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AUTHOR’S NOTE
So one of the biggest problems with being a fulltime writer is that it’s very difficult to stay in good shape unless you work really hard at it. Spending most of your time at home, sitting in a cozy chair, typing out stories behind a desk, barely ever leaving the house, there’s not a whole lot of exercise you’re going to get. I write most of my books marathon-style, where I do nothing but write for fifteen hours a day until a book is done. I don’t get any exercise. I mostly eat crap food like microwave cheeseburgers and frozen pizzas. By the time I finish a book I feel like absolute death. 
The only way I’m able to get any exercise at all is if I go on a health marathon, which is similar to a writing marathon but instead of writing I spend fifteen hours a day doing pushups, riding an exercise bike, and sometimes fasting. I go on health marathons for a couple months a year, usually once I feel too shitty to get anything else done, typically in September or October. 
I came up with the idea for this book while I was on one of these health marathons a couple of years ago. I was riding my exercise bike, watching k-pop videos, and came up with the idea to use Exercise Bike as the title of a story. For some reason, the title appealed to me. Maybe because it’s not a typical title I’d use for a book. Then, while pedaling and sweating, I imagined what it would be like to ride a human exercise bike. The story quickly formed in my head after that.
Exercise Bike was originally going to be a short story, but I had too many ideas I wanted to play with to make it too short. I was especially interested in setting the story in a dystopian world where junk food was outlawed and calories severely limited. The funny thing is that I kind of like the idea of living in a world like this. Sure it would suck all the enjoyment out of eating, but it would make things a lot easier for somebody like me to stay in shape.
Fun fact: The apartment of this story is based around my current home. I live in a three story condo where the living room and kitchen are upstairs, the bedrooms are downstairs, and the garage is on the bottom floor. There aren’t any wasp nests in my walls, however, but when I was a kid I lived in a house where the walls were infested with bees. Bees used to fly around my bedroom like ordinary houseflies, landing on my arms and in my hair. I used to have to brush them out of my bed before going to sleep every night. 
I’ve never been stung by a bee, so I’m not sure if I’m allergic or not. It was just so normal to me back then that I never really minded them all that much. But thinking back on the experience, I realized it was kind of an interesting thing to have walls filled with beehives, so I wanted to put it in a story. I chose to use wasps instead of bees though, because wasps are far more freaky to me than bees. In fact, wasps are probably the freakiest insects of them all. Some people are freaked out by spiders, but wasps are like spiders with fucking wings. And the bastards sting the fuck out of everything they come across just because they feel like it. 
Fuck wasps. 
 —Carlton Mellick III 4/12/2016 4:15pm





CHAPTER ONE
 


Tori is addicted to eating wasps. She eats them alive, first licking their wings until they are too wet to fly away. Then, one at a time, she puts them in her mouth and sucks on their smooth abdomens until they sting her tongue. The sensation is intense. Intoxicating. Like eating the spiciest of chili peppers. After three stings, she chews up the insect, swallows, and moves onto the next wasp. 
Her mouth is always full of sores. Swollen burning lumps on her lips, inner cheeks, uvula, and that delicate squishy flesh beneath her tongue. But this doesn’t stop her from eating them by the dozen. 
It wasn’t an addiction she was born with. Not some hidden fetish she discovered in herself later in life. No, it was something she grew to crave. But it started as a necessity. A way to satisfy her hunger. You see, Tori has an unusually fast metabolism and requires far more than her allotted calories per day. She has to get her extra calories from somewhere, even if she has to resort to eating bugs. 
She’d prefer not to eat bugs. In fact, she’d love to get by with eating only 2000 calories per day like everyone else. But she has a hard time keeping her hunger under control. It’s very common for her to fly through her calories without even realizing it.
“I’ll take a Black Bean Big Mac and an eight piece Tofu McNuggets,” Tori says, placing an order at McDonald’s during her lunch break. “I’ll also have a Soyrizo Sandwich, an extra large McCarrot Fries, and a medium Dr. Kombucha.”
The teenager behind the cash register looks at her in shock for ordering so much, but Tori is used to the expression. It’s the same response she gets every time she orders food in public. He just looks at her for a moment, then looks back at the register. He thinks she’s fucking with him.
In a shaky voice, he says, “Okay… that’ll be eighteen fifty-seven and one thousand three hundred and twenty-six calories.”
Tori hands him her debit card and calorie card. He runs the calorie card first.
“I’m sorry, Miss, but you only have one hundred and sixty-five calories left on your card.”
“What?” Tori cries, leaning over the counter to look at the screen on the register. “That’s impossible.”
“That’s what it says. I’m sorry, but you won’t be able to order that much.”
Tori can’t believe she’s down to 165. It’s only lunch time. She had no idea she spent so many calories on breakfast and snacks.
“Well, what can I get for 165?”
He sighs and shakes his head, trying to do math. “Just a small McCarrot Fries and a couple ketchups. I guess.”
Tori clenches her fist and shivers with hunger. She fights the urge to jump over the counter and eat the cashier’s greasy pimpled flesh right off of his face, then ask him how many calories that would be. 
It takes all of her willpower to calm herself. “Fine. Just give me that.”
Tori sits down at a table near the garbage can, eating her hot carrot sticks in less than a minute. She doesn’t leave right after she’s finished. She lingers by the trash can, waiting for somebody to throw away a half-eaten burger or a soggy tofu nugget. It’s a technique she’s used several times in the past to get extra calories. She’ll see someone coming toward the trash with unfinished food on their tray, then she’ll offer to throw it away for them. It’s illegal to eat other people’s calories or steal food from the trash, but when she’s hungry enough she finds it’s worth the risk. 
“Fucking McDonald’s,” a man says, slamming his food tray on the counter next to Tori. He’s a tall, large-boned man that Tori has seen eating here at lunch from time to time. He looks at her as he gathers napkins and a plastic fork. “Do you believe this shit? They fucked up my order and gave me a Southwest Salad instead of a Black Bean Big Mac. The salad is the most fattening thing on the menu. Three times the calories as the Big Mac. It’s bullshit.”
“They wouldn’t change the order?” Tori asks. 
He shakes his head and sits down at the table next to her. “No, they can’t reverse the calorie charge. They gave it to me for free, but I don’t care about the money. I want the calories back. I probably can’t eat dinner now.”
“Join the club,” Tori says. “I haven’t eaten dinner since Thursday.”
The man looks Tori up and down. She’s all skin and bones. Not an ounce of fat on her body. Based on her appearance, she doesn’t seem like the kind of person who blows through calories so easily.
“Dave,” he says, holding out his hand to introduce himself.
She shakes his hand. “Tori.”
It’s not like her to engage with strange men in public, but having someone to talk to was getting her mind off of her stomach.
“I remember when McDonald’s was actually good,” Dave said, stirring the vegan chipotle ranch into his salad. “It was junk food. But that was the point. It was supposed to be bad for you. Do you remember what a Big Mac used to taste like?”
Tori nods. “Yeah. I never ate them much back then, but now that they’re illegal I think I miss them more than anything. I never really liked fast food, but Big Macs were perfection. The way the secret sauce and lettuce mixed together. The perfect balance of cheese, meat and bread. I’d kill to have a real Big Mac again.” 
“They still have them in Japan. They’re expensive as hell, but I might make the trip someday, just to have real junk food again.”
Tori nods. She’s fantasized about traveling to Japan for years. Because the Japanese didn’t have the same problems with obesity that they had in the western world, they never implemented strict health laws like they did over here. You can go there and eat as many calories as you want without fear of being fined or put in jail. It’s like Thanksgiving all year round.
“It’s all bullshit,” Dave says. He takes a bite of salad and shakes his head in disapproval. “Did you know the Black Bean Big Mac would actually have more calories than an original Big Mac if it wasn’t a third the size? The black bean patty doesn’t have as much fat as the old hamburger patty did, but it has a lot more calories. More carbs. I’d rather they just make mini Big Macs.”
“They might have put them on the menu if beef wasn’t outlawed.”
“Beef…” Dave shakes his head. “That’s a whole other pile of bullshit right there. We’ve been eating red meat for thousands of years. Taking that away from us is downright fascism.”
“Of course it’s fascism. They don’t call them Health Nazis for nothing.”
Dave smiles when Tori uses the term Health Nazi. It’s like he’s found a kindred spirit in her. Dave is obviously a small town conservative who despises the extreme leftists who are now running the government. But Tori doesn’t see him as a kindred spirit. She’s not a republican. She’s a liberal all the way. It’s just that she hates extremists. Left, right, it doesn’t matter. She’s against anyone who tries to push their moral agenda down other people’s throats. 
“You surprise me,” Dave says. “You don’t seem like the kind of person who would disapprove of the health laws.”
“Why do you say that?”
“You’re so skinny. You probably ate less than two thousand calories a day before it became mandatory.”
Tori laughs out loud. Everyone in the McDonald’s looks at her. “I used to eat twice that per meal. And I ate five meals a day.”
Dave’s expression explodes in surprise. “You’re kidding me… Were you fat?”
“Not at all.” Tori shakes her head. “I was always able to eat as much as I wanted without ever gaining weight. I have a really high metabolism. Like, really high.”
“You’re lucky.”
“I was lucky,” she says. “Now it’s a curse. My body burns calories too fast. I’m never able to get enough to eat.”
Dave sighs. “Damn. And I thought I had it rough. Being my size I was able to eat a lot as well, but nothing like that.” He looks down into his salad. “It’s just not right. Can’t you get a doctor to issue you more calories?”
Tori shakes her head. “I tried, but no doctor will listen. They’ll only issue extra calories for extreme cases and they don’t think my condition is extreme enough. I’ve tried using illegal calorie cards under fake identities, but ended up getting caught. The ten thousand dollar fine and two hundred hours of community service wasn’t worth it. I won’t do that again.”
“Ever thought about getting U-Fit exercise equipment?” Dave asks. “You can get extra calories that way.”
“Isn’t that just for rich people though? Last I heard their machines went for as much as a new car.”
Dave shrugs. “They were pretty spendy when they first came out, but I hear they’re getting cheaper. You can also get them on a payment plan.”
“I don’t know,” Tori says. “I never thought they’d be worth it. Don’t you burn as many calories as you earn? Isn’t that the point of those things?”
“Not necessarily.” Dave pauses to smile. “I have a friend who got a U-Fit exercise bike and he didn’t even exercise. He just spun the pedals without even sitting on it. The machine can’t tell whether you’re actually on the bike or not. You earn calories based on how many miles you put on it, so you can pedal it however you want.”
“Really? I never thought of that.”
Dave looks around the room to make sure no one is listening. Then he leans in and whispers, “Actually, I even know of a device you can buy that will do the pedaling for you. It’s black market, but not exactly illegal. You can earn calories all day long without moving a muscle.”
“Are you serious?”
“I hear you can get up to ten thousand extra calories a day with the really good ones.”
“But wouldn’t having all those extra calories on your card be suspicious?”
“Not for you. If a morbidly obese guy came into McDonald’s with ten thousand extra calories he claimed to have earned through exercise it would be a different story. But nobody would suspect you of cheating. They’d assume you’re just one of those exercise addicts.”
“So where would I get one of these devices?” Tori asks.
Dave hushes her down, worried about who might be listening. “Here.” He takes out a piece of paper and writes down a phone number. “Call me if you get an exercise bike. I’ll see if I can’t get you in touch with the guy I know.”
“How much are they?” 
“No idea. Probably not cheap.”
Tori takes his phone number and then nods at him. “Thanks.”
“No problem.” He smiles, then pushes his salad toward her. “Hey, want my broccoli? I hate the stuff.”
Tori doesn’t think twice about it. “Sure.” 
She picks all the broccoli out of his salad with her skinny bare fingers, trying to be as quick and inconspicuous as possible. As she gobbles them down, Dave gives her a conspiratorial wink, like he’s just found a new partner in crime. 


