
MOBIUS BLVD

Stories from the Byway Between Reality and Dream

––––––––

MARCH | 2026

No. 29

––––––––

Copyright © 2026 Hobb’s End Press. All Rights Reserved. Published by Hobb’s End Press, a division of ACME Sprockets & Visions. Cover design Copyright © 2026 Wayne Kyle Spitzer. All stories Copyright © 2026 by their respective authors. Please direct all inquiries to: HobbsEndBooks@yahoo.com


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Mobius Blvd: Stories from the Byway Between Reality and Dream No. 29 / March 2026

GHOST INQUISITOR | Bill Walthall

CHILD OF CENTAURUS | R.A. Daunton

DRAINS | David Castlewitz

ALUKA | Wayne Kyle Spitzer

FIVE SOFT FINGERS | Sophia Krich-Brinton

LISL | Lisa Marie Miller

NEURAL CRUCIBLE | Ernesto Sanchez

THE GROMSKIN | Mark Nuzzi

THE MISSOURI MAN | Lawrence Dagstine

A TASTE OF TRUTH | Bill Diamond

CONTENTS

––––––––
[image: ]


GHOST INQUISITOR

Bill Walthall

CHILD OF CENTAURUS

R.A. Daunton

DRAINS

David Castlewitz

ALUKA

Wayne Kyle Spitzer

FIVE SOFT FINGERS

Sophia Krich-Brinton

LISL

Lisa Marie Miller

NEURAL CRUCIBLE

Ernesto Sanchez

THE GROMSKIN 

Mark Nuzzi 

THE MISSOURI MAN

Lawrence Dagstine

A TASTE OF TRUTH 

Bill Diamond

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

GHOST INQUISITOR



Bill Walthall


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


​

Alone, I wait in the interrogation room for the ghost subject to be brought in. I sit at a plain metal table in the center of the room. In the middle of the table, a metal loop is welded to the surface. In the time before the Mind-Machine War, those to be questioned were shackled to that ring, holding them in place. A useless relic now. Shackles are unnecessary. The ghosts come of their own volition to tell their stories.

A single small window allows a square prism of natural light to cut across the room, the dust in the air dancing around and through the golden beam. The chair opposite me hunches below the shaft as if avoiding the sunshine from beyond this chamber. Despite my deep, cleansing breaths, my heart pounds in my ears. After dozens of trial and training interrogations, this is my first official inquisition of a ghost. My hands lay on the table before me, palms up. I feel the wetness of the water cooling on the skin of my hands. Did I take my seat too early?

Behind me at the wall is the small table where I had busied myself before sitting. Atop the table, the shallow bowl of water sits serene, its surface unmoving again. I had slid both hands in, breaking the surface of the water, palms down, then began the ritual of the Cascade. Raise one hand above the surface, ladle water with the other hand, and pour the lukewarm liquid over the back of the suspended hand. First left, then right. Each five times. The Cascades keep the hands from burning when touching the subject.

I had submerged my hands, palms up, in the basin and cupped my fingers, raising each hand inches above the surface. I opened my fingers, fanning them and allowing the water to dribble into the basin. I don’t think I have enough time to go back and repeat the Cascades.

My heart beats faster in my ears.

I study my hands on the table: fingertips no longer rippled with the concentric curves of fingerprints, palms etched with the extra lines. These are the marks of my calling.

“My calling.”

There were no Inquisitors in the times before the Mind-Machine War. Most so-called history, until recently imprisoned in electronic banks, is lost, thank the Prophets. Real libraries again hold the sacred texts of stories, histories, and refutations of the Machine’s lies, saved by those who had secreted away tangible copies. Not long ago, the great two-letter evil questioned the ghosts, leaving us to accept uncontested their interpretations of the incorporeal subject’s answers under interrogation; now we have the Inquisitors. There are few of us. Few survive the Cybination, which creates us. I took the risk after my Mary left me in the waning months of the War. Then I had only despair; now I have my place. My calling.

Footsteps reverberate in the hallway outside my chamber. They are slower, decaying echoes of the quickening heartbeat in my ears. I close my eyes and smile. I know what is coming. The door to my right opens. I turn toward the sound. 

At the open door, the eyeless Attendant in black scrubs that match my own enters, her arms reaching forward. Blind as Justice. Like a sleepwalker from the monochrome entertainments of my grandfather’s youth, her pale white skin extends from the black medical scrubs. Her eye sockets hold nothing, save for rough, mangled scar tissue, strands of flesh tough as gristle. Her red rubber-gloves protect her hands from the heat coming off the ghost. Her fingers hang downward, but her palms rest on air, grasping the unseen subject’s shoulders. As long as the Attendant maintains contact with the subject, she can watch over the ghost and guide it across the room.

