
		
			Praise for Dread Naught but Time

			Meet all sorts of people and creatures, from scary dark to heartbreakingly romantic, in this scintillating story collection. The best way to spend time is to read good writing; this anthology is time well spent.

			—K.G. McAbee, author of 
Undead Under London and Darkness Beckons

			If you are going to waste some time today, reading this anthology is the perfect way to do it. Full of imagination, these stories are clever, dark, wry, grimy, and worth every precious moment.

			—Claire Cameron, author of 
The Last Neanderthal and The Bear

			Plenty to be proud of, here. In these pages there’s evidence of where speculative fiction’s future may lie, if we’re wise enough to see.

			—L. Joseph Shosty, author of 
Old Wine & Black Hearts
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			Introduction

			You don’t have time to read this intro.

			You’re guaranteed nothing during your stay on Earth. You have twenty-six stories ahead of you. And yet here you are, growing older reading an introduction.

			Writings to Stem Your Existential Dread was Scribes Divided’s maiden publication, featuring fifty-three flash fiction stories. Short, sweet, to the point. For Dread Naught but Time, we expanded the word limit, allowing each character’s saga to unfurl more intricately, fracturing your mind with utmost stealth.

			Somewhere in the distance, a metronome is ticking.

			Music doesn’t need words to convey an enduring message. But without pacing, tempo, and measure, music becomes a discordant mess. By weaving music and time, we create a universal language and reveal a life unwinding and threading back together. Our shared experience resides among the beats of each melody; hides amid the notes, beneath the subtext, of each phrase. And so it is with fiction: staccato percussion and lyrical prose thrum a rhythm between our ears as we read.

			The Rolling Stones claimed time is on our side. Talking Heads insisted time isn’t after us.

			Lies.

			As with Volume 1, the authors—some new, some returning—were guided by prompts. Dread Naught but Time is inspired by songs and connected by the broad theme of time.

			The most memorable tunes stick with us through the ages. We hear the first notes on the radio and for the next four minutes, we’re transported to childhood, to the back seats of cars, to first road trips and birthdays and breakups. We recall, in vivid detail, the people we spent those moments with, and during the length of a few verses, our lives flash before our eyes.

			Twilight is settling. You’ll never get these moments back.

			Short stories and pop songs are fleeting, but the most enduring characters wreathe through our hearts and take up residence there, never letting us go.

			Within these pages you’ll find such characters in the form of dancing dwarves, sensual African gods, moonlight-cursed werewolves, angels of Death, and everyday humans sleepwalking through nightmares.

			Turn to any page to immerse yourself in the unique worlds created by our authors.

			It’s disturbing how time flies.

			Jennifer Worrell

			September 2018

		

	
		
			A Broken Heart at Dawn

			Meagan Noel Hart

			The wolves gather in the dim light of the dying moon. The forest hushes as the displeasure in their growls strengthens.

			They must decide before the sun reaches the horizon.

			How did we arrive here?

			Oh, yes. You told me to trust you.

			“Crispin?” I raised an eyebrow at your barista name tag, a smiling cup of joe etched into the wood.

			“That’s right.” You smiled a model smile. “What can I make for you?”

			I resisted the urge to flirt. “Grande Cocoa Coconut frappe with a dash of mocha.”

			If I hadn’t been absorbed in clearing my notification push bar, I would have felt your eyes on me. But I was multitasking, counting the seconds as I read texts and dismissed reminders. I only had a half hour break between classes, and the coffee shop was on the wrong side of campus. See, even if you can control time, you can’t really control it. If it were that simple, well, we wouldn’t have ended up where we did, right?

			And besides, when I stop time—yes literally stop time—everyone, my whole family, feels it. Do you know how annoying that is? No, you would if you had let me explain everything at the fire but—

			But, I digress.

			Where were we?

			Oh, yes. You didn’t put any mocha in my frappe. The cafe wasn’t busy anymore, the lunch crowd rushing out, clearing the air of their anxieties. The only worry I could sense was yours.

			So, I softened my tone. “Uh, I meant to ask for mocha. Did I not?”

			You smiled that smile again. Odd. “I’ll make you another.”

			I waited, the whirring of the machines our only company. And maybe this is where I actually began to fall for you. Under the thick scent of crushed coffee and sweet syrup, I could smell your sweat mingled with oak and grass and dirt. Your shampoo was minty. You’d been lying outside recently, and my curiosity was piqued.

