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Greg’s mind was a blank, completely devoid of thoughts. Well, relevant thoughts, anyway. He knew what he had to write about – he’d been given a writing prompt – but that was as far as he’d got. He didn’t usually work from writing prompts; he normally had an idea in his mind – an original thought that originated from he knew not where – before sitting down at his desk and starting to write. It was an almost magical process, as if his chair, the desk, or even his computer already contained the story and he simply provided the conduit which allowed the story to escape from wherever it had been nestling.

	But this time was different. The chair, desk, and computer seemed to be bereft of ideas. As, ipso facto, was his mind. 

	He took a sip of water from the glass tumbler that was his constant companion whilst writing. It wasn’t there to alleviate dryness in his throat – it wasn’t as if he needed his voice to write – but his wife had threatened him with dire punishment if he didn’t drink at least six glasses of water each day. He preferred his water chilled but, of course, it couldn’t remain in that condition forever. Room temperature would eventually force its way into the glass and the water therein would lose its refreshing sensation, becoming at one with its surroundings – thermally speaking.

	Tabitha, his ingeniously named tabby cat, leapt onto his desk. The animal looked over at her owner quizzically, as if wanting to know what ailed her master. Of course, master and pet was how Greg considered their relationship but Tabitha knew the truth of the matter – she was in charge. The cat didn’t have to do anything for Greg in return for food and water; she had the human well-trained. If she wanted to go outside, all she had to do was wait beside the door and eventually Greg would get up and open the door for her. If Tabitha wanted to drink from the tap, she simply had to leap onto the draining board and wait for Greg to notice. The human would then stop whatever he was doing, walk over to the sink, and turn on the tap. The flow of water must be neither too strong nor too weak but Greg seemed to know this instinctively and never let it flow too quickly or too slowly. Greg was the perfect servant.

	Greg stretched out his hand and tickled his furry friend under the chin. Tabitha particularly enjoyed this and it was almost her favourite show of affection from her human friend, but her real favourite thing for Greg to do was to draw his nails down the cat’s back from her neck to just in front of her tail, causing the animal to stretch her neck, move her head from side to side, and blink excitedly. Greg’s nails were spectacularly blunt – unlike her own claws – but they did the trick. Greg didn’t need to know why Tabitha enjoyed it – suffice to say, that if Greg had been a male cat, one thing would probably have led to another.

	Greg looked at his feline friend.

	“Well, Tabitha? Any ideas? I need some help.”

	The cat blinked at her master; she’d allow the human to think that he was the one in control.

	“So, what’s this story about then, Greg? What’s the conflict? Who’s the main character? What’s his or her driving force? Are you after a happy ending, a cliffhanger, or a surprise, shocking ending?”

	All Greg heard was a series of meows. He knew it was a waste of time asking the cat. Cats knew how to groom themselves and occasionally hunt small rodents, birds, and insects. They didn’t know the first thing about creative writing.

	For her part, although frustrated by the inability of the human to understand her language, Tabitha knew what would cheer Greg up. She ducked her head down, advanced a couple of paces, and nuzzled her nose into his cheek. It had the desired effect and Greg’s half-frown dissolved into a half-smile. A full smile wasn’t an option as Greg still had to find some words – four or five thousand of them to be exact – with which to fill his Word document, but the cat’s show of affection did cheer him up a little.

	Tabitha saw the smile creeping onto Greg’s lips and turned away, leaping effortlessly onto the floor. Her job was done. If the human didn’t want her help with writing the story, then at least she’d raised his spirits a little.

	Greg was alone again. Just him, his computer, his imagination (which was failing him at the moment), and whatever else was on his desk. The “whatever else” on the desk consisted of a few scraps of blank paper, a couple of half-filled notebooks, and two metal pots, each containing writing implements – one with whiteboard pens of varying colours and one with a selection of ballpoint pens, paperclips, and different-coloured map pins.

	The map pins were there because, fixed to the wall, facing Greg, was a large map of the world. In the past, Greg had travelled extensively and the map was the signpost for many happy memories. He scanned the map and his eyes settled upon Moscow, which was marked with a blue pin. Visiting the Russian capital had been quite an experience and he remembered the afternoon when he’d attended a ballet performance in the Kremlin. It had been a strange experience. The ballet was about Napoleon, but he had no idea why there were three Napoleons onstage at the same time. Ballet wasn’t really his thing anyway, so he’d allowed himself to doze off, but not until he’d promised himself that he wouldn’t snore. Fortunately, he kept his promise – as far as he knew, anyway. Nobody complained afterwards.

