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“That City’s atmosphere is dark and dense,
 Although not many exiles wander there,
 With many a potent evil influence,
 Each adding poison to the poisoned air;
 Infections of unutterable sadness,
 Infections of incalculable madness,
 Infections of incurable despair.”

 

— The City of Dreadful Night, James Thomson
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THE UNBEARABLE LIGHT OF BEING

 

“Who can open the doors of his face?”

—Chapter 41, Book of Job

 

 

The scarecrow was twenty feet tall, seemed to loom even taller for having been erected atop the roof of the derelict factory. Its torso was a gutted hovercar, its arms and legs twisted rails, and its head a razored metal pinwheel—a fan blade from some factory machine which spiraled lazily or became a blur when the winds picked up. The monster windmill was spray-painted black with green streaks and patches that glowed in the dark, and around its wrists were lashed long red ribbons that snapped in the air. Zandra felt these were meant to look like streaming blood; perhaps the demon had slashed its wrists in bringing its spidery metal hands to its vortex of a face.

It was some god or devil of N’r’j folklore, but whether it was meant to overlook its erectors as a kind of guardian idol, or to ward/warn off outsiders from entering the factory grounds, Zandra didn’t know. She did not speak the N’r’j tongue, and though she wore a translator headset in her work, it was of little avail if the N’r’j did not talk to her. They were nearly silent as a people—even amongst themselves, from her experience thus far.

Even the infant before her didn’t squall as Aileen, Zandra’s more experienced partner, inoculated it. It already had the tangled, glossy black N’r’j hair down past its shoulders. Zandra found the N’r’j sexes indistinguishable from each other, and the children were merely smaller versions of the adults without (from her perspective at least) the “cute” factor which prompted everything from humans to dogs to feel affection for their young. That is, the infant’s eyes were no larger; they were the same crusty white slitted lids contrasted within black sockets like oil stains. Its skin was the same grayish brown color, with a look and texture like layers of mummifying bandages sealed with a glistening varnish, the nostrils black dots and the lips a scabby black, ever peeled back from gray teeth half the size of human teeth. The adults were very slender but a head taller than humans, like ghastly scarecrows themselves. Zandra was sure their appearance accounted for a lot of the negative feelings the adjacent neighborhoods felt for the beings. Even in a colony city like Paxton, teeming with transplanted life forms in a day-to-day Mardi Gras, they were considered repellent.

Aileen smiled up at the creature’s mother. “He’s a good patient…nice and quiet!” Zandra heard Aileen’s words turned to disjointed growls over her mike.

The mother said nothing into their headsets. She gathered her child in her arms, turned, and walked back toward the gaping loading dock caverns, her long hair and long black robe rippling in the chill breeze.

Aileen looked to her new partner. “They’re a proud people—but I know they appreciate our efforts.” 

“How old do you think that mother is?” asked Zandra, squinting as the breeze picked up. Grit was blown in her eyes and she glanced up to see the giant’s rotor whizzing like a primitive propeller. She shivered.

“None of them here are past their teens. She was eighteen at the very oldest. I wish I could tell them apart more easily…they dress alike. If they were animals I might tag them!” she joked.

They moved on, stepping over strewn debris, moving between machines the N’r’j had dragged out of the factory shell so as to make more room for habitation; scorched ovens with shattered monitors piled on them. Between some of the larger ovens canopies had been draped to make tents, and N’r’j sat on chairs under them. Zandra smiled at some of these tent sitters as she passed, wondering what they were doing, if anything. If they had been talking they’d stopped. A boy, perhaps, already taller than a human man, traced a black metal rod in the dust. Its point had been sharpened to a silvery spike.

“Hey there,” Aileen said to a knot of small children, clustered in the old parking lot just beyond shipping/receiving. She extended a basket of foil-wrapped bars, nutritional but sweet. The children waited until she had come to them, then reached into the basket and grabbed like starving trick-or-treaters. “Just one, just one,” Aileen told them, “save enough for others.” The children scurried away, most vanishing into the factory through a broken window but several scampering up to the roofs.

The two women resumed their stroll of the old factory grounds. They were not as long-abandoned as they appeared; it had only been eight years since the Demakes Corporation had closed this plant and relocated. A fourth of its work force had been illegal beam skippers, teleportation stowaways seeking asylum in this melting pot colony. They had been a very inexpensive source of labor. But as the work had moved on, so had the N’r’j laborers, and Aileen estimated that half of their children had been left behind. As this area had been the only home they’d known (the N’r’j had dwelt in company barracks), the children had not strayed far. Except to beg in the surrounding neighborhoods.

Zandra saw a half-grown child kicking a can back and forth with two other children. He had but one arm. Aileen had informed her that the older children had severed limbs from some of the younger children so that they might illicit more sympathy when begging…but that this hadn’t availed them much and thankfully the practice seemed to have ended. In fact, she said, begging had almost ceased altogether, and she felt the intervention of herself and others of the Mission had done much to help these people in the six short months since their project there had begun.

The can skittered off, missed by the child with one arm. While he dashed to chase it, a blastula drifted out of the air and alighted on the back of one of the other children’s heads, where it pulsed like some external organ. Zandra made a small sound of alarm, started forward as if to move to the child’s aid, but he/she seemed to sense the small translucent creature at last and brushed at his/her head. The primitive animal, spherical with a fluttering gill-like ring at its base, rose up into the sky again, the late afternoon light showing through its dark purple membranes.

“They don’t seem to do any harm to people,” Aileen said. “That’s right…I haven’t shown you the Monster yet.”

“What do the N’r’j think of it?” 

“They’ve never told me. But they keep away from it, so I think it scares them. They’re very superstitious, so I wouldn’t doubt they’d see it as a demon or god. I did see some kids try spray-painting it once but the paint went right through. Come on…”

A high wall of glossy black tile surrounded the grounds, broken only by the front gates. In the rear of the factory complex there was a narrow alley between the wall and the back of one of the buildings. The two volunteers entered it, but Zandra nearly pulled back at the sight of a dozen blastulas affixed to the facing walls, pulsing, like a crop of strange fruit. But Aileen pressed ahead, and the creatures did not swarm down on them as Zandra feared. She had seen a lot since moving to Punktown, as the city was nicknamed, but never before an extradimensional life-form.

“Don’t worry,” Aileen reassured her, “they’ve landed on me before, but I didn’t feel a thing. They don’t have the effect the Monster has.”

“Will we feel anything, getting close to it?” Zandra asked, finding herself whispering.

“You won’t suddenly step into a wall of depression. Working here, you might realize after a while that you’re depressed, extremely tired, fatigued. You might not even realize the source of it at first, until you remember the Monster is back here.” Aileen stopped short of the alley’s end and faced her younger companion. “I’m on a prescription for antidepressants, so I don’t have a problem. But unfortunately, half the people in the surrounding neighborhoods have to take drugs for the Monster’s effects, too. They aren’t happy about it. Until the authorities discovered it back here, from the air, it was thought to be residual waste from the factory. People were suffering lassitude, something like narcolepsy; there were even several comas. And three suicides. The Monster disturbs the electrochemical activity of the brain.”

“What about the kids?”

“The N’r’j don’t appear to be affected, themselves, but we haven’t been able to convince them to let us do a more comprehensive examination of them. Some have opened up enough to mention bad dreams to me, when I pressed them, but…” She shrugged.

“What is it the Monster’s doing that makes this happen?”

“Biologists have been out here to study it. A lot of people want to kill it, and I think the neighbors would have done it already if they could find a way how. They’re hoping, now, that the blastulas will kill it for them.” Aileen glanced over her shoulder nervously, but Zandra couldn’t tell at what. “The biologists think the electrochemical disturbance is a kind of telepathic cry of pain.”

“Pain?” Zandra breathed.

“Come on.” And Aileen stepped into an open area beyond.

It was an irregular courtyard of sorts made from the backs of several of the low factory structures. There were some drums, heaps of rubble, piles of autumn leaves with their color washed out of them, but no N’r’j. Whether the creature before them did affect the squatters, or just frightened them, or simply left them indifferent, the hidden courtyard was empty of life except for that from another dimension.

The Monster would be as large as a good-sized whale, Zandra estimated, were it to be seen in its entirety…and it was somewhat whale-like in its general form. But she could only see the forward half of the vast animal. It hovered in the air, translucent and a glowing ultraviolet color, like a cloud taking on life. The light seemed to pulsate subtly, and it was the creature’s bioluminescence which had given it away to investigators in the air. At the mid-point of the creature, it abruptly ended, as if neatly cut away.

Aileen circled the immense life form, keeping back a bit perhaps more out of reverence and awe than fear. Zandra followed, and saw the cut-off point from the rear. Hard as it was for her to believe she was looking at an extradimensional animal hovering just above her in the air, it was harder still to imagine its tail end extending back into an utterly alien dimension her kind could not even glimpse. Was it a creature of the seas, judging from its flipper-like unfinished limbs, which waved in the air in slow motion, as though paddling? In its own realm, was it just as ethereal, or solid as she was in her world? 

Its blunt head held no eyes, no mouth, she noted as they circled around its other flank. At the front of its aerodynamic body there was only a kind of checkerboard, an area of alternating squares of raised and depressed flesh. A sensory organ, but of what nature? That was all. As she watched, the great head lifted very slowly, then lowered again.

“They think it was several months just to get this far through,” Aileen told her. “And it’s still coming, very slowly. But whether it will make it all the way through alive or not…” She trailed off.

The source of the Monster’s suffering was apparent. To its ghostly flesh were affixed dozens, if not a hundred, blastulas…mostly congregated around a humped bulge on its back, which might be some vital area, some extra tasty source of whatever it was the parasites fed upon. The Monster showed no wounds, but the leech-like smaller creatures were feasting nonetheless. They were also from its plane, but seemed to move and fare much better here than the Monster did.

“What does it want to come here for?” Zandra whispered. She realized she was hugging her own arms to her chest.

“Who knows? It may be trying to get away from something. The blastulas, I would think, chased it here. Whether it made the rift itself or if something about the factory is somehow responsible, the biologists haven’t figured out.”

“Poor thing,” Zandra muttered.

Aileen looked at her, and smiled. “Well, the blastulas have to live, too, right? Come on, we should really be leaving. It will be dark soon. It’s…not really a good idea to be here at night.”

Zandra met the other woman’s eyes. “Why? The blastulas…”

“The children. They know me…it’s just…they’ve been so mistrusted, so misunderstood. They’re nervous about outsiders, and I don’t blame them. They used to work the night shifts because they’re much more active at night, and I notice they get restless and the younger ones get…agitated, excited. That’s when they go out into the neighborhoods. But like I say, they’ve been so badly treated…especially with the killings, and the police not properly investigating. They’re still children, all of them, and children are wild. They get more daring at night, bolder. But they’re children…”

Zandra nodded at Aileen’s emphatic reassurance, but found herself shooting a look up at the dark roof tops around them, as if she expected to see lean silhouettes hunched there, with streamers of black hair flowing in the evening breeze.

Aileen began picking her way back to the alley opening. For a lingering few moments, Zandra took in the bisected, nameless creature. With every darkening moment it became more luminous. The head was lifting again. The blastulas, a more concentrated purple, looking like dark barnacles upon it but more like lampreys, throbbed as they sucked at its essence.

As Zandra turned at last to follow the older volunteer, she heard a stifled cry from the gloomy alleyway. It was something of a muffled gurgle, a terribly watery gurgle, as though someone were suffocating on vomit. Or choking on blood.

Then, three short sharp cracks, like dry sticks breaking. A gun, she realized, rooted in numbed terror.

“Aileen!” she whimpered, and a peripheral movement made her jerk her head to the right as a tall murky figure dropped from a low roof top a mere several yards from her.

It was a typical N’r’j, though not yet of adult height. The unruly black hair, parted in the center and stirring in the air. The lacquered mummified face—as impassive, utterly unreadable as the scarecrow’s whirling smudge of a face—the peeled grin, the eyes that never seemed to open, crusted shut. Dressed all in black, its coat long and lapels turned up. But in its fist, something she had never seen a N’r’j with before. A large, expensive pistol of obsidian black ceramic.

And then the dark being was rushing at her, seizing her arm, dragging her along. Zandra screamed.

The N’r’j stopped long enough to press the gun muzzle under her ribs and hiss, “Shut up. Come with me if you care for your life.”

The voice was not a translation over her headset; that had a different quality. The words had come in English from the being’s mouth.

She stumbled along more willingly, the N’r’j leading her to the far corner of the courtyard. There were several drums clustered there, and the N’r’j pushed her down behind them into a scratchy puddle of leaves.

“Please, don’t hurt me!” she pleaded. Tears blurred her vision, so that what she saw next took on an even greater unreality. Standing over her, gun in hand, the N’r’j reached up with its free hand and tugged at the skin of its neck. Then it was stripping off the flesh of its face, flaying itself before her.

But as the hideous face slithered away, she saw beneath it the face of a human man. His hair was short, dark, his features youngish and agreeable. She was too frightened by his gun, however, to be much reassured.

He crouched down behind the barrels with her, gun in one hand, mask in the other. “Just keep quiet,” he hissed. He shot a look over his shoulder. “Not that it matters, huh?” he added bitterly. “They know we’re back here.”

“Who?” managed Zandra.

“Who?” He glared at her. “The N’r’j. Who do you think?”

“What do you want from me?” She heard her last two words decay into sobs.

“Nothing. I’m not here for you. You’re just in the way, you and your friend.”

“What did you do to her?”

“What did I do? I didn’t kill her…your long-haired friends did her.”

“Killed? Aileen?”

“Yes. Aileen. Whoever. She’s dead. They got her. I shot one of them and the rest backed off. You two were fools to be here this late. Fools to be here at all. These things are devils. They don’t appreciate what you’re doing for them.”

“Who are you?”

The human regarded her for a moment, and them smiled darkly, amused and perhaps proud. “You’ve figured it out. You know someone’s been killing N’r’j that stray into the neighborhoods…”

“Oh my God,” Zandra said. “Oh…no…”

“Oh my God what? Listen…behind this back wall a block over is one of the oldest, nicest spots in Paxton, preserved from the Choom town that was here before Earth folk set down. Cobblestone streets. Quaint little shops.
Beautiful stonework, iron balconies. Rents are high. It’s a tourist attraction. And at night, for eight years now, N’r’j delinquents have been venturing there more and more. Begging by day…scaring off tourists. Getting bolder. Robbing people, mugging them, at night. Even murdering people.” The human lifted his gun, read its ammo counter, switched off the luminous numbers. “So…concerned citizens who shall remain nameless sought out an individual who would deal with this matter.” 

“Please don’t tell me,” Zandra begged, desperate. “I don’t want to know…please just let me leave…I won’t say anything, I swear to God!”

“You think I’m going to kill you, don’t you? Well, that’s not my job, sister. You are a nun, aren’t you?”

“No, just a volunteer,”

“How sweet. How naive.” He poked his head up to peer over the stained and dirt-caked barrels. “What’s your name?”

“Zandra.”

“Choom name?” She didn’t answer until he looked at her.

“It’s Greek. It means ‘friend or helper of mankind’.”

“How convenient. Or…is that not your real name?” He obviously recognized her hesitation. “It’s not. Well, friend of mankind, since I’ve been so generous with information, what’s your real name?”

Zandra hesitated once more, then: “Shlet.”

He pretended to wince at its ugliness, amusing himself. “No wonder. I can hear the comments from the kids in school now. Shit. Slut. Now…that is a Choom name, isn’t it?”

The Chooms were the native people of the world Oasis, one of the most human of races Earth colonists had encountered, leading to theories of humans seeded on other worlds by more advanced beings in Earth’s ancient past. If so, the Chooms had adapted since then. The greatest feature that differentiated them from Earthly humans was their wide mouths, extending ear to ear, and filled with multiple rows of strong molars. The Chooms had never become great hunters or even herdsmen, instead subsisting almost entirely on a vegetarian diet…until the colonists arrived. Perhaps because of this, they were a peaceful people, and there had been very little opposition to the colonization when it came; just isolated instances of violence from individual malcontents. Indeed, the Chooms had welcomed the Earth humans. They embraced the imported cultures. They learned the various imported tongues. They even became so self-conscious of their queer dolphin-like mouths, so envious of the Earthly countenance, that it was not unknown for Chooms to have themselves cosmetically altered so as to look more like the Earth people. Black skin was alien to them, thus particularly glamorous; they might dye their skin. And they might have great mouths made small and their jaws made less heavy with teeth…

“Isn’t it?” the assassin persisted. “You’re a Choom.”

“Yes,” Zandra admitted, sitting up straighter, propping her back against the building’s wall, and in so occupying herself, averting her eyes from the stranger’s intent gaze.

“What was wrong with being a Choom that you want to be one of us? Chooms are fine by me. They’re no worse than anybody. Not like these monsters here.”

“I…just like the way Earth girls look.”

“It’s more than that. Are you ashamed? You think you’ll get treated better? And the people you work for, they’re a church, right? So you even adopted one of our religions, and you’re spreading the good feeling to the poor and destitute with all that new convert’s zeal. You shouldn’t hate yourself like that, Shlet, you know? You seem like a nice girl…”

Zandra’s eyes flashed at him. “My nane is Zandra. Legally.”

“Shh. All right, whatever.” He stole another glimpse of the courtyard over the drums, then scanned the roof tops, gun gripped close by his face. “I’ve never actually come into their camp before tonight. I always concentrated on the ones that strayed outside. They knew about me before, I’m sure…and now they know I’m here in their territory. I hadn’t planned on getting pinned down like this…but I couldn’t leave you vulnerable after what they did to your friend.”

“Assassin with a heart of gold, huh?”

The killer grinned at her. “We’re getting a little braver now, huh? I’m not a monster, dearie. I don’t take every job I’m offered. I have beliefs, opinions, my own code of ethics. I feel for the people in this area. This isn’t rich against poor like you think. Tourists get mugged, and people from less expensive neighborhoods just come to shop, and they aren’t wealthy necessarily. The N’r’j are animals, plain and simple. They don’t give half a damn about you and what you’re doing…they probably laugh at you. Inside. They never laugh on the outside. They left their kids here. On their world, they do nothing but war and kill each other…they get along so poorly with their own, let alone anyone else, that they live in little clans and tribes of extended family more than real towns, and they don’t have any real countries or unified government. You want to make them like you? It will take more than a mouth job, Shlet. They’re evil.”

“No people are inherently evil. Evil is…subjective.”

“Oh, yeah. That is true. We should respect that one group may commit genocide on another, or cut off a woman’s clitoris so she can’t enjoy sex, or hack off a kid’s leg so she can be a more effective beggar. Just because it’s not the way we do things doesn’t mean we should pass judgment…”

“You’re so passionately concerned about terrible things, for a hired killer.”

“That’s the spirit, dearie. Insult a hired killer with a gun. Good. At first, there, I thought you were just a little jellyfish.” He checked the view again. “Speaking of which, that big beastie is amazing, huh? Beautiful, really. He lights up the whole courtyard.”

Zandra found herself staring at his pistol. Dare she try to seize it? When he twisted back around she flinched, as if he might catch her gaze upon the weapon.

“I feel kind of…dopey, watery. Do you feel that way, or is it just psychosomatic?”

Zandra wasn’t going to reply, but realized suddenly that, yes, she did feel weak, drained—even sleepy. They were so close to the apparition’s emanated aura. “I guess,” she admitted. “Look,” she said, then paused, then continued, “I know you killed Aileen. Why would they suddenly kill her, when she was helping them for months? Why suddenly tonight, coincidentally the first night you came over the wall?”

“Well I think they saw me. So I think they were excited and on edge, and got bloodthirsty, and came back here thinking they’d get me and found her instead. And would have got you, too, if I hadn’t stepped in.”

“But you were wearing a mask. You looked like them.”

“Yeah, true. And pretty convincing, isn’t it?” He held the face up by its long hair. “It should be; it’s real. A trophy from an earlier excursion.”

“Oh…Jesus!” Zandra turned her own pretty mask away as she heard the skinned face drop with a nauseating rustle. “You’re…sick…”

“They must’ve seen my gun. They may have thought I was one of them, betraying them, or maybe even my great disguise didn’t convince them. But I noticed they were starting to move around like they were alarmed… I would have aborted and gone back over the wall, really, if you and your friend hadn’t run into trouble first. But I didn’t kill your bleeding-heart friend, Zandra. I wouldn’t.”

“Not for free, anyway. And your heart must bleed, too. For rich shop owners. And for pretty girls…”

“Oh, modest, aren’t we? You think you’re pretty now that you look like an Earth girl, huh? Such sad vanity. I’m sure you were pretty even with that big old Chew-’em grin.”

“I don’t believe you didn’t kill Aileen.”

The assassin’s good humor was replaced by flashing dark menace. “I told you, I didn’t kill her! Why, then, haven’t I killed you? I may have got her killed indirectly…by agitating the N’r’j…and I’m sorry you got caught in the middle. But I don’t want to hear that again…”

“Or you’ll kill me?”

“You are brave,” he croaked, directing his hot glare elsewhere as if to divert his anger. “They’re smart, they’re hanging back. Waiting to ambush us. It’ll be a long night but I suggest we don’t move until light, when they get more sluggish. Then I’ll get you over the wall.”

“You’ll let me live? After I saw your face, and you told me everything?”

“It’s blown. So what? I’ve made good money on it; I’ll make money somewhere else. I don’t have roots here.”

“Do you feel so passionate about all your jobs?”

“No. But these parasites are easy to hate. You superimpose your good intentions on them. Look at them with naked eyes some time. And I don’t mean their ugly faces. That’s of no consequence. The real horror is inside.”

“It sure is. Because you’re pretty good-looking, on the outside.”

He swivelled around to smile at her, his good mood restored. “Why thank you.”

“It was really an insult.”

“I know. But I’m enjoying your company anyway.”

Zandra blinked hard several times in an effort to crack the heavy weights that seemed to be solidifying on her lids. Her body felt like a loose bag stuffed with stones. Though she couldn’t see the Monster from this position, she saw its violet illumination on the tiled wall and the buildings around them, and against the phosphorescent air the occasional dark bubble of a voracious blastula.

“You’re the vain one,” she murmured. “You couldn’t resist showing off to me what you do. Trying to impress me, and yourself.”

Apparently more confident that they would remain undisturbed so long as they did not compromise their position, the assassin moved from his crouch to sitting on the ground nearer to Zandra, his back against a drum. With his free hand he rubbed at his eyes. “You’re so cruel, after I saved you.”

“I don’t believe they’d hurt me!”

“They’re not you, dearie. Not everyone and everything is you. You can’t convert them, because they have no souls to save. Some beings are only shadows of life…if you weren’t some little Choom rube from some insulated hick town you’d have learned that already. You thought coming here and putting on a small mouth would make you fit into this place? You should have left your own soul back home, little girl.”

“You’re very superior for a murderer,” Zandra retorted, but she was disturbed by how easily he saw through her transfigured flesh, guessing even that Punktown was as new to her as extradimensional creatures were. She supposed that a lifetime in such a city would indeed heighten one’s perceptions. It would be a matter of animal survival. The drive for survival made people do ugly things, that much she would concede. She rested her forehead on her knees, which she wrapped her arms around against the late autumn cold. “You’re the parasite. You’re robbing the shopkeepers, too. You’re like those…things on the Monster.”

“I’m not the one who’s like those things,” she heard the stranger murmur. “Life is hard, little Choom. I’m just a sheep dog. And there are wolves out there.”

“Wolves aren’t evil,” Zandra mumbled.

The assassin did not reply. He had mellowed with the quiet of the night. All she heard now was the distant scraping whir of the scarecrow’s spinning metal face.

She looked up and the fan was spinning above her head, a swirling halo. She looked to one of her wrists, and then the other, and found they were lashed to the wrists of the scarecrow with red ribbons. She looked down, and a N’r’j standing below her thrust a spear up into her side…

There was a tugging at her sweater, and she thought the stranger was removing her clothes, having caught her asleep and dreaming. But no, he seemed to be lifting her up. Was it time to go over the wall? She was lifted higher…but she was so groggy she could only just slit her swollen eyes. Her feet dangled off the ground. Crucified, as in her dream? No…she was sliding up the wall, hooks at the end of chains snared in her sweater and belt.

