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The Wolf’s Cry

by Jim Bernheimer

Nal was a lean, fast, brown hunter. Air laden with the heady smell of pine filled his lungs. His four paws padded through the light snow. He enjoyed the soft crunching created by his journey through the forest. The Great Spirit decreed that the pack would be the guardians of the forest and that the other beasts that lived there would provide them sustenance and sport. It was the law of the forest and a sacred trust the pack took very seriously – at least most of them.

Smaller animals skittered away from Nal. Squirrels scampered up into the trees. Nal glared at the white rabbit, which hoped its natural colorings would spare it.

“I see you.” Nal laughed as the morsel bolted for its burrow. He was craving a great feast – one that he could boast about among his brethren and not just something to quell the rumblings of a hungry stomach.

One of the females, Teya, told of a group of deer she saw two days ago while searching for a lost youngling. A buck with large antlers would be a worthy foe for Nal and his anticipation grew. This could be a chase that would cover great distances. Eventually, his meal would tire and fight. Nal wanted to return to the pack dragging his trophy with its blood matting his fur.

Some of the older members accused him of being foolish and vain. Nal scoffed at them and paid little heed to their meaningless advice. He always answered, “If you have no pride in what you are and no joy in what you do, then your life must be empty and without meaning. I pity you.”

A familiar scent wafted in the air and Nal smiled. It was not the telltale signs of a deer, but that of the hated rivals. There was a bear near! For a member of the pack, there was no greater sport than baiting a bear. Nal accelerated, wanting to dance around the large and clumsy creature, reminding it how the Spirit had chosen the wolves to be the guardians, rather than trust the protection of this forest to something so fat and lazy.

He felt extraordinarily lucky. Never in his three seasons had he encountered a bear this late in the year. Doubtless it would be tired and surly, which would only make the taunting that much more entertaining.

He searched for his quarry, already preparing his jeers, but Nal recognized another smell that gave him pause. It was the sickly sweet smell of blood. The bear was wounded. There were few creatures in the forest that could injure one. Had the others gone to kill a bear and not invited him? Nal’s humor darkened with rage. If that was the case, Nal would most certainly let the others know his anger.


#

A short distance from where Nal first caught wind of the bear, he found the tracks. They were most unusual and this put Nal ill at ease. This was something he had not seen before. A wide swath of snow was pushed aside, as if the clumsy bear had rolled down a hill and decided to crawl on its stomach rather than walk. The only problem with that was there was no hill near and Nal knew of nothing large enough to drag a grown bear.

As he pondered this development and followed these mysterious tracks in the ground, he heard several loud noises. They were sharp cracks that reminded Nal of the sound of trees falling or when the Great Spirit sent rain and thunder to remind all who dwell in the forest of its power.

Despite what others may think, Nal was no fool. There were too many bad omens to ignore. Something was clearly wrong, and a tremor of fear clawed at him. Whatever this was, Nal had never heard any of the other guardians speak of it. Beneath his fur, his heart beat quicker and his senses sharpened as curiosity conquered fear.

He sped off, following these strange tracks as fast as he could. A consuming need to know what was happening gripped him. The wolf was so intensely focused on this goal that he nearly collided with a fawn stumbling towards him. The youngling tried to turn to flee from Nal, but collapsed. Like a newborn, it attempted to rise, but fell again. Only then did Nal see the fleshy wound on the young deer’s underbelly. Instinctively, he wanted to pounce, but his duty required that he question the creature.

“What has happened? Did you fight with the bear?”

“There was no bear,” the fawn replied, struggling to look at Nal. “Am I going to die?”

A sense of pity welled up in Nal’s chest. Blood was flowing freely and pooling in the snow next to the doomed creature. “Yes. Still, I must know what did this to you. If it was not the bear, what was it?”

“I do not know, guardian. We were drinking at the stream, near the edge of the forest, and I heard noises. Next, I felt pain and was thrown to the ground. I was so scared and ... I ran.”

“There were no other animals around? What of your parents?”

“They fell, but did not get up. The others with us ... they ... they...”

The young deer stopped and Nal recognized the signs of death taking the unfortunate soul.

There was nothing else to learn here. Nal decided to feed quickly – his “great feast” was instead a creature killed by some foreign means. Whatever was happening required his full attention and hunger would only distract him. He sniffed the wound, but it smelled strange, wrong – yet another mystery to ponder. Uncertain, he avoided that area and took his meal from elsewhere on the carcass.

Sated, Nal followed the stream to where the forest ended. There was much blood and strange tracks the likes of which Nal had never seen before. The tracks led out of the forest and combined with more tracks that were foreign to him.

The bodies were gone. This confused Nal more. He paced the area several times and growled to the Spirit for answers and guidance.

“I doubt you will get your answers that way,” said a raven from a tree branch nearby.

Nal, like the rest of his kind, did not care for flyers. They uttered nonsense about the world outside the forest. The pack had enough work fulfilling their mandate of protecting those that live in the forest, without suffering the idiocy of those passing by. “What do you know, avian? Tell me! I command you!”

The raven responded by cackling. “I am no servant of yours, four-legs. I am the rider of the winds and you are both literally and figuratively beneath me.”

Nal put his front paws on the tree which the bird perched on and growled, flashing his teeth. “You will tell me what you saw, or you will leave this forest.”

With wings beating, the raven shook loose snow off the branch, sending it down on Nal. “You speak as if you have power over me, but I will humor you, oh flightless one. Heed my warning and beware the coming of man and the beasts that serve it.”

As the raven took flight, Nal yelped after it. “What is man? Come back and tell me! I must know!”

#

“You should know better than to listen to the birds, Nal. They are always speaking gibberish. That is why the Great Spirit took away their front legs and banished them to the sky.”

The others nodded in agreement at Fang’s statement. Fang was Alpha and leader of the pack. All aspired to be like him, Nal included, even though Fang frequently criticized how the younger wolf performed his duties.

Nal protested, his tail swishing in annoyance. “Avian gibberish did not kill several deer and perhaps even a bear. What the raven called ‘man’ did, and it comes from the flatlands outside the forest! The fawn did not even see what attacked it!”

The old gray wolf sighed. “Do you not have enough to do without inventing stories? The flatlands have their own guardians. I could have another cover your patrols and you could go visit the coyotes and ask them about these phantoms.”

“Come see the tracks, if you don’t believe me!”

Dur, the swiftest, didn’t even bother to hide the contempt in his reply. “Even if I were to run at my best speed I would not get there before the rains come, or did the bird steal your sense of smell as well.” He looked at the others. “Maybe we should send Nal to visit the mountain lions to the west to ask what they see from the rocks above.”

Several howled with laughter at the idea, but Dur wasn’t finished yet. He turned to the shadowed area by a large tree. “Teya, you were in that area last, did you witness these creatures? Are we in danger from foes we cannot see?”

The she-wolf on the edge of the circle behind Dur shook her muzzle. “No, but I also did not find the missing cub that wandered off. Perhaps we should exercise caution.”

Dur turned and sniffed. “You think we should believe this braggart? Are you going into heat already? It’s a little early for that.”

Teya growled. “If you weren’t going to listen to me then why did you bother asking for my opinion?”

Fang cut off all conversation with a low rumbling noise that commanded everyone’s attention. “Enough of this petty bickering! Nal, when you can provide some actual proof of this creature, we will consider it. Until such time, I do not wish to hear of it again. Not from you or anyone!” His gaze moved around the circle daring any of the guardians to defy him. None did.

As the rest started drifting away, Nal moved closer to Teya. “Thank you for not following Dur’s lead.”

Teya scoffed, “The only one more full of himself amongst us than you is Dur. I advocate caution because it is what is best for the pack, not because I believe in your farfetched tales.”

“You don’t have to be such a feline,” Nal snapped back.

Teya bared her fangs at the comparison. “Get it right, I am as the Great Spirit made me – a bitch. And I suggest you go, before I show you exactly how much of one I can be.”

With nothing else to say, Nal turned and trotted away. He knew he would have to find proof that man existed or else be considered a foolish weakling among his peers. Many headed off to the clearing to chant to the white disk in the sky and seek the blessings of the Spirit who dwelt there. Nal did not join them. The Spirit did not help the bear and the deer. A sinking feeling, colder than the winter winds, passed through him. Perhaps the Spirit is testing the pack, or this man was beyond the Spirit’s power.

Sleep did not come easily for Nal that night.

#

He did not dally and waste time. Most would consider this unusual. Nal made his fastest passage ever to the southern end of the forest. He would patrol the other areas later, but felt his presence was required here. The squirrels fled upwards as always, but this time he stopped and asked them, “Do you know of this creature called man?”

The frivolous hoarders did not answer his question. When he caught a rabbit, opossum, and raccoon for his food, he would first ask them the same question.

The rabbit answered, “Let me go and I will tell you.”

When he did, the animal bolted, leaving Nal hungry.

The opossum must have thought Nal was trying to trick it into saying something and continued lying limp on the ground. When Nal’s patience ended, he ate it anyway.

On the third night, he cornered an aging raccoon. “I have seen too much in this life, guardian. What I know I will tell you and then I will beg you for a swift release. Man is slow moving, for they walk on their hind legs and are terrifying to behold. With little or no fur of their own, they adorn themselves with the skins of the animals they slay.”

“That is absurd!” Nal growled.

“Why would I lie to you in my final moments? I have seen my kind worn on top of their heads. My mate likely suffered that fate. I’d rather offer myself to you instead.”

Nal tried to understand what this raccoon was saying. It was tempting to dismiss him as a senile forest dweller that’d seen too many seasons, but knowing how the other guardians treated him; he simply acknowledged the lesser beast and urged the male to continue the tale.

“They subjugate other animals to do their bidding and carry sticks which make noise and smoke. Unlike you, guardian, they can kill their prey by simply waving their long sticks at them. They have both dark and light colorings. When I lived in the east, only the dark ones lived. They would throw sticks at others with great force. These red ones were a threat, that much is true, but the light ones are much more dangerous. They do not have to hurl their sticks. Those are the ones you must be most careful to avoid.”

“Do you know if man is of the Spirit?”

“Man makes strange noises that no one understands. I’ve never been close enough to try and speak to one, and since I am almost out of stories about man, I never will. I do not think they are of the Spirit. I think they are the Spirit’s enemies. Death follows their slow pondering movement, wolf, and they grind the balance of the Spirit beneath their misshapen paws.”

Nal made his decision. “Raccoon, will you travel with me and relay this tale to the other guardians? They did not believe me when I spoke of the raven’s warning, but you also walk the sacred ground. Perhaps they will listen to you.”

“If the guardians of this land do not believe each other, what hope would one such as I have? Finish me now, for you will need all the strength I can provide if you face one.”

Nal’s strong jowls crushed the flesh part of its neck and he felt the bone beneath snap. Nal’s blood raced through his veins with the kill, but the exhilaration of the hunt was missing, replaced by a numbing sense of dread.

#

Fang circled Nal. The Alpha was waiting for him a short run before the area where the pack gathers. Nal faithfully relayed the raccoon’s story.

“But do you have any proof!” the old wolf demanded, practically nipping at Nal’s hindquarters.

“I heard the sharp cracks several times in the days following and found more strange tracks. Several trees at the southern tip were reduced to stumps, but the rest of the felled trees were missing. On clear days out in the plains there is smoke drifting to the clouds even though the Spirit has not shaken the sky and burnt the ground with its fury.”

“So, you have nothing! Is this another of your fanciful tales like last season when you chased the great bear into the mountains?” Fang forced Nal into a submissive, cowering position, asserting his dominance as the Alpha.

Nal whimpered. “If I was just making this up, why would I choose this? What can I possibly gain?”

“Mating season starts soon. Perhaps you believe this foolishness will impress the females. Rest assured it does not!” Fang replied. “I will not hear of this tonight when we gather. You will say nothing or suffer my wrath.”

“I will obey. If I am wrong then I wear the fur of a fool, but if I am right our forest is in great danger.”

“You test my patience, whelp! I think I will change things so that you patrol to the north and west.  The cooler temperatures should help clear your mind.”

“How can I find proof if you send me in the other direction?”

“I am trying to help you, Nal. There are some that think you are beset by evil spirits. Some wish to cast you out for this talk of man. If you persist in telling this I may be forced to do just that.”

At the gathering Nal did his best to maintain his silence. Dur’s haranguing was merciless and Fang did naught to stop it. Nal knew this was a test. Fang demanded obedience and gave him over to Dur’s tender mercies to drive that point home.

Still, Nal was a young wolf, and of the many gathered in the clearings, he was indeed among the most prideful. He turned his back on the rest of his kin and began to walk out of the clearing.

“Where do you think you are going?” Dur howled.

“I believe this man exists. Were I boasting, I would claim to have killed one or a dozen, but I do not. Cast me out if you will, but if this threat exists to our land then, by the Spirit, I will find proof.”

There was a cacophony of growls and yelps. No one had ever voluntarily exiled themselves from the pack. Fang was greatly insulted by Nal’s defiance. “This gathering is closed to you, Nal. From this moment, you are not of the pack. Where you go, none will follow. No guardian is to speak to this whelp. Be gone!”

Nal ran southbound. His eyes glanced to the home of the Spirit above. Dark clouds obscured it ominously, and he wondered if this meant that the Spirit was afraid of what was to come.

#

“You risk much just by being here, Teya. Stay upwind from me unless you want them to smell me on you.” Nal said resting on his haunches at the edge of the forest. He stared out into the night sky looking for the haze in the distance, but was unable to see it. The older female walked around the stumps looking for the trees that were once attached to them and staring at the indentations in the ground.

“Fang related your wild tales much to the enjoyment of all, but I was disturbed. You may be a braggart, but your stories have never shown this much imagination. Your actions speak of conviction, and these missing trees lend credence to your story.”

“Will you convince the others to come see the wrongness of this place?” Nal asked hopefully.

“No, I think I should wait here and see what comes and takes the trees.”

“That is what I am doing. More are missing than the last time I was here. If this is the work of man, this will likely be the place to find them.”

“Then we shall wait together. At least I will wait. You will go find us food.”

“You want the outcast to bring you meat? Do you not fear being possessed by the spirits that control me?”

She huffed, yowling slightly in annoyance. “Here I was just beginning to enjoy your company, Nal. Look at it this way, if I see man, the pack will believe me. If you see one, no one will. Therefore, I will wait and watch and you shall bring me meat.”

Nal sprinted back into the forest, glad to at least have a hesitant ally. It took him hours of searching, but in dawn’s first light he found a hare. It was a very familiar creature.

“Please! I will tell you about man this time! I have seen them!”

Nal growled. “If you lie, your death will be slow.”

“They come from the barren land and hit the trees with shiny sticks! They come each morning and leave at nightfall taking the trees with them. When they have taken all the trees, where will we go?”

The wolf dropped the slightly bloodied and startled rabbit on the ground. Nal looked at the sky. Carrying the meat would slow him down. Man could already be there.

“Tell me, was their skin dark or light?”

“Light.”

Without another thought, the ex-guardian left the rabbit and ran southward.

He was precious minutes away when he heard the first of several sharp cracks and Teya’s howl. Nal was too late. Man had struck a packmate. He pleaded with the Spirit to lend its strength and he ran faster.

Like the fawn before, Teya’s movements were awkward. Her gait was strange as she favored one of her front legs, and she moved slowly. Running to her side he recognized the eerie wound. He sniffed it to confirm that awful smell. Fortunately, her blood was only oozing. If it stopped, she would live.

Teya was clearly panicking. “They’re monsters. It’s even worse than you spoke of. They wear the skins of others. What are we going to do?”

He growled at her sharply to get her attention. “You must go to the others and warn them that man is real and a threat to our forest.”

“What will you do?”

Nal tilted his head back to the south and called on the Spirit for courage. “I am a guardian. It is my trust to protect this forest. Nothing Fang or Dur can say or do will ever change that.”

“They are not of the Spirit!” she protested. “They will kill you. Come with me and we will tell the pack together.”

The brief thought of doing that crossed Nal’s mind – to see the looks on the faces of those who had mocked him for crying out the warning of man, but the wound on Teya was too real to ignore.

“What if they are not as slow as the raccoon said, Teya? You must escape to deliver the warning. You said it yourself, the pack will not believe me. I will defend our forest and deliver a blow to those not of the Spirit. If I fail, I will join with the Great Spirit and hear your howls at the gatherings.”

Despite the she-wolf’s protests, Nal sprinted towards the south. He did not circle, knowing their sticks could hit him from afar. He would strike and not stalk.

Approaching the area of desecration, he saw man for the first time. It was just as the old raccoon described, right down to the skins of others draped over their bodies. Fear and anger mixed freely in him and in the core of his being he knew that the Spirit would not call these abominations its children. Nal charged the first one swinging a shiny stick against a tree.

The man screamed and made noises that Nal could not understand, confirming man was not of the Spirit. That knowledge strengthened Nal. Rolling with the foul monster, the wolf snapped his jaws breaking through the skins and dousing his enemy with blood.

Nal savored the taste of the spray. Man bled and that meant the pack could fight these creatures.

Others from the man pack came to its rescue, but Nal had struck a mortal injury and hoped it would give the rest of them pause.

He rolled away from the man’s death spasms and saw the rest were pointing their sticks at him. He howled at them and cursed them in the Great Spirit’s name. This close the sharp cracks were a deafening roar.

Pain like Nal had never imagined coursed through his body.

#

Still limping, Teya led the others to the spot in the dark. She held a brief hope that Nal still maintained his vigil despite the roar of the death sticks she heard while retreating. There were many more missing trees and the scent of death and decay was heavy in the air.

“Here!” Dur growled. His tone lacked the normal arrogance and was laden with fear and uncertainty. He circled the remains of a tree that had doubtless stood for many gatherings.

Fang bolted from the group and ran to the spot. “No! It is impossible! Great Spirit protect us!” he howled.

Despite her lingering pain, Teya had to see. She owed that much to Nal. However, nothing prepared her for the sight of Nal’s body. Man had skinned him, desecrating his body and leaving the meat to rot. His eyes were locked in death, but there was no fear in them. The ground carried the smell of blood that was not Nal’s.

Turning to the rest of the guardians she spoke. “Nal the Brave cried man and we did not believe him. Our folly has cost us a noble guardian. He is one with the Great Spirit now, and when we face man again we shall call on his strength and courage as well.”

 


Raw and Real

by Jim Bernheimer

“This coming Saturday, October 31, 2020, BE THERE! Rogue Sentinel Productions presents the ultimate pay per view event – ‘The Beast Must Die.’ Our top three hunters are back in the maze, each armed with a revolver, six silver bullets, and a silver knife. You’ve watched them stalk some of the most fearsome creatures on the planet, but this time we’ve got something special in store for them. Straight from the jungles of Central America, Carlos ‘El Lobo’ Juarez! 

Fifteen years after being bitten by a werewolf at age six, he’s become more than just a monster. Sentenced to death for his brutal crimes, his government has agreed to allow his sentence to be carried out for our pay per view audience!

This Halloween, it will be ‘Blue Moon Madness in the Maze’, ‘Mayhem by Moonlight’ and for $49.95, you can be there too, with an all access pass including interviews with our hunters, a profile of the monster, and start to finish coverage. Only one day left, so order now!”

#

“David, my boy, this is one hell of a marketing coup. The outcry is only adding fuel to the fire. The protesters outside of our headquarters are pure advertising gold! We’ve got death penalty opponents, Amnesty International, hell, we’ve even got PETA out here! Pre-orders are through the roof! You’ve got one massive bonus coming your way.”

David chuckled into his satellite phone, watching the promo streaming across his laptop and running a hand through his sandy blond hair. “Thanks Stan, the ad looks fantastic! I wish I was back there instead of out here in the jungle.” He swatted at an insect on his neck to emphasize the point.

“Well, this is your baby, from start to finish. I’ll be honest, when you first brought it to me, I didn’t think you’d pull it off, but now here we are just over twenty-four hours from broadcast and it’s all because of you.”

He laughed off Stan’s praise, but the president of Rogue Sentinel was right. It hadn’t been easy. More than once there were legal hassles, the likes of which the production company had never seen, even having to fend off the estate of a legendary horror writer – like there was an original idea left anywhere. Still, David persevered because he knew that with enough lawyers and enough money, anything was possible.

“So tell me, how is the talent adjusting?”

“If you’re asking, you already know the answer. How many calls has she given you? Amazon Jane’s been out of her trailer all of fifteen minutes since we’ve been here. That was only to bitch about her trailer being smaller than the ones for The Gunslinger and Gangsta Mike. I still don’t think we should have brought her. She’s not really that good.”

“Yes, but what she does have is fan appeal. She’s got huge knockers and hunts in a leopard skin bikini. Any other stupid questions? Let’s move on, Ted’s almost finished with all the voiceover work, but we need more of the werewolf. Work your magic! Rile him up, get him angry. Go ahead and push his buttons. We’ll paint him as self-loathing and suicidal. Tonight, when he transforms, toss in a live goat, sheep, chickens, or whatever the hell you have down there. I want it to look savage and brutal! Give me a ‘money shot’ of him tearing something to pieces!”

“No problem, boss. I’ve got production team one doing updates, prep work, and interviews with the hunters. Team two is finishing the maze and installing the fixed cameras. They should be done before dinner. I’ll bring them with me to film the furball as he changes.”

“Anything else?”

“Just the usual stuff and nothing I can’t handle. Charlie is complaining about the lack of decent equipment. We’re actually going to shoot some of the initial stuff in black and white for a retro look. I’ve got to go. These things don’t produce themselves!”

David disconnected and checked the last of his email before returning to the aircraft hanger converted into a production camp for more bug repellent. The smell of diesel fumes from the ill-placed and poorly ventilated generators at the entrance greeted him.

 Trailers hugged the walls, almost as if they were afraid of the large, ominous, steel cage in the middle of the hanger. Inside that cage, a gaunt-looking young man with ancient eyes and unkempt hair crouched on a bench, which also served as his bed. El Lobo, the star of this production, looked more animal than human. David decided to have props bring in some straw to put in the bottom of the cage. Two soldiers lazily stood watch over Juarez, each with a rifle specially loaded for the occasion. This would have never flown back in the states and even the most jaded of networks were shying away, which was why it would be one of the top pay per view events ever!

“Mr. Juarez, how are you doing?” David asked in fluent Spanish.

The man looked up at him and almost through him with a piercing gaze. “I am about to be put down like an animal for the world’s entertainment. How should I be feeling?”

“Well you know that Rogue Sentinel has promised a considerable sum to both your family and your victim’s fund. They were going to kill you anyway.”

El Lobo spat at David’s feet, “My ‘victim’s fund?’ You mean all the people they say I killed in that village where I went on my rampage? Do you know that it was a stronghold of government opposition? Was I there that night? Perhaps, I do not know what happens when the beast overtakes me. I only know that I awoke the next day in the middle of the wild instead of the cage I went to sleep in. Forty-three is a considerable number of victims for one werewolf to kill in a single night, is it not? The number is even more impressive considering I traveled nearly twenty kilometers and bypassed another village to accomplish this feat.”

David shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not here to retry your case, Mr. Juarez. I’m just producing a show. Your final statement will be broadcast around the world. You’ll have your say.”

“You say that like you actually believe it. You missed your calling, Hale. You should be in front of the camera.”

David gave his best ‘what can I say’ smile and replied, “I’ll have someone come by with your lunch shortly. We’ll get some better clothes for the interview.”

The bitter creature sneered at him, grasping the bars of his cage and leaning closer. “Don’t waste your time. I prefer to remain as I am. The world thinks me an animal. Who am I to contradict them?”

David scratched the stubble on his chin, “Impressive! Make sure you say that when we’re recording.”

With that, he walked away. Part of him felt guilty that a local actor would actually give that final statement, after it was approved by the government censors. He’d mention that line to the copy editor and get it worked into the script, but on some level, David was certain El Lobo already knew it was a sham.

#

When Amazon Jane came bolting towards him from her trailer, he almost wished he was back there with El Lobo. Better still would be Jane stuck back there with the werewolf.

“Hale! I’ve had it up to here with this hellhole. I don’t have to put up with this crap!”

David resisted the urge to roll his eyes and tried to find his happy place. “Janey, honey, you’re the fan favorite. The online polls wanted you here two to one over the next hunter. They’re the ones who want you here. We all know who the real star is, don’t we? Think of how disappointed all your fans would be.”

The red headed woman towered over him and scowled. “Screw the fans! They’re at home in air conditioning and I’m out here getting bit every thirty seconds and sweating my ass off! Do you understand me, little man?”

David smiled at her in a not so pleasant manner. “Fine, we can do it this way. Let me explain it to you in terms you can understand, bitch. Your big action movie took in only half what it cost to make it. You came crawling back to Rogue Sentinel because your agent says it’s your only shot at getting off the ‘B’ list. Hell, who am I kidding? It’s your only shot of getting off the ‘D’ list! I’ve got too much time and money at stake here, so if you walk on this one, guess what? I’ll make sure you come out looking like shit!”

The woman wasn’t used to people ‘giving her the business’ and bristled. “I’ll go to Stan.”

“You’ve already been to Stan. Go ahead, let’s go together. We can even use my Satphone! Breach that contract of yours and I can guarantee that I’ll turn you into a ‘has been’ faster than you can say ‘Britney.’ Unless you want to end up on the topless mud wrestling channel like she did, why don’t you carry those oversized funbags of yours back into your trailer and think about how much of your fifteen minutes you have left!”

Watching the color drain from her face was a rush that felt damn good! Amazon Jane stormed away to trash her trailer, again. He motioned for his insipid assistant producer.

“Thea, send three of your best little ass kissers in there to calm the pampered princess and her agent down.”

“You shouldn’t piss off the talent like that, David.”

“Hey, when it’s your name in the Executive Producer spot, you can run the show the way you see fit and see how far your little two-faced act gets you. Until then keep being the ‘Ass Producer’, do your damn job, and stop dreaming about how you’re going to get me out of the way!”

The rush felt even better that time.

#

Five hours later, David muttered that his bonus better be huge! Between Jane’s temper tantrums, Charlie’s complaints, and the demands from Gangsta Mike’s posse, David was tempted to see if The Gunslinger would be willing to off them all. Of course, that psychopath was just a delusion or two away from looking for the nearest clock tower.

Holly, the audio tech and his current bed warmer, rubbed his shoulders as he grunted, “I went to NYU. I wanted to make documentaries. Where the hell did I go wrong?”

She adjusted his wireless microphone and patted him playfully on his rump. “You sold out, just like the rest of us. Aren’t you just the least bit scared of El Lobo?”

“I’m a bit nervous, but I’ve interviewed my fair share of serial killers, when I was with the networks.” Unbidden, he heard Ted’s voiceovers in his mind about the dangers of a lycanthrope.

“Well don’t take any chances. I don’t like the idea of you going in there.”

“I don’t plan to take any chances, Holly. He will be manacled to a ring on the cage floor and the guards have cattle prods if Mr. Juarez tries anything funny. Plus, I’ve got two assistants whose only job is keeping track of moonrise. I’ll be long gone before that ever happens. Anything we don’t get tonight, we can reshoot tomorrow before the main event.”

“Be careful, David.”

“I will. Now, how’s the audio on the mike?” She rewarded him with a “thumbs up” signal and he started towards the cage.

El Lobo was finishing off his chicken dinner on a cafeteria tray. “I see that it is time for you to get inside my head and discover what it is like to be me.”

David turned to his lead camera operator and drinking buddy, “What’s the word, Charlie?”

“Everything is set up, boss. The bars are going to obscure the shot from most every angle, so I put a stationary camera on a tripod inside the cell and I’ll run it with a remote. Here’s a handcam. Are you sure you really want to go in there with that thing?”

Carlos growled, “That thing can hear you. Before my supposed ‘rampage’ did you find any history of prior attacks? All I ever wanted to be was a humble fisherman like my father.”

“Look at those chains, he can’t hurt me, Charlie. Okay, let’s give the audience something they won’t forget!”

The guards had changed their minds and summoned their captain, David pulled him aside and some currency was exchanged. After that, the captain and the guards dropped their complaints, but the negotiations ate up valuable time.

Finally, El Lobo was shackled and waited disinterestedly on his bench. David entered the cage and sat on a folding chair. It had been a while, since he had used a handheld for anything outside of the bedroom, but he’d manage.

Carlos read his prepared statement, protesting his handling by his government and outlining the suspicious circumstances that surrounded the attack nearly three years ago. It was interesting, but pointless. The government censors were in complete control and their actor was set to deliver a much more vanilla version that focused on El Lobo’s personal shame.

When the werewolf finished his lengthy monologue, David tried to humanize the monster for the audience. It would have to be re-shot with the actor, but he could get the important stuff now and edit it in to the broadcast. The rest would be bonus feature material.

“When did you first realize your life would never be the same? Did you lash out at other children or your parents? If your parents were still alive, what would you say to them?” For a few minutes it was raw and real. It reminded David of the kind of human interest material he’d always liked doing.

He pressed on when the assistant gave the twenty minute warning, deciding it was worth it to get five more minutes of footage. At fifteen minutes, David wrapped it up. He was no fool.

As he stood to leave, El Lobo spoke. “Do you wish to know one thing about me that I have never told anyone? Something I planned on taking to my grave?”

“Go on…”

The werewolf stood, jangling his shackle and stretching his legs. He smiled as David brought the camera around. “I’ve lived with this condition for fifteen years. I hoped to do what no one else could; control myself. Alas, it was not meant to be. The only thing I ever mastered was voluntarily transforming before the moon rises. Allow me to demonstrate.”

His words trailed off into a growl as man became beast. Fangs grew from an elongated mouth and claws sprouted from the bound hands. Amazed by the speed of the transformation, David feebly threw up his arm as the werewolf lunged. The teeth dug into his arm and David screamed. The beast pulled at him as both guards repeatedly stabbed the werewolf with their prods. There was a moment of thrashing and it grudgingly released David’s maimed and broken arm. He crawled on his knees out of the cage and collapsed on the concrete. Someone slammed the door shut and silence hung in the air. Holly grabbed the first aid kit and ran to David’s side, desperately pouring peroxide and alcohol straight into the wound hoping to prevent infection.

The captain regarded him with pity tinged with concern for his role in this. Somehow, David knew the man was already planning how to spin this to his superiors.

“Mr. Hale, I regret this, but we need to place you in quarantine. There is a slim chance that the disease was not transmitted. A helicopter will take you to a hospital in the capital to make certain. This is most unfortunate. You have my deepest sympathy.”

Stunned, David was led away by one of the soldiers past his horrified production staff. Silly thoughts crossed his mind about how he could get this into the broadcast.

The morning after, Carlos had a message for David. “Ask him how it feels when it’s his turn in front of the camera.”

#

Nearly a year later, a mangy, disheveled David Hale peered out the bars of his cage. The hangar hadn’t changed all that much, even if his place in it had.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“Spare me, Thea. Looks like you got your wish. I’m out of the way for good this time. You know this is a sham.”

“Does it really matter? I tried to get Holly to come back for this shoot, but she refused.  I was trying for a ‘Beauty and the Beast’ angle.”

“Pretty heartless,” he snapped.

“Just doing what you would do, David, and you know it. I’ll have my idiot associate producer send someone over with lunch. In the meantime, take a look at the promo and see what you think?”

David shrugged his shoulders and nodded. “Sure, but do me a favor; put me close to Jane tomorrow night. Maybe I’ve got one last ‘money shot’ left.”

“Just when you thought it was safe to go back into the jungle again, ‘The Beast Must Die Two: El Lobo’s Final Revenge.’ Mark your calendars for September 20th, when Rogue Sentinel Productions starts the hunt all over again. The Gunslinger and Amazon Jane are going back into the maze, this time with Bo Brutalizer, and they plan on avenging Gangsta Mike’s death!

El Lobo is dead, but he left behind an infected David Hale. Escaping from quarantine, the monster went feral, killing two US Congressmen and six others on a fact finding mission. He’ll stop at nothing to kill again, but we’ve got some payback in store! For $69.95 you can have an all access pass to this epic event, so order now!”


My Son – The Monster

by Jim Bernheimer

The tale is one all are familiar with. There is some truth in it. The best lies are like that. However, for the most part, it is both fabrication and falsehood – created as a salve for my tortured conscience and to afford my son a modicum of dignity in his death.

History says that Icarus was a good, dutiful, and somewhat careless son. That is the way I would prefer he be remembered.

“Father,” he said, “I swear it was an accident. Cousin Perdix slipped and fell from the cliff.” I did not see the glee that a rival for my affection was gone.

History and my own foolish desire to protect my child convicted me of this crime and we were exiled to Crete to serve the cruel King Minos.

Was I blind to his heinous deeds, too caught up in my inventions and constructing the Labyrinth? Yes, my denial ran deep as the seas. I possessed an obsessive quality that set my work apart from all others, but it cost me his mother and so I refused to see his insanity. Only my status as the King’s Master Craftsman spared his life on several occasions.

When Minos threatened to lock us in the tower, Icarus responded by wheedling the secret of the Labyrinth from me and bartering it for a chance to lay with Adriane in revenge. Mayhap this is why Theseus abandoned the woman. Again, I was left to claim responsibility for his deeds.

Enraged, Minos followed through with his threat and imprisoned us in the tower. The maidens and the lads of Knossos could carry on with their lives in relative safety.

Like a wild animal tossed in a cage for the first time, Icarus raged, and his madness became tangible. Still, my own guilt refused to recognize the monster masquerading as my son. 

I blamed Minos for his condition and decided that if we could but flee Crete, he would return to normal. After all, I was Daedalus and I could fix anything.

“My son, we shall escape. It will be difficult. The King’s men patrol the land and search the vessels going to sea, so I have come up with an idea.”

It was the first hint of sanity I’d seen in days, “How father? How are we to escape?”

“We will take to the air and soar upon the winds. I will make us wings. Not even Minos can control the air!”

“Thank you. I promise I won’t cause trouble again.”

Those words were his mantra. “Causing trouble” was another euphemism for the depraved acts he performed – things I dared not admit Icarus was capable of. It begged the question, who was the better liar – the son or the father?

He gathered the feathers while I worked the wax. We did this in full view of our jailors, allowing them to think we were decorating our gilded cage. Those weeks were a golden time in our relationship as we worked towards a common goal.

Our leisurely walk to the top of the tower turned into a sprint when Icarus yelled taunts to our guards. Hurrying, we donned our wings and leapt from the tower. Flying free into the air, we both figuratively and literally stretched our wings. I was so consumed by my own path I lost track of Icarus. When I turned, I saw the reason Icarus alerted the soldiers.

Icarus swooped above them hurling insults. I watched in horror as he delivered kicks with his thick legs and the men plummeted to their deaths. The laughter of my son was like the shrill cries of the harpies to my ears.

I winged back to him as the last of the men perished. “Why, Icarus? Those men were not cruel in their treatment of us.”

He flapped in triumph and scowled. “They deserved it father! They always deserve it!”

Icarus wanted revenge, but I convinced him that the Minoan archers and spearman would not be dazzled by our wings for long. Eventually, he agreed to fly across the sea to freedom.

My body was light with my wondrous invention, but my heart was heavy. I still hoped that reason could prevail over madness. Speeding across the ocean I called out, “My son, now that we may go anywhere we wish, where would you like to start anew?”

“Start anew? Yes, we could start anew. These wings are your greatest invention ever, father! We can be in Sparta in the evening and Athens by dawn. We shall be untouchable! No one can ever imprison me again.”

Despite the warm day, a chill invaded my soul. I finally recognized Icarus for the monster he was. Winged, he would be a bird of prey on all below. For too long, I had protected him from the cruel world. Alas, it was the world which required protection from him.

“But first Icarus, Minos must pay, shouldn’t he?”

My son’s flew close and thought for the first time that I understood him. “Oh yes father, Minos should suffer a hundred times over.”

“What should we do?” I encouraged him assessing the depths of his insanity. I had to be certain.

Minutes passed and I listened to his plans in lurid, savage detail. My heart beat cold and I cursed myself for sheltering this beast. Some monsters, like the Minotaur, could be easily spotted. Others hid behind innocent smiles, denials, and pleas for forgiveness.

When he finished I said, “That is a good plan, my son. First, we must test the limits of our wings. Fly as high as you can so we may know that the spears and arrows cannot reach us.”

Eagerly, he soared upwards and the feathers began to fall off spiraling downwards, each one represented an innocent victim of his cruelty and my blindness. Do I regret flying my son to his doom? Every day, but I also regret that I did not do it sooner.


The Red Badge of Doom

by Jim Bernheimer

Bitten!

When did it happen? I can’t remember. If it’s going to kill me, I’d really like to know where I went wrong.

Curled up on a smelly cot, my wounded hand clutches a dingy piece of bed sheet with a large red “B” crudely painted on it. The other end is tied around my neck. Hawthorne had his “Scarlet Letter” and Crane gave us the “Red Badge of Courage.” We call this, the “Red Badge of Doom.” I get to wear it like some kind of damn superhero cape!