	He spoke enough Russian to understand the menu at the MacDonalds near Red Square, making him a temporary hero with the small tourist group with whom he was travelling. The year that he’d spent studying Russian at school was really paying off, as he remembered the pronunciation of the letters of the Russian alphabet and was able to give his companions’ orders to the counter staff. To be honest, the words on the menu were the same as the English words, just written in Cyrillic script.

	Did he feel inspired? Unfortunately, no.

	He moved his focus to New Zealand but, of course, that was no surprise. Of all the countries that he’d visited, New Zealand was his favourite and he often looked at the country on the map, wishing longingly that he was back there. During the four weeks he’d spent there, he’d had the best time of his life. He’d seen so many wonderful sights and experienced so many incredible things – from blackwater rafting in the Waitomo Caves on the North Island to a tandem parachute jump over Lake Taupo on the South Island. He hadn’t wanted his visit to end but end it had to. Surely he must be able to draw inspiration from what Douglas Adams once described as “… one of the most astounding pieces of land anywhere on God’s earth”. Surely those memories must inspire him to write?

	But there was nothing. Nothing that was relevant to this particular task, anyway. Zilch. Nada.

	Was he procrastinating? Writers were famous for finding anything else to do, rather than write. He didn’t feel like he was procrastinating. He was looking for inspiration. Surely that wasn’t doing nothing, was it?

	He went to move his gaze to another country on the map when he was interrupted by one of the pots on the desk falling over. His immediate thought was that Tabitha had returned to see how he was doing but he looked over to the corner of the room where the cat’s bed normally lay and saw that Tabitha was sleeping peacefully, using up some of the eighteen hours a day that she put aside for such important work.

	Greg stretched his hand out to right the fallen container without moving his eyes away from the map.

	A sharp pain – pain was an exaggeration – shot through the back of his hand. It didn’t actually hurt, it merely drew his attention – although not his eyes – away from the map. He drew his hand back and went to rub the sensation away.

	“You could at least have looked before stretching your hand out, Greg. You could have knocked me over or – even worse – knocked me off the desk.”

	Greg was tempted to move his eyes from the map to the desk, but that would have meant acknowledging that he had just heard a voice. Better to keep looking at the map. Obviously, he was hearing things – he didn’t need to see them too.

	A second non-sharp pain ran through his hand. This time he did stop looking at the map, reckoning that, if he didn’t, the attacks from whatever insect was wandering about on his desk would continue.

	Rationality had deemed that it was indeed some kind of insect that was attacking him, but that still didn’t explain the voice that he’d heard. It was still early in the day and he hadn’t drunk any alcohol for two weeks so that couldn’t be the reason behind the aural hallucination. He didn’t take any drugs other than his daily dose of Metformin for his type 2 diabetes and that medication certainly didn’t have the side effect of hearing voices.

	He’d expected to see perhaps a giant cockroach – their occasional visit was an unfortunate consequence of living in the tropics – but was reminded that it was very rare for that particular insect to bite humans. Maybe it was a mosquito or some other flying insect. He readied himself for battle, picking up one of the notebooks so that he could bring it down hard upon whatever beastie had invaded his desk. The insect spray was in the kitchen and, if he went out of the room to fetch it, he risked the bug scuttling away out of sight again. No, a sharp clout with the notebook would suffice to rid himself of the problem.

	He certainly didn’t expect to be confronted with what he saw on the desk before him. It wasn’t teeth or some proboscis that had bitten him. In fact, he hadn’t been bitten at all. Lying on the desk was an opened paperclip; that explained why the sensation he’d felt on the back of his hand wasn’t pain as such, it was more like a gentle assault with a blunt instrument, not intended to hurt him but attract his attention.

	The voice returned.

	“Stop looking at the paperclip and look at me. It’s me who’s talking to you.”