			It’s important you know this. The way that scent affected me. It’s unfair to say that everything about you has been a misrepresentation of who you are, or that you purposely misled me, but this one is important. It isn’t often that scent lies. If I’d only known then that most of that scent was forced onto you by an annoying father making you work outside, and not something you eagerly sought yourself out of love—well, maybe I would have focused more on the other small lies.

			And after all, the wrong drink was just a scam anyway. Remember?

			You handed me another wrong drink—I could smell it. I made the show of walking to the door before exclaiming my irritation, but when I turned to demand a refund, you were standing there smiling, another drink ready in your hand.

			That smile again. “You’re right. I’m an idiot.”

			I should have realized that was truth and been done with this affair before it got any further.

			But then you said, “But not for the reason you think.”

			I hesitated before taking the paper cup. Our fingers brushed.

			“I’ve been trying to work up the courage to ask you out since you came in. Only, by the time you made the counter . . . I couldn’t get it out.”

			“So you botched my drink on purpose?” I was still a little irritated.

			“You came back, didn’t you?”

			“Why mess it up again?” I took a sip of the perfect drink. You hadn’t heavy-handed the mocha like some baristas.

			“I’m just that shy.”

			“So?” I crossed my free arm over my drink arm, waiting.

			“So?”

			I studied you. Time was worth pausing for just a few seconds to take you in fully. Those crystal blue eyes. They’d be stunning if you were a wolf, you know. You hadn’t shaved either, so you were a little scruffy, your dark bangs cascading everywhere. You were just cute enough, even if a bit rough around the edges.

			“Still no courage?” I teased.

			You tucked your thumbs in the strings of your apron, biting your lip. “I get off at six.”

			I leaned across the counter. “That’s not a question.”

			You leaned in as well. I breathed you in, the must of the outdoors, the mint of your shampoo. Intoxicating.

			“You’re going to make me?”

			Even after all that’s happened, I’ll always remember that initial spark we had.

			***

			Two weeks later, we were packing up your SUV. I’d never been camping before, but you assured me we’d have a blast. After all, “wasn’t a girl on Tinder willing to take a risk now and again?”

			I should have never told you about that.

			I stared inside the trunk. My big duffle and cooler looked bulbous next to your green hiking pack and tight sleeping roll. I’d brought extra blankets. I couldn’t imagine sleeping on the ground without the proper cushioning. Clothes and blankets were just so . . . thin.

			“No tent?”

			You slammed the trunk. “The clouds will be our ceiling.”

			Do you know, you can make nearly anything sound romantic? And with that smile? You really laid it on thick, as they say. Can I be blamed for not seeing through it?

			I’m sorry, I just—well, obviously I thought we felt the same way.

			Anyway, I’d been ignoring texts from my friends all morning.

			You barely know each other.

			Camping, really? Is the sex that good?

			This can’t be love.

			Didn’t your mother teach you better?

			You’re only 19. Trust me, he’s not soulmate material.

			Their concern did give me pause, but nothing more than a fleeting worry. One far weaker than my concerns over whether or not my hiking boots were broken in enough, if the night would get too cold, or that I’d embarrass myself so wholly on this trip that you’d ghost me. Because yes, the sex was that good. Besides, follow your heart, the head will follow. Right?

			This is how all those missing person stories start. Sandra. The only one who knew how to get through to me.

			Knowing the real me helped. Our families had known each other for ages, and being two years older, she’d helped me through all my transformations—emotional and physical—shredded jeans and my boyband phase notwithstanding.

			She followed her text with a dead looking smiley and a knife.

			You’re all just jealous, I replied knowing full well it was a crap comeback. She’d found her soulmate what felt like ages ago. He was a part of her family now.

			I saw you deleted your Tinder. I had. Literally moments ago. Instead of being annoyed at Sandra’s obvious investigative work into how seriously I was taking this, it warmed me. Any reminder of how well she knew me just made me love her more. Even if she was a bit of a pain in the ass.

			I replied. I guess it takes a stalker to recognize one.

			:p

			Mature of her.

			I should have listened.

			I tucked my phone into my lap and peered out the window. We were getting onto the highway.

