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	Cecilia kicked shut the door to Room 630 and slammed the hotel keys on the adjacent table so hard it made the bathroom door across the room rattle in its frame.

	“Welcome to the Californian!” muffled voices down the corridor taunted, followed by high-pitched gales of laughter.

	She raised her middle finger high at the disembodied voices before flicking on the kitchenette and main lights.

	Jerks! Why would they let transients sleep in the hallway? And what rundown fleabag of a hotel still uses these old-school metal keys?

	She rolled her luggage to the bed and flung herself onto her back with a sigh. Her reflection from the mirrored ceiling glowered at her with annoyed exhaustion. Stains of unknown origin mottled the bedspread.

	Real classy, Californian. So glad the airline put me up in this dump.

	She was supposed to be on her way to Puerto Vallarta to relax and drink poolside with the rest of her girls. Cecilia wasn’t flush like they were, so she had to take a red-eye flight from Winslow, with a layover in LAX. A suspicious package had forced the evacuation of the airport while she was between planes, and all flights were canceled until they got the all-clear. After giving the airline clerk a hefty earful for the inconvenience, she finally conceded to the delay.

	“I think I know just the perfect place for you, ma’am,” he had said. She could hear the smug cockiness in his voice.

	At least they offered free accommodations, but Cecilia was pretty sure she’d prefer sleeping in the terminal to this skid-row relic.

	As if in response to her thoughts, the main room’s light flashed, then died with a faint pop, converting the room into a dimly lit funhouse of shadows. 

	Yep, this is how my day is going. What was it that creepy kid Don at the front desk had said? ‘You can check out any time you like?’ I wonder if it is too early now …

	Her reflection peered down at her with a darkness she wasn’t wearing.

	What the— 

	A soft thud from the bathroom banished all thoughts and irritation. She leapt to her feet, ears straining. A nearly inaudible hiss of something sliding along the bathroom floor, raising goose bumps on her arms and prickling the hairs on the back of her neck. Her bladder threatened to release the pressure that had been building since the flight.

	Cecilia grabbed a lamp from the bedside table and crept to the bathroom door. Her knees wobbled and threatened to buckle. She pursed her lips to smother the chattering of her teeth. As she was almost upon it, she heard the shower curtain slide open. Her insides filled with ice water, and she yelped in fright before she could stop herself. A floorboard in the bathroom groaned under some shifting weight. A trickle of urine escaped her bladder and warmed her inner thigh.

	The bathroom door burst open, and a screaming figure charged from the dark with a baton-like weapon raised above their head. The shower curtain rod smashed onto her hand and knocked the lamp to the ground, where it cracked in half. Cecilia screamed in agony, rage, and terror and shoved her assailant back into the barely lit bathroom. Her adversary fell on their back with a grunt. 

	Cecilia charged at the person, and a stomp-kick to her soiled groin greeted her. She collapsed to her knees, gasping in pain. Still lying on the ground, her attacker swung again with the rod, but this time, Cecilia grabbed it with both hands and wrenched it from their grasp. She held it vertically, raised it above her head, and thrust down with all her weight. 

	She stood and flipped on the light switch. The body trembled and shook. Blood flowed from where the rod protruded from the attacker’s eye socket. 

	Cecilia crept closer to the woman on the floor and shrieked when she recognized the broken face as her own.

	Her knees finally gave way, and she fainted, collapsing into the fetal position alongside her gurgling doppelganger.
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	She opened her eyes some time later and winced at the throbbing pain in the back of her head. The bathroom was dark again. Cecilia pulled herself up and shuffled to the light switch, not lifting her feet, to avoid tripping over the body. 

	The bathroom looked immaculate, as if housekeeping had just left—no body, no blood, and the shower curtain was back in its proper place, undisturbed and clean.

	Am I losing my mind?

	Her swollen, bruised hand and aching crotch didn’t seem to think so.

	Light clanking and clicking at the front door signaled someone was entering the room. Cecilia flipped off the light and eased the bathroom door closed. The front door slammed shut, and Cecilia covered mouth to keep from screaming. 

	Keys hit the table. She heard people talking in the hallway—voices, but no distinct words. Light footsteps stepped across the room, then silence. 

	Cecilia had been leaning toward the door and started to lose her balance. She put her hand on the door to steady herself and realized her mistake when she heard a sharp intake of breath from the room. 

	Panicked, she shuffled backward to the shower, then, as quietly as she could, detached the curtain rod from the wall and slid it off the curtain. She raised it above her head and crept back to the door.

	A soft cry on the other side made her jump. Cecilia flung open the door.

	Another body double! What the hell is going on?

