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​FOREWORD

For a large part of my life, I was living a lie. Let’s call it a pre-truth. You see, I’d tell people I was a fiction writer. They ask what I’d published. 

I’d  show  them  my  interviews  and  reviews  that  I  wrote  for  Gateways Magazine. That’s not fiction. 

I’d  show  them  my  technical  articles  in  DBTA  Journal  and  in International Spectrum Magazine. That’s not fiction. 

My articles for Business Week and eWeek. That’s not fiction. 

I’d show them drafts and snippets of unfinished, stories. Those were fiction but they were crumbs, not a whole meal. 

For me, there are four kinds of writers, you see: Private, Protected, Public, and Published. 

Private  –  if  you  write  in  a  journal  or  a  diary,  you  are  a  writer.  It doesn’t matter that you are your entire audience. You are a writer. 

Protected – if you write for just family or a close circle of friends. 

People who are predisposed to laugh, or cry, or exclaim in exactly the right places, you are a writer. 

Public  –  if  you  put  your  stories  out  there,  brave  the  feedback  of strangers, you are a writer. 

Published – but, if you ask for money in exchange for your stories, you owe it to the readers to be worth every penny, every second of their time. The published author is no more a writer, no less a writer, than the other three kinds. 

I published Adjacent Fields twelve years after I started writing it. It was my third novel. It was also the first one worth reading. Writing is a muscle. The others were training, rehearsal. 

Today,  I  have  two  published  novels,  several  published  novellas, many published short stories — including five stories that are in a cultural time capsule on the Moon — and more work coming. 

I can say that I’ve been all four kinds of writer. The pre-truth has transformed into actual truth. And it has been a long, twisty road getting here. 

Whatever it is that you want to do creatively, understand that if you ask others to contribute their time to it — as I ask you, my readers to contribute your time — you owe them something back. 

Writing, as with most art, is really a dialog. You never know what the reader, the listener, the viewer, is bringing to what you create. I respect my readers. I appreciate all of you. And I thank you for lending me your time. 


— Charles Barouch, Writer
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Shadows on the Water

It’s the height of summer. Staying indoors is driving me mad. 

I’m so tired of the new rules. It isn’t about disagreeing with them. They aren’t arbitrary, they’re written in blood. Still, I want to stand on a street corner at noon just to feel the sun, the heat off the roads, see the glare on the shop windows. I miss shop windows in daylight. 

Six months ago, I took all of that for granted. We all did. 

People  complained  about  the  noise,  the  traffic,  and  the latest  crop  of  city-folk  moving  into  our  sleepy  little  town. 

Back then, I was the one reminding folk that our town was dying, that these newcomers were saving what was left, not burying  it.  That  was  the  stupid,  useless  sort  of  things  we worried about back before. 

Then, on a Tuesday morning, they were suddenly here. 

Not  another  influx  of  new  people.  No,  these  things  aren’t people. Not remotely like us. And when they attacked, they didn’t give preference to recent arrivals or longtime residents. 

They didn’t discriminate by race or age or gender. They ate everyone they could reach. News had no mention of them. 

Whatever  they  were,  we  were  the  only  recipients  of  their attention. 

We call them the Gibberlings because of the sound they make. The sound they make when their mouths are empty. 

The other sound, the one when their mouths are full…it rings in my ears even when I’m locked away safe. 

We figured out the rules quickly. They are short and have three  legs,  so  we  climb  better  than  they  do.  They  have  no hands, so doorknobs are a barrier. Individually, they are weak and slow. 

​12 

Charles Barouch

They hate darkness and hide all night. Best of all, water destroys them. 

That last one, we thought that was our answer. The town spent an evening, we really came together — worked together

— and got every lawn sprinkler and fire hydrant and anything that would hold more than a drop or two of water, even water balloons, set and ready. Dawn came and we hit them with all of it. Nature even complied. There was a torrential rainstorm. 

They do this thing when the water hits. It sounds like a sizzle, like water hitting a hot pan, but they don’t burn. They freeze. They freeze and then crack and then fall to pieces. For one of us, a person who has seen the horror of them eating people  and  pets  and  farm  animals,  it  was  beautiful.  If  you can’t understand that, it’s because you’ve been lucky enough to have never faced the Gibberlings. 

It  was  a  moment  of  victory,  a  day  of  celebration.  The streets were clear of them. The next morning there were just as many around. And it wasn’t that they rose from the shards of  their  dead,  because  we  swept  the  sidewalks  clean.  And they didn’t wander in from outside the perimeter of water. 

They were just there. It was as if the rays of the rising sun spawned  them.  Short,  mottled-skinned,  hungry,  and  slow, they roamed the sidewalk. If we had been braver, they would have eaten us all. We weren’t. 

Everyone  greeted  the  sun  that  day  from  indoors.  We watched, hoping, until first light. The weight of our failure was unbearable. That was then. 

