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      Thanks for picking up another odd collection of my stories. Or really, a collection of my odd stories. I suspect you are one of a select group here.

      From time to time my stories appear in the pages of a couple of the top science fiction magazines around, and I’m always humbled by that occasion, and amazed that my little stories are appearing amongst such esteemed company. Many of the writers on those contents pages are icons of the genre. Giants in the field, some would say, and there’s my story sandwiched between.

      Those would be my more mainstream and accessible stories. In this volume you’ll find some of my quirkier tales. Perhaps “Rip It Apart” is the most straightforward, and “The Blaze of Pollux” is the wierdest, with the others somewhere in between.

      Then again, I’m told a writer is the worst judge of their own work. Perhaps you’ll see these in a different light to me. I think that’s a good thing.

      One of the vague writer friends I have talks about how an enormous part of a story lies with the reader. Of course, they’re the one reading it, but he would say that the way the reader comes to the story is part of the whole. Two readers may see the same story very differently, seeing unique things about the way it’s written. My friend would suggest that this goes beyond simple taste, right to the point on a kind of interaction with the story itself.

      I like to think he’s right. And still, I like to think that I’ve put together a collection here with just the right amount of quirkiness, but which is still engaging and entertaining.

      I hope you enjoy it.

      Thanks again.

      

      
        
        Sean

        July 2023
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      David Bannon sipped from the lidded Arco souvenir coffee cup as he sat on the old tartan picnic blanket overlooking Frostbite Lake. It was cocoa in the cup, and a fraction too sweet for David's taste. A little warm, this time of year, for cocoa, but it was cheering and filling.

      The lake was barely deserving of the name. Pond might be better. It had to be less than two thousand square feet. The city probably had a pool bigger than that.

      Around the edges, old growth pines shivered in the breeze. Their furniture polish smell wafted over him. From far off in the distance came the quiet whine of a chainsaw.

      A lot of families had cabins in this area. Cabins that varied in size from shed to mansion, and varied in construction from planks to marble. Well, maybe not all marble, but some, that was for sure. In the bathrooms. Maybe.

      Closer to the shore, a couple of kids, a girl and a boy, had a kite of some kind. In the shape of a parrot, with colorful blue and gold wings and a green body. The kids were having little success getting the thing aloft.

      Out in the 'lake' waves spread across the water. Odd, though. They looked less like wind-driven chop than the concentric circles created by something plunging into the water. There had been no birds diving, that David had seen. Anyway, despite the lake's small size, the spreading ripples looked to have been created by something bigger.

      Like big rock. Or maybe an aircraft engine.

      David scanned the sky. Big thunderheads to the north over Missoula, and clear skies for the rest. Plenty of contrails though. Late afternoon and it might still rain overnight.

      "Hey," Katherine said, coming down the slope from the carpark above. "What do you see up there?"

      "Maybe an eagle," David said. "Maybe an angel." He looked around at her. "Yup."

      Katherine grinned. She had her cardigan, retrieved from her Mazda against the growing chill.

      Katherine Simcoe, franchise owner of a struggling Subway near the interchange. They'd been dating two months, so he could still just about get away with cheesy flattery.

      She was early thirties and had auburn hair and an excellent business plan for shifting the restaurant's fortunes. Not least of which was getting David and his bowling buddies along on Thursdays. David loved subs and, unfortunately, the cookies.

      "What's that in the lake?" Katherine said. She sat with him, flattening out the picnic blanket. She wore jeans and a nicely shaped plaid shirt under the cardigan. David wondered if he was falling for her.

      "I noticed something too," he said. "I saw ripples. Like a splash, but without a splash. Just the circles. Moving. Maybe something fell from a plane."

      "Things don't fall from planes."

      "Sure they do. Skydivers."

      "And landed in the lake?" She gave him a smile, but with raised eyebrows. Are you for real? "We would have seen the chute."

      "Not a skydiver then."

