honestly. 
“Yeah,” Benny says. He wipes his already clean lip. “I’m not out on the 

water much, I just got a little nauseous.” He’s kind of chilly too, but he doesn’t 
mention this. 
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“No worries, budd’!” Taylor assures him, then doubles down with a solid 
pat on the shoulder. “Maybe a little drink will get you feelin’ right.” 

Chip takes this as a chance to pass Benny a shot glass. It’s tall, fits in his 
hand like the grip of one of his dad’s fishing rods. It’s hard to make out in the 
moonlight, but there appears to be something of a man printed on the glass, 
too. 

“What does this… Beefeater? What’s Beefeater ?” 
“You are, numbnuts!” teases Willy. Always the jokester, that Willy. “Nah, 

just playin’. They all have different brands on ‘em. We’ve never had anybody 
to drink out of the gin glass, though.” 

Billy lifts his glass. Everybody does the same. A glassy tink echoes across 
the surface of Atacama Lake. 

“Welcome to the crew, Benny boy.” 
Everyone downs their shots. Everyone grimaces. Beefeater leans over 

the side of the boat again and everyone laughs, even Benny himself. Someone 
grabs the bottom of his shirt and pulls him back in; thus the liquor flows like 
Shit’s Creek. Then, a star twinkles a little too bright and everything goes 
straight to hell. 

 
 

A Sweater 
 

There was a loud splash, but it wasn’t Benny’s splash. Benny’s splash was 
small, and the big splash happened before Benny’s splash. He heard some 
muffled commotion before he broke the surface, but even after he breaches 
everything seems muddled up, like time wandered into a thick spot for a 
moment. There’s some yelling, three voices. Benny can’t make out what 
they’re saying. There’s a lot of splashing, a light… no, a fire. 

As his vision clears, Benny sees the boat is done for. Broken in half, and 
not evenly. One of the pieces is burning, another is floating. Most are sinking. 
The water is jelly, thick and glumpy and full of weedy pulp. Benny is 
beginning to struggle, but his hearing is fading back in. 

“Chip’s gone! Brad’s startin’ to sink, I need to go after him!” 
Benny tastes lake water and begins to get nauseous again. Not twenty 

minutes ago they were launching the boat. 
“Wait for Taylor to come up, he already went down! Pete, n– PETE!” 
Benny is starting to float off. The voices are becoming more distant. 

Quieter. The splashing is calming down. 
“Fine, fuckin’ go then! I’ll just… wait… shit, BENNY! BENNY BEEFEATER, 
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WHERE ARE YOU?!” 
Benny can’t feel the heat from the burning piece of the boat anymore. 

The light on the dock is almost as big as the moon. 
“BENNY! I’m, I… fuck man, what the fuck even happened?! I’M COMIN’, 

BENNY!” 
The rhythmic splashing of waves against the dock slowly drowns out 

the beating of Benny’s heart. He’s cold, so cold, too cold, but he sure is glad he 
didn’t bring a sweater. Benny’s not very strong a swimmer. A sweater would 
weigh him down. 


