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  FOREWORD


  by Alex Shvartsman


  



  How do you follow a hit?


  In 2012, I set out to create something that wasn’t available in the speculative anthology space—a collection of humorous short stories. As a reader, I was frustrated with the dearth of science fiction and fantasy venues for such material. This kind of book was something I’d welcome, and I was betting there were enough fans of the lighter fare who wanted it, too. And thus, Unidentified Funny Objects was born.


  The book was a success, well-received by both critics and the reading public. But my ambitions extended beyond creating a single hit. I envisioned UFO as an annual series of anthologies, providing a consistent outlet for the type of light-hearted, optimistic short story that is seldom seen elsewhere. But how do you provide that consistent experience and yet keep things fresh? UFO2 is my attempt to answer this question with:


  New headliners: Robert Silverberg and Esther Friesner are among the exciting group of well-known authors to lend their talents to the UFO series.


  Familiar worlds: Jody Lynn Nye, K.G. Jewell, and Matt Mikalatos revisit the characters and settings they created for the first UFO volume. Each story is a stand-alone and can be enjoyed without having read the previous installment, but it’s a nice bit of continuity, and an extra reason for new readers to seek out the inaugural anthology.


  Different lengths: UFO was packed with twenty-nine shorter stories. UFO2 includes nineteen mostly-longer tales.


  Picture it: This book includes original illustrations for nine of the stories, drawn by Barry Munden.


  Bring the wacky: UFO stories are often about outrageous settings and characters. From madcap time travelers to orc lawyers to alien beasts in Central Park, this book turns the wacky setting up to eleven.


  Please enjoy the stories collected here. If I did my job right, this book will not only be a worthy successor to the previous volume, but will also have you marking your calendar for the release date of UFO3. And while you wait, be sure to check out several additional free stories posted at www.ufopub.com


  THE MSG GOLEM


  by Ken Liu


  [image: ufo_filler]


  On the second day after the spaceship Princess of the Nebulae left Earth, God spoke to Rebecca.


  “Rebecca Lau, listen to me. I need you.”


  The ten-year-old girl took off her headphones. The cabin was silent save for the faint rumble of the spaceship’s engines. “Dad, did you say something?”


  “It’s me, God.”


  “Right.” Rebecca climbed onto a chair to examine the speakers in the ceiling. The voice did not seem to be coming out of them.


  She climbed down and peered closely at her computer. “If I find out you had anything to do with this, Bobby Lee…” she muttered darkly. Bobby had been jealous when he heard that her family was going on this cruise to the vacation colony on New Haifa for winter break. It was entirely possible that he decided to play a trick on her by programming her computer.


  “Bobby has nothing to do with this,” God said, slightly miffed.


  “So which god are you?”


  “The God. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Your God! Jason Engelman explained me to you over lunch last semester.”


  “Oh, so you’re Jason’s god. The Jewish one.”


  “You are a Jew.”


  “Um.” Rebecca sat down on her bed. “I’m Chinese. We live in New York. You must have confused me with my friend Yael Wasserstein. Now I know we’re the same age and we both have long dark hair, but—”


  “Be quiet! I need you to make a golem and catch all the rats on this ship. I’ll explain everything.”


  BACK IN THE NINTH CENTURY, Jewish merchants from Persia settled in Kaifeng, the capital of China. The community grew so numerous that they built a synagogue in 1163. The Kaifeng Jews became known to their Chinese neighbors, who always paid lots of attention to food, as the “People Who Remove Sinew.”


  For a thousand years, this community on the fringe of the Diaspora flourished and prospered. But over time, the Kaifeng Jews intermarried and gradually forgot most of their traditions. Many of them even forgot about God.


  But God never forgot about them.


  “SO I’M DESCENDED FROM ONE of these Kaifeng Jews?” Rebecca asked. “How come Mom never told me about this?”


  “She doesn’t know either. I haven’t… er…”


  “You haven’t needed to look us up,” Rebecca said, “until now.”


  “I’ve been busy,” God said, a little stiffly. “You try to keep an eye on every molecule in the universe for a few days.”