With all her strength, she tilted her head back and saw hunched silhouettes against the sickly green glow of city sky. Long hair snapping like tattered banners.

She looked back down at the ground, and now made out her companion, still slumped against his drum. They had fallen under the Monster’s spell, she realized, and there it was still suspended in the air, caught between worlds like her, and covered in those pulsating organisms. It lifted its head, paddled helplessly in place.

“Thank you,” Zandra slurred to the N’r’j as they hauled her onto the edge of the roof. “Thank you. I thought he was going to kill—”

She sucked her breath back in a thorny little gasp as two of the grinning stick figures stepped to the lip of the roof, cocked back their arms, and flung sharpened black pikes downward. From the edge of the roof, Zandra could see the drugged stranger flinch hard as the first pike plunged into his shoulder, and then slump forward with the second through his crown and out his jaw.

Her gratitude turned to horror and, oddly, regret. But they had saved her. He was a killer. He couldn’t possibly have intended to let her live after what he’d confessed. He had been keeping her as a hostage; that might be why the N’r’j hadn’t advanced on them sooner, afraid he might hurt her. She was, after all, their new benefactor.

She mustn’t show her horror. She mustn’t let them think she didn’t appreciate her rescue. She staggered back from the roof edge, turned to face the creatures who were now her benefactors.

“Thank you,” she told them again.

Three N’r’j loomed before her. Their faces were empty. They were interchangeable, mass produced as if by the factory itself. But they seemed to be regarding her as the alien. And then one of them abruptly struck her across the head with the side of its unthrown spike and Zandra fell heavily to the flat roof at their feet.

“No! Please!” she cried, raising warding hands. “I’m not with him, I’m not!” The blow had dislodged her headset; could they comprehend her meaning? After another moment of regarding her, the N’r’j cocked back his metal rod for another blow. “I’m here to help you!” she wailed and the pike came down. Raised. Came down.

Zandra rolled onto her belly. She couldn’t see. Before the spike could pummel her a fourth time, she pulled herself off the edge of the roof in one desperate lurch. The drop wasn’t far, and there were leaves to carpet the fall, but she felt blood pool in her ear.

She dragged herself farther away from the building, so that their hooks wouldn’t reach. All the way to the slippery smooth tiles, she guessed by touching, of the black surrounding wall…hopefully out of the range of an accurate spike throw.

She rested there, alongside the wall. The Monster must be directly above her, she thought. Like a scarecrow, it would keep the demons at bay. Its nearness, which had frightened her only hours earlier, was now her greatest comfort. Her guardian angel.

The night had become still again. The rustle, only, of stirring dead leaves. The squeaky whir of a metal face. The sweet perfume of a luminous fog, creeping into her mind, soothing it, filling it with light to substitute for sight.

She welcomed its peace. This return to the comfort of blindness.

She was able to roll onto her back, so as to turn her unseeing face to the being’s soft radiance, so as to surrender herself to it. But as soon as she had done so, she realized she could see again. In part, could see again. She saw, strangely, only the glowing extradimensional creatures against a void of solid blackness. She saw a darkly glowing sphere alight on her unseen leg. Another floated onto where her belly must have been. The air was suddenly filled with swarms of the creatures, like soap bubbles drifting to earth. Drifting to her…

They smelled death, she thought. They smelled a soul soon to be liberated, and vulnerable…

She was too weak to do more than run one hand once over her belly. It seemed to pass through the jelly-like beings. More blanketed her.

But in congregating on her they were abandoning the Monster. In fact, its movements seemed to grow more animated, as if it meant to shake off the last few of the vampires.

“Go,” she whispered, smiling feebly. She could save one soul, if not her own. She spread her arms out like wings, to invite the feasting demons.

As Zandra watched through eyes dropping slowly shut, the Monster gave one final heave—throwing back its great faceless head, throwing off its yoke—and slipped backward into the rent it had originally come through. And then it was gone. And Zandra was left in darkness in its wake.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

THE HATE MACHINES


 

 

Cardiff owned two similar hate receptacles made by two different companies: his Whipping Boy at home, which he’d possessed for six months now, and this newly purchased Scapegoat, sitting before him on his desk at work. His cubicle with its padded partitions was mostly undecorated otherwise save for a calendar his daughter Lena, who was sixteen, had given him as a Christmas present. Each month presented a photograph of their family…either herself from infancy to the present, or their cat, likewise at various points of its life, or himself, looking embarrassed to be photographed (and he was embarrassed to display himself in such a way for a whole month at a time), or his wife, whom he was proud to display, as he often received compliments about how attractive she was.

His supervisor, Ruth, frowned on overly ornamented cubicles, and had told several of her crew to remove such things as movie posters and humorous printouts taken off the net. One day Cardiff had found that one of his few photos tacked to the cubicle’s gray padding had been removed and then pinned to face the wall. The objectionable photo, which he had only brought in because Halloween had been near, showed Lena as a baby blissfully gnawing on the stump of a fake rubber hand. He had hidden the offending photo away in his drawer.

But Ruth could not forbid him from keeping the Scapegoat on his desk, as such devices were recognized as a therapeutic rather than trivial personal possession. And so the hate machine watched Cardiff now as he worked, his headset on and his mind linked with his computer…speeding through tunnels and corridors lined with information files like limitless morgue drawers…storing boxes crammed with dusty numbers in one virtual attic or other…opening up and visiting virtual offices (he was not permitted to put any decorations whatsoever on those walls).

His hands, left behind as his mind labored, fiddled with a rubber band. He twisted it around and around his left thumb until the end of it glowed red, as if it might suddenly erupt bloodily.

But his eyes gravitated—inevitably—to the Scapegoat, because of its newness. It was a foot in height—a little smaller than the Whipping Boy—and a fake tarnished silvery color, whereas the other had a faux patina of pale green verdigris. The Scapegoat’s circular translucent face was subtly lit by a dim bulb behind it so that it glowed a dark orange-gold color, meant to look like either an anthropomorphic moon or sun…he couldn’t tell which. It had a broad smile, chubby cheeks, amused squinting eyes. Cardiff had never seen a more mocking, annoying face in his life…unless, of course, that was the smirking phosphorescent green jester face of his Whipping Boy.

Glaring at those smug, obnoxious features, Cardiff felt a temptation to turn the device around to face the wall, as Ruth had reversed his photo of the baby Lena, but he knew that would defeat the purpose. The hate machine was designed to inspire his contempt. More importantly, it was designed to intercept, to redirect his loathing. It had been linked to his mind, much in the way he linked with his computer, so that it could bend his anger, his frustration, away from other targets, valiantly bringing these dark feelings to stab its own tiny bosom.

In a little compartment hidden behind two folding doors which when shut formed a silvery rib-cage, there resided a small chunk of living matter, created specifically for use in such devices, more plant than animal but neither, really. It was like some yellowish gelatinous organ. It was at first, anyway. But after weeks and months of absorbing Cardiff’s mental poisons, this miniature organ would gradually darken, blacken, wither and die. He had killed six of these organs already in his Whipping Boy. (They were replaceable, of course.) It was a good feeling, killing one of those ghastly living blobs…torturing it a bit at a time. Besting it at last. He looked forward to killing the virgin heart of this monstrous little fucker that was leering at him even now.

A pen tapped him on the head. It startled him, and for a moment he nearly lashed out at the Scapegoat with his fist; he thought that it was responsible, somehow. But looking up, he saw Ruth standing there, glowering down at him. Hers was the craggy face of a hard drinker, her voice just as craggy. “Please don’t day-dream, Hugh…we’re a day behind, here.” She gestured with her pen at his screen, where swarming ant-like motions had dropped to an idle snail’s crawl. “Why do you still have so many pallets left to store, at this time of the afternoon?”

She seemed to sense, supernaturally, when one was lagging behind…whether it was their fault or not. One was constantly glancing over their shoulder, expecting to see her materialized there. He almost flinched sometimes, hearing that gravelly voice in the next aisle, drifting his way. Even when she didn’t browbeat him for an entire day, he lived in dread of her browbeating. That is, he had. Up until this week. It was all so much easier to deal with her, this week…

Whereas Cardiff would normally stammer, fight to keep tremors of fear and impotent rage out of his voice, to keep the blood from sloshing crazily in his heart, now he found himself merely smiling shyly up at his boss. “Sorry,” he told her pleasantly. “I’ll stay late tonight if I have to, to catch up.”

“Well you’d better.” Her eyes drifted to the Scapegoat contemptuously also, though it wasn’t attuned to her emotions. “Don’t be staring at that stupid thing all day. I don’t see why you don’t just take a pill, or something simple like that.”

“Some therapists believe it’s better not to eradicate any kind of emotion,” Cardiff explained helpfully, whereas in the past he had never felt inclined to chat with his boss. “They think it’s more natural and more beneficial to encourage anger, feelings like that…to let them all out. Just, to let them all out at a hate machine.”

“Well,” Ruth said, still gazing at that irritatingly whimsical visage, “I still think it’s stupid, and if I had my way they wouldn’t be allowed in here.” She switched her gaze to him, now. “I want that work cleaned up, Hugh.”

He smiled again and nodded, watched her walk away. Then he turned back to his monitor. Yes, Ruth was so much easier to take, now.

But from the corner of his eye, he saw that ridiculous face watching him. He could easily imagine what its chuckle would sound like. Laughing at him as if he were the ridiculous one. At that moment he desperately wanted to smash the little bastard’s face in…but the thing had cost good money, hadn’t it?

 

««—»»

 

He never would have volunteered to work two hours late before, but now here he was, driving home in the dark, with some nice overtime to show for his dedication. He was relieved, however, to get away from that nasty little sun-or-moon-faced mockery with its sarcastic, sadistic Cheshire grin. He hoped he had turned its yellow heart a nice shade of moldy gray with all the negative energies he had contentedly projected into it tonight.

The colony city of Punktown at night was like driving through a vast kaleidoscope. An immense holographic advertisement for a new children’s movie had hundreds of ghostly purple teddy bears parachuting endlessly from the pinkish underbelly of the black sky. An old shunt line passed along a tunnel straight through a building that looked like it was carved from one titanic block of translucent amber, while the dome-like structure next door had an exterior like wrinkled, mummified skin (which maybe it was). Mostly humans had settled here, but more exotic races were represented by buildings like that leathery dome, and vehicles like the fin-covered canary-yellow contraption which buzzed so low over Cardiff’s roof that he heard the shriek of brief, scraping contact.

“Son of a bitch!” he barked, slamming the heel of his palm on his console. He stabbed his horn, long and loud. He saw the yellow vehicle drop to his level just ahead of him. In the rear window, a passenger with a checkerboard face of alternating yellow and blue bubbles made a jerking gesture that could only be unfriendly. “Alien freak,” Cardiff hissed. He began to accelerate, as if to ram his hovercar straight into the back of theirs, but caught himself…and luckily the yellow machine lifted again and coasted on ahead to find another gap to drop into.

“Got to calm down,” he whispered to himself. “I’ll get myself shot one of these days.” He had once cursed out the window at a vehicle, only to have a pistol pointed at him out one of its windows, just as a warning.

He had bought a gun of his own, a few weeks ago. He hadn’t told Saundra, his wife. No one knew that he owned it…or that he had brought it to work last week, though he had left it in his briefcase. The next day after he brought it to work, and brought it back home, he had decided he should purchase the Scapegoat.

He made a note to himself to get a smaller version of the Scapegoat for his car, as soon as he could afford to do so.

 

««—»»

 

When he let himself into his apartment, Cardiff saw that Saundra sat on the sofa in the darkened living room, her friend Seth seated beside her. Seth hastily withdrew his hand from the low V of her clingy, violet sweater, and sat back from her with a jolt. Saundra, however, cocked her head back to gaze up at her husband blandly. Cardiff had quickly averted his eyes, as if he had been the one who’d been caught, and lingered there in the doorway with his coat and his briefcase.

“I thought you had gone to see your parents, when you didn’t come home,” Saundra said.

He still didn’t look at his attractive wife, embarrassed that he had compromised her privacy; instead, he stared at the VT, where a naked pair or trio of aliens (it was hard to differentiate them) copulated in slow motion (presumably, unless that was their normal rate of motion), with various ecstatic subtitles in several languages scrolling across the borders of the screen. “No,” he murmured, “I worked late.”

“Really? Good. You should work more overtime…we could use the money.”

“Hey, buddy-bob,” said Seth, awkwardly.

“H’lo, Seth.” Cardiff threw a glance at his wife’s guest, raising a palm in greeting. Seth was a co-worker she had befriended, who had been coming over here or inviting Saundra over his place for about two months now.

Saundra’s arm, Cardiff saw, was moving slightly like a pulsing worm along the back rest of the sofa. He realized she was kneading the back of Seth’s neck with her hand. “Lena went out with Marisol tonight.” She yawned. Like a cat stretching its long lithe body, she rose from the couch. “You can watch in here…Seth and I will watch in the other room.”

Seth didn’t rise at first; he shot a look from Saundra to Cardiff back to Saundra again. But she tipped her head toward the doorway and at last he stood to follow her from the room. “Okay, so, later on, buddy-bob,” he mumbled with something like amicable apology to Cardiff.

Cardiff nodded. When they had left the room he shut off the VT and went to eat a late supper in the kitchen, leaving Saundra and Seth to watch the smaller VT in the other room, which was his bedroom.

Before he left the living room for the kitchen, however, his eyes were attracted to a greenish glow in the corner. The Whipping Boy, on a little table, like some sardonic voyeur, its court jester’s face gleeful. Seeing it there, Cardiff was paralyzed with a fury so great he could have walked over to the thing and flung it out the window. Bloody wretched toy, gloating. That superior, cruel humor glinting in its mascaraed eyes. What sick freak had ever penned the original of that face? Cardiff thought that he’d like to stick a knife right into its forehead…and then, perhaps, into the forehead of the artist who had drawn it.

 

««—»»

 

When the vidphone rang, Cardiff awoke on the sofa with the VT running again, quietly. He had been watching a very old Earth movie (it was in black and white, even) called “Schindler’s List,” which was quite sad, and he supposed he should have felt scorn for those uniformed Germans but he was too continuously distracted instead by the disdain he felt for that peeping-tom jester in the corner. Yet he had dozed off at some point, and when he went to answer the phone now he wasn’t sure if Saundra and Seth were still in the bedroom.

On the vidplate was a stranger, a gaunt-faced Detective Bell from police precinct 15. He had bad news, he announced…and within minutes, Cardiff was on his way to Precinct House 15, without having rapped on his bedroom door to let Saundra know where he was going, or what had happened…

When the attendant pulled the drawer open, Cardiff stared down at a teenage girl with her mouth in a weird little smile and a greater smile grinning at her throat.

“That’s Marisol,” Cardiff whispered, almost in a faint. “Lena’s friend…”

“Idiot,” Detective Bell hissed, nudging past the bungling attendant to slide the drawer in, and slide a second one out.

“Oh God, oh no…my baby…my little girl,” Cardiff sobbed instantly, and Bell caught him as the attendant scrambled forward to glide the drawer away again. Cardiff saw his daughter’s long black hair, matted and glued with her own blood, vanish through a caul of tears.

“We have three boys in custody already,” Bell told him, still holding onto his arms. “We’re pretty sure they’re responsible. They were pumped up on buzzers when we brought them in, and one of them has a record of previous sexual assault…”

“Sexual assault,” Cardiff echoed, gasping for air. “Sexual assault…my baby…my little girl…”

“I know,” Bell told him. “I know.”

 

««—»»

 

Cardiff was given three days off from work. He made a vidrecording of the single mention of his daughter’s murder that he witnessed on VT. They might not have bothered at all had Lena and Marisol not been so pretty, so photogenic, even in death. They showed a vid of his daughter’s body splayed in some parking lot where she had been found, even showed a close-up of tiny red ants swarming on her bare belly around the navel that Cardiff had kissed to tease her as a toddler. Then, they showed the three young men brought into court for their arraignment. They were all three of them short, slender, crewcut, such a mix of ethnic groups they had become no ethnic group at all, like a distillation of the worst of every race and culture. One of them rubbed away tears in his eyes. After he made the recording, Cardiff played it back, and froze on the face of this crying boy. He was crying for himself, not the two girls he had slain. Not for Lena.

But worse than the crying boy was another who smiled. He even looked directly into the camera, and hence directly at Cardiff, and smiled. Cardiff froze on his face the longest. He studied the boy, waiting for something other than sadness to come. Something other than anguish. He waited, as if he couldn’t remember what else he might feel, as if he were trying to remind himself why he was even looking at this smirking stranger’s face.

At last, unfulfilled, he shut the VT off. And with its glow extinguished, a subtler luminosity caught his attention.

“You!” Cardiff bellowed, leaping instantly to his feet. He aimed his finger at the evil imp’s green circle of face. “You think this is funny, fucker? You think this is all a big joke? Huh? Huh?” He started toward the thing, his hands like an eagle’s talons.

Saundra and Seth came in from the other room, having heard his outburst. Saundra’s eyes were red and Seth had been comforting her.

Cardiff glanced over his shoulder at them and then turned instead to the door, leaving his apartment.

 

««—»»

 

When he returned to work after the funeral, Cardiff had bought a small hate machine for his car, and an even smaller one with a flip-open lid that revealed a red clown’s face, which he carried in his jacket pocket. He would need to have this one on him when he went to the trial.

He had been working for several hours when he remembered the photo of Lena he had hidden in his drawer. Drawer like a morgue drawer. He immediately fetched it out, gazed at it. His baby girl, chewing on the rubber hand. He smiled. Tears rose to his eyes. And he pinned the photo to the gray padded wall of his cubicle.

When he returned to work the next day, the photo was gone. Not turned to face the wall. Gone.

He found it soon enough in his drawer. That didn’t matter. It had been removed. He even thought he saw a new smudged thumbprint rudely on the gloss of the photo itself, like the fingerprints those three boys had left on his beloved child’s flesh.

He had begun carrying the handgun in his briefcase again, starting yesterday, his first day back since the murder. He did not know why. Only that he felt better carrying it around with him. And now, he placed his briefcase before him on his desk. The lock opened with a satisfying clack like a gun’s slide being worked back, a clip pushed into a handle. He lifted the weapon from inside, like a distorted pearl from inside an opened oyster, a pearl that had formed around an irritating grain of sand, a core of hatred. It felt so good in his fist, like a collapsed star of pure hate, a teaspoon of which would weigh many tons—a whole gun forged out of such metal.

He sat there holding it, ogling it, a long time. And as was her talent, Ruth came into his cubicle, sensing that he was not at work. Her deep voice was already rasping forth…but it caught on the gravel in her throat at the sight of the silvery gun.

Cardiff rose to his feet sharply. He pointed the gun at her face. At her widening eyes, just inches away from the muzzle…

But he hesitated, confused, as if he had suddenly forgotten who he was. And if he couldn’t remember who he was, he couldn’t remember why he wanted to kill this woman.

Why should he kill her? What had she done? No, she was not the real enemy. She was not the true source of his misery.

No. He turned, instead, to point his gun at the happy, evil sun/moon face of that hideous infernal machine on his desk.

Ruth darted away as Cardiff opened fire. He barely noticed her, and couldn’t have cared less. He fired shot after shot into the little machine of tarnished silver, shattering its orange face, its demonic grin.

He heard screams, running, an alarm for security. Tears streamed down his face. Tears of great, crushing sadness. But also tears of joy, of triumph…for Cardiff saw, fallen out of the decimated hate machine onto his desk, its tiny and utterly withered heart.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

SWEATY BETTY, TERMITE QUEEN OF THE DANGED

 

 

No such thing as vampires, huh? Tell it to Junk Pharaoh, whose military surplus life scan told him there were about thirty-five of them in the old tenement on Warehouse Way, one of the least cozy hunks of Paxton—more popularly known as Punktown even to police, for whom Warehouse Way was scarcely more than a rumor. Let dog eat dog, so long as the mongrels didn’t stray into the pretty uptown gardens. 

They looked after their own on Warehouse Way, which was why Junk and his crew had been called in from their camp over in the little brick factory by the old shuttle docks. All the factories and sprawling warehouses in this corner of town had been given over to the homeless, the desperate. Why not? Again, kept them here, and not at the newer warehouse clusters. At first, uptowners had even made an organized effort to transform some warehouses into housing units for the homeless, but too many volunteers had been lost—feeding some of the denizens in a way they hadn’t intended—and the project had pulled out.

Yeah, there had been a lot of too-hungry sharks down here at first, but that was where Junk came in. For the past five years, he and his crew had been pulling up the weeds. They were paid by the community in a great variety of ways. Collection plates scraped up a little coin door to door, but mostly it was work exchanged for work, talent for talent. Food was brought to the Brick House every day, representing the many ethnic and otherworldly types of the colony. And there was plenty of sex—a buffet as variegated as the food. All in all, it boiled down to system. Like it or not, system made life better for the majority…even amongst the outsiders and disenfranchised of Outhouse Way, as Junk called it. They took care of their own.

 

««—»»

 

“I seen that spidery little crack-bare kid all over the place the past few days, every time I turn around. No wonder. There’s lots of him!” said Raptores, crouched behind a crumbling plaster parapet trimming the flat roof of the old Tinberg Ceramics Mill. Across his thighs he cradled a squat little two-fisted gun capable of firing five different types of projectile, from solid to beam. 

Beside him hunkered Junk, with the scan. “Thirty-five of the kid.” He turned the scan on its side, held it up to his eyes and peered through its magnification feature. “And they all look the same. According to the scan they all weigh the same…” 

“Who’d wanna clone some scrawny little mutant-ass punk?”

“I don’t know. But they fit the description of the kid who attacked Tahnyah, Mrs. Alcove and old Nodick. And if Mr. Pulp and Jellyfish were still alive, I’m sure they’d describe these freaks, too.” All five victims had been viciously set upon, bitten and clawed, and their flowing blood licked off them by one of these skeletal albino youths. The latter two had been attacked with more ferocity and had succumbed to their wounds. “You know, maybe Mr. Pulp and Jellyfish got attacked by more than one…maybe a bunch of ’em…and that’s why they died.”

“The thought of a bunch of these nudie little gargoyle-butt bloodsuckers clambering all over me makes me wanna puke.” 

“Mm,” agreed Junk, watching through the mag screen. Across the street was a row of narrow tenement houses at the very edge of Warehouse Way where it ended abruptly at the Sporcizia Brothers’ Waste Treatment Center with its towering, white, loudly humming zapper tanks looming above their repulsion barrier. Junk knew Porco and Ladro Sporcizia from school—when he’d been bored enough to attend—and knew they were now in with the syndy. A chem spill and two fires at the plant had gutted most of the tenements in the row, but the one he was focused on was ceramic block and had held up. A plastic house beside it was a wrinkled, sagging Dali painting of a house.

He had counted four of the creatures outside the four-story block house. One on the flat roof, squatting by a hooded vent fan, watching birds feed on stale bread he had tossed out for them. Two huddled on a metal fire escape, apparently grooming each other like baboons though they were utterly hairless even on their heads. Picking scabs and popping zits, Junk thought, but the scan had been dropped too many times for him to zoom that close without heavy grain. And one creature climbing down the side of the building from the roof. He climbed head-first, fingers and toes hooking in the seams between the grimy aqua blocks. 

The one on the roof pounced at the birds. They fluttered up in a cloud and he scratched crazily at bare tile. The noise apparently startled the climbing one. He lost his grip, fell with a distant soft thump. He leapt to his feet and ran at a startling speed around the building, hugging his bony ribs and shaking and rolling his head at an equally maddened speed. After the third lap he darted through the open front door and slammed it shut after him. 

“These things have gotta go,” Junk sighed.

 

««—»»

 

It was dusk. In the Brick House, Junk and Raptores suited up again in full combat regalia. Raptores had been a soldier and still had his sources outside the Way. With them, also suited up, were two others of the community’s police force, Jed and Paisley. The two remaining crew members would hold the fort. 

While Junk deftly french-braided the long black hair that usually hung to either side of his fine-boned brown face, he told them just where the tenement was located. “The last house in the row, at the corner.”

Paisley’s face slackened. “Not aqua, with chrome trim.”

“That’s it—why?”

“Oh, man…Junk…” 

“What?”

“You obviously don’t know.”

“Obviously.”

“That’s where Betty lives. At least, that was where she had holed up the last I heard.” 

“Oh…man,” Junk breathed. 

