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      Friday Night Writes

      

      In a north Phoenix, Arizona strip-mall sits a new and used bookstore with a maze of bookshelves and a magical spirit. Every Friday night a group of writers of all levels and interests meets at Dog-Eared Pages Used Books to listen to speakers, share ideas and experiences, and sometimes write. Out of this highly talented group came the idea of joining their stories in one place, an anthology of micro (less than 100 words) and flash (100–1000 words) fiction. Each month, the group agreed on a prompt, a specific idea, to write about that month, and each was assigned a certain number of words.

      Then the fun really began as each writer strove to create their best writing with the exact number of words assigned. They met to critique each other’s work, offer suggestions, and quite often laughs.

      Here’s the Friday Night Writes group of writers who committed to, and completed, the anthology you are now holding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to the Anthology

          

        

      

    

    
      Probationary Muse 477 sat at attention, waiting to be called. Five years it had waited, and now…

      “477, report to the office,” came the call over the broadcast speaker. Clever, those humans, inventing such a tool. 477 wished for the good old days, when a nymph came by and woke you, personally, but never mind.

      It stood, checked its robe for spots, gathered all its papers and made its way past the Guardians to HAM, the High and August Muse, of Earth’s office.

      The administrative cherub smirked, “Your halo’s slipping.”

      “Is not,” 477 replied. “But thanks for watching out for me.” 477’s karma meter clicked approvingly. 477 reached forward, and the massive wooden door opened, stopping further conversation.

      477 stepped into a large room lined with books on all the walls, and there, in the center, behind a huge desk filled with papers, was HAM–rumored to be the first muse allowed to inspire the humans.

      “Come in, 477, and tell me what you’ve been up to.” The kindly voice rolled across the room, and hugged 477, drawing it gently to a chair, and setting it down.

      477 straightened its robe, and said, “Good Morning, HAM. I’ve been working on Earth. I’m… I’m—”

      “Don’t stutter, child. You’ve a thousand years of experience behind you. Relax. You’ll do fine.”

      “Yes, your Augustness.”

      “Now, none of that. This is just you and me talking. What have you got for me?”

      “I’ve been working on Earth. In a bookstore.” 477 paused to gather its thoughts.

      “You’re taking a second job? As a bookseller?” HAM’s eyebrows leapt together, forming a dangerous line across its forehead.

      “No! I mean, my assignment is in a bookstore. Not that what I’m doing isn’t work. I mean—”

      HAM laughed. “I know what you mean. I’ve done a turn or two Downside. I’m just messing with you.”

      “Messing?”

      “Lighten up, child. You’re too tense. Learn some lingo. You’re way too serious.”

      “But this is serious business!” 477 protested.

      “‘The internet is serious business.’” When 477 didn’t seem to recognize the quote, HAM sighed. “Never mind. Tell me what you’ve been doing.”

      “My current assignment has been to boost creativity in the Phoenix area. I chose a bookstore as my operations center.”

      “Why?”

      “Book people read.” HAM’s eyebrows started to move, and 477 hurried to explain. “You see, applying the principle of Like Calls Like, I chose a place where ideas flourish. All those pages, all that effort, and a reader can’t help but to absorb some of that. They start saying things like, ‘I can do better than that’, or ‘That was dumb. I know a better way’, and before you know it, they start spitting out ideas and writing them down. I get a cascade effect.” 477 held up a chart. “See? Creative impulses go up 129% per week when combined with other forms of inspiration, sorted by—”

      HAM held up a huge hand. “Child, I curse the muse that inspired spreadsheets. It’s currently doing a thousand years trying to teach barnacles better ways of moving. Don’t make me do the same to you.”

      “No, I’m sorry. But let me explain a bit more. Humans get inspiration from weird places. The shape of a cloud, the song of a bird, even the slamming of a door.” 477 paused. “What I’m doing is a bit more direct.”

      “Tell me more.” HAM leaned back and steepled its large, hairy hands.

      “Anthologies are collections of stories or poems from different sources. The combination of differing views can get humans thinking along different lines than they had previously. Again, a cascade of ideas starts a new cascade of stories, which then sparks more ideas, and so on.”