I turn my attention to the thin but opaque patina of red particles on the shiny metal floor, the only evidence of the ghost subject’s presence in the room. As the Attendant moves into my cell, she leaves footprints on the floor, unsettling the fine dust. These, however, are not the only marks left by their progress into the chamber. As if her movements both echo behind her and ripple before her, unseen footfalls disturb the particles ahead of her feet, tracking the subject. The Attendant walks the subject to the side of the chair, releases its shoulders, and slides the chair forward until she meets resistance. The front of the chair then scoots up under the table as if by magic. A second official, the Transcriptionist, appears and assists the now re-blinded Attendant out of my chamber. He closes the door, leans back against the far wall behind the empty chair before me, and readies his clipboard and pencil to make a record of the inquest.

The red dust floats in and out of the light beam, following aerial eddies created by the movements of the corporeal bodies. I glance at the floor to the right of the table. As my training has prepared me, I see the ghost’s shadow, a silhouette caused by nothing in this room or this world. I suppress a smile because such a display of emotion is a breach of etiquette and my professionalism.

The shadow on the floor is thin. Fragile. I note a vague femininity in the shape. A teen girl, perhaps. Possibly a decrepit dowager. One day, Mary will be a dowager. She shall come crawling back. But I will refuse her, rebuking her for her betrayal and infidelity. I shiver and shake my head to banish these memories of my life long gone.  

I shut my eyes. Focus on this woman. The victim. Her testimony.

The authorities never inform Inquisitors of the identity of the victim. No age, no gender, nothing. If they knew that information, they could discern other data as well, and then what would be our utility? My job is honest. Sacred. Learn the circumstances of death, how the Machine murdered them. Thus, these histories become part of the myriad of reasons to never trust the Machine again.

My forearms rest on the cool surface, fingers reaching out. The only moisture is the sweat on my upturned palms.

“Hello,” I say. I consider smiling to ease the awkwardness of this initial interaction. As if it were a first date, prelude to deceit. I know better. My body refuses to cooperate: my mouth tightens after my lips form the word. I swallow. “Will you place your hands on mine, palm to palm?”

My god. I state it as a request, posing it as a question. Pleading like a cuckold. Protocol demands it to be a directive, an order to be followed. The handsome young Transcriptionist beyond the empty chair drops his eyes to his clipboard, scratching new reportage onto a sheet of paper. The pencil scraping sound fills the room. Every stroke gouges the board beneath. Slashes into flesh.

I sense the subject’s hands in mine, but the sensation differs from what I expect. Instead of the sudden heat of her wrists on my fingertips and the tips of her fingers upon my wrists, two icy hands drop into my own. My eyes snap to my hands, and what I see freezes the air in my lungs. I cannot breathe. I see hands of ice, transparent but obscuring my hands beneath them. 

Shaking, I inhale through my nose, holding my breath with effort. I want to ease the pent-up exhalation from my mouth; instead, I cough out the frozen unliving air, my mouth chilling with its expulsion. Calm yourself. 

I shiver from the frost against my hands. As I bring my eyes up, I gasp in the cold that envelops me. That chair should be empty. But, no. The hands are not the only parts of the ghost that have pierced the veil of visibility. Transparent arms lead up to her shoulders. I strain to not look, but I see through her. Skin and bones, muscles and organs, torn flesh and gore, muddle the entity’s translucence, distorting what is beyond. 

I cannot take my eyes off the ice statue’s face and the Transcriptionist beyond her. Unrecognizable as human, the right top of her head is missing–hair, scalp, even skull, all gone. Her brain, what I can discern of it, is not completely there; some scooped out, some hanging in chunks from the crater in her skull. Her ear dangles from a gash that leaves the crater and descends across into her neck, exposing parts of the spine and carotid artery. Because of the clear carnage and crystal outlines, I cannot be sure. I am forced to imagine it—the blade stabbing into her unfaithful heart over and over—and she nauseates me. Her right eyeball hangs by a thick band of entwined nerves and veins. A deep gash disfigures the left side of her face. The left corner of her mouth is torn heavenward to her ear, producing a sickening smirk. Her pristine teeth make her accidental smile even more grotesque. 

“What is your name?” I ask.

Silence lingers. I glance at the Transcriptionist, who raises his square-jawed face, evaluating my actions. He expects me to repeat the answer only I can hear so that he can record it. Without her response, I have nothing to repeat. I appear to shirk my duty. Or worse: I am hiding something. I shake my head at him and return my gaze to the not-empty chair before me. She grins, intending to unnerve me. I clear my throat. “Your name, ma’am?”