	She charged, screaming, the rod raised high above her head. She swung hard and knocked the lamp from the other Cecilia’s hand, where it tumbled to the floor and cracked in half …

	***
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	Rose donned the clunky spacesuit and pressed the button that would release the first of the doors guarding the precious environment of the base from the arid air outside. Stepping through, the door closed with a slight whuff, and the second button popped out of its cavity abruptly. Rose hesitated.

	Don’t leave the base. 

	The message had been drilled into Rose’s mind since she was a small child. 

	Don’t ever leave the base.

	She knew that there was only a slim chance of success. Less, according to her father, who referred to it as a suicide mission. But when she asked him for an alternative, he had come up short. They had all come up short.

	One working oxygen tank left. One volunteer. Rose tried not to tremble as she pressed her gloved hand against the release button and the second door slid back, revealing the shadowy and treacherous terrain outside.

	Her mind protested as she took that first step out and onto the red-tinged ground. She was leaving the one place that had provided her with everything she needed for her entire life. Recirculated air and water; plants grown beneath complex lighting systems; wind-generated power to run the necessities. And it wasn’t only her—the base had sustained this small offshoot of the human race for nine generations.

	Until now. 

	Until a vital component of the air-purification system had started to wear out and crumble. Until staying at the base meant death as certainly as leaving it. Twelve months. That was the estimate given by the engineers, give or take.

	Rose sighed as she worked out her destination. The base was nestled within a large valley surrounded by uneven peaks, which protected them from the majority of the harsh weather. She set her sights on the closest hill rising from the ground to the north of the base. She was counting on being able to see the site of the original landing from the top of that hill. The Party wouldn’t have left them stranded; they would have planned for a critical moment such as this.

	When she thought of the Party, Rose touched the front of her helmet briefly as she had done all her life and muttered, “For the good of the people.” Her voice sounded hollow within the clunky dome.

	As Rose trudged towards the hills, she thought of all that she had been taught about that monumental moment. They had landed on a Sunday after plunging through space for seven days. Or was it seven months? The specifics weren’t important, thought Rose—what mattered was the Party and what they had done for the people of Earth.

	She—along with all of the residents living in the base—had the Party to thank for their existence. When Earth descended into chaos and the fighting began, the Party had looked to the stars for a solution. Overpopulation was rampant, and nuclear war was likely to turn the Earth’s surface into an uninhabitable wasteland.

	Not unlike the surface she was walking on now, thought Rose wryly.

	A small group of select people had escaped the doomed world and fled to a new planet. Earth II, it was nostalgically named. That was nine generations ago. The founding members had long since perished, but their laws remained strong. Don’t leave the base. Don’t breathe the outside air. Two children per family maximum. Don’t waste resources. The Party is good.

	The Party is good. 

	Rose sometimes looked up at the stars, wondering which of the glowing specks was the original Earth. In the best-case scenario, she would be able to contact Earth from the spaceship and have them send a rescue team. Party lore stated that one day they would be able to return to a cleansed world. Surely nine generations since the nuclear war would be enough for Earth to have recovered? Rose longed to set foot on the planet of their origin and finally smell the flower that she had been wistfully named after.

	In the worst-case scenario, where Earth had not yet recuperated or the communication systems had been broken, Rose hoped that at least she would find some backup supplies. Additional tools, if she was lucky. A spare valve, if she was really lucky. It was vital to repair that ventilation system if they were going to survive for a tenth generation.

	Rose reached the base of the hill and looked up. It was higher than it had first appeared. The innocent lights blinking on her oxygen tank told her she had an hour left. She hoped it would be enough.

	But as she lifted her foot to begin her ascent, something at the foot of the hill a few hundred metres to her right caught her attention. A movement. The land was always a shadowy wasteland, but as the wind blew past in fits and gusts, something at the base of the hill had rolled over; she was certain of it.

	She looked up at the hill and then changed her mind. Turning right, she hurried along the ground in the direction of the thing-that-had-moved.

	She knew it couldn’t be an animal; the perpetual gloom and toxins in the air meant that no living thing could thrive outside. Even the hardiest of plants struggled to find nutrients in the barren ground. Perhaps, the thing-that-had-moved was a bit of wreckage from the landing, Rose thought hopefully. As she approached the small object, Rose stared in open fascination.

	It was about the size of a boot, and it reminded her of the drinking vessels at the base, but, unlike those containers, it had a sealed top. She picked it up awkwardly in her gloved hands and studied the half-worn label. “Coca-Cola,” she read aloud. The object was made of some sort of transparent flexible material. She looked closer. “Made in Australia.”

