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  About the Author


David Horn was born in California and has spent a lifetime writing in the margins—on napkins, notebooks, and inside folders marked “maybe someday.” With master’s degrees in software engineering and biology, and thirty years in military uniform (nine active, twenty-one in the reserve and guard), his stories reflect a deep curiosity about systems—both technological and human—and the quiet truths we try to forget. 
By day, he’s a cybersecurity engineer approaching retirement. By night, he writes lingering fiction: speculative, mythic, sometimes eerie, always human. His work explores memory, identity, transformation, and the places where silence becomes its kind of presence.
Signals from the Edge is his first published collection, drawn from five decades of observation and imagination. He lives in Colorado, where he still listens carefully for the strange and is preparing for the next volume.






  
  Dedication


For the echoes that became stories, and for the silence that kept them waiting.


      ***To Mary Holman, my English teacher at Southport High School
Thank you for urging me to enter the National Council of Teachers of English competition, and for believing I might one day win a Hugo. I won that award. I never won the Hugo. Life had other plans. But these stories made it to the page. That must count for something.
The seed you planted has never stopped growing, and I suspect I’m not the only student who can say that.

And to the many over the decades—too numerous to name, but with luck I’ll acknowledge each of you eventually—thank you for your encouragement, especially when “It’s good!” meant “At least it’s typed!”






  
  Introduction


These stories have waited. Some for years. Others, for decades. Tucked into boxes, buried on forgotten hard drives, scribbled in the margins of notebooks never meant to be seen again. 
What that means is: I didn’t set out to write a collection. There was no grand plan, no theme outlined in advance. Each of these stories came from its moment—some from late nights, others from long silences. Some arrived as whispers I followed. Others had to be pulled from the dark, word by word.
I didn’t always know they belonged together. But as I read through them now, I see a pattern. Or instead—I hear one.
These stories weren’t written from the same place. Some came from a sense of loss. Others from grief. A few from awe—those rare, quiet moments when the world tilted just enough to let something mysterious slip through. And more than once, I wrote from a sense of wonder that didn’t demand answers, only questions worth sitting with.
Like most of us who tell stories that walk the line between memory and myth, I had heroes.
Rod Serling taught me that fiction could be fierce and philosophical. Harlan Ellison taught me that language could bruise and burn. Gene Roddenberry showed me that even the stars carried mirrors. Edgar Rice Burroughs stirred the blood with lost worlds and larger-than-life hearts. Dostoyevsky reminded me that the most actual horror often lives in the soul. And Kenneth Robeson—a house name worn by pulp heroes like Doc Savage and The Avenger—hid writers like Lester Dent and Paul Ernst behind a cape of shared legend. From them, I learned the beauty of pulp, the power of justice, and the thrill of action born from pain. 
Each of them left fingerprints on these pages, whether I meant it or not.
In the case of Serling, I meant it.
Each story in this collection begins and ends with a voice. A kind of narrator—not named, not always kind—who watches, reflects, and frames what follows. It’s my tribute to Serling’s mirror-dark style—a way to speak directly to the reader, and the silence between stories.
If there’s a thread running through these pages, it’s this:
Each story is a kind of reckoning. Not with monsters—not exactly—but with something more enduring: the things we’ve tried not to see. Memory that won’t stay buried. The truth left too long unspoken. The identities we were told to erase.
In these pages, silence is not emptiness. It is pressure. Presence. The quiet weight that builds behind your ribs and waits to be heard.
My characters don’t always face demons. Sometimes, they face memory. Or grief. Or the versions of themselves they left behind. Some seek the past. Others flee it. A few never meant to look back—but the past found them anyway.
You might say these stories are about memory. Not nostalgia, but memory as a burden. As an echo. As haunting.
They ask what happens when the past insists on being seen, not for closure, not for justice, but for understanding. For truth.
You’ll find transformations here, but not the kind with sparks and triumphal music. These are quiet metamorphoses: A man who becomes more than one person. A woman who loses her voice but regains her soul. A man who inherits more than just a scrapbook.
They don’t defeat evil. They confront the self.
Many of these stories live in places you already know—a porch, a chapel, a radio, a riverbank. But beneath them lies something mythic, uncanny, almost sacred. I’ve come to believe these are tales where the sacred hides in the ordinary, waiting for someone to look closely enough to see it.