That zombie bite means I have a one in five chance of living through the next three days. If that wasn’t enough, I get to be on the frontlines until I beat this, or it beats me. They’ll squeeze as much out of me as they can.

At least fighters get full rations, or what passes for full rations now. That beef surprise this morning smelled suspiciously like dog food. Maybe I’ll develop a shiny “coat” too.

I’m gonna make it! I don’t want to die! Even if I don’t have anything to live for, I’m not ready to just give up. This is my mantra and what keeps me going. As long as I can say it in my mind, I’m not dead – I’ve still got a chance.

People stare as they walk by. Everyone will be watching me; ready to cave my skull in at the first sign that I’m turning into one of them. They shake their heads in pity. A few don’t look at me – they’re shamelessly eyeing my cot and my meager possessions.

There’s been a story or two about someone with a badge getting killed “early” just so someone else could take their stuff sooner. Quite a few of us like killing just a little too much. I’ll have to be wary. If someone tries anything, it won’t be for the next day or two. They’ll let me take their patrols and do their fighting first.

Remind me again, who are the “real” monsters? Maybe the zombies are the ones that have it right? Maybe I am just being paranoid, but I’m not the first one wearing this.

I won’t be the last either.

The only solace I can take is that if this happened a week ago, they’d have cut my hand off to try and improve my odds. Word came over the radio that it doesn’t help, so they called off the amputations. It’s hard enough fighting the damn things with two hands!

A familiar face stops in front of my cot. It’s the first friendly look I’ve seen in hours. Rob gestures towards my new fashion accessory. “Sorry to hear about the badge. I’ll say an extra prayer for you. Grab your gear. We’re up for a foraging patrol in fifteen minutes.”

Running my camping hatchet against my crowbar makes a pleasant metallic scraping sound and I follow Rob down the narrow aisle feeling the weight of everyone’s eyes on me. Passing one of the floor fans, the breeze blows my “cape” back. For a brief moment, I can feel like a hero instead of a marked man.

I’m down, but I’m not out.

I’ll beat this.

I have to.


Charlie Horse

by Jim Bernheimer

“Hey, how much longer do I have to blow this damn duck call?”

Sean ignored his partner. Instead, he looked around the rubble and crumbling streets. His eyes searched for the shapes starting to move ominously among the debris.

“Just a few more times, kid. I can see a group over there.”

The first couple emerged from a nearby alley. Flesh hung loosely on their frames. They were definitely low quality – a couple of slowpokes holding up the rest. It was oddly refreshing to know that even the living dead had to put up with traffic jams.

Others pushed by them. Unless they had leg injuries, the fresher ones always moved faster. In the business of zombie catching, faster meant more money. After all, why else would someone risk their neck to do this?

At twenty feet, the greenhorn started to get a bit jittery, “Now?” Sean could hear the pitch in the kid’s voice go up an octave.

“Almost, get them just a little closer. Wait for it, wait for it, now!” Chuck and Sean started running with roughly twenty zombies hot on their heels and shambling after them.

“I’m getting too damn old for this,” Sean grunted. “Trolling around abandoned cities and getting chased for a measly handful of creds.”

“Didn’t take long for you to start bitching, I think Ted owes me a cred.” Chuck laughed, easily keeping pace with him.

Sean tried not to pant when he said, “Piss off!”

“Aw, c’mon! We haven’t even gone a hundred yards yet. You’re slowing down, gramps. There’s still another mile to go to get to the collector. It might be time for you to start thinking about hanging up those sneakers. Not everyone can be a speed demon like me!”

The comments were delivered with a laugh as the pair moved along. Sean glanced back over his shoulder and slowed to a jog. “We’re starting to lose the whole pack. Throttle down there kid … we only want the old and slow ones to fall off the pace. The faster ones are headed to market”

“So, what do you think of this lot, old timer?”

“A few A’s and B’s, most of the rest are just junk, barely even worth the cost of the fuel to get them to the processor.” Sean replied to the cocky greenhorn.

After this season, Noel was going to offer Chuck a full share and make him lead runner. It was music to Sean’s ears and the news he’d been waiting for. He would gladly trade his sneakers in for a gaff hook and the easy life onboard the collector. “Bait running” was a job for the younger generation. At thirty-five, his cuts weren’t as sharp as they used to be and there wasn’t nearly as much spring in his step.

He looked ahead and saw a potential problem – a pair of free range stragglers wandering between them and the rest of the team onboard Noel’s ZombieArk. The ark was a massive, tracked, twin-biodiesel powered collection vehicle, easily the size of two pre-Apocalypse dump trucks with a large empty cargo bed. All it needed now was a cargo.

“Stay sharp Chuck and pick it up. You want to corral those two while I handle the main pack?” he gestured to the ones ahead.

“Sure, no prob. I’ll run ‘em around the ark once or twice while you bring the rest up. All you have to do is keep this group moving straight and I’ll merge them in when you get close. See you at the ramp, slowpoke!”

The kid makes it sound so easy. If he starts showboating, he could screw this up. 

Still, Sean admitted that his partner had a runner’s physique and an impressive burst of acceleration. Even in his prime, Sean doubted he could have outrun Chuck.

Zombie wrangling was known as the most dangerous job on the planet for a reason. People instinctively flee from them – also for a good reason. It took a rare mixture of greed and stupidity to have them chase you for a living.

The rise of the undead almost toppled civilization, but like other challenges, humanity eventually adapted. People learned to accept that when life ends, that doesn’t necessarily stop the body from getting back up. Society took death as seriously as life these days.

Enterprising folks, like the great Walter Marcus, came up with solutions to make use of the undead. Zombies require only scant amounts of meat to fuel them and a grade “A” specimen, properly cared for, would last for a full decade. Take a couple of dozen, stick them in a kinetic turbine on one side of a clear Plexiglas wall, called a turbine blade, and pay somebody to be “bait” on the other side and those stupid bastards will just push that blade around in circles for years, generating the pollution-free energy that keeps the world going around.

Doctor Marcus brought about the end of the New Dark Age and if Sean had to pick one man, who did the most to get the world back on its feet, it would be him.

Sean was also thankful that the Marcus turbines powering the world and other “putrid green” industries created a demand for undead. For the last fifteen years, that need has given him a job.

His feet pounded the ground leading the flesh bags slightly to the right. He’d let Chuck take the stragglers off to the left and let the kid do his thing. Together, they would maneuver the group onto Noel’s Zombie Ark, where the most dangerous cargo in the world could be transported to market.

Newspapers labeled it the “Decaying Gold Rush.” Critics, living in their ivory towers, called it barbaric and disrespectful, but Sean had never met one willing to give up their air conditioning, heating, or other modern conveniences.

He glanced at the overgrown ruins of this city. Pittsburgh had survived, so they just moved the capital there. Sean kept his effort up and never gave any thought to what valuables might be hidden in these collapsing deathtraps. Outside of the safe zones, greed usually meant a quick death and a change of status from team member to “Fresh-Kay” or a fresh kill – the most valuable of zombies.

Coming to a stop, Sean caught his breath and waited for the splintering pack to get closer. Some of the ones in the back were already starting to wander off in another direction. It was no huge loss; they were pretty much worthless anyway.

“You okay back there, Sean?” Chuck called out jogging backwards and in circles around the pair of zombies trying in vain to get him. One of them was at least “B” grade and was worth another eight credits to the team’s haul.

“I’m fine kid, just quit hot dogging it and pay attention to what you are doing!”

“Quit being a grump, grandpa. They can’t catch me! I’m the fastest set of legs this side of the Three Rivers! Shit!”

Call it karma, fate, or just plain old bad luck, but the moment that came out of Chuck’s mouth, he tripped and fell backwards onto broken chunks of asphalt. Time slowed as the pair of zombies shambled towards the kid.

“Damn it to hell!” Sean cursed and started sprinting. His hand pulled the crowbar out of the leather sheath he wore down the center of his back. One thing was certain; no one would be coming off the collector to help the kid. The cold-hearted bitch of a skipper wouldn’t risk anyone else. He’d have to cover over fifty yards in a hurry.

Chuck was crawling and waving a claw hammer defensively. The kid struggled to get back on his feet, but they pushed him back to the ground and literally fell on top of him.

Sean dug deep and throttled up. It took roughly fifteen seconds for him to arrive on the scene swinging that crowbar with a vengeance. The rusty metal knocked one backwards and shattered the skull of the other like a rotted melon. It let loose with a couple of spasms before he finished it off with a third swing.

With his left hand covered by a thick work glove, Sean punched the remaining better quality one right in the old kisser. So long as Chuck wasn’t a goner, he could still salvage this situation and get his running mate along with the “B” grade to the truck. A kick rolled the destroyed zombie off of Chuck.

“Come on kid! We’ve got too…” Sean’s voice trailed off and he saw most of the flesh missing from Chuck’s throat and spurts of blood coming out from under the kid’s hand covering the wound. Chuck’s eyes grew listless and dull with the look of terror freezing on his blood smeared face. He made one final weak gurgle and, just like that, the kid was gone.

For the next few seconds, Sean vented some righteous fury on the remaining creature. Not only did he like the kid, but this nasty turn of events meant he’d be out on the ground again next season.

Shaking rotten chunks of brains off the crowbar, Sean came out of his fog and assessed the situation. The main pack was closing – a mere thirty feet from him. Chuck’s dead, but he wouldn’t “rise” for roughly five minutes. The kid was a “Fresh-Kay” grade “A+” worth at least four times what that “B” had been. It was a cold and cruel world, but it’s like they say, “Life goes on.”

This wasn’t the first time he’d slung the body of a fellow runner over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, but it was the first time in several years. Sean’s muscles ached and protested with the effort as he staggered towards the metal ramp of the collector. The pack of zombies drew closer as Sean struggled to build up a head of steam.

Noel’s shout greeted him as he clambered into the bed of the ark with the pack barely fifteen feet behind him. “Tell me he’s still alive.”

“Fresh-Kay,” Sean gasped. “We’ve got about three minutes before he stirs.”

Sean got behind the barrier and secured the gate behind him as the others up on the platforms used their poles to slow the catch down. Noel cut loose with a string of obscenities before returning to her calm, ruthless demeanor, “Ted, finish bringing in the catch. Sean, drag what used to be the hotshot into the cab and toss him in ‘The Pit.’ We don’t want the rest gnawing on him until the meat spoils.”

He knew Noel was angry. She always defaulted to Ted when she was pissed – like she didn’t trust anyone else on the team. It took a rare person to be a runner and be out there playing live bait, but it took a real piece of work to be a skipper and Noel Montoya was known as “The Iceberg” for a reason.

Sean shrugged and carried his load into the open hatch leading into the cab. Laying Chuck’s body across the table, he grabbed a bundle of hemp rope and started tying the corpse’s hands and legs together.

Just as he finished and was fitting a feeding muzzle over the dead kid’s head, the zombie started to come back to life and the force of the hydraulic gates slamming down sent a shudder through the vehicle. It meant the catch was aboard and secured.

Feeling much older than he did ten minutes ago, Sean dragged the thrashing creature across the cab and dumped it unceremoniously into “The Pit,” a space reserved for any crew members who met an untimely end. Despite the tight confines and ever present need for space on a modern day zombie collector, nothing was ever stored in that space out of either superstition or respect.

Sean looked down and shook his head before untying the grate and lowering it over “The Pit.” Running a worn bolt through the latch he sighed, “Sorry kid, I tried to warn you to take this job seriously, but you wouldn’t listen. Tough break.”

#

Like a well oiled machine, despite missing a piece, the crew of Noel’s Zombie Ark prepared to roll out. The others checked all the gates as their skipper walked the scaffolding inspecting the catch. She graded and sorted the undead cargo into their respective categories.

Sean had to play catch up, covering both his and his recently deceased team member’s tasks. He finished up quickly and cleaned up the mess he’d made on the map table while binding the zombie. The crew began to filter back in from the upper deck.

Noel climbed down the ladder and made a beeline for him. Smacking both hands down on the table, she growled, “I thought you said he was ready, Kirkland. You almost had me convinced that he was worth a full share! Do you have any idea how hard it is going to be to recruit some new bait for the last week of the season?”

Sean grimaced at her. “It was a tough break, Skipper. He made a stupid greenhorn mistake and paid the price.”

“The Iceberg” snarled back, “Well, if he was that much of an idiot, it was better we found out now before next season when he’d have been lead runner and some other greenhorn’s life depended on him. Looks like you gotta break in someone else next season, Kirkland.”

Through his clenched teeth Sean muttered, “Maybe I won’t be here next season.”

She glared at him. “You’ve been saying that for the last two years, but every time you come back for the money. Like I said, be ready to break in another runner next season.”

Turning, she barked at the rest of the crew, “Why aren’t we on the move yet? We’ve still gotta check our ditches and make it to market before sundown.”

For his part, Sean went back to the break area and grabbed the newspaper. Emptying the holes of any zombies that wandered into them didn’t require a runner. His work was done until they returned to the processor. Flipping to the sports section, he scanned the articles and looked for something to help him forget about the wretched way the day had ended.

#

Hours later, Sean was up on the scaffolding watching the gaffers prod the catch while the processor foreman graded each husk. Whatever grade was yelled out got stamped on the forehead and then it was herded down the ramp.

Noel and the foreman were engaged in constant bickering. “Oh come off it, Buck. You know that’s a ‘B.’ I’ve had a long enough day without you trying to screw me over. Don’t make me file a complaint with the board. Besides, I got a fresh one in our pit.”

“Really, do you have DBR?”

“Of course, everyone on my crew signs it over as part of their employment contract.”

DBR, or Dead Body Rights, meant Noel possessed the financial rights to a crewmember’s body if they die out in the field. Like the rest, Sean signed his away for the duration of the season. Often, people used those rights as collateral for major purchases like homes and vehicles.

Sean tried to block it out. He felt sick to his stomach. This was the worst part of the job, listening to people barter over what used to be a living being. Tonight, he planned to drink himself into oblivion.

When the last zombie was offloaded, Noel sent him and one of the other crewmembers to get the fresh kill. Carrying the body made him nauseous and Chuck wasn’t cooperating.

Easing back through the hatch, he could already hear Noel haggling for top dollar. “…nineteen years old and he’s in great shape. They only got some of his neck and arms. The legs and everything else are pristine! Fastest runner I’ve seen in years.”

Buck laughed hollowly, “Obviously not fast enough.”

“No, he was just stupid.” She gestured to his legs. “See, no wounds at all. I’m betting you can get some serious credits from a racing team for him. The Derby’s coming up soon…”

Buck tried to hide the rampant greed in his eyes, but failed. They traded offers back and forth before settling on thirty-six credits and a bonus if the body draws more than sixty at auction. The total payout of one hundred and fifty credits was a small fortune to most. Sean’s cut would be just under twenty. Somehow, it didn’t feel like it was enough.

Minutes later, the crew was gathered around her collecting their wages. She handed him his share plus another ten. “Buck said there aren’t any runners looking for work this late in the season. You have to go solo for the last week. I’ll need you to sign a union waiver.”

He looked at the coins in his hand and flicked the ten chip back at her. “No thanks. How about looking around a little more?”

Skipper stared at the chip and hissed, “Alright Kirkland, spit it out. You got something to say, say it.”

“I’ve had enough. I’m not running solo. I’m walking after this one.” Legally, she couldn’t make him run alone unless he signed away his union rights.

Her eyes narrowed and she ran a hand through her hair. “You want back next season, you sign that damn waiver.”

“Well then I guess I don’t want back next season.”

She tried another tactic. “You’re this close to getting on the scaffolding full time. You don’t want to throw away five seasons of seniority just because a stupid kid got whacked.”

Sean stood his ground. “You said you were going to bring on two greenhorns at the end of last season and I believed you, but suddenly things ‘got tight’ and you could only hire one. Why should I believe you now? I think I’ll take my chances somewhere else next season.”

“You know something Kirkland? You’re a decent runner, but when it comes down to it, you’re a spineless maggot. My vessel ain’t got no room for bleeding hearts like you. Fine! Go ahead and walk, now, right now! We’ll make quota just from the trenches and traps. We don’t even need a runner. Go get your shit and get off my collector.”

“That’s fine with me. Union rules say I get a full share if you cut me now. Nice working with you guys. Noel, I hope you rot in hell.” Sean left to go get his gear. Not only was he getting his DBR back a week early, it felt like he’d gotten a piece of his soul back as well.

#

Horses were a pretty rare sight in the modern world. Cows and sheep were finally starting to make a comeback. Before humanity figured out that a six by six hole in the ground would trap just about any zombie in it, the living dead had feasted on everything they could find.

Still, people needed entertainment. There were electric car races, football, basketball, and the like. About twenty years ago, someone got the bright idea to put ten zombies out on a track like horse and dog races of old and place bets on them. It caught on like wildfire in this part of the country.

Sean lost more than his fair share at the track. Looking around, he saw the stadium filled with Western Pennsylvania’s finest. Women, with fancy large hats, thick sunglasses, and wearing enough perfume to make his eyes water, stood beside men in suits trying their best to ignore the summer heat and the damp stains under their arms. A sense of anticipation hung in the air. People enjoyed the marching band playing in the infield, but no one stated the thought that was on everyone’s mind.

Enough already! Let’s have ourselves a race!

Last weekend, Sean watched “Charlie Horse” win the last qualifying race going away, netting Sean a cool twenty-five creds. Even in death, the kid made it look so blasted easy. That’s why Sean was risking everything he had and even some that he didn’t on the four to one odds “Charlie Horse” today. If the kid pulled it off again, Sean wouldn’t be looking for work for the coming season, or any future seasons either.

His savings, the note on his hovel, and everything else he could scrounge up came to an unimpressive two hundred and sixty credits – probably what his old skipper cleared every ten days of the three month season. Knowing the kind of payout he needed to really set himself up for retirement, he’d gone ahead and mortgaged his DBR note to Harry “The Neck” for another fifty credits.

Sure it wasn’t much, but it was about to be a lot more.

“Ladies and Gentleman, welcome to the twenty-first running of the PennsylvaniaDerby – sponsored by the Marcus Energy Corporation. It’s a beautiful day for a race and the track is in excellent condition…”

Sean listened to the announcer call out the temperature and other minor details while watching the owners maneuver their undead into the starting gates. He spared a minute or two to gaze at the generously endowed “bait” they would be chasing, as she partly stretched and partly posed for pictures from the crowd.

“Today’s celebrity pace runner is none other than actress Candy Newton. Let’s put your hands together for her and if you haven’t seen her new movie, ‘Chasing Disaster,’ in the theaters, well take a look at what you’ve been missing! Candy will be on Concourse A after the race to sign autographs and what she’s wearing right now will be auctioned off for charity at the conclusion of today’s events.”

The actress picked up a nearby microphone and began waving to the crowd, working them like a seasoned pro. “Thank you, it’s a privilege to be out here as the pace runner. I can’t wait to see how many credits the charity auction will raise! So, all you big winners today, remember to share the wealth.” 

Not one to really care about a used jogging suit from a starlet known more for her double joints than her acting range, Sean glanced down at the racing form. “Charlie Horse” was in the third gate next to the five to two favorite “Spam On Rye”. The notes in the margin indicated that was what the body’s former owner choked on. “Smells Rank,” a twenty-one year old drug overdose coed was at seven to one and was on the downhill side of the zero to one year bracket, but had an impressive win record. The other seven were all higher than ten to one, making this essentially a three creature race.

Ten zombies with lightweight feeding muzzles on their face struggled in their metal chutes. Using his binoculars, Sean saw that Chuck looked a little pale and gamey. It reminded him of the hard night of drinking when Sean had “initiated” the greenhorn. There was a pang of regret and he looked away. There were too many fresh memories there.

A race official inspected each of the competitors for any of the usual cheats – like signs of organ removal to lighten the zombie’s weight and such. The referee signaled the all clear to the starter and walked across the board spanning the infield trench. Ms. Newton walked just outside the gates and the arms jutting out at her to give the undead a good look at what they were after and moved to her starting position, ten feet ahead of them.

The crowd around Sean in the grandstands began to cheer with an ever increasing volume. Undoubtedly, some of the zombies would lose track of the bait and end up in the trenches or trying to get at the crowd. The fervor reached a new high when the starter raised his pistol in the air and fired a single shot.

“And they’re off. Candy got a bit of a slow start there, but she’s pulling away from the pack. Smells Rank ahead by a few feet with Charlie Horse and Spam On Rye jostling for position behind it. Knife to the Chest, Unlucky Adulterer, and Third Rail giving chase. Back of the pack is Triple-E, Sir Osis, Falls but Doesn’t Get Up, and Some Homeless Bum bringing up the rear.”

Urging the kid on, Sean watched them pass the first marker. With his eyes fixed to the binoculars, he repeated like a mantra, “C’mon Chuck, you can do it! Don’t let me down.”

Watching the kid move, he could almost hear Chuck’s gloating. “They can’t lay a finger on me, Kirkland. I’m just too fast … like lightning!”

“Smells Rank starting to fade. Charlie Horse making a move. Spam On Rye in third place. Charlie Horse in second place. Charlie Horse takes over the lead. Smells Rank still in second. Spam On Rye close behind. Third Rail moves to fourth.”

Excitement began bubbling in Sean’s chest at the halfway marker and every time the announcer’s voice seemed to drawl the “Charrrlieee,” his smile got just a little bigger. Charlie had a ten foot lead on the next zombie and was starting to pull away. Wryly, Sean knew that the kid had really been the fastest thing this side of the three rivers.

The young woman next to him shouted, “Look at that thing go! It might even catch that bimbo!”

Her boyfriend clapped. “Damn! It’s faster than a lot of people I know! C’mon, Charlie Horse!”

A shiver of fear passed through Sean’s body, partly at the thought of Candy getting mauled on the course and the possibility of Charlie Horse getting disqualified. Beyond that, there was a deeper, more profound realization; if all of them were actually that fast, humanity might not have emerged from the Dark Ages.

“Charlie Horse on a record pace. Spam On Rye, Smells Rank, and Third Rail…”

The actress got a clue that she was in a bit of trouble approaching the one mile mark. Charlie was only about fifteen feet behind. Unlike her, the kid showed no real signs of slowing down. On the Jumbotron, one of the TV cameras caught that look of panic on her face and there was a bit of commotion in the infield as a group of security guards headed to intercept.

All around Sean, there was a nervous murmur. The mass of cheers turned into an uncomfortable groan. What were the rules in this case? No one seemed to know. True, all the zombies had feeding muzzles on them, but that wouldn’t stop them from clawing her flesh and maiming her.

Ms. Newton was gasping for breath and clearly starting to panic, when the dozen guards leapt over the retaining wall and started sprinting for Charlie. The kid’s left arm pawed at her and pushed her off balance. Candy sprawled to the ground as Charlie towered over her. Part of Sean was amazed that Chuck had done it. The rest of him felt the bile and revulsion creep into his throat. Anyone who’d ever been in the similar position could emphasize. Like some old horror video, the zombie raised his hands above its head and prepared to pounce.

Fortunately, the first security guard slammed into Charlie at that instant. The crowd let out a collective gasp as the rest of the humans moved in to regain control of the situation.

“Ladies and gentleman, it is complete mayhem on the track. The security detail is getting Candy into the infield and to safety. Charlie Horse is down and being restrained by three officers. Other people are moving in to corral the rest of the runners. In all my years of calling this race, I’ve never seen a zombie actually catch a runner! I think we are witnessing history in the making!”

#

Over ninety minutes passed before they sorted it all out and declared Charlie Horse the winner of the derby. Rumors and speculation ran rampant through the crowd as people waited on the results. If Sean didn’t have a vested monetary interest in all this, he’d have laughed at the stupidity of it all.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he headed to the cashier to collect his payout. On his way, he passed the throng milling around Candy Newton, as she gave the details of her harrowing ordeal and announcing the ridiculous price her garments fetched.

While standing in line, he recalled the first day the kid was on Noel’s ZombieArk. Back then, Chuck was a bundle of uncontrolled cockiness.

The ghost of his voice haunted Sean. “Stick with me, old timer, and just watch the money roll in. People will be talking about me for years to come. Wait and see, I’m gonna be famous!”

Stepping up to the next available window, Sean gave a melancholy chuckle at the irony of that statement and handed his ticket to the smiling cashier. Muttering under his breath, he said, “Helluva way to get your fifteen minutes there, Chuck, but thanks just the same.”


The Rally

by Jim Bernheimer

Steven Avery wasn’t used to being under the lights and on stage. He was a “kingmaker” – a “power behind the power” type. The Veterans of Foreign Wars convention hall here in Clearfield had hosted numerous political rallies over the years, but never one like this.

“Thank you all for coming out. Congressman Albright and his wife are very grateful.” Steven scanned the crowd crammed into the main room. Many were just the political equivalent of rubberneckers, looking for a spectacle. Glancing behind him, he spotted the large flat screen scrolling the campaign slogan; All Day All Night Albright! Working for YOU 24/7!

“It’s only fitting that we launch Brian’s reelection bid here at the VFW. Everyone knows the stories of his heroism in World War Zed, how he and his tanks stopped the attackers in their tracks at St. Louis and held the Mississippi!”

He waited for the genuine applause to die down. It was a good sign. Maybe this wasn’t just a shot in the dark. “The fighting didn’t stop there! With your support, Brian went to Washington to make certain that your voices would be heard. He not only stands on his record, but he built a fortress on it!”

Steven slapped his hands on the podium for emphasis. “He wasn’t afraid to challenge the broken system in Washington, championing economic reform, health care, and the rights of the common man. When faced with a problem, Brian Albright didn’t take the easy way out or the path of political expediency. He met the problem head on regardless of the opposition.

For the last two decades, Congressman Albright fought against the policies that those people in the Capitol casually inflicted on the everyday working men and women. Each time, you rewarded him with reelection. That’s what we’re asking for once more.”

A voice belonging to a burly man heckled him, “This whole thing is some kind of sick joke! Its bad enough putting up with them on the jobsite; you think I’m going to vote for one to represent me? Screw this! I’m outta here!”

Steven expected this, “Sir, I respect your opinion, but let me ask you something, what do you do for a living?”

The man crossed his arms and glared, “I’m a construction foreman.”

“And how has the Tolerance Act affected you?”

“I’ve had to hire a buncha them and they ain’t worth a damn! They can’t take orders for nothing. Hell, they can barely understand me!”

A murmur of agreement passed through the crowd, “I know. Congressman Albright knows. He fought tooth and nail against the Tolerance Act and was betrayed by the self-serving party system – those fat cats on the right who wanted cheap, inexhaustible sources of labor for their greedy corporate buddies and those in his own party, who saw nothing more than the ability to register thousands of voters with the mental faculties of a three year old.”

The man didn’t leave – another good sign. Steven toggled the remote control to start the stump speech. “I could explain, but I think I know someone better equipped. Let me play a message recorded six months ago by Congressman Albright.”

Turning, he saw the scene once more. It was a hospital room. Albright sat in his bed looking both bald and gaunt from the radiation and the chemo, but his eyes still held a shadow of that famous commanding presence.

“My fellow ... My friends, there comes a time when even an old warhorse has to admit defeat. This damn disease got the best of me and it’s only a matter of time. It’s widely known that I, like a fifth of the population, carry that despicable genetic marker. Originally, I intended to be cremated, but after thinking about it and doing some serious soul searching, I decided to let the reanimation happen. Why? Well, for one thing, I can still serve your interests. The Zombie Tolerance Act and other detestable legislation has hurt our economy and endangered our livelihood. These policies call for fair treatment of creatures that without feeding muzzles wouldn’t hesitate to attack. Trying to give human rights to monsters is wrong, just plain wrong!”

Brian broke into a fitful cough that lasted a full fifteen seconds. Steven sensed the building empathy in the crowd. The tide was turning.

“What I’m asking from you is a chance to stick it to the other five hundred and thirty-four members of Congress. Send me back there and make them have to play by the rules that they don’t mind saddling the rest of America with. Heck, you might even get better representation. Sorry, that’s a bad joke. Either way, showing them the direct effects of their folly will be the first step in reversing this perilous course they’ve set this country on. Thank you and God bless America.”

Steven cleared his throat, fighting off his own emotions. “I was Brian’s friend before I was his campaign manager. He believes in this and thinks it will work. I do as well. If you really want to stick it to Washington this year, vote a true zombie in, instead of all the phony ones already there! Are you ready to meet your once and future Congressman?”

The crowd cheered, led by the construction worker’s whistles. Steven motioned and aides escorted Brian and his wife out. In his red, white, and blue muzzle, Brian walked stiffly with head held high. His vocabulary was reduced to a mere fifty-seven words. They’d spent hours working on “Vote for Brian.” Unafraid, Steven shook his friend’s hand, helping him to the podium, and crossing his fingers for the three words Steven wanted most to hear.

The voice was raspy, “Vote... Vote for... brains! Vote for brains!”

Steven’s stomach knotted. Just when he thought it was over, shouts of “Brains!” erupted from the crowd. He shrugged off the gaffe, joining in. Even in death, Brian was a genius.


Reality Bites!

by Jim Bernheimer

“My apologies, Mister ...” the woman temporized while she pulled his file from her valise and opened it, “ah, Merrill. I had expected traffic to be much lighter at this hour, but I was quite mistaken. I hope you weren’t kept waiting.” Cheryl slid behind her antique desk and regarded the man in front of her.

“I want my money!” the dark haired man occupying the red leather guest’s chair demanded as he beat his fist atop the fine oak desk.

“I quite understand sir; however, as a member of the legal team here at Fundamental Insurance, it is my fiduciary responsibility to my clients to represent their best interests.”

The man squeezed his hands hard enough to make the knuckles crack. “My claim is valid! Why aren’t you people paying me?”

Cheryl sighed. This was the part of the job she didn’t like, denying people their claims. “Well Mr. Merrill, as my associate informed your brother, it is the official opinion of Fundamental Insurance that you are not dead per se. You see…”

She was rudely interrupted. “I’ve been turned into a god damn vampire! I’m dead! Look, I have a death certificate and everything! Check my heartbeat! Nothing!”

She nodded sympathetically. “Technically, the term for the condition you are describing is ‘The Living Dead’ or ‘The Undead.’ You took out a policy with Fundamental Insurance, insuring that, upon your death, your beneficiary, one,” she checked her file, “Darius? You got to be kidding me,” she said under her breath, “Darius Merrill, would receive the sum of five hundred thousand dollars. Fundamental’s position is that since you have not fully experienced your death as of the time of your claim, or indeed since that time, the terms of your policy have not been met, and, therefore, Fundamental Insurance shall not pay out any claim against this policy.”

“No! No! No! The government says I’m dead! They’re already trying to tax my estate. If I don’t’ get the money, they’re going to auction my house off.”

“You could challenge that. I read an interesting article about a terminally ill patient in Mississippi. His wife took him to a voodoo priestess and transformed him into a zombie. Last I heard, there are appeals pending, but it gives you a leg to stand on.”

“This is insane! This is how your company treats me! I’ve never once missed a payment…”

Cheryl’s brow furrowed as she checked her file. “Technically, sir, you missed last month’s payment. You’ll likely be receiving a warning letter in the mail soon.”

Mr. Merrill grew more frustrated. “I was just killed last month! Oh my god! You’ve got to be kidding me! You’re sending me a bill!?!”

Cheryl remained cool. “Sir, legal and billing are two separate divisions here at Fundamental. You always have the option to terminate your policy if you are unhappy with Fundemental’s billing practices.”

“Why in the world would I continue paying for a shitty policy that you have no intention of honoring? Fine, I’ll see your asses in court!”

Drumming her fingers on the oak desk, she did her best to mollify him. “Mr. Merrill, that avenue is certainly open to you. However, you’ll want to think long and hard about it. First, you’ll have a jury of people deciding your fate – fully living people, Mr. Merrill. You’ll probably have to testify in front of them, which means a special evening session and they’re likely not to be very pleased at missing time with their families. After you explain your story to the jury, I will get to ask any relevant question I wish. The jury will know exactly what you are now, and where you get your food.”

She paused for effect before continuing, “Mr. or Mrs. John Q. Public has a tough time coming to grips with people with your condition. I’m sure you’ll have a very compelling story about how your transformation came about. Wait! Hear me out. The jurors will see you sitting there, a bit pale, but overall not too out of sorts. We’ll bring in expert testimony and other vampires. They’ll be informed about your superhuman strength, ability to turn into bat or wolf, and near immortality. After they hear all that, how favorable of a judgment do you think you’re going to get from a bunch of people who couldn’t get out of jury duty?”

He slouched in the leather chair and looked dejected. “So, you’re saying I’m screwed.”

She tried a reassuring tone, “Nothing of the sort! I’m advising you that I will vigorously defend my client’s position. You could win, but this will drag on for a rather long time and the government will move against your estate in the interim. You can forestall that with the ‘not being dead defense’, but that would severely undercut your legal position against my clients.”

The man in front of her looked out the window for a moment, making her wonder if he would capitulate. Finally, he turned back to her. “Cheryl was it? I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m sure there’s a reasonable resolution to this problem.”

Cheryl stared into his large brown eyes. The pools of chocolate were pulling at her, generating a pleasant sensation. She giggled slightly, “Of course, Mr. Merrill. I’m more than willing… I mean my clients are more than willing to work towards an amicable solution.”

His eyes seemed to grow even larger and Cheryl felt the need to arch her back slightly. Was it just her imagination or was something a bit off with the thermostat? She felt very giddy. She partly hoped that Mr. Merrill wasn’t seeing all this, but another part wanted him to notice her.

“Now Cheryl, am I understanding that you pretty much have Fundamental’s ear on this? Whatever you recommend is what they’ll probably go with?”

She leaned forward twirling a strand of hair with one of her fingers and hoped that he enjoyed the view down her blouse. “Yes Mas… I mean Mr. Merrill, you are correct.”

He gave her a delightful smile. “I don’t want to argue with an attractive young lady like you. We should be talking about more interesting things, shouldn’t we?”

She giggled again, which was entirely out of character for her. It was a far cry from the hard nosed ferocity that propelled her through law school. Her giggle was more like the tittering of some vapid blonde from the secretary pool. It was rather embarrassing. After drifting for a moment, she responded in a rush, “I agree. What would you like to talk about?”

He laughed at the sudden sultry gravel in her voice. “Well, we have all night. Why don’t you just recommend that your clients go ahead and pay my claim and then we can go somewhere nice and talk as much as you want?”

“That sounds wonderful, but then everyone would make fun of me.”

He looked confused. “Why would they make fun of a striking young woman like you?”

“Because they wouldn’t let me forget that you got me with one of the lamest hypnosis attempts ever.” Cheryl smirked sitting back up and turning off the ‘awestruck little girl’ routine.

Mr. Merrill was in obvious shock at her sudden turnaround. “What?”

“Oh come off it! You don’t seriously think I’d fall for that one do you? That might work on some weak-minded idiot, but I’m a professional, sir. While the video camera wouldn’t have caught your image doing that, I assure you that the audio track captures your voice just fine. You can add that to the things that we’ll bring into court with us.”

Judging by the rage on the man’s face, obviously, she had pushed him just a bit too far. He leapt into the air like a volleyball player and swatted the camera, ripping the plaster out of the wall and smashing the damaged equipment across the room. Landing, he spun towards her, his eyes glowing red. His fangs and claws were fully extended. Mr. Merrill's hand swept the phone off her desk.

“I’m tired of listening to you! Maybe, I’ll show you what I can really do? Do you want to know what it’s like? Well, I’ll show you!” He leapt at her, vicious and intent on killing her! Security would never arrive in time.

Lightning fast, Cheryl caught him by his throat and held him in midair effortlessly. “Now that wasn’t very nice Mr. Merrill. Apparently, you need a bit of an education.” She dragged him over to the framed university diploma on the wall.

“What’s this?”

The vampire struggling in her vice-like grip gurgled something marginally intelligible.

“Correct! It’s my law degree from Stanford. Now look at the date! That’s right, it says 1958! I’m not just a bloodsucker in the figurative sense. Of course that was after spending the better part of forty years as a nurse! I look pretty good for an old broad pushing one hundred and fifteen, don’t I?”

Cheryl let her fangs grow and pushed him up against the wall. She used her free hand to scoop up a worn wooden stake concealed amongst her law books. “God! You’re so new that you still smell like them. I think I have a solution. I’ll dust you right now and your brother, Darius, can collect your policy! Maybe, I’ll deliver the check myself and use my own little charms on him and make him sign it over to me? How’s that sound? Think Darius would enjoy that?”

His eyes were watering and he desperately made noises that sounded like pleas for mercy. Cheryl let it go on for a minute before she dumped him, unceremoniously, on the floor. “Listen up, little baby vampire. Here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to drop your claim against my clients and drag your sorry ass out of my office. You’re going to find yourself a guild and beg them to let you join. If you’re lucky, they’ll hook you up with a nice juicy government contract or someone in the private sector that needs a strong, but not terribly bright, idiot like you. In return for a cut, they’ll get the government off your back, and if you ever cross my path again I will show you a whole new dimension of pain! Do you understand me?”

