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            FOREWORD

          

          GOOD READERS LIKE YOU DESERVE A TREAT

          BY MARK LESLIE
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        * * *

      

      C’mon.

      Yeah, I’m talking to you.

      Who’s a good reader? Are you a good reader?

      Don’t you deserve something deliciously fun?

      Yeah. You do. And I’ve got it for you here.

      C’mon this way. Follow me. Let’s walk together through this gate and into that large old barn silhouetted so brilliantly by the bright sliver of moonlight that backlights it perfectly. I mean, in the daylight it looks like a normal barn. But on a night like this, doesn’t it take on a most peculiar and interesting appeal?

      Yeah, I know, you can smell something strange, something wicked perhaps, coming from inside. It’s okay. You’ll be fine. I’ll be with you.

      Keep walking. We’re almost inside. And once we get there, I’ll introduce you to Angelique Fawns, a few of her human friends, and several other creatures that she’d like to share with you.

      Angelique is, of course, no stranger to our furry and feathered animal friends. How could she not when living on a farm? But after dark, this particular barn houses far more interesting creatures than the ones you might expect to find within. The animals and creatures she’ll be introducing you tonight will linger long in your imagination.

      When we get inside, she’ll relay to you tales about a talking iguana, a disgruntled robot parakeet, a demon chicken, and even a man trapped in the body of a horse. We’ll hear the melodic chaos that sounds within a free-run chicken farm, and gasp at the telepathic alien bugs who have invaded this planet. We’ll be moved by a tale about a dog willing to die for its human, but also a human willing to go out on a limb for his dog.

      Angelique will also introduce us to a few other writers who’ll share fascinating tales.

      Pete Lead will offer a comedic look at a beach from a shark’s perspective.

      Jennifer Lesh Fleck will gallop into your shadowy memories.

      Yelena Crave will move us with a story of avian love and death.

      Human soldiers confront alien alpacas in a tale relayed to us by Brandon Case.

      And Jade C. Wildy will introduce us to canine-like creatures taking liberties with divine intervention.

      Doctor Moreau’s island will have nothing on the peculiar pets and other creatures you’re about to be introduced to.

      So c’mon. You’re almost through the doorway.

      That’s right. Step up. Step in.

      That’s it. Who’s a good reader?

      And good readers deserve a treat.

      Your treat awaits inside.

      

      Mark Leslie

      

      October 2023
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        * * *

      

      First published: July 2022

      After the Gold Rush

      

      In a future world where pets are outlawed, how far will one man go for his dog? This story was selected as one of the best speculative shorts of 2022 by Tangent On-line.
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            THE LAST OF THE GEN XERS

          

          BY ANGELIQUE FAWNS

        

      

    

    
      The blue Cadillac DeVille looked completely out of place driving down the solar-powered street in Colony 12. White clouds floated behind skyscrapers with green roofs and reflective panels. The spring tulips in sidewalk planters added a splash of color to the pristine neighbourhood. The Cadillac’s tires squeaked as they rolled over the grooves in the metal road. Frank took his favorite Depeche Mode cassette out of the glovebox and slipped it into the car’s console player. He bobbed his head in time to the pulsing electronic music. He kept his long grey hair pulled back into a bun and it bounced against the collar of his white t-shirt. His shoulders relaxed and his knuckles loosened on the wheel as he cruised. 

      He’d been dreading this day for months. The notification was still flashing red on his phone from the backseat where he’d tossed it earlier.  

      It was almost curfew, so very few vehicles were on the road. Frank squinted into the setting sun. He rarely took the old car out for a cruise, but he needed to come up with a plan. He thought best while driving. In his rear-view mirror he saw blue and red lights. He heard the high-pitched siren. The magnetic bike had a large clear bubble protecting the grey-uniformed officer. He slammed his hands on his steering wheel. Groaning, he turned off the music and pulled over.  

      The officer’s brunette hair was pulled into ponytail under her cap and her lips pursed tight when she knocked on his window, “Hope you are having a pleasant day, I’m Officer Natalie.” 

      Frank rolled down his window using the manual handle, “You must be new in this neighbourhood. Most the cops round here know me. If you wanted me to have a pleasant day you wouldn’t have pulled me over.” 

      Looking like she ate something bad, she looked at the car’s red velour interior and gleaming dashboard. She whacked her hand a couple of times on the hood. 