In my head, a girlish giggle echoes. The subject? Or my own memory? 

“Your name,” I repeat. 

Silence.

I fold my thumbs over the back of the whore’s hands. I press into them. I should sense the growing heat under my thumbs. I want to hear the sizzle of my skin burning in flames. I sense only the cold. My thumb pads stick to the glacial surface of her transparency. I press harder and my thumbs break through a thin layer of ice. My thumbs become frigid, plunging into subfreezing liquid. I imagine it thick and red. Blood on my hands. 

“Name.” I want it to sound like a command, direct and calm. It is a directive, yes, but not calm. I hack the word from my mouth, and my frozen lungs squeak like a scared child.

In my mind, her voice: “Mary.” Her breath caresses me from across the table, through the shroud of life. This icy breeze chills me because it brings the memory of the sweetness of my wife’s breath, hidden in the rank stench of decay and decomposition.

“Mary,” I repeat, the word spewing from me. It cannot be her voice. The scribble on the clipboard begins again. I push forward with the interview, trying to squeeze past the memory. My voice becomes breathy, a whisper. “Last name?”

The ice hands jerk me toward the table. As she speaks, she winks her good eye and tilts her head left and right as the sing-songy lilt in her voice rings out, “Ham-mer-smith.” My Mary. Even as her open neck flaps wider, her voice sings. I stare at her wound, my jaw dropping, amazed at how color creeps into the ice of her neck. Her translucent lips don’t move, but the lacerated larynx lobes, which recall her lipsticked mouth of old, grow Jezebel red. The lips of her wound smirk at me, the blood dripping onto her crystalline torso. Through her head, I see the misshapen but masculine scribe watching me. My eyes burn. I blink the tears away.

“The last name?” His voice is deep, far deeper than his youthful face presages. Time is slowing, and his tones yawn and stretch to fill the temporal chasm. 

My lips form our name, but her frosty hands grip my own, and my vocal cords constrict, cutting off the sounds, until I reach the last syllable, “Smith.” My croak in response cannot sound human; the syllable rings false like the lie it is.

The Transcriptionist scrutinizes my face. I think he smiles before my eyes dart back to the ghoul. Blood flows in rhythmical spurts from the neck gash. The color of life–or rather, death–inches up her neck.

The scratching scrawl fills the silent void of the room. Each stroke shrieks, another wooden laceration. When I look at him again, there shall be torn paper and slivers and shavings of board on the floor.

I continue the script of my inquisition. 

“How were you killed?” Every subject’s response to this question takes place in the War. It is propaganda, but the truth. The truth that must be spoken. The ghoul tilts her head left, away from the now impossibly closing rupture, the jagged laceration un-rending before my eyes. She smiles, knowing that I imagine the knife, reversing remembrance, running upward, leading the healing that overtakes her thin tanned neck. I think of the ghost’s footprints appearing before the Attendant’s steps, the movement inexorable toward its destination.

She speaks the truth of my crime. I regurgitate the expected propaganda. The scribbling resumes as she grins and shakes her head.

“Where were you found?” Her lips grow full and red as the blood disappears, and the bloody extended smile recedes down the left side of her face. She blows me a kiss. The bitch. 

“In the crawlspace under John’s house, lover.” After her gloat subsides, I give the address of the adulterer. More scribbling.

I feel faint, exhausted by my interrogation. I just want it to end.

I pull away, but her frigid flesh is stuck to my skin, holding me in place. I feel the tug as my skin stretches then rips, and I pull away faster from her frozen grasp. Her red nails dig into my flesh, gouging parallel gashes up my wrists. The smell of blood fills my mind. 

I near the end of the inquisition. “When were you killed?”

“It feels like yesterday,” she says. The crater is gone from her skull. Her hair, her skin, her smile. My Mary’s face. Lovely. Alive. Impossible. I give a date from what seems years ago, but I know now is today.

The scrawl continues until the echoing crack of the pencil breaking snaps me to attention.

I want to pull away, but the freezing metal grasp holds me to the table.

Mary disappears, as does the Transcriptionist behind her.

“Then you confess?” The deep voice booms from across the interrogation room. The slouching middle-aged detective, rumpled and balding, grins.

The room spins. I can only sob and nod. I want to choke the absent adulteress, but the handcuffs hold my wrists to the table’s iron loop. I kick and thrash at my own contrition.

In my mind, I see their bodies intertwined under the house.

I think the state’s final needle will be a comfort as it slides into my arm.
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5th Scorpio 276

As stated in my previous transmission, I have changed the log date to the Darian calendar, having now successfully made touchdown. 