			“Your friends worried?” Your eyes flicked from the road to me then back. “I don’t know that your phone has ever vibrated so much. Either there’s an emergency, which I hope you would’ve told me, or . . . I can turn around now. We can roll out the sleeping bags in the quad. Break into the art building bathroom.”

			“Tempting, actually. If you murder me there, then at least there might be a witness. And bonus: I don’t have to dig a hole for a toilet.”

			You chuckled that golden chuckle of yours. “You’ve done your research.”

			I was so eager to impress you. “Nah, just binge-watched that nature show on Netflix.”

			We laughed, and I turned my phone to do not disturb, tossing it in the glovebox.

			It was time to get to know you.

			Looking back at the six-hour car ride now, I didn’t learn anything at all, did I? At our loudest, we sung along to old songs, embarrassing ourselves by knowing every single word and sometimes none at all. Sure, I didn’t ask any probing questions, but neither did you. Wasn’t true connection about feelings anyway? I was feeling connected. And seriously, family history, belief structures, and the real reason you’re going on a camping trip two weeks into a relationship—those things don’t feel quite as important nor as intimate as learning your favorite TV show, or that you like peanut butter better than jelly, or that you shower cold in the summer, or that you hated your fifth-grade teacher so much you faked nearly every illness in the book and once even tried to break your foot to miss school. Though this should have been another red flag, nothing suggested you were closed minded, unaccepting. That you didn’t thirst for more—or accept that I could be.

			I did most of the talking anyway. Filling the gaps. I should have tested your boundaries, but Sandra was right. I was the one rushing.

			That quiet, shy nature of yours. Perhaps we both took advantage of it.

			Damn. The car ride had been fun though. By the time we pulled off the dirt trail, out of the forest, and into that open clearing, ready to camp, I was convinced I could trust you. Just like you told me to.

			I admired how eagerly you hopped out into the long grass. It was longer grass than I like, the kind that scratches your shins if you dress improperly, which I had. I wasn’t used to selecting my wardrobe around defensive needs. As you now know, I have other means of protecting myself.

			I cursed a bit, scratching my itchy calves, and reminded myself it wouldn’t matter in a few hours when we finally snuggled up for the night.

			“Echinochloa,” you said.

			“What?”

			“Barnyard grass. Also known as Cockspur.” You gave a half smile. “Field’s lousy with it.”

			“You know the name of the grass?”

			You shrugged. “My father’s a botanist. The kind with a PhD. You can’t sneeze without him telling you which type of pollen likely got sucked up your nose.”

			“A real charmer then? Can’t wait to meet him.”

			You shrugged, then smirked, catching that I intended to do just that. “I, uh, don’t know that you’ll like it. He’ll probably put you to work outside with him, and then lecture you on all the plants in the backyard.”

			“Could be fun. I’ve never bothered to learn the names of plants. Just their smells.”

			You stared at me oddly, and I bit my lip. I tried to see myself in your eyes. Would you see a sensitive soul with a sensitive nose and attention to detail who likely lit candles and would inhale your scent like fresh baked bread if you loaned me a shirt? Or a weirdo who sniffed their classmates when they weren’t looking and paused to inhale the dumpster air?

			For all you knew, I was both.

			It was my turn to shrug. “I’ve got a sensitive nose.”

			See, at least I never lied to you.

			Since there was no tent to pitch, we spent the remainder of the evening building a campfire, roasting marshmallows and hotdogs, and pretending to get to know each other a little more. I was beginning to see the appeal of camping. It wasn’t really about being in nature at all, so much as an excellent opportunity to snare someone. Bring them away from all the distractions of civilization, making them pay attention to their surroundings, pay attention to you. The smoke bothered my nose, but I could smell the musk of you under it all as we snuggled close, easing into the type of comfort that only leads to one place.

			Making love in the open air, the breeze caressing my naked skin, was exhilarating. In many ways, I was amazed at myself for never trying it before. I’d always guessed that it would be itchy, or dirt would work its way into undesirable places, no fabric or fur to prevent it. But your sleeping bag was soft, and the thin layer of sweat made me even more sensitive to the night air in surprising ways. Even the smell of the grass seemed suddenly erotic.

			I’d have to try it for the first time, again. Reexperiencing it would be worth the energy of rewinding time, wouldn’t it? Wait, have I told you yet I can also rewind time, not just pause it? We’ve had so many conversations tonight, I’m a little unsure . . . .