  Rebecca tried out the idea of being a Jew. Her eyes gradually lit up. “I get Hanukkah? And all the presents?”


  “You get to celebrate Hanukkah, yes. The presents are up to your parents, not me.”


  “Can I keep Christmas? And Chinese New Year?”


  “That’s up to you,” God said. “I’m not—”


  “Deal! But You need to make your presentation a bit punchier. That history lecture needed visual aids.”


  Rebecca strained her ears and swore she heard God muttering. “What I have to work with… the closest thing to…”


  “Hey!” Rebecca was hurt. “You came to me, remember?”


  “Yes,” God said. “Don’t remind me. Can you get some mud?”


  “Back up a minute. Why are there rats on this cruise ship? And what’s the big deal about rats? Aren’t they Your creatures, too?”


  “Some family snuck aboard a pair of pet rats on the last cruise,” God said. “They escaped and multiplied. And now a hundred and fifty of them live in the walls of the ship. Ordinarily, I neither favor nor disfavor rats. But if these rats get to New Haifa, it’ll be a disaster.”


  “Why?”


  “There’s nothing in the ecosystem there to keep the rats in check. They’ll eat everything in sight, grains, crops, the eggs of songbirds, and baby chicks. Worst of all, there’s a virus on New Haifa that normally doesn’t affect people. But if the rats get there, the virus will infect them, and I can already see how the virus will mutate into new forms that will be very dangerous to people. It’s just one of those unforeseen interactions when you bring species across the galaxy together.”


  “That sounds like a planning error on Your part.”


  “Don’t start that again,” God groaned. “Everyone wants to blame me. You try to create all these worlds all by yourself, on the first try, no mistakes or oversights allowed.”


  THE PRINCESS OF THE NEBULAE had a number of restaurants. Rebecca’s family favored the Chinese buffet, which had a good selection. But since Rebecca wasn’t sure exactly which foods were kosher (she knew that pork and shellfish were no good, but that was where certainty ended), she took only a plate of rice and bamboo shoots.


  God was no help at all.


  “I’m used to looking the other way at Chinese restaurants,” He declared, and refused to say anything more.


  At their table, Rebecca made the announcement to her parents. David Lau and his wife Helen looked at each other and turned back towards their daughter.


  “Is this like when you said you wanted to be Italian when you were seven?” Helen asked, cautiously. “Because you wanted to sing opera?”


  “I don’t remember that. But no, it’s not.”


  “You know,” Helen continued, struggling to keep her tone even, “when people say that the overseas Chinese are the ‘Jews of the Orient,’ it’s not meant to be taken literally.”


  “Mom, I really am Jewish. So are you.”


  “And God wants you to catch rats on this ship because they’re about to destroy an ecosystem? That’s not some metaphor I’m too old to understand?”


  “No metaphors. God wants to protect the beaches and animals of New Haifa. And to prevent a plague.”


  “Can I speak to God about this? He’s taking my daughter and I don’t get a say?”


  “No,” God hissed at Rebecca. “Jewish mothers are bad enough. Chinese-Jewish mothers are worse. You deal with her.”


  “God only talks to me,” Rebecca said. “He chose me to be his helper. You’ll have to ask a rabbi how this works.”


  “Rebecca, you have an overactive imagination. If you invested one-tenth the energy you spend acting crazy on your school work—”


  “Mom, I’m telling you the truth.”


  “Aiya, David, are you listening to this? Talk to her.”


  “What am I supposed to say?” David Lau shrugged. “According to her, she’s Jewish because of your side of the family. You read all the books on child development and psychology. Don’t they have chapters about stuff like this?”


  “Don’t make fun of me. None of this would have happened if you paid more attention to her instead of always working.”


  “Hey!”


  Rebecca excused herself and quietly slipped out of the dining room.


  REBECCA SCOURED THE DECKS and the halls, peeking into the theaters and dining spaces. The ficuses were in hydroponic planters, not soil. The flowers were fake. Metal, wood, and plastic gleamed everywhere. Not a smidgeon of mud in sight.


  “Didn’t You realize that with all the cleaning robots running around, it’s impossible to find mud on a spaceship? You’re God. You’re supposed to know these things.”