Betty. Sweaty Betty, they had always called her out on Forma Street. Ten years ago, one of the prettiest and most popular street geishas on that crayon-bright, playground-noisy boulevard. Junk had been a lot younger then. Young enough to fall in love with a street girl.
Young enough to ask her to leave the street with him. She had laughed him off. Junk hadn’t liked being laughed off any more then than he did now; he left Forma Street. But five years later when he ventured that way again he searched her out, and found her. 

She had been tortured by a band of fun-seeking adolescents, her face badly hacked up and badly fixed at an illegal clinic. The most they did for her was give her good strong drugs. She was still selling her body to buy those drugs when Junk found her, but aside from mutilation freaks—some of them rich businessmen on lunch break—she had to scrape up her living from mutants, the diseased, the lowest dregs of Forma Street. 

This time Betty dazedly allowed Junk to take her away. He brought her to his new neighborhood on Warehouse Way. Set her up in a flat with some elderly mutants. Gave her weak drugs to help wean her. 

Then he left her to her new life and hoped for the best. Was it her earlier rejection of him, he asked himself on those few occasions when he let himself think of her, or was it her face that made him avoid her? He wondered…and both possibilities filled him with guilt. He saw her sometimes. They smiled and said hello. Sometimes they both looked away instead. 

She had never weaned herself, but settled for the sludge drugs she could afford with the coinage she earned from selling her body to the old men and the sorrier mutants of the community. Mostly, she made her own drugs the best she could. 

“That house? You’re sure? When was this?”

“I don’t remember. I was poking around in those old houses for stuff I could make jewelry from, me and Liz Fuentes, and I went to explore the aqua house but Liz stopped me and said Betty was camped in there. Alone, she said. Nobody else wants to live there ’cause of the Brothers’ waste spill and the smell from the zappers.” 

“Man…” Raptores said. “That’s it! See? Those ghoul-ass little vampire punks. She’s living in the scum slum, man! See? Sweaty’s giving birth to those things!”

“Get off it,” Junk rumbled. 

“It makes sense,” Jed muttered. “They must be mutants. And they haven’t been here long, so she must be churning ’em out fast. It’s ’cause of those damn slime brothers, but we got to stop her, Junk. I’m sorry, man, but how many of these critters is she gonna put out?”

“All that mutant sperm in her didn’t help,” Raptores theorized. “Maybe she’s having one kid for every john she’s notched lately…”

“We gotta stop her, Junk,” Jed said. 

“Shut it! I’m thinking…”

“What’s to think about, Boss, it’s our job,” Raptores argued. “Let’s go in there and give that girl some belated abortions…”

Raptores was then flying backwards, but his flight was brief and ended abruptly at a wall. With his left fist Junk pinned him. In his right was a pistol with its barrel jammed under Raptores’ jaw. The pistol was armed and humming. Junk hissed, “You know better, Rap. You know better.” 

“I know better, man. Forgive.” 

Junk pushed him away. “Let’s go,” he muttered, his slanted blue eyes hot but lowered. “We can’t let those things hurt the neighbors.”

 

««—»»

 

“They glow. See?” whispered Jed from the alley of the ceramics mill. “Like ghosts.” 

“Like the danged themselves,” Raptores rasped in mock solemnity. 

There were only two outside, both hunched on the roof edge like gargoyles as Raptores had called them, but not very vigilant gargoyles, as they were intensely grooming or picking at each other. Through his helmet’s night screen with its mag feature Junk could now see them closely. Picking scabs. Their faces were child-like and devoid of any life-like expression. Paisley had the scan. 

“Three are away from the nest, not far. Should we get them first or after?” 

“Mm. You and Jed go take ’em. Me and Rap will get a closer look. If we go in blazing first the strays might hear and hide or go deeper into the neighborhood. But when you find those three, make it quiet so the rest don’t hear.” 

“Right-o.” Paisley nodded to Jed and they retreated back down the alley. 

“Let’s go around back, see about a rear door,” Junk told Raptores. 

They worked their way behind the aqua building easily and silently. There was a back door. Raptores braced his gun for action while Junk moved forward to test it. 

He touched the OPEN tab. He heard the tongue click back. No lock code. They were in. He and Raptores exchanged nods, then Junk eased the door open. 

The doorway was barricaded. No, blocked. It seemed to have been filled with a malleable glossy white material which was translucent in the lights from the looming zapper tanks behind him. An almost phosphorescent white. Junk prodded it gingerly with the multiple muzzles of his Inferno-7 Assault Engine. Soft but resilient. Paisley had left him the scan and he held it up for a reading. He had to work to coax a reading from the device while Raptores kept watch. 

At last: “Christ-O-Mighty.” 

“What?”

Junk gaped at the softly luminous matter. “It’s living flesh of some kind. And it goes back far.” 

“How far?” 

An incredulous double-check of the scan. “It entirely fills the four-story building except for half of one room on the top story.” 

“Man!” Raptores hissed.

“Yeah,” Junk agreed. 

“So where are the rest of the wee little ghastlies?”

“Inside. In the flesh. Moving through it…” 

“What…” 

“And one other life form in that top floor room. It didn’t show before. The reading’s crazy…” 

“Is it her?” 

“I think so. But whatever it is…it’s attached to all of this.” And again he poked the wall of flesh before him.

They waited for Paisley and Jed. Several minutes later Junk got a call on his head-set. It was Paisley. They had easily sniped all three of the stray creatures with fast-acting and powerful corrosive gel bullets to insure a certain kill, not knowing what these things could take. Head shots so they couldn’t cry out while their bodies melted. Jed was the crew’s best shot. 

“Get back here quick, and get your masks ready. We’re going burrowing.” 

“Say what?”

Junk cut her off, waited. 

When Jed and Paisley found them behind the building, Junk swallowed a glob of saliva that had seemed to be poised on the rim of his throat, punched the projectile setting on his weapon, turned and let loose a burst of gel bullets into the wall of flesh. 

It burned well, and quickly, the yawing wound sizzling and bubbling at the edges. There wasn’t much in the way of smoke but the smell was such that they all slapped their masks down. The smell was from the semi-fluid material which filled the immense sack of flesh, to their unpleasant surprise. It plopped out heavily at their feet in piles and folds rather than gushing out in a splash, but still Junk murmured, “We broke her water.” 

“Are we going in?” Raptores grunted. 

“Might as well.” And Junk waded into the slow wave of ooze, ducking his head. The others saw him push his way fully inside. They could still see him in the gelatinous depths, but blurred as through Vaseline. Raptores waded into the thick mass after him, also inclined to duck his head into his shoulders, a shiver passing through him. If any of the seams or zippers in his jumpsuit were compromised, and this possibly poisonous, possibly diseased matter leaked through…

Junk saw only translucent dark depths before him, but when he turned to one side he could discern a wall through the sluggishly undulating sap, and he could read the graffiti sprayed there. He faced forwards again, moved as though gripped in a heavy gravity. He consulted his scan for stairs. This elevator coming up was obviously no good. He could make out its black opening, curiously glanced in to see if the sac extended fully into the lift cabin. 

One of the offspring swam rapidly out at him, its bony arms pin-wheeling faster than the ooze should allow. The pouty cherub’s lips were pulled back to show glistening needle-like teeth in combs of multiple rows. 

The burst from his assault engine drove the thing back into the cabin, and by the time it hit the back wall it was already in separating pieces. Some sank, some floated lightly in the ooze. The ooze itself rocked and rolled at the disturbance, but soon settled. “Keep moving,” Junk phoned back to the others. Just ahead were the stairs. 

It took a lot for Junk to keep going. He thought of the fresh, lovely body he had entered into ten years before…

But someone had to look out for the undesirables of Warehouse Way. Someone had to care for the unwanted, the outcasts, the broken of spirit and body. They had to look out for their own.

 

««—»»

 

On the second floor, no sooner had Junk hit the landing when a dozen of the offspring surged out at him from doors along the hall and from a crawlspace panel in the ceiling. 

Raptores pressed up beside him and they swept back most of the creatures in one hammering arc. Limbs somersaulted languidly through the gelatin. Ray bolts streaked red from Raptores’ gun like bright fish, along with three other sorts of projectile. One of the things jumped piggy-back on Junk from behind; Paisley yanked it off by the arm, pressed it under her knee and blasted her pistol against its temple. 

Jed was tackled by two which leaped and sailed at him. Together, the three tumbled backwards down the stairwell, the teeth of the things locked on his arms. He screamed in the headsets of his friends. Paisley plunged down after him first, from the top step to the bottom in one bound. Her shots spun the creatures off Jed. She helped him up, and he nervously chuckled a curse. 

“Let’s just bomb the whole house, Boss,” Raptores said. 

“No,” snapped Junk. “Move on.”

On the third floor, another wave came rushing down the hall to intercept them, their mouths open but issuing no sounds. How had they been alerted? Telepathically, or by the invasive rippling vibrations through the slowly draining fluid? 

All of them were cut to ribbons, blasted to chunks and melted to sizzling spinning globoids by the four invaders firing in unison. The team pushed on through the setting flotsam. 

At last, fourth floor landing. Junk pointed. “She’s in the last room down the hall, on the right.” 

As he stalked down the hall he thought of the room she had had on the top floor of a Forma Street tenement hive. Neon and laser through the window had painted her flesh, an ever-changing canvas…

He glanced down at the scan, clipped to the side of his assault engine. “Coming!”

They poured from the doors, dropped from the ceiling. At the end of the hall was a window giving out onto the fire escape, and there the skin of the sac was puckered. The pucker opened briefly enough for the two from the roof to swing into the hall, gibbon-like, then closed after them. 

Jed opened up on this pair, blew them back out the puckered orifice and melted that into a spreading wound. The viscous fluid began to pour out onto the fire escape and drool in thick columns down to the sidewalk. 

Junk shattered one that got in his way and plunged through its debris to get his hand on the knob of the half-open last door. Beyond it he heard a muffled cry. Then he was hauling the door fully open with all his strength against the resistance of the fluid.

She was there, huddled in a corner. The great sac was connected to her body ultimately by a ridiculously narrow membrane, and the far half of the room was free of the sac before it bulged radically. It was indeed Betty, and she was naked. And for all the horrors that had distorted her through the years—the scars, the waste from drugs, and now this—he still recognized that body. 

He hesitated in firing, his gun pointed at her. And her dazed eyes lifted to meet his. Tears were flowing from them. 

“You’re killing my children!”

“I’m sorry,” Junk groaned. 

“You said I’d be safe here, Junk…you said I’d be safe…” 

“Betty..”

“Outcasts have outcasts, Junk?” She gave a smile that quivered like a dying thing. “Is that it?”

“Betty…”

Raptores appeared in the threshold behind Junk. “Move, Boss, come on!”

“No!” Junk growled, letting his gun slowly tumble from his hands, whirling to catch the barrels of the other man’s. 

In jerking at the weapon, Junk caused one of the triggers to be struck by Raptores’ finger. One muzzle flashed. One gel bullet burst against Junk Pharaoh’s chest. 

“Junk!” Raptores shouted, blasting the ears of his friends. 

“Junk!” Betty moaned from her corner. 

His eyes bulging in disbelief, Junk felt his upper body do a slow somersault forward and away from his lower. His arms spun weakly. 

“Oh God!” Raptores howled. 

“You trigger-happy piece of shit!” Paisley shrieked. 

Junk’s eyes glazed as his head settled. It was all that was left of him by then, and it too sizzled and melted and was gone only seconds after that. 

“You monstrous little mutant-spewing whore!” Raptores roared, and he let loose everything his gun possessed as he strode at Sweaty Betty. He burst through her sac, out of the skin into the open air of her corner. But the corner was so pounded, so devastated by his onslaught that this portion of the room—of the building—cracked and crumbled in one sudden avalanche, sliding away from the rest of the structure to crash and thunder four stories below into the alley. Raptores went screaming with the ruin, and was buried beneath it. 

The fluid from the sac flowed in a dream-slow waterfall to further bury him and the fragments of Sweaty Betty. 

Paisley and Jed stood dazed and staring out through the hole. They could see the zapper tanks of the waste treatment center, beyond their low barrier. Could hear their hum. 

“He didn’t want her killed,” Paisley said. “We could have cut that thing off her and got her out of the Way to a doctor!”

“She was a monster, Paisley,” Jed told her in a trembling voice. “And her kids…you know? We couldn’t have them running around in the neighborhood. Those things didn’t belong here…” 

Paisley faced Jed, tears flowing from her primary eyes while the two smaller, glassy blind eyes above those only stared at him dully. As a child, she had worn hats tugged low and combed her hair in bangs to hide them. “I’m a monster, too, Jed…y’know?”

“Hey,” he snapped, “we got our jobs! We got our community to protect! We got to look out for our own!” He whirled away from her, stepped back into the deflating sac to work his way downstairs. After a moment Paisley blinked the tears off her lashes and followed.

“She was our own,” she muttered to herself.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

PURPLE WINGS

 

 

“On purple wings you take me high

Soaring free across the sky

But with your Cupid’s bow

You shoot me down and bring me low

I love you, I hate you

I love you, I hate you

You’re an angel and a witch

You beautiful fucking bitch.”

— 5Guyz

 

 

They were at the Blue Panda, sitting at their usual two tables butted together; Karlos and his girlfriend Aundrea, Sissy, rex, Keith and Josh. They all worked together at the Paxton branch of PetZone. More specifically, Karlos had worked there once but had been fired after an ugly dispute with his boss. He now worked the drive-through booth at BurgerZone. He hadn’t been fired yet but he had been reprimanded for throwing a shake into the hovercar of an insulting customer. BurgerZone prided itself on not using automated drive-through booths, he’d been lectured, but this was not what the company meant when they advertised their human touch.

The lights were low and the alcohol content high in their sugary drinks. rex sucked anodyne gas from a little metal globe via a hose with a tiny valve. Sissy teased him by grabbing the gas away and jetting a little of it into his eyes. He yelped in his Outback Colony accent, “Hey, cootie, what makes you think you’re such a cutie?” It was a quote from a song by Shawn O’Nasty. Or a misquote, as Aundrea laughingly pointed out.

She leaned across the table (nearly upending her single-person scorpion bowl) and yelled loudly over the karaoke music (a wretched country song sung by a drunken Tikkihotto, his ocular tendrils tangling), “Dolt, your rhymes are lacking, you should close up shop and get to packing.” That was a mocking lyric by Mister Maestro E, from a song in which he challenged the song-writing skills of singer P. Laureate. Aundrea then went on to correct rex’s gassed-up mangling of O’Nasty’s words: “What makes you think you’re such a cutie; you ain’t nothing but another crawling cootie.”

rex waved away her words, squirted some more gas while the others laughed too. 

Their waitress returned and asked if they needed another round. Josh pointed to his nearly empty bottle of Zub. He did not verbally ask for one. Sissy, likewise, mutely tapped her finger on the rim of her beer bottle. Karlos shook his head. He was still nursing his soda. He was the only one of them who didn’t drink alcohol or do any drugs; it was a point of intense pride with him. It bothered him now that Aundrea was sucking away at that huge scorpion bowl (he would hate to see the two-person version) after already downing a Zub before that. He was biting his tongue tonight, though; they’d fought about her drinking many times before, and she wouldn’t stop these Friday night Blue Panda excursions no matter how passionately he opposed her. It was hard for him to argue his side of the issue, when more song lyrics celebrated partying than criticized it.

Josh hunkered over his fresh Zub, watching Aundrea as she perused the table monitor’s list of karaoke offerings, punching into the DJ’s queue the numbers of a song she wanted to perform, while Karlos voiced his disapproval of her overtly sexual selection by quoting Shale Sleet: “Girl, the words outta your mouth make you sound like a slut; I’d rather listen to a prosty gurgling with her throat cut.”

Karlos was too domineering, Josh thought, too negative, too critical. He was more like Aundrea’s father than a boyfriend, in his opinion. And he knew she was chafing under Karlos’s constant browbeating. He knew because Aundrea had been confiding in him about it. When not chatting at break, or in stolen vidphone conversations, they passed each other little notes at work.

Sissy was now sitting on Keith’s lap, alternately whispering in and licking his ear, since her boyfriend and his wife were not present. Josh didn’t know if they were screwing or not, but if they were it wasn’t fair; why should anyone have two lovers when he didn’t even have one? The last partner he’d had was Melanie (recently split from her boyfriend, she lived in the same condo complex he and his parents did), but she had broken it off, citing their age difference (she being ten years older than his nineteen). Lately he’d been writing flirty notes to Rain, another PetZone coworker, only five years older and in an unhappy marriage…that had looked like it might go somewhere. But since he and Aundrea had been growing closer, he had dropped his efforts with Rain. Aundrea was only three years older. And she was discontented with her current relationship. And in her last note to him, she had confessed that she found Josh “adorable” and that she fantasized about what it would be like to make love with him.

He sat toward the end of the two long tables, with all their friends between Aundrea and himself. Sat watching her, like a carrion bird, watching for that convulsing relationship to kick its last and die. He heard Karlos cry, “Close your hole, you sow, and stop your whine! I’ve put up with your dung for the very last time!” It was from a turgid, hyper-dramatic and hyper-misogynistic song from Enigman.

“You can’t mold me with your cruel commands,” Aundrea retorted, trampling Karlos’s attempt to throw another quote at her. Hers was from a pulsing dance track by club-queen Chandra Shankar. “I’m not the clay in your heartless hands…”

The DJ called Sissy up to do her song, and she nearly fell to the floor slipping off of Keith’s lap. Squealing with delight, she took her place on the micro-stage and began singing along energetically to a locomotive erotic song by the very same Chandra Shankar, who belly-danced in her vid for it. Sissy always liked to put on a show, and did her best to imitate the singer’s gyrations, looking both ridiculous and sexy. Tonight she was wearing a pair of fake miniature angel wings and a shirt that showed off her midriff, just like Chandra Shankar, except that in her vid Chandra wore white angel wings and Sissy’s were red and sequined so that they looked like crimson feathers coated in rubies. Or, Josh thought, they looked soaked in blood and the sequins glittered like wet droplets, as if the little faux wings had been hacked off a cherub so she could wear them on her back. Her wings flapped quickly (though their speed could be alternated from vulture-slow to hummingbird-rapid), seemingly to the beat of the song.

Josh looked back to Aundrea, who wore dark purple wings, sparkling with dark purple sequins and glitter. Hers did not have that mechanized feature like Sissy’s had. The fad had begun with the popular vid for the song On Purple Wings from the band 5Guyz, in which the beautiful model featured in the vid wore a pair of wings much like those Aundrea had on. Though of course, the fad had really caught on when Chandra Shankar wore her white wings—and little else—in her vid for Naughty Angel, which Sissy wailed to emotionally now.

Aundrea was short, curvy and pale, her long hair dyed the same dark purple of her wings. Her white face glowed in its curtains of hair, shone above her black T-shirt, floated against the smoky air of the restaurant’s bar. And in that white face, the eyes turned darkly and fleetingly in Josh’s direction. She hadn’t said a word to him all night. But he saw the subtlest of smiles—as if only a few cells shifted to accomplish it—flicker on her face. His heart stumbled, more drunk than his brain. He wanted more than anything to be inside her pale body. He tipped his beer back and gulped at the cold invading sensation. He must wait. He must write her another note. He would tell her he fantasized about making love to her, too.

Karlos pointed at Aundrea’s scorpion bowl as she madly applauded and whooped upon Sissy’s completion of her song. He yelled over the noise, “Must I watch you self-destruct? Must you burn like Icarus? I can’t be there to save your soul!” This, from a sobbing ballad by Pepe Cruz.

Aundrea whirled to face him. “You don’t understand—I’m the rib of no man!” Jeanny Jonestown.

“This isn’t about me owning you,” Karlos fairly bellowed, “I’m not trying to put you in chains! But all I ask is that we join hands and put an end to both our pain!” 4Boyz.

As usual, accustomed to these scenes, none of the others took sides or intervened. It would play out, and they’d make up sooner or later. And then it would all start up again next Friday. Aundrea drinking too much, Karlos yelling too much. And Josh silently sitting there at the end, chatting with Keith a little, once in a while performing a karaoke song himself. And waiting in the wings. Waiting in the purple wings, he thought soddenly. Tonight, he expected nothing more than that. But he couldn’t wait for the next work week to begin. He’d write his note over the weekend. He might even write a poem for her, as he used to do for neighbor Melanie. It was easier for him to think and articulate himself if what he wrote was in rhyme.

 

««—»»

 

At PetZone, Aundrea wore her purple glittery wings along with her white PetZone uniform. She and Sissy were groomers. Today Sissy was doing her best to groom a small, nervous and many-legged Tikkihotto animal she had never even heard of before; rex had tried to help by printing out some information on it from the computer system. It was slow this morning so Aundrea was currently feeding the fish. It was dark in this corner of the vast, high-ceilinged store and the aquariums glowed intimately, burbled soothingly. Aundrea felt her own guts burble as she saw Josh coming toward her, grinning.

He said, “I was walking down the street when I saw this hot, hot whore; knew I had to drill her ’til she couldn’t take no more!” He liked to tease her with such over-the-top flirtation. It was easier than being sincerely romantic.

But he passed her the note he’d written. It was the fifth version of it; he’d worked on it all weekend. Still grinning, he turned and started away.

“Hey sexy bitch,” Aundrea called after him, quoting Maurice M. D., “don’t walk away so fast!” She liked to tease him in turn by quoting raunchy songs sung by men. But he didn’t stop, disappeared behind shelves heavy with dog food stacked like sand bags. She looked down at the note she unfolded in her hands and read it by the soft aquarium glow.

Josh was hanging up some new dog leashes and collars (the dark purple ones reminded him of Aundrea’s hair) when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned and there she was; it felt like his heart was on a choke chain and had been given a harsh tug. Aundrea was smiling very subtly and took his hand, drawing him around behind the display. Then, when they were partially shielded from view, she put her arms around his neck and drew him down to her kiss.

His note to her had concluded with a poem which had read in part:

 

“I won’t rest till your in my arms,

I want to hold you 4ever without a care,

Aundrea is the person that I live for,

I want to lie down with her bare,

I would kiss you till the end of time,

Theirs no way to say my love in this rhyme.”

 

And he had finished off his own poem with the lines from 5Guyz, “On purple wings you take me high; soaring free across the sky.”

 

««—»»

 

Twenty-two years old and working in BurgerZone, thought Karlos, standing at the window in his little drive-through cell. He motioned impatiently for the helicar outside to drop down lower so he could hand over its order. He found it difficult to speak exclusively in quoted song lyrics in his line of work, but he tried to keep the bland, dead, emotionless exchange of unlyrical words to a bare minimum. After all, Karlos himself was a writer, and words were his domain. He was currently working on his first novel, which would follow the adventures of a syndy hitman—Jimmy Dante—with a tortured conscience. The novel, Dante’s Hell, would be entirely in rhyme. He intended to do a screenplay of it as well but wasn’t decided as yet whether to make all the dialogue rhyme for that version. Would it be a tougher or easier sell if the movie version followed the trend of lyrical expression?

While he worked, Karlos listened to the blasting anger of the group Mystery Worm. He sang to the music aloud, but his voice was a low mutter. “Death cloud, death cloud…Cthulhu shall rain his pain upon you…”

Inside his closely shorn head, a chip implant (a Christmas present from his parents) could receive either “stream”—free public transmissions paid for with advertising—or music from his own collection, programmed into his home entertainment system and remote-broadcasted to him. Some chip-wearers used a control bracelet but Karlos’s parents had let him get his controls tattooed onto his left forearm. The music went directly to Karlos’s brain as a translated signal, bypassing the actual process of “hearing.”

“Death cloud,” he chanted the chorus again in the German accent of the lead singer, “death cloud…Cthulhu shall rain his pain upon youuu…”

He knew that Aundrea liked Josh.

It wasn’t his habit to peek in Aundrea’s pocketbook, but he had suspected her of smoking drugs with Sissy, whom he knew to be an avid drug smoker. He had on occasion inspected the contents of her bag over the past two years of their relationship, but had never found anything especially upsetting until this morning while she was in the shower of the small apartment they shared.

He had never suspected that Josh might be attracted to Aundrea, have feelings for his girlfriend, whom he expected to marry one day, until he read:

 

“I won’t rest till your in my arms,

I want to hold you 4ever without a care,

Aundrea is the person that I live for,

I want to lie down with her bare,

I would kiss you till the end of time,

Theirs no way to say my love in this rhyme.”