			Regardless, that rewind was worth it.

			God, it was.

			Afterwards, I whispered that I loved you.

			Then, I showed you who I truly was.

			***

			Here’s the thing with the truth. Often, it isn’t what we hear that determines our acceptance of a fact or belief, but how we hear it. Delivery is everything. Delivery can make the difference between all-out war and a shaky alliance. Usually, a person just needs the proper amount of caressing or explaining or demonstration, and even if they can’t accept an overall premise for themselves, they can accept it for another, and let it be.

			If one way doesn’t work, another can be tried. Hit restart. Easy.

			You, however, were different.

			No matter how I tried to tell you, or explain to you, or show you, you tried to kill me.

			How had I been so blind?

			We weren’t meant to be. I hadn’t known you long enough.

			After my first attempt, which I admit was bold—just shifting like that. I forget how scary I can look as a wolf. For me it’s just like, I don’t know, changing hats for you. And just as simple to do, well now anyway. You should have seen me try at twelve. So, yeah, like changing hats. Except better, way better. You can’t imagine how much I miss my fur when in human form!

			Anyway, after the way you reacted the first time, I should have known. Should have accepted you had a violent streak. A resistance and immediate fear of anything truly different. I mean, you threw fire at me!

			Instead I rationalized. Of course it was shocking to have the person you’d just made crazy, intense, outdoor, naked love to, shift into a long snouted creature of the night with glowing gold eyes and lush gray and aquamarine fur. Of course, to you I was just a mutated wolf.

			“Wolf.” All your limited vocabulary could muster. A magic wolf as tall as your—date? We’d never explicitly said we were in a relationship. Perhaps that was the problem. This was moving too fast.

			“Holy fuck!” You screamed and scrambled backwards into the grass.

			I winced, imagining the blades cutting your delicate human skin. This is why I so seldom venture into nature in human form. Your bodies just aren’t made for it.

			I knew the best thing to do at that moment was to sit as still as possible, but even so, you inched all the way back to the fire.

			“It’s okay,” I said, lying down as careful as I could. At the sound of my voice, you relaxed for a moment. I relaxed for a moment.

			Then you hurled a flaming log at my head.

			I paused time, a soft jolt going through me as always, and moved out of the way. The log hit your SUV with a thud and rolled beneath it. I paused time again, and pulled it out to prevent a fire or explosion. I also cursed a bit. I hadn’t been expecting this to be so dangerous, and now regretted using my energy for another go on the sleeping bag.

			Pausing time is exhausting. Rewinding it is even harder. And they’re both inexact. I can only ever go back a few minutes. Ten minutes if fully recharged, and clearly, I wasn’t anymore.

			I’d been stupid to waste it on some outdoor sex, no matter how amazing. I see that now, but I—thought you already loved me.

			Thanks to that and saving your stupid truck, I could only muster about three minutes, so I couldn’t let the log throwing go on for long, you understand. I had to press on and live with the consequences, or rewind.

			So I tried pressing on. I turned to speak to you, and you were standing over me naked, another flaming log in hand, ready to swing it down on me.

			I had to rewind.

			As the seconds sucked out of the Time Coil and crawled beneath my skin like ants, I reassured myself this would get under control before I lost control. I still thought that you could love me. So I gave it my all, knowing my family would feel every pause, every retraction of time, and I hoped they were already asleep, and if not, would understand.

			***

			The second time, I tried to open you up to the idea first. I asked if you had ever wished you could turn into something else. Be something else.

			“Nah, what’s the point? It isn’t real, and we’re already the top of the food chain.”

			I tensed at this response. “Really? Not even as a kid.”

			You shrugged your shoulders. “I never really liked animals.”

			“What?” How had we not had this discussion in the two weeks I had known you? Where was my mind? “You have a dog. You camp!”

			“My roommate has a dog. It’s not mine. It just likes me a lot, and you were so in love with it, and I well, maybe I wanted to impress you a bit. So I let you believe it was mine . . . sorry.” You shrugged.

			A little guilty grimace would have been nice at least, but no, you just shrugged.

			“And what does camping have to do with animals, anyway?” you continued. “It’s not like I’m out hunting. They’re nice to snap a picture of maybe, but have one?” You scoffed. “Ick.”

			“Ick?”

			I should’ve given up right then and there. Ick.