	Rose frowned. The container must have been made on Earth, so what was it doing here? Was the shuttle nearby? She needed a higher vantage point, but as she went to climb the hill, a quiet crunching sound came from beneath her foot. Bending down, Rose clawed at the dirt to reveal three more of the containers huddled together beneath the ground.

	Was the entire hill made of these strange flexible bottles? Rose’s thoughts swirled together in confusion, and she started to feel sick. Things weren’t making any sense.

	Rose began to climb quickly. Her breath grew short, and she didn’t need to check her oxygen metre to know that time was running out. Finally, Rose stood at the top of the hill and surveyed the land around her. 

	There were more hills beyond the one she was standing on. Some were sprouting metallic objects like a bizarre forest she might have seen encased within the pages of a picture book. Beyond the hills, the land stretched out—flat and sandy. Disappointment bloomed in her belly. There was no spaceship anywhere that she could see—no debris or hole where the craft had settled onto the surface of the planet either.

	And then her eyes were drawn towards something far away in the distance, to the west of the base. She gasped and stared uncomprehendingly at the strange towering structures of that distant, ruined city.

	***
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	Alen stared at the junk sitting on the living room table.

	Jenny had gone and gotten more. He’d said he was done last night, but maybe she hadn’t realised he meant it this time.

	One more night wouldn’t hurt.

	One more last hurrah before giving it up for good. 

	And this time, he would make sure that Jenny knew he was done. It was for her own good too. If he got clean, he could help her get clean as well. It was going to be okay.

	After another moment’s hesitation, he reached for the hit Jenny was offering him and soon slumbered in blissful numb warmth, silky smooth over all the jagged edges of the world.

	He woke covered in his own piss.

	Enough was enough.

	The first two days were itchy as hell, waking every fifteen minutes, now hot, suddenly cold, flop sweats, and sustained dry retching minutes after his stomach’s meagre contents hit his shoes.

	The erections were the worst problem. Ejaculating every ten minutes because he bumped against something was pure hell.

	And then, on the third day, Jenny scored again.

	“What the fuck were you thinking? You know what I’m going through right now. You’re a fucking bitch!”

	“Well excuse me for being proud of your two days sober and wanting to give you a little relief. Jesus, you’d think I’d fucking killed someone!”

	Alen backed down. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge. If you were trying to be nice … I’m sorry.”

	It took another three days for him to work up the courage to quit again, and this time, he managed a week before he walked into the living room to find Jenny in the middle of a hit.

	“What the fuck!”

	“What?”

	“You can’t do that around me!”

	“I didn’t think you were here.”

	“You keep doing this! Are you trying to sabotage me on purpose?”

	Jenny started crying. “You are such an asshole to me. I don’t know why I bother. Just because you can’t handle your shit doesn’t mean I should have to suffer all the time. Just fuck off.”

	“Jesus fuck!” Alen sat beside her and put an arm around her. “I’m sorry. I’m so on edge. Give me that. I’ll be less of an asshole. Sorry.”

	After a week, Alen once more attempted to quit.

	It lasted the afternoon.

	“Seriously? Are you really doing this right now? Today?”

	Jenny didn’t respond.

	“I asked if you were seriously going to get high on the first day of me trying to quit, right here in the kitchen.”

	She said nothing.

	“I asked you a question!”

	Jenny turned and leveled a flat gaze. She spoke, barely raising her voice above a whisper. “I’ve had it with this, you fucking drug-addict scum. No, shut the fuck up and listen to me for once. Are you listening? Good. None of this is real, you fucking moron. It’s all in your head. I am not an addict. You are the only addict here. I have never, and will never touch that shit that you are holding in your hand right now. I’m sick to fucking death of you walking into a room where I am sitting peacefully, lighting up a bowl of that junk, blowing the smoke all over the room, and then yelling at me for ruining your sobriety. The fucking shrink told me to let you live in your little fantasy world. He said pulling you out of it could be seriously bad news, but I’ve had enough of this shit. You are a sick scumbag fuck, and I’m goddamn done!” Jenny stood, pulled a packed suitcase from beneath the kitchen table, and rolled it out the front door.

	Alen watched her leave, perplexed. He looked down at the brown liquid rolling within the dirty glass pipe in his hand and shook his head in rage. As the door closed behind her, he shouted, “Don’t forget to take your junk, you crazy bitch! I don’t fucking want it!”

	***
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	“Lower the drawbridge!” Owen skittered across the low-hanging tree limb and latched onto a dry twig. He snapped it off and waved it in the air like the mighty sword Excalibur.

	“Get out of my castle and don’t come back! No? Then prepare to fight!” He lunged forward, swinging his weapon at the branches blocking his path across the arboreal bridge. With each thrust and parry, he advanced, vanquishing foes. When he reached the end of the limb, the brave swordsman leapt to the ground, rolled in the grass, and sprang back to his feet. He spun around on one foot and kicked at the air.