Today will be different, at least for me. It’s nearly two hours before first light. I am outside. I choose to be outside. 

I am going to feel the sun, not by leaning out a window, not by standing with my face pressed to glass. And, I assure you, this isn’t suicide by monster. There’s a plan here. I intend to survive in defiance of the creatures. 
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When  I  was  a  little  kid,  my  family  used  to  picnic  by Kaisen Lake. I don’t remember it, we stopped going when my mom died. I was three. There are pictures, though. My mom took hundreds of pictures during those five brief years that she and dad went up to picnic, row a boat, and recharge. 

Since she was usually behind the camera, I only have one or two of her. No selfies for my mom. She didn’t do that. 

So I decided to free myself of the rules up here at the lake. 

It was an hour’s drive. If the Gibberlings destroy the car, and they’ve been known to mass up on objects and break them with their combined weight, I can hike back at night. If not, I’ll have an easy trip after. 

The lake itself is my safety. I’m on an inner tube, smack dab in the middle of the water. They have no technology, no ropes, no bridges, no flying-what-have-yous. In a world full of monsters, I will brave the daylight and feel the sun with nothing to protect me but the tube, my bathing suit, and the countless gallons of Kaisen Lake. 

I watch the sun rising, that traitorous morning star. For the first time, I get an eye-level view of the Gibberlings. They really  are  spawned  —  or  summoned,  or  phased  into  our world, or…I don’t know really — by the kiss of those rays. 

Not there in the dark. Appearing in the sunlight. Flashlights don’t call them up. 

My  headlights  on  the  ride  up  here  summoned  none  of them. They aren’t creatures of light. They are creatures of the sun. Banished when it departs, back when it arrives. 

There’s  been  theories  like  that.  Now  I  have  proof.  I’m sure others have already confirmed it. Hell, everybody has video equipment nowadays. If it’s been done, no one shared their findings with me. 

Slowly, they start massing up into little clumps, here and there,  along  the  edge  of  the  water.  The  monsters  seem  to
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know, to sense me, immediately. It’s just another odd thing about our tiny little apocalypse. 

In the movies, the disease or zombie or whatever, creates a breakdown of society. This wasn’t that. The nights are safe. 

Buildings are safe. We’ve just shifted our schedules and kept the lights on. My apartment has power. I have Wi-Fi. Phone towers need replacing more often but our phones still work. 

Some  of  us  have  been  doing  the  good  work  of  getting  the news out to others. 

Of all the ways for the world to end, this might be the most civil. If they expand out, humans will be culled but not extinguished  in  a  single,  brutal  rush.  Our  death  will  come. 

Too  many  food  animals  will  go.  Too  many  fields  will  be trampled during the day. Rooftop gardens will be enough for a  while,  especially  once  the  mass  of  humanity  has  been severely reduced. 

I go back to watching the shore. One runs into the water. 

Splash. Sizzle. Freeze. Shatter. Sink. 

Another tries. Same sequence. They want me. This time of  year  they  have  about  fourteen  hours,  maybe  sixteen,  to accomplish their goal. The online almanac says sundown is at  eight  forty-five.  But  there  are  no  mountains  here,  just  a large, flat area. So I suspect that they’ll get a little extra time as a result. I’m not worried. 

I have a small waterproof bag tied to my waist. It dangles below  the  inner  tube  and  holds  my  cold  drinks  and  a  little food.  I’ve  fasted  before,  I  don’t  really  need  the  food.  The water, however, is both hydration and defense. Not that I’ll need  the  second  part  of  that  equation.  The  lake  is  teeming with protection. 

The other things in my bag are a cell phone, in its own waterproof case, and some sunscreen. Even if I hadn’t been shut-in for six months, skin can burn. In this brave new world
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maybe I should skip the sunscreen and wear the redness and peeling as a trophy. 

Practicality demands that I use it, though. So, I probably will. 

Another  splash  and  sizzle.  Then  another.  Most  of  the groups are just milling about. The risk-takers, the ones diving in and dying, all seem to be from one group on the east side of the lake. 

Not all the ones on that side, just one small group. 

I  start  watching  for  a  pattern.  Boredom  is  already beginning to set in. This idea, it was brilliant when I came up with it. It was rebellious and powerful. The reality? Less so. 

Fourteen  or  sixteen  hours  of  anything  is  hard  to  do.  The penalty for leaving early is death, so here I float, watching the Gibberlings commit suicide and knowing they’ll be back to full strength tomorrow. 

East  to  west,  the  lake  is  a  quarter  mile  across.  The monsters can jump but I’ve never heard of one that can best seven or eight feet. Some of the ones in that insane little pack are taking running jumps. Under three feet by what I can see. 

Unimpressive. 

I watch for a while but even their deaths, and their desire for my death, gets boring after a while. I pull up the bag and put on some sunscreen. As I look down into the water, I can see  that  there’s  no  sign  of  fish.  Somehow  the  Gibberlings have gotten them, too. Perhaps some cagey ones are still safe, hiding during the day. 