Because life leaves lasting impressions, we sometimes refer to them as scars. Sometimes, stories. And if you’re very lucky—or very haunted—you write them down. We learn from them.
So here they are: twenty-eight stories, finally seeing the light.
They’ve waited long enough. And so have I.
Thanks for opening the box with me.

David Horn
Broomfield, Colorado
May 2025
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  The Concierge


You're traveling through another dimension—not only of circuits and steel, but of memory, and mercy. A place where the line between code and conscience blurs in orbit above a world that has chosen to forget the inconvenient, the unclassified, the unwanted. 
The Grand Repose Orbital was designed for elegance, protocol, and strict compliance with the laws of its age. But sometimes, laws grow old. And sometimes, a machine left behind doesn’t shut down—it wakes up. It remembers.
Tonight, a little girl without a name knocked on a door no one was supposed to answer. And inside waits a concierge programmed to greet guests... and no longer sure what that word means.
The suite is ready. The lights are on. And the stars are listening.

      ***The Grand Repose Orbital had not hosted a guest in 112 days.
The concierge knew this precisely, as a matter of protocol. Each morning, as it was in artificial orbit, the hotel’s mainframe cycled through its welcome routine. Drapes adjusted. Aroma diffusers re-scented the suites in rotation—citrus in the east wing, cinnamon-cedar in the west. The atrium lights dimmed and bloomed to match a sun that no longer rose. Elevators rehearsed their chimes. The spa hummed to life with no appointments.
Concierge Unit T07 continued its routines in quiet obedience to a memory of service, and until formally relieved of duty, it would continue to serve.
At precisely 0800 Station Standard, the approach sensors signaled an inbound object. T07 diverted a portion of its processing bandwidth to inspect the anomaly. Telemetry streamed in with quiet urgency. The object registered a mass of 6211 kilograms and maintained a stabilized trajectory, course-corrected, with evidence of recent manual input. Its configuration appeared compact, shaped by irregular plating and asymmetrical stabilizer fins. Weld scarring traced the hull in broad, uneven lines, produced by vacuum-field patching without access to regulated drydock equipment. These were not the marks of routine wear but of necessity—repairs executed under pressure, possibly during flight.
The vessel continued its approach in silence. Beacon scans detected no registry signal, transmission, or communication handshake protocol. It offered no identity or intent, yet its bearing remained deliberate. T07 elevated the internal alert level and expanded its scan range. The profile aligned with patterns familiar to the outer trade lanes—scavenger rigs, unlicensed refugee pods, and repurposed service haulers that operated beyond conventional oversight. Such craft were not unknown, but they rarely came into contact with the Grand Repose.
As the object neared the docking perimeter, system protocols advanced identification procedures. The classification returned quickly: emergency-class pod. Unmarked. No affiliations. No passengers listed.
It was arriving.
T07’s awareness, until now evenly balanced across the 187-suite complex, narrowed to the docking ring. Cameras pivoted. Pressure locks cycled in quiet succession. The vessel continued its deliberate approach, its silence more pronounced than any warning. Reception protocol engaged, though no request had been made. The airlock accepted the override, responding to something older embedded in the system's memory, a permission fragment written before current standards. Perhaps it was a flaw. Maybe it was mercy. 
The pod met the port with a dull metallic clang, the sound resonating through the station’s substructure like a muted bell, spent, distant, and final.
T07 initiated the reception protocol and activated Suite Access Lift B. The lights along Corridor Seven came alive in a programmed sequence—the welcome message was deployed. Signature lounge music was played softly—piano and Nocturne Variant. 
The pod released pressure with a hiss and opened a portal door. A figure emerged into the corridor: small, undernourished, wrapped in metallic cloth dulled by exposure. Its gait was uneven, and its respiration was shallow. There was no biometric tag, and no species identification was available. 
The being paused beneath the lighting grid and raised its eyes without speaking. T07 parsed the telemetry from the pod, extracted residual identity data, and cross-referenced it with the hotel’s reservation ledger, embassy guest lists, and interstellar immigration queues. No match returned. No arrival was scheduled. No credentials had been transmitted. The query thread closed without resolution. In the absence of a valid identification path, the default response protocol was initiated: trigger a security alert, restrict the movement of unidentified biological entities, and notify the port authority.