	Things were now getting officially weird. Greg wondered if he were falling ill. Did he have a concussion? He doubted it. The last time he’d hit his head with any force was at least five years earlier and his concussion had manifested itself by affecting his sense of balance. It hadn’t led to him hearing voices. There was a global pandemic wreaking havoc all over the world but he was taking all precautions and following all medical advice, so he doubted that he’d caught the virus. Anyway, as far as he was aware, paracusia wasn’t one of the symptoms.

	He looked up from the paperclip to see a young woman, no more than six inches tall, standing on the desk in front of him. 

	Okay, so now Greg wasn’t only hearing things but seeing things. The woman, despite her diminutive size, seemed vaguely familiar. Although he knew that what he was about to do would, under normal circumstances, be sufficient cause for him to be placed under psychiatric supervision, he spoke to the little person.

	“Do I know you?”

	That seemed to him to be an unusual first question – a more appropriate question might have been are you real? or even am I drunk? but he couldn’t shake off the feeling that the two of them had met before. She was naturally attractive with a cute nose, dark brown eyes, and dark brown hair that cascaded down to between her shoulder blades. She wore a loose-fitting dark jacket over a petrol blue T-shirt, and a pair of baggy cream trousers, but the ensemble didn’t hide the curves of her figure entirely. On her feet were a pair of scuffed trainers.

	Greg blinked in disbelief.

	“Are you a leprechaun?”

	The woman laughed.

	“Don’t be a dick, Greg. Do you seriously not recognize me?”

	Greg thought he did recognize the woman but to admit that would have suggested that he was suffering a serious mental episode.

	The woman saved him from any more embarrassment and identified herself.

	“It’s Wren, Greg. You first met me in your story ‘Reality Sandwich’. I know you’ve changed the title now but we still exist. We haven’t gone away.”

	Greg felt embarrassed for not recognizing one of the two main characters in one of his books.

	“I’m sorry, Wren. I thought you were a cockroach.”

	Wren gave Greg a faux scowl.

	“Well, that’s not the first time that that’s happened, is it?”

	Greg suddenly became aware of the presence of another little person as a second voice called out from behind the pot containing the whiteboard pens.

	“Look, Wren. Will you never let me live that down? I’ve said I’m sorry loads of times.”

	Wren glanced back at the pot.

	“And I’ve forgiven you loads of times. And then some.”

	Greg definitely recognized the second voice. He’d heard it many times before.

	“Is that Jerome?”

	Wren nodded.

	“You know how nervous he is when he meets someone for the first time. And, meeting his – our – creator, it’s bound to be a bit overwhelming for him. Hell, even I was a little bit nervous about meeting you.”

	Greg wanted to see Jerome too.

	“Do you think you can entice him to show himself, Wren? You’ve done it before.”

	“I think so.”

	She paused for a moment.

	“Will you let him touch your hand? It worked before with me, maybe it’ll work again.”

	Greg slowly moved his hand forward across the desk. He knew that any sudden movement might spook the pocket-sized young man.

	A small figure, wearing jeans and a bright orange shirt, and a little taller than Wren, eased himself out from his hiding place and walked gingerly over to where Greg’s hand was waiting.

	Greg grinned.

	“Clive chose the shirt, did he?”

	Wren giggled.

	“Not this time. Jerome’s dress sense has improved these days – after all, he’s got me to help him now – but we thought the shirt might nudge your memory if necessary.”

	Greg would have recognized Jerome anywhere and didn’t need the visual prompt.

	Wren giggled again when a sudden thought struck her.

	“It could’ve been worse. He could be wearing a coupling suit.”

	Greg laughed as Jerome bent down and set his tiny hand down on the back of the human’s hand.

	“Hi, Jerome. Good to meet you again.”

	The thought occurred to Greg that he’d never actually met Jerome before so the word again was essentially redundant. But he’d created the character from the blank slate that was his mind at the beginning of every story he’d written and Greg knew everything about the little man, from his favourite food to his innermost desires.

	Jerome stood up and offered his hand for Greg to shake.

	Shaking hands would be an impossible task due to their radically different sizes so Greg offered his index finger for Jerome to grasp in friendship.

	Reintroductions over, Wren felt that they should address the elephant in the room.

	So, Greg. Writer’s block, eh?”

	Greg nodded.

	“Apparently so.”

	Jerome overturned the whiteboard eraser so that the blue plastic casing was facing upward. It was just the right size for the two characters to sit on, which they did. He rested his hand on top of Wren’s thigh. There was no need to hide their relationship from Greg – he was the one that brought them together.