  “It would help if I had a more competent assistant. You could have questioned my plan ahead of time and saved both of us from wasting time.”


  “As if! What would You have said if I had expressed doubts about Your plan?”


  “I would have told you to not question me,” God admitted.


  REBECCA TOOK ADVANTAGE OF God’s temporary silence to go to the library. The cruise ship’s collection on religious studies was rather sparse. The Children’s Guide to Judaism was the best that she could find.


  “Have you thought more about how to get mud?” God interrupted.


  “Shhhh. I’m reading about how to be Jewish.”


  “Can you do that later? We need to focus on acquiring mud.”


  “Mud, mud, mud. I’m sure we’ll come up with something. It’s more important that I study. Do You want Your helper to make silly mistakes and be laughed at?”


  It exasperated her mother to no end that Rebecca was all or nothing about everything. If she had no interest in something—piano, calligraphy, the spelling bee—she refused to spend even one minute thinking about it. But if she was interested in something—computers, baking, the history of gunpowder—she would spend every waking moment studying it, neglecting everything else.


  She had decided that she was interested in being a good—no, a great—helper of God.


  “But we don’t have time! It’s already Friday, and the ship docks tomorrow. You need to get out there and find mud.”


  The ship’s lights dimmed as God spoke. It was now evening, ship’s time.


  “Wait,” Rebecca said. “Explain to me exactly how we go about making a golem. It’s Shabbat. I don’t want to break any rules.”


  “You can’t be serious.”


  “Very serious. A helper of God must be a role model. Eek, I forgot to light the candles. Please forgive me.”


  “. . .”


  “God, I couldn’t understand a word You just said there. It sounded like You were choking, or maybe You gurgled ‘like a convert.’”


  “Trust me, no rules will be broken. First, you gather the mud—”


  “Gathering is one of the melakhot,” Rebecca said, looking at the list in her book.


  “Only if the produce gathered is in its natural place. And we know that there is naturally no mud on this ship, so what we gather won’t violate the rule. I cannot believe I’m even debating this with you. Anyway, next, you form the golem out of mud, much like how I once shaped Adam—”


  “That sounds like kneading, another melakha.”


  “Only if you do the mixing on Shabbat. All right, so we’ll focus on getting pre-mixed mud. After you shape the golem, make it smooth—”


  “Smoothing is—”


  “Fine, FINE! Leave it rough, what do I care? As long as it can walk. Finally, after you’ve made the golem, you must write emet, truth, on—oh.”


  “Writing is—”


  “I know. Forbidden.” God sounded so dejected that Rebecca stayed quiet.


  After a moment, God brightened. “If the rats get to New Haifa, there’ll be a plague. The Shabbat laws can be broken to save lives.”


  “Doesn’t it take a while for the virus to mutate? If we don’t catch the rats, can’t we evacuate the people in time?”


  “Well, yes, that probably can be done. But convincing people will be a lot more work.”


  “More work later is not a reason to break the rules now.”


  “Wait, there’s a more immediate threat. The rats will eat all the stored grains.”


  “People will starve?”


  “Well, no. They have lots of freeze-dried foods that the rats won’t touch. But they will have to go without whole grain bagels for a while.”


  “I don’t know,” Rebecca said, flipping through her book again. “The connection seems too tenuous. I think You’re stretching that saving-lives loophole beyond the breaking point.”


  “You’re arguing against me based on some rules you read in a book?”


  “I’m studying to be a good Jew. Don’t You want this?”


  “But I’m telling you to do this! I command you.”


  “But You can’t just make an arbitrary, random exception against all Your settled commandments and rules. It doesn’t work that way.”


  “Why not? I’m God.”


  “I thought we’re way past the stage where You act like a despot now.”


  The argument went on for an hour. Rebecca’s zeal was implacable.


  FINALLY, GOD NOTICED THE GLOBe on Rebecca’s nightstand. He would have slapped His forehead if He had a forehead (and hands).


  “Rebecca Lau, listen to me. It’s not Shabbat.”


  “What?”


  “Shabbat begins at sundown, not the dimming of the ship’s electric lights.”