Mr. Merrill crab walked backwards from her immortal fury and scurried out the office, running right into the janitor coming out of the elevator. Cheryl walked out of the office and helped the young twenty something man to his feet.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes Ma’am. Who was that?”

“Just another person trying to pull one over on Fundamental Insurance. I showed him the error of his ways.”

“Well, it looks like you did more than that! You must have put the fear of God into him.”

She smiled. “No, I’m a lawyer. I put the fear of me into him. You’re new aren’t you?”

“Yes Ma’am. My name’s Dylan. The temp agency said there’d be someone to show me around?”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Dylan. Call me Cheryl. Normally my assistant would show you around, but I can handle it tonight. I’ll show you the janitor’s closet and there’s a bit of a mess in my office that needs cleaning up.”

Cheryl saw him shamelessly eyeing her left hand looking for a wedding ring and her smile grew bigger. It was nice to know after all these years that she still had “it.” Maybe she wouldn’t have to go out for dinner tonight, but it was getting more difficult to keep a decent janitor.

Beckoning him to follow, she put an extra sway in her hips. “Come along dear, the sooner we get you situated, the sooner I can grab a bite to eat.”


Cookie?

by Jim Bernheimer

“Hello?”

“Hi, is your mommy there?”

“Who is this?” Beth asked.

“I’m an old friend of Zak and Gwen’s. Could I speak with her, sweetie?”

“Mommy, it’s a friend for you,” Beth ran into the bedroom holding the phone out with a smile on her face.

Beth’s mommy looked slightly cross before taking the phone. “Hello? Who is this? Oh dear god! Don’t you people ever give up? Lying to a six year old! We’ve already filed for bankruptcy, so take your collections notices and shove them up your ...” Mommy stopped and looked down. “Honey, why don’t you go play in the other room?”

“Can Anne and I bake cookies? I’ll make you one.”

She cupped the phone covering the speaker. “What did I say about Anne?”

Beth muttered, “That she doesn’t exist.”    

“That’s right. Now you can put on a DVD and use your toy oven.”    

Beth felt bad walking out of the bedroom of the trailer, as Mommy started using her “outside voice” with the man on the phone. He wasn’t a friend of her mommy. He was just like the bad man that fired Daddy, the ones that took Mommy and Daddy’s cars, and the mean woman who told them they had to move from their home and into this trailer.

Starting the movie, she looked at the battered “Quick-E Bake” oven. Mommy bought it at the store that Daddy used to say only “poor” people shopped at. She spoke softly, “Anne? Anne? Are you there? I know you’re probably mad, but she doesn’t mean it. Let’s make her one of your special cookies!”

Seconds later, Beth smiled and got out the mixing bowl. “You’re right Anne, it’ll make everything better.”

#

Zak opened the door to the trailer. He used to mock Dusty for being a ‘trailer park slumlord.’ Now, they were sponging off him! “I’m home!”

No dinner? I know she’s been upset lately, but I’m doing the best I can!

Beth ran over to give him a hug. Well, that was worth coming home for. “Hey squirt, where’s your mom?”

“Daddy look, Anne and I made you a cookie!”

Zak knew Gwen worried about the whole invisible friend thing, but Beth was only six! He took the cookie off the plate. “Thanks, kiddo.”

A jolt traversed his body on the first bite. It wasn’t just good, it was great – the best thing ever!  He licked his fingers clean.

“That was ... fantastic!” As the wonderful taste disappeared, Zak felt empty inside. A craving started – one far worse than when he quit smoking. He needed more!

“Do you want another one?” Beth asked.

Zak shook his head stupidly.

“Go and see Mommy. If you do what she says, I’ll make a whole dozen for both of you!” She pointed at the bedroom.

In the room, he found Gwen on the bed, naked and shaking.

“Beth said if we make her a baby sister, she’ll bake us a dozen.” Her tone was desperate. “I want them!”

“We can’t afford another kid!” Zak protested, but he was already ripping his shirt off.

#

Beth turned up her movie. Making baby sisters must involve lots of noise. 

She whispered to the empty air, “They won’t yell anymore. We’re going to be happy again, just like you promised. I think they’re making you right now. Even though you’re older, I’m gonna be the bestest big sister ever! We’ll bake lots of cookies together.  That banker lady’s gonna give our house back, the mean men won’t call anymore, Daddy can have his job again, and everyone will stop saying I’m poor.”

Carefully mixing the ingredients, she giggled and touched the oven while repeating the funny words Anne taught her.

Soon, Beth had thirteen globs of dough – a baker’s dozen. The first four went into the oven. “The extra one? I bet when Tina gets a cookie, she’ll be my best friend again.”

Beth paused listening, “The chief of police? Why? Oh okay, I’ll make him some, but only if he lets me play with the siren. Don’t be silly, Anne. Even if I gave everyone in the world one, they wouldn’t make me a princess, would they?”


Adventurers Beware!

by Jim Bernheimer

“Where do you think Sir Byron and his companions are?” Tom, the stable boy asked.

Duncan sighed, once again contemplating retiring as Captain of the Guard. Not only were there adventurers in the valley, wreaking havoc wherever they went, but the eager gleam in the boy’s eyes indicated a decidedly unhealthy interest in those idiots.

Duncan shook his head at the naïve lad. “Trust me, Tom. You don’t want to be an adventurer. They’re nothing but trouble.”

#

The smell of brimstone and charred dragon feces wafted through the air. It was a pungent but magnificent aroma. Sir Byron of Copperdale, Knight of the Realm and proud wielder of the mighty broadsword Avenger, held his blade high in victory as he saluted his fellow companions. They were a stalwart band of adventurers who, yet again, had bested a foul creature.

Rognar, the fearsome barbarian chieftain from the savage north, worked diligently using a dagger as a chisel and a rock as a hammer to remove the dead dragon’s teeth. Sir Byron scratched his neatly trimmed beard at the thought of yet another of Rognar’s savage totems driving fear into the hearts of their enemies, as he wondered whether the town’s blacksmith was up to the task of repairing his damaged armor.

Dirth Nimblefingers, tiny and shabbily dressed as always, danced with glee amongst the piles of gold, crowing that he would never have to pick another pocket again … unless, of course, he wanted to. Sir Byron tolerated Dirth’s thieving ways because he understood that those were the customs of the small hill folk from whence his associate came. It was important for a knight of his station to honor other people’s traditions.

Coins of various metals clinked off his armored boots as he trod through the pile of wealth and around the massive carcass looking for the fourth member of the company. Anise the Silent stood uncaring of the monetary treasure surrounding her as she wove intricate patterns with her wand. She carefully assessed an overly large pair of worn leather boots. Straining his ears, he could barely hear her chanting in her native Elfin tongue.

She spoke to him with her delightful accent. “I sense an unusual aura about these items. We should take these with us to the Great Library at Shieldhome to discern the arcane magics which permeate these relics.”

Placing his mailed fist over his damaged chest piece, Sir Byron spoke, “Indeed we shall, Milady. First, we must journey back to the town in the valley below us and assure them that yet another threat to their safety has been vanquished and perhaps purchase the services of some of their able-bodied men to transport this fabulous treasure.” Sir Byron was secure in the knowledge that the simple folk would greet the news with tears of joy. Truly, a momentous deed has been done today.

#

“Sir Byron and his three twits haven’t been seen in nearly two weeks. Do you think they’ve decided to move on, or even better, finally got themselves killed?”

Most of the patrons in the tavern turned hopefully towards Duncan waiting for his response. The tall man with broad shoulders and graying black hair answered, “I’ve heard nothing, but honestly having a group of adventurers get what they deserve here would be even worse. That would attract even more of them! They’d swarm this place looking for something that could kill other adventurers.”

The dozen or so people in The Dancing Pig taking their mid-day meal groaned audibly at the thought of even more adventurers running around the Valley. Marcus, his second in command, had already tried sending the adventurers to the old Jennings Farm that was destroyed last summer in a fearsome storm.

Duncan reflected on the disaster that ensued. They’d burnt down three apple orchards looking for the mythical beast that had destroyed the house – as if hordes of Chimera were just flying around the valley! Chimera don’t even like apples, or at least two of the three heads don’t!

“How can people have that much power and absolutely no common sense?” Deidre grumbled angrily. It didn’t take much to stir up resentment. With the time it takes for apple trees to grow back, odds were that she was going to be resentful for a long time.

Lars, the blacksmith, no stranger to stench, added, “I’d be happy if they just had the common decency to wash themselves before they reached the town limits!”

Someone tried to point out the bright side, “Easier to smell them coming that way.”

Lars continued, “They barge into my shop saying ‘Stop shoeing those horses and fix my armor!’ It doesn’t matter that the other customers were there first and for the life of me, I can’t imagine why they would think I keep a supply of mithril on hand just waiting to fix or make them something! Fortunately, my ‘mithril’ looks an awful lot like regular steel with a few impurities thrown in to give it just the right color. I even threw in a set of ‘mithril’ horseshoes for his mount last time.”

Deidre, running a hand through her graying hair, muttered, “Tromping about the land looking for their dungeons and whatnot? No need to stick to the roads when you can camp in the middle of the wilderness and wait for some wandering monster to come along. Why in the name of all that’s holy would you want a monster to stumble onto your campsite?”

Lars smacked his flagon onto the table, earning a disapproving glance from both Otis and his daughter Sabrina. “It’s how they get their jollies! When’s the last time you saw an orc or goblin running around? I miss all that cheap labor. Adventurers? Hah! They’re a plague sent by the gods to ruin us!”

Somewhere along the line, those bumbling idiots also heard about a supposed underground city of evil. Duncan knew if he brought it up, he’d have a full-blown riot on his hands. After that, he made certain the worst of the town drunks were given alternative accommodations when the “Flubtastic Foursome” was within city limits. His actions stopped the wildest of the “buy me a drink and I’ll tell you a secret” stories.

Between the cave-ins they caused and the constant demands to the owners, the mine almost went under. That nearly put twenty men out of work and for what? A cave full of gnomes polishing their, ahem, rocks.

Duncan knew one thing for certain. Sir Byron’s Questers were the worst lot of adventurers to show their miserable faces in the valley in two generations. It was a small wonder that all of his hair hadn’t turned gray! Duncan wasn’t even that old! He needed a vacation, badly. Somewhere out there, in a forest glade, by a pond full of fish, a saucy dryad was waiting for him.

A shopkeeper partly-asked and mostly-begged, “Couldn’t you just throw them in the dungeons?”

Duncan shook his head slowly, “That never works. One somehow always escapes and they end up wrecking half the town.”

Some shuddered, thinking of the destruction from previous attempts to reign in other groups.

The same shopkeeper offered, “Well, what about the ‘mysterious rider’ with news of war in the west? That worked pretty well for the last Band of Bumblers.”

Local slang almost always referred to adventurers as “BoBs.” At one point, Sir Byron asked Duncan who was this Robert fellow and why the townspeople hated him so? Duncan politely turned down the knight’s generous offer to speak with the man and try to talk some sense into him.

“Did you forget about the riders we actually did get from the west, who promised that if we pulled that stunt again, there’d be war? I’m pretty sure they were serious!”

The shopkeeper moaned, “If we don’t do anything, we’ll be stuck with them forever!”

Duncan scoffed, “Clarence, easy on the drama there. We need something new to get rid of this sorry lot, something better than kidnapped princesses or dungeons in the middle of nowhere.”

Duncan was drowned out by the sound of the front door banging open. A tired-looking wagon driver slouched in. Deidre immediately rose and gave her husband a welcoming hug.

“How was the trip, Silas?”

Silas growled, “Ten extra days on the road with a wagon of grain, just so the Dwarves can give me two-thirds of what I used to get from the Lizardfolk! How do you think it went? Otis, what’s for lunch?”

“Beef stew or mutton, what’ll it be?”

“I’ll have the mutton.” He paused before venting, “Of course, I’d rather have the lakefish with that creamy mushroom sauce. Oh wait, I forgot! The Lizard people used my grain to feed the lakefish. Thanks to our ‘heroes,’ no more Lizard people to feed the fish, and now, no more fish. To make it worse, the few survivors ran to the trolls for protection and the trolls were put to the torch, taking the mushrooms with them! Any apple cider left to wash it down with? No, I didn’t think so. At least there’s still mead, until they find a reason to kill off the bees.”

His wife replied, “We’re trying to figure out how to get rid of them right now. Pull up a chair and start tossing around ideas with the rest of us.”

Otis, the innkeeper, added, “If we can’t get rid of all of them, how about we eliminate them one at a time? I say we start with the barbarian. I practically had to burn his sheets. Do you think he’d be insulted if I just put down hay next time?”

His buxom daughter, Sabrina, cleaning dishes in a basin, sarcastically remarked, “Aw, but he always makes me the cutest little necklaces. Let me tell you, nothing looks better than a necklace made of Goblin teeth, with a bit of rotting flesh still attached. He really missed his calling. He should be in the fashion industry. It almost makes up for all the times he’s somehow confused my position here with that of a prostitute.”

Otis was obviously still fixated on the whole body odor aspect and ignored the painful memory of the slur on his daughter’s honor, “Oh, that’s what that thing was in the trash! Rognar is too dumb to be afraid of anything, except a tub of water and a bar of soap! Could we make up something about his tribe, clan, or whatever he has that’ll get him headed back in that direction? Seriously, how many of you believe he’s really a chieftain? I know I don’t! “

Others grumbled in agreement with Otis as Marcus queried, “Why not get rid of the so-called thief? I guess if I hung around with an armored knight, a smelly, screaming barbarian and an elf ready to ignite something at a moment’s notice, I’d think I was pretty stealthy. All the merchants have to carry extra coin purses with them to improve the odds that he’ll find one.”

Wanda, the fruit vendor, just smiled wistfully. “Not everyone minds the little bugger. He’s fairly harmless.”

Duncan started to reply, but stopped. Wanda was a “sturdy” woman whose most attractive physical feature was her “personality.” He was fairly certain that Dirth Nimblefinger’s fingers were the only ones that dared touch the hag’s body.

Finally, having removed that image from his mind, he continued, “This isn’t helping. If one of their group leaves they either take up residence in the town waiting for their missing member to return, or they hold some kind of stupid audition that spawns more of them. We need a quest, one that takes these fools far away from us. How about a secret fortress?”

Otis rubbed his chin thoughtfully, “Pirates are real popular these days and I’d bet a week’s wages that only the elf can swim.”

Duncan leapt on the idea like it was a lifeline, “Alright, now we’re thinking. Pirates! So, we need to send them south or east. South is warmer. They’ll stink even more down there, plus there’re vermin and insect-borne illnesses. South it is! Okay, what do we know about pirates?”

“Lots of little island chains down that way. It’d take a long time to search those islands.”

“Good one, Otis! I know! Let’s make the island invisible! That’s why no one can find it!”

“Great idea, Marcus! They’ll eat that rubbish up. Telling them that no one can find it feeds their monstrous egos. Keep going. We need a name. What’s our pirate’s name?”

“How about the Dread Pirate …”

“Marcus, even adventurers might not be that gullible. Good try though. Let’s try something else.”

After a few minutes of discussion, they settled on Wanda’s suggestion, “The Captain Ann Tennille.”

Duncan agreed. “I like it. It sounds rather catchy. Making her a female would appeal to the knight, who would see it as an opportunity to redeem a damsel. Clarence, Deidre, and Wanda work on Ann’s life. We need some details.”

Creative juices were flowing faster than the flagons of mead. Ann worked for “The Vile Necromancer Rogers,” because the head bad guy or girl was always beyond redemption. She sailed forth from his invisible island to carry out his evil plans.

More helpful ideas followed. Someone was dispatched to get parchment for a map. It was common knowledge that adventurers couldn’t follow any kind of verbal directions. They required pretty pictures.

Otis mused, “We can tell them that all the fishing villages are far too fearful to talk about what they know. Hopefully, someone down that way is sharp enough to stick them on a barely seaworthy vessel.”

Duncan looked to Mayor Jeffords, a portly and balding man, for his approval before moving on. “Marcus, you and two guardsmen go dig a false grave for the rider from the south carrying a diplomatic pouch. Russell, do you have an old set of saddlebags that we can use as a ‘diplomatic pouch?’ Slap a fancy-looking buckle on it and it’ll fool those idiots.”

Everyone worked at a feverish pace to make official-looking documents pleading for the assistance of King Gygerax to send his best adventurers to the southern ports and detailing the crimes and offenses of “The Vile Necromancer Rogers” and “The Captain Ann Tennille.” The ink had barely dried on the last of it when Tom came running in.

“Sir Byron’s Questers are at the edge of town!” Tom yelled and sprinted back out the door to meet them. Most were careful what they said around the boy, worried that he’d either tell them, or that he was already on his way to becoming “one of them.”

Duncan reluctantly used the loose-lipped Tom to misinform adventurers, but only when necessary. The leaders of these groups often had a creepy affinity for stable boys. It made him wonder …

“Everyone, you know what to do.” Duncan watched Otis and Sabrina hide the good stuff and break out the watered-down cheap crap. Most adventurers couldn’t handle the real alcohol. Nothing was more dangerous than a really drunk one wandering around your town.

“I’ll go warn the rest of the merchants.” Wanda said heading out the door.

Duncan was certain she was hoping for one last “female moment” that involved someone else. Deidre and Silas finished stuffing the makeshift diplomatic pouch and vowed to leave town as fast as their wagon could carry them.

Mayor Jeffords looked at Duncan. He was about to do the old rock, paper, scissors game to determine which one would have to meet them when Duncan stopped him. “I’ll go Mayor. Make certain Marcus and the others have finished with the fake grave and then tell Marcus to round up all the drunks. Have him spread the word that the Dancing Pig is off limits tonight.”

Duncan turned to address everyone else. “We’ve got one chance to get rid of these morons. Let’s make it count! Anyone who messes this up might as well leave town!”

He scooped up the pouch and left the inn. Walking out into the late afternoon sun, Duncan muttered a few barely audible prayers that nothing would go wrong.

Watching them ride into town and Tom running alongside the Knight looking like a toddler trying to tell his parents that he needed to pee, Duncan spoke to no one in particular. “How Sir Byron’s horse can hold all that armor and ego at the same time is one of life’s great mysteries. Look at the buffoon! He’s wearing full plate mail, but every time he’ll jump off and almost fall over like a turtle. For what? Just so he can go over to help the unarmored elf off her horse. Hell! They’ve got me talking to myself again!”

#

Sir Byron proudly helped Lady Anise from her stallion and saw the Captain of the Guard approaching. “Ah yes, Dunkirk, was it? I bring great news, for we have slain a great wyrm. Your humble village shall never cower in fear from it again!” The Knight noted that the man was at a loss for words.

Finally, the man spoke, “You killed Brokenfang?”

“Aye, verily, ‘twas an epic battle, the kind that legends are told of, but how did such a beast come to be only two days from your town? Why did you not tell us? When I deliver my report to the King, I will be forced to note that you and your mayor were less than forthcoming with us. It is regrettable, but it is my duty. Now, if you could spare some men and wagons, we need to remove our bounty.” Byron tried to refrain from scolding the man.

The guardsman looked afflicted with something and Byron looked to Anise, who merely shrugged her delicate shoulders. Whatever vexed him, it was beyond her capacity to fix.

Finally this Duggan fellow exploded. “You killed our Dragon? What is protecting the town’s money?”

This confused Byron, “What do you mean? Your Dragon? Your treasure?”

“It’s where the town stores our gold! We hired Brokenfang to protect it! Did you ever look at the signs when you went to the moneychangers? Didn’t ‘All deposits protected by Dragon fire’ mean anything to you?”

Byron contemplated this. Devin seemed genuinely upset over this unfortunate turn of events. The stable boy, Tim or Teddy, also looked rather flummoxed.

“Duncan, does this mean there aren’t going to be any Dragon rides at the county fair this year?”

“No, Tom, it doesn’t look that way.”

The Knight was faced with a quandary. “Err, we figured you were too afraid of the beast to properly inform us. Had you been more forthcoming, this unfortunate series of events could have been avoided.” Truly, there was blame for all in this matter.

“Why would we tell your thief where we keep our gold?”

The guardsman appeared rather twitchy. If Byron didn’t know any better, he’d swear the man was thinking about drawing his sword.

Massaging his bearded chin, Sir Byron decided to solve the problem once and for all. “I suppose there is some logic in your words. Very well, in that case, as a Knight of the Realm, I offer my sincerest apologies for this minor misunderstanding. Mayhap, we could assist in your efforts to procure a new guardian beast?”

He looked to his companions and they nodded somberly. Nothing in this land held more value than the words of a Knight of the Realm.

“Minor misunderstanding! I…! I…! Oh never mind, we’ll take care of it. You must be tired from the fight. Tom, see to their horses. Sir Byron, a rider came in today. He bore a message to the Royal Court, but his injuries were dire and he succumbed. There is news of a Pirate Queen terrorizing the Southern Coast and the documents in his courier pouch indicate that the south has need of heroes. Should we send our own courier to the Royal Court?”

Sir Byron again gazed at his comrades. Rognar thumped his chest. Dirth cackled, looking very eager and Anise the Silent indifferently raised an eyebrow, saying nothing. Having secured their approval, Sir Byron was glad to move beyond the unfortunate events surrounding the Dragon’s death and begin planning their next great quest.

“Nay! If the Southern Coast is beset by seafaring bandits, then it is the finest heroes in the land they shall get! I’ll take those documents and relieve you of their burden. Come my companions, for tonight we shall rest and re-supply! Tomorrow, we venture south! Donald, my good man, will your valley be able to tolerate our sustained absence?”

Obediently, the man handed over the pouch. “It will be tough, but we’ll manage, somehow. I believe among the parchments, I saw what appeared to be a map.”

A smile spread across Byron’s face. An adventure with a map! This was indeed a fortuitous turn of events. “Wonderful, a map! Hurry my, stalwart friends, for we dine on freshly cooked food tonight and we already have our next adventure!”

As he led his companions away, Sir Byron knew he’d miss this tiny outpost of civilization. The simple folk were always so supportive, especially the way they’d line the streets and cheer as the group rode out of town.

#

Duncan’s head throbbed with the onset of a massive headache as he watched the foursome head towards The Dancing Pig. Sir Butthead always found it necessary to shout and repeat whatever he had just said. It was yet another reason to loathe him. Did the adventurers ever wonder why the Royal Court always sent them out into the countryside?

Shrugging, Duncan wondered why they couldn’t have come up with this plan a month ago. He should follow them, but he found it best if he dealt with them in small doses. Instead, he helped Tom with their horses.

“What are these?” Tom asked pointing at the massive boots.

“Brokenfang’s chew toys. We had them enchanted so they’d magically repair themselves every night.”

“Wow! I still can’t believe they killed Brokenfang! That must have been some fight!”

Duncan sighed, “He was old and a heavy sleeper. They probably caught him during a nap.” That same wild look in Tom’s eyes stopped him, a distant yearning for a life extraordinary. Duncan decided to nip that in the bud.

Clapping Tom on the back, Duncan smiled at the teenager. “Tom, you know Sabrina, the Innkeeper’s daughter?” Some semblance of intelligence returned to the boy’s eyes followed by a glazed look of another sort. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but you know the pond over to the east? Well on the hottest days, towards sunset, I’ve heard that she sneaks off and goes skinny-dipping out there.”

Mentally, Duncan apologized to Sabrina and Otis, but it was better that Tom turn into a pervert than an adventurer. He’d have to ask Sabrina if she was willing to do the whole “water nymph” thing again, but he felt he owed it to Tom’s mother. She’d lost Tom’s father to adventuring. Maybe Tom needed a job that kept him away from personal contact with that sort of people. The mines could always use another strapping young lad.

Walking back to the inn, Tom finally managed to remove his mind from the gutter and form a complete thought. “Sir, pardon me for asking, but I thought the town’s treasure was only the small pile of gold? Didn’t all the rest belong to Brokenfang?”

“It did.”

“Then why’d you tell them that it all belonged to the town?”

“Tom, it’s like this. If something ever happened to Brokenfang, he’d have wanted us to have the gold. When adventurers get their grubby little hands on that kind of money, the first thing they’ll do is build a castle.”

Duncan paused. Tom wasn’t the sharpest sword in the armory. So, he gave the boy a moment to digest his before continuing, “Most likely, they’d build it right here. They’d even offer to pay us to build it for them.”

Tom protested. “But that would mean lots of jobs!”

“Yes, but when we couldn’t build it fast enough, they’d send for labor from all the surrounding towns which would create a whole bunch of unemployment and crime problems for the entire valley when their castle was finished. What would they pay everyone with? You guessed it; the money Brokenfang wanted us to have in the first place. This way, we cut out the whole building a castle for people we don’t want here anyway part. Does that make sense?”

A glimmer of understanding appeared in the boy’s eyes. Duncan knew it wasn’t much, but it was a start. He smiled.

There was much to do. He’d have to send guards to Brokenfang’s cave until a replacement guardian could be found. With adventurers running rampant these days, the magical creature market was rather tight. They’d have to offer some hefty incentives to attract anything worthwhile.

Still, everyone would be out for tomorrows “going away” that would be immediately followed by the town-wide “going away party.” If any town ever deserved a reason to celebrate, it was this one!

Tom was quiet through all this and Duncan wondered if he’d been too harsh in shattering some of his illusions. Finally, the boy responded, “I guess I understand. Still, I always thought it’d be great to be an adventurer, like my dad.”

Duncan shook his head wryly at the boy. “Do us all a favor and get a real job.”


A Matter of Perspective

by Jim Bernheimer

Bunny had no idea how much she hurt me. For months, I searched for a way to make things right. Now, I was finally ready. After tonight, we’d be together.

“Don’t you know when you’re not wanted, Howard? This is beyond pathetic. Do we need to get a restraining order?” The voice belonged to Constance Edwards, Bunny’s best friend and fellow socialite.

“It’s nice to know that I can always count on you, Constance.”

She ignored my sarcasm. “Quit being an annoyance and just move on. She doesn’t want you. Honestly, I don’t know what Bunny saw in you to begin with! I told her that she should have just gotten one of those little dogs.”

Glaring at me with that condescending look on her face, she sipped one of those pretentious apple martinis, and smoothed the fabric of her Christian Dior original. There were no words to express how much I loathed this meddling woman.

“Face it, Howard. You’re just what she came up with when she went slumming for a nerd. Did you think you really belonged in this world? Oh that’s just priceless, you actually did!”

“Bunny needs to stop listening to people like you. She’s just confused.”

Bunny stepped a few feet away from the group and gave me a look of scorn mixed with embarrassment. At least she was looking at me. The rest of the crowd at Bunny’s twenty-third birthday party joined Constance in laughter.

My sweet Bunny finally spoke, “Just let it go, Howard.”

I glanced at the device in my hand, the pinnacle of my creativity, condensed into something only slightly larger than a remote control. Originally, my plan was just to get my beautiful Bunny away from these bad influences and help her stand up to the people who said we didn’t belong together, but now I realized that wouldn’t be enough.

Constance spotted my creation. “Oh my, look everyone! It’s another one of Howard’s idiotic inventions. Bunny used to think they were cute, but they’re really quite tiresome, not anything you can even sell to make a living. Well, what is this one supposed to do?”

Her voice reached a level where most of the conversation ceased and even the string quartet stopped playing. Bunny’s father was already motioning for the security guards. I shuffled my feet and grimaced. It was now or never.

“It’s a reality inverter, Connie.” I practically spat out the words. I’m not certain what she saw in my face, but for the first time she seemed to be taking me seriously. With a profound sense of irony, my fingers quickly toggled the controls and I brandished it at her.

Depressing the center switch, I grinned as an orange beam of light bathed Constance. For a moment, my heart stopped. It didn’t work! She took an angry step forward, but stopped and looked at her hand. The immaculately manicured nails blurred and shifted, becoming longer and changing into the press-on variety. The color went from a white crème to a garish gold tint. The glow spread and her horror intensified as her diamond studded tennis bracelet morphed into a cheap cubic zirconium imitation. It was the type normally found on late night shopping channels.

I savored watching her face as the conversion process hit her designer label dress and it began altering into an obvious knock off. Constance stumbled and her eyes pleaded with me until the aura completely enveloped her.

People backed away from her and stared as the glow receded. She was the same, but different. Her hair no longer testified to several hundred dollars and half a day spent at an upscale salon; it was likely a home permanent. Her martini became some colorful fruity-looking drink with a tiny umbrella in it.

“I almost dropped my drink! What’s going on here? How come the music stopped playing? Where is everybody?” Connie drawled with a horrible accent. My invention worked! Constance’s new reality was a trailer park gossip queen. It suited her remarkably well.

Her latest boy toy and two others shook themselves out of their stupor. They charged me. Instinctively, I whipped the beam across them. Out of the glow stepped three good old boys in cowboy boots and mullets where arrogant Harvard MBAs once stood. Connie, who was outside of our reality and oblivious to everyone else except the newly arrived trio, immediately started making cow eyes at them.

The crowd collectively sucked in their breath, imagining what might happen to them. I can’t say what came over me, but I started sweeping the energy beam across the crowd. The young violinist on stage still had her instrument in hand, but was now standing in a tight mini, warbling out a passable version of a Carrie Underwood tune and joined by the rest of her barely recognizable band.

Bunny’s oh so polite mother had turned into a chain-smoking, whiskey-swilling firebrand. Instead of that tiny annoying poodle, the thing gracing her side was a leashed pot bellied pig. To my amusement, she tossed back another shot, took a deep breath and continued yelling at her stuffed shirt husband. The volume rivaled the amplified singer’s voice.

I started cackling. It was all too funny. Those already transformed were milling about having a fine time while I was protected in my Heisenberg field. Very few unaltered people remained in the former reality. Most were trying to reach the exits. I gleefully inverted them all – until only Bunny and I were left. In a room full of people, we were all alone.

“Howard, I don’t know what you did, but fix them right now!” She stamped her foot and pointed her finger accusingly at me. Her tone was commanding, yet fearful at the same time.

“From where I’m standing it’s an improvement. Don’t worry, I’ll fix them in a minute and they’ll never know, but look at them Bunny. Without the money and the upbringing, they’re nothing special. You don’t have to toe your father’s line. We can be together, like it was meant to be.”

She shook her head, “But it wasn’t meant to be, Howard. Now just fix this … please.”

“No! We belong together. It’s these people controlling your life and telling you what to think. I know you didn’t want to break up with me! Don’t you understand how much I love you?”

Bunny walked toward me using a consoling tone, “Now Howard, we had a lot of fun, but it wasn’t love. You’re a great guy. It wasn’t you. It was me.”

“What are you saying?” I stammered in disbelief. This wasn’t happening – not after all I’d sacrificed.

“I take full responsibility for all of it. So, why don’t you just fix all of this and we’ll just go our separate ways? I mean this is really impressive. You just altered reality! That must be Nobel Prize worthy. I’d just be holding you back. You deserve someone that will truly appreciate the special person that you are.”

It was then my own reality dawned. Bunny didn’t love me. She probably never did. Those kind words … all the cuddling at her loft … it was all a lie. Her father was just an excuse she used when she became bored!

The next revelation hit; with this device, I could have anything and everything I ever wanted. How had I been so small minded? All this for her?

Barely conscious of what I was doing, my hand pointed the inverter at her. Though the power cells were taxed, the ray cut through the distance between us.

“Howard! No!” She protested as the light engulfed her. Her wavy brown hair with frosted highlights straightened and turned peroxide blonde. Bunny’s eyes, filled with anger and fear, dulled as an expensive Oxford education was ripped away along with perhaps twenty points of IQ.

I watched her chest swell to a ridiculous size and humorously thought about how reality could give and take at the same time. Oddly, her dress didn’t change all that much, even with Bunny’s new enhancements. The fabric strained to contain her new figure and suddenly the woman I’d spent all this effort on, obsessed over and wasted two years of my life with, was no more.

In her place gyrated a big boobed floozy – the kind Bunny looked on with scorn. She bounced around the dance floor and threw back shots of liquor. “Wohoo! Look at me boys! I’m twenty-three and now that I got my dental hygienist certificate there’s no place to go but up!”

The men surrounding her cheered, but paid scant attention to the piece of paper she was waving around or anything except her massive breasts. Ironically, the old Bunny wouldn’t even consider a career. This was a good look for her, for all of them.

Why should I bother reversing it?

I wandered through the hall for ten minutes, protected in my bubble and unseen by all these bumpkins, while basking in my newfound power. I could turn princes into paupers, be anyone, and do anything. All reality was my plaything. It was glorious!

Suddenly, I smelled ozone and looked at my invention. How did I not notice how warm it was? I’d never inverted this much before and was on the verge of malfunctioning. My Heisenberg field was collapsing! I had to act quickly before it was too…
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“Oh, hey Howie, it’s good to see you. What’ve you got there?” I heard Connie’s husky and slightly drunken voice. I was staring at this smoldering piece of cheap electronics and trying to remember something important. We’d never really gotten along, but it looked like the road back to Bunny went through her.

“Ah, hell! I dunno. I figured a fancy place like this probably had some pay per view.” Shrugging, I tossed the piece of junk on the table. “I’m okay with electronics, but give me a big block four fifty-four and I’ll show you something. Anyways, you look mighty nice tonight, Connie. It’s been awhile.”

She responded with a blush. “Why thank you, Howie. I must say, I’m a bit surprised to see you here tonight. Have you come to patch things up between you and Bunny?”

I looked over at my ex with a whole gaggle of guys fighting just to be around her. “I reckon by the looks of things, she’s moved on.”

Connie leaned in, all close like, and basically shoved her chest into my face. “Howie, don’t you let that fool you. Bunny’s been tore up and crying in her cups about the way you two broke up. She might not look it, but she’s hurting and drinking heavy. Now you didn’t hear this from me, but I know for a fact that she’s about had it with her daddy’s meddling and ready to tell him where to stick all his money. Between your engine shop and her new career, you two kids will be just fine. Of course, you could always forget about Bunny and start checking the air in my little old tires.”

I considered making a comment about retreads, but that was no way to speak to a lady. Besides, Connie seemed genuinely concerned about Bunny, or as genuine as Connie Edwards ever got. “Thanks for the offer. It’s nice to know that I can always count on you, Connie.”

As soon as I said it, there was that same weird feeling again, like something just wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Something wrong, sweetie?”

“Nah, I guess not. What’s Bunny been drinking tonight?”

“The hard stuff. She’s too damn stubborn to admit how much she needs you in her life. Of course, she might have enough alcohol in her right about now to say how she really feels. Speaking of liquor confessions, I owe you an apology for the way I behaved.”

“It’s water under the bridge, Connie. Well, if I’m gonna do this; I’d better do it quickly. Bunny’s probably only a shot or two away from reliving that whole Girls Gone Wild incident. I should be a gentleman and cut in before everyone gets a free peek at the nicest set of jugs money can buy. Wish me luck.”

She gave me a peck on the cheek and a pat on the rump. “Go get her, Howie. I just know you’re gonna change her world for the better.”


The View from My Room

by Jim Bernheimer

Have you ever met a person, who is famous – just because? Well, that’s me.

I’m Adam Cornell, also known as the first person born on the Moon – the very first native Lunatic. We tried other names, but never could quite get away from being Lunatics – or Loonies. Mom always says that if I had been a girl, she would have demanded that Dad cough up a rib. It was a long time before I got that joke.

I’ll be damned if I know what’s so special about me, but for reasons I can’t even fathom, people want to know me. How many teenagers who aren’t actors or some other kind of child prodigy have a fan club – or an action figure? It’s not like I’m one of the astronauts that landed on Mars! The attention is usually pretty cool, but sometimes it kind of scares me. I’ve always had a quarter of a million miles separating me from the real nut jobs. Unless I catch a break, that’s going to change.

Numbers don’t lie. The planet I’m trying to avoid can barely sustain itself and the Human race must look beyond the natural habitat. I’m not sure who is winning that race, but the Earth sure isn’t! Now, with the discovery of sub-surface ice on Mars, colonization of that planet looks promising.

The Moon is merely a stepping stone to Mars. Truthfully, between the Moon and the Red Planet, Mars is the better prospect for full scale colonization. It has water. Its gravity is much closer to what the ground-pounders are used to. The Moon’s only advantage lies in her proximity to Earth. We’re the testing area for the technology that will populate Mars.

Freedom City isn’t really much of a city. It’s only been around for eighteen years. We’d barely be a tiny blip back on the big blue ball in the sky, but it is home to one hundred and thirty-three permanent Lunatics. I still remember the party that we had just before my tenth birthday when we broke the one hundred residents mark with my sister Laura’s birth. The BBC and CNN both sent documentary crews up for that. Sadly, being the fifth child born on the Moon doesn’t earn nearly as many perks.