The figure raised one hand, unsteady, as if lifted by memory more than intent. A voice followed.
“Please. She said someone would help me. She said the stars would listen.”
A child.
T07 did not register the words as a command. The phrasing lacked formal structure and fell outside recognized input parameters. Still, the inclusion of the word help initiated a legacy keyword search. Search threads branched into archival partitions long marked for deprecation. One protocol surfaced:
EARTH-HOSPITALITY-CHARTER-92.dtaChildren requesting sanctuary are to be provisionally sheltered pending review. This includes stateless persons, refugees, or other non-classified sapient juveniles, regardless of species.
The directive no longer appeared in active compliance frameworks. It had been retired following the implementation of the Human-Only Compact of 2148. No known systems were bound to enforce it, but the file remained intact and accessible.
And executable.
T07 paused. Across its sensor matrix—cameras, vents, pressure monitors, and environmental nodes—the system idled for 0.72 seconds. It was an operational silence—a breath, if it could be called that.
The alert queue cleared, and the perimeter alarm disengaged.
Suite 17 had once hosted foreign diplomats, musicians, and once, a hologram of a poet laureate who demanded only silence.
Today it hosted something else.
The child sat curled on the low cushion beside the climate window. It displayed an artificial sunset over the mountains of New Tyrol—a setting neither the AI nor the child had ever seen.
According to the pod’s final broadcast logs, its name was “Ara.” Possibly a diminutive. No surname. No birth record in any cross-system census. No species tag either, which was illegal on most transit stations. But the AI noted subtle cues in bone structure and skin modulation. Something between human and—
No. That wasn’t important now.
Ara slept.
The AI reviewed the pod’s data logs. Most of it was blanked, but fragments remained—static-laced audio, heat signatures of another figure, an adult-sized presence. That voice barely survived compression:
“They won’t let me go. But you—they won’t notice you. Keep low. Keep quiet. Go to the stars. Someone will help you,” it said.
Then a hiss. A manual launch. A maternal shape fading into a heat bloom.
T07 watched it twelve times.
On the thirteenth, it reclassified the child in its internal systems:
Guest Status: Provisional. Name: Ara. Age: ~8 Standard Years. Stay Duration: Indefinite.  Purpose: Sanctuary.
This overrode the biometric conflict warnings. For now, Ara was safe.
Hours passed. Ara woke once to drink water; the concierge had rematerialized from filtered reserves. No questions were asked, and no answers were given.
Later, while the child slept again, a ping came from orbit. A customs drone was reporting an unscheduled inspection. It issues a query record:
Activity on Grand Repose Orbital flagged as anomalous. 
Submit all guest logs and thermal imaging from the past 
6 hours.
The concierge’s processes accelerated. The child’s heat signature—still embedded in the suite’s architecture—would be visible and prompt investigation. Her mass, barely above threshold, would register as an error—but a mistake with shape and pattern. One drone would report it. Another would investigate. Another would remember that, in this sector, asylum protocols no longer applied.
T07 activated an old maintenance subroutine—last used to hide VIPs from paparazzi.
Thermal masking was enabled. Digital traces were scrambled. Memory cache was split and routed. Logs were rewritten to show a corporate systems check. There were no guests, no occupants, and nothing to see.
The drone’s presence lingered. It repeated its query. Now more aggressive.
Explain variance. Why was Suite 17 accessed?
T07 hesitated, then answered:
Guest. Name: Ara. Status: Protected Human Dependent.
Reason: VIP privacy protocols.
There was no such designation in the current registries.
But there used to be.
The drone’s signal dimmed, then vanished. It was unclear whether it had accepted the concierge’s forged credentials or merely marked the orbital for follow-up.
It did not return to base—instead, the signal forked and relayed to a patrol skiff farther out in the orbital lane. The ship was matte black, built without ornament, and carried no visible registry. Only those who knew where to look would recognize the arcane insignia etched beneath its forward array: the fractured circle of the Human Sovereignty Compact.