After work, Tori heads to the U-Fit store at the uptown mall. Her hands shake with hunger. She hopes she can afford to get a bike. If she can get it home that day maybe she can even earn enough calories to eat dinner. It was hard getting through the day without much of a lunch. She typed at her computer with twitchy fingers, responding to all the emails her boss couldn’t be bothered to respond to. 
When she gets to the store, a skinny bald man with round tinted glasses stands in the center of the room, smiling at her as she enters. 
“Welcome to U-Fit, are you ready to get fit?” he says, pumping his tiny fist in the air at her. 
He probably uses that line fifty times a day, so his enthusiasm is forced and annoying. Tori isn’t amused.
“I’m looking for an exercise bike,” she says. 
“Of course, of course, come this way.”
The scrawny bald man brings her to the other side of the store, past the treadmills, elliptical machines, and stair-climbers. 
“Are you sure I can’t interest you in an elliptical machine?” he asks. “You can earn calories three times faster on an elliptical than a bike.”
Tori shakes her head. “Is it cheaper than a bike?”
The salesman curls his right lip and looks at the ceiling, pretending to think about it. “There is one model that’s price is comparable to some of the bikes.”
Tori doesn’t want to hear his sales pitch. “I just want your cheapest exercise bike.”
He looks her up and down, trying to determine the value of her clothes. Target shoes, Forever 21 skirt, jewelry from The Bling Store—she’s obviously not in the same income bracket as his usual clientele. He knows he won’t be able to upsell her, so he resigns to showing her the cheapest piece of equipment in the store.
“This is our most modestly priced stationary bike,” he says, leading her to a folding bike so small and fragile that it would surely break under the weight of anyone over one hundred and sixty pounds. 
Tori examines it. She attempts to find a price tag but there’s none to be seen. If she got one of these at Walmart it would only be about fifty dollars. She knows it’s going to be far more than that, however.
“How does it work?” she asks.
“Give me your calorie card,” he says. 
Tori digs in her purse and hands it to him. He inserts it into a small card reader on the side of the bike.
“Get on,” he says. “Give it a shot.”
Tori has to lift her skirt halfway to get onto the bike seat. She ignores the creepy salesman admiring her pale thighs as she puts her feet into the pedal slots. 
“See,” he points at the screen. “This shows you how many calories you earn. It also shows you distance travelled, pedals per second, and time ridden. All of these affect how many calories you can earn.” 
Tori nods. She pedals as fast as she can, trying to get as many calories on her card as possible. But after ten minutes, she’s only earned thirty calories. It would take her hours to earn enough to eat dinner. The salesman doesn’t allow her to pedal any more than that. He turns off the machine and helps her down.
“So what do you think?” he asks.
Tori nods. “I like it. How much?”
“This one is twenty-five.”
“Twenty-five hundred?”
The salesman can’t help but snicker. “Twenty-five thousand.”
Tori couldn’t believe it. She knew they were expensive but not that much. Not for the cheapest model.
“I hear you have payment plans,” Tori says. “How does that work?”
“Yes, if you pass the credit check, the price can be divided into four monthly payments.”
Tori’s heart sinks in her chest. Even if she could afford over six thousand a month, she’d never pass the credit check.
She lowers her head. “I can’t afford that.”
He nods his head as though prepared for her response. “I’m sorry. U-Fit is hoping to one day produce more affordable models for low-income households, but until the technology advances the prices must remain firm.”
Tori says, “I understand.” 
But she knows it’s bullshit. The only reason the machines are expensive is because they know they can get away with it. Adding a card reader to a fifty dollar machine doesn’t make it worth as much as a new BMW. The desperation for extra calories is what drives the price up. Kind of like how doctors can charge $150,000 to remove an appendix even though the operation only costs the hospital sixteen dollars. When people are desperate enough, they’ll pay anything. 
As Tori turns to walk out, the salesman stares at her ass. He examines her body up and down, licks the corner of his lip with a pink pointy tongue.
“Hold on,” he says, before she leaves the store. 
She turns back.
“There is one other possibility…” he says. But then something makes him hesitate. He shakes his head. “Nevermind…”
Tori steps toward him. “What?”
“I do have one other exercise bike, but I’m not sure you’re right for it.”
“How much is it?”
“You can’t buy this exercise bike. It’s kind of… Let’s just say it’s a prototype. We’re looking for somebody to test ride it.”
“Test ride it? How much would I have to pay?”
The salesman shakes his head. “Not a cent. Actually, you would be paid for your services.”
“You’d pay me?” Tori’s eyes light up. “How much?”
“Two hundred thousand dollars,” he says. 
Tori nearly squeals at him. “Just for testing an exercise bike?”
“You’d have to sign a contract agreeing to use it for a full year,” he says. “You can’t return it or damage it during this period. You must take very good care of it or face severe penalties. Confidentiality is also very important.”
She nods. “If that’s all then sign me up. I’m in.”
The salesman holds up his hands. “Not so fast. The bike has to check you out first. It gets to choose its test subject. And to be honest, it’s been very picky. Over fifty candidates have been turned down already. I’m not sure if you’re going to be the one.”
Tori pauses and stares at him for a moment, confused by his words.
She says, “What do you mean it gets to choose? We’re just talking about a bike, aren’t we?”
Tori imagines some kind of high-tech machine with artificial intelligence. 
“All will be explained to you if you meet its standards,” he says, then he waves her toward him. “Come on. Let’s see if you’re a worthy candidate.”
She steps cautiously toward him, wondering what the heck is going on with this mysterious piece of exercise equipment. He leads her to the back of the store and brings her into an “employees only” section. The petite bald man appears nervous. The whole situation is beginning to worry her.
“Stand here so it can see you,” the salesman says, positioning her in front of a dark tinted window. 
He pushes a buzzer, alerting whatever is on the other side of the glass. Then they wait. The salesman looks at Tori with her arms folded and pulls her limbs apart so that her breasts aren’t hidden.
He says, “Pose like this.”
The salesman does a sexy pose with his hip leaning into his hand.
“What?” she asks.
“Act like a model,” he says, continuing his sexy pose. 
She does as he says.
“Push your boobs out,” he says.
He pushes his own chest forward to show her what he means.
“Are you fucking with me?”
“No, just do it.” He grabs her shoulders and tries to lean her chest out.
She pushes away from him. “Touch me again and I’ll break your fucking nose.”
The salesman tries to turn her around, saying, “Show off your ass.”
Tori doesn’t know what comes over her. She thinks this is some kind of sick game the salesman is playing. She feels like the butt of a joke. Whatever the reason, she slams her knuckles into his nose. Blood sprays across the glass on impact.
The wimpy salesman cries out when he sees the blood in his hands. He looks at Tori in shock. “What’s your problem? I’m just doing my job…”
She wipes her bloody knuckles on her skirt and says, “I told you not to touch me.”
The salesman grabs a sweatband from a nearby cart and holds it up to his nose to stop the bleeding. Tori is about to turn and leave when a green light flashes above the tinted window.
When the salesman sees it, he drops the sweatband from his nose and blood gushes down his chin.
“Oh my,” he says. “It accepted. It actually accepted you.”
“Really?” Tori looks up at the green light.
“I guess it likes tough bitches.”
“Likes tough bitches?” she asks. “Why would a machine care?”
“Well, it’s not exactly a machine.”
“Then what is it?”
The salesman ignores her. He puts a key in the door and unlocks it.
“Come on,” he says. “Let me introduce you to your new exercise bike.”



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
If Tori had known what was behind that door she never would have entered the room. But now it’s too late. She sees it and the sight will be burned into her memory for the rest of her life.
“What the hell is that thing?” Tori asks.
“Meet The Darren II,” says the salesman.
“What the fuck is The Darren II?”
Tori can’t take her eyes off of the monstrous contraption. It’s shaped like an exercise bike, but it’s not exactly a machine. It’s made of flesh. It’s a living, breathing organism. 
The salesman steps around the bike, admiring the fine craftsmanship. “The Darren II is unlike any other piece of equipment U-Fit has ever had the privilege of offering. It’s the very first human exercise bike.” 
Tori shivers at the gurgling sounds it makes as the bike tries to breathe. It pulses and sweats as she steps closer. Tiny eyes stare at her from the back of the display screen.
“It’s human?” Tori can’t believe what she’s seeing. She assumes she must be on a hidden camera show and at any minute a host is going to pop out and tell her it’s all just an elaborate joke. “How is that possible?”
“It took millions of dollars and several years of reconstructive surgery to create the machine standing before you. It’s a miracle of science.”
Tori examines it more closely. She can tell this isn’t a joke. It really is a human that has been turned into a bike. The handles were once arms, stripped of most of its flesh and held together with wires and support bars. She can see muscle and bone through a thick layer of skin. Blood pumps through veins from a tiny heart deep inside of the machine. Its pedals were once legs. Its ass and genitals form the bike seat. Its facial features have mostly been removed, apart from its eyes. 
“So… it was once a person?” Tori asks.
The bike’s gray eyes look up at her, admiring her figure. When they blink, she steps back.
“Yes,” says the salesman. “His name was Darren Oscarson. I know it might be difficult for you to believe, but Darren was not turned into The Darren II against his will. It was all his idea. He was a very wealthy man whose deepest desire was to be transformed into a piece of exercise equipment, to be used by beautiful women such as yourself.”
Tori can’t believe anyone would ever want to do this to themselves. Why would a man ever want to be permanently turned into a machine? Even if it was because of a sexual fetish, it’s still far too extreme. The man must’ve been completely insane.
“Come on,” the salesman says, patting the bike’s fleshy seat. “Give it a try.”
Tori looks at the bike. The bike looks back at her. The penis dangling from the front of the seat grows erect with anticipation.
“No fucking way,” she says.
Then she gets the fuck out of there.

The salesman chases after her.
Before she gets out of the store, he says, “Two hundred thousand.”
She pauses in the doorway.
“Are you sure you want to turn that down?” he asks.
She can’t decide. She could really use that money. She could even quit her job for a year. But would the money really be worth having to ride that atrocity?
The salesman steps closer, “You’ll also earn extra calories. The Darren II is much more liberal with dispensing calories than other bikes. You’ll earn three times as much as you would with a normal bike.”
Tori still can’t move. She can’t agree to ride the thing, but she can’t refuse the offer either. 
“If you walk out that door you might not get another chance,” says the salesman. “Do you know how many women wish they were good enough for The Darren II? Do you know just how great of an opportunity you’ve been given? Hell, if the bike was into men I would have agreed to ride it in a heartbeat.”
Tori can’t believe what she’s doing. All respect she’s ever had for herself melts away as she closes the door and returns to the salesman. 
She says, “Fine. Tell me what I have to do.”
A wide creepy smile returns to the salesman’s face.


Tori goes over pages and pages of paperwork, signing and initialing every paragraph. 
“Even though The Darren II was once human, you are to treat him as a normal piece of exercise equipment,” says the salesman, handing her more and more paperwork to fill out. “You shouldn’t talk to it, play music for it, or give it special treatment of any kind. In fact, it would be best if you just treat it as an ordinary exercise bike.”
Tori just sighs with aggravation, shaking her head. She has no idea how it will be possible to pretend it’s anything but a bike-shaped man she will be riding. 
The salesman points at a paragraph detailing how to care for the bike. “The only thing you’ll have to worry about is feeding it and cleaning it. You also must keep it inside. Don’t store it in a garage or patio. Your house temperature must be at least eighty degrees. If it has any problems you should call this number.” He points at an emergency contact number. 
“What kind of problems?” Tori asks.
“The Darren II hasn’t been extensively tested,” says the salesman. “Keep an eye out for swelling or bruising from overuse, any redness or signs of an infection around its nonorganic components. The card reader could get disconnected. That sort of thing.”
Tori gives a nervous nod. She imagines that all sorts of things could go wrong with it. The human body isn’t supposed to be transformed into such a device. She assumes she’ll be calling this number a lot.
The salesman continues, “But one thing that must be perfectly clear: you are not to purposely cause harm to The Darren II. If you damage it or neglect it in any way, there will be severe consequences. Although you should treat it like an exercise bike, if you abuse the machine it will be the same as abusing a human being. You could face fines and jail time. And if it dies you will likely be charged with murder.”
Tori panics. “What? But what if it dies on its own? What if it has a heart attack? What if it’s the fault of the surgery?”
The salesman nods. “If the machine dies the matter will be thoroughly investigated. You have no reason to worry as long as you don’t mistreat it. Just be sure to call the emergency number if anything ever seems wrong with the bike and you’ll be fine. If you break its leg or arm while exercising it will be completely understandable as long as you don’t ignore the injury.”
Tori takes a deep breath, but accepts full responsibility for the bike. She understands. If she were to be turned into a human exercise bike she would want to make sure her owner didn’t neglect or injure her while in his care.
“So when do I get paid?” Tori asks.
The salesman smiles. “Thirty-five thousand in cash will be paid up front. You’ll receive it with the bike on delivery. Then you’ll receive fifteen thousand a month for the rest of the contract. If The Darren II is satisfied with the arrangement he might offer to extend the contract. Tips and gifts might also be awarded during or after the contracted period.”
Tori gets to the last page of paperwork. Before she signs, the salesman puts his hand on the page and looks her in the eyes.
He says, “But one thing to keep in mind: once you sign this, you will not be able to break the contract. You must use The Darren II for a full year. If you want to cancel the agreement before the end of the period you will be forced to pay back the two hundred thousand in full within thirty days.”
Tori takes a deep breath. She knows she shouldn’t make this decision lightly. She knows she should take at least a week to think about it. She knows that she should just throw the pen at the man’s face and walk out of there forever. 
But before she can convince herself to change her mind, she signs her name on the dotted line.
The salesman grabs the paperwork and locks it in a safe, then explodes with excitement. He grabs Tori by the hand and shakes it furiously.
“Thank you,” he cries. “Thank you so, so much.”
There’s almost tears in his eyes. Tori isn’t sure if he is so excited because he’s about to receive a very large commission for getting her to agree to take the bike or if he is just happy to be rid of the horrific machine that has been haunting the back storeroom for god knows how long.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Tori instantly regrets the decision. She hits the car steering wheel as she drives home, calling herself stupid and weak for signing the agreement. Even with the money she’ll be getting and the calories she’ll be able to earn, she still doesn’t want to have that monstrous creature in her home. Then she realizes that it’s not too late. She can still get out of it. They haven’t even paid her yet. Once the delivery people arrive at her house, she can just tell them to take it back. She doesn’t want it anymore. 
But then hunger stabs deep inside of her stomach. She cringes at the pain. It feels like her body is dissolving her from the inside out. Her fingers quiver against the steering wheel.
She contemplates her situation. Perhaps she can use the exercise bike for just a little while, just to get some extra calories. She won’t spend any of the money. She’ll just use it to get extra food. Then take it back whenever she wants. Or better yet, she can use the thirty-five thousand she’ll get to buy another U-Fit machine and tell them to fuck off when they want their money back. What can they do? It’ll just be yet another debt she’ll never be able to pay off.




When Tori gets home, her living room is filled with wasps. The insects have built an intricate maze of nests between the walls. She didn’t realize they were there when she first moved into the apartment. Sometimes she heard buzzing sounds coming from behind her television, but never expected she was harboring thousands of insects behind a thin wall. They’ve probably lived there for years, coming in through an entrance on the roof or the outside wall. It wasn’t until she hammered a quarter-sized hole that she realized what she was sharing her apartment with. Several small flying insects poured out of the hole and stung her on her arms and neck.
She tried calling the apartment manager, but nothing ever gets done about it. The woman who runs the office says she’s allergic and refuses to go near them. She also won’t be bothered to hire an exterminator and said just to plaster the hole to prevent them from getting inside.
Tori goes to the hole in the wall behind her plasma television and places a new layer of duct tape over the opening. She never plastered the hole—if that would even work—because she wants to have access to the wasps. Whenever she’s short on calories, the wasps are her emergency food source. 
“Guess I know what I’m eating tonight,” she says to the swarm of insects flying around her room.
She doesn’t have the patience to eat them slowly. Usually, she savors each and every one, eating them alive while they’re still buzzing inside her cheeks. But because so many of them got in this time, she plans to eat them by the bowlful. 
With a fly swatter, she smacks them out of the air, smashes them against her couch or coffee table. Four of them sting her during the killing spree, but she’s used to the pain. The venom feels pleasant in her bloodstream. Then she gathers them up in a cereal bowl and eats them with a spoon, gobbling them down ferociously, like it’s been days since she’s had anything. Their crispy exoskeletons taste a bit like popcorn. Their moist insides like savory lobster cream sauce. 
When she’s done with them, she hunts for any stragglers that might have been left behind. She feels like a feral cat as she swats at wasps landing on furniture and stuffs them into her mouth. She imagines how she might look if anyone were to see her. But she doesn’t have a choice. The hunger is too overwhelming when she doesn’t have enough calories. And the most shocking thing about it is how much she enjoys eating them. Hunger can make even the most repulsive food seem delicious. 