      “You do know that gas-guzzling enviro monsters like this were outlawed in the Pollution Reforms of 2030? This thing should have been off the road 20 years ago,” her eyebrows furrowed as she pulled out her handheld computer. 

      “I have a permit letter,” Frank slammed open his glove box and riffled through the debris. Officer Natalie put her hands on her hips, “On paper? You’re going to show me something on paper? That was also outlawed in 2040! Where is your official electronic document? It should be on your phone.” 

      “I can never figure out how to use that dratted thing, ah, here it is,” Frank pulled out a letter with the official stamp from the Senator of Environment and handed it to Officer Natalie. 

      She took it like he was giving her a piece of dead cat. Officer Natalie gave it a cursory look and tucked it into her pocket, “A piece of murdered tree isn’t going to get you off the hook for polluting our city with this... this criminal car!” 

      “Give me that back! Senator Tom Fitzgerald is an old friend of mine. We used to play golf together.” Frank’s face burned red. 

      “Senator Fitzgerald is retired and golf is an outlawed activity. I can't believe the water and fertilizer your generation used to waste,” Officer Natalie shook her head and typed into her handheld computer, “Sir, I am going to impound your car.” 

      “Wait! Just a god-darned minute here,” Frank undid his seat belt and reached into his backseat, searching for his phone. 

      His back ached from the unnatural twist of his spin and for a panicky moment he couldn’t find it. Thankfully, the notification was still flashing and he saw a bit of red deep in the crack of the backseat near the seatbelt. His shaking fingers located the phone and he pulled himself back into the driver’s seat. Stabbing at the screen, he tried to find the ‘important document’ folder his younger neighbour had created for him before she’d relocated. 

      “Sir, I am going to have to ask you to get out of the car, the tow will be here shortly,” Officer Natalie ran her hands over the Cadillac door, figuring out how the handle worked. 

      “Give me a minute, damn it,” Frank clicked open the file labelled, “AUTOMOTIVE EXCEPTION”. In the rear-view mirror he saw a large platform with cranes moving slowly down the road, thin slats of metal inserted into the road sparking as the magnetic energy pulled it along. 

      Officer Natalie pulled open his door, “Sir, you really have to get out of the car.” 

      “Here it is! I found it. This is a historical car, see? See!” Frank thrust his phone at her, his whole arm quivering with adrenaline. 

      She took his phone, frowned at the screen, and scanned the code on the document into her computer. 

      “Very well, Frank Bulsara. I don’t see how the needs of one man is more important than the lungs of an entire city, but carry on.” 

      Officer Natalie typed quickly into her computer and the tow vehicle screeched to a halt. She gave Frank his phone back, got on her bike, and waved him on.  

      Taking a shuddering breath, he drove back to his apartment. His building stuck out like a Neanderthal. It was the only structure without a green roof and solar panels. Many of the windows were boarded up. Frank drove the Cadillac into the underground parking and had no problems finding a spot to park. The dark dank space was empty except for a few containers of gas Frank had managed to buy from some shady friends. Ignoring his screaming knees, he carefully walked up the ten flights of stairs to his penthouse. He was greeted by a wiggling dog with the typical boxer’s pug nose. 

      “Buster, my beautiful boy,” Frank patted the grey hair on his dog’s head. “Did you miss Daddy? Were you a good boy? Do you want to visit your roof?” Buster looked hopefully at his leash hanging by the front door. 

      “Sorry bud, no walking outside. Not since they outlawed all you resource-wasting varmints. You’re lucky to have your own private pee pad." 

      Buster gave Frank a doleful look and walked over to a scratched wood door. Frank opened it up to a rusty fire escape and watched the metal swaying with the weight of the scrambling dog.  

      He took his phone out of his back pocket and looked at the red alert again. 
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        Your building is scheduled for Enviro-Updating. All residents must vacate their apartments by Monday May 30th, 2050. If you cannot find suitable accommodations, space will be found for you in your local Green Commune.  

      

      

      Frank peered at the calendar on his dry-ice fridge. Blinking a couple times in the dying light, he confirmed it was Sunday, May 29th. Without any solar panels, there was no electricity feed to his apartment. The city grid had been shut down a year ago. All electricity came from wind or sun. To warm up the chilly evening air, he lit the wood-burning stove in the corner. He’d been scavenging wood furniture for fuel from the other deserted apartments. That source was almost depleted. Buster scratched at the door and Frank let him in. 