 

He had ripped aside the shower curtain, thrust the note under Aundrea’s nose despite the water that fell upon those exposed words and her exposed body. He wanted to bellow at her immediately but his mind scrambled on a muddy hillside seeking handholds, as he sought the appropriate lyrics from the jukebox of his mind.

She snatched the note from him, tearing it in doing so and making it even wetter. Her mind, as well, staggered a moment under the pressure to search speedily through its gray file cabinets, but after several beats she screamed at him, “I love you, lover, but I love my friends, too; there are more people in my life than just you!”

“Friends!” Karlos roared before he could censor himself. But who was she kidding? For one thing, the lyric she quoted was misleading—it was from a song in which a girlfriend chides her boyfriend for trying to keep her away from her girlfriends. This was no girlfriend…this was a guy. And that soggy scrap in her hand was very clearly not a friendly sentiment but a love letter.

“If you cheat on me, cow, you’ll be sorry for that!” Karlos channeled the rage of the ever-enraged Enigman. “I’m no fool to be walked on—I’ll cut off his hard-on as food for your cat!”

Aundrea squeezed the note into a small ball in her fist and shrieked, “We have to have trust cuz if we don’t then we’re through; but let me be me because I am not you!”

Trust, his mind echoed now, as he testily passed a tray of food to the pilot of the helicar. He had to trust her that she would only be friends with Josh, not respond to his amorous feelings? Wasn’t that asking for more than was reasonable? That little bastard…he had thought Josh was one of his friends. She shouldn’t continue to talk to him. It would only encourage him. If only he could get her to quit PetZone…but he feared that if he pushed her too much he’d push her away entirely. But Josh! Josh was an overgrown kid…always quoting some stupid humorous song out of the blue just to sound outlandish or goofy. He was nineteen! Josh. Lusting after his girlfriend all this time. And she had kept his note, hidden it away.

Karlos searched his home music files, roughly tapping his tattooed control keys. He found the track he wanted— Wanker, also by Mystery Worm—and sang along to it in a sepulchral German accent inside the BurgerZone drive-through booth.

“He’s nothing but a waaaan-ker

He only wants to spaaaank her

Warm his worm inside her head

I live to make that wanker dead…”

 

««—»»

 

Josh now had himself believing his own poetic avowals of love, but truth be known (if only to himself), he hadn’t experienced any feeling stronger than friendship for Aundrea until she had expressed her own interest in him. What he had hoped for since becoming aware of her interest, and what his poetic lines had helped to achieve, was this: Aundrea’s pale skin bared and warm against his. It had been over a year since Melanie but at last he was sheathed again inside female flesh.

Aundrea was on hands and knees, and he was behind her, hands gripping her smooth, full ass cheeks like the sim-actors did in the porn vids he watched on the net. Her long purple hair hung down in her face, and at his request she wore only her fake purple cherub wings. As he pumped into her he recited, “On purple wings…uh…you take me high…oh God…soaring free across the…sky…uh…”

“Deeper, deeper,” Aundrea gasped, quoting Chandra Shankar, “I want to feel you fuck me in my heart!” The song was called Fuck Me in the Heart.

His parents were away for the day. Aundrea and Josh were in his bedroom; posters of music stars and naked women and naked music stars covered the walls. Exotic swords and knives were displayed in wall-mounted cases and cabinets in those spots not plastered with posters…each shining blade a mirror of Josh’s hard, busy phallus. On his music system played some steamy tracks by Maurice M. D. Aundrea’s clothes were carelessly flung into a chair, half-covering her pocketbook.

And in her pocketbook was a small remote transmitter that Karlos had slipped in there this morning when she’d been taking a shower.

 

««—»»

 

In his apartment, Karlos listened to the transmissions via the chip in his head that never stopped playing something of some kind, even when he slept at night. Right now he was hearing Maurice M. D., but also snatches of 5Guyz and Chandra Shankar. But it was like karaoke, because those weren’t the voices of 5Guyz or Chandra. Even when dancing, 5Guyz and Chandra never sounded that breathless.

Aundrea had indicated to him this morning, by sullenly passing him a note, that she was going to a movie today with Sissy. He hadn’t bought her story. He hadn’t bothered checking with Sissy, though—he knew she would have been instructed to cover for Aundrea. 

The remote transmitter hadn’t cost him much. Though his paycheck was meager, less than hers, he still had enough money saved up for another purchase, and he set out to make it with Mystery Worm and Enigman alternating in his skull.

 

««—»»

 

In Enigman’s song Whorekiller, the woman-hating singer reached new levels of fury as he related an allegedly true account of his murder of an unfaithful ex-girlfriend he wouldn’t name. Karlos listened to this song now as he drove in his beleaguered hovercar (which occasionally dipped so low that its belly scraped the road). He didn’t know now whether the song echoed his rage, or if he was letting Enigman decide his course of action for him.

Either way, the words in his head were like a possessing demon, urging him to slake his thirst for revenge. He had always had music in his head, even before the chip: remembering songs, even rousing movie soundtracks, running it all through his mind in school, at work. But now it filled his brain like a balloon fit to burst. Filled it with all the rage and pain of every jilted, cheated lover in every sad and lonely song. It was like all those millions of songs played simultaneously, in one howling cacophony.

Josh himself was very much into weapons, had a collection of knives and swords including an expensive Ramon long sword his parents had bought him as a graduation present. He had given Karlos the number of a black market dealer a long time ago, when Karlos had considered buying a gun just because this was Punktown. Today, he had dug that number out of his computer files. Called it. Been given an address…

The dealer’s home was a parasitic structure built on the flat roof of a larger tenement building, with something of the appearance of a wasp’s nest. Near the door to the stairs when Karlos emerged onto the roof was a dead youth, sprawled naked in the sizzling summer heat. He’d been a Cokehead, quite obviously; scrawnier than a skeleton, eyes bulging like cue balls in his (her?) sockets, and a thick metal tube jammed permanently into the rotted-out cavity that had once been his nose. With his distaste for drugs, Karlos felt no pity for the thing, only concern that there might be more of its dangerous kind about. He felt further justified for wanting to see this weapons dealer. It was a world of hunger, and hunger made for hurt.

The somewhat globular structure had no windows, and after he’d circled it, he found no doors. Just creases and wrinkles in the rough gray skin, but Karlos stepped back sharply when one of the creases stretched into an opening and the bony, segmented black leg of a giant insect pushed its way out like something freeing itself from a cocoon. The something was a Coleopteroid…essentially, a beetle that stood on two hind legs and thus came up to Karlos’s shoulder. Of its six, tendril-like upper limbs, two had been amputated and replaced with more anthropomorphic mechanical arms better suited for a humanoid-oriented colony. Karlos had never seen one before, but he knew the Bedbugs came here from another dimension, and that they earnestly worshiped the dark gods that Mystery Worm only sang about.

“Are you Karlos?” asked the creature, its voice translated through a device that seemed surgically affixed to its chest. Or thorax. Its lidless, unmoving eyes gleamed blue-black in the molten sunlight. When he answered with a nod, it gestured for him to follow it back inside the nest. It courteously let him slip inside first, holding one lip of the entrance aside for him.

Within it was dark and even hotter than outside, with thick papery walls having been formed to subdivide the interior into several chambers. The small structure conjured in Karlos’s mind the image of a titan heart, extracted and left atop this building to wither and mummify, all its blood turned to dust, leaving only the invading organism which had killed it and continued to dwell inside.

There was a table near the door-slit, and the beetle flicked on a lamp with a dim violet glow. From one of the other rooms it brought a box, which it then rested on the table. When the lid was opened, the box revealed several rows of handguns cushioned like jewelry in recessed foam.

“Looking for anything in particular, Karlos?” the creature’s too-human, too-pleasant voice asked.

He only shrugged, but his eyes had latched onto one of the pistols immediately. It was a large-framed snub-nosed revolver, an archaic but ominous device, glossy black ceramic and looking like something that had been amputated from the Coleopteroid’s body as well. He lifted it out of the foam hollow, bounced its light weight but sinister form in his hand. He turned to point it at the purple-glowing lamp, then bent close to the light to read the words inscribed in the metal. It was, as he’d thought, a Decimator .300—close to the more powerful Decimator .340 with its phallic eight-inch barrel, with which Enigman claimed to have murdered his ex-girlfriend.

Though currently another artist played in his head, Karlos’s brain played back a line from Engiman recorded indelibly in his memory:

“Had her in my sights, and she cowered in fright; put her arms around her head, like that would stop my lead; started begging not to kill her, while I aimed my Decimator; like a target on her heart, when I blew her chest apart…”

“A good weapon with the right ammo,” his host assured him, clicking a tendril arm’s chitinous claw against the truncated barrel. “Not accurate, of course, with the chopped barrel, but with plasma rounds or even solid stuff, very devastating at close quarters. There’s a body outside…just an addict…would you like to take the gun outside and try it out?”

Karlos lifted a sluggish head, the beetle’s translated words finding their way very slowly through the two songs running simultaneously in his skull.

Thinking that Karlos simply hadn’t heard him, the extradimensional repeated, “There’s a corpse outside…on the roof…would you like to test the gun on him, using various types of ammo?”

Karlos stared mutely at the beetle several moments more. And then he shook his head, looked down at the hollow in the box of guns, and replaced the snub-nosed revolver.

That dead thing out there might have been a woman for all he could tell. The hair that hadn’t already fallen out was straggly, long. Its breasts might have withered away. But it might once have been pretty. It might once have been someone like Aundrea…

Somehow, through the clutter of throbbing noise, his brain was able to flash him one quick picture of Aundrea’s big, foolish grin when she was happy, when he’d made her laugh.

He pushed out of the nest with its smothering darkness, squinting in the harsh light, ignoring the beetle as it anxiously called after him, plucked at his shirt with a pincer.

As he walked back to the stairwell, he glanced down at the crumpled scarecrow body. Death sculpted in flesh, not music. Bone, not words. It was real, not an abstraction. It was ugly, and a waste, and it cut like a laser through the noise, the voices, the tumult. Karlos descended the stairs. He would confront her, yes. But with words, and emotions, not bullets.

He tapped his arm, banished the music. For a few minutes his head fizzed with immense emptiness and all he heard was the hollow clanging of his own footfalls, as if it were the sound of him wandering lost in his own skull. He must think…must find just the right words, the perfect lyrics to express his pain to her as never before.

But not an angry song.
A love song.

 

««—»»

 

“Will you be mine and mine alone,” Josh recited, lying in his bed while he watched Aundrea dress. She had had to remove her wings to replace her bra and T-shirt. “Or when the sun finds me again, will I find you’ve already flown?” He held out his hand to her and after she sealed her slacks she took hold of it and squeezed, rubbing her thumb across the top of it.

But she gave him a sympathetic look that to Josh felt almost pitying and said, “I can’t promise you my heart when my mind is undecided and my soul is divided and I feel so torn apart.”

Josh propped himself up on one elbow. He was too lacking in confidence to debate with her as aggressively as he wanted—perhaps he would wait to express his fullest feelings in a letter—but he had to say something. He was feeling more and more earnest about his emotions by the moment. He was truly and deeply falling in love, he believed. And he certainly didn’t want this to be the last time he had her in his bed. “How long can a person be torn between two lovers when one plus two is three?” he quoted Rickee Ortiz meekly, but with a repressed desperation.

Aundrea sighed, turned slightly away from him to slip her wings back on. Josh noticed that some flecks of purple glitter and one sequin had dropped off and scattered across his floor. She said, “Please don’t pressure me, love, to follow the path you choose; if I surrender to your dreams or you give in to mine, both of us will lose.”

Josh wanted to sigh, too, but he dared not. He lowered himself to his back again and gazed up at his ceiling…but he felt Aundrea’s eyes on him and became self conscious about his nakedness. Keeping his eyes off her, ashamed and hurt and a little angry, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and rose so as to dress.

“Let’s go grab a burger,” Aundrea blurted out abruptly and jovially, singing the jingle for the BurgerZone VT ads, “A Fishsand and some fries! An extra-large bag of dilkies and a choc-o-late surprise!” She darted over to him and pounced on his bare back, piggy-back style. He tried to grab onto her legs to hold her up but they both toppled to the bed, Aundrea laughing loudly and a smile coming even to Josh’s lips.

He must keep on waiting, he thought. Waiting and hoping to be the one who won her…

 

««—»»

 

The dashboard monitor showed Karlos a static-shot, flickering street map, yet he was grateful that his onboard computer system was still functioning at all. He himself had never been to Josh’s condominium before, but when he’d asked his navigation system to set the course it had done so, though his hovercar’s autopilot mode was not up to the task by itself. He followed the directions while playing actual, audible music over his car’s entertainment system, rather than piping it straight to his brain chip.

He had found a song that suited his mood, his feelings. Normally he wouldn’t have listened to Del Kahn, who was now in his early forties though still quite popular with those who had grown up with him, but he’d half-remembered a song he’d heard his father play, and he was listening to it now for the third time in a row.

Kahn sang the song in a subdued, deep voice. The barren instrumentation consisted of little more than a beat like a melancholy stroll, and almost church-like organ music that several times in the song lifted with a kind of false hope before falling short of its pinnacle and returning to a morose undercurrent. The song was called Green Bird.

 

“Your pet bird was small and green

And when he died, we walked on down

To a graveyard, large and gray

On the furthest edge of town.

 

We walked and walked, sad and slow

Til we found a name that fit

A gravestone for a man named ‘Green’

We felt that was appropriate.

 

I watched as you knelt and dug

A little hole, to make his bed

I thought, I hope I’m that loved

When it’s my turn to be dead.

 

By the winter, you had gone

Something happened, something died

I wondered what I could have done

To make you want to leave my side.

 

I walk this graveyard path alone

Looking for a name that fits

For a man who’s a lost fool

For a man who’s broke to bits.

 

I find a gravestone, carved with ‘Green’

I kneel and scoop some dirt in hand

Let it trickle to the ground

Our love is buried where I stand.”

 

As the organ music trailed off, Karlos swiped a tear from his cheek. He didn’t know exactly what part of the song he might want to quote to Aundrea to express his pain…perhaps he wanted to recite it to her in its entirety.

He played it again from the beginning, memorizing the words.

 

««—»»

 

Josh’s hovercar rested in the driveway of his parents’ condominium in Woods Court on the outskirts of Punktown, where the cosmetic and widely spaced trees that lined the micro-neighborhood’s streets hardly lived up to the moniker. Aundrea was poised at the passenger’s door, her hand on its latch, waiting for Josh to enter his vehicle and unlock her side. As she stood waiting, she saw a reflection in the window of a figure moving up behind her and turned toward it sharply, letting go of the door.

“Please hear my words, they’re the only gift I bring,” Karlos told her, spreading his hands out from his sides, his eyes pained, “the message of my meaning is in the rhymes I sing.”

“Dung, crap and shit!” Aundrea cried out, as Gala Dali did at the start of her song Flush You. It was a currently popular expression of surprise or dismay, or both.

Josh looked up across the bonnet of his car and saw his rival there. It was as though a lightning bolt pierced him through the crown, pinning him to the street as his every nerve was flooded with its charge. He knew Karlos’s temper. Even though he’d known he was taking this risk all along, he hadn’t faced the possibility head on…had hoped Aundrea would split from Karlos before such a confrontation could occur. His first impulse was to run back to his condo’s door, but if Karlos had a gun he could pick him off easily. And hadn’t Karlos asked him not long ago for the number of the black market dealer he had bought some of his more exotic swords from? That dealer, whom he never would have dealt with himself had he known that he was one of those scary Coleopteroids, no doubt had plenty of frightening firearms to sell. And he remembered it was a gun that Karlos had expressed interest in buying…

He ducked lower behind his car and finished unlocking its door, while Aundrea kept Karlos occupied. He could hear her shouting again as she backed away from her approaching boyfriend.

“Stop stalking me, fucker, I’ll call the force down here,” she yelled, scrambling backward around the tail of the hovercar, to where Josh was. Josh would protect her from whatever her volcanic boyfriend might do. “You aren’t some mighty hunter to hunt your little deer!”

Karlos was upset that Aundrea would quote such a song at him; Japan Black had written it about her ex-husband, who despite a restraining order had followed her around on tour, menacingly obsessed with her. He had ultimately raped her and then killed both her and himself in her hotel room. The song was Stalker.

Following her around the end of the car, still holding out his arms helplessly, Karlos despaired. This hardly seemed the best way to quote the entire Del Kahn song to her. He needed her to be receptive, to sit with him and listen to what he had to say, to consider his feelings deeply. The ugliness of the scene put him at a loss. Maybe he should have abandoned his attempt to surprise her in the act altogether, when he’d decided not to buy the gun. He could have let her know later that he knew all about her and Josh. But he had so wanted to demonstrate to both of them, in person and simultaneously, that he was aware of their deceit.

“Please hear my words,” he repeated, feebly.

Aundrea’s progress was halted when she bumped into Josh, who had dipped inside his car and then emerged again.

Karlos faced both of them now. His anguish at gazing into Aundrea’s face was replaced with hatred for his supposed friend. He stopped advancing, immobilized by the knot of emotions.

Josh pushed Aundrea to one side, out of his way, and from behind the purple wings strapped to her back appeared a Tikkihotto dagger with a long blade nearly as slim as a spike. He rushed forward to meet Karlos. They briefly thudded together.

The skewer went deep, up under his ribs. Karlos gave a little grunt and took a few steps back, looking down at his chest. The handle of the knife, bound in strips of black leather, protruded from him surreally. The entire length of the blade was neatly hidden inside him.

Josh had been too terrified, too sickened to draw the knife out and strike a second blow. He scurried backward and this time collided with Aundrea, almost knocking them both down. Aundrea was screaming. She grabbed onto his shoulders and dug her fingers in as if she meant to tear the flesh from the bones beneath.

Together, they watched Karlos stagger against the car, grabbing onto it to keep from falling. He gave a little cough and blood bubbled over his lip. His jaw slackened and a wave of it flowed over his chin.

He wove drunkenly, directed his dazed eyes toward his friends again.

Words gushed like blood through his mind. Lyrics of a dozen songs overlapped, distorted, tripped over each other in an effort to rise with biting lucidity from his reddened lips. Rhymes to communicate his outrage, his terror, his agony, the realization that his life was ending. Something that would crush them forever under its emotion. Shame them. Curse them. Words they would play back again and again in self-punishment.

But as his hands slipped off the car and he crumpled, he gave only a half-choked cry that was thoroughly incoherent. Inarticulate. It would have to do.

Aundrea continued her keening wail. Josh began to emit a series of whimpers. Despite this, for one moment of terrible clarity, they all knew exactly what the other was expressing, as if for the very first time.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

PERFECTLY BEASTLY

 

Yu heard Peck screaming above him on the fifth floor.            “Damn it, Russet, shoot that thing on the stairs and get up there to him!”

Over his headset, Yu heard his partner reply, “I don’t know if it’s the Ophluu or one of his animals…”

“To hell with the animals! Listen to him! Go!”

“They’re endangered, Yu—we have our orders!”

“Peck is endangered! Never mind, you prissy little puke, I’ll go to him myself!” Yu stabbed the key to summon down the elevator. A labored rattling like a washing machine full of wrenches came from behind the door. Damn old tenements.

“Don’t abandon your position until more back-up arrives! We have to keep that lift covered!”

“You come cover it; I’m going up.”

“Listen…”

“Bite it.”

“Listen, Yu…”

“Listen to what?”

“Peck,” said Russet, from the fourth floor. “He isn’t screaming any more.”

Yu listened. The younger man was right: no more screams were being broadcast from Detective Raymond Peck’s headset. But in straining his ears, Yu thought he heard an odd rustling, as of dry autumn leaves across a sidewalk. Then, a wet sloshing sound, close to the police officer’s mike. What the hell kind of thing was there with him? Was it merely nosing around or attempting to speak over the mike…and if it were that, was it surrendering, or mocking the other two law enforcers?

Detective Yu Li had never met, nor even seen a picture of, an Ophluu. Neither had Russet. Paxton—nicknamed, not necessarily with fondness, Punktown by its inhabitants—was an Earth colony on the planet Oasis, but a melting pot for a vast variety of beings representing every whim and invention of nature and evolution. Though Yu had no doubt at least glimpsed most of these species, new ones were ever venturing to Punktown for the first time. The Ophluu was one such race. He had never been called to examine an Ophluu corpse, had never arrested an Ophluu law-breaker, and had never even heard of their kind before this afternoon. Both detectives had no idea what the criminal they had come here to confront looked like.

Which was unfortunate, considering the nature of the criminal’s activities.

Behind Yu, a door hissed open a few inches. He heard a baby squalling in there as he whirled around to point his sleek silvery .00 Osprey. He saw a drab woman peeking out at him—a Choom, native to the planet, human-like but for the ear-to-ear mouth, which suddenly widened immensely in horror.

“Police,” Yu snapped. “There are dangerous animals loose in the building; for God’s sake keep your door locked!”

The door hissed shut and he heard the lock bleep. Festering tenement hive; if it were a decent place there’d be a security alarm to warn all the tenants to remain safely inside. There were kids in this building. Hopefully, those people on the upper floors had heard Peck’s terrible wails and would pay heed to their warning.

At last, the lift clunked heavily to the ground floor and the graffiti-slathered door rasped open. Russet must have heard it over his headset, because he said, “Yu, I mean it, if you abandon that post I’ll have to report you to the Chief!”

“Be my guest, puke. And I’ll report to all our friends down at the precinct how you sat on your thumbs while Peck was being killed.”

“We don’t know he’s dead.”

“You’re right. You should go see if we can still save him.” 

Yu entered the elevator, and the door, just as spray-painted on its inner surface, rasped shut. With a lurch, it began to rise so unevenly he might have thought sweaty slaves were hoisting it up on chains.

“I can’t move, damn it! That thing is still right there on the landing, looking down at me!”

“If it’s an animal it may be passive. You might be able to get past it without hurting it.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it—how do I know if it’s a cow or a shark, you know what I’m saying? Or the Ophluu, for that matter.”

“Why don’t you just sit down and take a nap, then, Russet? That seems to be all you’re good for right now.”

“I’m defending this stairwell so nothing gets past me!”

“While the Ophluu could be escaping onto a fire escape, or breaking into someone’s apartment to take a hostage.”

“Help is on the way!”

“We can’t wait for it.”

Something thumped onto the top of the elevator then, causing Yu to plaster his back against the wall and point the Osprey at the ceiling in both fists.

The ceiling was a white plastic mesh, and through it he saw a black writhing shape, as if an immense eel squirmed up there. It had to be one of the illegal animals, though how it had found its way into the elevator shaft he had no idea. Had it escaped the Ophluu’s apartment via an air vent, or was it poisonous and the Ophluu had tossed it into the shaft on purpose as a threat to him? Yu was tensed to fire, endangered species or not, but before his nerves could get the better of him he saw the eel-thing slither to the side of the ceiling mesh and drop away. At least, he hoped it dropped away down the shaft, and would not be waiting to spring onto him when the door slid open again.

Earlier today, working undercover and posing as a buyer, Peck had gone to the Ophluu’s apartment supposedly to purchase an exotic animal for a pet. A tip from a Punktown pet store had alerted the police to the Ophluu’s black market trade in rare and endangered animals, primarily from his home world. Some were sold as exotic pets, mostly to wealthy clients who, as Yu figured it, saw the creatures as another status symbol—something to show off at parties with their paintings and their sculptures. But other beasts were sold to apothecaries to be killed and used for various medicines, their benefits real or imaginary; everything from aphrodisiacs to hallucinogenics. Some of the illegal animals Yu had previously seen change hands in Punktown had been plucked to decorate tribal costumes, skinned to make rich women’s fur coats, trained as guard dogs for drug dealers, pitted against each other in gambling den arenas, eaten as delicacies, sacrificed at rituals and even kept as lovers.

Peck had known what the Ophluu looked like. If only Yu had asked him! But they had thought this would be an easy bust.