      "I thought I saw something under the water." Katherine had a cocoa too. She'd been cutting down on coffee. Said it made her jittery as she worried about the business. David was happy to cut down on coffee too. Couldn't hurt.

      They had a hamper with them. Mostly salad and fruit, with some homemade cornbread. Or sourdough. Whatever it was Katherine's mother had made for them.

      Surely there was some history there. Something about Jodene's frequent bread baking and Katherine going into the sandwich business. Best not to get into those kinds of things, really. David sipped from his cocoa.

      "How is it?" Katherine said. "Sweet, right?"

      "Sweet, yes."

      She smiled and sipped her own.

      Down at the shore, the older kid had the kite aloft. The fabric fluttered and flapped. The younger kid yelled to have a go with flying. The older kid ignored her.

      "You grew up around here?" Katherine said, watching the kids.

      The grassy slope from the carpark to the lake was maybe two hundred yards long, fifty or sixty wide. Scrubby hawthorne and blackberry along one side, newer pines along the other. There were walking paths through the pines. Some people would circle the lake on the paths and call that their day's exercise.

      David and Katherine's picnic blanket was on a flatter area.

      "Twenty miles south," David said. "My father had a T.V. repair shop, that turned into a computer repair shop that turned into a pawn shop."

      "You mentioned already."

      "I know. It just amuses me his adaptability. It's a pity that I never inherited that trait from him."

      "Oh, I don't know. You adapted to me pretty quick."

      "Well, now, you're easy." David blinked and swallowed. "I mean... that came out wrong."

      Katherine frowned. "Yes it really did."

      Over the two months they'd had five dates. As well as all the Thursdays he and Mike and Hoshi showed up at the restaurant. Not that those really counted as dates at all.

      Both he and Katherine had nasty divorces behind them. Neither of them had kids. He worked from home. Computer support and writing apps, so they kind of had that running a business thing in common.

      "It's a good day to be out here," he said. "Nice that we can have the time without having to rush off."

      "Nice, yes."

      David stared at the sky again. To the north east one of the small aeroclub planes circled, gaining height. So there would be skydivers.

      "You used to explore the woods?" Katherine said. "Hunt the monsters?"

      "There were no monsters in those days."

      Again the raised eyebrows, but that was more of a Who are you kidding? kind of a look.

      "Really. The woods were safe as anything. Safer than playing in the street. Safer than hanging with some of the kids from Jefferson."

      Talk of monsters was silly really. Sasquatch south of the Canadian border. Aliens in Mannhattan. Giant squids washing up everywhere from New Zealand to Japan to Chile.

      Times were changing. Reports were gaining more credence. Attacks were becoming more frequent.

      "Yes. I've heard about Jefferson," Katherine said.

      The kite swooped low. Just above their heads really.

      "Hey!" Katherine hollered at the kids. "You watch out."

      The kid on the other end of the kite string lifted his hand in a pretty unfriendly gesture.

      David sniggered.

      "Where are the parents?" Katherine said. "Really!" She took out her phone and tapped at the display.

      "I thought we were going to do no phones," he said. He didn't blame her. He knew the temptation. Boy, did he. The Celtics were playing the Lakers. That was going to be some game. Tail end of the season and things were getting close. Both teams needed the win.

      "You're right, sorry," Katherine said. She reached and dropped the phone into the hamper.

      "Impossible times," David said. "Myths colliding with reality."

      "There are explanations for them all."

      "So far."

      Katherine smiled at him. "We should eat? It'll be dark soon."

      With the way the trees stood, it was difficult to see out west, to see if things were clouding up over there. That would make it darker faster.

      "Yes," David said. "Let's eat." He sat forward and reached into the hamper. Katherine helped and quickly they loaded up paper plates with potato salad and coleslaw and cold turkey and cornbread. Katherine poured orange-mango juice into plastic tumblers.

      David took a sip. It was delicious. He glanced back up toward the carpark.

      "Trying to figure out if there are public toilets?" Katherine said.