			But damn it, we’d come this far hadn’t we? We’d spent so much time together. And you were so cute. So witty. So good in bed. Clever. A nature lover. “How can you love nature and not animals?”

			“I never said I loved nature. Camping is kind of cool, but that’s because it is fun. And animals, it’s not like I hate them. But they’re in nature for a reason, right?”

			My body eased. Okay. That line of thinking I could work with. You just weren’t into the whole domestication thing. We could return to the whole nature “liker” thing later. “So wild animals should stay wild.”

			“I guess that’s one way of putting it. You’re not like—” You paused. “I mean, I know you eat meat. But you’re not like one of those, like animal activist types are you?”

			The fact that this is where your mind jumped the moment I’d gotten emotional on this topic should have been another sign, but I pressed forward, keeping my eye on your watch, the one article of clothing that hadn’t been tossed in the grass. If we progressed too far down this path, I’d be stuck rewinding to a point mid-conversation. And this conversation sucked.

			“No—I’m just saying, hypothetically of course, what if you could be a wild animal. What if you could shift back and forth and maintain your mind?”

			“Like the Wonder Twins or something.”

			I pinched my eyebrows together.

			“They’re an old superhero set. My brother is a bit comic obsessed.”

			“You have a brother?”

			“Didn’t I say I had one?”

			We were getting off track. “Look, couldn’t there be an advantage to shifting form?”

			“Maybe, but I don’t see the point in this thought exercise.”

			“But it is possible.” Time was running out. I shifted, my blood flowing hotter as my fur burst from my skin and my claws dug into our blankets. I was trying to prove my point more quickly.

			But this too ended in flaming logs flying through the air.

			Again and again we had this conversation. I tried explaining there were other benefits. See, this is where I think I told you about the time control a bit. I know I tried just showing you that aspect once, going from that angle. You weren’t interested, and when I demonstrated by pausing time and changing positions, you freaked out, almost had a nervous breakdown or something. So, I only tried that once.

			In retrospect, a wolf at least gave you a problem to solve.

			The time thing? Only made it more obvious you couldn’t make what I am go away.

			I didn’t see it that way then, so I rewound and rewound. Reasoned from different angles. All these conversations are twisted in my mind. It was so exhausting, the switching, the arguing, the reeling the seconds back from eternity, constantly saving myself, protecting your fragility.

			The weight of the moon hung in my heart.

			With every retry, my window for convincing you shrunk. I could pull less and less time back to us. The sun was creeping closer to the horizon. The night slipping away, time managing to push forward just a bit, every time.

			I tried everything. I tried making you make me prove I could shift. I tried telling you the legend of my people who were born of the stars and earth, stuck between the two just like the moon. We were accidents of the Time Coil who had found a way to fit in among society.

			The admirable history did little to move you. How was I ever to ask you to become my soulmate, to become one of us, if you couldn’t even accept I existed?

			Besides flaming logs, you tried to kill me with a pocket knife, the sleeping bag string, a nearby rock which wasn’t big enough to kill me but still hurt my feelings. You even tried to get in the SUV and run me over.

			Then, you tried to drive away.

			Any version of our conversation where I didn’t shift, you didn’t believe me. Call it fool-headed stubbornness, but how could we be soulmates if you didn’t believe me?

			And you always turned violent.

			And I was losing my will. And my control. Three-minute rewinds became two-minute rewinds became one-minute rewinds.

			***

			Time inched slowly further, weaving us into an impossible starting point where we were arguing on the sleeping sack. I should have stopped then. Should have accepted I’d messed up. But, by that point, my anger had taken over, and it was less about winning you so much as winning this argument, defeating this challenge, making you see. I’ll admit that.

			My anger, exhaustion, utter surprise at not knowing you at all, and disappointment in how I’d fallen so fast and so foolishly, made me miss my mark.

			We went too far.

			That was my fault.

			I couldn’t rewind to a time where you hadn’t seen the real me.

			And now my nose was bleeding and my head hurt. I’d been warned about pausing and rewinding too much at once. I never thought there’d be a reason for it. My legs tingled and my joints buckled.

			I barely dodged the log you threw.

			This was a terrible error, worsened by the fact that it became clearer, and clearer, that no matter how I tried to explain who I was, what I was, you would never accept it. This wasn’t going to happen. You wouldn’t turn wolf and bond with me.

			You’d never make it in my pack even if you did.