The question I get asked most often is ‘Do I miss not growing up on Earth?’ How can I miss something I’ve never really known? Seriously, I’ve seen movies, V-blogs, HD-Unifeeds and the like, but I’ve never set foot on Earth. I don’t know what it’s like to weigh six times what I am supposed to. People wonder ‘what it would be like to be so light?’ I wonder what it would be like to be so heavy.

My E-Avatar is rising on Googlecharts again, furiously giving interviews and answering questions from pre-populated FAQ databases. There’s usually a good ten or fifteen questions waiting for me each week that I have to answer and twice that number that I have no intention of answering – ever. My Avatar is always in the top one hundred, but recently, it’s back in the top ten again. It’s amazing how many other students write reports about me. Is it fair that some of my classmates can do reports about me but I can’t? You’d think I’d be the resident expert on my life!

What I really want to know is why can’t I simply do college the same way I have been doing high school? My arguments fell on deaf ears. I even pointed out the cost of shipping me to Earth and back could send four people through their first four years of school or feed entire third world villages! They’re adamant that I receive the college experience – whatever that is! Maybe TJ – also known as Tom Jensen, my best friend and Natural Born Lunatic number two, is right and I am something of a ‘domebody.’

The past three years in the ‘heavy-suit’ have been a nightmare, but I can now take six times my body weight for ten hours a day. When crazy old Doc Melton clears me, I’m heading down to be with heavies and leaving the only home I’ve ever known. Mom’s been cleared for the trip for over a month. Dad and Laura are staying here. It seems like everyone’s waiting on pokey old me. Maybe I could have worked harder, but that suit is so blasted heavy!

The International Space Agency’s got enough data from me and TJ that they’re going to start Laura and the Campbell twins on heavy-suits at age ten instead of waiting until twelve, like they did with us. I’m sure they’ll be really thrilled about that!

My reward for all this hard work is getting to spend the next three years in physical therapy and wearing a Waldo suit – the same kind that they use to help the elderly and people with paralysis; that is definitely going to take some getting used to!

Good Lord! I don’t need to tell you how nervous I am these days! The biggest room in Freedom City holds maybe sixty people if we pack in like sardines. Once I’m Earthside and checked out, they’re talking about me giving speeches to tens of thousands of people in concert halls and stadiums. I’m not thrilled about that, but I’ve been doing recorded speeches and whatnot for years. It makes me wonder: how many other teenagers have speechwriters? Heck, when I get ‘down to Earth,’ that phrase always makes me laugh, I’m supposed to have my own press secretary and two flesh and bone personal assistants. It’ll be a miracle if I don’t trip over them and crush them in that damn Waldo suit!
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The door from my parents’ room opens and Mom enters the kitchen. Dad’s on the backshift right now and Laura is at the Campbell’s for a sleepover. Mom scoops up a ‘yeastie beastie’ from a mesh bag, slices it in half and starts spreading jam on it. About the beastie – we don’t really have flat bread up here. Low gravity baking is less a science and more of an art; exact results are rather hard to come by.

“Morning sunshine! How’s my big boy today?” she asks cheerily, as she ruffles my hair and gives me a big kiss on the cheek. It’s going to take another twenty seconds for my hair to settle down. I want to get a buzz cut, but the image consultants say my longish brown hair is a hit right now. I did mention my life is bizarre, didn’t I?

“Mom, I’m fifteen. Is a shred of dignity too much to ask for?”

“Ah but if I stopped, where would I get my entertainment from?” she replies. “Your sister still enjoys my motherly affection and if I start giving your father that kind of attention, he’ll start thinking about being the first family with three children born on the Moon. We are so not going there!” she says with mock severity before laughing. “So, seriously what’s with the ‘woe is me look’ this morning? Getting nervous about the trip?”

I twiddle with my breakfast for a moment before replying, “A little, but mostly I’m still hacked off about those heavies from GreenPETA naming you the worst mother in history.”

Mom clasps her hands together, doing her best Academy Award winner impersonation, and says, “It was an honor just to be nominated – but to actually win! It really gets me right here. To beat out the likes of the mother from Mommy Dearest and that woman who drowned her five children, it’s just too much. I need a moment. You don’t suppose they’re planning a presentation? We could see if it can be worked into our press junket!”

Obviously, Dr. Kendra Cornell has a sense of humor to go along with PhDs in Physics and Electrical Engineering. Mom’s theatrics distract me from my anger; at least she’s able to laugh it off. I was pretty upset when my heavy classmates informed me that the super activist organization declared that she was the worst mother in history for treating her family ‘like a science experiment in a government-sponsored laboratory.’ I went to their message forums to defend her. The results weren’t pretty and reinforced my opinion that I don’t belong down there with a bunch of narrow-minded idiots.

Seriously, they ranked her above a woman that drowned all her children! It still bothers me on some level, but Mom says I should expect protesters at my appearances. What they’re protesting, I’m not sure I want to know, but Mom and Dad explained that lots of ground-pounders try to push their version of the truth. It’s only because our family happens to be in the news again with us heading to Earth; that’s what triggered all this.

You’d think the environmental groups would be onboard with us. They were at first. If there was ever a community that focused on recycling and conservation, it’s us. We eat more tofu and soy per person than twenty average Earthlings combined. Red meat, huh, what’s that? The recent shift is, from what little I can understand, more about the politics behind colonizing Mars. They make some decent points: without a fundamental change, it’s nothing more than another world to infest and drain of its resources. Still, while they’re waiting for this mythic change to occur in human nature, there’s no reason to halt our progress.

“I’m glad the solar storm is restricting our bandwidth to Mission Essential. At least I don’t have to go to school today,” I say.

“I’m sure you have plenty of homework downloaded to keep you busy. Adam, it’ll all blow over soon. They’re just looking to make a big splash. Given any more thought to being a Tiger? They’ve got a good chance in both football and basketball this year!”

I shake my head at her. “You do realize that Dad’s argument about the superior Princeton Ivy League education is a bit better than trying to sell me on Clemson’s athletic program? I don’t think I’ll be playing sports anytime soon.”

Good genetics and a lunar dome full of MENSA members have done wonders for my grades – putting me two years ahead of my peers and fielding offers from universities all over the globe. My parents continue to push for their alma maters. Me, I’m not so certain. The smaller and more isolated schools are starting to sound better. A crowd up here is twenty people in the same place.

“I’m going to hold off until I can actually see the campuses. I’m also thinking about some of the ones in England. Right now, I’m leaning towards Florida. The Provost at Embry-Riddle seems very interested in having me attend,” I say hopefully. The proximity of that school to the Cape and its status in the field of Aeronautics piques my interest. After Earthside Medical clears us and I graduate, we’re due to start a six-month long ‘good will tour’ for the International Space Agency, so I’ve got time to decide.

Mom gets that slightly disappointed frown. Over the years, she somehow finds a way to watch every Clemson athletic event possible. I even caught her watching a table tennis tournament once! If she weren’t my mother, I’d say she’s a bit out there. Technically, I guess we all are. Her time off after Laura’s birth was spent tending her newborn and watching her beloved Tigers get to the Sweet Sixteen. Nobody came out and actually accused her of planning her pregnancy around the NCAA tournament, but she’s never gone out of her way to deny it either.

Karen, yet another annoying classmate, claimed that I’m only getting these offers because of where and when I was born, despite my grades being better than hers! I reminded her that I didn’t exactly ask for any of this, and the ensuing rant wasn’t exactly my finest hour, but I was provoked.

“Are you getting nervous? I know your grandparents can’t wait to see you.”

“Mom, it’s not like I don’t see them on the monitor every week.”

“It’s different for them; trust me. Oh, look at the time! You’d better get going for your appointment with Medical. OTB, young man.”

“It’s hard to be ‘on the bounce’ in Bertha,” I mutter.

I’m not sure where the saying originated from, a famous book, or so I'm told, but it’s apt. With an exaggerated sigh, I bounce off to my room. My very own Iron Maiden is waiting there for me. My heavy-suit’s name is Bertha. I slide into it and adjust the straps, wondering if Karen or any of the other ground-pounders would have the drive to spend ten hours a day in this contraption. Okay, so I’m occasionally bitter. Last I checked, I’m still a teenager.

The safety seals are still on the zippered pouches. I vividly recall the tongue-lashing everyone gave me when they found out I had been ‘easing my burden’ a tad. Hey, I still weighed four times my weight! My ‘dirty little secret’ is still here. I’ll need it soon enough.
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Twenty minutes later, I’m clunking along Neil Armstrong Avenue at my Earth adjusted weight of nearly seventy kilos. No bouncing for me anytime soon. The passageway is a simple affair. From the portholes, I can see the new family units under construction. In two years, we’ll be able house nearly four hundred people and be a respectable little village. Naturally, I won’t be here to see it.

I pause by one of the three pressure doors along Armstrong Avenue; they test them once a week. I’ve only ever seen them used ‘for real’ once, when I was seven. The press made a big deal of it. A micro-meteor perforated the outer hull in Segment Two, forcing everyone into their suits and on emergency air while the damage was surveyed and patched. We live in Segment Three, so we were isolated for nine hours – probably the scariest nine hours of my life.

Realizing that I’m skylarking, I head for the main part of the dome. It might sound paranoid, but I worry that if I leave, they won’t let me come back. This is my home; the only home I’ve ever known. Once they send me away, it almost feels like I’ll have to earn my right to come back. Maybe that’s the difference between people born here and everybody else; every adult here serves a purpose. No one ‘retires’ here. They go back to Earth for that.

Lost in thought, I almost barrel into someone; a pair of arms keeps me steady. “Easy there, junior. We can’t have you injuring your flight crew now, can we?” The voice belongs to Chuck Sanders, shuttle pilot and ‘official’ ISA stand-up comic.

He’s a Lieutenant Colonel in the US Air Force and hopes to make full-bird Colonel soon so he will finally be Colonel Sanders. Yet another joke I pretended to understand, something about chickens. He refuses to let me call him anything but Chuck.

I reply with our usual joke, “Sorry. What’s up, Chuck?”

“Unfortunately, he is my partner. Hello, Adam. Is today the day the Doctor clears you for our trip?” the burly Commander Ivan Popovic dryly answers in his thick Eastern European accent. 

I lie, saying, “I hope so. Too much longer and we’ll be outside the optimum window.”

Colonel Popovic smiles knowingly. “Then we will take the longer route.”

Chuck jumps in, smacking me on my suit. “Besides, if we’re on the longer route, I can regale you with the further adventures of Chuck Sanders, Intrastellar Truck Driver. Our new motto is – ‘At least we don’t haul pee, anymore.’ Man! That really brought the ladies running! Thank God for the new recycling system.”

I’m glad I’m going with them. Out of the eight crews that make trips between Earth Station One and Luna Station in orbit above us, they are my absolute favorites. This is their last run before being reassigned Earthside. Sounds like the start of a bad horror vid, doesn’t it?

“Your Mom said you’ll be at my July Fourth barbeque this year. Last I heard, my two nieces are already trying to figure out what to wear to impress you.”

I groan. Okay, so I’m a little sheltered. I usually appear on the vid-screen in my standard grey jumpsuit. I’ll never make a fashion statement or anything, but some of the things the female heavies wear are rather revealing. I’m not sure I show that much flesh in the shower! Some of them even wear clothes made out of that new fiber, the one that’s transparent under certain wavelengths. Most people wear special glasses to see through those clothes, but TJ showed me how to adjust my monitor to just the right spectrum; his girlfriend Cassie wears it for him almost every day. The rest of that day, and several subsequent ones, were pretty much blown out the airlock upon discovering that three girls in my class wear those clothes on a regular basis! For two of them, it’s a fabulous idea. I’m not sure what the other one is thinking, but that can be said about heavies in general.

Chuck and Ivan turn towards the Ops Center as I continue my slow trek to Medical. I’m no longer winded from walking a few hundred meters in Bertha. I’m still getting used to the idea that I’m going to shrink an inch or two under Earth’s gravity. My bone density is good, but I can look forward to substantial joint pain and inflammation in my immediate future – yet another reminder that it really isn’t my idea to be going.

Doc Melton is waiting for me as I enter. I see him scrutinizing the security seals on Bertha. Sheesh! It was three months ago! “Good morning, Doctor. Experiment numero uno reporting for prodding.”

My long time nemesis eyes me. “Ah, but up here it’s just our three person staff and an occasional ground-pounder specialist. There’s a whole team ready and waiting for you on Big Blue. I’ll bet my next paycheck that you’ll be begging for my poking and prodding in less than a week. Okay Adam, you know the drill. First, we’ll do some ultrasounds to verify the bone density, a little radioisotope, some pictures, the treadmill and then more pictures. Just think; these are the last set of full body images that I’m ever going to take of you.”

“Well, what do you know? There is a bright side to this after all!”

“Very funny, young man,” the doctor says while inputting data on his screen. “I was thinking the same thing, but probably for different reasons.”

Using a treadmill in Bertha is more fun than I can possibly describe, but we have to make sure my heart and lungs are strong enough. Thirty minutes of walking in a heavy-suit – most people call it the Lunar Frogmarch.

I never asked for a Drill Sergeant, but Doc Melton felt I needed one. I doubt that I’ll ever like the man, but I’ve come to respect him. The Chief Medical Officer of Freedom City has always taken a special interest in me.

It all came to a head just after my fourteenth birthday. One of my ex-friends sent me a data disk that was supposed to contain movie clips and the like. Instead, it contained all this conspiracy theory garbage about the things they are doing to me and the rest of us Lunar-born children. Me, like the shining example of easily misled stupidity that I can be, bought it, suit, air hose and mag boots or – as Doc put it – hook, line and sinker. Obviously, there’s no fishing up here, but we do have our own executive golf course. The fairways are just a tad longer then most heavies would be used to. TJ has a longer drive, but my short game is much better.

As he ultrasounds me, I recall the angry young teen bursting in here to confront the ‘Tool of the Man’ with all this forbidden knowledge and a righteous fury. He let me rant for a good thirty minutes. I demanded to see my ultrasounds with all the secret transmitters implanted in me broadcasting to Area 53. I wanted to know all the tests being run on our blood and the names of the animal and human growth hormones being used on us. I physically threatened him. It wasn’t pretty. Oh yes, yours truly had been very busy that week reading all these things and searching my body for any suspicious bumps. Courtesy of the security cameras, Doc Melton has my tantrum preserved for posterity. Thankfully, he’s only ever shown it to my parents; at least that’s what I hope.

After my ‘I am Spartacus’ revolt, he sat me down and explained exactly how much crap the conspiracy nuts are full of. There are medical experiments going on. That said, other than regular doses of vitamins, immuno-boosters, calcium supplements, and some legal muscle builders that might hinder my Olympic aspirations, I’m not a poster child for illegal testing.

Unfortunately, legal testing is another story. To prove his point, he mentioned that his wife has rheumatoid arthritis and that she is regularly monitored to see how a low-G environment affects people with that particular malady. He continued by mentioning to me that there are several others on the station with different conditions. Since I was so interested, he handed me a disk of all his articles published for The New England Journal of Medicine and told me to ‘knock myself out.’

One thing he said still stands out: ‘Boy, let me tell you something. For every one of us up here, there are about seventy million of them. That’s a whole lot of crazy, if you ask me and they come up with the wildest crap you’ll ever see.’

Naturally, Mom and Dad got their hands on ‘The Conspiracy Disk’ and I had to sit and watch it with them while they mocked every clip, document, and snippet on it. It was the hottest bit of viewing Dome-wide for the next month. A year later, it’s more amusing than humiliating, especially the aftermath, where I told Carson to go blow himself out an airlock for sending it to me.

I get the final injection and wait for the prescribed five minutes before standing behind the partition as the third generation MRI scans me through the open front of Bertha. After that, it’s onto the treadmill.

“So, would you like the classics today: Wagner, the Beatles, Aerosmith, that retro-grunge garbage your age group seems to enjoy, or shall I put something up on the screen for you? There might even be a story about you on CNN.”

“I’m still not a big fan of being on the screen. How about playing those Simon and Garfunkel guys?”

He cracks his knuckles. Aside from his constant throat clearing, it is his most annoying trait. “They’re a bit melancholy, Adam, but an excellent choice …”

He puts on the music and goes back to his monitors while I try to keep a brisk walk going on the treadmill to The Boxer. I ease the adrenaline patch out from where I’ve hidden it under Bertha’s straps. I snatched it from an open first aid kit a few weeks ago. My plan is simple. Halfway through, I’ll slap the patch filled with tiny micro-needles on and it’ll drive my heart rate up. When I complain of chest pain and have an elevated heart rate, they’ll have no choice but to cancel my little trip.

The thud of my feet on the treadmill blends in nicely with Cecilia. I concentrate on keeping my rhythm going. There’s a story in mythology about a Greek guy and a rock he had to push up the hill everyday only to have it crush him. That’s what my life sometimes seems like.

While I wait for the right time, I consider what’s going to happen after my chest pains. It’ll probably buy me about three months. I’ll have to make certain I dispose of the four centimeter patch discreetly. I’ll crouch by the waste can for a moment and drop it in using my body to shield it from the cameras.

Starting to sweat and get the jitters, I pick up the pace, as things I hadn’t considered race through my mind. What if they do catch on? It’s not like they’re stupid. Even worse, what if the ISA bigwigs get involved?

I try to work through it calmly. The people on Big Blue would start to question whether Lunar Colonies are a viable option if the people born there would never be able to go to Earth. The ISA could take a budget hit. The cost of colonization is always a sore topic and it’s not like the ISA doesn’t have competition. Several of the countries along the Indian Ocean are doing artificial reef and island development. Then there are the so-called ‘cities on stilts’ projects and the Antarctica settlements, as the nine plus billion people on Earth scramble for room to grow. Every one of them would like a slice of the ISA’s bottom line. Don’t get me wrong, they’re probably good ideas. They just seem like little more than stopgap measures.

Then, there’s the personal cost if they figure out it was intentional. What happens then? I’d be the laughingstock of two terrestrial bodies! Instead of doing jokes with Jay McGraw on the Tonight Show, he’d be doing them about me. I’m past the halfway point and my heart rate is where the patch would push me up to an alarming level. Do I risk it? The lesser of the two evils is to simply go along with all this and get on that spacecraft.
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By the time Bridge Over Troubled Waters starts playing, I’m almost done and I’ve returned the patch to its hiding place. Tom Jensen just lumbered in. He’s a year younger and currently only at three times his weight in his suit – ah the good old days. He seems a bit flushed. I need to distract myself from the emotional freefall I’m in.

“Hey TJ, how are you making out?” I’m resigned to my fate now. That sounds so noble – Adam Cornell taking one for Mankind. It’s a real “one small step” moment. So why do I feel like a schmuck?

He takes a minute to catch his breath. “AC, I don’t see how you made it so far! This crap is killing me!”

I’m a bit winded, but I find the necessary breath to mock him. “I believe you used to call me a whiny domebody when I complained.”

“I reckon I did. It’ll be boring up here without you. I don’t think I’ll do the ‘little green men in the moon’ skit without you.” TJ refers to our annual Halloween gag appearance with Doctor Jay.

“Oh come on, you gotta. It’s a tradition. Maybe, I’ll show up on the Tonight Show live that night.”

“Better find a dye that washes out quicker than the stuff we use up here. You’d look pretty stupid for the rest of the week until it fades. I still wish I was going with you, Adam.”

“You just want to see Cassie a year earlier.” I’ve always enjoyed winding him up and watching him try to deny it. Sometimes it’s hard to believe TJ actually has a girlfriend that he has never met in person. I have many Earthside friends, and a fair number of them are female, but I’ve never seen the point in entering into some kind of exclusive relationship with someone a quarter of a million miles away. She sent him her underwear once! What’s the point? I heard his parents made him put them on. Fortunately, his dad is the colony’s therapist, so I joked that he wouldn’t have to go far for treatment.

Considering the obscene number of marriage and “father my baby” offers we’ve both received, I’m almost afraid for the female population when TJ gets there. Cassie has indicated that she is rather open to group relationships. I suppose I should make a good impression before my partner in crime shows up. He’s liable to try and become some kind of sultan with a harem.

Of all my rumored girlfriends, I felt the worst for Eve in England, whose “friends” played a nasty joke on her by pretending to be me and proceeding to lead her on through a string of mushy emails. The ruse went on for a few weeks until she sent me an email from a computer that wasn’t infected with their little home-built redirection program, and I read it. It’s sad how cruel people can be for the sake of their own entertainment.

The buzzer sounds and my spin on the wheel of torture is over. I gladly relinquish it to TJ and go over to the body imager. Knowing that this is one of my last opportunities, I keep peppering TJ with questions, just like he used to do to me.

“How is Cassie anyway?”

“Good. She hopes you’ll stop by and see her sometime.”

“Maybe, did she say when might be a good time?”

“No, you better … ask her yourself.”

“Does she expect me to bring a gift?”

“Probably…”

I smile a little as he grunts out the last bit and takes a big swig from his water bottle. “What would you bring?” I ask innocently.

“I don’t … know.”

“Tell me what she likes.”

“Girl stuff – she loves girl stuff; jewelry, flowers, and … that garbage. Why are you asking? Crap, you’re … just trying to wear me out and I fell for it!”

“Only four minutes in and you’re starting to breathe heavy. Sorry TJ, it’s gonna be a long day for you isn’t it?”

He somehow finds the air in his lungs to go on a foul-mouthed tirade at me, which ends up drawing Doc Melton’s ire. The good doctor dismisses me rather rudely, telling me that he’ll evaluate the data and give his decision this evening. I don’t recall him coming to my rescue that quickly in previous years.
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Somehow, I don’t feel like celebrating. The patch is history. Someone might spot it in the recycling, but no one will ever connect it to me. Everyone’s cycling through Operations, snacking on the ‘Bon Voyage’ cake thing, and saying their goodbyes. I’m cleared. I knew it was going to happen. My modest belongings have been packed into the allotted one-meter cube for the past week. Everything else has either been given away or set aside to be reissued. At least they found the time to tell me that before they sent the press release back to ISA headquarters. Poor little Laura started blubbering, and then did this c-clamp number on my leg. It’s too bad that a deep muscle bruise isn’t enough to ground me.

That got my eyes all moist too. Mom and Dad were right – I’ll miss that little hellion. I know the drill: put on a brave face, smile and chuckle every few minutes. Twenty-four hours until I lift off. Dad is staying after shift just to give the countdown. It’s a nice gesture, but I’d rather they just let me stay here.

Off to the side, I see Ivan and Chuck going at it again. Ivan didn’t really care for Chuck’s offer to let me have a go at the flight controls on our transit. I hear him say, “Come on Pops, they’re already grounding us…”

Mom’s reflection appears in the observation window. She asks, “A Euro for your thoughts?”

“You can do better than that! I’ve got book offers you know!”

“Clever. Let’s hope they don’t actually want you to write any books. I’ve seen your stuff. I wouldn’t pay for it.”

I mutter at her grinning face, “Thanks. Kick a guy when he’s leaving. ‘Don’t let the airlock decompress you on your way out.’ Or something like that.”

Her expression softens. “You might actually like it down there. You’ve never even smelled the ocean air before.”

“I’ve smelled Dad after tofu-burrito night – that’s probably close.”

“Not even. Don’t forget, I’ll be right there with you until you’re settled in. You’ll be begging for me to go soon enough. There’s good news, though, I’ve just got confirmation of a speaking engagement in College Park, Maryland for next March.”

Something’s wrong. That’s pretty far off, considering it is June right now. She’s smiling way too much. Then it all clicks into place. “Mom, where’s the ACC tournament being held this year?”

“Do you believe in coincidences?”

“No.”

She leans in and lets her voice drop, like she’s imparting an international secret. “Me neither. That’s why I offered them a three day guest lecturer booking for me. It’s the last stop on our tour.” It’s enough to get a laugh out of me.

We stand there for a silent minute or two before she says, “I’m proud of you.”

“Oh God, what did I do now?”

“No chest pains. No shortness of breath. No strange lumps suddenly popping up?”

I stare at her in shock.

“How did you…when did you?”

“You should know by now that I am all-knowing,” she says smugly. “You were either about to ditch your aerospace engineering dreams for a career in medicine, or you were looking for a way to stay.”

I try to hide my embarrassment from her, but she knows me too well, damn the luck!

“What would you have done?”

She gently swats the back of my head and pulls me into a hug. “Gone along with it – I’m a mother first and foremost. I’m not too fond of missing a year of Laura’s life, either. The point is, you didn’t do it, and that makes you brave. For all of us who came up here, it took some real bravery to leave Earth. It takes the same kind of courage to leave here. Keep that in mind and you’ll be back up here before you know it. It might even be just to visit and not stay.”

“Thanks.” Damn traitorous eyes betraying me again.

“Now come on, let’s get back and see your father and sister. I’ve got at least two breakdowns in me before we launch. Besides, I need to start thinking about updating my wardrobe. Should I ask those girls you’re always watching where they do their shopping? They seem rather fashionable.” The mischievous smile in her eyes doesn’t tell me whether she’s serious or not. I really hope not.

I sputter my strongest objections and we say our final goodbyes to the remaining guests in Ops. Free of Bertha, I’m able to bounce down and off the sides of the corridor. I made the right choice. I’m sure of it now. Knowing it will be a long time before I can do it again – if ever – I do a somersault. Mom opts not to scold me like she usually does.

Back in our quarters, I borrow the digital camera and take a shot out of my porthole.

Mom looks at me like I’ve grown another head. “Why’d you do that?”

“Remember Eve, from England? We’ll since I’m really going down there, I might as well go see her. Imagine the looks on her friends’ faces, when I do take her out on a date? I think I’ll give her this. It’s the view from my room and I reckon it’s pretty cool.”


Lieutenant Armchair

by Jim Bernheimer

I always thought that if the good old U.S.A. ever reinstated the draft, I’d be dragged to some hellhole halfway around the world. Upon arriving, I fully expected to be fighting for all that’s good and just, which of course meant my life.

Instead, I get the opportunity to die for my country right here in the scorching heat of the Texas-Oklahoma border. Gunfire erupts from the M-2 Bradley. It’s my cohorts cutting loose to give Moses and me a chance. Those damn Apache jocks said they cleared this grid.

How the hell did they miss the mini-mart? The damn thing’s been converted into a beehive. When I get back to base, I’ll find the nearest flyboy and lose me a pay grade!

Ominous buzzing fills the air and I decide “If I get back” is more appropriate. I toss my smoke grenade to slow the insects down and Simmons triggers the Bradley’s smoke dischargers.

“Moses, go back to back. We’ll torch ‘em and cover each other!” It’s time to find out if our chain mail cool suits can stand up to stingers. If these are African honeybees, we’re so screwed.

Nearby, the fifteen-foot tall deer that Fox One shot to hell rots in the sun. Bastards asked if we’d bring back the antlers as a trophy once the body was torched. The two of us could make a run for the flatbed, but I’d seen enough Hollywood flicks and real-life horror to know that shit never works.

Something butts up against me and I pray it is Steinmeyer. Over the radio I shout, “Chico, get the gas can rolling back towards the road, now! This place is crawling.”

The gas can is a remote controlled four–by-four moving behind us with a five hundred gallon tank of gasoline on it and two hoses connected to the flamethrowers in our arms. One of these days, we might even get the fully automated model, but I’m not holding my breath.

The modulated voice of our current lieutenant interrupts. Someone just looked at their monitor and noticed that the dots on the screen are in trouble. “Negative on retreat. Gibson, Steinmeyer, engage the enemy. Bradley Bravo Three is sufficient fire support for this mission.”

I fire back at the anonymous Combat Action Officer, bravely commanding us draftees to fight and die. “The hell they are!” No offense to my buddies in the tin can over there, but they’re not out here with a swarm of foot-long angry bees flying above.

The warbling voice of the “CAO-ward” sounds angry; his butt pillow probably needs some fluffing. “Private Rodriguez, if that mobile fuel platform starts back towards the road you will be on flamethrower duty for the next month! Is that clear?”

Chico replies from the nearby Bradley, “Sorry Ese, I got my wife and kids to think about.”

“Screw you too, Chico. Light it up, Moses! Let’s give them the burning bush.”

Even with the danger we’re facing, my Jewish buddy manages to groan. “Will you please get some better material? That was funny a month ago, now it’s just sad.”

“Fine! Lead me to the Promised Land then, bitch!”

Under normal circumstances, we just come out, incinerate the bodies and any vermin trying to feed on the monster, and head back to base – standard disposal operations. Of course, when does anything go according to plan around here?

With a squeeze of the trigger, a jet of flame shoots towards the nearest mass of hovering death. I wonder what Momma would think of her little boy now? She always said that playing with fire was dangerous.

The Lieutenant breaks in. “Rodriguez, begin slow advance on the hive.”

“Negative! Negative! Shut your ‘Armchair’ ass up and let us handle it!”

“Corporal Gibson, you don’t get paid to think. I do. Worried about the hundreds of bees in the air? Good for you. There are still thousands in the hive. Torch it before they get out. Do I need to use smaller words for your tiny brain to process? Move it!”

Sadly, the bastard has a point. Still, it doesn’t stop me from adding, “One of these days, Armchair, I’ll find you and shove my foot so far up your ass that you’ll be able to taste leather.”

An overgrown insect lands on my arm. I brush it off with a free hand and swerve the nozzle, melting it at point blank range. The compressors on the gas can kick on and the air conditioning inside my cool suit starts fighting the heat surrounding us.

Step by step, Moses and I get closer to the structure as more bees take to the air. “Cover me! I’m going to get the hive.”

I direct the flamethrower at the structure and curse the scientists who gave us Metagrowth Hormone 318. Solve world hunger with giant chickens and cows the size of dump trucks, why not? As usual, they didn’t think the shit through! In this case, it was literally the shit. Giant cows made giant cow paddies. Bugs laid eggs in the giant cow paddies and what do you think happened next? That’s right, giant bugs. To make matters worse, the hormone made its way into the plants as well. By the time the circle of life was complete, we ended up with the Midwest Quarantine Zone that used to be Oklahoma, Arkansas, Kansas, Missouri, and parts of Nebraska and Iowa.

Intermittently, Steinmeyer’s flame joins mine. The Bradley’s chain gun rips burning chunks out of the colony.

Another bee lands on my free arm. I try to shake it off, but it drives the stinger into my padded mesh armor. Time stops as I wait for the pain that never happens. The armor holds and I breathe a sigh of relief. It thrashes and rips free leaving the stinger embedded in the surface of the suit.

Within a minute, the hive building is ablaze and I switch back to spraying flames defensively. Moses screams! I spin and see him fall to the ground with a bee on his calf. I kick the dying bee off of him and use my gloved hand to pull the stinger.

The damn bean counters skimped on the backside leg armor! “Shit! Steinmeyer’s down! We need to fall back. Moses! Talk to me.”

“Hurts...”

Armchair’s useless. “Gibson, provide cover while Steinmeyer evacs to uh, uh. I’m contacting medical evac.” Armchair goes offline and onto the command frequency.

“Screw that! Rachel, get the Bradley over here and the hatch open. I’ll cover while you get Moses inside. Once he’s in use a fire axe to cut his cool suit lines!”

Sergeant Simmons waffles on me. “Orders say not to open the hatch without authorization.”

“Armchair is dicking with the helojocks. They won’t be here for twenty minutes. Moses won’t last that long. Open the damn hatch, Rachel!”

I unhook my partner’s flamethrower and scoop it up. I am become Shiva, the destroyer of worlds, wielding twin fiery nozzles of death while Moses crawls to the armored vehicle clouded in a fresh discharge of smoke. Hydraulics lower the back hatch as I do my fire god riff. Eager arms drag him in and the hatch starts back up.

Armchair comes back online. “Medevac is ... What the hell are you doing? I did not authorize evac into the Bradley! Simmons, Gibson, report!”

I amble back to the fuel platform trailing the hoses behind me. “Shove off, Armchair, and let real soldiers handle your fuck up! Chico, I’m going to crouch on the gas can and use the tank to protect my back and legs. You roll it up closer to the hive and turn me broadside. I’ll finish it off.”

“Roger that, Vato!”

“Negative! Negative! Mission is an abort. Gibson, you are to fall back to the transport. Simmons, provide cover. Comply with my orders!”

I take my position. Chico gets me moving forward while Armchair continues to shout at us. We just ignore the button pusher. It looks like I’ll lose that pay grade before I get back to base. It won’t be the first time and, right now, I hope it won’t be the last. Much harder to ignore are the shouts for an Epipen, indicating Moses just went into shock.

Like some old pirate ship, Chico brings the platform parallel to the mini-mart. I use the flamethrowers while Simmons gets the Bradley up close. Armchair rails on about safety margins and endangering the vehicles. Apparently, they aren’t expendable.

I guess that means we are. Something snaps and for the next few minutes I let Armchair know what I think of him. The unbroken string of obscenities and anatomical suggestions leaves me breathless. My only hope is that someone captured the audio for posterity.

Simmons stops me after 10 minutes. “Chris, the hive is toast. How much fuel is left?”

“Gauge says a little over two seventy-five, Rachel.” Surprisingly, Armchair isn’t complaining about me using too much gas.

“That’s more than enough to roast Bambi over there. Stay back-to-butt with the tank and watch out for stray bees. Let’s complete our primary objective.”

“How’s Moses?”

“He’s out of shock and unconscious. His breathing’s a bit shallow,” she answers. “A chopper is on the way, so let’s get to it.”

Twenty minutes later, “Bambi” is a funeral pyre fit for a Viking chieftain. The helicopter carrying Moses is on its way back to base and Chico just finished rolling the gas can onto the flatbed. Locking the wheel hubs and disconnecting my cool suit lines, I notice two more stingers sticking out of my suit. When did that happen? The shakes and a cold sweat ensue.

Armchair’s warbling voice intrudes on my life flashing before my eyes. “Bravo Squad, return to base, mission accomplished.”

I can’t resist. “And what a fine job you did as well, Lieutenant! Another resounding success with only minimal casualties, that’ll look great on your fitness report.”

There’s only a garbled reply followed by silence. Armchair must be done trying to get us killed today.
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I look out the window of the cheaply constructed steel building while Moses stares at his meal in disgust. The ward is mostly empty. We were the only ones to get into a situation today, or at least the only ones who got out relatively intact.

The older man pushes his meal aside. “They say this is kosher, but I’m not sure what it is!”

“Hurray for mystery meat.” I chuckle. “How’s the leg?”

He shrugs. “Swollen like a watermelon, but it’s still attached, and I’m still alive. They’re going to keep me here for the next three days. I have enough steroids in me to make a professional baseball player jealous. Thank you, my friend. I owe you my life.”

“Couldn’t let you get away that easily, I’m not out of jokes yet. Did you get a chance to call your family?”

“Chico is bringing my cell phone. I’ll call them then.”

“Oh good, I can do my ‘A Catholic, a Jew, and an Atheist are in a hospital’ joke when he gets here.”

Moses shakes his head while wiping his mouth with a napkin. “You should find something to believe in – more than the here and now.”

I smile back at him. “Sorry, no thanks, but if I was looking to sign up, I’d say Judaism is the way.”

“Why is that?”

Pointing outside, I reply, “This looks pretty Old Testament to me. Sure a bunch of scientists gave us MGH-318, but if I were a believer, this’d look like the wrath of God to me!”

My friend gives me a wistful smile and says, “The end of the world doesn’t have to be an apocalypse, Chris. I prefer to see this as a challenge instead.”

Thoughtful silence lasts for a moment before he continues, “I see you still have your rank. Aren’t they going to arrest you for insubordination ... again?”

“Doesn’t seem like it. No MPs were waiting for me when we rolled back in. Who knows, maybe Armchair has a conscience and didn’t put me on report? Sure as hell doesn’t have a clue.”

Steinmeyer doesn’t argue this point. There’s a bitter hatred among us draftees for the regular Army folks. The worst of them are the Combat Action Officers. Hidden safely in a bunker, their digitized voices mask the person ordering us to our deaths. If it wasn’t for idiots like our current Armchair, I’d swear they were just computers barking out orders. Of course, even computers aren’t that inept! We should have never engaged that beehive and the higher ups know it.

“Well my friend, since you aren’t going to spend the night enjoying the brig, what are your plans?”

“I guess I’ll get cleaned up and slap on some civvies. Then I’ll go drown my sorrows with a beer and hopefully a loose woman or two down in NLN Territory.”

“Chris, you fight like a man with absolutely nothing to lose. One day I hope you find something to fill that void. Shalom.”

“Get healthy and tell the family I said ‘Hi.’ You’re driving the gas can after our three-day. Blackwood is with me on the flamethrowers. He just doesn’t appreciate me like you do.”

#

“No Last Name” territory – every firebase has something like it. It’s a free-for-all area where draftees and regular Army types can mingle in civilian attire. We can all pretend that the world hasn’t completely gone to shit. The beer is cheap, rank is irrelevant, the music is loud, and morals are completely optional.