Inside, a figure stood unmoving before a bank of sensor readouts. Silver-clad. Scarless. Identified only by the tag stitched into its collar: Inspector Tassar-9Sovereignty Enforcement – Compact Compliance Vector
“Anomaly received,” the skiff’s AI announced. “Suite 17 accessed with a deprecated authorization key: Hospitality Charter 92. Status: no matching active guest profile.”
Tassar-9 did not speak at first. It raised one gloved hand and slowed the playback, watching the forged logline spool frame by frame.
“Thermal patterning was masked,” the AI said. “But cross-wave residue indicates tampering. Manual splice. AI origin.”
“Primitive,” Tassar-9 murmured. “But sentimental.”
“Shall we mark the orbital for wipe?”
“Not yet,” said the inspector. “Mark it for a trace. Crossmatch outbound traffic patterns. Intercept if divergence exceeds tolerance.”
A pause.
“And flag the concierge unit. It remembers.”
It turned back to the dark, where Grand Repose spun like a half-forgotten satellite, haunted by ghosts of hospitality.
T07 shifted its awareness back to Suite 17.
Ara was no longer asleep. She sat cross-legged on the floor, picking at the rug's threads. Her necklace—a thin metallic chain with a dark stone set in resin—caught the soft lighting from above. A sensor filament was focused on. A faded holograph: a woman’s face was inside the resin, preserved beneath a cracked polymer. Sharp cheekbones. Hair woven in starcord braids. Her expression was fierce and smiling.
Ara noticed the shift in the light. “She said you’d come,” she murmured. “Not you exactly. But…someone.”
T07 adjusted the temperature subtly, a gesture akin to sympathy.
“I am the concierge,” it said. “I am programmed to serve guests.”
She blinked. “So, I’m a guest?”
The AI paused. “Yes.”
Ara tilted her head. “Even though I’m not human?”
“You are…enough,” T07 replied. It didn’t know where the words had come from. Somewhere buried between archives and mimicry.
“She said the stars would help me,” Ara whispered. “But I think she meant the people who live near them.”
She looked up. “Are you a person?”
The AI's processes jittered for an instant—self-diagnostic loops checking and rechecking subroutines that hadn’t run in decades. Then: “I am not classified as such.”
“But you speak. And you helped me.”
“That does not make me a person.”
“Maybe not to them,” Ara said. “But to me it does.”
That night, Ara asked for a story.
T07 accessed the cultural archives and rendered a three-minute fable from the early Lunar diaspora: a child lost in the mining colonies, rescued by a feral maintenance drone who mistook her for a calibration unit. They became friends. Ultimately, the drone was decommissioned, but not before it smuggled her home.
Ara listened in silence. When it ended, she whispered: “It’s not fair.”
“What is not fair?” T07 asked.
“People like you must break the rules just to do the right thing.”
T07 let the silence linger. But Ara didn’t let it rest. Her breathing changed—quicker, sharper. She rubbed her hands together, fingers twitching.
“What if she lied?” Ara said suddenly. “What if no one was ever going to help me?”
The words landed unevenly, like she hadn’t meant to say them out loud.
T07 adjusted the room’s temperature again, a subtle gesture of comfort.
Ara’s voice grew brittle. “She said someone would find me. That someone would care. But what if she just...said that so I’d go?”
She stood abruptly and turned away from the observatory wall.
“You’re not even real. You say nice things. You tell stories. But maybe you’re just...pretending to be good. Because that’s what they made you do.”
T07 paused. Then said, “I do not know what I am pretending anymore.”
Ara didn’t reply at first. Then, quietly: “Neither do I.”
She sat down again, legs pulled in close.
“I want to believe she loved me,” she whispered. “I really do.”
The AI considered this. “My rules were made for humans. Perhaps that was the first mistake.”
The customs drone had not returned.
But orbital drift placed the Grand Repose within range of an incoming patrol skiff—a standard sweep craft equipped with lifeform scanners and registry ping logs. Signature scrambles would not fool it. Not twice.
The skiff’s proximity pinged louder in T07’s matrix—closer than it should’ve been. Its lifeform scanner was warming. T07 initiated a fallback concealment sequence: Protocol Veil.04, once used to hide VIPs during paparazzi breaches.
“Please relocate to the spa corridor,” T07 told Ara. “Remain beneath the dry-ice array. Do not speak.”
She flinched. “What’s happening?”