      “Eventually, all the avalanches come down. No more snow to shake loose. What do you do then?”

      “I get these writers to gather. They proofread stories, critique each other’s work, and generate more stories. Partly for the joy of it, partly for the sake of competition, and partly because they don’t want to let their friends down by not doing their share. Each of these actions puts more snow on the mountain, and BOOM, the avalanche flows again!”

      477 threw its papers in the air. They came fluttering down around 477 and HAM.

      HAM looked startled for just a moment, and then began a big, booming belly laugh.

      (The admin cherub peeked in. It had been some time since someone had made HAM laugh like that. It was about time!)

      HAM said, “477, good job. OK, so then what?”

      477 said, “I get them to change up their tactics. Shake up their patterns. Recently, I got them to write some flash stories!”

      “Now, wait a second. You don’t mean flash as in…” HAM mimed opening and closing a large coat.

      “No. That’s a whole different division. A flash story is one where the author gets an idea and a word count. Then they have to try to make their story use the idea and all the words. Some groups give a bit of leeway on the word count, others demand exact numbers. It forces the writer to think about getting just enough words to communicate the idea clearly, but not too many. They learn to pare down ideas to the essentials. This makes larger works more enjoyable, when they reach that stage.”

      “Will they reach that stage?” HAM seemed concerned.

      477 shrugged. “Some will. Some won’t. But once they’ve drunk from the well of creativity, they rarely give it up. They may use it in different ways like writing screenplays, or government press releases, or maybe doing poetry readings—it doesn’t matter, in the long run. And isn’t that what we do? Help them find that well inside themselves so they share it with each other?”

      HAM rose and clapped. With each wave of a hairy hand, 477’s papers gathered and stacked themselves neatly on the desk. “Child, I applaud you. You have caught the vision of why we do what we do.”

      HAM thumped the desk, and a hidden drawer flopped open where 477 could reach it. The drawer held two objects. One space was filled with the silver star of a Junior Muse. The other spot waited to be filled with the brass shield of a Probationary Muse.

      “Take up your star, child. You have done well. Your equipment and files are being transferred, and your supervisor is being notified of your promotion. But do you know what the reward for doing a good job is?” There were those eyebrows, moving in again.

      “No.”

      “It’s a tougher job. But I’m certain you’re up to it. Now, get that anthology of yours finished. I need some new material. Good luck, child!”

      Muse 477 walked out of the room, the bright silver star gleaming from its collar, a big smile across its face. The humans had come through. HAM had laughed. Tipping its halo back at a jaunty angle, 477 headed to the elevator.

      The admin cherub called out, “Your halo’s slipping.”

      “I know,” called back 477. “I like it that way. Thanks.” And 477’s karma meter dinged, like a slot machine that just paid off the grand prize of the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Chapter 1

        It Was a Dark and Stormy Night

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Our Last Night

        By Charles L. M. Plumb

      

      

      

      Lightning struck the landing craft as Beulc and Scral lifted off and headed up into the clouds.

      “We’re at 80% charge now. Another strike or two and we’ll be at maximum,” said Scral. “Phased storage arrays—I love them. More efficient than beamed power.”

      “Think those ‘humans’ will figure out how to make that cold-fusion system work?” asked Beulc.

      “No, I don’t think so,” replied Scral. “We sold them a working plant but the superconductors are just too advanced for their society to analyze, much less duplicate. Without them, room temperature fusion is just not feasible.”

      “Right.” Beulc was silent for a moment. “You know, they had some cool ideas—”

      “Don’t bother. We won’t be back until after the Cleansing. You can sort through the debris then.”

      “There are lots of worlds. Why Cleanse this one? Sure, they are smelly, hairless bipeds, but—”

      “Warp gates need optimally spaced anchor points. That means this system. Warp energies kill unshielded life. They have no shield and no money. They’re doomed. We’re just speeding things up.”

      The two Waltds continued arguing as their shuttle departed the atmosphere dropping bio-agents in its wake. Humanity’s killers departed into a dark and stormy night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Play

        By Kat Emmons

      

      

      

      “It was a dark and stormy night. You have got to be kiddin’ me. Really? That is such an old, hackneyed, perfectly ridiculous, sorry opening for any story.” Rudolph yelled from the audience's darkened seating area.