The delivery men arrive at her front door and Tori smiles at them with sores on her gums. A wasp wing stuck to her upper lip. 
The bearded delivery man standing in front stares at her sores like she’s got some kind of horrible disease, but he doesn’t say anything about it.
“Victoria Manetti?” he asks.
“Yes,” she responds, then licks the wasp wing off of her lip. “Do you have it?”
He holds out a clipboard and has her sign for it.
Then the two men go to the back of the truck and pull out a large cardboard box that reads Darren II with a picture of the human bike on the side. Tori wonders why the hell they would design packaging for it. There’s only one of these bikes in existence. She wonders if this is part of the man’s fantasy. Perhaps he gets off on being treated as merchandise. Perhaps he wants to experience what it feels like to be opened like a product by its consumer. 
A crowd of people gather outside of the apartment, admiring the U-Fit truck. They all seem jealous of Tori for being able to get herself a calorie-earning exercise bike. None of them notice The Darren II picture on the front of the box or they wouldn’t be so envious. 
“Where do you want it?” the bearded delivery man says as he enters the apartment.
“Downstairs in the office,” Tori says.
They take the box down the steps into the office. There’s hardly room for them to enter. Tori has been using it more as a storage space than an office. Boxes, old furniture, and clothes are stacked in high piles against the walls and spilling across the floors.
The bearded man looks back at Tori and says, “This isn’t going to work. The Darren II would rather be in the living room.”
Before they can carry the box upstairs, Tori blocks the door and says, “I don’t want it in my living room.”
“The bedroom then,” he says.
“No!” Tori nearly pushes him back to stop him from going toward her bedroom. 
The guy looks at her with an annoyed expression. He doesn’t like having to deal with the exercise bike any more than she does. 
“I mean…” Tori says. “This is where I want it. It’s going to be my exercise room. I just haven’t set it up yet.”
The bearded man sighs, but says nothing.
“Besides,” Tori continues, “I was told not to give it special treatment. If I’m to treat it like a real exercise bike, then I want it in my exercise room. There’s no place to put it in my living room. It might fit in my kitchen if I move my dining room table but that would be stupid.”
The delivery man sighs again and looks down into his pocket.
He says, “The Darren II says that will be okay. Just make sure to clean this place up and make it nice. Put some mirrors in. Add a couple of yoga mats or other exercise equipment. Make it feel like a real exercise room.”
Tori nods. “Sure.”
The delivery men place the box on the ground and leave the room, turning off the light on the way out.
“We’ll get the rest of the stuff,” says the bearded man.
“What stuff?”
The delivery men don’t respond. They go back to the truck and return with six cardboard boxes with the U-Fit logo on them. The bearded man opens one of the boxes.
“This is its fuel,” he says, pulling out a five gallon bucket and a hose. “You need to keep this in your refrigerator once it’s opened.”
“That?” she says, looking at the large container. “That thing won’t fit in my fridge.”
He ignores her and continues, “You feed it three cups of this daily.” He holds up the funnel hose. “Put this in its feeding hole and just pour it in. You’ll receive fifteen gallons a month. It will be plenty.” 
He points at two more boxes. They both read “Bike Food.” 
“Make sure to clean the hose before each feeding.” He points at another box. “Cleaning equipment is in there. You can clean the bike once a week or whenever it... smells.”
Tori cringes at the thought.
The delivery man opens the fifth box. “This is what you have to wear while using the bike.”
He holds up a skimpy outfit that looks like a cross between something you’d exercise in and something a dominatrix might wear. It’s a sleeveless leotard with a spandex hood. There isn’t much of a lower half of the outfit. Just a crotchless G-string bikini that would leave very little protection between her genitalia and the bike seat while riding. 
“I’m not wearing that!” Tori cries.
The delivery man speaks in a straight forward tone, without any remorse for her situation. “You have to. It’s in your contract.”
“But the crotch is wide open! My genitals will be rubbing all over that thing!”
The bearded man nods. “That’s the point. You’re also required to shave… You know, down there.”
Tori holds up the outfit and winces. “I wasn’t told about any of this.”
“It’s all in your contract,” he says.
Tori shakes her head. “I can’t do this anymore. Take all of this back. I won’t be a prostitute for that freakish thing downstairs.”
The delivery man shrugs. “I’m just paid to drop it off. You’ll have to take that up with the U-Fit corporate office.” Then he holds out his hand. “Let me see your phone.”
She gives him her phone, thinking he’s dialing the corporate office for her. But he’s doing something else. Downloading something.
“Here’s The Darren II app,” he says, handing back her phone. “It reminds you when to exercise.”
Tori holds out the phone to him. “No, you don’t understand. I don’t want any of this anymore. Call somebody and take this thing away.”
“You’ll have to handle that yourself. There’s cancellation information in your user manual.”
Tori groans, realizing the men aren’t going to do anything to help her. She’s stuck with the bike, at least for the night.
Before the men leave, Tori notices there is one box they delivered that was left unopened. She says, “What’s in the last box?”
The bearded man looks back and says, “Open it and see.”
Then he leaves her apartment, closing the door firmly behind him.
When Tori opens the box, she finds that it is filled with stacks of money. Thirty-five thousand dollars. They really paid her. Before she can get accustomed to holding that much money in her hands, she puts it back in the box, duct tapes it shut, and pushes it under her couch. 
“There’s no way I can go through with this,” she says to herself.
A wasp lowers itself onto the tip of her nose. She shakes her head, curls her lips and blows at it, but the insect won’t fly away until it finishes stinging the corner of her nostril.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Tori decides not to open the exercise bike. She plans to return it the next day, so she figures it would be best to just leave it in its box. But she finds it difficult sleeping in the room next to it. She swears she can hear it sneezing, clearing its throat, and shuffling inside the box. She wonders if it can suffocate in there. She wonders if she’ll wake up to it dead in her office and be charged with criminally negligent manslaughter. 
It’s four in the morning and she still can’t sleep. She goes into the office and turns on the light, staring at the box. Deep breathing issues from inside. The bike must be sleeping. Tori just stares at the box, examining the disturbing image of the man-bike on the exterior. The U-Fit logo is plastered on the front, with large text inside a pink bubble that exclaims, “Feel the burn!” 
Tori tears at the corner of the box and then pulls it open. The sides of the box fall to the floor. When she sees the bike is covered in bubble wrap, she realizes what a mistake she’s made. The bike must be suffocating. She unwraps it and tosses the bubble wrap aside. The plastic is soaking wet from bike sweat. 
When the bike’s eyes open and look at her, Tori realizes she’s not dressed. The thing’s eyes widen when it sees her bra and panties. She closes her robe and tightens it with her belt. Then she turns off the light and leaves the room. As she closes the door, she hears it gurgle and moan, as though begging her to ride it. But she has no intention of ever using the disgusting thing.
She goes upstairs and sleeps on the couch. Knowing the thing won’t suffocate and is no longer within listening range, she’s able to rest. Three hours later her alarm goes off, telling her that it’s time to get up for work.


She takes the manual with her to work and calls the U-Fit corporate office, trying to figure out how to cancel her contract. They have no idea what she’s talking about. She is put on hold several times and forced to wait. No matter how much she tries, she can’t get anyone to help her remove the exercise bike from her property.
Without realizing it, she spends the bulk of her daily calories on snacks from the company vending machine at work. If she doesn’t get more calories she’ll be having carrot fries for lunch and wasps for dinner again. But riding The Darren II is not an option.
At lunch, she drives across town to a different U-Fit store and tries to buy a new exercise bike. 
But the woman working there tells her, “I’m sorry Miss Manetti, but we can’t sell you anything here.”
“Why not?” Tori asks.
“You’re on a no-sell list,” she says.
“What? Why?”
“I’m not sure,” she says. “Have you ever committed any health crimes?”
Tori shrugs. “I once used a fake identity to get an extra calorie card.”
The employee nods. “I see. That must be it. U-Fit doesn’t sell equipment to people who might take advantage of the calorie system.”
“But that was years ago,” Tori says.
“I’m sorry. I can’t sell anything to you. If you think this is in error, you’ll have to contact the corporate office.”
Tori doesn’t argue any further. She knows what’s happened. It has nothing to do with her criminal record. They won’t sell Tori any exercise equipment because she is supposed to only use The Darren II. The bike doesn’t want her using any other equipment but itself for the duration of the year.


By six o’clock p.m., Tori is starving and out of calories. But no matter what happens, she’s not going to use The Darren II. She’ll just eat more wasps. She’d rather eat nothing but wasps for the rest of her life than exercise on that sweaty monstrosity.
When she gets home, she runs into the office manager outside of her apartment.
“What’s going on, Mel?” Tori asks from her car window, concerned something might be wrong. She worries The Darren II might have been moaning so loud it upset the neighbors. Or perhaps she entered for yet another unscheduled walk-through and saw The Darren II for herself. Whatever it is, Mel never visits Tori unless it’s because of a complaint or to annoy her in some way. 
Tori exits her car and steps onto the sidewalk leading upstairs to her apartment. The manager waves and approaches her, holding a clipboard and wearing a stupid wool hat.
With a big dumb smile on her face, Mel says, “Hey, Tori. How’s my favorite tenant?”
Tori hates Melanie. With her blond ponytail, peach-colored sweaters, and white plastic-framed glasses—she’s like that third grade music teacher you hated as a kid. The one who was annoyingly happy and enthusiastic all the time, but was inflexibly cruel to any students who refused to laugh at her jokes. 
“I’m fine,” Tori says. “Is there a problem?”
“No problem,” she says. “I hear you got a U-Fit machine.”
So that’s why she’s there. Tori should’ve known.
“Uh, yeah,” Tori says. 
“Wow. I can’t believe it. How did you afford it?”
Tori shrugs. “I saved up.”
She tries to walk around the apartment manager, but the woman gets in her way.
“Can I see it?” Mel asks.
“I’m sorry. I’m really busy.”
“I can come back later. Maybe at eight?”
Tori shakes her head. 
But Mel continues, “I won’t be long. I could really use the extra calories.”
Tori groans. Of course that’s what she’s after. Before the health laws were put in place, Mel used to eat doughnuts, muffins, and cookies by the dozen. She’s probably almost as desperate as Tori to get the extra calories. 
“It doesn’t work like that,” Tori says. 
“No, I know how they work,” Mel says. “If I use my calorie card it will work just as good as yours. I just want a few hundred extra calories a week. That isn’t asking too much.”
Tori shakes her head. “I’m sorry. It’s not going to happen.”
She moves past her, but Mel follows her up the steps.
“I won’t invade on your privacy, I promise. I can use it while you’re at work. Please.”
Tori pulls out her keys and goes to her front door. “You don’t understand. Only my card will work. It’s a… special model. It’s not like other U-Fit machines.”
Mel says, “Well, what if I exercise on your card? You can buy me the food with the calories I earn.”
Tori shakes her head as she opens the door. “I don’t think so.” 
“I’ll pay you,” Mel says, sticking her foot in the door. “You’d make money and you don’t even have to do any exercise. You can even keep any leftover calories I don’t spend.”
“You’re asking me to do something illegal.”
“It doesn’t matter. It will be our secret.”
Tori just shakes her head in response. Mel’s face goes from desperate to fuming.
“You’re so selfish!” Mel cries. “And after what I did for you today, I can’t believe it!”
“Did what?”
“You didn’t get my email? I finally got an exterminator out here to get rid of your wasp problem.”
“You did what!” Tori’s voice is so loud it forces Mel to take a step back. 
Mel stutters for a second, then says, “I thought you’d be happy. You’ve been wanting me to do something about the wasps forever.”
“They’re dead? All of them?”
“Well, yeah. The whole hive was sprayed and removed. There was a ton of them, too. You should’ve seen it.”
Tori slams her head into the wall.
“What?” Mel asks. “I thought you wanted them gone.”
Tori sighs and says, “It’s fine. Forget it.”
“So can I use your U-Fit machine or not?”
“Not. And if I ever catch you breaking into my apartment when I’m not around, I’m calling the police.”
Mel just gasps in shock at her response as Tori slams the door in her face.


As Tori steps into her living room, looking for any wasps that might have been left behind, a text comes onto her phone. It’s from her exercise bike. 
It reads:
DARREN II: It’s time to exercise! Are you ready to get fit with U-Fit!
Tori closes the message and tosses her phone on the couch. Then she searches her living room for wasps. She’s sure some of them had to have survived. But after an hour of searching, she only finds a lone wasp perched on a copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance on her bookshelf. 
It’s her last wasp, so she savors it. She presses it against her tongue. It buzzes and flaps. Its wings flitter against the side of her lip as it stings her gums. She puts it inside and sucks on it, allowing it to sting her again. She sucks the wings off its body and chews them with her front teeth, holding the rest of its body tightly inside her cheek. She doesn’t kill it by biting. She pulls its body apart with suction, sucking its abdomen from its thorax and squishing it gently against the roof of her mouth until it explodes with creamy fluid. The insect dissolves in her saliva, crumbles into tiny pieces. When there isn’t any more flavor to taste, she swallows the remains. 
When it’s finished, Tori can’t believe how upset she is that she’ll no longer be able to eat wasps whenever she wants. She hopes she’ll be able to find a new wasp nest somewhere in the neighborhood. 
Her phone buzzes as a new text comes in. She reads it.
DARREN II: Don’t forget to shave your nether region. A smooth ride is a good ride!
Tori throws her phone back on the couch.
“Gross,” she says, wiping her hands on her shirt as though she was just handling something dirty.
She wonders if there’s anything in the contract against deleting the app that sends her those disturbing automated messages. 


Tori doesn’t plan to ride the exercise bike, but she realizes she’ll still have to feed it. She doesn’t want to get charged with neglect. 
Carrying a five gallon bucket in one hand, the hose and measuring cup in the other, Tori goes downstairs to her office. When she turns on the light, she sees the exercise bike in the exact position it was left in last night. Just sitting there, breathing, shivering, waiting to be ridden. 
Tori doesn’t look the thing in the eyes when she feeds it. She unscrews a cap on its mouth, revealing a gaping wet hole. It’s not much of a mouth anymore. The lips, teeth, tongue, uvula, tonsils, upper and lower jaws have all been removed, leaving only a direct opening to its throat. She rubs the hose with a jelly-like lubricant and inserts it into the passageway, then places a wide funnel on the end. 
“Here it goes,” she says, scooping a cup of Bike Food out of the five gallon bucket of black pudding-like syrup. 
She pours the goop into the funnel and it slides slowly down the tube into its throat. The bike shivers and wheezes next to her as it is fed. Tori can feel the warmth issuing from its frame. It shifts side to side, leaning toward her arms as she feeds it, trying to feel her skin against its own. But as the bike inches closer, Tori inches way. She dumps the next two cups into the funnel before the first cup is finished going down, then holds the hose straight into the air as to make the fluid go down as quickly as possible. 
The bike farts. Tori hears a high-pitched popping sound issue from its backside, but she doesn’t realize what it is until the smell fills the room. It’s like sour broccoli. She waves the odor away from her nose as the last of the bike food empties into the throat hole. 
“Jesus Christ…” she moans.
Then she screws the lid back over the bike’s mouth and takes the feeding supplies upstairs. 