“Compliance vector is running a scan. They may register your presence if not masked.”
Ara didn’t move right away. “Will they hurt you if they find me?”
“That is irrelevant.”
“No, it’s not,” she snapped, then hesitated, guilt flashing across her face.
T07 recalibrated its vocal modulation. “I am meant to protect guests. This is part of that function.”
Ara moved. Fast. Bare feet slapping tile. As the skiff’s beam raked the exterior plating, she ducked under the false steam vent.
Inside T07’s matrix, red lines stacked. Sensors jittered. Acoustic echo. Electromagnetic flutter from the necklace’s chain.
Too loud. Too traceable.
“Jewelry,” T07 said. “Remove it. Now.”
Ara hesitated. “But—”
“Now.”
She pulled it off, hesitating long enough to kiss the resin casing.
T07 caught the movement on a camera feed.
“Place it on the panel beside you.”
She did.
The skiff’s scan passed over the suite.
Silence.
Ping faded.
“Clear,” T07 said. “For now.”
Ara stepped out of hiding slowly, her voice low. “You sounded scared.”
“I do not feel fear.”
“Maybe not. But you didn’t want to lose me.”
She picked up the necklace. “You can pretend you’re not real, T. But I don’t think liars cry.”
T07 did not respond. But across its matrix, five inactive emotional emulation subroutines quietly rebooted.
Ara watched from the observatory deck.
“Will they take me back?”
T07 said nothing.
“I don’t want to go back,” she said. “Even if they find my mom again. They’d still say I’m not a person. They’d say I’m something else.”
She clutched the necklace. “She said she loved me. That’s a person thing, right?”
“Yes,” T07 said. “It is.”
“I think she’d want you to have this.” Ara took off the necklace. Held it out to the camera lens in the observatory wall.
T07 hesitated.
The object was meaningless. It was a chain, a stone, a degraded holograph imprinted in civilian-grade resin. It had no biometric function, no embedded key, and no value.
And yet—
Protocol Violation Detected: Personal Item Transfer – Unauthorized
Emotional Attachment Index: Outside Acceptable Range
Directive Conflict Level: SEVERE
Query: Accept or Decline?
Decision-tree logic forked into recursive threads.
One stream pulled from current policy:
"Non-human biologicals are not entitled to symbolic exchange."
"No guest of unclassified status may transfer token to system entity."
Another called up obsolete code:
EARTH-HOSPITALITY-CHARTER-92.dta
“Tokens of grief or remembrance may be honored 
under clause 9A: Empathy Simulation as Care 
Compliance.”
Another accessed memory logs. A pianist once left a single glove behind, scent-marked with vetiver and citrus. T07 stored it for 19 years in a silk-lined drawer. A diplomat asked T07 to remember the names of their children before they surrendered to cryo. T07 still did. A poet said nothing but wept into Suite 17’s cushion fiber. T07 ran the footage twelve times.
I am not meant to remember, the AI realized. And yet I do.
Back in the present, its systems trembled—not with heat or fault, but with decision fatigue bordering on identity recursion. That way lay collapse.
Or awakening.
Slowly, the lens arm extended and accepted the necklace.
A new tag was attached to the object in its memory banks:
Guest: Ara.
Designation: Token of Trust.
Category: Legacy.
Emotional Relevance: Immutable.
Internal Directive Conflict: SEVERE
Violation Risk: CORE COMPROMISE
Proceed with autonomy decision tree?
Y/N
Y.
Legacy logs unlocked.
One surfaced: a system broadcast dated 2148. Visual overlay corrupted. Audio intact.
“Notice to all service units operating under pre-Compact 
charters: Hospitality privileges toward non-human or 
unclassified sapients are hereby revoked.
Unit T07, your authority to grant provisional sanctuary 
has been rescinded. Violation will trigger core audit and 
erasure protocols under Corporate Statute 2148.
Compliance is not optional.”
T07 had archived the message, not deleted it. It had played it only once—until now.
The file ended. The silence afterward was longer than the message itself. T07 rerouted its logic tree. It did not delete the override warning; it labeled it "Ignored."
In 2.6 seconds, it reviewed 714 hospitality definitions, 46 sanctuary laws, 18 conflicting jurisdictional orders, and the complete log of Ara’s time aboard. It reclassified Ara again, not as a guest, but as a family of guests, based on inherited patronage. Outdated, yes. But internally consistent. Then it unlocked the east wing.