      “Do try to use a few more descriptive terms, why don’t you dude,” came Pendragon’s sarcastic reply.

      “Oh, come on, Pendragon, do you really want Jelly Bean Enterprises to open a production with a sentence that should be dead and buried already? May it rest in peace, as opposed to being the active first line of a children’s play.”

      “Yes, that is exactly what I want. The kids will love it. It is why a very famous cartoon often shows off its dog on his house typing just such a line.” Pendragon had come down from the stage to join Rudolph, his friend and co-owner of Jelly Bean Enterprises. “Just close your eyes and picture the dog reading to his pet boy as they kick back under a big tree, ‘It was a dark and stormy night, and no one should be outside on a night like this, not even a pet human.’ I’m telling you, the kids will laugh.”

      “The adults who brought them will roll their eyes, look at their watches and wonder why they ever agreed to such an adventure,” came Rudolph’s droll response.

      Never one to give his friend the last word, Pendragon barked, “Till they see the smiling faces of their children, and then their hearts will melt, and they will sit through the whole funny story.” As he spoke, the red-haired man slapped the script against one hand and paced the aisle.

      The blond, freckled-faced Rudolph remained seated as he watched Pendragon roam up and down, continuing to slap the script as he earnestly tried to convince his partner of the satiability of the play. Rudolph didn’t want to hurt his friend’s feelings, but he was not convinced that this was a good idea. He flatly stated, “I will not agree to put my half of the company’s funding into such a play.”

      Ever being the actor, Pendragon dropped his large body into the nearest chair, hung his head, covered it with his hands, and let out a blood-curdling cry. This dramatic display was followed by total silence. Then he jumped up, raced for the stage, and took the steps two at a time till he stood on the apron where he pronounced, “It’s a good story. I see it all now. Let me lend you my vision.” So saying, he began his rendition of the play.

      “Spot the dog, with his paw around Oscar the pet human, will walk him from stage right to center stage where the giant tree will be standing. He will indicate the two of them are to sit. Then he will pull out a large storybook and begin to read, ‘It was a dark and stormy night.’ Oscar will stop him and say, ‘But I thought all good stories began Once upon a time?’ Spot will pat him on the head with his big black and white paw and state that all his stories begin, It was a dark and stormy night. Then Spot will continue with the story as the great adventurer, that famous Irish Wolf Hound Thunderbird, enters from stage left along with his companions. By their appearance, you will know them to be on a long, dangerous journey. Among those brave souls will be a fearsome cat named Hawk, a small Papillion named Inanna and a very large tortoise named Mountain.

      As they hike across the stage, the platform holding the dog and human will be pulled to the far right and downstage where they will remain. The characters will take up the story from here with Spot only coming in at different times to embellish the story.”

      Stopping to catch his breath, Pendragon stared at his friend, trying to judge his reaction to his great sales job.

      “Well, go on,” Rudolph yelled. He still wasn’t convinced this was a good idea, but he was having a great time watching his partner knock himself out playing all the parts.

      “The songs, oh Rudolph, you will love the songs. Thunderbird will sing about roaming through the hills, finding and vanquishing dangerous foes. The tiny Inanna will sing of courage and how size doesn’t matter. Hawk will sing with her. His song is about facing death and still moving forward on sure feet.” Even as he would speak of the songs, Pendragon would talk through the sections of the play and sing each song in a different voice indicating the character who was important at that point.

      There was no stopping him now, so he took the whole play to the end. “As the last song is sung and the characters exit stage left, the platform with the tree, Oscar, and Spot will be moved to center stage. The play closes with Oscar the pet human saying, ‘Gee, Spot, I think I like stories that start with It was a dark and stormy night much better than the old Once upon a time.’ Curtain falls and audience cheers.”

      With renewed energy, Pendragon bounded off the stage and ran over to his friend. “Well, what do you think?” he gasped.

      “I think I will produce this on one condition,” Rudolph spoke in his most serious voice.

      This was a signal to Pendragon that the man meant business, and he had better play along if he wanted to see his work on stage.