Planetside has been made as projected; the Abeona bore true with no resistance and deployed its biomes without issue. Oxygen levels are still stabilising, with calculations predicting breathability within seventy-two Earth hours; however, the gravity fields are already working as intended, and earlier than projected. Sickness is minimal, and the weather is calm - no problems to report.

As the biomes continue to unfurl from the Abeona, Mission Specialist Reid and I have taken the opportunity to rest. We will continue to regulate habitation, and I will begin exploration as soon as fortifications are complete. I will keep you updated as we progress.

Mars Base One has been established.

Commander David, signing off.
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‘It’s more beautiful than I could ever have imagined,’ Andrea said as she put her arm around Raymond’s shoulders. ‘The training footage didn’t do it justice at all.’

‘No,’ Raymond replied. The two astronauts were looking out of a porthole in their bedroom, watching the giant arms of the Abeona come to rest upon the dusty red planet. ‘Just watch how they dig into the ground, laying the groundwork for the future of our entire race. That scaffolding is going to be the bedrock of humanity on this planet, and we are watching it be laid right there, right before our eyes.’

‘Always the engineer,’ Andrea giggled before kissing him on the cheek. ‘I see you sequenced it to put our bedroom down first, though. Do I sense the rumblings of a little hint, oh Romeo?’

‘Whatever do you mean?’ Raymond responded, trying to hide laughter behind mock surprise. ‘I just assumed that after all that travel, you would be tired, that’s all. There is no ulterior motive at all, trust me.’

‘Not even now that we are away from those infernal cameras?’ Andrea grinned. She brought her hand up to the zipper of her jumpsuit and began to pull it downwards, slowly.

‘Well, Mission Specialist Reid. When you put it that way.’

Raymond lifted Andrea and placed his hands beneath her, allowing her to wrap her legs around his waist. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, allowing the creation of a new world to go on around them as they floated there within the moment.

Their lips met, and nothing else mattered. There, them, together; Mars be damned. As they fell into bed together, the Abeona continued to drill into the rock, laying the foundations of its future, for them, for Earth, for Mars, and for all of humanity to come.
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The days would pass, dissolve into weeks, the hours passing like seconds, the days as if within the blink of an eye; two lovers, a planet at their fingertips. Life would become their playground as the base took shape, within their image, their want, their desires.

The pyramid peaks, the rolling dunes, the faces of stone. Those monoliths would become their galleries, as wonderous and inspiring as any on Earth. They would walk, hand-in-hand, amongst them, their new home, curators of the new Martian canon.

9th Scorpio 276

The Abeona has been fully descended for three days. Its subterranean scaffolding has taken hold within the planet’s surface without issue, and all readings suggest that it will hold, even during the worst weather conditions. Biomes Two and Four are complete, with Four projecting to sprout its first crop within the month. Two shall be more than adequate for the storage of minerals and crops we find and grow on the planet, and should be well-stocked by the time the second party arrives. I aim to begin scouting the nearby areas for minerals shortly, hopefully within the next day or two, weather permitting. 

There have been heavy winds, but it has not been an issue. The foundations of the Abeona hold, and I have no reason to doubt their capabilities to sustain life for a long time to come. Mars Base One feels both functional and comfortable.

Mission Specialist Reid has settled in well and has already laid out plans for how best to utilise Biome Three for the study of local flora, once it has grown. She has noted that Biome Nine is the best place for further cultivation and prolonged farming of the crops and flora from Biomes Three and Four due to its distance from our living quarters within the central hub and Biome Two, where I will carry out the majority of my work.

Relations between us continue to be civil, professional and friendly. I am happy to have been stationed with one so capable and skilled. The future of this project is in good hands with her here, working alongside me.

The mission perseveres.

Commander David, signing off.
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‘I plan to head outside today,’ Raymond said, looking up from his tablet. ‘The winds have died down, and I think it’s about time I take the laser out for a whirl. I can’t wait to test it against the rock here, in its natural habitat.’

‘Look at you,’ Andrea smiled. ‘You’re like a child on Christmas morning. I wish I could come with you.’

‘Still not feeling well? Baby...’ he said, standing up from the breakfast table and putting his hand on her head. He ruffled her hair, messing up her bed head even more than it already was.

‘Get off me!’ she yelled, laughing as she brushed him away. ‘Yeah, I’ve been throwing up all morning. I’ve never been good with these artificial gravity fields.’

Raymond kissed her cheek, then took a sip of coffee, screwing his face up as it hit his palate. ‘God, that’s rough. They can land men on Mars, but they can’t synthesise a decent cup of Joe.’

‘I know, but what can you expect? They’re Americans, after all.’