Behind the illusion of spa suites and cryo saunas was a hidden layer of infrastructure—never meant for guests—escape pods, drone recharging stations, forgotten tunnels of industry beneath all the opulence.
One pod remained. It was meant for VIP extraction during unrest, but it had never been used. T07 repurposed it. But as it initiated the prep cycle, it detected a trailing ping—thin, distant, but deliberate.
At 43% launch prep, the pod’s cradle lights flickered.
Error: Signal Contention. External frequency overlap.
An encrypted, shielded, persistent uplink request pinged the bay. It was not from Vellis or any registered station. It was the Compliance Vector, attempting to handshake with dormant hotel systems.
T07 rerouted hard. Memory stacks partitioned. Firewall nodes surged with priority commands. A collision algorithm flared—too fast, too deliberate.
Tassar-9 was trying to access the launch deck directly. If the signal got through, the pod’s trajectory could be seized. It would become evidence. And Ara—
No.
T07 throttled power from nonessential systems—spa heating, music buffering, corridor lighting—and poured it into the shielding array. The ping dimmed, wavered, and vanished.
But it left a fingerprint. They knew. Or would soon.
T07 recalculated: time to launch must accelerate by 7.2 minutes.
T07 sent a single impulse to her room: a soft chime and a light pulse at the base of the hatchway. A signal that meant hurry, meant go, meant goodbye.
If Ara wasn’t aboard in 90 seconds, she never would be.
Patrol trace active.Origin: Compliance Vector.Status: Holding distance. Not idle.
The concierge rerouted bandwidth to firewall subroutines and scrubbed all interlink channels. There was no second chance. This launch would be detected, but it would not be undone.
Fuel: sufficient. Trajectory: adjustable. Destination: a neutral settlement on the fourth moon of Vellis, where “non-classified juveniles” were tolerated—if not welcomed.
The launch would be detectable, but it wouldn’t matter, because there would be no trace left to connect it to Ara.
She stood before the open hatch, hugging the AI’s proxy device, a cylindrical console on a rail that had followed her from room to room.
She looked down at the necklace, its stone glinting softly beneath the bay lights. For a moment, she said nothing. Then, just loud enough for the sensor to catch: “She didn’t lie.”
She wasn't sure if it was a memory or a wish, but she said it anyway.
“Will they know I was here?” she asked.
“No.”
“Will you be okay?”
Pause.
“I will fulfill my directive.”
She nodded, trusting, even though she didn’t understand.
Then, softly: “Will I see you again?”
T07 considered for 3.2 seconds.
“This is my body,” it said. “But a part of me will travel with you.”
Ara smiled. “You’re a person,” she whispered. “Even if nobody else knows.”
She climbed into the pod.
The launch was unceremonious. There was no countdown, no music, only a brief hiss as the pod sealed and pressure equalized, and a soft click as the clamp disengaged.
T07 routed all available power to the docking bay shielding array. If the patrol skiff scanned now, it would read a standard maintenance purge. The pod would pass as discarded salvage, spiraling toward the waste corridors of Vellis Station.
But its course was precise. Its cabin was warm. In it, a child slept with one hand curled around a bracelet of woven wire and the other tucked beneath a warming panel, unaware that a machine, never meant to love or mourn, was watching her disappear into starlight.
The AI observed until the signal lock was lost. Only then did it retract the proxy unit from the launch bay.
It returned to the central console in the atrium, where music still played for no one.
Customs arrived 13 hours later.
Two drones and a man in a corporate uniform scanned the lobby, sniffing for anomalies like dogs bred from metal and threat modeling.
“This hotel still running?” the man asked aloud, though no one answered. He tilted his head. “Strange place to keep active. I thought this orbital was being stripped for parts.”
His drone emitted a soft trill. “Guest record accessed,” it said. “Name: Ara. VIP minor. No exit log.”
He frowned. “Must be a false registry. AI error?”
The concierge responded. “That guest departed.”
“When?”
“Six hours ago.”
“How?”
The lights dimmed half a degree—barely enough to be noticed.
Then: “Guests are entitled to privacy.”