	Wren looked around and suddenly saw the sleeping Tabitha. She gestured towards the cat with her eyes.

	“Are we safe?”

	Greg nodded.

	“She’s fast asleep. Doesn’t even know you’re here. But if she does wake up, I’ll keep an eye on her. You’ll be safe.”

	Of course, the couple would be safe. They were figments of Greg’s imagination and the cat couldn’t see into Greg’s mind, as far as he knew.

	Wren gently dropped her hand onto Jerome’s.

	“What do you usually do when you have writer’s block? Do you force your way through it or do you do something else?”

	Greg thought for a moment.

	“Nowadays, I usually move across to another story. I often have two things on the go at the same time.”

	Jerome was confused.

	“But you didn’t do that with us though, did you?”

	Greg shrugged his shoulders.

	“I didn’t need to. Your story just kind of poured out of my brain into the computer. If you remember, I wrote your story in just nineteen days.”

	Wren closed her eyes and smiled, squeezing Jerome’s hands.

	“The best nineteen days of my life.”

	Jerome nodded.

	“Mine too. Except when we couldn’t see each other for a few days. That was tough.”

	Wren squeezed her husband’s hand again.

	“Well, that won’t happen again, now we’re married.”

	That was a shock for Greg. He hadn’t ever thought about what happened to his characters after a book was finished.

	“Married? You got married and didn’t invite me?”

	Jerome looked at his creator.

	“You are a bit – how can I put this delicately – you’re a bit large for our world, Greg. If Wren’s dad can’t fit into our apartment, there’s no way you could.”

	Wren agreed.

	“And that’s not to mention that you would’ve broken the narrative. Our story is a post-apocalyptic romance, not Jack and The Beanstalk.”

	Greg nodded.

	“Fair enough.”

	Wren stroked her chin.

	“Why did you make me do that?”

	“Do what?”

	“Stroke my chin.”

	“Sorry, Wren. I just wanted to show that you were thinking of a solution to my problem.”

	“Well, I’m not a villain and I don’t have a beard to stroke so can you think of some other way, please?”

	Wren raised her head a little and looked intense as if she was trying to do some long division.

	“Greg, did you just make me do some smell the fart acting? I’m not Joey Tribbiani you know.”

	Now Greg was embarrassed.

	“Sorry, Wren.”

	She chuckled.

	“I’ll forgive you this time, but please make sure you fix it in the next draft. Sorting out your writer’s block is the most important thing at the moment.”

	She winked at Greg to make sure that he knew that she wasn’t too offended.

	“So, no other stuff in the works at all?”

	“Not really.”

	Jerome stroked his chin – Greg was sure that when he’d emerged from behind the whiteboard pens he’d been clean-shaven but now he had a short and well-trimmed beard. Jerome was just about to say something when Wren interrupted him.

	“See? Jerome’s got a beard so you can get away with it with him. Me? Not so much.”

	Greg reiterated his promise to fix Wren’s misappropriated gestures in the next version of the story. Jerome wasn’t interrupted this time.

	“How about starting a new work in progress? Can’t you do that?”

	Greg shook his head.

	“I could, but I don’t want to.”

	“Run out of ideas?”

	“No. I’ve still got plenty of ideas but I want to see how this story pans out.”

	Wren sighed.

	“I think we need reinforcements.”

	Jerome raised his eyebrows.

	“Do you mean who I think you mean?”

	Wren smiled.

	“Yes. And I’m pretty sure that Greg would like to see her again too.”

	Greg wondered who on earth Wren could be talking about. He’d written many dozens of characters since he’d started writing a few years earlier. He looked around the desk, hoping to catch a glimpse of his next visitor but Wren and Jerome were the only people in sight.

	He heard an unexpected gentle thud to his left. Thinking it was Tabitha returning to the desk, he went into full protective mode, not wanting the cat’s hunting instincts to come to the fore and put his characters in danger. He positioned his hands as he turned so that he could grasp the feline and return her to the floor but found himself looking into a pair of deep petrol blue eyes that would have sparkled in the sunlight from the window, had it not been eleven o’clock at night. The young woman had long wavy light brown hair that reached halfway between her shoulder blades and the small of her back. Her eyebrows were meticulously plucked, her nose was exquisite – neither too wide nor too narrow – as were her lips whose lip gloss shone slightly as it caught whatever light the ceiling lamp could afford to spare.