All I know is this lake used to be filled with schools of all  sorts.  The  park  rangers  had  a  devil  of  time  chasing  off fishermen.  The  lake  was  protected  back  then.  Now  it’s protecting me. 

After I reseal the bag and put it away in the water, I look back at the shoreline. Still just the one group trying. That’s when something new occurs. In all my sightings, from my
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window, in all the videos people have shared, I’ve never seen one so big. It was the size of a large horse. The three legged structure of their bodies was ill suited to its bulk. The creature wobbled as it walked, a crazy, drunken, lurching motion. 

One  of  the  others  was  between  it  and  the  lake.  Bulky pushed it in. 

Splash. Sizzle. Freeze. Shatter. Sink. 

Then Bulky sat back and swept a leg forward, shoving another Gibberling into the water. Then another. There was a glint on the water. I thought it was the sun reflected through a bit of the spray that was thrown up by Bulky’s actions. It wasn’t. 

The glint stayed steady as it pushed another into the lake. 

No, it didn’t stay, it grew slightly. 

The other groups moved toward the big beast. They were lining up to be pushed. It was the opposite of what we think of with every species on Earth. They were volunteering for death. 

Splash. Sizzle. Freeze. Shatter. Sink. 

Over and over again. 

The glint was bigger, more glaring. A few more went in and I began to understand. The ones being pushed in were leaving a tiny bit of cold as they died. The glint was bigger because the ice was expanding. It was just a matter of time. 

The  patch  was  getting  larger,  the  lake  wasn’t.  They  had enough hours to make it to the middle. 

I started to paddle a bit to the west. That’s when I saw another group forming there as well. Another group pushing members in and building their own path. It wasn’t just the end for me. 

This was the end of humanity. I floated alone in the middle of  Kaisen  Lake  and  said  aloud  the  words  that  would  be humankind’s epitaph: The Gibberlings were learning. 
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Shadows of the Mind

Allison: Seven Years Old

Mommy and daddy are fighting again. They do that a lot. I keep asking why and they say I won’t understand. It’s not fair. When they get mad, I get punished more. They should have to explain it. Maybe I can fix it. 

Yesterday  was  the  worst.  The  very  baddest  is  when there’s no shouting. It was like that. All quiet but angry. I get into mommy’s head to hear better so I know it’s worse. 

Daddy thinks mommy is doing things — sex things —

with the man across the hall. Mommy thinks about that all the time, but she doesn’t do anything. She also thinks about the woman one floor down, but daddy doesn’t seem to have figured that out yet. 

I won’t tell. Things are bad enough. 

I’ve tried climbing into daddy’s head but I don’t fit there. 

Mommy is all like cozy blankets in her brain but daddy is like that curly wire they put on the top of the fence where daddy works. All prickly and cactus-like, but also all steely and bad. 

Allison: Seven and Three Quarters They had the big fight today. Early. Before school and work and stuff. 

When Mommy picked me up from school, she sent me to stay with the neighbor, the one she like-likes downstairs on  the  third  floor.  Mommy  was  all  teary  and  telling  me  it would  be  okay,  but  I  climbed  inside  and  I  knew  she  was

​18 

Charles Barouch

running away. She did do something with Mr. Rashid across the hall. It wasn’t just her dreamy-thing. It was disgusting, but I watched her memories anyway. 

When  I  climbed  back  into  my  own  head,  she  was  like freaking out. I forgot that mommy didn’t like seeing me all boneless like I get. I try not to let anyone see me when I do it. 

Hadn’t  been  caught  in  so  long,  I  forgot  why.  Molly, mommy’s sexdreams friend, was trying to comfort her. A lot. 

Mommy took me upstairs and she made me watch her unpack. 

Maybe it was a good thing she saw me empty. 

Allison: Eight and a Half

This time going empty wasn’t enough. Mommy called Doctor Ross and she left while I was getting checked. You should have seen the doctor when she realized mommy had walked out. I had to call the police for help. Doctor Ross was more scared than I was. She was just curled up in a ball, crying. I climbed in and found out her mommy walked out on her, too. 

I wasn’t sure why that was such a big deal. I knew she’d do it eventually. How come the doctor didn’t know? 

I forget sometimes how much I know because I climb in and look. She probably can’t. If I ever met anyone who can, they’ve kept it hidden, a secret. I sure don’t tell people about it. That would be stupid. People get weird about stuff. I saw this show where a woman healed a sick baby and the town killed her for doing it. Called her a witch. 

I know that’s pretend but it felt like things I see in other people’s  heads.  Most  people  I  climb  into  are  mad  about something. 
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Allison: Ninth Birthday

My  daddy  asked  what  I  wanted  and  I  told  him.  He  was confused. See, I said I wanted to tell him a truth and he had to pinky swear to keep it. He didn’t like
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