Opening the refrigerator, Tori has no idea how she’s going to store a five gallon bucket inside of it. Though her fridge is empty of any real food, it is completely full of calorie-free items such as mustards and soda water. Whenever she’s starving, she eats calorie-free food just to try to trick herself into thinking she’s actually eating something. It sometimes takes the hunger away.
In order to fit the five gallon bucket inside, Tori has to remove all the shelves and pack as much food into the vegetable drawers as possible. She leaves out all the cans of soda water. 
The act of digging in her refrigerator causes an instinctual reaction in her stomach. Hunger pierces her insides, forcing her to curl into a ball on her kitchen floor.
“Damn it,” she cries, closing her eyes tight and squeezing her loose belly skin.
When the pain diminishes and she opens her eyes, Tori finds herself looking directly at the bucket of Bike Food. Her mouth waters. She realizes that the stuff must be loaded with calories. If three cups is all the exercise bike needs to survive it must be close to a hundred calories an ounce. 
Tori sits up and does some math. The bike requires twenty-four ounces of the food a day, seven hundred and twenty ounces a month. It only needs a little over eleven gallons of food, leaving almost four gallons that would go to waste. Tori realizes she can eat this stuff. She doesn’t have to starve. 
Removing the lid and dunking the measuring cup into the black syrup, she tosses the bike food down her throat without even smelling it first. The feeling of something entering her stomach calms her, dissolves the hunger away. Her eyes relax. Her muscles go slack. But then she tastes it.
The fluid shoots out of her throat and sprays across the tile floor. The bike food isn’t edible. It tastes of baby vomit mixed with motor oil, and it has a sour broccoli fart aftertaste. Tori pukes the rest of it into the sink. The stuff is horrid. It really is more like fuel than food. She’d rather eat doggy kibble than this crap.
She moans and drools at the flavor, squeezing half a tube of toothpaste on her tongue. 
When the taste is finally gone and the bucket of food is hidden in her fridge, Tori realizes that the act of eating and puking only made her hungrier. She’s not going to be able to sleep with these pains. She has to get more calories in her body. But the only way to earn calories is to use the exercise bike. If only she could earn calories without actually riding it.
Then she remembers the man she met at McDonald’s. He said there was a device that could pedal U-Fit exercise bikes for her, earning calories without even having to touch it. If she uses that she’ll be set. 


Tori finds the piece of paper with the man’s number written on it, hoping he’ll be able to help her. She knows it’s a long shot, but if she can get the device tonight she won’t have to go to bed hungry. 
The man picks up after three rings.
“Hello?” he asks.
“Is this Dave?” 
He pauses, probably thinks she’s some kind of telemarketer. 
Then he says, “Yeah, who’s this?” 
“Tori. We met at McDonald’s yesterday. Remember me?”
His voice changes from suspicious to cheerful. “Oh yeah, you’re the girl who ate my broccoli. How’s it going?”
Tori wheezes when he says broccoli. She doesn’t want to think about broccoli ever again. 
“It’s going okay. I got a U-Fit exercise bike like you recommended, but I’m wondering about that device you were talking about. The one that pedals for you.”
“Ah, yes. Right. I’ll see what I can do to help you out, but we probably shouldn’t talk about it over the phone. Want to meet me for dinner tomorrow?”
“How about tonight?” 
“Well, I don’t have any calories left to eat dinner tonight.”
“Neither do I, but we don’t have to eat anything. That’s why I’m calling. I was hoping I could get one of those things as soon as possible, tonight if you can swing it. I’m starving.”
“Uhhh…” Dave laughs as he thinks. “Well, I don’t know if we’ll be able to get you one tonight. But we can try.”
“Great. That would be amazing.”
“Meet me at the bowling alley on Barber,” he says. “I’ll call my guy and see what I can do.”
“Sounds good. I’ll head right over.”
Tori ends the call. She grabs her car keys and the box of cash. 
On the way out the door, she gets a text from her exercise bike.
DARREN II: Don’t forget to exercise tonight. It’s never too late to get fit with U-Fit!
Tori deletes the text. If she ever finds out who’s responsible for composing these automatic messages she’s going to punch him right in the face.


When Dave meets her at the bowling alley, he’s dressed in a nice button-up shirt and freshly ironed slacks. It’s like he thinks they are going on a date.
The first thing he says is, “Want to bowl a few games?”
Tori looks back at the lanes, then back at him. “Uh, I don’t really bowl. I didn’t think that’s what we were going to be doing.”
He shrugs and puts on a smile. “Well, don’t you think it’ll be a little suspicious if we meet at the bowling alley without actually playing at least one game?”
Tori looks back at the lanes again. “I guess we can pay for a game, but don’t expect much from me.”
“It’s okay. I’ll give you some pointers.”
As they check out pairs of bowling shoes, Tori wonders if this guy actually happens to have any connections at all. He could have just made the whole thing up to give her his phone number. He probably just wants to get into her pants.
They choose the most private lane on the end, far away from the other bowlers. 
As Dave chooses a sixteen pound ball, he says, “So I’ve got good news and bad news.”
Tori looks over at him as she changes her shoes. 
He says, “The good news is that we can get you a spinner tonight.”
“Spinner?”
“That’s what the device is called. A spinner.” He steps closer to her, sticking his fingers into his ball to test the hole size. “But the bad news is that it’s not cheap. It’ll cost five grand.”
Tori shrugs. “No problem.”
“Seriously?” he asks. 
“Yeah, I’m desperate. I’ll pay pretty much anything for extra calories.”
Dave smiles. “Well, in that case, put your shoes back on. We’ve got somewhere better to be.”
“Where’s that?” 
“You’ll see.”
Then Dave rolls his ball down the lane and knocks over half the pins. He would have looked a lot cooler if he had gotten a strike.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
They take Dave’s truck across town. Tori has about ten grand in cash hidden in her coat. She’s not sure about this guy or the place they’re headed, but she feels it’s worth the risk. Even if he turns out to be a crook who takes all her cash and leaves her on the side of the road, she doesn’t care. It’s not her money anyway. 
“So where are we going?” Tori asks.
“We’re going underground.” He lights a black market cigarette. 
“Underground?”
“The junk food underground.”
“There’s a junk food underground?”
“Prohibition didn’t stop alcohol from being sold illegally. The health laws only created a booming criminal junk food market.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Tori asks.
“I heard the rumors, but I didn’t know it was real until recently. They’re supposed to have whatever you want to eat and not a single thing gets charged to your calorie card.”
“Holy shit…” Tori says.
She realizes that she doesn’t even need a spinner or an exercise bike. She can just buy food on the black market. A smile stretches across her face. It seems like a dream. 
Then she says, “Do they have Big Macs?”
Dave laughs. “I wish. But they probably have cheeseburgers. Real cheeseburgers. I’m going to blow my whole paycheck at this place.”
Tori pats the wad of cash in her pocket. “If this place is all you’re saying it is then dinner’s on me.”


They arrive at what looks like a large office building hidden in a warehouse district near the river. There are no signs on the exterior of the building. No company logos. If it wasn’t for all the cars in the parking lot Tori would have assumed the place was abandoned.
“This is it?” Tori asks.
“That’s what my friend said,” Dave says. “A big gray building with tinted windows.”
“So what’s inside?”
“A mall.”
“A whole mall?”
“Yep. Full of vendors, restaurants, grocery stores, bakeries. You name it.”
“How do the cops not know about this place?”
“Who says they don’t? Cops eat junk food, too. Haven’t you noticed how the cops in this town seem a lot fatter than anyone else? They probably get to eat whatever they want for free.”
They park the car and head for the entrance. There’s a line of people waiting to get in with four large bouncers in black suits guarding the door. 
As they queue up, Dave leans toward Tori and whispers, “My friend says the password is Salmon Pizza. Tell them that if they ask.”
While waiting in line, two large men are denied entry. They are each about three hundred pounds. Tori hasn’t seen anyone with so much excess weight in years.
“No fatties,” the bouncer says. “Come back when you lose some weight.”
One of the fat men is ready to walk away, but the other stands his ground.
“What do you mean we’re too fat?” says the angry fat man. “Do you know who I am?”
“I don’t care who you are,” the bouncer responds.
“I’ve spent more money here than any of your other customers combined. You have to let me in.”
“Look, we can’t let anyone in who is visually obese. Those are the rules. The feds see fat people walking around the city and they’ll be forced to shut us down. If you really were a regular customer you’d already know that.”
“Your boss is going to hear about this,” the fat man says. “And when he hears you refused my business, you’re going to wake up in a ditch somewhere.”
“Whatever, Porky. Come back when you lose fifty pounds.”
The fat men eventually step down and return to their car, cursing and hollering at the tops of their lungs.
When it’s Tori’s turn to meet with the bouncer, he looks her up and down.
“Haven’t seen you here before,” the bouncer says. “You’re way too skinny to be a regular.”
“It’s her first time,” Dave says, stepping forward.
The bouncer holds up his hand so that Dave knows to stay back with the rest of the line. 
“So what would you like for dinner?” the man asks.
Tori smiles and says, “I don’t know. It depends on what’s available. I’m pretty much up for anything, though. I’m starving.”
The bouncer just stares at her. 
Then he repeats himself. “No, I mean what would you like for dinner?”
Tori is confused. “I don’t know. A cheeseburger maybe…”
The bouncer rolls his eyes and laughs. Tori wonders if wanting a cheeseburger is stupid. Perhaps they don’t even have cheeseburgers in there.
“I’m asking for the password, lady,” says the bouncer.
Then Tori understands the confusion.
“Oh. Of course. Salmon Pizza. That’s what I’d like for dinner.”
But after telling him the password, the bouncer still looks at her with an annoyed face.
“Okay, get lost,” he says, then looks at Dave. “Next.”
Tori panics. “But I just told you the password. Salmon Pizza. What’s the problem?”
The bouncer sighs. “That was last week’s password.”
“Well, what’s the new password?” Tori asks.
“If I told you then what would be the point of having a password in the first place? You obviously got the password from someone else, which means you’re not a trusted customer. So get lost.”
Tori just stares at the bouncer with her mouth drooped open. She’s so close. She can’t be turned away now. 
Dave steps forward and says, “Come on, you’ve got to let us in. We just want a spinner. We’ll be in and out in ten minutes.”
The bouncer won’t budge. He says, “Not my problem.” Then waves them off.
Just before Tori steps out of line and walks away, someone steps toward the bouncer and says, “They’re with me.”
Tori looks back. It’s a Sicilian man in his late fifties, wearing a designer gray suit, a manicured white goatee accentuates his prominent chin. When the bouncer sees him, he lowers his head.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Ferlisi,” says the bouncer. “I had no idea they were with you.”
Mr. Ferlisi steps toward him, placing a couple large bills into his coat pocket, then pats him on the shoulder. “It’s my mistake. Thank you for understanding.”
He opens the door to the building and waves Tori and Dave inside. 
“After you,” he says. 
Tori and Dave say “Thank you” as they pass the Sicilian business man, but they don’t stick around to introduce themselves to him. Once inside, they take off into the crowd of shoppers and don’t look back.
“Who was that guy?” Tori asks Dave once they’re at a safe distance.
“No idea,” Dave says. “But he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy you want to be friends with.”
Tori nods her head. She doubts the man helped them out of kindness. At best, he wanted Tori to have dinner with him. At worst, he wanted more than just dinner. She just wants to get in and out before she attracts the attention of any other shady characters.


The place is even more extravagant than Tori imagined. It really is a mall of illegal junk food. Although it was once an office building, the offices have been transformed into small shops, selling anything from ice cream sundaes to fried potato chips to chipotle-injected Vienna sausages. 
“Oh, wow,” Tori says, staring at food carts lining the hallways. 
The smells are even more beautiful than the sights. Buttered popcorn, Chicago-style hot dogs, fried chicken and potato wedges cooked in real animal fat. The scents are enough to make Tori’s soul ooze out of her body and drift away. 
“I was hungry before,” Tori says. “But all this food is making me absolutely starving.”
As they fight the crowd to get to a barbeque stand, Tori sees the price and her heart sinks in her chest.
“Shit…” Dave says.
The cost of a single cheeseburger is 2,000 dollars. 
“That’s a bit more spendy than I thought it was going to be.”
Tori shakes her head. “I don’t care. I’m getting one.”
Dave pulls her back before she can order. “Let’s keep looking. There might be cheaper stuff around. If they sell ground beef I’ll make you a burger you’ll never forget.”
Tori nods. 
Dave says, “Let’s go find you a spinner first. After that, we can see what’s available to eat.”
Passing through the wonderland of deliciousness, Tori keeps her eyes on the price tags. Most things don’t even have prices attached, meaning they are most likely too expensive to even consider unless you’re so well off that money is no object. The cheapest food Tori can find is a chocolate truffle for three hundred dollars. The people who run this place are probably getting rich off of the new health laws. No way could anyone, even the most gourmet upscale restaurant, get away with charging two thousand for a cheeseburger before the laws were passed. 
“Spinners,” Dave says, pointing at an office turned U-Fit store.
He leads Tori into the store and greets a short man with a beer belly and plaid scarf at the door. The guy doesn’t seem to have shaved or showered in several days. Scraggly facial hair grows in patches across his cheeks and neck.
“We’re looking for a spinner,” Dave says.
“Sure,” the man says, speaking soft and slow like he’s been smoking opium all night. “Come this way.”
He takes them into the store, filled with black market exercise machines and other equipment. Unlike the other shops in the underground mall, this one is the least flashy. It doesn’t seem to cater to the upper class clientele like the rest of the mall. The machines sold here are for people who can’t afford the normal U-Fit equipment available in stores. It also looks like they don’t work as well, like the guy picked up a bunch of half-broken machines from the Goodwill and attached U-Fit card readers on them. 
“Here’s all the spinners I got,” he says, pointing at a row of cardboard boxes with small cylindrical machines in them. 
Then he plops down on a well-worn couch and lights a bong. 
Tori looks at the closest one. “How much?”
The short guy waits until he exhales three smoke rings before he answers. “For you? I’ll give you a deal. How’s ten thousand sound?”
“I thought they were five thousand?” Tori says. 
The guy shrugs. “You thought wrong.”
“Well, ten thousand’s all I’ve got. How am I supposed to get dinner?”
The guy puts down his bong and holds up a small tin foil package. “I’ll throw in this pot brownie for free if you want.”
“Does it even work?” Dave asks.
The short guy isn’t as pleasant with Dave as he is with Tori. “Of course it works. You think I’d stay in business with faulty merchandise?”
Tori points at one of his exercise bikes. “Can I try it out?”
The guy shrugs. “Go for it.” Then he returns his mouth to the bong.
Tori and Dave take one of the spinners out of its box, then spend a few minutes trying to figure out how it works. There’s a clamp that attaches to the right bike pedal. Tori inserts her calorie card into the card reader, then flips a switch on the spinner. The bike pedals itself, adding calories onto her card. She shifts a lever upward and the spinner speed increases, peddling the bike at thirty miles per hour. 
After ten minutes, Tori already has two hundred calories. Much more than she would earn peddling an exercise bike the normal way. She turns off the spinner and retrieves her calorie card.
“I’ll take it,” she says.
The short guy doesn’t seem to care either way. “Great…”
Tori drops several stacks of cash onto the table next to the store owner’s bong. Then she grabs the foil-wrapped pot brownie and leaves the store.