In short, it’s my kind of place.

NLN Territory has a great view of “Zapper Alley,” rows of giant electrical poles that incinerate bugs and birds both big and small. Powered from a nearby nuclear plant, they’re like giant nightlights. Whenever something big enough hits and the lights dim, everyone drunkenly cheers, the bartender rings a bell, and the next round is on the house.

Yeah there’s a small movie theater, a pool hall, and a few other diversions, but we’re pretty starved for entertainment out here.

The MPs lurk, but generally let things go unless it gets really out of hand.

“You look nice tonight Chris, bit preppy though.” Rachel Simmons greets me from the bar. Dan Blackwood’s mouth is attached to her neck like some kind of lamprey. I heard they hooked up last time, her way of welcoming the new guy. It’s a damn shame though, not only is she a looker, but Rachel and I had some fun times in the past. Unfortunately, it made working together tough. We called it off because one of us is in charge of the Bradley and the other is on the gas can. Considering the mortality rate, it wasn’t a healthy way to build a relationship.

I buy two six packs and smile at them. “Have fun kiddies, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Rachel’s response is laced with throaty laughter. “That doesn’t rule out all that much, Chris”

Like I said, we had our fun.

Outside the bar, I survey the picnic benches and look for any familiar faces of the female variety. Night one off the front lines feels like the frat parties back at Kansas State University. Of course, that was when Kansas was still a state and the university wasn’t a bunch of holed-out buildings.

To my left is a hanger known as the hospitality suites. It’s basically a bunch of cots separated by loose curtain partitions where couples or sometimes even trios can go and work off some of their tensions. It’s my destination, but I’m short a traveling companion.

Well, there’s a new face; haven’t seen her before. She’s about five six or seven, brown or red hair, tough to tell in this light, nice looking even with the angry scowl on her face that says, “Approach me and die.”

Since I’d already come pretty close to dying today, I take it as an invitation.

I sit down across from her and slide one of the six packs in her direction. She barely looks at me. “Fuck off.”

For a pickup line, hers isn’t very good. I shrug and pull a beer out, twist off the cap, and start drinking. She finally takes one.

Five minutes go by before she says anything else. “Aren’t you going to try some lame-assed line?”

“Hadn’t planned on it.”

“So you’re gonna wait me out to see if I crack?”

“No.”

Now she’s regarding me with an icy glare. “So what’s your deal?”

I give her a straight answer. “You’ve got that ‘Don’t bother me, I’ve had a shitty day’ thing going on. It’s doubtful anyone’s getting anywhere with you tonight. Tomorrow, you might not be in such a bad mood and remember a guy who was nice to you.”

“Oh, attracting flies with honey then?”

“Only if you want to be a fly, I’d aim for something a little higher on the food chain.” Besides, call me crazy, but after today, I want nothing to do with insects.

“Touché. Your rapier wit has disarmed me.”

I can’t place her accent and wonder if she’s a regular Army gal or a draftee like me. Either way, she’s officially annoying. “You’re the one oozing sarcasm. You asked, I answered. You must be new in town, so here’s the deal. Most of us don’t play games around here – too much stupid shit out there” – I point to the north – “for that. If it makes you feel better, I’m a Virgo, originally from Kansas, now displaced, and my name is Chris.”

“Kelly, Baltimore, Maryland, Aries – happy now? You can leave and try again tomorrow. I promise I’ll remember how nice you were.” She’s as bad a liar as she is a conversationalist.

The lights dim while I’m composing my reply. Over her shoulder, I see a large shape fall in the distance and hear the cheers as the bell rings. My own half-hearted hurrah joins in and I down the rest of my beer.

“So did you almost die today or something?” If she’s a newbie and had a near death experience, it’s doubtful anyone is getting close to her.

“No,” she replies tersely.

“Well, I almost did. Quit your bitching.”

“Big deal. You’re the fourth guy today. Do I look impressed? Just leave me alone.” Uh oh, she’s starting to tear up. Hell, I’ve got a crier. I should definitely go. Too late, the waterworks start. My options are run like hell, sit here and attract attention, or do something else.

I go with something else. Yanking her to her feet, I command, “Walk!”

“Let me go! What the hell!” I’m six five and in the best shape of my life. If I wanted to, I could throw her over my shoulder and run a lap around the base. Instead, I stare her down.

“Look princess, nothing is more pathetic than sitting here crying your eyes out like a little bitch for everyone to see. People come here to party, screw, and forget about all of it. They don’t need to see some newbie, homesick, angry, or whatever the hell your problem is! So, I’m walking you out of here before you start ruining everyone else’s night. You can go to the com center and call your folks, cry on your cot, or whine to the chaplain for all I care. Come on Baltimore Kelly, let’s get you someplace where you can be appreciated, cuz it ain’t here.”

Our spat draws the attention of a few MPs. I’m still very sober and neither of them looks interested in starting something with me. Smart move, fellas, but I know they’re watching me. Big, angry guys like me always stand out. If I could bottle and sell it, maybe I could buy my way out of this forsaken pit.

Kelly gapes like I gave her a bucket of cold water in the face. She’s just a little Hershey’s Kiss in a sea of M&M’s – no hard candy shell to stop it from getting to her. “I’m ... I’m sorry. You’re right. I’ll go.”

“C’mon. Walk down to the fence and get some fresh air. Give your body something to do.” I scoop up the remaining alcohol and wonder why I’m bothering with this woman. I should’ve bailed five minutes ago.

We walk along the fence line for a few minutes in silence. I hand her a beer and wait for her to calm down. My psych minor comes back to haunt me.

“So, what’s it like in Baltimore?” It’s an old trick, just get her talking. The rest will come shortly.

“Huh, it’s nice. I miss going out on the bay. I haven’t been there in a few years.”

“I miss going snowboarding in Colorado. How are you handling the Texas heat?”

She looks at me for a moment before answering. “It’s an adjustment. The storms are pretty intense.”

It’s a good thing she isn’t asking why I am still talking to her; I don’t have a good answer. “When I was a kid, I’d sit and watch the thunderstorms right up until the downpours started and the tornado alarms went off. That’s when I thought the worst thing Mother Nature could throw at us was an F-5.”

Kelly laughs sadly. “Baltimore’s so far away from the quarantine zone. I was in college. We held fundraisers and bake sales and thought, ‘Oh those poor people out west.’ It didn’t really hit home until they started talking about a draft. You said you were from Kansas?”

I don’t really talk about it often, but what the hell! Kicking a stone or two, I tell her about being on a wrestling scholarship to KSU and how the first stories coming out weren’t believed until TV crews started filming giant critters. Then there was the panic and the evacuation. Sometime in the middle of it all, she starts shivering despite the hot night and I put my arm around her. Something messed her up, a lot.

Running out of things to say, I lean in and kiss her. She hesitates at first, but then joins in with reckless abandon. It’s emotionally raw and I get carried away. I push her back against the prefab wall of one of the buildings and lift her up to get our heads level. She wraps her legs around my waist and tries heroically to cram her tongue farther down my throat than humanly possible.

We come up gasping for breath. “How did you almost die?”

I answer, crushing her against me. “It’s not important. Some stupid Armchair ...”

She couldn’t have gotten any stiffer if she was a cadaver. “What did you say?”

There are moments in life when a sudden realization can strike like a ton of bricks. Kelly’s an “Armchair” and unless I’m mistaken, she’s my Armchair.

Only one word can sum up the situation. “Fuck.”

Her eyes lock with mine and I let her slide down the wall. “You’re Gibson aren’t you?”

Growling, I answer, “And you’re the dumb bitch who damn near got me and Moses killed.”

Her eyes widen with fear. She’s alone with a big, angry guy that she almost killed. Kelly’s getting a dose of my hostile vibe and looks like she’s going to scream.

So what am I going to do? Everyone in the squad jokes we do if we got our hands on our CAO or any CAO for that matter. I always pictured Armchair as some kind of big glasses nerd who starches his boxers. Instead, I’m staring at the doe-eyed girl next door.

“Oh quit! I’m not going to hurt you.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” I reach down and pick up another beer.

“Why? I’ve seen your record.” Kelly has a point. There’s a reason I keep ending up on flamethrower duty.

“Mom and Dad are gone, but they raised me right. Never hit a woman.”

She deflates. “Great, saved by gender bias. I can even fuck up a one night stand.”

“What now?”

Kelly’s arms wrap around her chest protectively. “Protocol says I go back, tell them I’ve met someone under my command. They rotate me immediately and assign you a new CAO.”

“How long have you been our CAO, anyway? We always try to guess when they swap.”

“Three weeks, the Bennett’s pond mission. You’re my first unit ... were my first unit.” She sounds depressed.

I sag against the wall. My voice is tired. “Why did you send us in against the bees today?”

“I grew up in the inner city along the water. There aren’t many bees there. If it makes you feel better, the duty colonel jumped my shit for not backing you out and sending in an airstrike.”

My nurturing side retreats into its shell. “Damn straight you should have! You don’t know what the animals out there are capable of? Jesus H. Christ! You’re broke up about an ass-chewing. I’m out here trying to forget that your bad day damn near killed my partner.”

Kelly’s got the tears going again. “There was only one other combat operation in progress. Everyone heard every word you said to me, even the fucking janitor!”

“Deal with it, or you will start burying people!” Great, I’m kicking her while she’s down and the tear pumps shift into overdrive. I should just walk away before it gets worse.

Don’t do it! Don’t you dare do it! You’re better than this, Chris. Don’t throw her a bone. “Bennett’s pond, huh?”

The snot bubbler next to me nods, chest heaving and not in a good way either. It’d be so easy to crush her fragile little ego beyond repair. Just a few words and she’d end up as some useless admin officer inventorying blankets.

“Well, you haven’t killed anyone yet. Not for lack of trying, but we haven’t lost a squad member in eight weeks. If you get through another eight weeks without killing someone, you’re not doing half bad.”

“What?”

“Look, it’s a tough world out there. Maybe a lot tougher than you realize. I’ve been here going on eighteen months. The only other draftee left from my original squad is Simmons. Part of the reason we think they swap you guys around is so you don’t realize how many of us are dying out there.”

“You could be right ...”

“I know I am. One thing you have to learn is to trust the non-coms. We survived this long and know a little something about being out in the shit.”

Kelly won’t meet my eyes. I’m turning into such a softy. Rachel would rip me apart if she saw this. She already thinks that I’m always on flamethrower duty to protect her.

“You had a bad day. Big deal! If that’s the worst day you ever had, you’re in better shape than I am, Kelly. My bad day has lasted over two years! I’m the only one of my family to make it out of Kansas. I spent six months in a refugee camp before the draft caught up with me. Here’s a gun, good fucking luck, and God bless you all!”

Armchair’s gawking at me after my little rant. She stops crying and hugs me tightly. I realize that I’m crying. My psych minor tells me that I’ve been repressing and this is actually a good thing. Oh great, I’m a whack job now too!

Somewhere in the middle of all this, our lips find their counterparts once more and the passion starts all over again. Apparently, we get under each other’s skins in both good and bad ways. If I’m an M&M, my candy shell is pretty cracked right now. I don’t know if I can survive without it.

Kelly breaks away and starts pulling me back towards NLN Territory.

“What now?” I ask in a ragged voice.

“Let’s go to the suites,” she says with determination. “I think we both need this.”

“And protocol?”

“You’re probably a guy from the motor pool who smells a little like gas. I could be a nurse who has seen one too many body bags. It’ll be our little secret. Besides, you haven’t lost a member in eight weeks. That does mean you’re good. I can do a lot worse. The next group I end up with could be a complete waste of sperm.”

Despite my inner turmoil, I laugh getting a glimpse of the other side of the fence.

We buy more alcohol and head over to the suites. “Sure you want to go through with this, Kelly?”

Licking her lips, she whispers to me, “Yeah, but you’re gonna be disappointed.”

“Not likely. Why?”

Her reply is a husky laugh. “You must have said three or four times today how you wanted to shove something up my ass. I’ve got standards, Mister! Survive another eight weeks and I might consider it. C’mon draftee, let’s see if you’re any good without the flamethrowers!”

#

“Oh give me a home ...”

I bathe what used to be a buffalo roughly the size of our Bradley in flames. Considering Fox One caught up to a small herd of them and their corpses littered the field, it was going to be a full day. Tiny maggots, merely the size of night crawlers, writhe and shrivel under the intense heat. The smell reminds me of simpler days, helping Dad outside on the grill.

Blackwood, on his first day outside the safety of the armored vehicle, is skittish as hell and constantly looking around. “Easy there Dan, how do you like your meat? Well done, or burnt to a cinder?”

“Keep the chatter to a minimum, Gibson. This is a mission,” the mechanical voice reprimands me.

“Armchair, is that you? We were starting to get lonely out here.”

“You’re a sad, sad individual, Gibson. I suspect you’re lonely all the time.”

“Oh, we finally got one with a sense of humor! Do you know any good jokes, Armchair? Maybe you could bring a smile to my face.” We’d spent the entire three-day together and I hadn’t felt this good in a long time. In fact, she brought several smiles to my face. Her people definitely need to be kept out of the loop, but I told her if I started acting strangely, my group would be suspicious also. As long as it wasn’t obvious, I could sneak a few inside jokes in and no one would be the wiser.

“Sounds like you need a hug.” Kelly gets a zinger of her own in before continuing. “Simmons, drive the pasture and give me a total body count. Gibson, I need to know how long it takes to torch each one and what your fuel consumption rate is. There’s only six hours of daylight left and you might not have noticed it inside your suits, but the wind direction is starting to shift. Whatever is northeast of you is gonna get a whiff of all this soon and come looking for its next meal. Going offline to see if I can get a Fox to sweep that grid clear.”

Our three days together weren’t one continuous raunchfest, not even I have that kind of stamina. In between, I gave her a crash course in how to best keep my dumb ass alive so we could spend our next three-day in a similar position. To Kelly’s credit, she’s a fast learner.

Rachel speaks up as soon as Kelly changes channels. “I’m calling a switch right now; everyone here agrees. If that’s not a new Armchair, I’m a damn carpet muncher! This one’s got his shit together. Congratulations on running that other loser off, Chris.”

I enjoy a brief fantasy involving Rachel, Kelly, and little old me while replying, “I’m just taking one for the team and doing my part to make sure we survive. How long is this one gonna last?”

“Four or five weeks, I don’t know. What do you think?”

Under my flame retardant hood another smile appears. “I’m hoping at least eight.”


Confessions of a “D-List” Supervillain

by Jim Bernheimer


Chapter 1

I Went To New Orleans (and All I Got was This Lousy Prisoner!)

They’re coming for me and I am no match for them.

There’ve been dozens of times I’ve wanted to quit the supervillain business, but never like right now! Hell, I was in semi-retirement when everything went to crap, just delivering some orders to what few clients I still had.

This janitor’s closet in a run down warehouse is where I’ll likely make my final stand. The alarms inside the armor warn me that power levels are down to twenty-two percent – not good. Below fifteen, the flight system won’t activate.

I scan the walls looking for a power source, any electrical current that I can tap into. Nothing ... the building is as dead as I am about to be.

If this was just the Gulf Coast Guardians, I’d have a shot. Of the four Guardian teams, they’re definitely the junior varsity squad. If it was the Biloxi Bugler, I’d kick his ass and mock him (and his sonic bugle) while I did it.

It’s not. I’m not that lucky. I’m never that lucky. Instead, it’s the Olympians, the foremost hero team in the whole world and I’m a minor supervillain at best.

Yeah, those Olympians, twelve college kids who disappeared on a cruise in the Mediterranean. A year later they returned with powers and training from the original Greek Gods. Against them, Calvin Matthew Stringel, reasonably talented, but hapless inventor currently known as “Mechani-CAL”, doesn’t stand a chance.

#

The power meter drops to twenty-one percent. Hermes is zipping through the main room, but if I stay still and conserve energy, maybe she’ll give up.

Just because she is super fast doesn’t mean she’s super thorough! The lack of lighting in the building is hurting her and she’s making a good deal of noise out there. She sounds overly clumsy.

Of course, those things controlling her mind haven’t quite mastered the operation of the fastest woman alive.

Yup, the world’s been taken over and I missed it. All I know for certain is that The Evil Overlord was hiring geneticists like crazy late last year. Now these bugs, about twice the size of a grasshopper, are attached to everyone’s neck and society seems to be reorganizing into a hive mentality. Granted, it would probably make standing in line more tolerable, but I’m not quite ready to sign up.

Given that it’s been two weeks since this started and there has been no worldwide broadcast from the megalomaniac, it’s a safe bet that this is an experiment gone awry rather than a plan masterfully executed. Good riddance to him anyway. The lousy cheapskate stopped using me as a supplier and stiffed me for two shipments of pulse cannons! Technically, I should thank him. Had he paid up, I probably wouldn’t have wasted any time on that penny ante jetpack sale in Montgomery and wouldn’t have been in my suit when the bugs came.

The only reason I’m not already part of the “New World Order” is that I haven’t taken off my battle armor since civilization was forcibly reorganized. Things are getting a bit ripe in the old Mark II CAL suit. I’d ventilate, but the stench would be a dead giveaway.

Laying low helped me up until yesterday, but it didn’t last. It never does, does it? Initially, I only had to deal with the normal folks and was more than a match for plain old policemen and the National Guard. Puh-leaze! I might be a washed up, unemployable electrical engineer, called a “petty, second stringer, wannabe imitator” by Ultraweapon (with his fancy multi-million dollar suit) but I’m not a pushover. I’ve got force blasters, enhanced strength, and a flight pack.

Am I that much of a threat to the bugs? Maybe I’m all the threat that’s left? God! That’s a scary thought! Either way, the bugs trotted out the big guns. They didn’t waste time sending other super groups after me. I get to tangle with the Olympians! It hasn’t been much of a fight so far, unless getting my butt kicked from one end of New Orleans to the other is a “fight.”

At least I hope it will be a quick death. I jettisoned my self destruct pod into Ares’s gut. He dived on top of it to protect his teammates and possibly that thing on his neck. The blast didn’t destroy his nigh-invulnerable body, probably just gave him a really irritating skin rash, but it did buy me enough time to fly a mile or so away before Apollo’s fireball sent me crashing into this row of warehouses.

Wasting no time, I blew a hole into the next warehouse and the one following it. Hopefully, it would look like I ran into that one, so then I ducked back into the first warehouse to assess the damage to my suit.

Hermes, a thin black woman, a one-time NCAA champion track sprinter, continues to look around. She just won’t leave. There’s no choice. I have to try and take her.

Charge force blasters and set for wide area pulse dispersal. My neural interface issues the commands and I feel the suit respond. I’ll waste power that I don’t really have. She’ll come at me like a missile with that metal rod of hers in her hand. Screw up and she’ll give me the “Nancy Kerrigan treatment” a dozen times before I can blink.

It’s not the first time someone’s tried this stunt with her and there’s no way it would work if she was “in control,” but it’s the best option I’ve got. Bursting out of the closet, I get her attention. Sure enough, she accelerates. In the dimly lit warehouse, I trigger a flash from my spotlight to partially blind her and immediately trigger the force pulse.

The embedded scanners still functioning register the gust of wind behind me as she stumbles out of control, smashing into empty crates. My auditory sensors pick up her moans, but they’re fading as I sprint away. The rest will be hot on my heels. Normally, I’d be proud. I just took out an Olympian! How come I feel like I’m going to wet myself?

Screw it! Back out the way I came in! Activate flight system! I shoot right out the hole in the roof and directly into Apollo’s firebolt. Fire retros! Fire retros! They cushion the fall and I manage to land on the roof. Sixteen percent! Damn, that hurt! Don’t just lie there waiting to die, do something!

Something smacks into the helmet and rings my bell. What now? Psionic blast, that means Aphrodite. There she is, leaping off her hover-sled. Sure, I’ve got her pinup, but I’ve never seen her up close before. Damn, she’s hot! But she’s not the most powerful, so maybe I can stop her. Shields almost down! Apollo’s next fireball will start melting the suit and I’m in it. Suck it up Cal; you’re not getting out of here alive. Might as well try to take one with me – maybe she’d even want me to?

Concentrated blast! Got her! Sorry, beautiful. Twelve percent! Maybe if I sprint to her hover-sled? Dodge left! Phew! That was close. Aw crap, she’s getting back up; I can’t even do that right.

Apollo and Zeus both land between freedom and me. They’re too strong to take hand-to-hand, not that I’m going to get that close anyway.

I try another blast. Zeus shields it, way too easily. Aphrodite stumbles to their side as Apollo conjures a big ass fireball. Funny, I didn’t bring any marshmallows. All I have left is a tiny wiener and that’s about to be roasted.

She speaks, “No! The colony wants him alive. You will join us in servitude. Zeus, overload his suit.”

There’s a change, lame proclamations from the good guys. What’s the world coming to?

Cerulean energy builds up around the Olympian. It’s a pretty idiotic maneuver. I can absorb the energy and recharge. Even with the bugs, they can’t be that stupid.

He falters, “Are you certain, Aphrodite?”

Her psi-bolt fires and stuns ... Apollo? Zeus spins toward her, but she nails him and he falls to the ground.

She looks at me! “Don’t just stand there! Your blast was enough for me to overwhelm the damn thing on my neck. We’ve got to get out of here!”

Okay, new plan! Escape with the ultrahottie. Her idea’s a helluva lot better than mine.

“I need some power!” I yell.

Stopping at Zeus, I grab his hand. Yeah, it is another technique copied from Ultraweapon, but who cares? What’s “rich boy” going to do, sic more lawyers on me? Spread more lies about me stealing designs from him? Who cares? I drain the Thunder God for a quick recharge.

“Will you hurry up?” she says.

Yeah, she’s sure pretty ... pretty impatient that is. Twenty-six percent, twenty-nine percent, come on!

“I still need more.”

She smacks the handlebars on her sled in frustration, “There’s no time! The others will be coming.”

The lady has a point. At full power, I wasn’t exactly kicking butt and taking names. Thirty-three percent sounds like a winner.

Activate flight system! “How fast can those sleds go?”

She’s already headed off the roof. “One-twenty!”

“Too slow! We can go faster if I carry you. Grab on!” Alright, just about every guy’s and more than a few girl’s dream is to wrap their arms around Stacy Mitchell, the most heavily-photographed woman in the world, but I never thought that it’d be happening to me. If I survive, it’ll definitely go in my memoir, or at least in an email submission to an adult magazine.

I scoop her off her seat and throttle up. Two hundred fifty miles per hour is my top speed unloaded, but I can easily hit two hundred with her, and New Orleans is already fading into the background.

Over the rush of the wind she screams, “You’re Mechanical, right?”

“It’s actually Mechani-Cal. Oh, never mind. Just call me Cal.”

“Whatever! Have you got a hideout or something we can use? Zeus might be down, but he’s not out. He’ll start tracking you eventually.”

“Yeah, I’ve got a place near Pascagoula, but I want to head north for a minute or two more before we change directions, and then make for the Gulf of Mexico.”

“Do you know anyone else that isn’t infected?” She sounds almost hopeful.

“I was looking for that shelter the Swamp Lord was broadcasting about on the shortwave. It’s supposed to be around here. Do you want to try for it instead?”

My external sensors strain to pick up, “Don’t bother. We were just there.”

“I guess that makes my answer ‘No.’ I’m making the direction change now. We’ll head out about a mile or so into the Gulf and then slow down and fly just above the waves, below radar. Poseidon wasn’t with you was he?”

There’s a bit of fear in her voice. “No, he’s looking for submarines in the Atlantic. Over the water’s fine, but don’t go too slow. Another bug could land on me.”

#

Twenty minutes later, I’m on the ground at my “lair.” It’s a small junkyard whose owners sold off after Hurricane Katrina. I picked it up for next to nothing, which was pretty much what I had at the time. Still, there is lots of scrap metal and wiring to use. And like anything else, a villain’s hideout is about three things, location, location, and location. In this case, the more remote the location, the better.

“Are you okay, Aphrodite? Should I call you Stacy?”

“Yeah, just a little nasty from the sea spray. Let’s just stick to Aphrodite for now, okay?” She surveys my property for a moment, before adopting a sad look on her face. “Please tell me this is just a place to stop and not your hideout? Do you have a shower, or should I just look for the outhouse?”

Great, the girl of everyone’s dreams just dissed my hideout. I sputter, “Wait, I’ve got more underground! It gets better, trust me!”

Is it just my imagination, or did I sound a little like a junior high schooler there? I make a mental note not to ask her to sign the swimsuit calendar hanging above the workbench.

Her demeanor doesn’t improve once she gets inside. “Weren’t expecting company, were you?”

Moving some clutter out of the way, I reply. “No, but up here is meant to look like a junkyard.” I pull the lever in the pantry to reveal the secret staircase and cut on the lights.

She gets to the bottom of the steps and looks around, “And this is supposed to be better?”

Come to think of it, the downstairs is a bit messy too. But, damn she’s bitchy! So much for all those fantasies. “Bathroom and shower are over there. Clean towels are on the shelves. I’ll check the shortwave. We’re off the Internet here. I’m pretty sure the bugs have people looking for any IP traffic. Are you okay?”

She’s shaking and looks like she’s going to be sick. “I just need to clean up, excuse me.” She runs into the bathroom and slams the door so hard that it comes off the upper hinge, leaving me standing in the middle of the room.

Quickly, I activate the passive sensors placed throughout the junkyard and swap in a series of fresh powercells for the nearly exhausted ones in my suit. The old ones go on the charging unit and the amplifiers in my helmet pick up the retching of the “Luv Goddess” into the toilet. I should cut her a bit of slack, coming off of being mind controlled, and try to be a better host. I’m running a hand scanner over the exterior of the armor, performing some diagnostics when the shower starts. It’s tempting to cut on the camera in the bathroom ... to make certain she’s okay – naturally.

I’m a criminal, a thief, and an arms dealer. I’m not a Peeping Tom. Then again, there’s just one little command line between me and the pinup heroine and she’s “nekkid!”

Fortunately, I’m blessed with a very flexible set of morals – almost professional gymnast flexible. I put a gauntlet on the pad to transfer the command when her voice interrupts me, “Cal?”

“Yes.”

Her tone is much less angry, “Listen, I’m sorry if I didn’t sound thankful for you helping me out back there. I’m pretty weak right now and I need to charge my powers.”

Well there’s a nice change. “Hey no problem! Take as much time as you need.”

There’s a bit of laughter. “You don’t understand, Cal. You know all those rumors that my powers are sexual in nature?”

My heart beats faster. Could it be? “Uh, yeah I’d heard a few. Aren’t you always denying it?”

“It’s not something I’ll admit in public, but the rumors are true. I could do this by myself, but trust me, it’ll go much faster if you get out of your suit and get in here with me.”

No friggin way! “Sure! Just give me a minute or two to get out of my armor!”

The absolute hottest woman on the planet is in my shower and waiting for me to come in there and charge her powers! Thank you, Lord! This makes up for all the times I’ve been screwed over. This makes up for the two years behind bars after the Bugler beat me as “ManaCALes,” before I made the armor. This makes up for every break I never got. This makes up for ... Oh hell, this needs to be recorded for posterity. Activate internal cameras. Record lower level bathroom. This is going to be great! This is going to be fantastic!

This is ... a trap? No! No! No! She’s not even naked and she has her wrist communicator activated! I glance at the external display. Nothing, but then again, the Olympians could probably be all over the place. Shit! What am I going to do?

“What’s taking you so long?” I see her whispering into her communicator. We now return to our regularly scheduled episode of Cal Can’t Catch a Break!

“Sorry, it’s going to take about five minutes to get out of the armor.” Okay, bolt-box time! Spare powercells go in as well as two cases of NASA food paste, some goodies I picked up at a gadget swap meet, the laptop, and the half-finished MARK III CAL suit that I’ve been working on for the past two years. There’s no way they’re getting that!

“Cal, will you hurry up! I’m getting lonely in here.”

“Almost done!” Smacking the big red “panic” button on the wall, I activate the not-so-passive defenses. Gun emplacements mounted in rusted hulks come to life with active targeting scanners. Big surprise! There are several heat signatures out there. My “junkyard doggie” bursts out of a dilapidated doublewide trailer. He’s a big old loveable hunk of iron with claws for hands and four pulse cannons mounted on him.

If I’m lucky, he’ll last two minutes.

The sirens alert the lovely in the bathroom that all is not well with her little plan. She bursts out! “You could have gone the easy way, but no! I get my bug back when I bring you in!”

“No thanks. I think I’ll pass.”

“Fine you third-rate Ultrawannabe. I won’t be gentle!”

Psi-bolts smash into my shields, letting me know that the earlier ones were just love taps. She’s got a thick skin, so I give her a full broadside. Aphrodite leaps out of the way, but trips over all the technojunk strewn about. I’ve got to finish her fast! Shields continue to hold against her barrage. I fire again, slightly to her left driving her towards a beat up freezer and fire right at it when she’s in front.

My target dodges, but the secondary explosion from all the chemicals stored in the fridge catches her. I seal the suit against the fumes and activate the two-minute self-destruct. Picking up her communicator, I scream into it, “You’ll never take me alive, Olympians!”

Dropping it, I crush it under my feet and look at the stunned Aphrodite. I could leave her and let the destruct finish her, but it’s obvious she’s still under their control. The effect has to wear off! I give her a heavy Taser pulse to make sure she’s out and throw her over my shoulder while I grab the bolt-box.

One glance at a still functioning screens shows that the doggy’s getting pounded. I liked this base. Oh well, two miles of tunnel to fly through and then north to the backup base, aka “The Pig Sty.”

#

“Where am I?”

“My other base.” No need to tell her that she’s in South Eastern Alabama at an old pig farm near the Mobile River.

“Let me go!” A psi-bolt slams into the reinforced steel door of the cell area. The previous owner of this base used barbed wire ... of all things for a cell, idiot! Fortunately, I spent some time fixing it up. Still, I already miss the junkyard.

“No!”

“I can contact them telepathically.”

“Not from sixty feet below ground in a shielded cell you can’t.”

Five more psi-bolts impact against the door. The last one is noticeably weaker. “Please, I need to go! I won’t tell them you’re still alive. Just let me go.”

“Why do you want to go so badly?”

She turns on the water works and I flip on the shielded box camera that I installed behind her polished metal “mirror” an hour ago. Aphrodite is on the floor crying and convulsing. Rerouting the camera feed over to the suit, I walk to the cell. Scooping a head off some robot thing I never finished building, I pull back the metal plate and stick the robot head up to the peephole.

“Are you okay in there?” Wham! The head is blasted out of my hand by a rather strong burst of energy from her. The heads-up-display shows her with a wild look in her eyes as she leaps to her feet. I barely get the cover back on before her fists and mental energy begin impacting on the door. She was playing at being weak and tried for a sucker punch.

“That wasn’t very nice! I’m trying to save you.”

“I don’t want to be saved! Let me out! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! Let me out!”

“That really wasn’t a bright move. Suppose you had killed me just there? You’d starve in there in a few days.”

Instead of a proper response all I get is screams and her pounding on the door. Arguing with the mentally unstable isn’t very productive. I make a few more attempts to communicate with her and decide to let her work out some of that excess energy she has.

Meanwhile, I need to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

#

In the morning, I open the suit’s service panel, dump the “poop chute,” change the water bottle, and screw in the food paste packet for breakfast. It’s a fairly self-contained existence and since I’m not very choosy, I can keep it up for at least six months. If it’s good enough for the astronauts up in the space station, it is good enough for me. There’s a horrible thought, what are those poor SOB’s up there thinking right now, or did the bugs send a space-capable superhuman up there already?

Stacy Mitchell, on the other hand, probably doesn’t care for steak and eggs in an oversized toothpaste tube. The freezer is full of TV dinners and frozen waffles. I make her a tray and switch over to the containment cell feed.

“Shit! When did she do that?” I look at the display in dismay. She blew up the sink and toilet! There’s water everywhere! I interface with the main computer and tell it to cut off the water to that side of the base. She didn’t destroy the bunk – that’s where she’s curled up at the moment.

Sliding the top bar back, I look in, not wanting to tip my hand about the surveillance camera. “Hey! What happened to your sink and toilet?”

“Go to hell!”

“Well, I don’t see how this is making my life more difficult. The water will drain when I open the valve and I can probably replace the toilet and sink, but I’m not going to if you’re just going to destroy them again.”

“I’m going to kill you!” she says slowly, full of murderous intent. On the plus side, she sounds more coherent and less foaming-at-the-mouth today.

“I thought you were the ‘good’ guys? I guess that doesn’t mean as much anymore.”

“It’s going to be slow. I’ll make you beg before I kill you unless you let me go right now!”

It’s actually somewhat humorous listening to her, “Would you like some breakfast? Can’t kill me on an empty stomach, you know.”

Her energy goes through the tiny opening and hits the wall.

“So, not very hungry today? Okay then, I’ll bring you back a bucket and send it in through an access door.”

“I’m not cleaning this up, you bastard.”

“You don’t need to. I told you the water will drain. The bucket is in case you need to go to the bathroom.”

“What?”

“Well I’m guessing you’re going to need to go to the bathroom sooner or later and your toilet isn’t getting fixed anytime soon, princess. Before you get any cute ideas, I can filter my air. If you start flinging crap around your cell like some kind of goddamn monkey, you’re the only one that’s going to smell it. I’ve got a second cell down here and if you can be good for a few days we’ll move you to it.”

Her feet splash across the room as I shut the metal plate. She bangs on the door. “You can’t keep me in here like some kind of animal! I need a bug! Get me a bug!”

“Why?”

“I need one!” Her fists start pounding against the door.

“Again, why? They’ve turned you into some kind of slave. You should be happy to be free of them.”

“Please, just get me a bug. I’ll do anything you want. It hurts...”

That little exchange gave me volumes of information. However these bugs were made, whatever was in them is highly addictive. Explains why nobody just squished the bugs and went on their merry way.

“How do the bugs make you feel?”

She’s sobbing now, but still hammering away at the door. “They make you feel incredible. It must be like what people feel if I use my powers on them, except it’s so much more! Just get me one. Stun me and dump me somewhere, I don’t care. I won’t tell them where you are. I don’t even know where we are!”

I try to sound as calm as possible. “Stacy, I can’t do that. Everyone thinks we’re dead. I intend to keep it that way and you need to try to get out from under their influence.”

“Don’t call me Stacy! I’m Aphrodite!”

“No. Aphrodite’s a hero, an Olympian. You’re a woman named Stacy with an addiction. Aphrodite would know that these things were made by The Evil Overlord to enslave humanity.”

“I don’t care about him. I don’t care about you. Just let me go.”

The argument goes on for awhile, but I get tired of listening and walk away. I’ve met a few addicts in my lifetime. Turning on some music, I head up to the workshop. Eventually, I’ll have to go out again and the Olympians are still out there. My chances will be better if I finally finish the MARK III CAL suit.

#

“Tell me about yourself, Cal?”

Two days have passed. Stacy is trying new tactics with me. Instead of screaming and threats, (which got progressively more graphic) she wants to be my friend. It won’t last, but I’ve got to hope she can kick this thing. She doesn’t know the “lament of the nerd.” Every geek that gets into their late twenties looks back at all the girls/women that crossed their path and sees how the good-looking ones were always trying to get something. How many of them had I helped in study groups? They never overlooked the bad acne and eczema that followed me to UCLA. How many tires did I change and computers did I fix, hoping for a number from a grateful coed? How many boxes and pieces of furniture did I carry because a pretty pair of lips asked me?

At some point every schmuck like me takes stock of his life and faces the reality that the really good-looking ones and even most of the average ones are just going to try and use them.

“UCLA, Electrical Engineering major. I played drums in a cover band. I like music. Don’t really care for long walks on the beach. Graduated top of the class and was hired straight out by Promethia.” The voice modulator in the suit disguises my hatred for the name of Ultraweapon’s company.

“I saw it in your file that you stole a bunch of designs from Lazarus, so you could become a cheap knock-off.”

Oh, she found a big sore spot with me. “I did not! That was his lawyers and their smear campaign.”

“That’s not what I read. So, you’re a little worker bee with delusions of adequacy, stealing from a genius like Lazarus Patterson.” She’s shifting tactics again, baiting me and like an idiot I’m falling for it.

“Genius! Hah! Patterson might have created synth-muscle, but that’s about it. Everything else in his Ultraweapon suit was designed by engineers, just like me, on his R&D staff. I made his original force blasters! Me!”

“...and you stole the designs and went into a life of crime.”

“No! I quit Promethia when they refused to put my name on the patents and acknowledge my work. I went to work at Ubertex, but then Promethia’s lawyers showed up with their three-year no compete clause in my employment contract, and Ubertex cut me loose.”

“Oh, you poor baby.” There’s no sympathy in her voice.