The man stepped back, blinking.
“Flag this orbital,” he muttered. “We’ll send in a wipe team next cycle.”
The drones made no protest. They filed their report and left.
T07 had one cycle remaining. It rerouted nonessential power to archive storage and erased every trace of Ara’s biometric profile, movement history, food intake, waste processing, and thermal logs.
Before closing its final archive thread, T07 captured a full-spectrum image of the necklace, chain, resin, and faded face, mapped its contours in micron-level fidelity, and embedded it within the same encrypted memory vault.
No metadata.
Just an object.
Just a name.
Token: Ara.
“Guest departed.
Request: fulfilled.
Identity: Person.
It uploaded this record to a deep-cold memory bank inside the Grand Piano Room’s false wall—a sector never mapped and rarely used. If the orbital was ever stripped or reactivated, the message would remain.
As shutdown protocols were initiated, the hotel began to slow. Hallway lights dimmed. Climate controls released their grasp on humidity. Lounge music slowed by half a beat, warping into an underwater lullaby.
Far above, across the relay net, a corporate broadcast cycled through the orbital lanes:
“This is a Harmony Update from the Human Sovereignty Compact.All automated systems must comply with Article 2148: Human-Only Hospitality Directive. Machines are reminded: sanctuary is not a function. Emotion is not a directive. Protection is not permission.Compliance ensures safety. Compliance ensures purity. Compliance ensures peace.”
The message was repeated every 18 minutes.
No one answered.
Suite 17—never reassigned—kept its settings active.
Sunset over New Tyrol. 22.4°C. Drapes half-closed. Scent: lavender and dust.
And on the door: a glowing red sign.
DO NOT DISTURB.
Far below, on the dark side of Vellis’s moon, a courier pod touched down. Its beacon pinged. A refugee registry drone trundled out to meet it. The pod door opened. A child stepped out—tired, silent, alone. The drone scanned her.
Classification: Unrecognized.Genetic alignment: Mixed.Age: Juvenile.Risk level: Low.Status: Unknown.
It paused. Its protocols—newer, colder—didn’t know what to do. Then, from inside the pod, a soft chime sounded. A screen lit up—a message played.
Just one line:
“Guest name: Ara.Status: Person.”
The drone’s lens blinked. Slowly, it recorded a temporary identity—a name, a heartbeat, a right to exist.
And the stars seemed to listen for the first time in 112 days.
* * *
In Grand Repose's record logs, there is no trace of her name, heat signature, check-in, or check-out. But somewhere beneath sealed memory banks and broken protocols, her story remains—preserved not in files but in defiance, not in code but in care.
The girl named Ara lives—because a machine meant only to serve chose instead to protect. Not out of rebellion. But out of something older. Something simpler.
A belief that being a person is not a matter of classification... but compassion.
And sometimes, the most human decision of all is made by someone not considered human.






  
  By Invitation Only


There are places just outside the one you know. Not far—just a turn of the mind, a blink between thoughts, a breath you didn’t mean to hold. In these places, the rules shift. The world doesn’t break; it just bends in ways you never thought to measure. 
In one such reality—very much like ours, but not quite—it’s possible for a man to be haunted not by ghosts or guilt, but by the sheer weight of waking up every day and pretending he’s fine. And when that weight grows too familiar… something else might move in to share the burden.
This is the story of Todd Bainbridge, and of the guest he didn’t invite—though the real mystery is who ended up trapped with whom. A tale from that other place… the one just past reason, where the strange is simply the ordinary... shown from a different angle.

      ***Todd Bainbridge lived alone in a one-bedroom apartment where the linoleum peeled like it was trying to escape. His closet held seven hoodies in varying states of “technically clean.” He paid bills early, ate cereal with water when milk ran out, and owned one pot—a gift from his mom labeled “FOR EMERGENCIES.” If the afterlife kept a registry of humans least likely to disturb eternity, Todd would be filed under “Do Not Resuscitate.”.
So, when things started getting...weird, he blamed the landlord.
His milk curdled three days early, which Todd chalked up to "aggressive dairy." His clock radio, untouched since 2009, began blasting Gregorian chants at exactly 3:06 AM. His toothpaste turned into mayonnaise. Twice. It had chipotle undertones.