  “It must be sundown somewhere on Earth now though.”


  “Good thinking, except that due to relativistic effects, the ship is in a different frame of reference than Earth. By my calculations—let’s see, carry the one, add the ten—it’s Tuesday or Wednesday on Earth. And it’s not Shabbat anywhere.”


  “You sure about this?”


  “You can argue with me, but you can’t argue with Einstein.”


  “So we’re allowed to do what we need to do.”


  “No restrictions. Let’s get to it.”


  Rebecca would have high-fived God at that moment if God was into high-fives (or had hands).


  Rebecca begged to accompany her mother to the ship’s spa in the morning.


  Helen was touched. She hadn’t felt close to her daughter for some time now. She seemed to be always yelling at her daughter, pushing her to do this or that, to be more disciplined, to try harder. It would be nice to relax together in the spa.


  At Rebecca’s insistence, Helen ordered both of them mud facials.


  With her eyes closed, Helen found it easier to talk to her daughter. She wasn’t constantly reminded of what a bad mother she was by Rebecca’s unfocused ways. All her friends’ daughters could play at least two instruments and never got less than a 99 out of a 100 on tests. The feeling that Rebecca’s lack of accomplishments was her fault gnawed at her.


  But this sudden interest in Judaism could be a blessing in disguise. The Jewish kids at Rebecca’s school all did so well. Perhaps they’ll be good influences on her. She just hoped it wasn’t another one of Rebecca’s crazy enthusiasms that she couldn’t understand.


  “Why don’t you try harder at school?” Helen asked.


  “I’m just not interested,” Rebecca said. She sat up and, keeping an eye on her mother, quietly scraped off the mud on her face, putting it into a plastic bag.


  “Most things worth doing aren’t interesting until you get good at them. You have to do the hard work first.”


  Rebecca made non-committal noises. She gathered up the mud from the bowl by her mother.


  Helen decided to change the topic. “You should spend more time with your father. One of the goals of this vacation is for him to take a more active role in your discipline. I just don’t know what to do with you.”


  “I don’t know what to say to him. I only ever hear from him when he’s arguing with you or when you tell him about my grades and he yells at me.”


  Helen felt a pang of guilt. “Aiya. That’s not how we wanted it. Your father works so hard because he loves you. You should give him a chance.”


  But Rebecca was gone already. She had gathered enough mud.


  “She’s right, you know,” God said. “Honor your father and mother. Big deal in my book. Big in Confucius’s book too.”


  “I do honor them,” Rebecca said. “I’m just tired of being a disappointment all the time. I’m not a very good Chinese daughter.”


  “There are many ways of being a good Chinese daughter,” God said. “Not just one way. Just like there are many ways of being a good Jew, even if some people think there’s only one way. Being a Jew is about being part of a family. Families aren’t perfect, but they’re always there for you.”


  “Yeah, wish my parents believed that.”


  God started to say something but stopped. He sighed to Himself.


  Rebecca went on shaping the mud. She was not a great sculptor, but since God gave her dispensation to be “rough” and liberal in her interpretation, she finished quickly.


  “What do You think?” Rebecca asked.


  “It’s very modern,” God said, diplomatically.


  The mud statue was about a foot tall. It had two very long arms, a stubby head, and eyes and a nose carved with fingernails. Rebecca had pinched tiny earflaps on either side of the head. One of the legs was longer than the other.


  “I ran out of mud.”


  The statue fell over. Rebecca blushed, and fixed the legs so that they were more even in length. Now the statue stayed upright.


  “What’s next?”


  “Now we practice calligraphy.”


  TWENTY MINUTES LATER, God was as frustrated with Rebecca as He had been with Jonah.


  “Of all the Chinese girls, I had to be stuck with the only one who doesn’t know any calligraphy. Don’t you know how to write legibly?”


  Rebecca wiped her sweaty forehead, which was now covered by mud. “Don’t yell at me! How was I supposed to know this would come in handy? I hated brush-writing. I’ve always typed or dictated.”