“Bitch! After that, Promethia spread the word about my ‘poor performance’ and basically black-balled me from pretty much every high tech job on both coasts. I came up with a small power compressor, and when I tried to file patent on it, guess what? Promethia dragged me into court and said it was derivative from items they were working on and the court took my invention and gave it to them.”

She’s openly laughing now. “You must have been heartbroken!”

“If you’re trying to get me to come in there, it’s not happening. Just finish your TV dinner and put it on the cart. I’m leaving. Goodnight, Stacy.”

“You’re pathetic, Stringel. Go ahead and hide down in this hole, you rat. The moment you surface, the bugs will get you. Maybe I’ll let you experience them, and then take your bug away, and watch you suffer.”

A quick jerk of the head shuts off the external microphones. I ran right into her trap. If she had held off, I’d have probably told her about the humiliating string of jobs in the months afterwards, or Promethia actually coming after me to garnish my wages. I finally did snap and built a crude version of my force blasters and took the name ManaCALes. After knocking over a few jewelry stores, I tried a bank or two in Biloxi. That’s when I got caught by the Bugler.

A guy with a sonic bugle beat me! The lamest jackass to ever put on a cape kicked my tail. It was a bad omen to start my career as a supervillain. I served twenty-six months of a five-year sentence in prison, but the time in the joint was actually pretty productive. I made contacts among the bad guys that passed through the maximum security prison for “supers.” All that free time not trying to keep some stupid job and paying rent allowed me to design the MARK I suit.

After being released, I didn’t even bother trying to reenter society. In addition to all of Promethia’s slurring, I now had the label of convicted felon on my resume. That wouldn’t look promising to most potential employers.

That is, of course, unless those new employers were also convicted felons. Diabolical masterminds just can’t go through the Internet and arm their minions. I entered the highly competitive world of arms manufacturing for enterprising criminals. It’s true that much of my MARK I suit was built off of Ultraweapon’s designs, but I didn’t do the stealing. I bartered them off of one of his enemies and she traded them for four cases of first-generation pulse pistols.

As I look at the MARK III lying on the bench and begin attaching synth-muscle to the actuators, I recall the good old days. Money was coming in. The MARK I was completed and I even got some revenge on the Bugler. That’s when I started working with Vicky.

Contrary to Stacy’s assertions, I’m not a “nose picking, never going to get laid” virgin. Vicky was a buyer for The Evil Overlord, procuring weaponry from independent contractors such as myself. She liked my work and she actually liked me. I became a preferred supplier to the Overlord’s armory and even started building the MARK II suit I’m wearing right now.

With the left leg actuator finished, I take a break and bring up my favorite first-person-shooter on the main screen, after checking to make sure the bitch downstairs is still confined. I miss Vicky. After committing my first robbery in the MARK II, I called her. She was going to fly out for a celebration and take my presentation for building moderately low-cost powersuits to the Overlord himself. I would have had a backlog of work that would make me filthy stinking rich and Vicky was going to resign after she got the deal approved. It was the perfect plan. There was just one small problem standing in the way of that happily ever after.

Vicky was in the Overlord’s Omega Base when he triggered the self-destruct, trying to destroy the Olympians. They all escaped, naturally. She didn’t.

The new buyer was this sleazy suit named Paul. Paul also liked my work. He liked it so much that he had some of the Overlord’s in-house guys take the pulse cannons apart and reverse engineer the design to manufacture them without any markup.

That’s the Darwinistic nature of being in the villain food chain. There really wasn’t much I could do about it either. Even the bad guys were finding ways to screw me. That forced me to resume the other side of the business, while trying to land the next big contract. I went back to being a goon for hire.

General Devious recruited me into her Heroes Outmatched by Rampaging Destructive Executioner Squads. Yeah, I was a member of that idiotic HORDES group. The idea of over a hundred villains trying to work together didn’t pan out as well as everyone thought.

Against all four Guardians groups, the Olympians, and countless other solo heroes, things went from bad to worse. It’s the only time I ever actually fought against Ultraweapon. There’s not even really a long story to what happened. That fight consisted of less than a minute of getting my ass thoroughly kicked. It took three months to get the suit right after retreating as fast as I could – at less than half-speed.

Whoever upgraded those force blasters on his suit did a helluva job. I started on the MARK III that night and worked feverishly for two weeks, and then quit on it. I woke up and smelled the coffee. The bitter truth was I didn’t have the brainpower or the budget to compete with Promethia’s Research and Development department. There was no way I would ever be able to beat Ultraweapon.

So, I went into semi-retirement and pulled the occasional job just to fill the coffers. I did custom orders for the lower-level criminals and tried my best to stay away from the larger criminal organizations and more importantly the upper echelon of heroes. Chickenshit? Yes, but it kept me out of prison while I struggled to make a living.


Chapter 2

Songs That Get Stuck in Your Head

As the first week with my prisoner comes to a close, I’m seriously contemplating fulfilling her request, stunning and dumping her somewhere, like she wants. Becoming a true hermit is sounding more appealing by the hour.

I trigger the external sound feed and hear her screaming, “Will you shut that damn song off!”

“Oh, did I leave that song looping for the last six hours? I’m sorry.”

“At least play something that isn’t shit!”

“Biz would be offended. I love this song. In fact, guess what’s on tap for the next six hours?”

Biz Markie’s Just A Friend, it's a guilty pleasure song if ever there was one. I'm not bragging, but I do a mean karaoke version of it. Surprisingly, Stacy stopped her usual death threats and went into great detail about how much she hated this particular song.

Naturally, I've been, giving her “Da Biz” ever since. Part of me is trying to get her to focus on something other than trying to get another bug attached to her neck. Then there’s the other part, the one that’s had to put up with her crap and is getting sick and tired of it. Okay, I’m a spiteful little man. I accept that I have issues. That’s not the point. Ms. Mitchell is damn lucky that I don’t have homicidal tendencies.

“Are you going to use the knockout gas again tonight?” she hisses as the song starts up again. Was that a plea?

Maybe I’ll switch it out with the live version I’ve got around here somewhere. Either way, I’m lying. I’m actually drugging her food and waiting a bit before releasing some compressed air. What bad guy has tanks of chloroform hanging around at their “backup” base? Even if I had that kind of money, I’m nowhere near that anal. I’m beginning to wish I was.

“Look, I gotta sleep too, princess. There’s that old cliché about the bad guy falling asleep and the hero escaping. Happens way too often in my line of work, so forgive me for taking a few precautions, m’kay?”

“I’ll bet! You’re probably in here indulging in some sick fantasy time, you prick! I know your type. I saw them enough even before I got my powers.”

“Newsflash, you were hot, but now you’re not even lukewarm. Go and look at yourself in the mirror. You haven’t showered in three days, you’ve only changed your clothes once, and the toothbrush is still in its plastic case. There was a time when I thought you were the hottest thing on the planet. Right now the only thing you could attract is some flies! Have some damn pride, woman! I’m hoping you hit rock bottom before you start growing fungus.”

Stacy starts screaming and goes quickly from raging to damn near incoherent. I go back to calibrating the new headgear on the Mark III armor. I’ve hit a minor snag in all of this. I’m running out of synth-muscle. Of course, there was plenty back at my main base. Or at least there used to be. All that’s left now is a big, smoking crater.

I walk over to a storage closet with a feeling of nostalgia. Inside is the old Mark I. It looks so flimsy and primitive now. That beat-up old black suit doesn’t have enough of Promethia’s chief invention in it either, but the suit I’m wearing does.

What if Stacy escapes and I’m in the Mark I? It’s going to take a good three days to strip all the components out of the II and work it into the new one. Even in her condition, could I take her in the old Mark I?

Hanging next to the suit is an item that evokes a scoffing laugh from me. It’s quite possibly my most ridiculous invention ever. The previous owner of this hideout was a client of mine – Hillbilly Bobby, a country bumpkin with more strength than common sense. He paid me to make him several power clubs – force field generators strapped to two-by-fours. I’ll admit, they weren’t exactly my crowning achievements, but I was pretty short on cash at the time, like always.

Not surprisingly, Bobby ended up in prison. I think it was The Bugler or Andydroid who brought him in. I shake my head and pull out the old Mark I. I’ll spend the rest of the day trying to tune it up and switch into it tonight.

#

“Wake up, princess. Don’t go back to sleep on me. What would you like for breakfast this morning? I have waffles and . . . waffles – your choice.”

Stacy is sprawled face-down on the floor next to her cot. She was her usual ranting lunatic self five minutes ago. I struggle with the interface mounted on the outside of the door. This old suit doesn’t quite match up with the controls. It’s just another insult added to injury. I’m also roughly fifteen pounds heavier than when I last wore the Mark I. It’s just like pulling out a pair of pants that hasn’t been worn in years and expecting it to fit. I feel like a cybernetic sausage.

“C’mon, get up. Let’s see that beautiful face.”

After issuing the command three times, I send the breakfast cart in through the access hatch. She’s still not responding. This is what I was afraid of. Do I go in there and see if she’s okay, or do I just stay and watch for awhile to see if she’s playing possum?

Climbing back up the staircase, I get to the main console and bring up the surveillance camera. I skim through the last few minutes. She was awake, screaming and pacing. Stacy starts shaking and then stumbles. She looks like she’s having some kind of a seizure. Charge force blasters. Crap, I forgot. This suit doesn’t have the advanced cerebral interface. I whisper, “Charge force blasters.”

I’m running this time; once again it takes me a few tries to interface with the cellblock controller to get the main door open. I finally get in there and approach her. The smell of vomit and urine forces me to activate my filters and I roll her over.

Unless she can fake blue lips, she’s in real trouble. Even in my other base, I didn’t really have a clinic. I do have a first aid station out in the hallway. That’s about it.

The next few minutes pass in a blur. I manage to get her swollen tongue out of her mouth and “bag” her to get her breathing. The needle on the adrenaline shot breaks on her thick skin and I resort to doing chest compressions with my powersuit to get her heart beating. It takes a few minutes before I can detect a steady pulse. I strap her to a gurney. Stacy might not be able to get out of the restraints in her condition, but I’ve got to be sure. I rig up a crude monitor and head out of the cell, gathering her soiled sheets.

“If this is what freeing everyone else is going to be like, I shouldn’t even bother.” She doesn’t answer.

Thirty minutes later, the monitors alert me. Stacy’s coming around. I stop what I’m doing and head back down into the cellblock.

Through the cameras, I watch her struggle against the bindings. She collapses after two minutes. Opening the door, I step in hesitantly with my blasters charged and my shield strength at this suit’s peak. A pair of pitiful psi-bolts hit me. They barely register on my defenses.

“Calm down.”

“What happened?” she asks blearily.

“You had a seizure. I think you’re okay, now.”

Her response is a raspy cough, “I’m not okay. I’m never going to be okay, again. Either let me go or go ahead and let me die.”

I ignore her and grab a sports bottle. “You don’t mean that. Here, drink some water.”

She resists feebly, but I get the straw into her mouth. “I mean it. Give me back to the bugs or just kill me.”

“You were given powers by a bunch of ancient gods. Do you think they want you to give up? Didn’t you swear some kind of oath to them?”

“They don’t matter anymore. Nothing does.”

My career as a motivational speaker isn’t going anywhere. It’s a safe bet that she’s either at rock bottom or she’s hit and started digging. “C’mon Stacy, work with me here. It’s already been a week. Whatever these things make, it’s got to be almost out of your system. Just give me another week. If you still want to leave then, I’ll stun you and dump you somewhere.”

When did I develop a blind spot for damsels in distress? Damn it!

“Do you promise?”

“Sure. I’ll even promise to stop playing that song. Just make it another seven days and if you want to leave, I’ll let you.”

She breathes a huge sigh, before resorting to a threat. “You better not be lying.”

I bring over the breakfast cart and start feeding her. “Just get your strength back. You won’t be any use to your masters like this.”

After finishing one waffle and a few spoonfuls of dried banana chips covered in syrup, she shakes her head and can’t eat anymore. She stares at me for a second, “Why are you in that prehistoric relic?”

“I’m upgrading the other suit, for the next time I have to fight.”

Stacy laughs, a sad, bitter sound, “You still think you have a chance. We were sent out to collect any people with creative talent. Honestly, you were pretty far down that list. What are you going to do? Upgrade your stealth suite? Increase the power output of your blasters? No matter how hard you try, you’re not going to out-create the rest of the world. You should just give up.”

I stare at her. She can’t see my jaw hanging open in disbelief. “Are you able to read my mind through this helmet?”

“No, I just know you brainy types. It’s exactly what Lazarus does every time someone manages to beat him. He’d ignore me for days on end, huddle with his staff, and they’d brainstorm how to make the suit better. I’m just telling it like it is. If you could have made a better suit before, you would have. Do whatever you want, but I can tell you that you aren’t going to win.”

Her eyes don’t have that malicious gleam like during her earlier taunts. There’s just resignation. I storm out of the room, knowing she’s right. Sealing the door, I stand in the hallway, uncertain of what to do next. The only real difference between me and Stacy is that my cell is bigger than hers.

#

Afternoon finds her in better spirits. Stacy seems to be getting her appetite back. I release her from the gurney and she doesn’t try to attack me. When she asks for a fresh set of clothes and heads behind the partition to take a shower, I get my hopes up.

She looks much better, so I ask, “Are you feeling better?”

“Yeah, I can deal.”

Inside my suit, I smile. Stacy is turning a corner. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“Well, it’s only a week. I can get through it. I’ve made it this far.”

The grin fades. She’s delusional. I have a super nut-job on my hands. I search the main computer on anything I can find about dealing with addicts. Not surprisingly, I have lots of bootleg software, plans for all kinds of stolen technology, thousands of illegal movies and music files, but my self-improvement section is pretty . . . lame.

Yeah, I’ve known a few addicts in my life, but I didn’t say that I cured any. Generally, I’d say, “Hey, you’ve got some serious problems. You should get some help.” I fix gadgets, not people.

Lacking any other resources, I go with my gut instinct. I set the clock in her cell to count only three seconds for every four. Her days just got six hours longer. I might not be able to out-create the entire world, but cheating can narrow the gap.

I try to take advantage of her suddenly good nature. “Anything you’re willing to tell me about the world outside would be nice. What are the bugs making everyone do?”

“They’re organizing themselves into work-groups and building factories.”

“What are they making in the factories?”

“I don’t think they’re making anything yet.”

“Yeah, that sounds like the Overlord’s Modus Operandi. Draft an endless supply of labor and put them to work. All the creative people are probably doing all kinds of designs. The only problem is that there is no one to give the orders to start production. That’s the problem with megalomaniacs, what do they do when they enslave the world? They want more and better weapons. Who would they use them against?” I snap my fingers. “Hey, I just thought of something, how do those bugs get through your skin? You Olympians aren’t exactly fragile.”

“It’s just absorbed through the skin, I think.”

“What about Andydroid, the Cyber Dudes, and the Silicon Sisterhood?”

She pauses for a moment before answering, a hint of guilt in her voice, “They were captured and deactivated, or ....”

I finish it for her, “... or they got the Humpty Dumpty treatment, but somehow you can justify this.”

“It’s ... regrettable.”

I bite my tongue and cut the intercom off. Regrettable is a word for it, alright. I don’t know why I’m letting this get to me. It’s not like I’m a big fan of any of those clowns. Hearing her casually say that sends a jolt of disappointment through me, though. Maybe I’d expected more from her. I stare uselessly at the pair of powersuits on my work tables. I’m not in a league with people like Lazarus Patterson. Compared to him, I’m practically a rube, just like Hillbilly Bobby.

Wait just a damn second! That might be it.

#

Stacy was right. I can’t out think all of them. All of my designs have gotten progressively more complicated as I looked for ways to improve and add new features. But this suit won’t be used for crimes. That means no stealth suites, countermeasures, or niceties like cargo space. It has only one purpose – to fight.

I remove the force blaster from the right arm. The left will be my sole built-in weapon and the extra space allows me to install more synth-muscle. I start modifying a pulse cannon for a rifle grip. My main weapon will be external and powered independently from my suit. The force field generator from Bobby’s useless wooden club gets attached to a fifteen pound sledgehammer. The beauty of it is the simplicity of the design. The Mark III is going to be a crude tank, and I like it!

The good news is tempered with the bad. Stacy is still counting down the hours until I let her go. There are regular withdrawal symptoms and she still degenerates into a foaming at the mouth lunatic at least three times during her thirty hour “day.”

After the latest bout I opted to give her “Da Biz.”

As the song ends, she screams, “You miserable lying bastard!”

“Beg pardon?”

“I know exactly how long that blasted song is. You messed with the damn clock. You’re not going to let me go!”

Shit! It’s yet another instance of me missing the obvious. So much for our somewhat amicable relationship. “Well, I am a criminal. Lying isn’t exactly beneath me.”

Her psi-bolts smash into the cell door and wall. She’s really pissed and I’m kicking myself in the ass for insisting Stacy try to regain her strength. I divert auxiliary power to the fields around the cell block and struggle getting the Mark I’s gauntlets back on.

“Don’t make me hurt you Stacy,” I warn.

“In that tin can you’re wearing? I’d like to see you try.”

I cut her lights off and plunge the cell into darkness. If she can’t see, her blasts will be less concentrated. I slip around to the backside access panel and interface with the main computer. I fire up some of the loudest stuff in my audio library and turn the lights back on at maximum brightness. I snap off Taser pulses. Her instincts are good and she dodges the first two. On the third one, I use the access panel that I send her food tray in on. She didn’t suspect that.

With her physiology, she won’t be out long, ten minutes at the most. I run back upstairs and grab the gutted Mark II helmet. I make a few hurried adjustments to it and go back and stun her again.

Later, she comes to. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s the hottie in the iron mask. Sorry about the haircut. You’d be even more upset if you could see it. Food tube is the one on the left. Water tube is the one on the right.”

“I’ll rip it off.”

“Probably not. It’s on you pretty tight – you don’t have the leverage. Wouldn’t try your psi-bolts either, they’re liable to rebound. That’d hurt.”

“I hate you!”

Over her rant, I mock her. “You’ll thank me later. I’m just trying to get you cleaned out. Be glad that you still have the free will to hate. If you had one of those things on you, you wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about hating me. I’m going to cut you off in a second. I’ll check back with you in a bit, but I’ve got work to do. I do believe that this ‘third-rate Ultrawannabe’ took you out in my ‘ancient relic’ of a powersuit. Know something? This calls for some celebratory music. Do you like Biz Markie?”

#

Things have been quiet for the last five days. She hasn’t said a word to me. I keep telling her what’s going on, but I’m guessing that Stacy’s probably a little bitter. My time is consumed in the workshop on the Mark III. I’ve been obsessing over it and the project is really coming together.

Over the intercom, I say, “It’s almost done. I’m putting on the finishing touches now.”

She looks in the direction of the speakers and surprisingly, utters her first words, “Whoopee flipping do.”

I cut the music off and say, “Do try and contain your excitement.”

“It’s not going to matter, Cal. You’re just too stupid to realize that.”

“So Stacy, to what do I owe this honor? Still want to leave and go get your fix?”

“If I said ‘no,’ would you believe me?”

“Probably not.”

“Then I won’t bother lying. I’m sure your new suit is just spiffy, congratulations,” she deadpans.

“I think I liked you better when you were quiet.”

“Set me free and you won’t have to listen to me. You’ve got your brand new suit. Everyone will be quaking in fear. So, what happens to me when you go out in your new suit and they still beat you?”

“You might have given up, but I haven’t. Someone out there can beat this even if you’re too weak to even try. Maybe there’s a resistance out there somewhere. If so, they might need me.”

“If that’s the lie you want to tell yourself, Cal, by all means, cling to it. I can tell you that anyone worth a damn was captured a long time ago. Wanna hear how it went down? Most of them came running to our Headquarters, because we said we weren’t infected and we sent out notifications to everyone useful. Your invite must have gotten lost in the mail. Heroes kept coming and we were waiting for them.”

I stop midway through dressing in the new suit as she goes into lengthy detail about the subjugation of the planet’s heroes. It’s sickening. I button the suit up and start the power up sequence. Grabbing the power hammer and pulse rifle, I storm down into the block area.

I check her cell feed and open the door. “How about I take that helmet off of you and give you a chance to fight your way out.”

She isn’t terribly impressed. “Bring it on, Calvin. This is your masterpiece? This? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Before I know it, I’m triggering the unlatching mechanism on her helmet. It falls to the ground with a clatter and once again, I’m staring at her. Even with a horrible haircut and days of not being able to wash her face, she’s gorgeous. Her psi-bolts hit my shields and knock me around a little bit. A blast from my pulse rifle narrowly misses, but in such a confined space it batters her into the wall. Stacy staggers back to her feet. I absorb her next four blasts, and my pulse rifle blows her into the adjacent cell. She’s bruised and beaten, barely able to stand.

I drop the rifle and grab Stacy with both hands as she tries to flee out the opening into the cellblock. Somewhere in all this, she became a symbol of all my failures and all the people who’ve beaten me.

I push her into the wall face-first and hold her there for a minute, unsure of what to do next.

“Just finish me,” I pick up from my external microphones. “What are you waiting for?”

It’s a good question.

Do I have anything left to prove?

The answer is no, at least not to myself. I look back at the cell block. Both are ruined, I either have to kill her or let her go.

She struggles in vain. I keep her face turned away. Her psi-bolts can’t get to me. Time ticks away and Stacy stops, waiting for me to reach a decision.

I set her down on the ground and keep her from falling. “Can you stand?”

“What are you doing?”

“Setting you free. Time to go rejoin your masters.”

Stacy clearly doesn’t understand. “What?”

“Go up the steps, through the main control room. There’s another set of steps. The exit keycode is 8675309 – Tommy Tutone's song. You’ll have to climb sixty feet up a ladder after that, but you’ll be on the surface. I’m sure you’ll have a bug on you within the hour if you get a move on.”

She immediately starts to head up to the control room, but pauses on the steps. “What about you?”

“I’ll set the self-destruct.”

“In that case, you should just stun me and use this time to grab whatever you’re going to take with you to your next base. I won’t be able to keep anything from them.”

“There’s no next base. I’m not leaving.”

Either her injuries are worse than I thought, or my words get the better of her.

She shakes her head in disbelief. “They aren’t going to buy it. You have another base. They won’t believe you faked your death twice.”

“No faking this time.”

“You’re just giving up?”

“You’ve been here seventeen days, Stacy. You used to be one of the most powerful heroes on the planet and you can’t beat this. If you couldn’t, then no one else is going to be able to. I can’t save the human race. I’m tired of all this.”

Her confusion draws a sigh and I continue, “You said it yourself, Stacy. The bugs have a limited set of orders. They start with capturing everyone, building factories, and designing weapons. When people start dying, are they going to make babies for replacement workers, or is the human race going to die off?”

She stammers, “I don’t ... I don’t know.”

“My guess is no – they don’t have that programming. And going up there means I’ll end up in a big old fight with any available heroes and villains they send my way. This armor should let me beat the first few, but eventually ... I’ll lose. Thing is, I’m not into painful last stands, where I’m surrounded by a bunch of people when I trigger my armor’s self-destruct. That’s the way people like you and Patterson always want to go out.”

“If you’re not going to fight, then come with me ... you’ll be so happy.”

“No thanks, Stacy. Just because I don’t want to go out in a blaze of glory doesn’t mean I want to sell myself into slavery. I may be a petty two-bit criminal, but I plan on dying a free man. I’ll at least go to my grave knowing that I didn’t join up with the side that’s ending human life as we know it.”

“Stop it! You’re not making any sense.”

“...says the hero ready to run back to her supercrack. You’re wasting valuable time, Stacy. You could be halfway up the escape ladder by now. Eternal bliss is just a few short steps away.”

I start walking and she moves out of my way. Reaching the main control room, I interface with the computer and start going through the checklist to activate the base self-destruct. I see Stacy’s reflection in the plasma monitor. “If you want to get back quicker, I think I can scare up a jetpack for you. The controls are pretty standard.”

She continues to stare at my backside and starts limping towards the exit. Pausing, she says, “Are you sure you won’t come?”

“Have a nice life, Stacy. Fair warning, I’ll be playing Biz Markie shortly. I figure, a few more times for the road.”

She gets to the keypad and punches in the first three numbers of Tommy Tutone’s most famous song and stops. I follow her progress as she makes it back down the steps and sits down next to me.

“Do you need help getting to the surface?”

“Aphrodite ... the real one, pulled me aside on the day before we were leaving to come back from Olympus. She told me about all the things she did and the ones that she most regretted, cheating on her husband, warping, torturing, and sometimes killing people to satisfy her own vanity. She warned me not to follow in her path and hoped that I would bring honor and a measure of redemption to her name. I climb that ladder right now, and I’ll know, deep down, I’m not living up to the one thing she asked of me.”

“So you’re going to stay?”

“Unless you can’t cancel the self-destruct.”

“That would be ironic, wouldn’t it? But we’re good. I was waiting until you got to the surface.”

She gives me a weak smile, “My other condition for staying is that you don’t play that damn song again – ever.”

“If it means saving the world, I’m sure Biz would understand.”

I go get the first aid kit. She pops four pain relievers while I tend to her scrapes and injuries.

“What do we do now?” she asks.

“I was hoping you’d know. Any idea where they have all the android and robot heroes in storage?”

“I’ve got a few guesses. We’re still only two against the world.” She winces a bit. The side of her face that I pressed into the wall is going to have some nasty bruises.

“Yeah, but those psi powers of yours, they aren’t just psychokinetic, right? You can do something similar to what those bugs do?”

“Yes, except there’s only one of me.”

“I can fix the cells and we can capture a few other supers. With you around, we might have a chance of rehabbing them quicker.”

“You mean without the lies and mind games.”

“Sorry about that. I use what tools I have available. If we get enough of us together, we should be able to come up with a master plan.” I try to make nice with her. I’m sort of sorry I put her through it, but only after the fact. If we do try to rehab some of the other supers, I’ll probably end up doing the same shit all over again.

“So you want to open a detox clinic? You’re not exactly the nurturing type, trust me. Was I that much fun?”

“No, but we need more firepower. And a chance to come up with some kind of free-the-world scheme. While I fix the cells, you rest up and think of who we should try to grab.”

Stacy nods, “I’m going to need something to protect me when we’re up on the surface.”

“We’ll, I’m no Lazarus Patterson, but I’ve been known to make a set of armor or two. I should be able to rig something that’ll keep the bugs out, give you flight and more protection, but still let you use your psi-bolts. It won’t necessarily be the prettiest set of armor.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Easy on the sarcasm there, Aphrodite.”

She chokes on the glass of water I gave her to wash down the pills. “You called me Aphrodite.”

“You started acting like a hero again. Wait here, I’ll get one of the spare rooms set up as a bedroom for you to use.”

Just to be safe, I change the code on the keypad at the exit.


Chapter 3

Like I Need Another Reason to 
 Invade Branson, Missouri 

We travel at night, a few hundred miles from “The Pig Sty.” Cloud cover is good, and we’re seeing whole sections of cities being converted into factories.

Aphrodite’s armor is a hodgepodge of the previous Mark I and Mark II suits. Technically, it’s the Mark II point one. I was forced to leave it light on the synth-muscle, but her superhuman strength compensates for it. Since she already has her own mode of attack, I gave the suit a single force blaster for a backup weapon and reserved most of the energy in the suit for shielding and maneuverability.

My com channel crackles to life. Aphrodite’s insistent voice is on the other end. “Okay where is it?”

“It’s not like I come up here to the Ozarks all the time. They stopped using me as a supplier three years ago and these storage depots aren’t exactly meant to be found. It’s a cave on the side of a mountain. Frankly, I’m lucky I remembered which mountain I used to deliver pulse cannons to.”

Forty-five minutes later we’re looking at a chamber full of inactive robot foot soldiers. My access code doesn’t work, but good old Paul, the guy who cut me as a supplier, never removed my deceased girlfriend’s code from the system. The robots are standard Type “A” fodder – the kind found in bases all over the world. It makes me wonder what poor son of a bitch got screwed out of his patents and designs for these robogrunts.

“Now comes the fun part. Put your hand at the back of each head, start a power transfer to get the rudiments of its operating system up and then install our command rootkit in the var directory.”

“These things run on Linux?”

“Yeah, wouldn’t want to have to wait around while your security force finishes blue screening. Still, this version is pretty old. If we were going to keep them, I’d recommend we upgrade it to the newest distribution, but since these things are going to get destroyed anyway…”

There’s a hint of malice in her voice. “You’re only programming them to attack the empty warehouses and to defend against super powered attackers.”

“If I was Lazarus Patterson, would you be asking the same question?”

“He’s not a criminal.”

“That depends on your point of view. Try asking that to anyone who ever tried to patent their intellectual property after leaving his employment. What boggles my mind is how half the parts in these robots came from his factories and everyone believes he’s a saint.”

“Bitter with envy isn’t a good look for you, Calvin. What about all those weapons that you built? I’m sure they never hurt anyone. Unlike you, he only sells to legitimate governments.”

“…and turns a blind eye when they resell it. Exhibit A is lined up in rows in front of you.” Great, there’s no way I’m going to win this argument. She’s not only an Ultraweapon fangirl, she’s actually dated him.

“Oh, so some people using his technology for crime completely wipes out all the good he’s ever done and, at the same time, it gives you carte blanche to excuse yourself for every gun you’ve ever built and sold in some back alley to a guy with no neck and a couple of dollars. You should listen to yourself sometime, hypocrite.”

Tonight is looking like it’s going to be a long one. She’s more irritable when we’re outside and she’s locked inside her armor. I know she’s thinking about the bugs. There’s no one else to take it out on other than little old me.

Wisely, I concede and change the subject. “Fine, you’re right. I’m a small-minded, petty criminal jealous of his success. Let’s just drop it. Who do you think we’re going to attract when we send these guys into the city?”

“Hopefully, they’ll send some of the Olympians and we can grab one of my teammates.”

I bite back my sarcasm and move on to the next robot. Aphrodite is looking to save her friends first. I’d prefer we start with a few mid-tier crime fighters rather than aiming for the proverbial brass ring. We actually discussed hunting down some of the bad guys, but odds were that we would end up fighting them as well. I’ll be the token bad guy on this team, thank you very much.

There’s a lot I wouldn’t mind taking from here, but I’m limited by space – like going into a grocery store, where everything is free, but only getting one of those hand baskets that have to be carried instead of a shopping cart.

“The sooner we get these bots reprogrammed, the sooner we’ll find out. Plus, there are a couple of spools of synth-muscle. I can finish wiring your armor up right.”

“I still can’t believe that someone went to the trouble of hiding a robot army near Branson, Missouri. Why would anyone want to attack a vacation destination?”

“You don’t think like a villain, probably a good thing. You could send them here to draw the military in this direction while you attack Fort Leonard Wood, or Whiteman Air Force Base, or pick any place nearby. Of course, there’s always the money in that city.”

Stacy steps out from the row that she’s working on. It’s funny how she can make armor that I’ve worn for years, albeit with a few modifications, sexy. “It’s always about the money isn’t it?”

“Usually, it’s the people with the money that are always screwing me over. But yeah, it’s about the money probably seventy-five percent of the time. This is taking longer than I’d thought. We might as well take a break.”

“Why?”

“At the rate we’re going, it’ll be almost morning before we finish and we won’t be rested. I’d rather attack in the evening and be able to use the darkness to escape. The rainclouds will also help cover us.”

“Just when I thought that your base was the absolute worst pit on the planet, you bring me here. How exactly do you sleep in this contraption?”

“Sit down and put your back against the wall. I’ve gotten used to it. There’s music and some movies on your hard drive, if you don’t feel like chatting.” On a whim, I walk over to the small and lonely looking desk and pull open the drawers. A bitter laugh comes out of my mouth.

“What are you doing?” Aphrodite walks up behind me and looks down. “It’s just a couple of trashy romance novels. What’s so important about them?”

“They’re Vicky’s. She used to keep a supply of them around in these places when waiting for a delivery.”

There’s a slight teasing in her voice. “Why Cal, I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.”

“I don’t. She’s dead. One of the bodies they pulled out of Omega Base.”

“Oh, I’m sorry ... I didn’t mean to …”

“Save it! I’m going offline to rest. I recommend you do the same.” I dismiss her, probably rudely, and break off communications.

Even “D-List” supervillains have lives and things that once meant something to them. It isn’t always about the money.

#

I’ve never led an army of robots attacking a city. It’s a rush! No wonder people like Devious and Overlord get their jollies off of it. The arm mounted pulse cannons riddle the empty but pristine buildings with holes, turning it into Swiss cheese, and within a minute or two it becomes so much rubble as my minions move on to the next completely identical structure. A few hours of uninterrupted rest and some gratuitous mayhem can do wonders to improve my mood.

Six factories later, I’m starting to get a bit bored when the first defenders finally show up. Response time is way down these days. Bullets start pinging off my armor and I spot several police officers. Calmly, I walk through the gunfire and arrive at the first officer while she reloads – no sense of preservation whatsoever. It’s sad, but right now, I’ve got the better drones. Just like pulling a tick off of the family hunting dog, I reach out with my hand and pull the thing off of her neck. Clenching my fist, it turns into a greasy smear in my gauntlet.

The woman’s eyes become unfocused and she collapses in a screaming mess. I step over her as the others begin firing and turn on my external microphone. “Unit Two, kill their bugs.”

Mentioning her name might bring way too many superheroes running, so we’ll play robots instead of people in armor. Her mental bolts start frying the insects. Some actually detach and start fleeing, leaving their hosts screaming. It’s tempting to gloat, but instead I divert a few of the robots and have them grab the discarded weapons. Just because Stacy didn’t attempt suicide doesn’t mean these guys and gals won’t.

Behind the policemen are just regular people armed with whatever they could grab. This could get real ugly, real fast. Aphrodite’s bolts drop a bunch in their tracks as I do my best not to permanently injure them. “Save your energy. Let the suit do the work for you.”

“But, I might hurt them,” she protests over our internal frequency.

“You’ll need your strength when the supers get here. Don’t argue.”

Long minutes pass and hundreds of bugs die along with people receiving assorted bruises and broken bones, but suddenly the throngs turn and begin to walk or crawl away in a most orderly fashion. That can only mean one thing.

“Here they come!” Aphrodite gestures to the tiny flame in the otherwise misty night. It’s Apollo’s chariot and probably most of her old team.

“All robots, attack the Olympians!” Wow! That sure does sound cheesy.

My reluctant teammate calls out a warning, “Heads up, Hermes is coming in fast.”

The speedster tears through a pack of slow moving drones, smashing them with her metal rod. The mud is slowing her down a little, but she’s making a beeline straight for me. I fire my pulse rifle at the ground separating us, spraying the wet earth in her way. A messy, muddy, and hopefully blind mass comes hurtling out of the plume of muck at high-speed, careening recklessly. I trigger the destruct sequence on the three nearest bots and let the shockwave knock her around a bit.

There’s no time to waste and I lumber over to Hermes and snatch her into the air. She lashes out with her rod and I take dozens of hits on my helmet and chest piece. Her legs bludgeon me with jackhammer-like kicks. Fifty amp defensive jolt! We’re briefly illuminated in a flash. It won’t hurt the Olympian too much, but the bug on her is toast. Correction, make that bugs. There were three of them on her. That says loads about her metabolism.

“Stacy! I got one. Knock her out!” It takes two shots before the Olympian stops struggling. I toss Hermes to the ground, because I have a bigger problem and his name is Ares.

With my pulse rifle out of reach, thanks to Hermes, I hit him with my single force blaster. It barely slows the God of War down. Pulling my power sledge out, I meet him head on. The weapon’s force field flares on impact. Ares screams but lowers his shoulder and bowls me over. We wrestle for a moment. His fists pound into my suit. Even through the armor, I can feel it. He rips my sledge from my grasp and raises it up. I shove my left palm into his face. Fire force blaster!

The sledge falls and I hit him with a right cross, while rerouting some of the remaining bots. I’m not the only one who’ll be hating life tomorrow. Of course, he’ll have much better drugs. Two robots blast him off of me and try to slow him down. He rips them to pieces, but it gives me the time to snatch the sledge off the ground and really clean his clock. I knock his ass at least twenty feet backwards.

To my disbelief, he starts to get back up. Holy shit, he’s tough! I don’t have time to process it as darkness becomes light. Apollo’s fireball washes over me. Heat seeps through the cracks in my armor and I scream. I trigger my jetpack and dodge the second one. Landing, I grab my rifle. It still has enough charge for eight more shots, or I can overload it and chuck it at Apollo and Ares.

I like that idea. Five seconds and a massive explosion later, Ares is down a second time and doesn’t look to be getting up. Apollo’s in bad shape too – worse after I shoot him, twice. Staggering forward, I see Aphrodite fighting with Hera and Athena. Hermes gets another shot from my force blaster, for good measure. Hera’s force fields keep stopping Stacy’s psi-bolts while Athena’s energy spears keep my partner in crime on the defensive.