			That’s why I called them. They were expecting it, having felt all my jolts. They weren’t happy.

			That’s why you’re tied up now.

			I’m sorry that Father knocked you out. Your screaming would have attracted other humans.

			Do you feel the weight of me on your chest? My warmth? Even now, I still care some for you. To keep you warm. I know how much I miss my fur whenever I’m human. It’s such a cold form. Isn’t it love that keeps me here? Keeps me explaining? Still trying to make you understand?

			Maybe it’s just guilt.

			I know what they’re going to decide.

			I’d give you one last chance, but now, I wouldn’t be able to trust it wasn’t a lie just to escape. Besides, I haven’t got it left in me.

			And I told you, even if you can control time, you can’t really control it. There is no going back to before you knew. That was lost hours ago.

			And there was never any going back to the day you left out the mocha. A botched drink, a white lie.

			Even now I still long for the fantasy of what you could have been instead of confronting the reality of who you are.

			I guess in the end neither of us was what the other was hoping for.

			The elder wolves aren’t pleased, but they understand. They’ve been young before too.

			Under the right circumstances, anybody could be somebody you could love.

			Before I try to induct a lover, next time I’ll need approval from the pack. That was decided right away.

			The sun is nearly here, I can hear their feet in the grass. I’m sorry. This, this is as close as you’ll ever get to love, and it wasn’t even real.

			As dawn breaks, I load my cooler and suitcase into Sandra’s truck.

			“I warned you,” she says. “Another missing person story.”

			I slump into the passenger seat.

			“No more unauthorized dating, huh?”

			I turn away from her. “Just take me home.”

			“Don’t worry. You’ll find your soulmate.” Her truck eased onto the dirt road and we are enveloped in the shade of the trees. “It just takes time.”

		

	
		
			Jack of Hearts

			Andrew Wentzell

			You wanna know the key to a good con? Honestly, it’s the same as the key to a good magic trick. You’ve got to have more information than everyone else in the room.

			That’s it.

			Sure, fancy gadgets help. And sure, assistants can be useful. But at its core a con is just a magic trick—simply a matter of my information versus yours. And I guarantee I’ll win every time.

			Take right now, for example. I’m sitting at a small round table at the edge of the seating section in Club Flush. It’s a dark-lit place, but swanky not grimy. I’m not wearing anything conspicuous, nothing weird. No mask, no fancy cape, no sunglasses. I’m dressed to fit in with this upper crust crowd, and I think I look pretty good in my black slacks and button-down long-sleeve sapphire blue shirt. They complement my black hair and blue eyes. The visuals need to be perfect; after all, they always sell the performance. It’s why fishermen love using shiny lures. The visual sells, and the fish eat it up.

			I’m watching the girls up on stage do their own kind of magic—getting men to forget their problems. From their make-up to their carefully skimpy outfits, they have set the stage like professionals. The black velvet curtains are brushed clean every night to a light gloss, and the soft lights from the stage floor highlight every curve, every line, and every breath these performers have.

			The club pays top dollar for top performers, and I can tell. It’s amazing, the power of body language when you pair it with the scent of alcohol and the lure of sex. These women know how to stand, their hips tilted just so. They know how to walk, that gentle sway that accentuates the gauzy lines flowing off of their asses, how to bend at just the right angle, so a viewer gets not too much, but not too little, of the forbidden fruit she represents. They know what to do, what move to make and when, to keep men’s eyes exactly where they want them.

			To prepare for this magic trick, I’ve made myself known around here. I’ve been here enough times that I’m an established regular. I always have this table, I tip well, and I stay late. Most importantly, I don’t mess around or hound dog on anyone. I’m a good boy, I am, and they’ve all let their guard down a little bit. I’ve become just another piece of the background. It’s the old illusion trick. You show someone something over and over and over, until it’s set in their brain as a part of the scenery. Then when you show them the scene again, now without the thing, they have no idea what you’ve done until you point it out. Their brain fills in the missing piece out of habit.

			It’s almost too easy.

			Finally, around 11 pm, the Club Flush fills up. Maybe twenty-five or thirty men, all of them thirsty for a peek and maybe, just maybe, a tickle.