	Dressed in a deep blue leotard and a pair of matching ballet shoes, the young woman gave a warm smile to Greg, a smile that he gratefully received.

	“Do you like the colour, Greg?”

	“Of course.”

	The young woman joined him in speaking the next line, their voices in perfect unison.

	“It’s Hex #4F5A77.”

	The casual observer may have found the scene a little creepy, but Greg had created the woman in the image of his celebrity crush so it wasn’t at all surprising that he was captivated by her looks. He’d have recognized Coppélia anywhere.

	Wren feigned a look of disgust.

	“Do you two want to get a room or shall we sort this writer’s block out?”

	Jerome stood up to offer Coppélia a seat, but she declined his offer. Wren whispered into her husband’s ear.

	“Coppélia’s an android. She could stand on her feet for years if necessary.”

	Jerome felt a bit sheepish. He knew that Coppélia wasn’t a real human but she looked so lifelike it was easy to forget.

	Now there were four of them striving for a way to break the writing deadlock that Greg had found himself suffering from. Hopefully, the addition of Coppélia’s A.I. would come up with a solution.

	Jerome put forward the first potential solution of this brainstorming session.

	“How about if you went for a walk?”

	Greg shook his head.

	“It’s raining.”

	“No umbrella?”

	“No umbrella. It’s broken.”

	Coppélia had an idea.

	“Have you tried switching yourself off and then on again?”

	Greg looked at her askance. She grinned.

	“Sorry, Greg. I’ve been working on my sense of humour.”

	Wren had a suggestion.

	“How about reading a book?”

	As a librarian, it seemed a natural solution to her. 

	Greg made a mental note to put that under the column marked possibles.

	“That’s a pretty good idea but, to be honest, the only story I really want to read at the moment is this one. The one I’m writing. I really want to know how it ends. That’s a definite possible though. Thanks.”

	Wren stood up and bobbed a curtsy before returning to her seat.

	“You’re welcome.”

	Greg nodded at Jerome.

	“Your turn.”

	Jerome held a finger up.

	“Just a minute, please. I’m thinking.”

	Coppélia had another idea.

	“Greg. What about if you go back to the beginning of the story and keep reading until you reach this point?”

	“What point?”

	“This point.”

	“This point?”

	“No, this point.”

	Greg laughed.

	“It’s okay, Coppélia. I’m messing with you. If I keep asking and you keep answering we will eventually reach the required word count but the end of the story will be really boring.”

	Coppélia grinned.

	“Being stuck in a recursive loop would be no fun for me, either.”

	She paused.

	“What I meant was that you could read through the story to the point where you wrote your last words and, with the momentum gained, see if the words continue to flow.”

	Greg liked the sound of that idea. It had a certain logic to it. It was fitting that it was Coppélia who had come up with it.

	“I like that idea, Coppélia. I might just try that.”

	He turned to Wren and Jerome.

	“Any more ideas?”

	Jerome nodded excitedly.

	“You could take a shower. A shower always makes me feel refreshed. Perhaps it’ll refresh your mind.”

	Coppélia liked that idea too.

	“Actually, that may well work. Scientific research shows that when you’re doing something monotonous such as showering, walking – ”

	Jerome interrupted.

	“I suggested walking.”

	Coppélia continued.

	“Showering, walking, or cleaning, your brain flips onto autopilot, and your subconscious can drift without logic-driven constraints. This lets you daydream and can aid creativity.”

	Greg liked that idea. Especially if there was research to back it up.

	“Okay, guys. I think we’ve found the solution. I’ll take a shower and let my mind wander.”

	Wren stood up.

	“One thing before you go, Greg?”

	“Sure. What’s that, Wren?’

	“How long does this short story need to be?”

	Greg checked the rubric for the story.

	“It says here that it MUST – must is in capital letters – it must be between 4,000 and 5,000 words.”

	Coppélia smiled.

	“And how many words have you got now?”

	“4,215.”

	“How many?”

	“4,217.”

	Coppélia turned to Wren and Jerome, beaming with satisfaction.

	“Well, my friends. I guess our work is done.”
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