      “Alright Bud. I don’t think we can hide out here any longer,” Frank said. “I got my approval to visit the States of Freedom. They don’t have to know it’s a one-way ticket.” 

      Buster wagged his tail and laid down on a moth-eaten mattress by the fire.  

      “Okay. We leave first thing in the morning,” Frank opened a can of beans and shared it with his dog.  

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Frank struggled down the stair. It was tough to balance dragging a small suitcase with one hand while being pulled by a dog with the other. The boxer grabbed the leash between his teeth, growling and dancing around the parking garage.  

      “Buster, take it easy! Let me help you up boy,” Frank opened up the trunk of the Cadillac DeVille and carefully eased the big dog in. 

       “Never could have hidden you in one of those new-fangled magnetic vehicles, could we? Stay quiet boy. As soon as we’re past the border, I’ll let you out. I may not agree with all those southern politics, but at least I can have a dog.” 

      The morning sun rose in a bright fury of red as Frank drove the 20 minutes to the Border Gate. A chain link fence separated the meticulous metal roads, wind turbines, and skyscrapers of the Canadian Colonies from the reforested buffer zone to the States of Freedom. The 100-mile swath of land was broken up by a two-lane highway of cracked asphalt. The “eat and buy” local directives had reduced travel and cross-border trade to almost nothing.  

      Frank pulled up to the small customs hut and rolled down his window.  

      “Well, who do we have here? Frank Bulsara and his Tin Lizzy,” Officer Natalie sat in the shed, her lips curled up in a sneer.  

      Frank stomach lurched, “Officer Natalie, what are you doing here?” 

      “I’m a roads officer. This is a road,” she grinned. 

      “I have my ‘Intent to Visit’ form filled out on my phone. Can you open the gate please?” Frank showed her his screen and knew his armpits were darkening with sweat. He prayed Buster would stay silent.  

      “You can’t drive that vehicle on the highway,” Officer Natalie examined her nails, her eyes gleaming mischievously.  

      “Of course, I can. The States of Freedom stopped manufacturing gas vehicles, but they didn’t outlaw them," Frank said. 

      Was that a whimper he heard from the trunk? His heart sped up. 

      “No gas vehicles in the buffer zone. That’s what it’s for. To minimize harmful fumes,” she glared at him. 

      “But I have an exemption, you saw it!” Frank spoke louder. Buster whimpered.  

      “Your ‘exemption’ is good for Colony 12 roads. Not the highway. Our government owns the buffer zone. I’m the government agent here today. No, you won’t be going through this gate with that gas guzzler.”  

      He nodded at her magnetic road bike, parked beside the shed, “magnetic vehicles can’t drive on concrete. If gas vehicles can’t use the highway, what can?” 

      Officer Natalie shrugged, “Solar-powered? I can’t remember the last time a car went through that wasn’t a tourist shuttle.” 

      “Solar-powered cars are only for the stupidly rich! How am I supposed to--” 

      Buster whined. Officer Natalie twisted her head, “what do you have in the car, Frank? What am I hearing?” 

      “Nothing,” Frank coughed. “I have a bit of a cold coming on.” 

      He heard a short yip from the trunk and pushed on his gas pedal, revving it. The roar of the Cadillac’s engine drowned out any noise from Buster.  

      “Sir! You’re polluting!” Officer Natalie shook her finger at Frank. 

      Frank slammed the car in reverse and drove away from the Border Gate, not even looking in his rear-view mirror. His hands were shaking so badly he found a side street and pulled over. Tears dripped down his face and a sob escaped him. Buster whined and began barking. Short harsh barks. Frank got out of the car and popped the trunk. The boxer stood on his hind legs and licked the tears off Frank's face. 

      “What are we going to do, Buster?” Frank buried his face in the dog’s neck. “We’re evicted as of today. There is no place to hide.” 

      The dog whined softly. 

      “Even if I could find a solar car, how could I afford it?” Frank heard his own voice crack. He wouldn’t survive having Buster dragged away from him. The authorities would have to put the both of them down. 

      His dog’s ears perked up when the road began humming. A magnetic car turned the corner. Frank gently shut the
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