			I’m still in my chair as part of the background, but I’m not a passive piece of scenery. I assess each and every patron as they come in. Two upper executives (fine bespoke suits and ostentatious watches) catch my eye, but the five older guys who wander in after, likely not knowing what they were getting into (frayed pant hems, a small stain here or there)—I immediately dismiss them. Nobody who has the means will come to a place like the Club Flush with anything less than immaculate attire.

			The rest, though, are very presentable upper management business types, all with that same hungry, forlorn look in their eye. They want what’s in the Club Flush, but they’re like lost puppies still trying to find their way home. Silver and gold flash at their wrists like shiny lures in the ocean. Several make a scene of slapping down metallic credit cards, proclaiming to wait staff who could care less that they will open a hefty tab tonight. They know about the shiny lure, but they’ve forgotten that there are many different kinds of fish in the ocean.

			Really, this is the perfect crowd. I can’t help but smile, just a little.

			Another thing about magic—like real estate, it’s all about location, location, location. If you’re planning a big trick with tons of ice, a sauna is a bad place to play.

			Similarly, if you’re targeting some big fish, a small pond just won’t do. The Club Flush is one of the best-kept secrets in the city. A dance club, strip club, and occasional brothel rolled into one nice little place, catering mainly to those who have the means to make such a club go through the effort of seriously flouting city ordinances.

			I could do this trick at any strip club across the world: New York, Vegas, Monte Carlo, Paris. But I don’t want a meager take. I don’t even want a good take. I put serious effort into planning this bit of magic, and I want to be properly compensated. It’s not too much to ask, I think.

			I warm up my fingers by drumming a staccato on the table’s edge, getting used to the quick, small movements this will require. I roll my shoulders just a little and do a quick brush-pass against my clothes to make sure the hidden pockets are accessible. If you watch magicians, they’ll always have little tells like this, as they check their props.

			Everything so far is in line with my expectations. Again, the first rule—information.

			I look at my watch. 11:34.

			One minute more, and it’ll be showtime. I don’t know exactly who’ll be here tonight, but I know exactly what type of person will—

			CRUMMMPPPTTTTTTT!

			The walls shake as my package bomb next door explodes. The ceiling cracks and a thin jagged bolt runs halfway across the ceiling. Dust, grit, and ash filter down through the cracks and into the air. A few of the women on stage shriek. The lights go out. That’s my cue.

			In that instant, I make my first move. Before you can say “King me,” I’m up and moving through the crowd. I get the take from four men, slipping watches and wallets into various pockets.

			When I get to guy number four—a round-ish guy—I pull out the hypodermic I stashed in my sock. As I move away, I prick him in the back. He grunts, but I’m five feet away.

			The emergency lights flicker on. The whole place is lit by a ghastly yellow wash of light. Not enough to see everything clearly, but enough to find red-lit exits.

			“What the hell is going on?” I shout, letting some panic slip into my voice. Everyone knows nothing is more contagious than fear. It just needs kindling to turn a spark into a blaze.

			On cue, my man begins to seize, saliva frothing at his mouth. His nose, big and russet in the stale yellow lights, begins bleeding; a trickle, but enough that it’s a bright stain against his lip-covering froth of bubbly, white saliva.

			“Shit! There must be something in the air!” I shout helpfully.

			And like that, the spark kindles into a bright flame. The men are backing away from the guy on the floor, covering their mouths with napkins, shouting and feeding the fear.

			I don’t know if you’ve ever paid attention to people and their watches. Look around, look for the watches around you. Which hand are they on? I guarantee they’re on the non-dominant wrist. I don’t know why, but it’s just how it is. Helpful, right?

			These executives in Club Flush, so stressed about holding their napkins to their faces with their dominant hands, they completely forget about the other hand. I slip through the crowd like a snake through grass, taking their valuables with ease.

			The two bouncers around the door begin to take charge of the situation.

			“Clear a path,” the biggest one shouts, his keg-sized chest pushing through the mess of panicky customers. “Everyone calm down! Sit down, relax, and wait!”

			Their presence starts to settle the customers down, and the shouts slowly subside into fearful complaints.

			There’s only one more part to my little magic trick. I look over at the women on stage, huddled together in fright, catch the eye of a particular woman, and tug at my ear.

			Right on cue, she coughs, loudly. Her white-sequined pasties flash at each cough. “Tommy,” she rasps. “Tommy, bring me a gin and tonic, will you? Please?”

			From behind the counter, holding a napkin over

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	