      He frowned, setting the tumbler down. "Why would you ask that?"

      "You're approaching middle age. You've already drunk that cocoa. Now you're on juice. You didn't go from the time you arrived around at my place, right until now. That's close to two hours."

      "One, you should be a detective. Two, you're timing me? And three, why on Earth are you tracking my bladder's condition?"

      Katherine laughed. "Two and three are really just duplicates of the same question." She forked up some potato salad and ate.

      The background buzz of the aircraft cut out. David hadn't even been aware of it. It was only the shutting off that made him notice.

      He looked up and saw tiny specks falling from the plane. They fell fast. Like motes in his eye.

      "Never get me doing that," Katherine said, taking some turkey.

      From the distance something else appeared. Like another plane, but with more fluid movements.

      Below David and Katherine, the younger kid screamed at her brother. He relented and handed over the kite string.

      "How do you like the cornbread?" Katherine said.

      "Haven't tried it yet." David kept watching the bird-plane thing. How big was it? He glanced down and picked up his slice of cornbread. It was heavy and firm.

      "My feeling exactly," Katherine said. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. "I know you'll be just as diplomatic with my mother."

      "Your mother?"

      "We could go see her after this. She lives on the way back. Kind of. You can tell her how much you liked her cornbread."

      David looked from Katherine to the bird-plane thing to the cornbread. "Your mother?"

      Katherine had kissed him on the cheek.

      Sure they'd kissed already. And she was a pretty good kisser too. Mouth and lips ready and active and firm. He liked that.

      Different kind of kissing from that peck though.

      He took a bite of the cornbread.

      The brother yelled at the sister to control the kite better. "Get it up higher!" he shouted.

      "I'm trying!" she screamed back.

      The first of the parachutes opened. Far away. Really just a slightly bigger speck.

      "See that?" David said, chewing on the cornbread. It was pretty light and tasty. It would be easy to tell Katherine's mother how good it was.

      Oh. How had he gotten so suddenly accepting of meeting her mother? Was this some shift in their relationship? Like the peck on the cheek. More signs of affection and companionship that those hot surges of passion that came with a new relationship.

      Should he be worried? Passion versus affection. Was he ready for affection?

      "What's that?" Katherine said, pointing in the direction of the skydivers. There were four parachutes now. Five. Six.

      And the bird-plane thing coming in.

      No plane. Its wings were flapping. But it was bigger than the Piper or whatever that had off-loaded the skydivers.

      "I haven't seen one of those before," Katherine said.

      "Me either." David stood. He put his hand to his brow again, shielding out daylight.

      "I'm thinking pterodactyl." Katherine stood beside him.

      From up at the carpark a big exhaust rumbled, the engine puttering. Some little metallic hatchback with a soundsystem worthy of a stadium concert, and wheels that practically rubbed the bodywork.

      "They're extinct," David said.

      "So were those giant squids. Remember those? From the news."

      "I remember."

      From the lake shore the girl yelped. The brother hollered at her to "Pull, pull, pull." Then he yelled a word a kid his age shouldn't even know.

      David looked away from the pterodactyl and caught the tail end of a small splash on the lake.

      The kite. It had gone into the water.

      "I think it's going after the skydivers," Katherine said. "Well, parachuters, now."

      The kid berated his sister for the kite crash. She yelled back, giving as good as she got, telling him how much of the blame rested on his shoulders.

      "Uh-oh," Katherine said.

      David looked up. The pterodactyl--or whatever--angled around at the parachutes. A huge beak opened.

      "That thing's enormous," Katherine said. "We're so far away."

      The parachuter in the animal's sights dropped suddenly. Chute left behind. Wafting in the breeze. Like a handkerchief blown from the laundry.

      "What?" David said. The speck was dropping again. Plunging for the ground.

      "Reserve chute," Katherine said. A second later another parachute opened. Much lower.

      "They always have two." Katherine took his hand. "Two chutes."

      At the lake shore the girl yelped.

      "Hold on!" the
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