The Ophluu had never made trouble before or Yu would have taken note of them. But when they had moved in for the shackle, and Peck had gone up ahead to set things in motion, something had gone wrong. Somehow, the Ophluu had realized what was happening. Unless one of the creatures had escaped and attacked Peck, and maybe even hurt the Ophluu also, but Yu doubted it was that. Still, at least some of the animals were now free. There was the thing Russet could see on the stairs, assuming it wasn’t the Ophluu, and the eel-thing that had fallen onto the elevator. Were they escaping…or had the Ophluu released them to create pandemonium, so as to cover his escape? Indeed, had he released the animals knowing that it would confuse the enforcers’ identification of him?

The elevator ground to a halt at the fifth floor.

The Osprey hummed, charged up but on pause, its solid .00 projectiles available to enforcers only—except when bought on the black market. They would fairly explode when they struck a body, since one never knew what species of body one had to bring down, as now. Because their effects were so devastating, the projectiles themselves didn’t need to be large, so the Osprey carried thirty of the small pellets in its handle cartridge. They offered Yu some measure of comfort when the scene before him was unveiled by the sliding elevator door.

The murky hall stretching before him was lined with twelve doors, six to a side. At its end was a metal door to the fire escape, but it didn’t seem to have been opened. A light tube overhead fluttered with wild pulsations. And a creature like a man-sized toad that had been half torn inside-out by a malicious child squatted on the stained carpeting about halfway down the narrow hall, facing in Yu’s direction. 

Some kind of guard dog?

Its body was a translucent bladder with a dim, amber-colored glow inside it. Dark organs could be discerned within, pulsing like a number of shadowy fetuses. The creature’s limbs were solid enough, and ended in ominous skeletal appendages like the hands of a corpse. Yu had no doubt that those bone digits could be thrust easily into an enemy. As for the head—it was an anemone, nothing more. A nest of writhing canary-yellow tendrils.

The Ophluu? Those hands, skeletal as they were, did look capable of the dexterity needed by an advanced being. And those bunched hind legs; might they not support the toad-thing in a bipedal stance? Not that all intelligent races were bipedal, by any means…

Though he felt ridiculous doing so, Yu told the creature in a firm voice, “Don’t move—police!”

The creature showed no reaction one way or the other. Was he merely addressing some mindless beast? Suddenly, Yu had a little more sympathy for Russet’s predicament on the level below.

He let his eyes trail beyond the beast to the doors in the hall. The last four on the right, B-9 through B-12, all belonged to the Ophluu; at least he knew that much from Peck. He wished the owner of the tenement had been called in, so that he could describe the tenant of those rooms. The owner had permitted the Ophluu to open up the walls separating those four apartments, thus creating one large warehouse of sorts for his collection. The owner could not be ignorant of the criminal’s activities, was no doubt nicely compensated for his cooperation. Yu would see to it that the bastard was dragged down to the precinct house as soon as he got out of this mess.

How’d the Ophluu get the critters up and down, though, here on the fifth floor? Yu imagined many were small enough to carry in boxes, and that the larger specimens, like his friend the toad-thing, were brought up here via this very elevator. God knew the floor of it was stained enough to be the inside of an animal’s pen, not to mention the stink, now that he thought of it. Then there was the fire escape as well. Was it the kind with stairs, or a lift itself? Yes; Yu took another quick look at it over the creature blocking his path. The lift variety. So the Ophluu’s choice of lodgings was not so illogical after all.

“Move!” Yu growled at the creature. He didn’t feel as foolish snapping orders of that sort, which one might yell at a recalcitrant animal as well as at a more evolved creature. He gestured with the Osprey. “Out of my way! Go! Go!”

Slowly, still gripping the silvery pistol in both fists, he began edging his way down the gloomy corridor. 

“Go! Go on! Get out of my way!”

A door on the left hissed half open, and a balding Choom man in an undershirt and briefs squeezed half out to see what the uproar was about. “Look,” he was bellowing, “I have a third shift j—” His eyes had fallen on the Osprey, and it was as though its barrel suddenly gagged him. He began to duck back inside. It was a good thing he did, for he hadn’t seen the toad creature behind him tense its powerful hind legs.

“Inside! Get inside!” Yu cried, and squeezed back on his trigger.

As the creature launched itself into the air that Medusa head of tentacles spread wide like the petals of a sunflower, revealing a gaping black maw without teeth. The skeletal claws of the creature spread wide as well.

Yet in mid-air, the .00 projectiles found its flank, and punctured that glowing bladder. The door to the Choom’s apartment bleeped locked even as the creature thudded against it, carried forward by its momentum. But the thing that slumped to the carpet was already dead. The anemone tendrils only convulsed for seconds, like a nest of dying worms, and though no blood came from the ruptured belly, the glow had gone out of it.

“God damn,” Yu hissed. Though there was no doubt the thing would have done the Choom some serious harm, he still regretted having to kill the beast. Unless, of course, it had been the Ophluu himself, in which case he didn’t mind as much.

He went to look closer at the thing. No, not the Ophluu, he decided. Its startled spring at the Choom had been too unthinking.

He buzzed at the Choom man’s door.

“Who’s there?” a voice demanded from a grille speaker.

“Police. I want to know what your neighbor looks like.”

“Which neighbor?”

“The Ophluu. The one with the animals.”

“I don’t see nothing and I don’t know nothing. But get that bastard and his stinking noisy menagerie out of here!”

“I need to know what he looks like!”

“Don’t talk to me. He’s got friends, they always do. Leave me alone! I haven’t seen a thing!”

To hell with him. Peck might still be alive and in need of help. Yu turned from the door, instead regarded doors B-9 through B-12. Did all of them still open into the linked apartments, or only one?

He touched the key for B-9. A red light came on and there was the beeping complaint of a lock. B-12, he guessed, but tried B-10 anyway.

The door hissed fully open.

It was a zoo in there.

Close to his face, something like a pumpkin with a large starfish grafted to its base was inching up the wall. Half covering the ceiling of the linked rooms was something like an immense walking stick insect. This, at least, Yu recognized from a VT wildlife program; a Tikkihotto animal. It could fold its legs up so that the whole thing was little larger than a man’s hand, if it wanted.

A fat lizard basked on a windowsill. Birds took up a chattering chorus of alarm, some in cages and some free. Most of the creatures in here were contained, fortunately; in mesh cages, in aquariums, in transparent terrariums and pens. In the corners there were a few larger pens made from repulsor beams. In one, monkey-like animals with faces like garish totem pole images were bounding against the repulsor walls in excitement. The other large repulsor pens had been deactivated.

There was no furniture, no bed in sight that might give Yu some sense of the occupant’s physiology. Maybe there was a bed in one of the off-branching rooms, from which came more strange chattering, weird gibbering, and the burbling of support tanks of one kind or another.

The sounds were chaotic, the smells a nearly visible miasma despite the air system, and the sights made Yu’s mind reel.

But all of this—the starfish, the walking stick, the lack of furniture—was a secondary, peripheral matter. What seized his attention primarily was the body of Peck, sprawled on the floor across the room, his gun lying a few inches from his gnarled hand.

There was no blood, but his eyes stared glassily. The cause of this was no mystery; a great black limb like a tentacle was squeezed around his neck. The thing that had killed him was also clearly dead. It was a black, almost amorphous blob of rubbery flesh, ringed with more of those long tentacles, its head ringed in smaller tentacles which gave it some slight resemblance to the toad-beast. If it too had once glowed, the glow had since dispersed. Peck had ripped its barrel of a body open with several shots which Yu had not heard over his headset. Peck must have had his gun set to silence mode. Yu had his silencer to OFF, so that the tenants would keep behind doors if they heard him fire.

Over the two dissimilar corpses linked in an embrace of death stood another creature. When Yu had burst in, the thing had swivelled its head to regard him. 

“Freeze!” Yu yelled at it, taking a firing stance.

It was bipedal, its legs skinny and jointed, as were its arms. Crab-like three-toed pincers snicked at the ends of its arms. The body was shaggy with fur, and the black dome of a head was ringed with tiny black eyes that glittered at him.

The thing had been leaning over Peck as if about to touch him. To retrieve his gun, perhaps? Was this the thing Yu had heard making odd sounds over Peck’s headset? Yes; those dry autumn leaf sounds had been the delicate clicking of its claws.

“Get back from him!” Yu shouted. He had decided that this being was the best candidate for the Ophluu, unless the black market trader was hiding in one of the other rooms.

The being didn’t budge. Even if it were the Ophluu, could it understand his words without a translator unit in hand?

Yu stepped nearer, gesturing with the gun. “I said get back from him, damn you!”

The being obeyed, but looked poised for action, its claws snapping more aggressively. Unless that was an agitated language it was babbling.

From a kitchen doorway, another creature began to emerge. It was terrible; a raw red blob like some organ torn from a giant’s chest. A spaghetti of red limbs whipped at the air crazily and a head of red tendrils writhed. Yu guessed that these similar creatures were all from the Ophluu’s world. But was this one worth considering as that being? Yu decided to stick with the shaggy, upright being…but he still didn’t like the way the scarlet monstrosity was advancing toward him out of the kitchen.

“Get back!” he now yelled at this thing, while keeping his gun on the shaggy creature.

Again Yu asked himself if the Ophluu had opened up the pens to create a diversion, or had he let these things have free reign of his apartment normally? Maybe some of the pens had been opened accidentally in the black monster’s struggle with Peck. Yu could still no more figure out what had happened than he could put labels to the exotic fauna he was seeing.

He decided that with Peck dead, it might not be a bad idea after all to back off and seal the apartment up until the others got here. Maybe Russet wasn’t as much a prissy little puke as he’d thought. Yu had to admit that he had jumped into the deep water a little too quickly more than once before. On occasion, he had been lucky to have swum out of it alive. He realized that it might be prudent to start for shore right now—

He touched his headset. “Russet! Can you hear me?”

“Where are you?”

“In the room. Peck’s dead. Call base; where the hell are the uniforms?”

“I’ll buzz them. Where’s the Ophluu?”

“In my sights. I think.”

The red creature lunged, then; it was uncanny how that awkward blob could suddenly hurl itself forward, lashing out with its many slender arms. It was not Yu it seized, however, but the shaggy being instead. The shaggy thing reached up and clipped some of the arms that engulfed it, but there were too many—so many that Yu nearly lost sight of the smaller being.

“Hey! Hey!” Yu cried. He aimed his Osprey, hunting for a clear shot, but in the frenzy of struggling bodies and whipping limbs he couldn’t sight on the thing’s tentacled head.

He side-stepped rapidly, danced in closer a few steps, but several of the red creepers now came shooting out for him. One wrapped around his left wrist. Yu placed his gun’s muzzle against it and pulled the trigger. A blast, and the severed end came free, dropping to squirm at his feet.

It was too late for the shaggy being, in any case. It had gone limp in its cocoon of red feelers, like a moth mummified by a spider. The red blob began to withdraw to the kitchen, dragging its prey behind it.

Well, a fitting end to the bastard, Yu thought. He knelt to take Peck’s gun. He’d retreat, seal the door, guard it until the back-up arrived.

As he was about to touch the gun, he noticed an odd thing about the black monster that lay dead alongside his partner. Two odd things, in fact.

For one, the creature was missing one of the black tentacles that ringed its belly. It had not been blown off by Peck’s gun; the place where it had detached was too neat, a kind of socket. The other odd thing was that several of the tentacles had weird silver markings on them. At first, he took them to be a natural spotting. Then, he realized they were tattoos.

An animal might be tattooed for identification. But however alien written language could be, this did not appear to be even hieroglyphics. The markings seemed purely decorative.

Yu suddenly changed his mind about the Ophluu.

So, Peck and the criminal had killed each other, then…right?

But his eyes shifted again to that empty socket. There should be a limb there. A tentacle, long and black, like some giant snake. Or an eel…

Abruptly, he straightened.

Maybe that tentacled dome for a head wasn’t so much a head, after all. Maybe the brain of an Ophluu was situated in a less obvious place. A place that, like the tail of some lizards, could be detached in an emergency.

Or, more precisely, like the arm of a starfish. Which, later, would grow into an entirely new creature of its own.

Yu dashed out the door, turned, tapped the button to close it. He then bolted to the elevator, closed himself inside, and hit the button marked BASEMENT.

The Ophluu would be down there, no doubt searching for a window or air vent by which to reach outside. Yu decided to let Russet stay where he was for now, and didn’t alert him to his revelation. There was no time; the elevator was descending faster than it had ascended.

When it reached bottom, Yu heard a wet splash, as if from a fruit being stomped on.

“Damn,” he breathed.

Detective Yu emerged from the lift, stepped around behind it into the wire mesh cage which enclosed its cables and machinery. He knelt, gun in hand, and peered under the carriage.

Sure enough, a black rubbery tip showed from beneath the lift, a small pool of clear liquid spreading around it. As Yu watched, the tip quivered, though whether this was voluntary or a nervous spasm he had no way of knowing.

“Sorry,” he told it, but not with any great sincerity.

He didn’t feel guilty. The thing had already been dazed by its fall, he reckoned, and his crushing of it had been purely accidental. And with Peck dead, well, that cinched his dispassion.

He watched until it stopped moving altogether, and then he rose, slipping the Osprey back into its holster. He let out a sigh. What a nightmare, he thought.

But this was Punktown, and its diversity of life, however hostile it might often be, still held him fascinated…as when he’d been a boy and loved to visit the zoo.

Now he’d return upstairs, and with the others see to it that the Ophluu’s own zoo was safely relocated. Selfish bastard. How could the alien have bartered in rare life that way? And he had killed an innocent policeman, as well.

Yu sneered down at the crushed eel thing.

“Animal,” he told it.
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ADRIFT ON THE SEA OF MILK

 

 

There was a small carnival in Oval Square, several blocks from Paxton University, and at night Loring could see its lights from the single window of his room in an old tenement house that had been converted to dorm housing. Over the past four years he had seen the lights glowing variously through rain and fog and falling snow, but tonight it was summer and hot and he had recently graduated, but he stayed on, and the lights drew him out onto the narrow back streets of Punktown, toward the carnival, though his friends who had accompanied him in the past had all gone away like migrating birds.

A spindly runaway with some netlink images scorched into her face, either from accident or addiction (part of a graph and a backwards 4), dislodged herself from shadow to ask him for money, but he murmured an apology, avoiding her eyes. Derelicts and other lost souls grew thick toward the carnival—drawn like moths to the colored lights—where they slept on the old cobbled floor of Oval Square (which dated back to the native Choom town which predated Punktown), keeping considerately out of the way of traffic like trash shunted aside by a push broom, feeding on scraps of burger roll and greasy fried dilky root salvaged from those trash zappers that weren’t functioning.

The Temple of the Sea of Milk was here. At the far end of the square from the point Loring entered; he penetrated straight to it without conscious direction, but unerringly, ignoring the friendly summons and the arrogant demands of the game keepers and freak barkers. The Temple was half shrine and half ghost train ride, half fading and blistered and half garish and slick, rusted but glittering, grindingly noisy but strangely serene in its constant, confident motion.

Loring watched as people were loaded into its one small train of four linked carts. The train would be pulled along a track, if only symbolically, by a sled team of four mechanical babies, harnessed and yoked. The mechanical babies had skin of fluorescent pink rubber, cracked and split away around the joints, with glowing green bulbs for eyes, a number of which were blindly darkened. One baby’s hairless head, huge even for a fetus, hung on its broken neck so that its chin rested on its chest. The riders were strapped in. A recording of loud, frenetic religious music crashed to life, and the babies began to slide their legs in their grooves laboriously. They dragged the train up an incline and through a wall of black hanging strips like tentacles, into the maw of the Temple. Loring heard women begin to scream like virgins borne up to the rim of a volcano.

It was Nettie who first got him to ride in the Temple. That evening, they had stood on these same sticky cobblestones, regarding the ride together. She had been holding his arm and shouted her explanation of the structure while the music blared and the incense wafted to them.

The Phlotus were one of the rarest of the many varied races that had settled in the Earth colony, and were strangely both very shy and private, and yet fascinated with the cultures of others, particularly those of Earth. That would explain why the sled team of babies more closely resembled human infants than the Phlotus themselves, who were not so plump or pink. But the babies, Nettie told Loring, were a sort of group of angels or spirit guides who bore to heaven the souls of the dead. Actually, however, there were four heavens, and first the spirit team had to see the dead through the four hells. Needless to say, not all souls made it through the filter-like layers of the various hells and heavens. But if they did, in the final heaven they were considered fully purged of their former life and worthy of being reborn.

Loring watched, waiting for the train to reappear. Less screaming now; they must have made it through the four hells. Someone brushed his arm in passing and he looked so sharply at the person—a woman—that she seemed more startled than he. An unfamiliar face, very pretty, that turned quickly from his intense gaze and blended away into the throngs. When Loring returned his stare to the Temple, he saw the glow of green eyes through another sheet of black strips, crowning pink heads, and then the babies emerged, pulling the train behind them. Grins of nervous relief. Each person on the train, it became more evident as they disembarked, carried a little doll that they hadn’t possessed before entering into the Temple of the Sea of Milk.

Loring saw one man toss his doll into a trash zapper as he passed it. His girlfriend swatted his arm and scolded him, but laughed and held her own doll protectively to her breasts.

A dozen floating steps, and he found himself in line. He had not been on the ride since that first time, with Nettie, but it had been increasingly in his thoughts, its remembered colors growing brighter, its sounds louder, the incense more suffocating. At night from his flat he had tried to separate its lights from the other distant carnival lights, as if seeking figures in the constellations. Especially now that he had graduated, and had only another two months before he had to leave the dorm apartment. Especially now that he had to find a job. Especially now that Nettie had gone away with all the others.

While he waited in the queue, he heard a rustling noise to his right, and looked toward the trash zapper there. One might have expected to see a homeless person rummaging for food, but the noise came from within the zapper. Its red bulb indicated that it was not burning the trash as it should and would have to be dumped to be emptied. As the rustling died down inside the zapper, Loring shuddered.

The next group climbed aboard the train. The couple in the end cart were well-dressed young executive types, Loring judged from their emblematic clothing and hair styles. They were as flawless as mannequins, he with his too easy, too confident grin, she with her too easy, too confident (though not wholly natural) beauty. It was difficult landing a good job; some of his friends from school, upper classmen who had graduated last year or even the year before, were still searching, drifting from one temporary slot to the next, either out of desperate need or at the very least, restless discontent. But these two looked only too safe, only too insulated in their good fortune. Despite their fanatical hard work, how effortless it seemed for some. It was a mystery to him. They jealously seized upon these jobs, and then hoarded them, kept others outside the fortress.

Look at him laugh. His arm around the woman’s shoulders in a show of possessiveness. All that was so easy for him, too, wasn’t it? The Phlotus attendant locked them securely in their own little compartment, locked everyone else out.

The train rattled on into the depths of the structure and Loring lifted his gaze to the top of the ride, where on a circular external track four huge, dragon-like sperm—chrome-bright and considerably fanged—chased each other’s tails around and around in the endless, voracious cycle of life.

This religion was like so many others, he reflected, as if they were mass-produced: based on a reverential fear of sex and death, rejecting nature’s actual approach to rebirth. Though it was a little less escapist than some of that ilk, in that a final spiritual liberation from the body was never fully, permanently achieved (at least, not in a really desirable way: spirits stranded in the heavens were obligated to become laborers there). Time in the afterlife was as much time in the beforelife: it was a period of purification, of spiritual education for the start of a new existence in the flesh.

Loring reached the attendant, seated at its console. He passed the being a ten munit bill (he got three in change; an expensive single ride, but one did get that doll), watching its face throughout the transaction. The Phlotus was much thinner than the slavish overgrown babies, its skin more coral-colored than shocking pink, its green eyes almost black rather than glowng. The toothless black suction cup of a mouth curled upward a bit in what must have been an attempt at a smile. This one was a female, as hairless as the males and indistinguishable from them except for her rather appealing breasts, high and full, stretching the material of her body stocking.

The train returned to port, the couple in the last cart now clutching their dolls—which were as Loring remembered them: with their pale skin, dark eyes and stick-thin limbs, a more accurate representation of the Phlotus than the team of babies. These were meant to portray the new, reborn souls of the perfect couple, as if they might improve upon their perfection. They looked like proud parents, and no doubt having their children would be just this easy for them

Nettie had taken her doll with her, back to her dorm, that night. His doll he had left somewhere in his apartment, though somehow he had lost it…perhaps accidentally thrown it away, or packed it away and forgotten where. (Or maybe, he thought, maybe it had escaped…abandoned him also…)

Again, he shuddered, but remembered how Nettie told him she had heard the Phlotus put a kind of large salamander inside the rubbery body of each doll, and that was what caused the movements, enabled them to crawl about and such, until the animal—which could survive quite a long time on the fat and water of its own body—perished at last, and the doll went still.

The dolls seemed to have bendable wires in their limbs, as well, however, and as they strolled away the couple linked their dolls together in an embrace that looked more carnal than romantic. Predators even in love, he thought, sneering inwardly, and then he saw that the ride operator was beckoning for him to step up into his carriage. He was locked inside it alone.

A jarring detonation of music from ruined speakers, a jolt of initial movement and a puff of choking incense and the ghost train was lurching ahead. Loring had been seated in the front car, and except for the screams that were to come momentarily he might have been totally alone on the ride. He watched the cracked backs of the stalwart spirit guards churn and strain as the train was dragged into the darkness beyond the tattered veil.

Straight to hell. This, being the first hell before the ascent, was deemed the worst, and so its demons were the most ghastly…and here they were tremendously obese, symbolizing the fleshy prison of matter. In blue-lit alcoves in the dark walls, mechanized monsters turned their heads stiffly on blubbery necks, waving arms with jerky threat, their eyes glowing blue in faces that were not only huge, but horribly wrinkled and aged. One of these gargantuan lost souls—wingless like the rest but airborne nonetheless—swooped low over Loring’s head, and he sank down into his seat, more afraid that it would fall and crush him than he was of the great black O of its widely stretched sucker-mouth. Blasts of wind issued from the mouths of some demons, others sporting ooze from sores, the yellow mock pus collecting in the pools in which the behemoths squatted, to be recycled: grotesque fountains. Boils or tumors pulsed on some of the automated mannequins, operated by air bladders.

Loring felt a strange impulse to leap out of the train when the scene grew particularly dark, to crouch down and scurry off and hide within the ride, to search out the mysteries behind its illusions. This sudden fantasy went so far as to have him living inside the Temple, unknown even to the Phlotus, keeping out of the way of their maintenance, sneaking out at night to scavenge food like the homeless denizens of the park. No need to worry about jobs and apartments and relationships. He would be a true ghost amongst these plastic apparitions.

More demons in the next hells, but they grew progressively less obese, their sloughing skins hanging from them in shreds and ribbons as they apparently shed them, the new skin beneath shiny and less wrinkled, with no more sores or tumors. But the eyes still glared blue, the arms still clawed at the riders who passed like Dante and Virgil through their company. A low-flying ghoul swept its tattered skin across the top of Loring’s head. He remembered how Nettie had shrieked and crushed his arm in both of hers, pressing it into her soft breasts. Her knees had buried their heads timidly under one of his legs, her face nuzzling into his neck while she whimpered and giggled. He had sucked in the smell of her hair as if it were a drug. That night had been the first time they went to bed. This ride had seemed to bear them toward that contact.

The walls grew steadily less dark, revealing great turning gears, pumping pistons, and no matter how primitive or old this temple was, the machinery covering the walls was obviously bogus: meant to represent the inner workings of the cosmos.

The train pushed through a screen into the first of the heavens, the blue lighting ever growing brighter and whiter. The beings here did not suffer, but—of the same caste as the spirit guides—labored at the machinery on the walls, pulling levers, turning their heads to watch the train pass with their green glowing eyes. A white rain began to fall. It was a holographic drizzle of milk. The Phlotus held sacred the life-giving milk their females fed their young, but also, their amniotic fluid was just as white, the milk that nurtured life in the womb, the elixir of creation. This manna fell in greater torrents as they ascended through the four heavens, until it began to pool right up to the edges of the carts (the babies wading diligently through it), a convincing effect except for the occasional bursts of static that would break up the illusion.

In clear tanks worked into the machinery of the walls, dolls floated and drifted in water, new souls waiting in the wings. And streams of plastic were seen pouring into molds, and ovens glowing in the walls, and stamps pressing down, and conveyor belts delivering new dolls in a supine procession. The riders were watching the actual manufacture of the dolls that would become each one’s prize and icon (though the mechanical angels only appeared to be operating the machinery which churned out the purified, reincarnated souls). One belt passed close to the train, following a parallel course, bearing seven of the newly minted dolls. One for each of them. Loring noted, as he reached out for his doll, that he must be the only single occupant of the four carts.