	“Into the moat with you, scoundrel! The crocodiles will finish you off!” Owen continued his advance through the autumn leaves—running, tumbling, and plunging his wooden blade into the bushes and tall grass. People driving by on the narrow country lane appeared oblivious to the battle raging just off the pavement—Owen was equally oblivious to their presence. 

	He continued to cut a swath through the invisible army until he reached the driveway, then doubled back toward the house where his father stood peering out of the big picture window. Owen stopped, grinned, and waved at him before running back to the shade of the large tree.

	“There’s something wrong with that boy.”

	“Why do you say that?” Owen’s mother looked up from her book. “What’s he doing?”

	“He’s running around the yard yelling and poking things with a stick.”

	“So?”

	“So, the neighbors are going to think he’s crazy.”

	“He’s not crazy, dear, he’s just playing.”

	“He’s talking to himself again. Why can’t he just play videogames like the other kids?”

	“He’s not like the other kids.”

	“That’s what I’m saying. He’s not normal.”

	“Okay, I guess it’s time I told you.” She closed her book, set it aside, and patted the couch cushion next to her. “You’ll probably want to sit down for this.”

	“That sounds ominous.” Owen’s father melted onto the couch and faced his wife. “There really is something wrong with the boy?”

	“Yes.” She took his hands and stared deep into his eyes. “It’s genetic … something that runs in my family. My father had it, I have it, and I’m afraid I passed it along to our son.”

	“Is it serious?”

	She lowered her head. “Very.”

	“Can it be cured?”

	“No, it’s something he’ll have to learn to live with.”

	He gripped her hands tighter. “What is it?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t really know how to tell you this.”

	“Just say it straight out. I can take it.”

	“Okay, here goes nothing. Owen has …” She took a deep breath. “An imagination!”

	***
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	Splash!

	

	And another sailor jumps overboard.

	The moonlit waves toss him like a ragdoll; the rocky shore mangles his limbs.

	My soul turns the color of his blood

	As he paints the ocean red.

	His body will sink into the navy-blue depths, 

	The frothy white surf is soon to be the sole trace of his existence. 

	

	I can’t help what I am. I can’t help my thirst for a man’s blood;

	As ship upon ship sail close to the Island of the Sirens,

	My unquenched thirst lights me up like red-hot flames.

	I am bound in servitude to my lineage,

	A lineage of tortured souls whose only respite is taking a life.

	I do not want to be this way, I didn’t choose to be a murderer.

	But my voice is its own master, and it listens to none.

	

	Slowly at first, I feel a warm tickle at my heart,

	And I open my mouth as sweet, sweet music pours out.

	It feels good, this warmth in my heart, 

	And the men stop what they’re doing and listen.

	The smarter among them cover their ears.

	The fire is getting hotter, and it’s spreading through my body;

	A creature of the water! I feel like I’m consumed in flames!

	And as the pain worsens, my cries get higher and clearer

	And the sailors crane their necks to hear more.

	More, more, more. I sound beautiful, I am beautiful,

	I am enchanting, alluring … a monster.

	

	Deep inside lives a scared little girl

	Innocent, pure. Lonely.

	Each time a sailor plunges into the navy and white, she dies a little;

	All she ever wanted was love.

	A snake is not evil for it bites

	A scorpion not cruel for it stings

	It is their nature to wound, to hurt.

	It is my nature to sing.

	

	Now I see him, the captain of the ship!

	The leader of his sailors, the man in navy and white.

	The pale blue light of the moon illuminates his chestnut hair.

	He bites his lip, concentration carving lines in his face

	As he tries to ignore my haunting song.

	He knows what happens to men like him,

	Led astray, lured to death.

	

	Captain, you deserve to live! 

	My voice overpowers the little girl within.

	It is a plaintive, melodious cry of passion, of desperation.

	It’s irresistible. He cannot help but listen— 

	But I do not want to see him die!

	Captain! Turn back!

	Captain, come closer …

	Captain, cover your ears!

	Captain, listen to me …

	

	For a moment our eyes meet,

	And the man in navy and white removes his hands from his ears. 

	Stop! Don’t listen to me!

	But my voice does not obey me, and my song carries pain my heart cannot bear.

	The fire within sparks up and scorches my soul

	As I lie glowing on the shore.

	My song is the wail of an anguished heart,

	For beneath the lustrous, shimmering waves 

	Lies darkness.

	Captain, what are you doing? 

	I am devoured by the flames as they pour out of my eyes.

	He walks towards the railing.

	Captain, don’t do it!

	It’s inevitable.

	

	Splash.
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