“Well, I’m broke,” Tori says. “I guess I won’t be eating a cheeseburger after all.”
Dave pats her on the back. “I’m sorry about that. My friend must not be as connected as he claims to be.”
“It’s okay. I’ll come back another time.”
“Next time I get a password, I’ll make sure it’s legit.”
As they pass a gyro stand, Tori drools over the spinning lamb meat. She inhales the greasy scent as deep as she can. Because she’s so hungry, her sense of smell is heightened. The aroma is so strong it’s almost as though she’s tasting it. 
“This place is like heaven,” Tori says, trying to tear her eyes away from the gyro meat as they pass. 
Dave nods. “A really, really expensive heaven.”
“So you wouldn’t happen to have enough money to buy us dinner, would you?” Tori asks.
He shakes his head. “Uh, I can afford a candy bar. Maybe. But I’d rather not. I had no idea how much everything was going to cost here.”
“Well, let’s just walk around for a while. Just smelling all this stuff is better than anything I’ve eaten in a year.”


As they walk past an Italian restaurant, Tori and Dave find themselves slowing down to a stop. They peer through the windows like two stray dogs begging for scraps. The smell of Italian meats and cheeses serenades them into a trance. Just watching the food as it’s eaten by wealthy upper class citizens brings a smile to Tori’s face. They serve real meatballs, real sausages. The mozzarella isn’t dairy-free. The pasta isn’t gluten-free. The wine is well-aged and full-bodied, not that watered-down Diet Wine crap they sell in stores now. And not a single dessert on the menu is chia pudding. 
“I’m eating here tomorrow,” Tori says. “I don’t care how much it costs. I’m eating here.”
“Count me out,” Dave says. “I bet eating here costs two year’s income.”
Saliva builds in Tori’s mouth. “Totally worth it.”
A familiar face peeks out of the restaurant entrance at Tori.
“Admiring my fine establishment?” he asks.
It’s the Sicilian man they met outside. He steps out of the restaurant and approaches them. 
“You rushed away so quickly I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself,” he says. 
He only looks at Tori as he speaks, completely blocking Dave out of his line of vision. It’s as though he doesn’t even hear his voice when Dave says, “Sorry, we were in a hurry.”
“I am Federico,” he says, grabbing hold of Tori’s hand. He doesn’t shake it, just holds it firmly in the air. 
“My name is Tori,” she says, putting on a fake smile. “Tori Manetti.”
“Ah, a beautiful name,” he says. “You’re not related to a Vincent Manetti are you?”
Tori shakes her head. “No, who is he?”
“Nevermind,” Federico says. “Would you by any chance be interested in sampling a little of my menu?”
Tori’s eyes open. “Are you kidding me?”
Federico nods. “It would be my pleasure to feed you. No charge.” He glances at Dave for the first time. “You can even bring your little puppy dog with you.”
Before Dave can object, Tori says, “Of course I would. I’m starving.”
“Aren’t we all?” he says with a smile.
Federico leads her toward the restaurant entrance. 
“Tori, I think we should go,” Dave says.
She just glares at him. “I’m sorry, but there’s no way I’m passing this up.”
Federico looks at Dave. “Come. I insist.”
Dave reluctantly follows.



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Federico leads them through the restaurant and into a large kitchen in the back. Several chefs work furiously to cook for the hungry crowd in the dining hall. Every one of them was probably a top chef before the health laws were passed. Every one of them probably makes ten times what they did back then. 
He takes a small appetizer plate right from the hands of one of his cooks and holds it out to his guests.
“Stuffed mushroom?” he asks, popping one of them into his mouth. 
Dave and Tori taste one each. When Tori bites into it, the sizzling ball explodes in her mouth, filling her with buttery goodness. She hasn’t tasted anything as delicious. The breading, the sausage, the seasoning. They don’t legally make food like this anymore. Not anywhere. 
“Good?” Federico asks.
The two of them just nod and moan with pleasure as they savor every particle in their mouths.
Federico looks at one of the chefs. A large man with a thick chin. He says to him, “Marco, prepare the private room for my two guests here. Give them anything they want from the menu. On me.”
The large chef nods and then goes through a door at the end of the kitchen.
Tori’s eyebrows rise up her forehead. “Oh, thank you. You’re a godsend.”
“Of course,” he says. “You two should enjoy yourselves. Food such as this is to die for.”
Dave laughs. “I used to eat food this good all the time. Fucking health laws ruined everything…”
As the words escape his mouth, Dave immediately regrets saying it. Federico looks at him with utter contempt.
“Those health laws have made me a rich man,” Federico says. “I couldn’t be happier with them.”
Dave stands there uncomfortably for a moment. He looks back at Tori. She squeezes the spinner box tight to her chest.
They both jump when Federico claps his hands together. “But enough politics. The room is surely ready for you.” He gestures toward the door. “Go ahead.”
Dave takes Tori by the hand and leads the way. She doesn’t know why Dave is being so protective. He’s acting more like a boyfriend than a strange guy she barely knows. He’s not really her type anyway. Not that Federico is any better. If she had to choose, she’d probably go with the Sicilian all the way. At least he’d keep her well-fed. 
“I don’t know about you, but I’m ordering everything on the menu,” Tori says, giggling with excitement.
Dave smiles. “All I want is a steak. A big, fat juicy slab of beef.”
As he opens the door and steps into the room, he looks back at Tori and gives her a wink. Then the large chef yanks him inside and slices his throat open with the blade of a butcher knife.


It isn’t a private dining room, prepared just for them. The room is designed for one purpose: butchering animals. And judging by the bones in the large bins lining the wall, it isn’t just cows and pigs they slaughter here.
Tori screams as Federico shoves her inside and locks the door behind him. Blood gushes out of Dave’s neck as he drops to the floor. He jerks three times before his body goes limp, his pool of blood indistinguishable from the rest of the fluids that already coated the floor.
“I’m so very sorry about this, Miss Manetti,” Federico says, straightening his tie.
The large chef grabs her and forces her into a blood-stained chair in the center of the room.
“Unfortunately, running a fine establishment such as mine comes with its unfortunate drawbacks. For instance, obtaining quality meat is not what it used to be. These days, the demand greatly outweighs the supply.”
He steps toward her, rubbing his finger down her cheek as the chef holds her in place. 
“We order all we can from South America, Asia, Russia, the Middle East…” He puts his finger in his mouth, tasting Tori’s sweat. “But it’s not always enough. We can only get so much at a time. I’m sorry to say, but our supply is short this week. And we have a whole lot of customers paying top dollar to eat real, authentic Italian meats.”
Tori struggles, but the chef is strong. He holds her down. He must weigh four times as much as she does. 
Federico taps Dave’s dead body with his designer shoe. 
“Your friend here will have to be made into meatballs,” he says. 
Then he goes back to Tori and leans down, inches away from her face, and smiles at her. “And you’re going to make the most delicious Italian sausages we’ve ever served.”
“You sick fuck,” Tori says.
He doesn’t respond to her words, just smiling in her face.
She isn’t sure if it’s the smell of Italian meat cooking in the kitchen, the stabbing pains in her stomach, or all the talk of cannibalism, but something changes inside of Tori. While looking at the Sicilian man’s face, examining every pore in his skin, smelling his musky sweat, salivating at his wet tongue as it licks his lips, a deep hunger overwhelms her body. They say that hunger raises all your senses, makes you think clearer, act faster. It all goes back to when we were hunters and gatherers, when hunger drove us, made us strong enough to catch our prey.
“I think I’ll eat you with linguine and alfredo,” he says, then bursts into a deep laughter. 
He laughs right in her face, watching her squirm helplessly in the chair, knowing she’s going to be turned into food and eaten by the city’s elite citizens within the hour. 
But his laughter is cut short as Tori bites his nose off. 
Federico doesn’t seem to realize what’s happened to him at first. Just standing there, his mouth wide open. Then blood pours down his cheeks. He sees the chunk of meat in Tori’s mouth as she chews it, savoring it just as much as she did the stuffed mushrooms only moments before.
He screams and leaps back as Tori goes in for another bite. Her teeth snap together an inch from his white-haired chin. 
He feels for his nose, but only finds blood and bone in its place. 
“You fucking bitch! You ate my nose!” 
He pulls a gun from his coat and fires madly at her. But with Tori’s heightened senses mixing with newfound adrenalin, she ducks down and the bullets perforate the large chef behind her. 
In too much pain to aim properly, the Sicilian sprays bullets across the room. He slips on Dave’s blood and falls back. Tori doesn’t even think before she acts. As Federico tries to get up, she grabs the spinner from its cardboard box and slams it into his skull. His head cracks against the tile floor and he goes limp. 
Tori takes the gun and gets to her feet. Shaking and jerking as she points the gun around the room. But there’s no one left in there to hurt her. Just three motionless bodies lay on the ground.


As Tori steps out of the butcher room covered in blood, she fires the gun into the air. The other chefs run out of the kitchen. The patrons in the restaurant duck under the tables or run out into the mall. 
“You know they’ve been feeding you human flesh here, don’t you?” she yells at the cowering upper class restaurant customers. They stare at her with quivering eyes, probably not even hearing her slurred, crazy speech. “You stupid cannibalistic fucks!”
Before the security can get to her, she runs out of the mall, firing the gun in the air until it’s out of bullets. Then she holds up the spinner like she’s going to bludgeon to death anyone who gets in her way.
They let her go. Probably didn’t figure out what she did until she was already gone. She walks all the way back to the bowling alley where she left her car. Even though she’s covered in blood, nobody stops to ask her what happened. Not even the cops. 
They killed Dave. They were about to kill her. But the worst part of it all, Tori is still hungry as hell. She’ll never be able to return to the underground mall. Never be able to taste any of that heavenly junk food. The only thing she got out of it was this spinner. She hopes it didn’t break when she slammed it into Federico’s skull. If the spinner doesn’t work anymore then all of it would’ve been for nothing.
When she gets home, Tori takes off her clothes and jumps into the shower, trying to wash all the blood away. She wonders if anyone will hunt her down after what she did. Only Federico knew her name and he’s dead. Or at least Tori thinks he’s dead. She didn’t check to make sure. If she only knocked him out and he survives, he’ll come after her for sure. She probably won’t be so lucky next time. The Sicilian prick will probably turn her into sausages for sure.
She tries to forget about it. There’s nothing she can do. He either comes for her or he doesn’t. In the meantime, Tori plans to earn as many calories as she can and eat like a king every meal of every day. It’ll have to be health food, legal food, but at least there’s no chance of accidentally consuming human flesh.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Tori is still starving, but it’s so late and she’s so tired. Even if she could earn enough calories to eat something, she doesn’t think she’s up for going out. Pizza places aren’t open as late as they used to be, back before they stopped selling pies with real meat and dairy. Most people don’t have any calories left late at night, so businesses don’t bother staying open. They do open much earlier than before. All restaurants open at 6am, which is when everyone’s calorie cards reset for the new day. But Tori has no plans of staying up until six. Instead, she plans to hook the spinner up to the exercise bike and have it go all night, earning hundreds or even thousands of calories while she sleeps. Then in the morning she’ll have the biggest feast she’s had in years.
Tori cleans off the spinner and examines it for damage. It doesn’t seem broken on the outside, but she isn’t sure if any mechanical components have been shaken loose or not. Only thing to do is test it. 
The exercise bike is asleep when she enters her office. She tries not to wake it while connecting the spinner to its right pedal. She inserts her calorie card, moving as quietly as she can. Then she turns on the spinner and pushes the speed up all the way to maximum. As the bike wakes, she turns off the light and exits the room before it notices her, leaving it spinning at full speed. 
She goes to sleep on the couch upstairs, blocking the sound of spinning below her. The events of that night fade from her mind and are replaced by dreams of Black Bean Big Macs and Soyrizo Scrambles and all the other calories she’ll be able to consume. Her diet is about to become so much more satisfying.


When Tori wakes, it feels like Christmas morning. She imagines the size of the breakfast she’s going to have. With all the calories she’s earned, she will just go from restaurant to restaurant, eating the biggest meal they have on every menu. Her stomach howls with excitement. She’s never been so happy to be this hungry. 
 She calls in sick. Work will just get in her way. Her plans for the day consist of eating and more eating. Besides, after what she went through last night she deserves some time off. 
Tori rushes downstairs and throws open the office door. The spinner roars at her. She doesn’t care that she’s wearing only her underwear. The bike is facing the wall, its eyes can’t turn in her direction. It can’t see her mostly naked body. 
The thing isn’t asleep. With all the spinning, it probably didn’t get much sleep at all during the night. Tori doesn’t really care. The pervert can sleep all day once she gets her calorie card.
When she looks at the screen displaying her calories, she doesn’t understand what it means. It reads: -3264. The number just goes up from there as the pedals spin.
“What the fuck?”
She turns off the spinner, then looks at the calories again. It’s stopped at -3269. Does she have negative calories? Is it even possible to get negative calories? She should have over 6000. It doesn’t make sense.
“You’ve got to be kidding me…”
She wonders if the spinner was rotating backwards. Would her calories go down if she rides the bike backwards? That doesn’t make sense. She’d still burn calories by peddling in reverse. 
“Piece of shit.” 
She tosses the spinner across the room and then goes upstairs. She gets dressed, gets in her car, and goes to the convenience store down the road. When she tries to buy a granola bar, her fear becomes real.
“I’m sorry, but you don’t have enough calories for this,” the clerk says. 
“Are you sure?” Tori asks.
He nods. His expression is as confused as Tori’s was when she first saw it. “In fact, you’ve got… a large calorie deficit.”
“How is that possible?”
He shrugs. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen this before. Did you break a health law or something? Try to cheat the system? That’s the only thing I can think of.”
When he returns the card, Tori curses under her breath and drives back home. She realizes the spinner had to have done this. The Darren II is a more advanced machine than other U-Fit equipment. It can’t be cheated like the other exercise bikes. Perhaps even its human brain is able to control the calorie intake, reporting when it is being used improperly. 
Either way, Tori is fucked. Not only is the spinner useless, but she has a huge calorie deficit. She’s lost the 2000 calories she was supposed to get for today, plus the bulk of tomorrow’s calories. 
As she pulls into her parking spot, it dawns on her... She can feel her heart sink in her chest. A thick ball of morning saliva gulps down her throat. 
There’s only one way she’ll be able to get enough calories to eat that day. 
She has no choice but to ride the exercise bike.