The doll’s rubbery skin was still warm in his hands, gave off an odd strong odor. It did not move…to his relief. If a salamander was indeed sealed inside, this hot flesh was a cruel suffocating prison.

The train pushed through the final screen, back into the open air. It stopped, the passengers with their alter egos in miniature returning to the corporeal world. Loring held his doll loosely as he walked across the cobblestones, thinking he might hand it to a child, but for some reason he didn’t. For some reason he brought it back to his apartment. It could replace the one he had received that night with Nettie, that memento which he had somehow lost.

He lay in the dark that night with the noise of an arguing couple a muffled rumble above him, while the greasy fried dilkies he had eaten at the carnival rumbled in his guts. At last, however, he slept.

A soft thump awakened him. He lay staring at where the ceiling was lost in blackness above him. In a dream, it had been a ceiling of breasts like stalactites (sta-lactates? he thought), a rain of milk dripping from their nipples upon him, and he about to drown in the glowing white pool rising into a sea around him.

He propped himself up on one elbow, groggily reached out to the bedside light, which revealed to him the sight of his Phlotus doll lying in the center of the floor. When he had returned to his tiny apartment, he had set it down on his bureau, a good ten feet from where the doll lay.

Before he could even shudder, he saw the doll move. It lay on its belly, and it was now plainly—if slowly and strenuously—dragging itself across the worn, dirty carpet in the direction of the single window, as if attracted to the lights twinkling beyond the pane.

Was that it, then? Had his first doll escaped in this way? Drawn to the window, the lights, the illusion of fulfillment they promised?

Loring did not ponder a course of action, but on impulse scrambled out of bed and took up a baseball bat he kept close by in case of an intruder. He then lunged over to the doll and swung the bat down on it with all his strength…again…again. Panting, he tripped backwards away from the thing, which now lay flat and motionless.

For several moments. Then, the doll slowly raised itself up a bit, lifted its tiny head, and resumed its slithering progress toward the window.

Loring fought the urge, born of bald fear but also partly a brute reaction to having his will challenged, of launching a second attack with the bat. Another idea came, still spitefully violent but also in its way scientific. He took the chance of turning his back on the doll, whisked into the kitchenette and found a steak knife there. He returned to find that his prize had picked up its pace; it must have dragged itself up the dusty curtains, for when he next saw it the thing was wriggling onto the window sill. There its progress was halted, as he watched it press its head ineffectually against the mesh screen.

Stealing up behind the thing, Loring reached out with the knife and prodded at the doll’s back with several darting, anxious lunges. This toppled the doll from the sill to the floor, and Loring followed through with a jolt of courage—dropping to hands and knees beside his victim and pinning its body flat with one hand. He then pressed the knife against the back of the doll, and sank all his weight into sawing with its serrated edge.

He thought he felt a feeble squirming beneath his pinning palm, but in a moment he had cut deeply into the doll and the blade grated on a hard core like bone. Again, panting like a vigorous lover, Loring danced back from the prone figurine, half fearing and half desiring some ghastly, dying convulsion.

For two or three beats, the doll lay still. But the head cranked slowly up. The arms stretched out. It dragged its half-bissected body forward…toward the window with its dreamily stirring curtains.

The room’s light was dim, but something glinted in the doll’s cleft back, and Loring towered enough over it that he looked straight down into the wound. It would have been hideous to glimpse the damp, glistening flesh of a live salamander inside that rubbery sheath. But worse still, there was no salamander inside. There was a thin black spine of bendable wire embedded in the bogus flesh…and no more.

The revelation terrified Loring. And yet, there was another, unexpected reaction; something like a numb awe.

Awe, that this flesh he had seen poured and baked inside the Temple might not be bogus, after all. More awe, still, if it was indeed bogus. Whatever the case, Loring came to a new decision. He went to his bed. Dumped his pillow from its case. Then, he fetched the bat again…but used it only to guide and poke the doll into the pillowcase, which slowly pulsed and undulated like a dying organ as Loring carried it outside.

When he dumped the doll out on the sidewalk, he jumped back as if he had just released a bag full of tarantulas. And in the dim light the doll did look spider-like as it began scrabbling slowly off the sidewalk and across the street. Loring began to follow.

Several times, when it started into the yard of one of the old houses on this tree-lined side street, he had to repeatedly kick it and push it along with his foot to force it in another direction. This was difficult, as the doll was very set on its destination. But at last, they came out onto Beaumonde Street, a block from Oval Square, which had to be the destination of his homonculus. So far they had met no pedestrians, but immediately there was a woman ahead of him, watching their approach. She wore a g-string and high heels, her artificially bountiful breasts exposed; the blue-glowing implanted fibers that swirled and spiraled around them made her naked orbs look cold to the touch. She started cooing to him but he declined with a shy, impatient murmur, afraid to lose track of his companion…though, in calling after him, she offered to service that, as well. She said that those Phlotus dolls squirmed inside a body very nicely.

It would want to get back inside the Temple, he imagined. In there, would it cast itself into some pool of molten rubber, to be reincarnated next time as someone else’s traitorous toy? Did they all feel this mindless impulse of migration, or was it only his dolls that wanted to abandon him? He resented the thing. You’re supposed to be mine, he thought at it, as if they were telepathically linked, or of the same mind. But he had set it free—out of pity, he supposed. And more than the curiosity he felt in following, he felt some strange obligation to see it safely back to its chosen home.

The doll crossed Beaumonde Street, whooshing with traffic even at this hour, and Loring cringed as several hovercars passed directly over his misshapen child, causing it to tumble and roll in their wake, but it would right itself and continue stalwartly along. One wheeled vehicle actually struck it, however, and Loring lunged into the street, nearly being clipped himself as he scooped the doll up in his hands. But when he reached the far side it was already moving again, resilient as it was, though its head was now half flattened and one of its dark green eyes had been popped out. It paddled the air, this action causing the wound in its back to work open and shut like lips mouthing a secret message to him. Again he set it down, again it guided him onward. Spirit guide, he thought.

When they reached the end of the street, however, it did not cross the next to pass into Oval Square. Was it confused, now that the carnival lights had darkened for the night, the music of the Temple silenced, its incense no longer carried in the air? Instead, the doll turned the corner and continued on that way. Loring did not endeavor to change its direction, because the doll did not really seem to be disoriented. It had not hesitated at the corner, had not faltered in its course.

Down this dark, urban tributary, a group of youths milled in shadows on the sidewalk, and Loring tensed up inside…but he was not so much afraid of being hurt as he was afraid of being detained and losing sight of the doll…or of the doll being picked up and harmed. He had encountered a few other people along the way (the doll moved slowly and already more than an hour had passed since they’d left his apartment), but no one had accosted him yet; the most someone had said since he’d met the prosty was the observation that it was a strange little dog he was walking. It might not even have been a joke.

Yet as he and his doll neared the group, he saw that they weren’t youths—but a small knot of Phlotus…maybe the very ones who owned and operated the Temple of the Sea of Milk. They weren’t smoking, weren’t drinking, and if they had been chatting they weren’t doing that either, now; with a shiver, he thought that it was as if they had gathered here solely in anticipation of his arrival. They all watched Loring and his doll approach as if with mute reverence, and parted to let them pass. Loring looked expectantly over his shoulder at them. He had expected the doll to stop amongst them, but it hadn’t, and he had expected the Phlotus to say something to him…to explain this to him…but they didn’t, only turning to watch the man and his miniature move away from them until the group was again lost in shadow.

But as he faced forward again, Loring felt a wash of realization. Now, as the doll reached the next street, bearing less traffic, and crossed it.

Across the street was the outer campus of old P. U.—Paxton University. And the doll had known the way as easily as he would have, but he had not anticipated this.

They moved onto the grounds, across neatly trimmed grass damp with night dew, foregoing the paths lined with slim trees. Beyond, the outer buildings of the college loomed dark and grim, like a fortress wary of his invasion. Moth-like, the doll seemed intent upon a distant softly glowing object that Loring knew all too well. Unerringly, the doll pulled itself through the hissing grass in this direction. Loring saw the fountain clearly now; he and Nettie had sat more than once on the benches that ringed it.

In the midst of all the water that sprayed and fell back into its basin, there was a holographic film loop of a beautiful young girl made up convincingly to look like a mermaid. Her hair billowed as if she hovered under the ocean, her arms waving as if in slow motion. Her eyes passed unseeing across Loring as he neared her. As always, he admired her delicate naked breasts, small and dainty enough that one might imagine colorful fish nursing upon them. Nettie’s breasts were small like that, but perhaps he had feasted too greedily upon them.

His approach had disturbed a young couple on the other side of the fountain; he hadn’t noticed them before. They rose and began strolling off down one of the paths. Loring turned to watch the students go, guilty that he had intruded upon their romantic solitude, yet oddly satisfied that he had banished them. A small splash caused him to look back around.

Loring experienced a slight panic when he saw that his pet had pulled itself up to the fountain’s edge and slipped into its pool. He saw the thing paddling darkly under the surface. Then, as it passed under the foaming spot where a jet of water rained back into the basin, he lost sight of it. He was almost tempted to take his shoes off and go into the pool after it.

But he caught sight of the doll again. The mermaid had briefly darkened, as the doll must have passed in eclipse in front of the lens that projected her apparition. The doll had reached the center of the pool, where there was a black hole that was obviously a drain. As Loring watched, the doll put its head into the hole, and began to squeeze the rest of itself in after.

For a moment, it seemed stuck. Again Loring was tempted to wade into the pool…not to pull the doll out, but to help push it all the way in. But the doll worked its way through, and slipped into the orifice out of sight.

Loring was left standing there, alone, the mermaid a slow cavorting illusion, seducing him but unaware of him all at once. Would his doll dwell forever beneath the school, in its dark guts, never evicted, never at a loss for a home, never in need of occupation? Or had it passed into a new world, been reborn?

Loring turned from the mermaid to begin his walk back home. He felt tears coming to his eyes like water splashed on him from the fountain.

He missed his doll.
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HYDRA

 

 

Art shot himself in the head.

It was a singular suicide in that he was able to watch himself die without pain; indeed, he enjoyed watching. But from the look in his mirrored eyes, he knew his other self did not share his sentiments. At first, his doppelganger showed shock at their confrontation. Then, fear and agony blazed in his eyes as the gel bullet struck him and spread its corrosive plasma. Like a photograph, Art’s double burned away, bubbling black at the edges where a delicate purple fire flickered prettily. Within a minute, only a sizzling pool of grease remained, still casting a slight violet glow.

Art hid away his small gun, grinning down at the stain, no more than a shadow of his double. He then moved out of the kitchen into the rest of the apartment, to see how his double had lived.

Art’s retainer, Balser, had seen to all the details. The Teeb Family, the most powerful syndy in Paxton (called Punktown by its populace), had handled the illegal cloning. Each clone had been given sufficient artificial memories to believe he was the particular identity he was assigned, and not a clone of Artemis Lerna. This clone had thought he was a security guard named Bill Kansas. Art smiled at the holo portrait of Bill’s imagined fiancée, supposedly away at school on Earth. In actuality, she was a hooker for the Teeb clan.

As he smiled at the hologram, however, a feeling of guilt came washing through Art’s body, and he had to look away. Bill must have stared at that pretty face every night, pining for a woman he had never actually met. Art was not without a conscience…which was why he had had himself cloned in the first place.

Art had been fascinated with criminals all his life, collecting books and vids on them. Particularly serial killers. As wealthy as he was, he had even assembled a small museum of murder in his home; he owned the bloodstained clothing of victims, the bloodstained weapons of monsters. These monsters were outsiders, and Art felt he could sympathize with that; his wealth had cut him off from the great majorities. He had always wondered what it would feel like to kill another human being. Yes, he had stalked an old girlfriend or two, had even spray-painted one’s vehicle (taking an almost erotic delight in the act), but could never bring himself to harm them. Art had never even struck another person before today.

He couldn’t bring himself to fulfill his dark curiosity, his dark desires. He had been raised a Nouveau Catholic by his parents, and though he didn’t attend church anymore he still felt the weight of its teachings. Thou shalt not kill…

But one had more of a right to kill one’s own self. Right? And clones were not born and raised in the manner of natural human beings. He was violating no one but extensions of his own body. Right?

The clones didn’t even have his personality, for the most part, but those programmed bogus histories. Though there was bound to be some similarity, in that much of the human personality is based on electro-chemical activity in the brain, and the brain literally changes on the microscopic level each time a new memory is added to its infinite library—these being physical properties that would be reproduced to some extent.

Art saw decorations in Bill’s flat that he would never tolerate in his own apartment; a painted nude, for one. On the other hand, the woman in the painting was just the kind of woman he would most crave, if he could have any in the known worlds.

There were eight clones made; seven remained, spread throughout Punktown. Balser had hidden them well from his boss in the teeming city, in no doubt all walks of life. It might take months or even years to track them down, to stalk them. To hunt them. But Art was rich; it was inherited wealth, and he owned people competent enough to run his businesses for him. He had to have something to occupy his boundless free time, and to satiate his jaded desires. A challenge. A game…

One down. Seven suicides to go.

 

««—»»

 

Jed Mercer sat in traffic in his semi-robotic garbage truck, its various insectoid limbs retracted and the trash zapper humming as it finished digesting the last load. A man with a chainsaw chased a woman through the intersection but their uniform blue color signified that they were merely holograms advertising a new thriller movie. “Ghosts,” Jed murmured, watching them dash down a side street.

He glanced to his right, at a number of buildings which loomed above the trees of the park. One building in particular always held his interest when he came this way, though it wasn’t much different from the others. He even found himself taking a longer route to come by this way. He didn’t collect trash in this part of Punktown, however. This was the rich sector. Rich people lived in those towers, with the late afternoon sun blazing in their many windows. Still, it seemed to Jed that he knew somebody who lived in that building, if he could only remember who that was.

An irritable beep behind him alerted him to the changing of lights. With a roar, the garbage truck surged forward again.

 

««—»»

 

On Forma Street, definitely not in the favored sector of Punktown, Jed slammed on his brakes so abruptly that a hovercar nearly collided into his rear. The driver, a Tikkihotto, leaped out of the vehicle and yelled in Jed’s window, his optical fibers wavering in the air furiously. Jed activated one of the truck’s arms, and the alien fled back to his car as it reached for him. Jed pulled the truck over toward the curb, double-parked, hit his blinkers and jumped out.

“Hey!” he called to a woman standing on the sidewalk, chatting with a dolphin-mouthed Choom. “Amy!” he called.

The woman looked his way and seemed to blanch. She said something to the Choom, who glanced at Jed in irritation and moved on.

It was indeed Amy, Jed realized in shock. She was supposed to be on Earth, taking a six-month course in nursing. What was she doing back, and on Forma Street of all places? And her clothes…

“Amy!” he said, reaching her. “For God’s sake, what are you doing?” He gestured at her attire: an open leather jacket over what appeared to be a thong swimsuit, or a little less. “Are you insane? This is Forma Street, not the damn beach! When did you get back?”

“Look, mister, I’m sorry…I don’t know you.”

“What? What are you saying? Are you on drugs?”

“Look, mister…please just go away. My name isn’t Amy. Look…” She dug in her purse, flipped open her wallet. “See? My name is Evan Reardon.”

“Amy…is this a joke, or what?” He took her elbow, his face glowing hot with anger and confusion.

“Now you’ve done it,” she hissed, looking afraid. “Here comes my pimp.”

“Your…?”

A hand clamped on Jed’s shoulder, whirled him around. He gazed up into the face of Evan/Amy’s procurer—a hulking humanoid with the face of a deep-sea fish, but uglier.

Several minutes later, a man was helping Jed into his car. They drove away, leaving the double-parked garbage truck. Tasting his own blood in his mouth, Jed turned his head groggily to see the man who had come to his aid.

His own face smiled back at him grimly. “Hi,” said the stranger. “My name is Lloyd Proctor. I think.”

 

««—»»

 

“Amy,” Jed breathed, studying the holo portrait in Lloyd’s parlor.

“My fiancée, Sandy,” replied Lloyd, handing him a coffee. He hadn’t had to ask Jed how he took his coffee; light, with one sugar. “She’s away on Earth, taking a six-month course…”

“In nursing,” Jed finished.

“No; economics. So you’re a trash collector, huh?”

“What are you?”

“Up until a few weeks ago I was assistant manager of a book store. My coworkers all seemed to know me, but I’m not sure I trust them any more.”

“How long were you watching that prosty…Evan?”

“Several weeks. I wanted to do what you did, when I first spotted her, but I contained myself. We’re different in some respects, you and I.”

“Not many.” Jed wagged his head, taking in his host once more. Though their haircuts varied somewhat, they both had the same scar on their chins. “You don’t seem as surprised as I am about this.”

“Three weeks ago, I had closed up the shop and was getting into my car when I was attacked from behind. A man stabbed me twice in the back with a knife.” Lloyd pointed to the spot. “I struggled with him and managed to pull out the gun I carry. It’s a rough town, you know. Well, I popped off a few rounds but he got away. I nearly bled to death. After that night, I moved to this apartment and quit my job.”

“Did you see who it was who tried to kill you?”

“Yes—it was me. Or you, perhaps.”

“Me? It wasn’t, man, I swear it! I’ll go to the forcers with you and take a truth scan to prove it!”

“I believe you, Jed. You were too surprised to see that prosty to be faking it.”

“So…one of us is a clone, then?”

“Two of us are clones, Jed. And I don’t think it’s the guy who stabbed me.”

“But I know who I am! I’ve been a garbage man for ten years now! I…”

“Jed.” Lloyd smiled sadly, bitterly. “I’ve worked in that book store for ten years.”

Jed looked again toward that lovely holo portrait. “We have to question that prosty. And our lying little coworkers.”

“Someone has money, to pull this off. To pay to shut people up…”

Money. Yes! Jed whipped his head around. “Of course!” he hissed. “The building…”

 

««—»»

 

Six months after killing his first clone, only two of them remained. Art had surprised himself as a hunter.

Of course, there had been some complications. One clone was even murdered by someone else during a mugging; this was, after all, Punktown. And Art had needed to kill a woman who was a witness to one of his murders, but it had come easier than he would have believed. Now that his inhibitions had worn down, he wondered what game he might play next, when this one had been finished.

He had shot the first clone, but that had been too impersonal. He had poisoned one, bludgeoned one, garroted one, stabbed another. He liked stabbing best, he found. He still used plasma to eliminate the bodies afterwards, but following one murder a photo of the victim, taken from a driver’s license, had been shown on VT. That had given Art a scare, but no problems had seemed to come of it. Unless that was why the last two had eluded him.

One of them, though, he believed he had scared into hiding himself. That one had seen his face clearly, and apparently survived his knife wounds. What if he had fled to another city, or even another colony? That would be a bit more of a challenge than Art liked to contemplate. He wanted to wrap this challenge up totally before starting a new one.

He had found he enjoyed killing even more than he’d ever dreamed. He had even taken a very dark delight in raping one of his victims, raping himself, before strangling him to death.

In Punktown, the murders went mostly unnoticed. Maybe it was the wrong city in which to make a name for one’s self as a serial killer, but that lent him all the more anonymity, and privacy for his entertainment.

 

««—»»

 

It had been a productive day in the search for the remaining prey. Balser’s contact with the Teeb Family had called; the whore who’d been used to make holo portraits for several of the clones had been approached by one of the clones in the street. The Teeb contact had been concerned that this might spoil Art’s game, but he was appreciative for the lead, and had been allowed to question the woman. She said the man had driven a garbage truck, and had left it in the street, but by the time Art interviewed her it had been removed.

Tomorrow he would follow the garbage collection lead; for tonight, he would return to his apartment and relax in a nice tub while his holo harem performed for him.

He let himself into his apartment, only to find he was already there.

Jed held a large knife from the kitchen. Lloyd had the gun with which he had chased his attacker off. They had been waiting nearly an hour. Lloyd grinned at the startled expression on Art’s face.

“How did you get in?” Art stammered.

“I passed the three security checks, Mr. Lerna. The camera scan, the voice scan, and the hand-print scan. Of course.”

“How did you find me?”

“We’ll ask the questions,” Jed cut in. “Why did you clone us? How many more of us did you make?”

“And why did you try to kill me?” Lloyd demanded.

“I…I…”

“We saw the little museum of yours,” Jed told him, in disgust. “Your shrine to murder. You’re just plain old insane, aren’t you? A psychopath. Right?”

“This is some kind of sport to you, isn’t it?” Lloyd said. “Don’t lie to us, Mr. Lerna. We can figure out how you think easily enough.”

“You have it wrong,” Art stuttered, sliding along the wall. “I wouldn’t hurt you two…I only made you so that I could go on living if anything ever happened to me…”

“Why the fake memories, then? Why the knife in my back? Don’t lie to yourself.” Lloyd smiled.

“You’re sick!” Jed snarled. “You came hunting us down like animals! You’re less worthy of life than we are!”

“Who are you to judge me?” Art sneered at his accusing reflection. “You’re nothing but a potato with my face grown in a tank, a garbage man from the smell of you, and you judge me?”

Jed almost sprang at Artemis Lerna then, almost buried the knife in his chest. But he didn’t. He couldn’t kill. Alike as they were, he was that much different.

But Art reached inside his jacket in a desperate lunge. It was a wasted effort. Lloyd lifted his pistol a little higher and shot Art twice in the upper chest. They were plasma capsules, released a spreading blanket of glowing green. Not the best stuff; he had to shoot the convulsing, withering thing on the floor several more times in order to dissolve it entirely.

Jed had backed up against the wall in horror, dropping the knife. He was shaking his head in disbelief and disorientation. “He was insane,” he repeated. “Insane.”

“Just too rich,” Lloyd murmured, glancing around him. “He lost his perspective a bit. But who can blame him? Look at this place. Can you imagine living here?”

“What do we do now?” Jed asked, still wagging his head. “We’re just clones. What do we do now?”

“There can’t be ‘we,’ friend,” Lloyd sighed in an almost sorrowful tone, returning his gaze to his twin. “There can be only ‘I.’” 

“What?” Jed said, and then he was gaping at the muzzle of Lloyd’s pistol as it swiveled his way.

“Sorry, friend,” Lloyd apologized, and shot himself in the head.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

WILLOW TREE

 

 

“Let my shell, the fresh young tree, wither, or be hewn down, and burnt to ashes, and scattered to all the winds!”

—The Dryad, Hans Christian Andersen
 

 

 

1: The Tree

 

They called this part, this particle, of the city Willow Tree. It was not the actual name of the street; there were several streets that intersected through the area. Willow Tree was not an official name on any map of the city of Paxton (also known as Punktown). Apparently, no one alive even knew who had originally planted the nominal willow tree on its triangular traffic island, or how old it might be, but they knew the tree was not indigenous to this planet named Oasis. It had to have been brought by someone from Earth, the Earth people being those who had initially colonized Oasis and who still constituted the majority of Punktown’s citizens. Had the willow tree been a sapling when planted, or an adult already at that time? Had it been planted in a park, a courtyard, which had gradually been pared down to this little traffic island, stranding the tree as wheeled and hovering craft whooshed by it on all sides like ravenous sharks? In the summer, fast and often dangerous neighborhood children braved that traffic to dash out to the island and climb on the tree (it had briefly harbored, nest-like, several generations of forts within its lower boughs), finding that the dangling whip-like arms were host to hundreds, thousands of little beetles with glistening orange shells. Against a crisp autumn sky, its branches looked like carefully dissected veins or nerves separated from a human body for display. In the winter, through sifting snow, the drooping tentacles became misted, ethereal. The sagging and swaying branches, like braids hung from a great shaggy head, were tossed in stormy waves when a gust of wind was channeled roaring through the city canyons, or rustled sedately in the breeze of rushing vehicles. For some part of the afternoon, bright sunlight might work its way to the willow tree’s flesh to sustain it, though generally it seemed to patiently wait for long hours drowned in the deeps of dark blue shadow. Around its scarred, initialed and graffiti-painted trunk lay cinder blocks and discarded soda cans, whiskey bottles snagged in a bed of overgrown grass, a traffic sign like a crushed metal flower bent right down to the ground, broken glass and scraps of vehicles that had collided at this intersection. The tree was both passive and tenacious, both venerable and pitiful, both a symbol of peace and something vaguely sinister. At night, one might look down upon the great tree from a window in the apartment complex Sundered Gardens or from a flat above the Vietnamese restaurant Pho Paxton, and imagine that the plant was instead a rooted animal like a titanic anemone, its tendrils rippling at the bottom of the ocean, waiting to reach out and snare some metallic fish that flashed by too close.