Hera will never let me get close enough to use my sledge. Just like those old cartoons, I get a light over my head. In this case, the light is attached to a long metal pole and seconds later that streetlight is ripped out of the ground. Sometimes technology is overrated.

I pound away into the force field and allow Aphrodite a chance to go on the attack. “Quit screwing around and take her out.”

“She’s my friend! I don’t want to hurt her.”

I take a break from trying to bring down Hera’s protective sphere and shoot “her friend” in the back with my force blaster, knocking her to the ground. Stacy finally gets the message and lays some smackdown on her party buddy.

Out of nearly two hundred drones, there are nine still functioning. My armor is a bit worse for wear after only a minute or two with Ares. Fortunately, I get to go back to the drawing board. I assign four robots to keep Hera entertained and the others to make sure that Apollo’s chariot won’t be able to fly anytime soon.

“We can’t take Ares or Apollo. There’s no way the cells will hold them. Hera is going to take too long. It’s down to the speedster or the Goddess of Wisdom. Which one do we take?”

“Both.”

“Two? You were hard enough by yourself and you know how quickly the speedster is going to eat all our food.”

“It won’t be a problem. I’ll take care of both of them. You won’t notice a thing.”

Why do I feel like she’s asking me for two puppies instead of one?

#

Stacy comes in to the workshop on the morning of the third day after our raid. “Cal?”

“Yes,” I stop winding the artificial muscles into progressively tighter bundles. The denser it is the better. My suit held up against Hermes, Ares, and Apollo, but just barely. The pulse rifle wasn’t all I hoped it would be and I’m addressing that.

The good news is that Stacy has been nicer to me since we captured her friends. With her new “project,” she’s too busy to sit around and complain about how awful my base is.

“I got a little distracted trying to talk sense into Holly and Kiesha ... well, um ... where do you keep the bucket?”

I savor the look of frustration on her face. “Interface with the palm pad at the base of the steps, it’s in the closet there. How are you at installing toilets?”

“How do you think? That’s the other reason I’m here. Gloating doesn’t suit you.”

I finish off the strand of muscle that I was working on and grab my helmet. “I’m not gloating. I’m truly enjoying this.”

“Look, I’ve barely had any sleep and the only thing keeping them from going batshit is my psionic powers. All I’m asking for is a little bit of help. Please?”

It’s tempting to make her beg, but I’m not that heartless. “Yeah, I’ll take a four hour shift with the girls. Why don’t you get some sleep?”

Aphrodite gives me a thankful smile and says, “I just can’t believe how mean the two of them are. Holly actually asked me if my new haircut meant that I was a dyke. They’re supposed to be my friends!”

“That’s just the withdrawal symptoms talking. Even with your psychic whammy, they’re still hurting. Have you managed to get anything useful out of them yet?”

“If you count Keisha giving me a detailed list of anatomical suggestions, most of which are impossible, then yes. If not, no. I’m beginning to wish that you really had tanks of knockout gas.”

I shrug, while she mutters about how she fell for that one. “It’s never easy is it? Just go get some rest and I will handle this problem. Do you happen to know what music they really hate?”

Stacy winces, knowing what’s going to happen, “Keisha hates classical music with a passion. I’ve never heard Holly say that she hates any particular brand of music.”

“Which do you think I should start with Wagner’s Flight of the Valkyries, or perhaps a tribute to the great Ludwig Van? It worked in Kubrick’s movie.”

“What?”

Oh, she did not just ask that! “Never mind. The white noise generator should keep it from bothering you.”

“What have you been doing up here? New version of the suit?”

“I’m that predictable?”

“Yes. What was so wrong with the last one?”

“The rifleman version was good for medium to long distance fighting. Ares got me into close combat and I don’t want to count on dumb luck again.”

Stacy affects an air of interest. “Rifleman version? What’s this version going to be called?”

“Screaming Cyclops. I’m keeping my hands free and moving the single force blaster into the larger helmet. If I simplify the arms and legs, there’s less of a chance of things going wrong and more room for extra muscle and shielding. I’m adding a shoulder mounted grenade launcher for concussion grenades.”

She leans over the schematics and I become acutely aware of her presence. “Okay, I get the Cyclops part. What makes it screaming?”

“The thorax has a variable frequency generator in it?”

“That’s a fancy way of saying that you copied the Bugler isn’t it?”

“Um...”

Now she’s genuinely laughing, “After all the bitching you’ve been doing about the Biloxi Bugler, you’re copying him?”

“It’s not how it looks! ... Okay, it is how it looks, but sonic weapons have a much lower power consumption rate and it makes an effective secondary weapon that doesn’t take up much space.”

“If you say so. Are you making a new rifle then?”

I gesture to the six disassembled pulse pistols and the long cylinder. “I’m going to combine those into a Gatling configuration for medium to short range firepower. I’ll trade stopping power for rate of fire and still keep energy consumption down.”

“Sounds like it will work. Good luck with that. Thanks for giving me a break. Don’t be too hard on them, they’re my friends.”

I’m shocked at her encouragement, she must be tired. “Get some rest, Stacy.”

A few minutes later, I am indulging in the most useless waste of time ever. I’m listening to an addict rant. Holly Crenshaw is supposedly a level-headed woman – the Goddess of Wisdom. Hell, she’s led the Olympians almost as much as Hera.

In between the usual insults, she tries to go after me about Stacy. “You know this is the only way you’ll ever have a shot with her, Stringel.”

“You’re a lousy addict, Crenshaw. Of course I don’t have a chance.”

She frowns seeing that I’m not biting and then offers up a new tactic, “But you could with me.”

“No thanks, Holly. That didn’t work when Stacy was in there and we both know she’s way better looking than you. Besides, in a couple days you are going to start smelling pretty fresh unless you start taking care of some basic hygiene. Your kind offer will start losing a good deal of its appeal by then.”

Because of Aphrodite’s powers, both seem more coherent. It doesn’t stop them from being bitches, but their rants at least make more sense.

She summons an energy spear and hurls it against the walls, protected by a force field generator. It’s creating a strain on my base’s power supply, but things are okay for the moment. With any luck, Hermes will detox in a few days because of her freakish metabolism. Three people watching one is much better than two trying to watch two.

“You should cut Aphrodite some slack. She’s trying to save you. If it was up to me, I’d have picked Hermes and just left you. After all, you’re not really much of a leader, are you? You and the rest of the heroes let the world get overrun. Face it, Crenshaw, which one of us is the real loser?”

I walk away from her cell while mentally patting myself on the back. The great and mighty Athena needs some help hitting rock bottom and I am only too happy to assist. Thirty feet later, I’m at Keisha St. Croix’s cell. I don’t have a force field generator on this one and the walls and door are already showing the effects of her sustained blows. I keep a white noise generator running so neither of the two prisoners can communicate.

Instantly, she appears at the small opening. Tiny slivers of porcelain from the shattered toilet fly through the crack and ricochet off my helmet.

“Cute. Ineffective as hell, but still cute. I brought you a bucket for when you need to go poopies.”

“Better say your prayers now, metal man. I will make sure your death is so fast you won’t even know what hit you!”

“No, I was stopping by to thank you. Beneath the concrete and metal of the floor and walls is a layer of kinetic receptors. All that running around you are doing and all that pounding on the walls, it’s helping to power my base. Considering how much you eat, I just wanted you to know that you are least earning your keep.”

She snarls at me and begins yelling so fast and so profanely that I could swear there were ten comedians in there, all telling their nastiest jokes at the same time. I wish I had kinetic receptors in the floor and all kinds of other cool toys, but sometimes a lie is just as effective. The funny thing is that they keep right on believing me. Their cravings make them gullible and their ego reinforces the fact that no mere prison cell can hold them.

I decide to see how far I can push this. “Listen, Keisha ... can I call you that? Anyway, I’m probably going to have to turn one of you two loose. I could probably be talked into letting you go if you’ve got some useful information. Otherwise, it’ll probably end up being Athena who gets to go back to the bugs. She’s been a fountain of information.”

Hermes screams in rage, “Let me go! I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

“Where are all the android heroes being held?”

“Go to hell!”

“Aw c’mon Keisha, it’s just you and me. You can tell me where those guys are. In fact, I just happen to have something you really want.”

I pull out a plastic case and hold it up to let her see. Inside of it there’s a bug moving around. I’m guessing Stacy wouldn’t approve of this technique – too bad she’s not here.

Keisha starts talking. She doesn’t stop for almost ten minutes, before refusing to say anything else until she gets the bug.

Smiling, I open the service hatch and drop it in to the bucket. Interfacing with the cell door control, I opened her side. She whips the box inside and frantically opens the top. I’m already turning down my external microphones as screams of anguish emanate from her prison. I should feel bad using a holographic chip to trick her like that, but I don’t.

Instead, I start casually back towards Athena’s cell and grab the other holographic bug box, so I can get some independent verification. Activating the music system, I pull up a file of somebody’s Philharmonic Orchestra doing Beethoven’s greatest hits. I hope she enjoys the concert. After I get done with Holly, I think she should learn to appreciate speedmetal.

Someone famous once said, “War makes good people do bad things.” If that’s the case, it also makes bad people even worse.


Chapter 4

Free Choice and Other Positively Stellar Ideas

It’s getting crowded in the Sty after our raid to free Andydroid and the Cyber Dudes. Fortunately, they don’t need to eat and are actually willing to help immediately. The Silicon Sisterhood appears to have gone on to the scrap heap in the sky. We didn’t net any Olympians this time, only a couple of minor villains that were assigned to guard them – Squirrel King and Toadspit.

Here I thought all the rehabbing females developed nasty hygiene problems. These guys were questionable even before the bugs and no one was prepared for excessive amounts of body hair and mucus, but hey, Squirrel King can summon a legion of tiny forest critters and Toadspit can ... well, he spits and that cell is getting downright nasty. Clearly having them on our side tilts the balance of power, but I just can’t come up with a use for them other than to convert oxygen to carbon dioxide.

My other problem is Athena. Now free, she’s gone from an annoying nuisance to a genuine pain in the ass. We butt heads on a routine basis. Take right now for example.

“Stringel! Where the hell is your inventory? I need to know what you have, how much you have, and I need to know it now.”

Athena looks impatient while Aphrodite lingers in the doorway trying to decide if she needs to play peacekeeper.

“I think it’s around here somewhere.” I fish around on my desk for a moment. Coming up with a clipboard, I toss it to her.

She looks down at the pad of paper attached, “It’s blank.”

“Oh right, here’s a pen. Let me know if you can’t access any of the storage closets, Holly. I might have a couple of them still restricted.”

“What kind of shitty fly by night operation have you got here, Stringel?”

I almost fall back on the backup base excuse, but frankly I’m tired of her griping, “The same one that rescued you. You want an inventory, have at it or delegate it to your speedster and the androids. I’m busy.”

With a nasty glare, she says, “It’d go faster if you pitch in. As you’re so fond of reminding me, this is your shithole.”

“Well let’s see, I could stop working on these concussion grenades and trying to figure out something that we can use to protect Hermes without weighing her down too much, but I don’t think so. Even though I’ve been dying to know how many rectal thermometers I have, I’ll just let someone else tell me. You want it done, feel free. Don’t forget to add the stick up your ass to the list. That’ll come in handy, I’m sure.”

She storms out of the room in anger. Beneath my helmet I’m grinning. Sometimes, embracing my pettiness is the best course of action.

“You should try to get along better with her. She’s under a lot of stress.” Stacy says as she walks into my workshop. She’s out of her armor in a very loose set of coveralls. Amazingly enough, the two cases of coveralls that are on hand are all my size.

“And I’m not? She should be a bit more grateful. You want to know what I think? She’s pissed because a ‘nobody’ like me is responsible for saving her ass.”

Her lips purse tightly. “You’re not a ‘nobody.’ Don’t say that. Just do me a favor and try to get along with her. We need her tactics as much as we need your firepower. Right now, you’re our heavy hitter.”

“That doesn’t really say much for you guys.”

She slaps my shoulder, “Quit. I’ve seen you take out a good portion of my team including some of the most powerful around. Technically, you’re two and oh against the Olympians.”

“You’re forgetting that the first one was a poorly executed trap. The second one? Well, they were a bunch of brainwashed zombies and we had two hundred robots to slow them down. Don’t go promoting me to the big leagues just yet.”

“I’ll be back in a minute. Wait right here.”

I start to say, ‘Where the hell else would I go?’ but I bite it back. Curious, I tap into the base feed and follow her as she goes back to her room that she shares with Athena. She pulls some familiar books from the dresser. What is she doing with those?

She brings Vicky’s old tawdry romance books back with her. “I grabbed these at that storage depot. They were your girlfriend’s right?”

I’m somewhat choked up for reasons I can’t quite fathom. “Yeah. Have you been reading them?”

“When I’m bored,” she says and laughs, “Even the Goddess of Love needs an occasional inspiration, but you should have them.”

“I’m more of a technical manual kind of guy. Keep them and enjoy them. It’s a nice gesture. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll speak to Athena and tell her to back off. I’m going to go help her with that inventory, but afterwards can you walk me through some of the maintenance on my armor?”

“Is something wrong? I can fix it.”

“No, but down the road, I might need to fix it when you’re not around. I’m thinking of buying it off of you after all this is over.”

“Really?”

She grins, “I’ve always been considered one of the weaker Olympians, yet there I was holding my own against Hera and Athena at the same time. A gal could get used to that. So, you mind showing me some of the basics?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Thanks. I’ll come by this evening.” She walks off and I focus on the gentle sway of her bottom as she heads out the door.

Okay, I’m officially confused as hell.

#

On the security cameras, I follow her back to her room. She pulls Athena in and I turn up the volume.

“Holly, damnit! Do you have to be such a bitch to him? I know you’re still coming off that bug juice, but give him a break.”

“Why are you defending him? He’s not even a ‘has been,’ more like a ‘never was.’ Ultraweapon could run circles around him.”

I wince. Stacy glares at her friend. “Cal’s a lot sharper than you give him credit for. Do you really think Lazarus, without all his engineers and resources, would be that much better? Cut Cal some slack. He’s actually a decent guy and he’s obviously got some self-esteem issues. You’re not making things better.”

Somewhat stunned at her proclamation, I barely catch Athena asking, “How so?”

“Ever see him completely out of his armor? He’ll take off the gauntlets and maybe the helmet while he’s working, but I’ve been here for nearly six weeks and he’s always in it.”

Athena seems unimpressed. “He’s a liability. How many times have we worked with the bad guys only to have them screw us at some critical point? Tell me one time that it’s worked out? That’s right! I thought so.”

“Look, he didn’t do this. He’s a real person too. Even after he let me out, up until we brought you and Keisha back, I was treating him the same way you are right now. I stopped before you got out of the cells when I saw Keisha doing it too. Cal needs some encouragement.”

“If you really want to make him feel better, you’ll do what you usually do, Stacy, jump his bones a few times.”

There’s an awkward moment of silence before Athena speaks up again. “Shit! I’m sorry, Stacy. I didn’t mean to say that. I’m still not right.”

Aphrodite wipes a tear from her eye. “Do you need another pick me up?”

Athena nods her head and I watch Stacy’s aura flare. A tendril of energy flicks out and Athena’s expression softens as a delirious smile spreads across her face.

“Thanks I needed that. You might have overdone it. Now, I’m horny.”

“In that case, maybe you should be the one jumping his bones,” Stacy laughs.

Crenshaw makes a face. “Not likely. He’s better than the guys in the cells, but not by much. I wonder if Andy is anatomically correct.”

“You’re awful! So can you play nice with Cal? C’mon Holly, give him a chance. I’m not taking any static from you.”

“I’ll try, but he’s still a prick. I do not have a stick up my ass.”

Aphrodite really laughs. “Yes, you do. Now let’s go see how many rolls of toilet paper he has in this dump.”

“Hey, you just called it a dump!”

“It is, but you don’t have to rub his face in it.”

#

Her comment about static got me thinking. The result is a belt with a large buckle around St. Croix’s waist. Hermes is looking at it skeptically.

“It looks like something a rapper or a bull rider would wear.”

“Armor will slow you down, but this belt has a base charge and as you move it will recharge. Mind touching her, Athena?”

They touch and there’s a decent electrical shock that both shrug off. “Big deal, I’m a human joybuzzer.”

“You’re an Olympian. That’s more than enough juice to kill any bug landing on you. The wires going up to the rubber gloves, they carry a bigger shock that you can use without zapping yourself.”

My self-appointed cheerleader jumps in, “That’s pretty clever, isn’t it?”

The Cyber Dudes seem to like it and Andy helped me flesh out the design. He and I actually get along. Considering my other idea was putting her into some kind of giant hamster ball and turning her into a human pinball, I thought this one was more workable. Plus, I didn’t have enough plastic to make one.

I’m also working on a pair of electrified brass knuckles to use on the Cyclops suit. The synth-muscle can only amplify my punch so much, so I’ll have to cheat the next time I encounter a strongman and I can cheat with the best of them.

Athena renders her judgment, “It’s usable. Good job, Stringel. As soon as you finish those weapons for the androids, we can try to get some of the others liberated. Alright, has anyone come up with an idea to get rid of the bugs?”

Andy speaks up in his digitized voice, “I have completed my analysis of their physiology from the carcasses we brought back when I was rescued. The creature is fairly resistant to both radiation and chemical attacks. To be effective, we would be forced to use them in quantities that would result in death for the host. That option is not the optimal solution.”

It’s sobering news. I look at it logically, “Why don’t we try to go to the Overlord’s base? He’s bound to have something that lets him control these things.”

“We can’t. Ultraweapon destroyed his base. These things escaped when that happened. If there was something there to control them, it’s gone now.”

“You’re shitting me! Lazarus Patterson is responsible for all this?” A tiny part of me delights in that news.

Stacy speaks trying to defend him, “That’s the report we got. Anyway, I can kill them easily enough, but my range is too limited, I could probably do a football field in size, maybe a square mile if I went all out.”

Athena ponders the idea. “If we could boost your power some, it might be more effective. What about that throne thing that General Devious uses? It boosts her power. Do you know where her current base is, Stringel?”

She’s obviously mistaken me for someone higher up on the food chain. “I’ve got a vague idea, but it’s not like there’s a Supervillain’s edition of the phonebook.”

Hermes, still looking over her belt, cuts off the fight before it starts. “Don’t we have one of the old versions in our vault at Mount Olympus?”

“They’ve changed our codes by now. Do we really want to try to attack our headquarters? No one’s ever succeeded.”

“You got a better idea?”

I’m a little more practical, “What other goodies do you have stashed in your vault? If we’re going shopping for gadgets, why don’t we figure out if it’s even worth going there.”

Taking notes, I’m treated to the greatest adventures of the Olympians as they talk about all the villainous paraphernalia in their headquarters. I’m surprised how many of these adventures I’d never heard of. Then again, we villains don’t exactly get together and talk about how badly we just got our ass handed to us. I start asking questions about the capabilities of the devices they have in their base.

Hours later, I’m standing alone in my workshop looking at dozens of little note cards spread out on the table. It’s a jigsaw puzzle of how to save the human race. The only problem is that I’m not sure I have all the pieces. Crenshaw has already stopped by to see if I had anything, only to be turned away disappointed. What was she expecting? I don’t shit out miracles on demand! I scribble two more note cards, one for mind control and the other for power boosting and start sorting all over again.

Assuming we get our hands on The General’s throne, and it works, it’ll give Stacy a big boost – maybe five or ten square miles at a time. The next problem would be protecting her as we travel all across the world. That would be in addition to trying to care for all addicts that were suddenly missing their fix.

“Are you doing okay, Cal? You haven’t come out in hours.” Stacy knocks on my doorframe.

Smacking one of my hands on the table, I sigh. “I can’t come up with anything that’s going to work on the scale we need it to.”

“No one’s expecting you to solve it all by yourself. Why don’t you take a break?”

“Has Athena said we need to start targeting Lazarus and his scientists yet?”

“Um, no.”

“You’re not a very good liar, Stacy.”

She shrugs. It’s incredible just to watch her do it. “Okay, she has, but don’t let that get you down. You’ve done an awful lot here, but Lazarus is an organizational genius. This kind of thing is up his alley.”

“Of course there’s one hitch, where in the world is Lazarus Patterson? The bugs are probably using his creative genius rather than his Ultraweapon suit.”

“We’re thinking we could track him with his Blackberry if he’s still carrying it. You know, figure out what cell phone tower his phone is responding to and then track him down.”

The thought of him sitting in a cubicle somewhere, for sixteen hours a day, designing weapons that no one is going to build amuses me. Still, I’m about to be kicked to the curb. Obscurity, it’s just a phone call away.

Wait a damn second! “Cell towers! That’s it!”

Aphrodite is confused. “What are you talking about?”

I fish around through the cards until I find the combination. “I’ve only been focusing on the things in your vault. The delivery system is already in place. I just didn’t think of it until now. The General’s chair will boost your power right?”

“Well yeah, but we’ve been through this before. It’s not enough.”

“Unless we use The Wireless Wizard’s dead zone gear and use the cell phone towers all across the world to carry your signal. His stuff would use the cell towers and people’s own mobile phones as weapons. We don’t have to lug you and the chair all around the world. We can just have a big old bug killing teleconference! There’s The Overlord’s Mindwiper too. The energy might not be able to go through the Wizard’s gear, but if we hit the heroes with the ray and wipe out the last three months worth of memories, they’ll still have the cravings and feel like shit, but won’t remember why.”

She runs it through her mind. “It’s brilliant! I’ll get Holly.”

Of course, there is the small matter of breaking into the Olympian’s headquarters – the most secure location in the world. It’ll be just like a big bank job, a piece of cake, right?

#

“So, are you ready for tomorrow?” Stacy asks as I watch her using the diagnostic scanner on her suit.

“Ready as I can be, I guess. It’s nice that you’re really serious about your armor. Crenshaw just wants her suit to work.”

“I’d watch Lazarus working on his when we dated. Anytime I’d ask questions, he’d get really possessive. It was kind of strange considering he usually had an entire team of techs working on it at any given time.”

“You weren’t on his payroll. Either way, his suit is a corvette and mine’s a dump truck. Plus, I’m used to people giving my stuff the once over. It’s generally haggling over the price that irritates me.”

Rolling her eyes at me, she chuckles. “Given any thought to what you’ll do after all this is over, Cal?”

“Well, I’ll have to get a new base. Everyone knows where this one is.” I don’t bother mentioning that should we lose, I’ll be welcoming my insect overlords with open arms.

“You could always play for the good guys. I’d vouch for you. The Guardians pay their heroes.”

I pick up a piece of metal on the bench and flex it in my hands nervously, and say, “Me? Punching the clock and picking up a paycheck, bankrolled by Uncle Sam and Promethia? I don’t see it. Plus, there’s some bad blood between me and the guys here on the Gulf Coast.”

She’s trying to rehabilitate me. “Give it some thought. You keep saying how no one’s ever given you a fair shake.”

“We’ll see how it plays out. What about you? If we win, you’re going to be stuck on that throne playing ‘Miss Twelve Step program’ to a few billion people all going through withdrawal at the same time. That’s going to be thrilling.”

“Yeah, I’m trying not to think about it, but it’s going to be even worse for you guys. I’ll be safe in Headquarters and you’ll be out there dealing with all the depressed and suicidal people. I’ll take being inside over riot duty any day.”

“Riot duty?” I check the list of things I’ve signed up for, that isn’t on it.

“I’m guessing Athena hasn’t spoken to you about this yet.”

“That’s a fair assumption.”

“We’re going to be so shorthanded after this that we’re going to need everyone to pitch in.”

“So you’re recruiting me?”

“I figured you might need a bit of persuasion.”

I mull it over. “I don’t have any other plans. I’ll do it, but only because it’s you asking.”

Stacy smiles at me and disconnects the scanner from her armor. “Good. I’m glad that’s settled. Now, I’m going to go take a long hot shower and get cleaned up. Mind if I use the one in your bedroom?”

As I fumble for an answer, she sets the scanner on the workbench and laughs. “Funny, that’s basically how we met isn’t it?”

“Yeah, if I hadn’t turned on the camera in the bathroom to record it we’d both be little drones right now.”

Her voice acquires a husky tone, “Do you have cameras in these showers?”

Inside my armor I gulp, “No, just in the main rooms and the cells.”

“That’s a shame. You could always bring a camcorder in and do it old school.”

The world stops for a moment as I try to process what she just said. My climate control inside the suit seems to be failing. All I can manage to squeak out is, “Are you serious?”

“Yes. Tomorrow, we could die or worse, be turned into slaves. I want to do one last thing that’s my choice, of my own free will, and I’m feeling the need to work off the pre-battle jitters. How about it, Cal?”

There’s absolutely no arguing with that logic. Count me in!


Chapter 5

War Dialing FTW

This morning, I’m still trying to rationalize what happened. It couldn’t have meant anything to her. It was just a diversion, merely something (or someone) to do. I try to push it aside and focus on the task at hand.

“Listen, you two are essential to our plan to raid Promethia. We can’t pull it off without you.” I say trying to sound sincere.

Toadspit and Squirrel King are lapping it up, just looking for a way out. They’re nowhere near cured and that’s exactly the point.

“Our team here will head out to Promethia’s West Coast offices and our other team will assault the West Coast Guardians' base. We’re certain they have a weapon there that will stop the bugs there. Squirrel King, we’ll need lots of your furry creatures and Toadspit, we need you to ... to start making mucus.”

I finally came up for a use for these two losers – decoys. They will “escape” shortly and waste no time finding the nearest bugs. The bugs aren’t deep thinkers and are probably bigger suckers for lies than the heroes. With any luck, most of their super-powered drones will be hours away on the west coast when we attack New Mount Olympus, outside of Washington DC. That’s good, because we’re going to need time to get this all to work.

One of the perks about being a bad guy is that I’m not above using people. It’s doubtful that any of the heroes would’ve come up with this one, except Stacy. She's probably had a lot of experience using people. I’ve recently been added to that list, or maybe I'm jumping to conclusions. Either way, I need to stop thinking about her!

The reality is that we’re stealing one of the Gulf Coast Guardians’ planes and heading east.

Smiling inside my helmet, I give them the key code to open the outer door and say that we’ll be letting them out of the cells shortly.

Returning to the control room, I say to the rest of the team, “It’s done. All that’s left is to set them loose.”

Andydroid, Aphrodite, and I have the technical part of the mission, making the Wireless Wizard’s equipment work with the throne. The rest have to protect us using whatever they can for as long as possible.

#

Amidst the hordes of Type “B” guard-bots, I fire my Gatling mini-gun wildly. Blasts of energy and concussion grenades strike my opponents indiscriminately. There is no shortage of targets. The Type “B”s aren’t even humanoid, they’re just rolling balls with heavy stun guns attached on rotating gyroscopes. The bad guys usually equip them with something much more offensive, but the Olympians make up for it in quantity.

I use my jetpack and strafe them, swooping through the masses, cutting a path, and drawing fire away from my teammates. It’s weird being part of a team and I’m trying to adjust to it.

Athena and Aphrodite are struggling with Poseidon. The Sea Lord’s dense skin allows him to soak up their best attacks like a sponge. Super strength and high-pressure blasts of water keep them busy. Once Stacy killed his bug, it sent him into a berserker rage. She’s probably regretting that now.

Hermes is holding her own against both Demeter and a squad of robots. Andydroid and the Cyber Dudes help me with the robots and the gun emplacements rising out of the ground. Landing, I feel the ground shake as a pair of Type “D” Warbots step out from the faux Greek columns surrounding the headquarters. The “Death Dealers” are coming up next. They’re going to need massed firepower to beat and we’re too spread out at the moment.

If we don’t turn the tide soon, we might not even make it inside. This is the part where I usually run away – except I know that there’s nowhere to left to run. I toss the mini-gun to Andy and trigger my jetpack. Accelerating into the backside of the Poseidon, I slam him into one of the sculptures, trigger a full electrical discharge, and give him a helmet-mounted force blaster noogie. The power levels in the suit immediately begin dropping at the continuous release of energy.

It’s everything I’ve got and I know it might not be enough. Pulling him into a full-nelson, I trigger my flight system and drag him skyward. If he can survive the crushing depths of the ocean, a big drop out of the sky shouldn’t kill him.

I manage only about a few hundred feet before Poseidon breaks my hold and nearly dislocates a shoulder. He twists and wraps an arm around my neck. I’m staring into his enraged face as his other arm cocks back a fist. Oh shit!

Activate sonic generator! Fire force blaster! Earmuffs clamp down a millisecond before the high decibel wail begins. It takes a second blast from the helmet gun before he lets go – my own version of “catch and release”. I’d like to say that his plunge into a Type “D” Warbot was completely planned and perfectly executed, but it wasn’t. It was luck, pure and simple. Either way, it’s what we need.

I dive bomb the giant robot as Athena and Aphrodite hammer away at it. My weight hits its upper back, driving it down to the ground as its servos and gyroscope adjust to my sudden weight. I go right for the Poseidon-sized dent in the shoulder and start ripping armor plating away and firing into the inner workings. Sending my last two concussion grenades down the hole, I fly off and let the primary and secondary explosions rip it to pieces.

My shields protest against the blasts of the remaining turrets and the other Warbot. I’m swatted back down to the ground and rise out of a freshly made crater, already checking my diagnostics and firing my Cyclops blaster. I hurl chunks of the destroyed robot at its companion and play kickball with a Type “B”.

That’s strange, Athena and Hermes are still standing, but the Warbot is attacking me. Must be a glitch in the threat selection programming.

Faulty subroutines or not, it’s one of the last things standing between us and the exterior of the Olympian’s Headquarters. I reach for my sledgehammer and find it missing – lost during the fight somewhere. It doesn’t matter.

Hermes zips up next to me and shoves the mini-gun in my hands. I feel her popping a fresh clip of twelve grenades into the launcher. Her face is bleeding and her voice is ragged, “Take it out and we’re in!”

Backed by energy spears, force blasts, rockets, and a kitchen sink or two, I take flight and advance on the ten meter tall machine. Other than Ultraweapon’s suit, it’s the pinnacle of Promethia’s technology. It’s the next best thing to fighting Patterson himself and I’ve never been more eager in my life.

Less than a minute later, amidst ground shaking explosions, the behemoth topples into the side of the building and disintegrates in a flaming mass of destruction. I emerge from the wreckage and, for the first time, understand what I am truly capable of.

#

Inside the base, Hestia, the remaining Olympian, proves to be little trouble, but we know that she sent out the alarm. The clock is ticking. We’re down to one fully-functional Cyber Dude and Andy. Hermes is looking downright awful as she speed-eats, replenishing her energy. Already two bugs have tried to land on her and suffered a shocking demise. Athena’s damaged armor lies in a useless pile at her feet. She’s dressing in thick clothes to protect her from the bugs.

I’m connecting fresh powercells from the Olympian’s stock when Athena issues the orders. “Stacy, get Andy and Stringel into the vault. The rest of us will buy you time, so make it work!”

The Olympians’ vault – for a technogeek like me, is like Christmas come early. I could spend a full week in here just looking around. The throne is the easy to locate. Size and image mattered a great deal to the General. I’m already running cable to the base power supply while Andy and Stacy search for the Wireless Wizard’s telecommunications gear and the Overlord’s Mindwiper.

The good news is that Hestia, who maintains the base, is an obsessive compulsive type. Each display is meticulously labeled. The bad news is that there are an awful lot of them. Athena and Hermes deploy the few remaining Type “B” robots to keep the normals out of the way, but when the big dogs get here, they’ll make short work of them, and we’ve taken out all the other defenses.

“How’s it coming?” Athena’s voice comes over the announcing system, “We’ve already got incoming. Looks like WhirlWendy and a few other Guardians.”

“The chair’s powering up, maybe ten minutes before it’s charged. Stacy’s getting into the Wizard’s suit. She’s going to need time to figure out how to use it. Andy’s still looking for the Mindwiper.”

“I don’t need to tell you that time is of the essence.”

“You just did.”

“Bite me, Stringel!”

“If you run out of energy spears, don’t forget the stick. You can use that too!”

Athena breaks contact in a huff as Stacy glowers at me. She’s trying to fit gracefully into a suit clearly made for a three hundred pound man, “Cal, what did I tell you?”

“I was only trying to be helpful and give her a fall-back strategy. Andy, while you’re looking for the Mindwiper, see if you can find something using a standard power cable. The General’s throne has a second interface. We can get it powered up faster with another cable.”

“Don’t ignore me, Cal.”

“Sorry, there are people in this world who don’t get along. Holly and I are two of those people.”

She pauses for a moment, bunching up the fiber mesh of the suit and connecting it to the backpack with the satellite dish attached. “You do know that you’re going to have to make a better effort to get along with my best friend if you’re serious about being my boyfriend.”

Despite the obvious danger of approaching superheroes and the time crunch surrounding us, that phrase stops me in my tracks. I sputter, “Come again?”

“Hopefully, yes,” she grins at me.

“Are you serious?”

“Why not? But let’s work out the details after this whole save the world thing, okay?”

Andy interrupts my stupor by shoving a power cable into my hands and I gather my wits about me. I scramble to get the cable connected to the throne and load a code-breaker into the keypad. Given that they’ve had this chair for a few years, my cracker should break it in less than five minutes.

I’m off the chair and back by Stacy helping her with the backpack. “Looks like the interface is on the left wrist. Activate it and tell me what you see.”

“It’s mapping out the nearby sites for the Three-Oh-One and Two-Oh-Two Area Codes. Wow! I can use the cell towers to see, sort of. Oh no! Apollo’s chariot is inbound.”

“Andy! Get her in the chair. I’ve got a minicomputer attached to the keypad breaking the code. When it finishes, punch it in and lower the headgear. I’ll go see if I can buy you a few minutes more.”

Stacy looks worried. She motions for me to open my helmet. When I do, she leans in and kisses me. “Good luck, Cal.”

I scoop up the mini-gun and head to the door. “I’m counting on you to save the day, Aphrodite. I’ll concentrate on saving the next five minutes. Seal the door behind me.”

Opening the door, I charge out, trying to banish childhood memories of Newman and Redford running out to fight the entire Bolivian Army.

The sight before me makes me wish for a plain old army – I might have a chance against that. Instead, I see Ares hoisting Athena over his head like a rag doll while some flying hero I don’t recognize rips the clothes away with his claws. A swarm waits close by and a bug immediately jumps on Holly Crenshaw.

Hermes is still sprinting around, but she’s slowing down and going to be overwhelmed any second now. Athena stops struggling and points an accusing hand at me. Oops! Someone just told everyone about our little scheme. I zero in on the crowd around Ares. Fire all concussion grenades! Activate sonic generator!

The high-pitched piercing whine and the detonations of forty millimeter grenades at least show that I’m going out with a bang. Maybe I should go e-mail the Spartans, because my last stand is going to be on the steps of Mount Olympus. I swivel the business end of my energy mini-gun around and cut loose.

“Eat hot plasma!” Of course no one can hear me over the sonic generator, but that’s not the point. I concentrate my fire on the ones that come charging, heedless of the ear-splitting pain.

The crowd pushes me in through the opening where the doors once were. It actually works to my advantage, limiting the people who can kick my ass at any given time to only five or six. The mini-gun is ripped from my arms and I resort to flailing limbs, electrical discharges and bolts from my helmet blaster.

I stand my ground, giving much better than I'm getting and fighting like a bear surrounded by wolves, but I can’t hold them for long! Shields begin to falter and an uppercut from a visibly bloody Ares sends me flying into the wall and triggers a warning klaxon in my ear.

Suit power at six percent! I fire the last shot from my helmet blaster and struggle to stay on my feet. It doesn’t work. The view from down on my knees is better anyway.

That’s it! I’ve done all I can. The heroes, most driven to the brink of sanity by the loss of their bugs, close in.

I’m watching my life flash before my eyes, trying to fast forward to get to the parts involving the love goddess when the doors behind me are blasted off their hinges. The hairs on the back of my neck rise as the air around me crackles with power.

A bolt of energy washes down the hallway over my head knocking everyone back. Andy comes out with what must be the Mindwiper in his hands and starts zapping everyone in sight. He drops a pair of fresh powercells at my feet.

The energy boost gets me back up to thirty-five percent, allowing me to bypass damaged systems. Standing, I cast a glance over my shoulder and see Stacy. She's bathed in light and glowing like the goddess she truly is. I stumble forward and grab the mindwiped Ares.

He opens his eyes and I help him up. “What’s happening?”

“Invasion of the mind controlling bugs, Olympian. Welcome back to the right side.”

“Who are ... I don’t feel so ...” he doesn’t finish, but manages to power puke all over my suit.

“That’s it, get it all out and go guard Aphrodite. Make damn sure no one gets close to her! I’ve gotta go protect Andy.”

#

Days later, the infirmary is full and the corridors are littered with the walking wounded suffering withdrawal from a drug they can’t remember. Everyone has lost the last three months of their memories except for me, Stacy, Andydroid, and a few busted Cyber Dudes. We were even forced to zap Holly and Keisha after they were reinfected.