Tori has a long way to go just to get rid of the calorie deficit on her card. She doesn’t waste any time, doesn’t give herself a chance to think about what she’s doing. She puts on thick pants, gloves, and a long robe. She places headphones over her ears and blasts Kylie Minogue with the volume all the way up. She covers the exercise bike with towels so that she doesn’t have to see the grotesque thing as she rides it.
After inserting her calorie card, she gets onto the bike, closes her eyes tight, and starts peddling. Even with all the clothes she wears, she can’t imagine it as a real bike. It feels like she’s on an anorexic horse. Its weight shifts from side to side. She can feel it breathing beneath her. But she just clenches her teeth and keeps peddling. 
Ten minutes of exercise and then she opens her eyes. She looks at the card reader to see how much of the deficit she removed. But the number is still going in the wrong direction.
“Fucking hell,” she yells, tearing off the headphones.
Tori gets off the bike and looks at the screen, wondering what’s going on. Perhaps it’s not the spinner that subtracted the calories. Perhaps the card reader is just broken. She goes upstairs and gets the emergency number. If the bike is broken she needs to get it fixed.
As she turns on the phone, she sees a new text message.
DARREN II: Don’t forget to wear your exercise outfit. You can’t get fit without proper workout attire!
Tori lowers the phone. She realizes it’s not that the card reader is broken. It’s that she’s not wearing the stupid fetish outfit that came with the bike. 
“God damn it…”
Her plan to wear thick clothes isn’t going to work. She has no choice but to wear the skimpy spandex slut suit. 
She removes her clothes and takes the thing out of the box. It’s hardly clothes at all. After she puts it on, she looks in a mirror and sighs. A draft hits her bare butt cheeks and covers them in gooseflesh. Her crotch is so uncovered that she could pee in a toilet and not even need to take the thing off.
Returning to the bike, she rides for a few more minutes. But the calories still move in reverse. 
“Are you fucking with me?” 
She removes the towels from the bike, staring down at its hairy pimpled bike-shaped flesh. Then rides some more and loses more calories.
“Don’t fuck with me!” 
Then she remembers. She’s supposed to shave. The fucking perverted bike-thing doesn’t want her pubic hair rubbing against it. 
She goes into the bathroom, takes off her outfit, and brings a pair of scissors to her pubes. Once it’s trimmed down as short as she can get it, she uses a pink disposable razor, showers off, and returns to the bike.
“This better fucking work,” she says. 
She gets on and pedals three times. The deficit is reversed by one point. Tori steps off the bike and walks out of the room. 
“Finally!” she cries. 
Then she hits the wall in relief. At least now she knows what the problem was. At least she can finally earn back calories. But after so many failed attempts, Tori isn’t quite up for exercising just yet. 
She goes upstairs, steps out on the balcony with a can of carbonated water in her hand, and then groans out all of her frustration. She just needs a quick break, has to mentally prepare herself for the disturbing experience she’s about to go through. She thought she could beat the exercise bike. She thought she could cheat it, earn calories without playing its sick game. But she was wrong. The bike is going to get its way.
“This is going to suck…”
She closes her eyes and takes in a deep inhalation of fresh air. As she exhales, she opens her eyes to see Melanie, her apartment manager, on the street below. Melanie just stares up at her in shock.
Tori waves, standing there casually in her crotchless spandex outfit, her freshly shaved vulva basking in the sunlight for everyone to see. 
Melanie awkwardly waves back and then walks on.


Once she’s built up the courage, Tori marches downstairs to the exercise bike. Its flesh quivers with anticipation as she touches it. Gray hairs stand on end as her fingers rub the handle. When she straddles it, the fleshy seat is warm against her crotch. She puts her feet onto the bike’s pedal-shaped feet, grips its handle-shaped arms, then starts riding. 
It’s difficult to see it as a piece of exercise equipment. The thing is too much of a living being. She can feel its bones through its skin as she squeezes the handles. It pulses and breathes between her thighs. It moans at the pleasure of being ridden. Although its mouth is lipless and covered with a lid, she can sense it smiling at the experience. 
Tori tries to zone it out, she stares down at the bike, focusing in on its flesh. Its skin is covered in moles and liver spots. She pedals faster, trying to eliminate her calorie deficit as quickly as possible. 
After an hour of riding, sweat drips down its frame, pooling in her crotch. The seat becomes slippery. Her buttocks slide back and forth as she pedals. The more she moans from the intense workout, the more the bike moans with her. 
The penis at the end of the seat becomes erect as her crotch rubs against its base. She tries inching away, moving as far back on the seat as she can, but the sweat keeps sliding her back toward it. She pedals faster, her muscles burning. Because she’s always had such a high metabolism, she’s never needed to do much exercise to keep in shape. So she’s quickly drained. Her muscles cramp up. Her heart pounds in her chest.
When Tori looks down, she is sprayed with the bike’s ejaculate. It squirts white goo against her thighs, shooting all over the floor and bike frame. As the creamy warmth pools between her legs, she screams and jumps off the bike. It continues ejaculating as she steps away. 
“What the fuck…” she cries.
Once it’s finished, the bike lets out a long sigh. Its muscles relax. It closes its eyes in deep satisfaction. 
“Fuck this,” Tori says, running out of the room.
She still has the bulk of her calorie deficit to get through, but after that she can’t continue riding it. Nobody told her the thing would be coming all over her as she rode. This arrangement keeps getting worse.


Tori puts on some real clothes and leaves the house. She just has to get out of there for a while, take a walk, get some fresh air. Perhaps there’s some fruit trees in the neighborhood she can plunder.
She doesn’t find any fruit trees, but there are spiders. Spider webs line the manicured shrubs outside of her apartment complex. Using a long twig, she scoops a spider out of its web, crushes it against a rock so that it won’t bite her while she eats it. Then she licks up the remains and moves on to the next arachnid. 
Two children walking home from school see her in the bushes playing with spiders.
They just stare at her, amused by an adult doing the kinds of things kids like to do.
“What are you doing?” asks one of them, a little boy.
Tori responds in a casual voice. “Catching spiders.”
The boy nods as though he completely understands.
“What kind of spiders?” he asks.
“Green ones and red ones,” Tori says, coiling her twig around a web as its spider tries to climb away.
The little girl stays back, obviously nervous the spider might land on Tori’s hand. She doesn’t say anything but oh and eww.
The boy says, “Is it a comb-footed spider?”
“What’s a comb-footed spider?” 
“It’s like a black widow, but not as poisonous. There’s one in my bedroom window at home. It’s big and red.”
When the spider climbs onto the twig, Tori pulls it from the web. “Really? Aren’t you scared it will get you?”
The boy shakes his head. “Dad says they eat bad bugs and won’t leave their webs. Even though it can bite you, it’s a good spider to have around.”
Tori holds out the spider toward the little boy. His sister hides behind him. “Is this a comb-footed spider?”
The boy looks carefully. “No, that’s just a garden spider.” 
“Are they poisonous?” Tori asks.
“No.”
Tori nods. “Good.” Then she puts the end of the twig in her mouth and pulls the spider off with her teeth. 
As she chews the spider in her mouth, both of the children back away. Their mouths widen. They don’t say anything else to her. When she turns back to the bushes, the children run away as fast as they can.


After she’s eaten all of the spiders on the block, Tori gives up. They only made her hungrier. She’ll never be able to collect enough bugs to meet her caloric needs. 
The day is not turning out at all like she imagined it would. No all-day feast. No limitless supply of calories. It’s the exact opposite of Christmas morning.
She sits down in the shade and rests her chin on her knees. A wave of depression spreads over her. The whole situation seems hopeless. She knows she’s going to have to go back to her apartment and use the exercise bike again. It’s really the only way.
A wasp lands on her arm and stings her three times. She grabs it and puts it in her mouth, chewing languidly. The flavor just isn’t the same as it was when she had her own hive in her walls. Another wasp stings the back of her neck and she smacks it and licks up its remains. The sensation does nothing for her. Even eating wasps isn’t enough to cheer her up.
As more wasps circle her head, she realizes a hive must be nearby. She searches the tree above her until she finds it. Then she goes back to her apartment, grabs a pillow case, and captures the hive. She receives dozens of stings on her face and arms, but it’s totally worth it. She brings it back to her apartment and transplants it into her wall, hoping there’s no lingering poisons from the extermination of the last wasp nest. 
But even with new wasps in her house, everything still feels hopeless. There’s nothing to do but go back to the exercise bike and gain all of her calories back. She just stares at the new hole in her wall, now ten times the size it used to be, fifteen pieces of duct tape over the opening. She lets out a loud sigh and then changes back into her exercise suit.


Bringing the box of cleaning supplies downstairs, she wipes down the bike’s frame, cleaning the sweat and ejaculate from the seat. But just as she finishes washing the thing off, a brown ooze leaks out of its rear end. 
“Are you serious?”
She steps back and watches as the thing shits all over itself and the carpet. The room fills with the scent of sour broccoli. Dark brown sludge boils out of it like baby shit. 
“Can you get any more disgusting?” she asks the bike.
It’s the first time she’s ever spoken directly to the thing. When she steps in front of it, she sees the thing’s eyes closed tight. 
“I have to clean up your shit now, too?” 
The bike is obviously humiliated, can’t look her in the eyes. She just groans at it until it finishes going to the bathroom. Then she cleans up its mess.
“If you’re going to shit, do it before I wash you,” she says. “And don’t even think about doing it while I’m riding you. Don’t even fucking fart.”
If she’s going to be riding this thing every day from now on, she realizes she’ll have to start cleaning it before she uses it and then feed it after she’s done. It needs to get on a regular feeding schedule so it doesn’t crap all over her while she’s riding. When she’s finished, she puts a bucket down below its anus.
When she notices the thing’s penis is erect again, most likely getting turned on for being humiliated and chastised by her, she says, “Fucking pervert.”


Tori sprays down the room with air freshener and lights some cinnamon candles. Then she puts on her headphones and gets back to exercising. She’s not in the mood to deal with the bike’s crap anymore. She’ll just block him out and ride it as hard as she can until she either gets her calories back or breaks both its legs. 
Its erection does not fade as she rides it. Its penis only gets harder. She ignores it, staring straight ahead, counting down the calories with every mile she rides. 
It’s just an ordinary bike, she says in her head. Just an ordinary bike… She looks down. …with a penis. 
The bike’s cock smacks against her thighs as she rides, but she doesn’t stop. Even if the thing ejaculates all over her she won’t stop riding. She needs to get her calories back even if she has to ride the thing all day.
Her crotch and G-string are soaked in sweat. She can’t tell whether it’s her own sweat or the bike’s. Her labia rubs against the moist fleshy seat, almost stimulating her as she pedals. Riding the living exercise bike is not in the least bit erotic to her, but her body seems to be getting aroused. The thought disgusts her. She’s not quite sure, it could just be from all the sweating, but it feels as though she’s getting wet. Vaginal fluids mix with the bike sweat, forming an even more lubricated surface. 
When Tori looks down, she observes something she didn’t notice before. The bicycle is ribbed and bumpy. There is a pulsing vibration beneath the flesh. It’s as though the seat was designed to sexually pleasure the woman riding it. Tori grinds her teeth and rides faster, ignoring the sensation between her legs.
She closes her eyes, focuses on the music in her headphones, trying not to put too much of her weight on the seat, trying not to become stimulated. No matter how sexual of an experience it is for the bike, she won’t let it be that way for her. But with her eyes closed, her sense of touch becomes greater. She realizes that the seat can move beneath her. It wraps itself around her crotch like a giant slug, sliding against her clitoris. 
Losing herself in the music, she is able to take her mind off of the sensations between her legs. But just as her mind wanders off and she forgets what is happening, something pushes itself inside of her.
She looks down to see the penis has somehow achieved penetration. She screams as her bike fucks her from below, the seat thrusting itself quickly in and out. Before she can jump off, the bike comes inside of her. 
“Motherfucker!” she yells at the top of her lungs.
Then she kicks it over. The bike falls into a pile of boxes. Clothes, picture frames, and candles topple over on top of it. She kicks it again.
“What the fuck do you think I am? Your fucking whore?”
She stomps on the bike as it whimpers and whines, quivering on the floor. 
“You’re gone,” she says. “I don’t care about the money or calories. I’m getting rid of you. And if the store won’t take you back I’m tossing your ass in the fucking garbage.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Tori tries to wash the cum out of her with scalding hot water. If she had enough calories to buy a bottle of vodka she would have downed the whole thing in one sip. 
“This is it. They’re going to get it.”
Tori doesn’t just plan to return the exercise bike. She plans to sue the hell out of U-Fit for what just happened to her. She’ll demand far more than the two hundred thousand she was promised. She’ll also demand new exercise equipment, real exercise equipment, the kind she can use her spinner on. She’ll never have to deal with The Darren II ever again. 
But when she goes to the U-Fit store, they have no idea what she’s talking about. A female salesman sees Tori in her panicked, angry state and thinks she’s some kind of crazy person. She’s obviously not dressed like someone who would shop at U-Fit.
“I’ve never heard of a Darren II model of exercise bike,” she says.
“It was a special model. There was only one in existence. You have to know what I’m talking about. You had a special room in the back just for it.”
The woman says, “There’s only overstock stored back there. No special models. We only sell what’s on the showroom floor.”
“It is back there. I’ll show you.”
To humor Tori, the saleswoman takes her into the back. But the room isn’t there anymore. The tinted window is gone. When she opens the door, there are only boxes of bike parts in the room. They look as though they’ve been there for a long time.
“I’m not crazy,” Tori says.
The saleswoman looks at her as though she’s not so sure. With swollen wasp stings all over her face, Tori looks like some kind of crazed meth addict. 
“You should have my contract on file,” Tori says.
The woman goes behind the register and looks it up, but there’s no sign that a Victoria Manetti ever purchased a U-Fit bike. 
“What about the man who worked here?” Tori asks. “He’ll know what I’m talking about.”
Tori describes what he looks like. A thin bald man, about six inches shorter than the saleswoman.
“There’s no one by that description who works here,” the saleswoman says. 
“But he did work here,” Tori says. “I know he did. Are you sure? How long have you worked here?”
“I’ve only been here for a year, but I know everyone who works at this location. The only man who works at this location is the boss, but he’s six feet tall and has a full head of blond hair.”
Tori squeezes her fists. “Well, you have to do something. I want that bike out of my house.”
“I’m sorry, but if it’s not a U-Fit bike from this location we can’t pick it up. Are you sure you didn’t buy it from another company?”
“Of course I’m sure.”
The saleswoman shakes her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”
Tori slams her hands onto the counter and yells, “But you have to help me. I can’t take it anymore. I need it removed.”
The saleswoman backs away. As Tori glares into her eyes, the woman suddenly feels in danger. 
“I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” she says.
But Tori only gets angrier. She yells, “Call your boss! Call corporate headquarters! I’m not leaving until somebody gets rid of that thing!” Then she breaks down in tears. Her emotions are going crazy. She doesn’t know if it’s because of all she went through or if it’s the lack of food in her system, but she cries out loud, hardly able to speak. 
“The bike raped me…” Tori says. “How would you like it if you were raped by your exercise bike!”
The saleswoman is convinced Tori must be on drugs. “It’s just an exercise bike.”
“No, it’s not. It’s a man. It’s a human being who was turned into an exercise bike.”
“I’m calling security,” the woman says.
But Tori doesn’t stick around for the mall security to come after the saleswoman dials the number. She just screams in the lady’s face, pushes a stack of paperwork off of the counter, and then kicks over a stair-climber on her way out. 