 

 

2: The Dead

 

Not all deaths, not even violent ones, made it into the newspapers and VT programs; there simply wasn’t the space, the time. And not all the dwellers in the neighborhood of Willow Tree, particularly the children, consulted these sources of information. But there was conversation, word of mouth, whispered gossip, grave admonishment. Husbands cautioned wives and parents warned children about the killings that began to occur in Willow Tree toward the start of that winter. The first of these was a man, a neighbor they knew, an old Choom of the native race, who was found in the basement parking bay of Sundered Gardens, his body slumped against the outside of his vehicle, terribly hacked and torn. The second was a woman pulled into an alley between Pho Paxton and a brick tenement building with a ground floor sex vids shop (cavorting holographic women in its windows, their luminous bodies casting phantasmal blue light onto the sidewalk). This woman, again a neighbor, was also badly mutilated. The third was a young man they didn’t know, with no ID found on him, whose body was discovered by children on the triangular traffic island, slung in the crotch of the willow tree as though a leopard had left him there, his blood drying in the creases of the trunk’s bark. Speculation was that the old Choom man had been murdered by child muggers, bashed to death with e-ikkos—the colorful, traditional Tikkihotto ax that was the in-vogue hand-to-hand combat weapon for gangs right now. But his wallet, still with a few small bills in it, had not been taken. Speculation was that the woman in the alley had been slaughtered by some disturbed pervert who had been titillated to a feverish state in the sex vids shop. But the woman had not been raped. And speculation was that the young man on the traffic island had been struck by a speeding hovercar when trying to cross the street, the impact flinging him into the tree. But how could a hit-and-run driver have scooped the man’s eyes out of their sockets, and slashed off both his ears but left the skull between them intact?

 

 

3: The Children

 

Kiwi wore her hair in a shiny blue-black helmet, straight bangs over her eyebrows, neat as plastic. She was thirteen but looked ten, like a sickly ten-year-old, like a lollipop with a black head. Her father was Anglo and her mother Vietnamese. Sometimes she bolted out to the traffic island and played there with her friends. She had never been assaulted or robbed on the island by tougher kids because her brother was seventeen and had already killed two other boys with his blue and orange e-ikko. She wore earrings he had given her, which she supposed were stolen, that played tinkling ancient-sounding music box music like a baby might listen to when you activated them. Sometimes she left them in when she went to bed and played the music to soothe herself and distract her from her parents’ shouting...but she was always quick to silence them when she heard her father plodding into her room. She would want to pretend that she was asleep. But even if she rolled onto her belly and feigned slumber, he might still sit down heavily on the edge of her mattress. He would begin stroking her shiny blue-black helmet of hair, his voice slurred with alcohol or maybe even anodyne gas, his whispered words tripping over each other’s feet, his hand caressing her head on and on as if it kept slipping off. When she was younger he might have read a story to her, or simply recited one that he could remember. But lately his bedside litany was more in the way of reminiscence than fairy tale, though they both shared a similar quality coming from him. Sometimes his reminiscences varied, but usually and basically they were the same. By the time he finished his bedside monologue, he might be softly sobbing. He would mutter an apology and pull her blanket up to her jaw and wish her candy-coated dreams. Sometimes Kiwi played the music box ear rings again when he’d left, to drown out the echo of his drunken litany. Though ultimately she felt too sorry for her father to do so, sometimes Kiwi thought she should ask her mother to make him stop. His sobbing made her want to sob, as well.

 

 

4: The Litany

 

“You look just like your mother...your mother more than me. And Tri looks more like me. That’s fair, huh? Son like father, daughter like mother? You’re so beautiful. So, so beautiful. You remind me of your mother when I first met her. We were both seventeen years old. She looked fourteen. She had a fourteen-year-old sister. She would have been your aunt. She would have been your Aunt Lan, but you never met her. Can I tell you a secret? I loved your mother the minute I saw her, but I loved your Aunt Lan, too. She was just a kid, but she was so beautiful, and so sweet, just like you. She and your mother used to live around the corner from here, on Meter Street, and they used to play on that willow tree like you do now. When I moved here with my mother it was summer and I met these two beautiful, beautiful girls in their little summer outfits and their yellow-brown skin. Your mother had long, long hair, down to her cute tiny bum. But Aunt Lan had short hair, just like you. Short hair even blacker than your mother’s black hair. One day we sat in their apartment watching VT and Aunt Lan lay down on the sofa and put her head in my lap. Your mother didn’t seem to mind too much; she just clicked her tongue and ignored her. But I stroked her hair. Just stroked and stroked for a whole hour. Like a dog with its head on your knee. At the time I didn’t know if she was asleep or awake. But the way she looked up at me after, and smiled at me, I knew she’d been awake all the time. For that hour she and I were in love and it was like we were totally alone. It was the greatest hour of love I ever knew. I don’t know why. I’m sorry to tell you that. I love your mother. But maybe it was the greatest hour of love in my life only later on, when I thought about it afterwards, after what happened. There was a serial killer in the neighborhood that winter. He cut the head off a homeless man and left him on a tenement roof top. They only found him in the spring, though. And there was a policeman, of all people, a forcer, and they found him in his car with the motor still running, and he looked okay from the waist up but he was cut to ribbons below the belt. Then there was a woman they found in her own apartment, all sliced and slashed, sitting in a rocking chair in front of her VT. And your poor Aunt Lan. Poor, poor, beautiful little Aunt Lan. They found her up in that willow tree she loved to climb on like a monkey. She climbed up so fast one time when I was chasing her; I couldn’t catch her. I was big and couldn’t get up very far but she was so light she could climb way up into those yellow branches. They hung all around her like...like a beaded curtain, and she smiled down at me so cute, so adorable. Out of my reach. She wasn’t that high up when they found her, but she was there in the tree, with snow on her face...on her open eyes. They told me. I was glad I didn’t see her. But I can picture the snow on her black hair, making it look old and gray. If I’d seen her I would’ve wiped it off. Wiped it off. Wiped the blood off her face. Oh God. Oh dear God. She was so beautiful, your Aunt Lan. So sweet...like you...she looked just like you...oh God. Ohhh God. I’m sorry, honey. Never mind. You’re my good little girl. My sweet little girl. You have candy-coated dreams, now.”

 

 

5: The Monster

 

Bobo’s uncle swore he’d seen a monster exactly a week ago. Bobo told the other children about it, and even Tri and the older boys of the gang stood listening and didn’t scoff too much. The uncle was unloading a company hovervan, backed up to the dock behind a brick building with a café on its ground floor. It was snowing hard that day, did they remember?, and the uncle heard a sound behind him. There was a little courtyard with a big dumpster that zapped the café’s trash, and a lot of heaped and rusting junk no one had ever bothered slinging into the dumpster to get zapped, too. Bobo’s uncle saw something stand up, all covered in snow that began to trickle off its body. It was such a cold day, did they remember?, that nothing should be living after lying on the ground long enough to be covered all in snow like that. And it was big, big, and dark, but he couldn’t make it out, and he only looked for a second because he ran out of the alley, around to the front where the coffee house was, and when he came back with another man, who carried a gun, there was no sign of the monster the uncle had seen except for these dragging, messy tracks that were impossible to make out. Tri listened all the way through this tale but then he reminded the younger children, his sister among them, that there was an old robot in that courtyard that had been used for shipping/receiving work when the café had once been a small factory. The robot hadn’t budged in a decade or more, but maybe something had set it off, a transmission from a hand phone or palmcomp or even the radio of a passing hovercar, and it had finally risen. Together they went to that courtyard, and there they found the derelict automaton sprawled where it had always lain, parts of it torn off, other parts caked in graffiti. It was covered in a deep, smooth drift of snow, Bobo pointed out. The snow hadn’t fallen off it. What his uncle had seen had to be something else. Furthermore, his uncle had said it had long arms like tentacles. A lot of long arms like tentacles. That much he saw before he fled. Tri smacked Bobo lightly across the back of his skull and told him it must have been a coat with long rawhide fringe. Or, what if they were arms? So what? Then it was either an alien or a mutant. There were plenty of aliens and mutants. Any one of them could be called a monster. People called human murderers, and these children themselves, monsters. There were lots of monsters about. It could have been any one of them. That didn’t mean it was the one that had killed that Choom in the basement parking bay...that woman in the alley...that man they found in the willow tree. Anyway, Tri said, it could very well be three different monsters who killed those people. But Kiwi listened to this, and not for the first time since these killings had begun she thought of her father’s oft-heard bedtime story. She wondered if Tri had ever heard it, too, either from their father or from their mother, but she’d never dared bring it up to Tri. Now that Tri was almost a man, he and his father were perpetually at near-violent odds. Tri despised his father’s heavy drinking and use of anodyne gas (though Kiwi had known her brother to drink and gas up with his friends). As much as she dreaded listening to her father’s slurred and painful recollections, she was afraid that if she complained about him or even brought up his bedside visits, it would set off her hot-tempered brother and cause him to confront her father. Her father—who was himself often hot-tempered, always sad, usually unemployed, gray before he should be gray, his very skin gray as if some monster sat down on the edge of his own mattress at night while her mother lay sleeping unaware right beside him, and rested its head on her father’s lap while it inhaled the life from his pores.

 

 

6: The Window

 

Four of the boys in the gang Tri belonged to took turns standing at the very edge of the sidewalk, the traffic whipping by so close that it made their long trendy winter coats flap, and hurling their tomahawk-like e-ikkos through the flashing gaps between the vehicles, the e-ikkos twirling end over end until their blades thunked into the bark of the willow tree, where they had sprayed a target in red paint on top of layers of earlier graffiti. Kiwi hoped they hadn’t sprayed on top of the angel someone had intricately painted there many years ago (primarily in shades of a luminescent blue paint that had faded over the years but which once must have caused the angel to glow in the night like a phantom). It was bad enough that someone had gouged out its eyes with a knife, and someone else had painted a huge phallus on it, but it still managed to be beautiful, more like a serene and tolerant spirit standing in front of the tree than a flat image upon its grooved bark. She thought of the Japanese goddess O-Ryu. She had encountered her name on the net when researching a report for school. O-Ryu was the goddess of willow trees. Kiwi couldn’t tell from here if the angel painting had been damaged; she stood behind the tall boys of the gang, watching their e-ikko contest. One boy said to Tri that if he won, for his prize he would demand to spend the night with Tri’s mother. Tri raised his weapon as if to cleave the boy’s head down the center—he was not entirely joking in the gesture—but the gang’s leader barked at them both to cease. The boy who’d teased Tri hurled his weapon and it clanged hard against the fender of a passing hoverbus. He was almost hit, himself, darting into the street to retrieve it, and he cursed when he saw that the blade had been dinged. While the others laughed, Tri taunting him the loudest, Kiwi raised her eyes to the face of the brick building directly opposite her, across this intersection at the center of which—like an oasis, or a mirage—stood the triangular traffic island. She had heard her father’s bedtime story in many variations. Sometimes he talked more about the aunt she had never known. Told her more about the adventures he and the two sisters had shared that summer, and that autumn, before the mythologized and martyred Aunt Lan died that winter. Other times he spoke—a little more, at least—about the killings that had taken place that winter. There had been four. There had been three, this winter. Three, so far. She had heard the details often enough to know that the elderly woman who had been found in her rocker in front of her VT, mauled as if by a madman, or a lion, had lived right there, right up there in the apartment behind that window, that window with a view right down on the traffic island—like an oasis in the middle of the intersection—a view right down directly on the willow tree.

 

 

7: The Photos

 

The first photo her father showed her, showed her proudly, proud that his young daughter would ask to see these old photographs, was of her father and mother at the time they had worked together in the little brick factory that had now closed down like so many factories had, and since become a coffee shop. They were standing on the street in front of it with their arms around each other’s waists, barely out of their teens. The next photograph had been taken inside her mother’s old apartment building, and it was a few years older, because it showed her Aunt Lan standing in front of a window. She was silhouetted, eclipsed, the light making a halo around her head, her face dark with shadow but smiling. She did indeed have short hair cut in neat bangs like her niece’s. Kiwi hadn’t seen this picture in years. Neither had her father. She thought he might begin to weep as he held it in his lap, but he had only downed two beers so far tonight and he moved on to more pictures. More of her mother. More of her Aunt Lan. More of their friends and neighbors here in Willow Tree. Toward the bottom of the stack there was a picture of Aunt Lan standing in front of the willow tree, both her arms tucked behind her as if she’d been lashed to the trunk though obviously she was merely leaning back against it. Sunlight had managed to pry its way through the shadows of the city towers, beaming directly down onto the island. Aunt Lan wore cheap sunglasses with circular lenses. From a distance, they made her look as if she had skull sockets in place of eyes. Another of the photos showed a gang of boys much like the one Kiwi’s brother belonged to; her father explained that he had worked with one of those tough youths in the factory. Kiwi stared at this photo a long time before she realized what was wrong with it. She stopped her father from moving on to the next picture. She didn’t tell him, however, what she had figured out about it. She could ascertain from the buildings behind the youths that they were standing at the intersection. Directly behind them was the traffic island. But she did not see the willow tree. Could their bodies be obscuring it? She felt she should be able to see the tree, huge as it was, between and even above their heads. But it was as if the tree had been cut down. Could it have been? And then replaced with another specimen? Had the original become sick? Maybe the tree hadn’t been planted yet at that time; but no, there was that photo of Aunt Lan from the same period (the photos even had superimposed dates in their corners), with her leaning against its body. Kiwi glanced at her father’s face but he either didn’t notice anything unusual in the shot, or was not seeing the photo in the same way she saw it. She didn’t ask him about it, though. She let him shuffle through to the next memory.

 

 

8: The Dream

 

That night, from out her bedroom window, and from the precarious perch of her dreams, Kiwi watched a man walk along the street below with a blizzard swirling around him. He was a big man, a huge block of a man, a fedora crunched down onto his head, his broad body hunched inside a heavy coat. From this coat hung a long rawhide fringe that whipped all about him in the air. She watched the man come to a stop on the sidewalk, and she was afraid, wanted to duck down out of sight, thinking he was gazing up at her. She could see his small eyes catch a glimmer of orange light, flash in his shadowy face like the eyes of a lion in the dark. But then she realized he was facing across the street, not at her window. (In her dream, her apartment building was not in its actual location.) He was gazing up at a window in a brick building of native Choom design and origin. Kiwi recognized that window. Though she could not see through its curtains, she knew an elderly woman sat behind that glass, rocking in a chair, watching some old movie on her VT. As she spied on the spying man in the fringed coat, she saw the fringe become even more animated in its movements, even though the storm had fallen into a lull. She saw one long strand of the man’s fringe shoot out, lengthen like elastic, like a string of putty, across the empty street, and up to that curtained window with its blue VT glow. Kiwi watched the extended limb, for now she understood it to be such, pick and claw at the edge of the window, seeking a way inside. A solitary hovercar sped by in the street, churning up a little whirlwind of snow in its wake. Its lights briefly slashed across the bulky figure, though the vehicle’s owner might not have noticed that he passed directly below the extended limb. The headlights sent a myriad of reflected glimmers across the hulking figure. Sparkling orange gems. Gems that moved slowly, that swarmed, all over the black figure. They were hundreds, thousands of little beetles with glistening orange shells. But they weren’t just crawling on the figure, she realized. They seemed to entirely compose the figure, masses of beetles in the millions, not thousands, filling that coat and the snowy fedora. Kiwi watched as the thing’s yellow, tentacle-like arm managed to raise the edge of the window just a fraction, and apparently snake its way inside. Minutes passed, filled only by mute snow. At last, the rope-like arm withdrew. Did she see dark droplets fall from its tip as it was retracted? Did a few drops mark the snow where the figure had stood, when it began walking along the sidewalk again? Kiwi repositioned herself so as to follow the progress of the man, the alien, the mutant, the monster as he continued on to the street corner. He was at the intersection. And now he began to cross—slowly, without fear of being hit, there being an uncanny lack of traffic, a disquieting quiet—to the little triangular traffic island. But now, at last, Kiwi saw that there was no willow tree upon the island. Not at first, anyway. A gust of wind caromed down into the street, raising a billowing cloud of snow. When it had cleared away enough for her to see the traffic island again, the bulky figure in its greatcoat and fedora was gone. But the willow tree was there on its island, after all. And that was when Kiwi opened her eyes in her dark bedroom and stared at her ceiling, across which blazed like meteors the headlights of vehicles which never, in real life, stopped zipping along the streets of Willow Tree. In her head, a buzzing sound like the cries of cicadas was fading off down a tunnel. Then gone. Though she had never heard them make a sound, she imagined it was a chorus those many orange beetles that appeared on the willow tree might sing, when their eggs were hatched, and they were born anew each summer.

 

 

9: The Victim

 

They considered it a gang-related death, and there were even murders in retribution. This did not satisfy Kiwi, however, or ease her grief in the slightest. She knew it was not a rival gang that had killed her brother Tri in such a grisly fashion, and left his seated body propped against the dumpster in that courtyard behind the coffee shop, where the dead robot still dreamed under its blanket of snow. Tri’s blue and orange e-ikko was gripped in his fist when they found him, as if he had tried to defend himself, though no blood stained its blade. There were splinters of wood pulp wedged between the blade and its base, but that could have been from the throwing contest they had held. Kiwi’s mother wailed. Her father drank, and looked at more photographs, these of his son when he was an infant and a toddler and just starting school. That night he came to sit on the edge of Kiwi’s bed, but he only sobbed inarticulately, and he didn’t stroke her head at all. Revenge, revenge, Tri’s gang and even the younger children vowed, unsated. Kiwi wanted revenge, too. But she knew their enemy was masquerading. She knew it had had its four victims already, and might well hibernate for years to come until it again needed to feed, to be refreshed. But she didn’t care. She would have her vengeance.

 

 

10: The Purging

 

She sneaked out into the night, into the snow that never seemed to cease, as if time were turning in on itself over and over in a loop that needed breaking. She had a flammable fluid in a red plastic container. She had her father’s cigarette lighter. Though it was late, she had to be quick when she darted out into the street...when she crossed to the triangular traffic island. She uncapped the container, splashed the trunk with its carved lovers’ initials (were her father’s and mother’s there? had her father secretly carved her Aunt Lan’s there?), splashed the beautiful painted angel with the luminous blue robes and the gouged eyes. Before she thumbed the lighter on, she tilted her head back and stared up into the waterfall of swaying vegetation, looming over her like a living cathedral. The wind hissed through the yellow tendrils like a warning. As if to answer that hiss, Kiwi produced a flame in her hand. Little at first, just like a seed that she planted at the base of the willow tree, but it soon bloomed and blossomed and she had to run across the street to escape its spreading autumnal leaves. A passing car clipped her hip and she spun around fast and fell hard, but fortunately it was the sidewalk that she sprawled upon. The car did not stop. Nor did the flames.

 

 

11: The Hive

 

A column of black smoke, underlit a vivid orange, climbed high into the night like a magical beanstalk. Fire-fighting robots came, attended by human crews, and by now Kiwi had been joined by her parents on the sidewalk; they apparently believed she had stepped outside only moments before themselves. Kiwi saw her father’s face in profile as his eyes followed the billowing flames, saw the fire-glow ripple across his face like memories of sunlight. Branches once climbed upon, now sheathed in flame. Branches stained in blood, turned into tinder. Kiwi gazed across the street and saw a few stray members of Tri’s gang, drawn like moths to the blaze. A ring of faces bordered the intersection by the time the hoses and chemical sprays arced toward the conflagration. When they struck the fires, an angry sizzling hiss rose up. The hiss became a buzz. The buzz was as much a vibration in Kiwi’s head as it was a sound. A vast plume of sparks cascaded into the air, borne aloft in the twisted column of smoke (itself like a black specter of the trunk it rose from). These sparks drifted high, blazed, dispersed, faded. Like fireflies. Like a whole swarm of bright orange insects, briefly and dazzlingly alive, then dying in the winter’s cold air. The fire was soon brought under control, now that the crews had arrived. Even the smoke was quick to dissipate. And when it did, only the lower trunk of the willow tree remained. It looked shorn off, a huge stump, and the inside of the charred stump was strangely hollow. There was something else strange, but only Kiwi seemed to attribute any significance to it. She saw a firefighter stoop and pick up a fedora, and shake the snow and ash from it.

 

 

12: The End

 

Kiwi returned to her old neighborhood often to see her mother, though she lived in the neighboring city of Miniosis now. She was nineteen; her sad, leeched father had passed away two years ago. He just let go, was the way people—her mother included—explained it. His bedside reminiscences about Aunt Lan had not been repeated after the night the willow tree was destroyed. Kiwi would occasionally recall a particular story he had read to her, back when his stories had still come from books: in Greek mythology, Myrrha was cursed by the petty goddess of love Aphrodite so that she fell in love with her own father, Cinyras. Revolted by Myrrha’s seduction of him, Cinyras then attempted to murder her. To escape her fate, Myrrha asked the gods to turn her into a tree. Recollecting this story made Kiwi fantasize that the spirits of the willow tree’s victims had been kept prisoner within it—and when the tree had burned, those spirits were freed from their cell. It was as though the still-living spirit of Kiwi’s father had been trapped for many years in the willow tree’s trunk, as well, and been released in some small way by the cleansing flames that night. When she came back home on her visits, however, Kiwi still occasionally heard strange stories told by her superstitious mother and her own childhood friends, sometimes bordering on folk tales and urban legends. There were always going to be unsolved murders, though, weren’t there? And mysterious strangers glimpsed on stormy nights? There would always be monsters. But all that remained of the willow tree that had given this section of the city its name had been removed years before, extracted like a rotted tooth. On the traffic island now, a local group had volunteered to plant a basin of flowers. Every summer, they bloomed in phosphorescent shades of blue—like the robes of a glowing angel.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

PART II

 

SCOTT THOMAS
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PULSE

 

 

Stan Derma considered it a fall from grace, having to work for the privately owned Travis Transport Bus Company after having served with the city-run public system. The bus, for one, belonged in a scrap yard and the routes and hours were undesirable, to say the least. He worked the dangerous sectors where the better-armored city buses were not obliged to go. Too many drivers for Travis Transport had found that it was a dead end job in more ways than one.

The city bus had been a thing of beauty, silver, sleek, comfortable, air-conditioned. It was divided into three segments, the first of which was the driver’s cab, partitioned off behind a class-four plexi-door that could hold its own against every form of bullet and most ray and plasma weapons. His divider on the Travis “boat” would barely stop spit balls.

Just behind the driver’s cab was the passenger entry booth where folks climbed up into the vehicle and paid—the automatic machines accepted both cards and hard money. A weapon scan would commence; if weapons were detected, the driver would be alerted and the person carrying would need to run their firearms ID card through a scanner in the entry booth before being allowed into the passenger area.

While no bus drivers in Punktown were allowed to carry weapons themselves, the city buses were equipped with a handy feature, a full stun emergency blast. Say a brawl or gang rape broke out in the passenger compartment…the driver could hit a button which would trigger a sudden clap of stunning energy that would incapacitate everyone in the bus. While only lethal to a minuscule number of species, and perhaps those with certain heart ailments, the blast would give the driver time to pull over and radio the police. Of course anyone boarding the bus would be warned by a recorded voice while still in the entry booth. Even so, there were a few deaths each year attributed to the stun blast, mostly old folks whose hearing was as bad as their hearts or brittle little insect-like Leelios, whose English was notoriously poor. Still, the recorded warning kept the city transit department safe from lawsuits.

Flipping back a few months, we find Stan Derma walking from his apartment to the small bakery on the corner of Forty-Fourth where he stopped every workday for breakfast. It was a hot day for spring and the gray filth that had erupted when a pollution-sucker exploded in the sky the week before was still caked on the sides of buildings and steaming in the gutters. City clean-up crews were raking in overtime tending to the mess, so they were in no hurry to remove it.