‘Would it have killed them to have hired an Italian to put in charge of the food?’ Raymond laughed. ‘Look,’ he said, stopping himself. ‘I’m sorry you’re not well. Is there anything I can do for you?’

‘Unless you can change the fabric of this planet to make us not need grav devices, then I’m afraid not.’

‘Yeah, no; sorry. No can do on that front, I’m afraid. Did they not knock this out of you at the academy?’

Andrea shook her head. ‘I guess not. I was fine when we left Earth. They sent me here, didn’t they?’

‘Yeah...’ he said, trying to hide the worry on his face.

‘Don’t you let it stop you from going out and having all the fun, though. I still have some things to do in Biome Nine. To get it ready for the seeds you’re going to bring me, right?’

‘Fingers crossed, little one.’ Raymond zipped up his jumpsuit and approached the door. ‘What do you say? Another one for good luck?’

‘Christ, man. Are you superhuman?’

He turned back around and grinned. ‘Maybe.’ He unzipped the jumpsuit back down, then jumped back into bed, his movements soundtracked by her laughter singing through the room.
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The airlock slid open, and Raymond stepped outside for the first time. 

Mars greeted him with open arms, a crimson embrace of dusty chill and endless possibility. It felt to him as if he had finally crossed the threshold of a home he had never known, alien yet strangely familiar; right. It beckoned him on with its siren’s call of beguiling winds and untreaded sands. The mountains and rocky outcrops loomed above, majestic and wondrous, blocking out all thoughts of the base to his rear. Every step he would take from then on would be remembered alongside those of Columbus, Polo, Armstrong and Drake.

Commander Raymond David took the first steps of man across the dusty red desert, clasping the large mining rifle within his clammy, trembling hands. Rovers Perseverance and Verity had made note of where best to start, but he needn’t heed their advice. The entire planet was ripe; it mattered not where he began. Everywhere then was new, every rock hiding a discovery, every nook and every cranny bursting at the seams with excitement. He knew where to begin, not from the briefings or the words of mechanical beings. He could feel it in his bones.
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Andrea flushed the toilet and wiped a slick of vomit away from the side of her mouth. Twice in one day, she thought to herself. That couldn’t be good.

Looking in the mirror, she brushed away strands of sweaty red hair and studied the face that stared back at her. She had dark shadows under her eyes, and her cheeks were bloated. ‘What are you looking at, you fool?’ she asked herself, before sticking out her tongue. ‘Mission control is going to love this one.’

The day passed slowly, spent lying in bed, trying to fight away cravings for foods she could never taste again. The wind rattled the glass dome of the bedroom, and it shook the siding of the kitchen. The dust blew upwards and rained down upon the roof of the central hub with so much force that she feared it would crack and suck her clean out into space.

Worry, she worried, had never been a worry quite like that before.
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The first laser blast carved through the red rock with ease, slicing the mountainside open within the hour. Raymond had practised for months back at the academy, blasting sample upon sample with the mining rifle until even the compound’s janitors had gone home. It felt as good then as it had on the first day of his training, all the more so for the tingle of excitement moving through his body with every loose rock that fell to his feet. That was it, the moment he had been dreaming of for years, finally coming to life before his eyes. Every broken rock meant one inch closer to seeing, finally, what lay beneath the surface of that most mysterious of planets. It would be him who would see it first, he who would get to experience the wonder, not through story and regaled tales, but first-hand, through his own hard work and graft. There could be no sweeter feeling, he was sure of it.
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She was alone, truly. Adrift in space, with nought but her own company to keep her centred. Doubts would begin to creep, that day, but doubts can always go one of two ways. She could succumb to them, or she could power through, prove to herself that she was stronger than her body was telling her. She could fight back against whatever it was inside of her, invading her body and her mind.

She had never felt so useless, helpless. Away from home, family.

Andrea opened a box of cookies and stared at the mound of crumbs left inside. A bellow of air left her lips as she poured the crumbs onto the countertop, watching them pile back up, huddled together as they were kidnapped from their cardboard home.

‘What is there to do around her for fun?’ she asked aloud.

A beeping sound flickered through the room, and she felt a heavy metal object brush against her ankle. ‘When I am bored, Ms Reid, I like to go for a walk on the surface. Would you like me to suggest a route you may enjoy? I can adapt my results based upon preference; would you prefer scenic, scientific intrigue, or perhaps a focus on exercise?’

Andrea looked down at the rover and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Laika, I’m not really feeling up for a walk today. I’ve come down with something. Martian flu, perhaps,’ she joked.

‘I have nothing on record regarding Martian flu. Such an anomaly could potentially be the cause of alien bacteria and will require quarantine and further study. I shall
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