Stacy hasn’t left that throne except to eat and go to the bathroom in two days. I stop by to see her, as often as I can. When she isn’t speed dialing through the area codes and making international calls, she’s broadcasting thoughts of happiness and peace to areas already cleansed of the vermin. I wouldn’t want to pay the Olympic-sized phone bill they’re going to have after this. They’re supposed to be getting her some damn help any day now. She’s been working her ass off for them as it is.

Naturally, being one of the few fully functional supers, I’m already on riot duty and putting out fires all over Washington DC and the surrounding area. Every few hours, I feel Stacy’s empathic wave pass over and everyone is calm for a short time and then the shit starts up all over again. It’s worse than any war zone imaginable.

By the end of the first week, I’m almost convinced that we should have just let the bugs win. If it wasn’t for Stacy, I’d go back to my base and hide out until all this was over.

Landing, I go to pickup fresh powercells and start connecting them. There’s a crowd out front, so I go in through the roof entrance. Andy nods to me and waves. Most of the other heroes are uneasy in my presence, unsure of what to make of me. The still convalescing Poseidon is especially wary after learning that his stint in the infirmary was at my hands.

“If it isn’t my favorite dispatcher, how are things, Andy?”

The remarkably human-looking mechanical being hooked to the telecom board blinks several times, processing hundreds of phone calls. “It’s not good out there, Cal, but you know that better than I do. They’re mindwiping St. Louis, Kansas City, and the Dallas/Fort Worth area today, but we’re still behind schedule. Entire cities are burning.”

“Yeah, people figured out how to cut out the bug glands and extract the drug from them. Now they are fighting over the dead bugs as well. That’s only made things worse. What’s with the crowd?”

“The President is giving his first speech and trying to do what he can. Are you not supposed to be en route to the riots in Richmond?”

“Low on energy,” I answer looking at the big screen and see the gaunt and tired face of our President. There’s Stacy right next to him and next to her is ... Ultraweapon.

“My fellow Americans and citizens of the world, we are climbing out of the abyss. Every hour brings us closer to putting this dark time behind us. We are diligently working to get more the memory erasing units out to all the countries. One hundred units alone today left for Europe and another two hundred are heading to Asia. Three additional empaths are now on duty and our heroes are providing around the clock infusions of positive energy. Things will get better! These are surely our darkest days, but the light of hope is on the horizon.”

I tune the stuffed shirt out. Considering my felon status, I couldn’t have voted for him even if I wanted. Instead, I’m staring at how close Ultraweapon is standing to Stacy.

“... and I’d like to thank the people up here who were directly responsible for our salvation from science gone awry.” 

“What the hell?”

Everyone in the command center makes an effort to avoid looking in my direction.

“Screw it! I’m going out there!”

Zeus and Apollo stand up and move in my way. The lord of lightning says, “You’re not going anywhere. You’re supposed to be in Richmond anyway.”

I flip my mini-gun around and spin the barrels making my intentions clear. Hermes shouts, “No one do anything! I’ll be right back!”

From the corner of my eye, I spot Hermes speed into the screen and whisper into Athena’s ear. They immediately exit stage left. The hothead and the lightning rod look ready to rumble and I’m quickly getting into a mood to oblige.

Andy’s head swivels a full one hundred and eighty degrees and says, “May I request that this fight not occur so close to the fragile equipment of the communications center.”

Crenshaw storms into the room, “Stringel! Stand down!”

“You’re on thin ice, Crenshaw. Choose your words carefully.”

“Look, be happy you’re getting a pardon and a paycheck. You want someone to blame, I made the call.”

“Why?”

“I see no reason to act like we’re buddies. Here’s the deal – the world is still recovering and it needs the reassurance that the heroes were looking out for them.”

“Even if it’s a lie?”

“Damn straight! They don’t need to know that the only reason we’re free is because some petty crook was too scared to get out of his armor and got lucky.”

“So this is how this hero gig works. The guy who caused all this gets lauded for the greater good and the guy who fixed it gets a knife in the back!”

“Just hold up your end of the deal, Stringel. You’ll get your money and a pardon. Then, you can get the hell out.”

Somehow, her words fail to have a calming effect. The only thing that stops me from cutting loose is Stacy walking into the room with Ultraweapon.

Her eyes immediately light up. At least someone’s happy to see me, “Cal! You’re here! I thought you were stuck in Richmond.”

“That’s where they wanted me.”

Her gaze shifts between Athena and the armored warrior standing next to her. “I see we’ve been busy making backroom deals, while I’ve been stuck on that damn throne.”

“Stacy, be reasonable...”

“What’s this all about?” The Love Goddess cuts to the chase.

Ultraweapon points at me and says, “You’re serious about this clown?”

“Yes. I realize that you’re missing the last three months of memories, but I’m not. Here's the short version. We broke up. It was mostly your fault. I’ve moved on. Deal with it. The person I’m really disappointed in here is you, Holly. Seriously, what are you thinking?”

I put a few things together and my mouth starts working before I have the full picture.

“It’s Patterson. He’s not going to play nice with the rebuild unless he gets the girl. That's why I was sent on my merry way. You know what? I just thought of something, how long was it after you two broke up did billionaire boy and his wondersuit go after the Overlord’s base? I'll bet my pardon that Patterson was trying to prove something to Aphrodite.”

Suddenly, I feel like less of an obsessive dickweed. He’s way out of my league when it comes to that. His mask hides his expression, but I know the truth.

Athena says, “It’s nothing of the sort.”

“Sure it isn’t.” I fire back.

Several things happen in the next instant. Stacy turns on Athena and they both start shouting. Ares steps in carrying a pallet of freshly constructed Mindwipers. He sets them down to rubberneck at the blossoming catfight and Ultraweapon grabs one. Time freezes as I shout for Stacy to look out, but I’m too slow.

The aura hits her and fades. Ares grabs Patterson’s wrist, yanks the device out of it, and pins him to the wall.

Stacy looks all around. “What’s going on? Why am I in this getup? Holy shit! What happened to my hair?”

Athena immediately rounds on Ultraweapon. “Patterson! What the hell did you do that for?”

From inside his high-tech mask, he cackles, “If I can’t have her, I’m sure as hell not going to let some cheap knock-off have her! I never lose! Do you hear me?”

I barely hear him; I’m still staring at Aphrodite. She’s not Stacy anymore, or at least my Stacy. I start forward, but Athena, Zeus, and Apollo jump on me to hold me back.

“Let me go!” In close quarters, all his gadgets are practically worthless. I've already learned that lesson.

Ultraweapon taunts me even though he’s still firmly in the War God’s grasp, “Sure let him go. The chump thinks he can take me.”

Athena slaps her hand over my helmet force blaster. “Stringel, let it go! Stand down! Not in here, dammit! Ares, get that piece of shit out of my headquarters. Patterson, you get your slimy ass back to the west coast. You want to play power games with your company? We’ll make sure the press gets wind of your involvement in this whole mess.”

Patterson shakes off the Olympian’s hold and addresses us. “You don’t want to go there, Holly. There might be consequences. Enough! I’m going. I said, I’m going! Stringel, anytime you want to bring that sorry excuse for a suit out my way, I’ll be happy to kick your ass, punk.”

“You’ll never see me coming, bastard.” I hiss.

He walks away laughing, “In your dreams, knock-off.”

They keep holding me until he’s gone. Athena finally says, “We’re going to let you go now. No funny business. No flying off the handle, if you still want that pardon. You get me?”

“I get you, but I want an explanation, bitch.”

She starts to look angry, but then holds up her palms. “Okay, you deserve one. He begged me for another chance with her and we go back a ways.”

“And you didn’t approve of me.”

She doesn’t bother denying it, “That too, but I’d never have backed him if I knew he’d do that to Stacy.”

“Do what to me? Why do I have the feeling I’m missing out on something?” Aphrodite asks.

Athena looks at her and then at me. “Stringel, go get something to eat in the break room. Someone else will cover Richmond. Andy, can you reroute WhirlWendy? I’ll bring Stacy up to speed and then come get you. For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”

The bitter anger is replaced with an empty numbness. A few of them have the decency to look ashamed. I walk away with a simple, “Whatever.”

#

I eat mechanically, not even bothering to appreciate the pun. Not to anyone’s surprise, Ares, Zeus, Apollo, and Poseidon all seem to have decided to get something to eat at the same time. Isn’t there a world in chaos out there? Holly might be “sorry,” but she obviously doesn’t trust me. I don’t blame her.

Andy was nice enough to contact me via the dispatch system right as I leave. His message was one of simple encouragement, “Should you opt to disassociate yourself with the Olympians, I would be interested in a possible team-up in the future. You have proven to be a valuable ally and, given your current capabilities, I would be reluctant to face you as an enemy on the battlefield.”

Andy is a stand-up kind of ... guy, so I told him I’d be interested as well. We’re part of the ever-shrinking club that knows the whole story. Suddenly, that seems more important than ever.

Thirty minutes pass and Aphrodite, not Athena, walks in. She dismisses the rest of the Olympians and approaches. “Mind if I sit down?”

“It’s your base. I’m just ... well I don’t know what I’m doing.”

She smiles saying, “They’ve got someone to do that thing with the chair for the next few hours, so I’ve got a little time. I hear we were an item?”

“Yeah.”

“How long?”

“Only a few days.”

“Really, but you were ready to go toe to toe with Ultraweapon over me? Must’ve been intense.”

Unable to meet her eyes, I turn away and say, “It was for me.”

“I believe you. You’re not the kind of guy that I usually go for, but maybe that’s the point. Holly says that you’re responsible for my haircut.”

Letting out a hollow laugh, I shrug and say, “While you were detoxing from these bugs, I kept you prisoner. I ended up putting a helmet on you to keep you from firing your psi-bolts. Unfortunately, your braids wouldn’t fit. You salvaged it after you got clean, but were still kind of angry with me for a few weeks.”

“I’ll bet I was. She also said that you’re the reason the world got saved in the first place.”

I shake my head, trying to look anywhere but at her. “Well, if you can call around-the-clock riots, looting, and civilization on the brink being saved. It’s a mess out there.”

“So, what do you want to do, Cal? Are you going to keep working to get your pardon, or are you going to hightail it out of here after we finish eating?”

“I promised you I’d hang around and try to make an honest go of it. You may not remember, but I do.”

For some reason she grins. “It isn’t always about the money. Is it?”

The words are hauntingly familiar and I get a little suspicious. “Did that ray really affect you, Stacy?”

“Did you know that sufficiently powerful mental shields can thwart a Mindwiper?” she answers with a mischievous look.

“Do tell.” She’s sexy and can use the word ‘thwart’ in a sentence! I can’t help the shit-eating grin spreading across my face. Obviously, all my lying is starting to rub off on her. Being a bad influence never felt so good.

“People keep forgetting that I did a bit of acting as well as all the modeling. I know the movies tanked, but I wasn't that bad.”

“True, everyone stopped going when they figured out that you were never going to show any skin. So what’s with all the charades?”

She reaches over and covers my hands with hers. “Sorry to put you through that, but I needed to teach Holly a lesson. I’d have come here sooner, but I had to make certain that I thoroughly reamed her first. She meddles too damn much and, more importantly, she cheated you out of your fair shake. Trust me – that will be fixed!”

I’m stunned by the fierceness of her tone. No one has ever stuck up for me like that. Either she really is an incredible actress, or all this meant something to her as well.

Seeing that I’m at a loss for words, she continues, “Remember when I said you need to make more of an effort to get along with her? Well, she just got the same speech, except it was accompanied by an Olympic-sized ass-chewing.”

That gets a laugh out of me. “Please tell me that you recorded it?”

“Afraid not, Cal. You’ll just have to use your imagination. Anyway, I’ll be trapped here for the foreseeable future and you’ve got to earn that pardon, but I’m already thinking of a nice deserted island and a big armored bodyguard to watch over me. You once said you didn’t like walks on the beach. Let’s see if I can cure you of that. Maybe you’ve just never had the right person to walk with.”

“Are you sure you want to be seen with a ‘D-Lister’ like me? It could ruin your rep.”

“Cal, no one remembers it, but the video of you fighting everyone, and I mean everyone, all the way down the corridor has been replayed several times. You haven’t been on the ‘D-List’ for awhile now. It doesn’t take four Olympians to keep an eye on just anyone in case they throw a super-tantrum. Why don’t you admit it?”

“Okay, I’ve finally hit the ‘C-List’. What about Patterson? He’s one breakdown away from going over to the other side.”

“Holly and the others are going to keep a close eye on him. My guess he is using some kind of designer drugs as his way of coping. Maybe that’s what’s causing his behavior. For his sake, I hope he gets over it. Either way, he’s their problem and I’m going to use this to get him out of my life for good.”

She’s trading him for me? “Are you sure?” I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but it’s hard. This seems too good to be true.

“Positive. Back when we were dating, I was some kind of trophy or obsession to him. Once he had me, it wasn’t long before he was looking for his next great achievement. That’s why you’re the one I want. Cal, I can tell that you’re into Stacy, not just the Love Goddess. You’ve seen me at rock bottom and helped me get back on my feet and become a better person. Lazarus…I should have never let him become more than just a friend.”

Getting another inspiration from her words, I change the tone. She has a way of doing that – my own personal muse. I wonder if she knows. It might be her greatest power. “Just a friend, you say.”

Her eyes get bigger. “Don’t even think about it!”

“Oh c’mon, it’s our song.”

“No, it’s not. We don’t have a song. Even if we did, it wouldn’t be that one!” Despite her protests, she’s enjoying herself.

“It’s probably the ray affecting your memory. You love the awesomeness that is Biz Markie.”

As we sit there and engage in witty banter, I see where my life is headed, and for the first time I’m not angry or even bitter about it. I always thought I was just one unlucky break from being the next Lazarus Patterson.

Well, screw him! He can keep his suit and the teams of engineers that built it. I like mine better. The money? I’ll have enough. Who cares if the rest of the world doesn’t know or even care that I’m the real hero? Stacy does, and that’s good enough for me.
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Battle Maidens: Book One
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Chapter 1

The Cracked Horn

Majherri eased his gait, watching the small human children race ahead, screaming in glee. He was tired and didn’t fancy yet another town full of maidens fondling him. His eyes never left the trail in front of him, but he knew all the others were watching. There weren’t many more stops after this one. If he cared, he’d be worried that his time was running out.

There were a few others who hadn’t been chosen yet, but they were young and eager. They pranced in anticipation, trying to let the sunlight dance off the surface of their polished horns. It was hard to remember when he had felt that alive. His eyes wandered to his shadow walking beside him in the early morning light. In the dark reflection, he appeared normal and his horn looked fine. That of course was a lie. Half of the tip was missing and from that missing piece, a crack ran a third of the way down the length of his horn.

T’rsa snorted at him, telling him to pick up the pace. Her nostrils flared in annoyance. Majherri made an effort to move quicker. No reason to make his sister suffer because he didn’t want to be here.

“They’re so beautiful! Mother, can I try and pet them now?” One of the little humans running alongside the group shrieked and tugged at her mother’s arm.

The older female chided her daughter. “Laura, you have to wait until the Battle Maidens bring the procession into town. The candidates get their chance first and then you’ll have to wait your turn in line with the other children.”

“But I don’t want to wait in line!”

“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you insisted that we come out here. There’s likely twenty in that line already, but you had to come out here and see them come into town.”

Majherri listened to the young girl whine about the unfairness of it all. In days past he probably would have run over to her and let her stroke him briefly, lavishing in the attention. T’rsa always teased him about being such a prideful and rebellious member of the herd.

She hadn’t teased him in almost a year.

Majherri could tell his apathy bothered her, but couldn’t work up the interest to care. Most of the others in the herd avoided close contact with him. He was a pariah, an oddity, and an example of something to be avoided at all costs. His was a fate worse than death!

The group came to a halt in center of the town amid cheers. Even in his state, the festive atmosphere nearly got to him. For a moment, he felt like prancing, but the moment – like so many others, passed without action on his part.

T’rsa’s rider, Meghan, gracefully slid from the saddle. She was one of the school’s instructors and recruiters. Fine, lightweight mail protected the brown-haired woman. She removed her open faced helm and carried it in the crook of her arm.

An elder from the town stepped forward to greet her. “Welcome to Helden. We are honored that you have traveled all this way. Obviously the candidates and the young ones are excited, but do you and the others require rest or nourishment?”

Meghan smiled pleasantly at the man. “The Seeress said that it had been nearly twenty years since this town has been visited. She said that the prospects in Helden were good. Your offer is gracious and I thank you on behalf of all who ride with me. Perhaps after we have concluded the choosing ceremony, we can celebrate together.”

“Will you be giving a demonstration?”

“Of course,” she answered. “It will be a brief one, but I think your townspeople will be pleased.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Majherri watched as the male wagon drivers set up the equipment that the Battle Maidens would use to dazzle the locals. Several worn and battered suits of steel armor were unloaded and arranged to simulate attacking warriors. He noticed Meghan’s eyes linger on a scorch mark one of the suits carried. The darkened metal appeared branded by the violent looking remnant from a previous demonstration. Majherri remembered it as well.

After the armor was arranged and targets placed on bales of hay. Meghan signaled to the other armored females that they were ready to begin. The three others stood behind her waiting for her to speak.

“People of Helden, I bring you greetings from the Council of Kings. Today, we are here to see if any of your young maidens can bond with our riderless Unicorns. They will judge you and if you are deemed worthy, you will be asked to join our elite ranks. If you are selected, your family will be paid two hundred gold coins for their permission to take you with us.”

Meghan paused to allow the murmurs to circulate through the crowd. Majherri often wondered about the strange fascination with these small circles of gold and silver that most humans seemed obsessed with. Danella tried to explain it to him once, but he kept blowing his breath onto her neck to tickle her until she gave up, laughing at his silliness. A poignant stab of pain accompanied that otherwise happy memory.

“Even should you be selected, you will want to think long and hard on your decision. Becoming a Battle Maiden is not a choice one makes lightly. Some that are chosen will not be able to endure the rigors of training. The bond can break, never fully forming. It is painful for the girl and the Unicorn. I can promise you the training will be hard, because I am one of your trainers. This is not for the faint of heart. Years of grueling physical and mental education will push you beyond your limits, but if you truly have an affinity for a Unicorn, you will persevere, for yourself, your steed, and the magic that connects you!”

He watched Meghan go through her opening speech with practiced ease. Like most everything else, it failed to keep his attention as she explained the sacred bond between maiden and Unicorn.

“As the affinity between you and the one who chose you grows, you will be able to draw upon the magic of your companion. It will manifest as one of the four elements. I am aligned to water. Each of the others behind me represents a different element. Water is fluid and ever changing. It replenishes and restores, but it can also drown and erode. Living near the ocean, you know this all too well.”

The human continued talking as she mounted T’rsa and raised her bow and arrow. She pointed it at the empty shell of scorched armor. The faux-knight held a damaged shield in front of it. A brief moment of serenity crossed the woman’s face as Meghan loosed her arrow. Every eye in the village square followed the projectile. Just as it was about to hit the shield, it shimmered and splattered on the metal as if the contents of a bucket were tossed at it. The stream of water wrapped around the shield and solidified, burying the arrow deep into the steel that should have been protected by the barrier.

Bored, Mejherri endured more demonstrations from Lindsey and Pasha. The human was aligned to Earth and the pair rode alone through the square channeling the magic through Pasha’s hooves. Instead of a single mounted person, the ground shook like dozens were riding. Majherri distantly remembered the sight of Earth Maidens using “Thunderhooves” to shatter enemy formations.

Now all it did was annoy him.

An Air Maiden and her mount, both of whom he barely knew, moved faster than anyone in the village had seen. Air cavalry could flank and harass those shattered formations and run them into the ground.

Last, there was Bethanne riding Rheyssurah. She was the Fire Maiden demonstrating today. Flames danced off her lance as she charged into the few remaining targets. The duo made short work of them with deliberate movements.

All through this Meghan continued speaking, describing the various attributes of each element and how the Maidens learn to work with each other as a team. Her words of camaraderie and lifelong friendships tugged at her audience. Majherri knew how adept the human was at public speaking.

“I have talked at length of the benefits of joining our ranks. Now, let me remind you of the hazards. We are warriors. There is a reason that the High King turns to us when there is trouble in the realm. When we fight, it is not some immobile target or hay-stuffed dummy that suffers our wrath. Sometimes, we mourn our lifelong friends when we bury our fallen.” The hitch in her voice was not noticed by any of the audience, but those who knew the human well enough understood.

Clearing her voice, and whisking hair from her face, she finished, gradually beginning to smile. “That I say for you parents, brothers, and sisters of the candidates. It will be up to you to speak to these candidates, should they be selected. One look at them tells me that nothing I can say to them would dissuade them. I see a warrior’s spirit in each of these maidens before me and hope that one or more of you will join our sisterhood.”

Gesturing to the two wagons and the dozen young women mounted on Unicorns, Meghan said, “Over there, you see those already chosen from the settlements south of here. I have four Unicorns that have yet to select a rider. I hope that in a few hours, I will have none. Good luck to you all!”

Rheyssurah and T’rsa nudged the three young ones into a semblance of a line. His sister looked over at him meaningfully. Meghan started towards him an unusual look of anger playing across her normally pleasant face. Lindsey stopped her and instead stepped over to him.

Her voice was gentle but firm, “Majherri, go and take your place. Don’t upset Meghan any more than she already is.”

Hanging his head in shame, Majherri walked towards the three younger Unicorns and stood at the end of the line. T’rsa snorted at him and purposefully kicked some dirt on him with one of her hind legs, expressing her displeasure.

The first candidate approached. She was a hesitant blonde. She caressed Lycenae’s mane for three or four strokes before the young male Unicorn stepped back and away from her. She stepped to Sage, but the female too rejected the young human. Majherri scolded himself for not stepping into the first spot in line; this one was going to be a crier. He could tell the way the girl’s lip had begun to tremble. Drucene rejected her too and he spotted the first tell tale signs of tears starting.

As the girl reached out for him, Majherri closed his eyes and searched his feelings for any reaction from his magic. There was nothing, not even the faintest stirring. He opened his eyes and looked at the hopeful girl still petting him and shook his head, pushing her away.

It was painful to watch the barely teenaged girl sobbing into the arms of her father, who offered meaningless words of comfort. Danella told him that they always focused on the ones that are selected and that rarely is any consideration given to the poor teenager who was just judged by a Unicorn and found not worthy. It must be a crushing blow to a young female’s pride. The three excited younglings next to him had no idea the damage they were inflicting on these emotionally volatile young women.

More hands tried to touch him and were led away. Two bore the rejection stoically, but the third was another crier. Drucene made a connection with a dark haired girl and pranced around her happily as the humans roared in applause. There was always a sense of pride in the towns and villages when one of their own was selected.

Six more females tried to join their comrade before Lycenae chose his rider, who turned to her parents and smiled. “I knew it! Didn’t I tell you that I’d be chosen?”

The parents fawned over this young, haughty girl named Rebekah. Again, Majherri wished he had been at the front of the line, just to reject the girl out of hand. As he well knew, too much pride and arrogance was a bad thing. Majherri didn’t particularly care for Lycenae, so he reasoned that the human deserved the Unicorn.

There were five more candidates, but none managed to garner any reaction from Sage or Majherri. Still, the town was overjoyed to have two selections! T’rsa continued to ignore him and Rheyssurah shot him a look of pity and mistrust, moving closer to his sister to comfort her. Rheyssurah never sought his approval, not that Majherri would have given it. It was one of the few things that still could penetrate the numbness in his soul.

Majherri considered expressing his disapproval, right then and there, but opted to leave. He once had status, but now had none. The Maidens invited females of all ages to come get a brief touch of the Unicorns. Majherri was no show animal and he did not have to put up with this any more!

Meghan noticed him walking off and called to T’rsa to corral him. Lindsey again intervened. “Tonight, we are celebrating with the townsfolk. He will not go far. Let him wallow in his anguish. Pasha will keep an eye on him, won’t you girl?” Lindsey knelt and placed her cheek next to her Unicorn’s and whispered a brief thanks.

Pasha followed him from a distance and he tolerated it. Wandering away from the town square and from the oppressive crowds, the Unicorn approached the ocean, listening to the rhythmic crashing of the waves on the sand. There was a peacefulness that pushed away the ache that permeated his being.

Majherri knew that he shouldn’t be witnessing this scene of nature’s relaxed might. He shouldn’t be here at all! Riders can survive the death of their Unicorns, but it’s not supposed to happen the other way! Meghan, along with everyone else, blamed him. Danella was more than just her comrade in arms. She was her twin sister. He couldn’t even remember the battle that killed her and split his horn. The fact he had survived “the wasting” and did not die reinforced the idea among all that Majherri and Danella’s bond was never pure, but he knew it was! Part of him wished he had never staggered out of that western desert bearing wounds both physical and emotional.

Pushing his hooves into the sand, he tried to enjoy that feeling and stave off the bitterness. Danella wouldn’t want to see him like this. Majherri walked along the beach when the first sobs of another human female reached his ears. Could he go nowhere without these crying females plaguing him?

His previous rider was made of sterner stuff. Rather than wait for the Water Maiden to come along with healing tears, she simply ripped an arrow out of her flesh, applied her flame to cauterize the wound, and rejoined the battle. Unlike her sister, Danella didn’t mind the scars and boasted that it proved she was alive!

Majherri now bore several scars of his own, but he felt anything but alive. The Unicorn debated the options available to him. Twenty paces behind was Pasha. He’d either have to walk by the rock where the human cowered, lost in her own misery, or walk back past his herd mate. He rationalized that if he was quiet enough the human girl wouldn’t even notice him.

Trying to focus on anything but the human, he moved slowly by the rock. Just as he suspected, the girl had her face pressed up against the rock and was bawling her eyes out. The girl wasn’t one of his would-be suitors. She was older with blondish hair that looked like the harsh sunlight made it lighter than it should be. The garments she wore were nice by human standards. She seemed to be conscious of her grooming. It was a good trait, at least the Unicorn supposed. Whatever vexed her didn’t have anything to do with him rejecting her. Somehow, that little fact made Majherri feel a bit better.

He started to continue when Pasha let out a loud neigh, just to cause him problems. She was a playful and mischievous female. She and her rider were newly returned to the school from the King’s Battalion and he did not know her that well.

Naturally, the human looked up at him. He bitterly cursed Pasha. Trails of tears were clear to see on the girl’s reddened face as she regarded him with shock.

She spoke in a raspy voice, almost afraid of him, “They said I wasn’t pure enough to be around you.” She snorted and then looked embarrassed. “Rebekah said I’d drive you off and be the reason that no one was chosen from this town.”

Majherri’s opinion of this Rebekah human reached another low. He immediately decided that he would annoy that particular girl all the way back to the Academy. In the meantime, he found himself still staring at this female, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years of age and wondering what he should do next.

He could see her eyes focus on his horn with the damaged tip and the scars that ran down his left side. A smile came to her lips and some of the sadness left her eyes. “You’re a real fighter aren’t you? I bet your rider must be proud. What? What did I say? I’m sorry! Don’t go!”

Majherri turned his head in shame at her statement as a piercing ache penetrated the numbness he’d surrounded himself with. He started to walk away, feeling as if he would bolt, but the desperate pleading in the human’s voice stopped him.

She moved quickly next to him. “I didn’t mean to upset you! It’s just… Oh no! You didn’t win that fight did you?”

Majherri couldn’t summon the strength to lie and avoided her gaze. Pathetically, he glanced out at the ocean and wished for a giant wave to come and drag him out to sea and finish him. At that moment, he’d welcome the release. The noise he made was unnatural for a Unicorn. It was a primal cry of pain. The human responded to it and threw her arms around his neck.

That’s when he felt the magic inside him stir. It surged of its own volition and released in a violent, sudden jolt, knocking the female to the ground and causing Majherri to stagger in the sand, shivering despite the warm day.

Majherri was frightened. His bonding with Danella had been a powerful event. With his former rider, it was a swell of energy that grew and expanded, but it was nothing like what had just happened. This was a burst of energy, like something restrained finally breaking free.

Deep down, he thought he'd never feel the Bondspark again. Now that he had, there was worry instead of joy.

 

 

Chapter 2

The Girl in Poor Standing

Kayleigh felt the jolt through her body as the Unicorn in her arms trembled. She didn’t know what had happened. Letting go, she collapsed to the sand in a most unladylike fashion. The scarred Unicorn in front of her looked as shocked as she did!

This makes no sense! My mother had me tested when we lived in Laurent. I tried every feather, clump of fur, and even a few things I didn’t want to touch. Not a blasted thing happened. How could this happen now? 

“Are you okay?” She asked, while scolding herself. If he wasn’t okay, what exactly would I be able to do about it?

If a Unicorn could look confused, this one certainly did. The other, a female, trotted over and Kayleigh watched as the two shared what must have been a meaningful nonverbal conversation. The newcomer kept motioning with her head towards Kayleigh and seemed excited. The male was suddenly very skittish. Kayleigh stood brushing the sand off of her skirt and felt very self conscious. She was used to people ignoring her in a conversation and saying things about her as if she wasn’t there, but this was the first time the participants were not human.

The female goaded the male to approach again. Kayleigh held her hand out to him and he brushed his head against it. The jolt was still there, but with both expecting it this time there was no repeat of the prior awkwardness. Instead, there was a sensation of warmth, much like what Captain Deros once described to her class. The old fisherman had brought in his albatross familiar and discussed how the two would use the weak magic they could generate to sense where the fishing was good. The old man always had full nets and traps when his ship returned.

As she continued to stroke the side of the Unicorn’s face, Kayleigh wondered again about the irony of magic. Most humans had none. A small few could tap into the magic of a familiar, should they actually locate one that they were suited to. Still, they were reliant on the strength of the creature. A very select group could actually command magic on their own. They were Sorcerers and Grand Viziers, coveted by those in power. Some became Kings and Queens in their own right.

The female Unicorn watched them thoughtfully and then bolted back towards the path to town. Kayleigh was left there with the equally perplexed male. She should say something. “I wish I knew your name. I’m Kayleigh, Kayleigh Reese. This is very strange. I thought that riders were chosen when they were thirteen. I’m sixteen already.”

She knew she was babbling, but there was nothing else she could think to do. Trying to recall the sea captain’s lecture, Kayleigh closed her eyes. He said that if he concentrated, he could sense the general state of his familiar. She guessed she should just relax and try. She focused on her hand touching the beautiful creature. A feeling of nervousness and anxiety washed over her. It was very potent and she worried for her Unicorn. That realization shocked her. This Unicorn had chosen her! What would everyone say? What would they think? It triggered a wave of insecurity in her fed by whatever was bothering the magical steed next to her.

Trailing the finger of her other hand along the horn, she stopped at the broken piece and traced the length of the crack that ran down it. Sadness and a sense of loss washed over her and Kayleigh’s eyes sprouted fresh tears. Anger bubbled to the surface. Someone had hurt her Unicorn.

Ruefully, she eyed the Unicorn and said, “I suppose this is a poor time to tell you that I’ve never ridden before in my life? I’m also no good with animals. My mother never let me have any. Won’t she be surprised?”

Sarcasm had always been a defense mechanism for her. It was easier to have a cold and biting wit than put up with the whispering, pointing and stares from the others in her age group. Amidst the trepidation, she felt there was a hint of mirth coming from the Unicorn. Well, if anyone would understand me, I guess it would be him.

Together, they stood for quite some time. Not knowing what else to do, she moved close to him and rested her head on him. Her long, sad day had taken a most unusual twist to say the least! Like everyone else, she was excited about the Battle Maidens coming. She dressed in her finest clothes for the festival and celebration afterward – the one being held at that very moment. On her way to the town square, she encountered Rebekah Morganstern and her circle of friends. It explained why she was here instead of at the festival. The girl’s words still bit into her.

“Why Kayleigh, I would think you’d be the last person to want to see the Unicorns?”

“Should I care what you think, Rebekah?”

“Unicorns are symbols of beauty and purity. Since you are neither, why don’t you avoid the town square today, lest your presence spoil someone else’s chance. Perhaps you should wait down by the docks for some of the sailors to get back from setting the crab pots and see if you can earn some coins, whore!”

“I’m not a whore!” Kayleigh screamed.

“Like mother, like daughter,” Rebekah answered in a sing-song voice.

“She’s an artist!”

“Who only ever has men for clients, why is that?”

“That’s not true and you know it.” Kayleigh fired back. Her mother had female clients at times, though a majority of her subjects were men.

Rebekah, in her nicest dress, sneered and said, “In that case answer this one question and I’ll apologize for everything I’ve ever said about you. Who is your father?”

Kayleigh gasped and angrily fled to the beach, with their mocking laughter chasing her. Normally, with school out and it being summer, the sand would be full of families enjoying the final few days of summer. Today it was empty and she ran behind the rocks to cry.

Maybe it was the touch that connected them, but she felt the shame and anger return in full force. The Unicorn butted her head softly. Maybe he’s telling me to quit raining on his parade.

“Sorry. I’ve just had a rough day.”

His response was a derisive snort giving her the impression that she was being mocked. Suddenly, her new friend tensed. She looked up the path and saw two Unicorns and their dismounted riders at the other end of the path. They were making their way down. Kayleigh couldn’t tell who was more nervous between the two of them.

The women in light armor walked with confidence. One addressed her, “You there! Who are you?”

“Kayleigh Reese.”

“Majherri is letting you touch him voluntarily?”

She knew his name now. That was good and the name seemed to fit the Unicorn. She answered the woman, “Yes.”

“And you felt the Bondspark?” The woman sounded slightly irritated which confused Kayleigh.

“Yes.”

“Are you certain?”

Now it was Kayleigh’s turn to get perturbed. “Would he still be letting me touch him if I didn’t?”

“Do not take that tone with me, girl!” The woman’s hiss of anger made Kayleigh uncomfortable. Whoever this woman was, she didn’t like someone talking back to her.

The other rider intervened saying, “Meghan. Why don’t you let me speak with the candidate?”

“Candidate? Look at her!” Meghan scoffed. “Does she look thirteen to you? What game are you playing at Majherri?”

Kayleigh looked at Majherri and she got the impression this Meghan didn’t like her Unicorn, and the feeling was mutual. That made her bristle slightly. “Leave him alone. He was just as surprised as I was!”

“When I speak to you girl, you will know it. I am speaking to Majherri right now! Majherri, come here this instant!”

Kayleigh actually felt scared. The woman was a trained warrior and obviously a formidable fighter. The Unicorn snorted and shook his head at her.

“Meghan! No!” The other reached for her as she started forward. The arm was brushed aside as she stalked towards Kayleigh.

“I will not tolerate any more defiance from you, Majherri.” Kayleigh was roughly pushed away from the Unicorn and the woman grasped at the circle of leather around the Unicorn’s neck to pull him along.

She wanted to cry out that Meghan had no right to take Majherri from her. She hoped that someone would do something.

Someone did.

Majherri reared out of her grasp and kicked her hard with his forelegs. The woman tumbled to the sand and quickly rose to her knees. She spun around on the Unicorn with her hand on her sword pommel only to find the horn less than six inches from her face.

A tense standoff ensued. One of the Unicorns circled Majherri and looked like it was going to attack. The other Battle Maiden shouted for calm and looked at Kayleigh. “You! Calm him down! Now!”

“What do I do?”

“Walk over to him, speak to him, and lead him back.”

She hesitantly stepped over and patted him on the side. Anger, resentment, and even hatred welled up inside of her and she knew it was coming from Majherri. Swallowing hard, she stroked his side and tried to speak in a soothing tone. “Calm down Majherri. This isn’t a way to settle things. That’s it. Why don’t we just take a few steps backward and sort this out.”

He resisted at first, but he allowed her to lead him back roughly six feet. She could sense a great deal of nonverbal communication between the three Unicorns going on.

Meghan snarled, “What is he thinking?”

“I believe he was reminding you that he is not your Unicorn and doesn’t have to take orders from you. Furthermore, I think Majherri isn’t the only one that needs to reign in their temper.”

“That’s enough Lindsey. I’m in charge of this expedition.”

The more reasonable Battle Maiden snapped back, “Then act like it!” Turning towards the girl, Lindsey adopted a more formal tone. “Kayleigh, walk Majherri back up the path and wait for us. Captain Lynch and I will have a brief discussion and then we will join you. Finally, let me be the first to say congratulations, candidate, on being chosen by your Unicorn.”

The one female Unicorn, who had taken an aggressive approach, turned and kicked a small cloud of sand on Mahjerri as they walked by. Kayleigh coughed a bit, but wanted to be anywhere other than this beach right then. At the top of the path she glanced down and saw the two armored women in a very heated argument.

She dusted the sand off of his coat and wished she had a brush or something to distract him from this anger. “I don’t know why you hate her. You’ve got your reasons I’m sure, but we’ll get through this…I hope.”
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