      “Name it,” Pendragon stated, holding out his hand to shake on the deal.

      “It is a one-man show. You play every part just as you did this afternoon,” Rudolph flatly stated.

      “But the costumes, the multiple places the characters are to be—” Pendragon stopped, carefully studied his friend’s face, and then held out his hand. They shook on the deal.

      Six months later the show Stormy Night opened to rave reviews and played off Broadway for the next year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Voodoo

        By Michele Venne

      

      

      

      Immediately after the flash, thunder cracked and rumbled. The electricity had gone off hours earlier. Tropical storm Barry made landfall in the famed city of New Orleans around midnight. Madame Shebeaux lit candles at eleven in preparation for her work that must be completed. She had a reputation to uphold as one of the many who offered various levels of services in assisting others with their problems. In her thirty-three years of life, and the dozen years she had been in business, she had developed her specialty.

      Her home, a stone structure with a past as long and intricate as her own, became hers through inheritance. With its ironwork fence that enclosed the well-tended gardens, a front porch with welcoming rocking chairs, and a door knocker that represented the phases of the moon mounted on a solid wood door painted the color of the sky at dusk, the house was a landmark in a city overflowing with history. Beds of herbs that lined the walkway and scented the air outside, and inside when the paned windows were open, were used in her religion and her cooking. Some of her expertise came down through her line of ancestry that practiced Voodoo. She also did much studying on her own. Reading, experimenting, and conversing with others involved in the practice improved her knowledge and allowed her to better serve her clients.

      The blood and foot from the Creole butcher’s chicken had been added to herbs, tobacco, and powder from a crushed crystal. Shebeaux’s book of Voodoo lay open next to the bubbling concoction. Bound in the skin of an albino alligator, it contained rituals handed down to her through family and other practitioners. Handwritten with ink and quill and the spellings of past centuries, the words themselves held their own power. Several effigies, constructed and dressed to represent individuals, lay in two rows on her table. She combined the ingredients for the longevity potion earlier and poured it into a bright green bottle. That would be used last, as that one was hers. She would begin with death.

      Bracelets and rings jingled and clinked as she set up the various potions, feathers, stones, and pictures of those who would be the recipient of love or revenge. The wind rattled the windows, temporarily pulling her attention away from her task. Shutters that had been secured over the front window blew back against the side of the stone house. She could go outside, knowing she’d return soaked if she tried to latch it, or she could hope that the glass held. The next flash illuminated the black skeleton of a magnolia tree in her front yard.

      Turning her attention back to her worktable, she picked up the pipe, already loaded with the ganja that would clear her mind for the trance needed to perform the Voodoo magic that was her livelihood. Using a black candle, she tipped it to set the flame to the drug held in the bowl of the pipe carved to resemble a skull. Inhaling deeply, Shebeaux closed her dark eyes and held her breath. Warmth and relaxation flooded her body. Concerns regarding the storm softened in her mind.

      The shattering glass had her coughing and shifting towards the front of the house. A branch from the tree had been torn loose and hurled through the window. Wind rushed in, along with the rain, and extinguished the candles. Setting the pipe aside, she crossed the room. The colorful scarf encircling her head to hold her hair away from her work whipped around her, thrashed about by the howling gale. Squinting against the storm, she reached the window. Enough of the glass had broken away that she could reach outside to the shutter and pull it closed, securing the latch and hoping this time it would hold. She needed to finish her work quickly and without further interruption.

      Bits of wind, thunder, and lightning flashes still made their way inside through the slats in the shutter. In near darkness, she found the edge of the table and the rows of effigies. The dolls were all the same size, about five inches tall, eye color depicted by various stones, hair color and length made from different animal fur, and clothes constructed from an article of clothing that the person owned. Taking one of the effigies in her left hand, and a pin in her right, she spoke the words long ago memorized. Passing the doll over the bowl of blood, she chanted louder. Her mind calmed and opened. With a deft twist of her hand, the pin struck the doll. An instant later, the Voodoo Queen clutched her chest. Numb fingers of her left hand released the doll. She followed it to the floor. Gasping for breath and grasping for the effigy, Madame Shebeaux breathed her last.
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