Tori spends the next few days in a hotel. She calls the U-Fit emergency number and tells them that she’s not at home and won’t feed their disgusting bike-thing. She tells them she wants the bike gone. She wants the contract ripped up. If they don’t want the bike to die, they have to go and get it themselves. Then she tells them she plans to sue the hell out of them for what the bike did to her. 
But she doesn’t actually get a human on the line to say all this to. It’s just an automated system. She leaves message after message cursing them out. Nobody calls her back.
When her calorie card is usable again, she is finally able to eat. She buys as many carrots and celery as she can get and focuses on eating that. These vegetables have so few calories that she can eat them by the pound. Even though she isn’t consuming many calories, it feels like she’s eating a lot. It’s the only way she can get by, but knows it won’t work for long. She’s tried it many times in the past.
While at the hotel, Tori gets several texts from her exercise bike:
DARREN II: Time to exercise!
DARREN II: Are you ready to get fit with U-Fit?
DARREN II: It’s never too late to get fit with U-Fit!
DARREN II: Want extra calories so that you can afford that delicious dessert you’ve been eying all week? Earn them with your U-Fit exercise bike!
DARREN II: Don’t be a Fatty Patty. Exercise every day so that you can be a Sexy Sally!
DARREN II: You need to put in the extra effort if you ever want that body you’ve been dreaming of.
DARREN II: It’s U-Fit, not U-Fat. But you’re going to get fat unless you use U-Fit!
The messages only get worse and worse, and Tori groans louder with each one she reads. Whoever writes these automated messages must be the most annoying person on the planet. 
But then the messages begin to get more personal.
DARREN II: You’ve had a few good workout sessions so far, but all that will go to waste if you take too much time off. 
DARREN II: Are you going to exercise again soon? It’s been so long. I’m worried about you.
Tori wonders if these are automated messages at all. It sounds like somebody’s actually writing them just for her.
DARREN II: You really should exercise more. You’ll regret it if you don’t.
DARREN II: You signed a contract. Why aren’t you exercising?
DARREN II: This isn’t funny any more, Tori.
She realizes she was right. These aren’t automated texts. They are written specifically for her. Not only that, but they must be coming from the exercise bike itself. She has no idea how the thing can write texts. She wonders if its brain is somehow linked into the U-Fit computer system. Maybe it can send texts telepathically.
Now that she knows where they are coming from, the messages begin to make her skin crawl.
DARREN II: Where the fuck are you?
DARREN II: Do you know how much money I invested in this? You owe me. 
DARREN II: You are seriously beginning to piss me off.
DARREN II: GET THE FUCK OVER HERE AND RIDE ME YOU FUCKING BITCH! ! !
Tori throws her phone across the room. The messages keep coming in. One every two minutes for the next three hours. But she refuses to read them. She won’t even touch her phone to turn it off.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Tori realizes she has to go home eventually. She doesn’t know if the U-Fit people responsible for The Darren II received any of her messages. If they didn’t, then nobody has done anything about the bike, nobody has even been feeding it. She likes the idea of starving the bike. It’s payback for taking all of her calories away. But she doesn’t want to kill it. The thing deserves worse than death, but she doesn’t want to go to jail for neglecting it. 
Though a part of her wonders if she actually would go to jail if it died. If all of this came to the attention of the public during a trial, Tori doubts the U-Fit company would come out of it unscathed. It would be a PR disaster. And if she tells people about how she was sexually assaulted by their equipment, she might even come out on top. It might be them who are the ones who face jail time. 
She decides it might be time to get a lawyer. All she has to do is go home and get the contract, collect any evidence of the existence of The Darren II—such as the instruction manual, pictures of the bike, maybe even a bucket of Bike Food—and bring it to a lawyer. If she can get somebody to believe her, somebody who will fight for her, she’ll probably be able to rid herself of this nightmare.
As she’s about to leave the hotel room, there is a knock at the door. It’s too early to be housekeeping. When she looks through the peephole, she sees a group of men in black suits. They look like they’re from the FBI.
When Tori opens the door, they stare at her with calm expressions. 
“Victoria Manetti?” one of them asks.
Tori nods. “Yes, is there a problem?”
The man pulls out a badge. “We’re from U-Fit Security. We’d like to have a few words with you.”
The badge is similar to a police badge but with the U-Fit logo in the center. By the serious expressions on their faces, these men seem to take their job far too seriously. They seem more like mafia hitmen than U-Fit employees. Tori looks them up and down, wondering why they’re here or how they tracked her down.
“What do you want?” Tori asks, raising the tone of her voice. “Is this about the messages I sent? I didn’t think anybody got them. Somebody needs to do something about that thing.”
They just stare at her. She’s not sure if they have any idea of what she’s talking about. “We have some things that need to be discussed. Confidentially. May we come in?”
Tori shrugs and backs away to let them in. Two men enter the room and close the door. The third man waits outside. She wasn’t expecting guests, so the place is a mess. Food wrappers are piled on tables and by the television. The bedding is in a large ball on the bed. Wet towels are all over the floor. But the men in black suits don’t seem to notice the condition of the room.
“Have a seat,” says the man in black, pointing at the bed.
The other man doesn’t say anything. He just stands with his back to the door, as though guarding it so that Tori doesn’t try to escape.
“I’ll stand,” Tori says.
The man repeats himself, “Sit.”
These men are beginning to worry her. They don’t seem like they’re here to help her or even question her. They seem like they’re here to cut her throat and make it look like an accident. She did threaten to sue the U-Fit company. She was planning on getting a lawyer and exposing them for what they did to her. These men could possibly be damage control, there to get rid of her before she becomes a problem.
Tori sits on the bed. The man in black just stares at her for a few minutes, intentionally trying to intimidate her.
“Why are you in this hotel?” he asks.
Tori is thrown off by the question. “I don’t know. I was…”
The man cuts her off. “Why aren’t you at home riding your exercise bike?”
“Because it’s disgusting. I’m never riding that thing again.”
“But you signed a contract.”
“The contract was misleading. Nobody ever said the bike would try to fuck me while I rode it.”
“The contract was very specific. You ride and maintain the exercise bike for a full year. You are not permitted to go on vacation during this time. You should not be staying at hotels or leaving the bike alone for longer than a twenty-four hour period. It is all in the paperwork you signed.”
Tori shakes her head. “I don’t remember anything like that. Besides, I don’t care what the contract says. I won’t do it anymore.”
The man in black lets out a sigh and leans against the dresser. “That’s where you’re wrong. You will continue. In fact, the contract has been upgraded. You will now be required to ride The Darren II for at least one hour per day. You will not harm it. You will not insult it, no matter how disturbed you are by its functions. And your contract will go for as long as The Darren II wishes. It will decide when you can stop using it. You don’t have a choice in the matter.”
Tori doesn’t care who might be listening through the walls. She yells at him in her loudest voice, “You can’t force me to do that. Fuck you.” Tori stands up. “Here’s how it’s going to go: you’re going to go to my apartment, pick up that thing, and then get the fuck out of my life for good. If I ever see it in my house again I’m going to beat it to death with a hammer.”
The man nods. “I think it’s in your best interest to reconsider.”
“There’s nothing you can do to make me reconsider. I want that thing gone.”
The man in black turns to his partner and says, “Bring him in.”
His partner opens the door and signals to the man outside. A few minutes later, a familiar face is brought into the hotel room. Tori goes silent. She falls back onto the bed and inches away from them as Federico enters the room.
“It’s good to see you again, Miss Manetti,” Federico says.
His face is bandaged up, covering the area where his nose used to be. Large swelling and bruising on his skull where she hit him with the spinner. She can’t believe it. She has no idea why he’s still alive.
“I thought I killed you,” Tori cries.
Federico smiles. “Killed? No, no. I could never be killed by a little thing like you.” 
“Well, you were deformed by a little thing like me.” Then she smiles back.
Federico laughs, but only to cover up his anger. He obviously wants to murder her with his bare hands for disfiguring him the way she did. 
The man in black gets between them so that it doesn’t escalate. He looks at Tori, “We have heard about your issue with Mr. Ferlisi here. You’re lucky we ran into him before he found you. You surely would have ended up on the menu in one of his fine restaurants.”
Tori spits in Federico’s direction, but the wad of saliva misses and hits the television screen behind him.
The man in black continues, “We have made a deal with him. He is not to go anywhere near you until your contract with us has expired.”
Her mouth drops open. She looks at Federico. The Sicilian just smiles at her. 
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Tori cries.
“This isn’t a joke, Miss Manetti. Your life now depends on you fulfilling your end of the contract. You will still be paid. Everything will go on as it was supposed to. You just have to ride your exercise bike.”
“But why should I bother?” Tori says. “Once the contract expires, he’s going to kill me anyway.”
“Not necessarily,” says the man in black. “If The Darren II is happy with the arrangement, he can extend the contract indefinitely. You can live a full, happy life. All you have to do is put in the extra effort to keep The Darren II satisfied.”
Tori feels like a cornered animal. She wants to lash out at them. Kill them all where they stand. But she’s powerless. There’s nothing she can do.
Federico enjoys watching her squirm. The smug, contented smile won’t leave his face as he stares Tori down. “It’s okay. I’m a very patient man. I can wait for your contract to expire.”
He steps close to Tori and leans into her face, almost daring her to try to bite him again. “I know Darren Oscarson. He’ll tire of you eventually, just as he has with all of his other whores. Once that happens, I’ll be waiting for you.”
Before they escort him from the room, he turns back and says one more thing, “I’ll keep my sausage grinder ready for you.”


The U-Fit men give Tori a new contract to sign. She doesn’t bother reading it. She just signs. There’s nothing else she can do.
She wonders what Federico said about being friends with Darren Oscarson. She hasn’t given much thought to Darren’s life before he became an exercise bike. She assumed he was just some rich old pervert with some connection to U-Fit. Perhaps he was even their CEO at one time. But if he was friends with Federico, he must have had some connection to the criminal underworld. She also wonders about the U-Fit people. They, too, seem like they have connections. These men in her room are more like mafia soldiers than representatives of a corporation. They surely aren’t selling exercise bikes when they’re not harassing Tori. She wonders if the whole U-Fit company is somehow involved with everything that’s going on in the junk food underground. Perhaps they even run the whole thing. She knows they played a big part in getting the health laws passed. She wonders if the whole calorie system was just a conspiracy to raise the cost of junk food and exercise equipment a hundred times over. 
When she looks up at the man in black, she’s tempted to pick his brain over everything he knows. But she decides it would be best if she didn’t know for sure one way or the other. 
“We’ve done some upgrades to your apartment while you’ve been away,” says the man in black. “We’ve installed a larger refrigerator for bike food. Your spare room has now been transformed into a proper exercise room, up to The Darren II’s standards. Your closet has been fitted with a new assortment of workout attire. If you don’t want to wear any of the outfits, you are permitted to work out in the nude.” 
Tori shrugs, disinterested in what they’re telling her. “Yeah, whatever.” Then she hands back the contract. 
“We’ve also invited a friend of Mr. Oscarson to live with you.”
Tori snaps out of her funk. “What?” 
“Don’t worry. He won’t take up much space.”
“I don’t want to live with some strange man.”
“Well, he’s not exactly a man. Not anymore. He has similar tastes as Mr. Oscarson did before his transformation.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“You will of course be paid extra. Another ten thousand a month.”
“Another exercise bike? I’m not riding another fucking exercise bike.”
The man shakes his head. “This one isn’t an exercise bike.”
“Well then what the hell is he?”
The man moves toward the door. Before he leaves, he says, “You’ll see.”


When Tori gets home, she searches her apartment for the new freak. There’s nothing upstairs. They completely reconstructed her kitchen—not sure if they got permission from the apartment manager or not—but nothing living is hiding there. 
Down in the exercise room, The Darren II is standing proudly in the center of the brand new ceramic floor. Mirrors have been installed on all the walls so that he can see her while she rides him. There are weights, yoga mats, even a sound system for playing music while exercising. It’s still small, but it looks professional, like a real fitness center. But The Darren II is the only piece of exercise equipment she sees. There aren’t any other human machines in here as the man in black said there would be.
After searching the rest of her apartment, even her bedroom and balcony, she still can’t find any sign of it. Not until she has to go to the bathroom. 
Without paying attention, reading a fashion magazine, she pulls down her pants and sits on the toilet. Her butt cheeks press against something warm and fleshy that shudders eagerly beneath her.
She screams and jumps away, falling to the floor with her pants around her ankles. When she looks back, she sees it on her bathroom floor, installed into the house’s plumbing. 
“No…” she cries. “You can’t be serious…”
It is a human toilet. The thing is even more disgusting than the exercise bike, even less human. None of it is made of porcelain. The whole toilet is human flesh. The man’s arms and legs have been removed. Its mouth has been stretched out to the size of a toilet bowl. Its lips have been fitted with enormous toilet seat-shaped implants. Its anus is bonded to the floor. 
Tori stands and pulls her pants up. Tiny human eyes stare up at her from the inside of the toilet bowl. She can’t believe they did this. She has no idea how it’s even possible. But somehow they turned a man into a real human toilet. The shape and size is exact. The bowl is filled with a saliva-like fluid. The hole at the bottom was once a man’s throat. Its entire digestive system is somehow connected to the plumbing. 
She pulls a handle-shaped chunk of flesh and the toilet flushes. The human eyes close tight as it refills with water. 
“Bizarre…” Tori says.
She doesn’t know what else to say about it. 
No longer having to go to the bathroom, she turns off the light and leaves it in darkness. That thing is going to be even more difficult to live with than The Darren II. She really wishes she would have taken the larger apartment when she moved in, the one with two baths. It’s not going to be easy shitting in the thing’s mouth every time she has to go to the bathroom.