  She had tried over and over to etch the Hebrew letters for emet into the forehead of the golem with a chopstick. The Children’s Guide had examples of what the letters looked like. But time and again, she failed—the proportions of the letters were wrong, the lines were squiggly, the letters ran into each other. She had to wipe out the half-formed letters and start again.


  “This is the problem with modern education everywhere. Penmanship is just not valued.”


  “Sounds like a design flaw. Why did You make writing so hard and typing so easy?”


  “Again with the blame.”


  David poked his head into the room.


  “Hi,” he said, awkwardly. The fact that his daughter’s face was covered in mud didn’t faze him. He had seen his wife often looking similar. “Your mother suggested that I take you for an ice cream on the promenade deck. If you’re free.”


  “I’m a little busy, Dad.”


  “What are you working on?” He came in and sat down on the bed.


  “Making this golem. But God is mad at me because I can’t do calligraphy.”


  Since most conversations David had had with his daughter consisted of him yelling at her at Helen’s direction for some failure on Rebecca’s part that he didn’t fully understand, this actually made some sense.


  “Your grandfather was the same way with me,” he said.


  “You didn’t like brush writing either?”


  “Hated it. I preferred to draw pictures during those classes. The teacher told my father, and I got into a lot of trouble. But I eventually learned to like it.”


  “What happened?”


  “Your grandfather was good at making paper lanterns for the Lantern Festival. Back then, in China, every kid ran around with a homemade lantern for the Festival. He told me that I had to write the characters on the lanterns myself. And if my bad calligraphy ruined a lantern, he would have to start over and make me a new one. I felt so bad about making him do extra work that I practiced a lot and got really good. And then I enjoyed making the lanterns with him every year.”


  Rebecca liked that story.


  “Can you help me with the golem?” She asked.


  She showed him what the letters had to look like. He held her hand and, together, they made the letters on the forehead of the golem.


  The two stepped back to admire their work. It wouldn’t win any awards. But it was functional.


  “Thank you,” Rebecca said. “Dad, can we get ice cream another time? Right now, God has more things for me to do.”


  When David was little, he had thought he could fly. In comparison, Rebecca’s belief that she was working for God seemed far more reasonable.


  “Good luck,” he said.


  AFTER DAVID LEFT, Rebecca asked God, “Why isn’t it moving?”


  “Give it a minute. It’s still getting its bearings.”


  The golem sat up, rubbed its eyes, and stood unsteadily on its feet.


  “It worked!”


  “Now the really hard part begins,” God said. “Golems are strong but extremely stupid and literal-minded. You have to give this one very precise instructions to get it to catch all the rats.”


  Rebecca brought the golem to a little-trafficked corner of the ship. She knelt down and loosened the screws securing the grille over a wall vent. Then she opened the grille and pushed the golem inside the ventilation duct.


  “I command you to go catch a rat.”


  The golem stumbled around, looked left and then right, and went down the right side. Gradually, echoes of the golem’s footsteps faded.


  Rebecca waited.


  Five, ten, fifteen minutes passed.


  “You never told it to come back,” God said. “Remember: very literal-minded.”


  Rebecca leaned into the vent and shouted, “Come back.”


  After a moment, she stuck her head back into the vent: “With the rat!”


  “Now you’re learning,” God said.


  Within a minute, pattering footsteps approached the vent, along with loud squeaks.


  The golem appeared dragging a struggling white rat by its tail. The rat tried to dig its claws into the sides of the duct but could get no purchase against the smooth metal surfaces.


  Rebecca clapped. She directed the golem to deposit the rat inside a shoebox, which she carried back to her cabin. She released the rat in the dry bathtub, a temporary holding cell.


  “One down, a hundred forty-nine to go,” God said.


  THE NEXT EXCURSION DIDN’T go so well. The golem came back to the vent dragging another squealing rat. But five more rats followed the golem. As soon as they were sure that Rebecca could see the golem, the rats attacked together.


  They jumped onto the golem, bit through its arms to free their companion, and then turned together to face Rebecca and bared their teeth, grinning. She thought one of them even licked its teeth and smacked its lips. Then they ran away, leaving the broken golem behind.


  Rebecca crawled in and dragged the writhing pieces of the golem out. Luckily, mud arms were easy to reattach to mud shoulders, and the golem was soon as good as new.