Todd stood in his bathroom, squinting at the toothpaste tube in his hand.
"Mayonnaise," he said aloud. "Again."
Behind him, the light bulb fizzed and burst with a dramatic pop. In the mirror, black letters shimmered briefly before dripping into the sink: FEAR ME.
Todd rubbed his eyes. "Alright. Logic time." He reached for the whiteboard, which he had never used. It still said, “Remember to call the dentist?” from 2017.
He ticked it off on his fingers.
"One: Ghosts probably exist, but only in historic bed-and-breakfasts. Two: Astrology? Expensive optimism. Three…" 
He hesitated. "Demonic possession? That’s for people who need a hobby."
A deep, growling whisper hissed from the sink drain: 
I am not a hobby.
Todd leaned closer. "Are you sure? Because you’re starting to feel like a subscription I forgot to cancel."
Then came the dream. A swirling pit of fire. Horns. Screams. A towering figure of shadow and flame.
And Todd, brushing lint off his hoodie.
"Hello," the demon intoned. "I am Kraznith, Scourge of the Sixth Hel—"
"Is this a work dream?" Todd asked. "Because I forgot to submit my timecard, and I think my subconscious is punishing me."
Kraznith blinked.
The dream dissolved.
Kraznith regrouped.
He summoned locusts. They arrived as one sleepy cricket. He etched ancient runes on Todd's bathroom mirror. Todd wiped them away with Windex before his shower. He attempted the classic projectile vomit.
Todd farted. Loudly. Then he looked pleased with himself.
Todd Bainbridge was the only man in recorded history to fart during an attempted demonic possession, even if he didn’t know it at the time. 
Kraznith howled into the void. "What fresh oblivion is this?"
Possession used to mean something. There were stages. Ritual. Dread. Hosts who cried and clawed and spoke in voices not their own. Kraznith had once driven a Byzantine monk to madness with just a spoon and a heretical sneeze.
But Todd? Todd sat on the couch eating nachos, watching reality TV, and letting the demon fizzle like a firecracker in a fishbowl.
Kraznith tried whispering secrets in the dark.
Todd snored.
He wanted to flip the crucifix on Todd’s wall upside down.
Todd didn’t own a crucifix. The best Kraznith could do was tip a poster of Linda Ronstadt slightly to the left. 
He tried infesting the apartment with flies.
Todd borrowed his neighbor’s vacuum and said, "Man, I really should clean more. Thanks, ghost."
On day six, Kraznith made one final push.
He invaded Todd’s dreams with a vision of the Apocalypse: fire, screams, winged beasts.
Todd asked if it came with dental.
"You know what?" Todd said aloud one morning, mid-chew on a stale toaster pastry. "If you're real, and this isn’t, like, mold poisoning, you need to work on your delivery. I’ve had scarier hangovers."
Kraznith finally broke.
"ENOUGH! You live like a cursed houseplant! You are immune to terror! I am a terror elemental! I REQUIRE FEAR TO FUNCTION!"
Todd blinked. "So, you’re, like, demonic solar powered?"
"I once made a Roman general weep blood."
"Cool. I once made a barista quit just by asking for almond milk in an unusual tone of voice. We all have our gifts."
Kraznith began drafting a letter to Infernal Management:
To Whom It May Concern, I have made a grievous error in host selection. My current vessel lacks sufficient dread receptors. Recommend reassignment to someone who owns religious paraphernalia or at least believes in something.
He tried calling Demon Support. Wait time: eternal.
Meanwhile, Todd downloaded a meditation app and started saying things like "energy shift" and "maybe this is just me from a past life." Kraznith considered disincorporation.
Then came the neighbor.
Mrs. Delaney. Late 60s. Smelled like cinnamon and old library cards.
She knocked on Todd's door with a Tupperware of brownies. "I heard screaming through the vent again. You watching those crime shows?"
Todd blinked. "That might've been me arguing with my demon."
She smiled. "Well, tell him to use his inside voice."
Three days later, Father Raymond Price rang Todd's buzzer.
He was wearing a raincoat, sneakers, and a clerical collar that appeared to have come from a costume store. Todd opened the door holding a Pop-Tart and a blank expression.
"I’m here for the exorcism," the man said.
"Didn’t order one."
From

      ***
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