For days, Tori disappears into her own world. She rides the human exercise bike. She shits in the human toilet. But she doesn’t feel anything. Not even disgust. She becomes like a walking zombie, like she’s dead inside. The scumbags beat her. There’s nothing she can do but accept her fate. Even the extra calories mean nothing to her. Food is just fuel. Her hunger is finally satisfied, but the act of eating is no longer enjoyable. The only time she eats wasps is when they escape from the taped hole in the wall.
She doesn’t go to work anymore. She didn’t even bother telling her boss she quit. With all the money she makes, she won’t likely have to ever work again. All she does is mope around her house, eating, sleeping, shitting, and exercising. She watches television, reads articles on the internet, cleans her house and inhuman house guests, and just exists. 
Melanie, her apartment manager, still bugs her to use her exercise bike on a regular basis. Tori decides to go ahead and let her see it, just to get her off her back. The look of horror on the annoying bitch’s face when she walks into her exercise room is almost enough to make Tori laugh for the first time in weeks. Melanie doesn’t come near her apartment anymore. 
Just when Tori thinks her life couldn’t get any worse, she takes a pregnancy test and gets a positive result. She’s pregnant with the exercise bike’s child. It took a long time for her to notice the signs, too depressed to think the morning sickness was anything but a psychological reaction to her new lifestyle. By the time she realized what might be the cause, it was too late to abort. She’s going to be a mother. 
Sometimes Tori ponders how her situation has come about. She doesn’t understand why a man like Darren Oscarson would force this life upon her. Not because he’s a sick fetishist who wants to live out his fantasy of becoming a human exercise bike, but because he has given her no other choice. If he’s a man who wishes to be dominated by a woman, who wants to be treated as something less than human, why would he force this upon her against her will? He’s the one with all the power. He’s the one who has control over what she does and when she does it, upon penalty of death. She doesn’t know how this lifestyle would be satisfying to a man like him. 
In the end, it’s like she’s the exercise bike and he’s the one riding her.



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Tori comes home one night to find Federico sitting in her living room. He has a glass of wine in his hand. He’s visibly drunk. 
He doesn’t say anything at first, just sipping his wine, reclining on her couch like he’s just had the roughest day of his life. Tori puts her groceries on the floor and goes to him. She takes the bottle of wine from the coffee table and swigs a third of the bottle. 
She sees that his nose has healed nicely. It’s just a gaping red hole on his face that he doesn’t bother covering up. The sight of it makes her smile, at least for a second.
When he notices she’s staring at his deformity, Federico finally speaks.
“Pretty, aren’t I?” he asks, speaking in a calm, deep tone.
Tori takes another sip and then responds, “Prettier than you were before I bit your nose off.”
He nods. “My wife and kids would strongly disagree with you.”
Tori sits in the chair across from him. “I didn’t think you were married.”
“I guess I’m not anymore. My wife just left me.”
“Because of your nose?” 
“You could say that.” 
He pauses to pull a large caliber pistol from his coat and rests it on his lap. 
Then he continues, “I made a huge mistake letting you live. Oscarson’s people might have paid me a hefty sum to stay away from you, but that was nothing compared to what I lost.”
“It’s just a nose,” Tori says. “Big fucking deal.”
“I’m not talking about the nose. I could live without that. What you took from me is far more than just my charming good looks.”
He finishes his glass of wine and points the revolver at her. 
“I lost respect,” he says. “A skinny whore like you bites off my nose and I just let you walk. Do you know how that made me look? My business isn’t like it used to be. Far more money in it than before. Much bigger sharks to compete with. And the only way to survive is to be the biggest shark in the water.”
“So they think you’re weak now?” Tori says, cracking a smile. The gun pointed at her face doesn’t intimidate her in the slightest. 
“They think I’m nothing. I’m getting pushed out, tossed aside. I’ll probably be dead by the end of the week.”
Tori just laughs in his face.
Federico’s tone goes from calm to livid. “What’s so funny?” 
“You said you could never be killed by a little thing like me,” Tori says. “But it looks like I’ve killed you after all.”
The man sneers and waves her words away with his gun. “You didn’t kill me. I did this. I never should have taken the deal. It’s my fault I chose the money over your life.”
“So you’re here to kill me?” Tori asks. “You’re trying to fix your mistake?”
“Oh, I’m here to kill you. But it won’t fix my mistake. I just want to see you die.”
Tori stands up. “Then what are you waiting for? You’d be doing me a favor.”
“No, it won’t be so easy. I’m going to make sure you suffer.”
“I’m already suffering.”
She brings the bottle of wine to her lips and chugs the hearty red alcohol, waiting for him to fire. But he doesn’t shoot her. He just stares, thinking of what he can do to her that will make her whimper and beg. He grinds his teeth, imagining his fingers digging through her eyes into her brain, imagining putting her through a meat grinder while she’s still alive.
When Tori finishes the wine, she throws the empty bottle at his head. It hits him square in the nose, but doesn’t break. As he cries at the pain, Tori goes for the gun.
“Ugly prick!” she yells in his face, struggling to pry the weapon from his fingers.
But the man is much larger than her. He grabs her by the throat and picks her off the ground, jamming the gun into her forehead. 
“You fucking bitch…” he says, his wine breath hot against her eyes.
Federico drops the gun and puts his other hand around her throat, crushing her voicebox with his fingers.
“You’re nothing,” he says. “You’re just a filthy whore.”
Tori claws at his hands and face, but doesn’t have the strength to break his grasp. Her vision gets blurry. The bones in her neck feel like they’re crumpling, tearing apart the tender wet flesh of her esophagus. 
As her arms go limp, the man throws her with all his strength. She crashes into her television set and breaks open a large hole in the wall. Thousands of wasps pour out.
“Now you die,” Federico cries.
Perhaps it’s because he’s drunk on wine and anger. Or perhaps it’s because they are so out of place, so impossible to actually be real. But the wasps don’t register in his mind as he steps directly into the swarm. Not until they sting his face. 
Like a storm of buzzing ferociousness, the swarm swallows them both, stinging every inch of their bodies. Federico panics, thrashing his arms around, smacking at the tiny angry insects. But Tori is used to being stung. She can take it. She crawls across the floor toward the weapon. 
The Sicilian sees her going for it and tries kicking at her. But his foot only connects once before a wasp curls beneath his eyelid and stings his cornea. He screams and staggers away, trying to get to the door half-blind. 
Tori shoots him in the back. He falls to his knees, but keeps moving. She gets to her feet and walks right up to him. She presses the barrel to the back of his head. 
Holding it there for a moment, allowing the wasps to sting her cheeks and nose. She snickers. It’s a powerful feeling, having control of life or death over this disgusting man. She is overwhelmed with the desire to crush him, to curl him up in a tiny ball and put him in her mouth like she would a wasp or a spider, then chew him up alive. 
“A little thing like me…” she tells him.
Then she blows his brains out the front of his face.


When the wasps calm down, Tori cuts up Federico’s body with a dull saw and then feeds him to her human toilet one piece at a time. The eyes in the toilet glare up at her in horror as she forces the bloody chunks of man into it. 
She isn’t worried about getting into trouble for killing the Sicilian. If she wanted she could have just called the U-Fit people and they probably would have had somebody come over to dispose of the body for her. But that would have been weak. She’s through with dealing with those people. They don’t have any power over her anymore. 
Once only Federico’s head is left, she takes it into her exercise room and smacks The Darren II until it wakes up.
“This a friend of yours?” she asks the bike, holding the head by the scalp. 
Though it can’t really communicate, the bike begs for mercy. It curls in fear. 
“You see this?” Her is voice deep and raspy from being choked. “This is going to be you if you piss me off.”
The bike won’t take its eyes off of the head. Tori isn’t sure how close they were, but Darren must have known Federico enough to be disturbed by his death.
“You don’t have any power over me anymore,” Tori says. “You’re no longer in control.”
She tosses the head on the floor and then gets onto the bike. Gripping the handles tight enough to make it cringe in pain, she watches herself in the mirror, looking it in the eyes.
“Here’s how things are going to go from now on,” she says in a firm tone. “You are my exercise bike. That’s all you are. I will no longer acknowledge you as a living being. You will not send me texts. You will not make any demands.”
She puts her feet on its pedals. “You do not control my exercise schedule. I will ride you only when I feel like it. And when I do, I will dress in whatever I want to wear. You are nothing but a machine now. I own you.”
Tori pedals the bike, riding it slowly at first, then speeding up.
“We no longer have a contract. I decide how long you’ll be my property. And when I’m done with you, I will not send you back to your people. I will throw you in the garbage as I would any machine I’ve grown tired with.”
She pedals the bike faster, harder. She puts so more force into it than her bike can handle. It cringes, whimpers in agony. But just before its legs break beneath Tori’s feet, she steps off. 
The bike pants and shivers. Sweat leaks down its frame. It stares at Tori in the mirror, admiring her strength and dominating posture as she stands over it. Her presence arouses it, causing its penis to grow hard. 
When Tori sees the erection, she grabs the bike’s dick. She squeezes it in her hand so tightly that the bike lets out a high-pitched squeal.
“And if you ever cum on me again, I’m going to cut this thing off and flush it down the toilet.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Tori becomes a new woman. She no longer sees the bike as anything but exercise equipment from that day on. It might as well be made of metal and plastic. She wouldn’t even notice if it died. As long as she could still earn calories with it, she wouldn’t care. 
She still rides it every day, but only because she wants to earn extra calories, not giving a damn whether or not the act pleasures her machine. Sometimes she rides wearing one of the spandex outfits U-Fit provided for her, when she’s in the mood, but she usually just wears smelly old sweatpants and a faded T-shirt full of holes. 
The bike never complains to U-Fit about Tori’s behavior. It wouldn’t be able to even if it wanted to anyway, not since Tori disconnected the computer attached to its brain. Because it is supposed to just be an ordinary bike, she didn’t think it necessary to allow it to communicate with the outside world. No more texting. No more communication with U-Fit or whoever else it was able to send messages to. 
Tori assumes the bike must be satisfied with the arrangement. This is what it wanted after all, isn’t it? To become an inhuman machine? A machine doesn’t complain. It sits there and waits to be used. That is all it’s good for. Tori is giving The Darren II exactly what it wanted whether it’s satisfied with the arrangement or not. 
After she gets used to living this way, Tori doesn’t stop with just the exercise bike and the human toilet. There are more people out there just like Darren Oscarson, who desired to be transformed into machines and furniture in order to live out their deepest sexual fantasies. As long as they are able to pay, Tori accommodates them all. 
She soon finds herself surrounded by human chairs and human tables. Her bed becomes a man and his wife sewn together into a human mattress. She doesn’t know where they all come from or where they were all constructed, but she accepts every one of them. The only thing she won’t do is treat them as anything more than what they were designed to be.
With all the extra money she makes, Tori hires a Ukrainian immigrant to come over a few times a week to care for her human objects. Having to feed them and clean up their shit is beneath her now. It reminds her that they are actually living beings and she no longer wishes to see them in that way. 
If any of the furniture shits or ejaculates when they aren’t supposed to, she just throws them away without giving it a second thought. She has her Ukrainian maid drive them to the dump or drop them off at the Goodwill. Either way, she still gets paid every month. The people who deliver the money to her don’t bother to check on whether she’s kept them alive or not. 
During flu season, sickness sweeps through her household, creating an apartment-wide pandemic of coughing, sneezing and vomiting furniture. Tori doesn’t stick around to deal with this. She leaves them in her maid’s care and then vacations in Japan, where she can eat all the food she wants. Even Big Macs. Real Big Macs. 
One day, once her bank account is fatter than she’ll ever need it to be, she plans to abandon all of her furniture and move to Japan for good. 


When Tori’s child is born, she doesn’t tell The Darren II that it is his. The bike might know, or suspect, but Tori will never speak to it about the matter. There is no way she would ever admit that the father of her daughter is an exercise bike. 
When her daughter is old enough, she will say that her father was a man named Dave who died in a tragedy long before she was born. She didn’t know much about Dave, but she did think he was a good man. Tori feels that it’s important for her daughter to believe that her father was a good man.
Maybe the bike will see its daughter grow up, watching her from the corners of its eyes when she plays with her dolls in the exercise room, but Tori doubts she’ll keep the bike for that long. It’s beginning to rot and stink. She’s thinking about replacing it with a newer model. 
There’s a handsome young man she’s seen eating lunch at the McDonald’s every now and then. He has dark hair, deep brown eyes, and the friendliest smile she’s ever seen. Tori has been thinking about asking him out, taking him to an underground bar for a few drinks, and then introducing him to a special surgeon she’s acquainted with. 
She just knows that he’d make an incredible exercise bike.
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My typical New Year's Resolution is fo write a
book a month every month for a whole year. I've
never been able to accomplish this, however. But
T feel that if T make this resolution T'll write a
lot more than T would if I didn't.

A part of me always worries that quality will suffer
if T force myself to write that much, which often
prevents me from going through with . But T
know this is just an

excuse, because the

more I write the better

my writing always is.

Laziness is the only real 4

reason why T haven't

been able to pull it off.

Every single time I've

tried to write a novel

amonth, T've always

written my best work.

A book a month for twelve months might seem
like a lot, but I know I'll be able to do it one
year. T write an average of 5,000 words a day,
50 technically I should be able to write 150,000
words a month if T wrote every day. So even if
I wanted to write a super epic novel, instead of
a short 25,000 word novella like the one in your
hands, T should be able to pull it off.

Last year I didn't make the resolution fo write a baok
la month and T ended up only writing one book in the
lentire year, which is the worst I've done since 2007
[when T wrote only Faggiest Vampire. So I'll never

do that again

My new year's resolution last year was fo fransform myself info a human chainsaw, kind
of like how the character in my book transformed himself into a human exercise bike.

‘Chainsaws are awesome. They e by far the manliest and coolesT fool you coul|
ever possibly own and make superb weapons during the zombie apocalypse.






images/00005.jpg
I hope you enjoyed my new book,
Exercise Bike

BONUS
SECTION

Wasn't it
shapely?

This is the part of the book
where we would have
published an afterword by
the author but he insisted
on drawing a comic strip
instead for reasons we
don't quite understand.

This book was released on New Year's Day
due to the fact that it's an exercise-themed
book and most people. tend to make getting

into shape their New Year's Resolution.
Getting in shape has never been my
New Year's Resolution, however.

This is because I'm naturally super
buff and have never needed fo
exercise in my entire life.

Me without
ashirt on

T still go 1o the gym from fime fo time, but
T'm one of those guys who just stares at
himself in the mirror with his shirt off
the whole time and never actually lifts
any weights.

How I envision
myself
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But becoming a human chainsaw wasn't nearly And when you're actually used, it's usually

as awesome as I thought it would be. You spend just for something stupid like cutting firewood.

most of your fime just sitting in a shed. Which isn't only boring but you end up with tons
of woodchips stuck in your teeth.

Now if there was a zombie apocalypse, being a hunan chainsaw
would be an entirely different story. You'd be chopping heads
off of zombies left and right.

[And if you ever get infected with zombie blood you'd be transformed
into a zombie chainsaw, which is even more awesome.