  “What’s in the mud?” God asked.


  Rebecca smelled the newly repaired golem. “Jujube, apples, grapes… and honey, I think.”


  “Aiya. That explains the problem. When I told you to get mud, did you think I meant ‘sweet mud?’”


  “Now you sound like my mom. ‘Go get mud! Go get mud!’ You didn’t say anything about what had to be in the mud.”


  “Are you a mindless golem? Do I have to specify everything? God’s servants show initiative!”


  “I did the best I could. Seems to me that the flaw was the lack of detailed instructions.”


  “Again with the blame.”


  Fran Wilde writes speculative fiction and fantasy short stories and novels. She can also tie a bunch of sailing knots, set gemstones, and program digital minions. She rarely ties gemstones, programs sailing knots, or sets minions. Hardly ever. She's on the Twitter (@fran_wilde), and can be found talking about food and genre fiction (nothing flambé yet!) at www.franwilde.wordpress.com.


  A STIFF BARGAIN


  By Matt Mikalatos


  [image: ufo_filler]


  I woke to the sound of my own name, though it was not yet time to rise. I reached for the comforting feel of my coffin lid and discovered to my dismay that I was lying on a feather mattress, covered by a quilt which must have weighed at least ninety pounds. I had forgotten that I had moved into a boarding house.


  “Isaac van Helsing,” the voice said again.


  I pried my eyes open. Standing at the foot of my bed was my former servant and thrall, Richard. This surprised me, as he was dead.


  He thrust out his lower lip, pouting. “You murdered me. Your loyal servant!”


  Richard had recently tried to murder me. He had pinned me, sucked my blood to become a vampire and left me to die at the claws of a rather nasty zombie bear. He was a vampire for about thirty seconds before he stupidly walked past a sun lamp I had set up. The last time I had seen him, it had been while emptying out my Dust Buster. I cleared my throat. “You were never particularly loyal.”


  “Semantics,” Richard said. “And now, I’ve returned as a ghost. For sweet revenge!” With a flourish, he lifted one transparent hand and yanked back the curtains. On reflex, I raised my hand to shield myself from the sunlight, but a weak grey light filtered through the window. It was dusk. Late dusk, at that. Richard cursed.


  I lowered my hand and rolled my eyes. “Ah,” I said, tonelessly. “The sunlight. It burns.”


  “Don’t mock me! It was daylight when I got here. It’s difficult to wake you. You sleep like the dead.”


  I pulled on my jeans, then my shirt. I padded barefoot toward the kitchen, Richard floating beside me. “This is all your fault,” he said. “I don’t have a job now. How will I make a living?”


  I rolled my eyes. “You’re dead. You don’t need to make a living.” I could hear Mother Holmes, the owner of the old boarding house, clanking pots and humming to herself. She refused to treat me like a vampire, choosing instead a smothering maternal attitude of smug, but loving, superiority.


  “Good evening,” I said, and Mother Holmes turned, her face wrinkled as an ancient apple. She plopped a bowl of stew on the table in front of me. The smell of garlic wafted from the bowl, burning my eyes and blistering my skin. I pushed it away. “Mother Holmes, as I’ve told you three nights in a row, I cannot eat human food.”


  She scowled. “You pay for room and board, and that is precisely what you will get.”


  She spooned a bit of stew into her mouth and looked at Richard. “It’s good to see you again, dear. What are you up to these days? You look much too thin.”


  Richard gave me a long stare, then turned to Mother Holmes. “I plan to haunt Isaac for a century or two. Maybe murder him if I get a chance. Outside of that, I’m not really sure.”


  A hearty knock came from the door, and I gladly leapt from my chair to answer. Mayor Rigby stood outside, his hat in his chubby hands and an apologetic smile on his face. “Good evening, Mr. Van Helsing,” he said.


  He stepped quickly inside and I closed the door behind him. He nodded to Mother Holmes and dropped his hat. His sweaty, nervous manner practically shouted “prey,” and I licked my lips without thinking. “Is there a problem, Mr. Mayor?”


  “Nothing you can’t handle,” he said, counting out three hundred dollars in bills and laying them on the table.


  Richard floated over. “Is it the squirrels?”


  I gave him an irritated scowl. “Be silent, this is business for the living. The dead are best seen but not heard.”


  Richard mumbled something about how I was undead, and I made a mental note to find a good exorcist. The mayor put his finger on the bills. “This is only the up-front money, of course.”


  I nodded. This was our current arrangement. I removed supernatural horrors from his community (myself excluded) and he paid me. I then paid Mother Holmes and remained, as always, one of the rare vampires unable to afford a castle or underground grotto. I was never good with money. Still, my current modest room was a considerable upgrade from my previous home: a black, windowless cargo van with a coffin screwed into the floor, currently parked in front of Mother Holmes’s house. “Is it,” I asked, “the squirrels?”


  “No, no,” the mayor said, annoyed. “They’re a minor inconvenience. Hardly worth the money.”


  I had no idea what was going on with the squirrels, and must admit to a feeling of relief. I had no desire to chase rodents through the trees, supernatural or not. “What seems to be the problem, Mr. Mayor?”


  He looked at his feet and flushed. “It’s the leader of our neighboring town. Her name is Katie Lou Riley. Every week Ms. Riley calls and leaves disturbing messages on my voice mail… truly disturbing messages. She threatens that she will come and take over our fair town’s government. I was hoping you could persuade her to stick to her own town.”


  I cocked my head and looked at him carefully. “That’s all? You’re not holding anything back?”


  The Mayor coughed delicately into his hand. “Well. She does have certain… powers.”


  “Like?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Mind control. Things like that.”


  I shrugged. As a vampire I could hypnotize people, control animals, turn into a wolf or a bat, and live forever, so long as I didn’t get a wooden piercing, eat garlic, or wear cross jewelry. Some mayor with mind control powers shouldn’t be too much to worry about. “I’ll take care of it,” I said.


  Richard floated through the table. “I’ll come with you. To watch your back.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “Watch my back?”


  “In case there’s a chance to slip a knife into it.”


  I couldn’t stop him, so he floated alongside me as I drove the cargo van to the next town. As we crossed the town limits, I felt a deep shiver go down my spine. I pulled the van to a stop outside of city hall, but it was nearly ten at night. All the offices were closed.


  I rolled down the window. A rousing chorus of song came from a nearby church, and lights blared from the windows. Richard and I exchanged glances and we made our way toward the church.


  “Something’s wrong,” I said, as we got closer. A band of people burst from the church, beating spoons against pans and shouting like maniacs.


  Richard grinned, showing his ghostly teeth. “They’re going to kill you, I just know it.”


  I snatched a townie out of the dancing, shouting mob and yanked him toward me. “I’m looking for Katie Lou,” I said. His eyes lit up and he cheered.


  “He’s one of us, boys,” he shouted, and the crowd let out a huzzah.


  I scratched my cheek. That was puzzling. “Where is she?”


  “She’s sleeping. She’s a… what’s the word?”


  Another person in the crowd shouted, “Narcoleptic!”


  A third person said, “Well, not exactly. She just sleeps a lot.”


  I drew myself to
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  . He is made out of meat.


  Daughter of two Cuban political exiles, M.C.A. Hogarth was born a foreigner in the American melting pot and has had a fascination for the gaps in cultures and the bridges that span them ever since. She has been many things—web database architect, product manager, technical writer and massage therapist—but is currently a full-time parent, artist, writer and anthropologist to aliens, both human and otherwise.
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  Konstantine Paradias is a jeweler by profession and a writer by choice. Plagued by an over-powering sense of hindsight, he finds himself constantly second-guessing his every choice and secretly knows that getting himself a time machine would be a pretty terrible idea. He vents his frustrations and dreams on his blog,Shapescapes, instead.
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  Do you crave more Unidentified Funny Objects?
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  Available at www.ufopub.com and from fine booksellers everywhere.


  Also enjoy additional stories published at www.ufopub.com
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  Releasing in November 2013 from UFO Publishing:
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  Coffee-infused stories, short enough to read on your coffee break.
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