Quiet-looking, lean and dark-haired, thirty-two-year-old Stan ordered a croissant and coffee from the pleasant Tikkihotto woman behind the counter. She commented on what a lovely day it was. She always said it was a lovely day, regardless of the weather, and Stan smiled halfheartedly.

Stan ate quickly at a small table in the corner where someone had carved DIE HUMANS into the artificial wood. Probably a native Choom, Stan speculated. Some would never forgive the earth invaders who had colonized Oasis and claimed the cities now called Miniosis and Paxton (better known as Punktown).

A vidtank situated above the serving counter was tuned to an all-news channel. A smartly dressed human woman was reporting on a grim discovery made at the trade docks east of the city. Apparently a routine check of a cargo ship, that was supposed to be carrying a type of powdered coral used in the manufacture of high-speed wires, turned up a freight chamber full of dead Veers. Sixty-three of the unfortunate little humanoids had crammed into the ship in a smuggling attempt, each likely having paid a handsome sum to the pilot, merely to suffocate. Stan grinned when the ordinarily objective reporter Lisa Wren concluded her report by saying that she had to wonder if it would have been a greater tragedy if the stowaways had lived and gotten out into the streets of Paxton.

The Veers were outlawed from stepping foot on Oasis. Their eating habits and incorrigible savagery made a mockery of their visual charm. Full grown Veers resembled earth children, small and cute and smooth. On close inspection, one might be able to see that their teeth were one forged and sharp beak-like expanse of bone and that their skin was somewhat glossy and doll-like, but then close inspection could prove fatal.

Stan wondered if whatever god-force had assembled the universe had made the Veers the ironic answer to all the abuse suffered by innocent children. Maybe the god who saw fit to populate so many worlds with creatures that closely resembled humans (or did humans resemble the others?) had himself, or herself, a dark chuckle when making those adorable-looking demons.

At any rate, the dreadful cargo was dead and it was just as well. The pilot had slipped away when the port police went to check his load and he had not been located for questioning. 

Stan finished his croissant and killed off his coffee while walking to the terminal. He punched in, checked the fuel in his bus and headed out on his route.

It was a Monday morning and the traffic was atrocious. Sneery business types pushed their way on at his first stop. Stan could monitor the passenger compartment from several strategically placed cameras and noticed that the trim, bespectacled corporate gent who had rushed to the back seat was jerking off to colored photographs of aborted babies secreted behind his Wall Street Journal.  

One of Stan’s regulars, a plump girl with Celtic hair, smiled at him as she climbed on at his second stop. Stan looked away shyly and saw his own sad smile reflected in the glass of the driver’s window. She seemed like a student, always carrying books, reading on the days when the traffic made the ride long. She looked warm and soft in her appealingly unrevealing clothes. She looked a little embarrassed when Stan did not beam back (though he’d have liked to) and moved quickly to the fourth row and opened a book.

Third stop. The man with the smeary fetus photos finished his business, crossed himself and got off at Hudson and Fifty-Third. A young blond girl, maybe nine or ten, climbed into the entry booth and fed some coins into the register machine. She smiled through the plexi-door and Stan was relieved to see that she had separately defined teeth, rather than a single fused bar. The secretly imported Veers had all died, hadn’t they, and there was nothing to be worried about, though it always worried Stan to see children riding the bus alone; it was Punktown after all.

The small girl was admitted into the passenger section and skipped down the aisle in her little summer dress, then plopped on the seat next to the pretty red-head, who looked up and smiled politely. Her cheeks looked round and soft when she smiled and Stan longed to touch them, softly, with his fingers, or to place a quiet kiss…

The bus jerked back into traffic and the air conditioning hissed. There were sirens somewhere and the shadow of a pollution sucker passed over the road as it floated overhead like a gray metal cloud.

Stan scrutinized some of the girls on the sidewalk as he sat at a light. An injectable fad known as Orb-it was appearing with greater frequency these days. A luminous substance with a life of several days would be shot into the desired body part (usually the breasts) and radiate out with varying degrees of intensity. Two young females, perhaps fourteen, walked in front of the bus, crossing Hudson. Both wore black leather pants and white T-shirts. One’s breasts glowed a soft mystical blue from under her top while the other’s were announced in neon red. The girls sauntered over to an older-looking Hispanic boy clad only in baggy shorts who lounged outside a music store. Something purple glowed from within his trunks.

“That’s all I need to get a girl,” Stan muttered to the sun-bleached windshield ghost that was his reflection, “a neon dick.”

He glanced at the rearview mirror, at the plump college student sitting there with a book in her lap, her neat perky hair cut with cute bangs. He liked to think that she too would frown upon such vulgar trends. He reached over to the dash and worked a small lever to guide one of the inconspicuous cameras mounted back in the passenger section. He zoomed in on the cover of the book she was reading: The Collected Poems of Emily Dickinson. Now Stan beamed. If only she had seen.

The light turned green and the bus moved forward. It sped up significantly as it headed over the Sumner Bridge toward downtown. Sporty little business bastards wove in and out of traffic and—narrowly avoiding several collisions, as was par for the course—Stan moved over into the passing lane to compensate for the fact that he was behind schedule. His time-recorder would register when he made his stops and drivers’ paychecks were docked a munit for every time they made a stop later than scheduled. This, of course, made many of the pilots drive like madmen, risking their own lives as well as those of passengers and fellow drivers, for the sake of a few munits. While no enemy of money, Stan only drove fast where it was safe to do so.

Stan heard the first scream when he was midway across the bridge, with its great walls of gray metal, pressed to resemble stone. Eyes flicking to the rearview, he saw that the little blond girl had clamped her mouth onto the soft round cheek of the college student and was shaking her head like a dog with a toy.

“Jesus fucking Christ!”

It was only later, following his dismissal, that Stan would learn that two of the Veers had survived the deadly smuggling episode and had made their way into the general population. As clever as they were hungry, the creatures used powder to make their skin appear less glossy and employed special marker pens to draw fake teeth divisions onto their biting beaks. Who’d have known?

The Veer had half the college girl’s face off before Stan could even punch the stun button. There was an electric cough sound and a blue flash and everyone except the Veer collapsed limp.

“Shit!”

The Veer looked up at Stan and gave him a big, grateful, red smile and turned away from the unconscious college girl, who slumped over, her head banging against the window. Stan hit the stun button again and the passenger chamber lit up like a teenage girl’s breast, but still the Veer was unphased. It lunged at an old woman and latched onto her neck. Blood erupted onto the child-like face of the alien, beading its Goldilocks mane.

The bus was bearing down on a compact which was driving too slowly in the fast lane, the oblivious occupant busy on a portaphone. Stan tried to swerve into the slow lane, so as to pull over, but a business woman there held her ground, giving him the finger—no one was going to cut her off! Stan hit the police button: this would alert local authorities of an emergency and even tell them his exact location. Then he hit it again to indicate that an ambulance was needed.

Stan looked back in the mirror as the old woman’s detached head flew at him and thumped against the plexi-door, leaving a big red Rorschach. He remembered that one of the passengers had been carrying a legal pistol, as revealed by the weapons scan system. If he could pull over, maybe he could get back there and take it off the unconscious man…

The Veer was now standing on the lap of a bald fellow in (unfortunately) a white business suit. Having chewed off the man’s lips and nose, it now had the man’s gray beard tight in its mouth and was jerking his head around and Stan thought of a cat toying with a mouse before the kill. 

Sirens—thank God!

Static came over the voice-com. “This is squad car M-Seven; we’re right behind you. What’s going on?”

Stan yelled into the dashboard, “There’s a Veer on board—it’s killing people! Do something—hurry! It looks like a little blond girl.”

“Can you pull the bus over and stop?”

“I’ll try.”

Snarling, Stan jerked the bus so that it bumped the side of that gesticulating business woman’s car. She made a stupid face and swerved off into the breakdown strip. Now Stan was able to maneuver into the slow lane, and from there, pull off the road. A police hovercar came up fast from behind and stopped behind the bus. The Veer looked up and growled, then ran for one of the windows, diving through it with nightmarish grace. Two officers had sprung from their craft and were moving up on either side of the bus when the Veer blasted out in a nimbus of shattered glass.

The monster stopped and glared when it saw one of the helmeted policemen. Before it could turn, a slim beam of cold green fired from the enforcer’s pistol. The ray slipped into the Veer’s chest and it let out a shriek that shattered the remaining bus windows and even rattled the plexi-door. The second shot made it stumble back.

“Holy shit!” the cop said.

The third shot was the charm. The Veer’s pretty blue eyes rolled up and it fell back, dead.

Inside the bus, Stan grabbed his med-kit and rushed back into the passenger compartment, tripping over the old woman’s head. The stunned travelers were beginning to awaken. He stood trembling, staring at the wounded student, unable to touch her. He would never forget the look in her eyes when she reached up to feel where her cheek had been.

 

««—»»

 

“Sounds like you’re the fall guy, my boy,” Stan’s father remarked, drifting through the long tunnel-like jungle of his living quarters.

Stan hated this, coming to beg money, but what else could he do? His rent and frozen dinners had absorbed his meager savings, and he was still waiting to hear from Travis Transport about his job application. 

The tunnel was filled with strange noises, clicks and mumbles, slurping and eerie feathery laughter, all emitted by the green and otherwise denizens of his father’s sound garden. There was even a parrot plant which would perform as one might suspect. Stan, pacing, brushed a trumpet-like protrusion and it blew him a perfumed whistle.

“Yeah, Dad, they fired me because I did what I was supposed to do. How was I to know that the fucking little monster could take the stun?”

Stan’s father closed his eyes. “Oh, please don’t use that language, and call me Mommy, won’t you, son?”

Stan’s portly father was wearing thigh-high black stockings, and a lacy black bra showed in the v of his green silk robe. He carried a martini glass as he floated amongst his treasured friends.

“Sorry,” Stan mumbled.

“So how much do you need, Stanley?”

“A couple hundred, for now? Like I said, I think I have a good chance of getting that Travis job…”

“Oh, you’ll get the job, son, I’m sure of that. You’re a master when it comes to vehicles. I remember you on your tricycle; dang, you could’ve done brain surgery with the thing!”

 

««—»»

 

It was drizzling out and Punktown was shades of gray and neon. Stan treated himself to dilkies and a burger at a greasy little place beside the wax museum. He was tired of eating frozen food in his lonely little flat overlooking the parking lot of a bowling alley. He even ordered a couple of beers.

Following the feast, Stan took the dangerous way home. Soft luminous breasts peered out of the murk like the ghost eyes of giant insects. The drizzle stank of perfume and shadowy women moved spider-like in shadowy doorways. Hands in his pockets, Stan approached one.

“I’m Stan,” Stan said.

“I’m Sweetie,” the girl said.

She had straight dark hair and shadow eyes and black lipstick. Short black skirt, cleavage. Stan liked her because her breasts were breast-colored and appeared to be real. He asked if she made house calls and she nodded.

He followed her up the stairs to his room, watching her thighs, hating her perfume, hating her, wanting her. Inside he kept it dark, gave her his only beer, reserved for a special occasion. He told her what he wanted and she smiled.

“That’s all?”

Stan nodded, looking down.

“Okay, Stan,” she said, “cash before flash…”

Stan handed the girl several bills, flinching when their fingers touched.

There was a tall upright mirror in the dark room. Sweetie stood in front of the glass and slowly removed her clothing, then, as requested, began to masturbate. She groaned; she knew men liked groaning. After some time Stan’s thin, pale reflection floated up behind hers and he stood stroking himself.

“Ready?” Sweetie whispered.

“Yeah, okay,” Stan breathed.

Sweetie reached out and ran the fingers of one hand over his reflection, focusing on his erection. She came, or pretended to, and then he went, his semen thumping softly on the carpet as he stared into the glass.

 

««—»»

 

It was summer and now he had the Travis Transport job. The bus was an ugly gray, like the streets where he drove it. The electrical system was not quite right in the bus; the weapon scan only worked part of the time and only half the lights in the passenger chamber were functional. The air conditioner made more noise than cool air and the emergency door at the rear had the unsettling habit of flying open if he went over fifty. The maintenance guys claimed that they’d get to it when they had time.

Stan’s first night out for Travis Transport, a mutant OD’d. It had mixed a combustible collection of chemicals into its mouth and blew half its teeth out. Some of them were stuck in the wall like shrapnel. 

Even the bad neighborhoods were getting worse, Stan concluded. The bus smelled like vomit and seaweed cigarettes. Girls from the leather bar licked their pierced tongues against the plexi-door and winked mockingly. Gang boys and their Nubian princesses spray painted things like DIE PALE-FACE on the door and laughed at him. Maybe it was time to get a gun.

Friday nights were the worst. The bus was full of glowing breasts and two kids were fucking in the third row. Stan thought about looking for Sweetie again, but he couldn’t afford to treat himself.

The drugged and drunken stumbled onboard, zombie-like, and staggered to their seats. The weapon scan was on the blink again, coming and going. Too bad it could not detect drugs, too bad he didn’t have a super-stun feature to fry the bastards. Maybe bus driving was not the right career after all. Maybe he needed a healthy hobby to help rinse the job out of his head, something other than porn holographs to amuse himself with.

Sometime after eleven, when the bus was empty but for an old drunken lady snoring in the second row, it squealed as it came to a stop at the rain pavilion by Rumford Park. A single figure waited there, a young girl in jeans and a Kurt Cobain T-shirt. She couldn’t be any older than twelve, standing there with scraggly blond hair and sleepless blue eyes.

Stan felt himself tense. They never did catch that other Veer… He turned to stare as she climbed up into the entry booth and fed coins into the register box. The weapon scan, in one of its finicky moods, beeped halfheartedly and Stan looked quickly to a screen in his booth. Did the screen show a small pistol tucked in her pants? The image flickered and then the “clear” message showed. The scan system did not seem terribly concerned, for it admitted the kid into the seating area.

The girl slipped into the front seat, just behind Stan, and gazed out the window. Stan considered hopping out and running off down the street, but instead, acting on the numb automated impulse that carried so many workers through their days, he put the bus in gear and drove on.

The lights in back flickered and the air conditioner let out a groan, sputtering its musty air. Passing neon painted the walls red, then purple, blue. A police craft flew by, lights twitching, siren loud, then fading. Stan kept looking in the mirror at the girl but she was gazing out the window, sniffling. He wished that old lady would wake up and get the hell off the bus.

When at last the girl faced forward, Stan saw that her eyes were red from crying and there were tears on her cheeks. Relief sighed through him. Veers did not cry…the kid was for real. She saw that he was looking and rapped at the plexi-door. 

“Hey, mister, does this bus go to Folger Street?”

“Yes,” Stan said. Folger Street! Why would a little girl want to go there?

“Thanks.” The girl sat back and adjusted the top of her jeans.

“Hey, kid,” Stan called through the plexi, “do your parents know where you are?”

“No parents.”

“Sorry. Guardian? Somebody?”

“My father was a rapist, my mother’s dead.”

“Geesh. Do you live around Folger Street?”

The girl was scowling now. “Yeah, yeah, I live there, okay?”

Stan did not try talking to her after that. He could not handle anger from a female, regardless of her age.

The bus rumbled along, hissing through puddles, smearing through the lights. Dark buildings towered on either side and the drunken lady coughed herself awake. She stood up as if instinctually aware that she was nearing her departure point.

There was a small bench in a waiting port at the southern end of Folger. No takers, Stan was pleased to note. The bus hissed, stopped. The girl hopped up from her seat and thumped down the steps to the street, the old lady shuffling behind. 

The bus moved away quickly and turned sharply at the nearest right, then parked. Stan climbed out and peered around the edge of a building. The girl was moving toward a structure of glossy black plastic, which, as garish red neon announced, was called The Poison Apple. Stan had heard of the place; a strip joint where the dancers were dead.

Reaching to remove something from under her shirt, the girl then reached up for the door knob. Stan could move pretty quietly in his sneakers and the pulsing from the building helped to muffle his approach. He swooped and grabbed the girl from behind, restraining her with a move his mother had taught him. The girl’s small black revolver clattered to the ground.

“Let me go! Let me go! I’ll scream!”

“Don’t scream, it’s me, the guy from the bus.”

“I’ll scream, mister, let go of me!”

“No, no, screaming is bad, talking is good. I just want to talk.”

The girl kicked and struggled as he dragged her out of the red light and around the corner. She bit his wrist; human teeth only, thank God. Still, it hurt.

“Shit!”

He got her into the driver’s booth of the bus and sat her down. Realizing he had been holding onto a female made Stan shudder and he backed up a step.

“Look, kid, I just want to talk for a few minutes, okay?”

“Talk about what? You made me drop my gun. I need that gun.”

“What do you need a gun for?”

“Protection. This is Punktown; a gun is a girl’s best friend.”

“So what was that all about, back there? Why were you going into a place like that with a gun in your hand?”

The girl’s eyes filled up. “Because my mother is in there.”

“But you said your mother was—”

Stan understood. He remembered that the girl had said her mother was dead. The dancers at The Poison Apple were all animated corpses.

“Oh, I’m sorry. You were going to get your mother back…”

The girl folded over her own lap and sobbed. Stan wanted to reach out to comfort her but could not. After a minute the girl was able to talk, more or less.

“Last week my mom was up all night with some guy taking snap-dragons and drinking vodka. She OD’d. In the morning the man was gone and I found her on the bed. I called my aunt’s house; she lives down the street. My uncle showed up; he made me wait in the car while he called the man from the funeral parlor. Then he showed up and they carried her out to the hearse. 

“They never called the police or anything, they just put her in the hearse and the undertaker drove her away. But they didn’t bury her, see? They must’ve had some kind of plan to sell her to that club, because I was at the wake and she was not in the coffin.”

“The coffin was closed at the wake?”

“Yes.”

“Did you look inside?”

“No, but I pushed it and it felt too light. I know she wasn’t in it. My uncle goes to The Poison Apple. He’s friends with those people.”

Stan looked at his reflection, pale and ghastly in the window and hissed, “Bastards.”

“My poor mother should be resting in the ground, not twitching around on a stage for a bunch of drooling losers. That’s my mother in there!”

“Sick bastards,” Stan growled.

The girl stood up suddenly, as if she were going to walk right through Stan.

“Can I go now? I want my gun.”

 

««—»»

 

Riding up in the elevator to his mother’s apartment, Stan could hear a soft tribal pulse of music coming from tiny implants in the breasts of the pretty woman standing beside him. What’s next, he wondered? His expensively dressed co-rider got off on the twenty-third floor and he continued on to the thirtieth.

Stan’s sumo-sized mother was bald, naked, oiled, doing slow karate katas in the mirror of her workout room when he arrived. She called over her shoulder, “Hi, hon. There’s tea in the kitchen.”

“No thanks,” Stan said.

“Have some!”

“Right.”

The parents had divorced when Stan was ten. His mother had pursued her dreams by having herself surgically altered so that she was the size of a sumo wrestler. A transparent half-dome in her belly looked upon a chamber of luminous green fluid where two squirrel-sized fetuses were perpetually locked in a wrestling embrace.

Stan came back in. His mother moved gracefully for one her size, her eyes on the mirror, never looking at her son.

“So what is it, hon?”

“Well, I’m sort of short on cash, Mom, and my rent is due…”

“Did you ask your father?”

“I hit him up last time.”

The woman chuckled.

“Oh, I see, so it’s my turn.”

Stan laughed nervously. “I guess so.”

“Well, my purse is in the kitchen. Don’t take too much.”

Stan pocketed some bills and rushed from the apartment. He felt like he was sinking, standing there as the elevator made its long slow descent. He always felt like he was holding his breath when he was around his mother.

 

««—»»

 

Stan had seen the Pol-dwa selling guns at the bus stop over on Webster Street. So, before heading in for the night shift, he took a cab over and was pleased to find the dealer seated there on the bench reading a newspaper. 

A Hispanic woman with a cattle prod was herding her children across the street and an emaciated dog, the same color as the filth that had spilled when the pollution sucker exploded, was digging in the clumps of debris that the clean-up crews had yet to remove.

Stan sat down beside the Pol-dwa and said, “I need a gun.”

The creature turned to him, small green lights like imprisoned fireflies swirling in its bulbous white eyes. “Bullets or plasma? I can get my hands on some ray stuff in a couple of days, if you want to wait.”

“Plasma sounds good.”

When the Pol-dwa opened its mouth there was heat like a fire and a stench like rotting fruit.

“Groovy. I have a Salem Sixty, twelve-shot automatic. It’s ceramic with print-resistant grips and trigger.”

“Sounds good,” Stan said, reaching for his wallet.

 

««—»»

 

It was just after eleven when Stan picked the girl up in front of her apartment, as promised. She was wearing the same jeans and T-shirt from the night before. He had called in sick and rented a helicar with some of the money from his mother. The girl climbed in and they sped off for Folger Street.

“Fancy. Is this yours?”

“No. I don’t have a car; it’s a rental.”

“Oh. Fancy.”

“Hey, kid, my name is Stan.”

“I’m Sophie.”

“I should’ve told you last night. Say, what about your aunt and uncle?”

“They’re drunk, asleep.”

Stan sighed. “Nice. Did you bring the picture?”

Sophie handed him a photograph of her mother. She looked like an older version of her daughter, but the hair was full and clean and golden and her eyes were bright with life.

“She was pretty.”

“Yeah.”

They passed over tenements and streets, a junk yard and a burnt-out library. Other helicraft bobbed and hummed, insect-like, vanishing in the incandescent plume climbing up from a factory’s chimney. 

Stan slipped the photo into his gray jacket, beneath which hung the Salem Sixty, snug in a holster. “I’ve heard that there’s an insider’s place like The Poison Apple, an underground place called Low, where they have the animated bodies of dead toddlers dancing. Geesh, can you believe it? What’s the world coming to?”

“I don’t care what the world’s coming to. I just want my mother back.”

The red sign of The Poison Apple glowed beneath them. Stan set the helicar down.

“Now remember, the guns are just for protection. I’m sure I can bargain or work something out with these creeps, all right? I have money…”

“Okay, mister, you don’t need to lecture me.”

“It’s Stan, not mister. Okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

 

««—»»

 

It was deafening and dark inside and there were men at small round tables and about an elevated platform, hunched and lumpy, like strange unhatched eggs. Stan waded into the darkness, moving toward the tables. He had no problem picking out the security; there were two burly Choom men with teeth like bleached dominos, one situated on either side of the purple-drenched stage. Each wore a pistol at the hip.

A dead black woman was jerking about on the platform, her joints modified with small sensor-equipped devices that allowed her movement. An off-stage dance master governed her motions from a control panel. She looked fresh and was, no doubt, treated with preservatives on a regular basis.

Stan slipped into a seat and watched as the cadaver wriggled and wavered, the heavy breasts jiggling, the open eyes unblinking, the mouth slack. She contorted obscenely and flopped, listless, the garish purple lamps making her dark skin seem like she was one big bruise.

Stan did not realize how long he had been staring until he noticed that he was sporting an erection. He looked away and thought about his plan. He would order a drink, then complain about it to one of the waitresses, then ask to see the manager…

A waitress floated out of the murk. She wore a tiny black skirt, black lipstick and dark makeup around her eyes, like a raccoon. “I’ll have a lava delight,” Stan told her.

The waitress nodded, scribbled something and went away.

The black woman’s act was coming to a close. The techno-drumming slowed and her body fell to the floor where it bucked in spasms, as if in death throes. The patrons loved that and a man at a nearby table groaned, clutching himself.

A man in an executioner’s hood came out and carried the body off the stage and that too seemed to please the onlookers, seeing her limp in death. An announcer in a silvery skull mask came out, made some poor puns, then introduced the next performer, Salvia.

The waitress brought Stan’s drink, a tall red-glowing thing, then slinked back into the darkness. On the stage, an upright coffin slid out and gushed a mist of fake fog when the door creaked open. Organ music hummed and a deep drumming seemed to move through the floor.

A blond woman, glistening with oil, stepped out of the coffin, her head lolling, her hair waving down. Her eyes were a dead stare and her painted mouth hung open as she stood gyrating to the music, dizzy and surreal in the mist. It was Sophie’s mother.

“She’s a beauty, eh?” 

Stan had not noticed the tall black-clad man who now stood by his table.

“Yeah,” Stan said dryly.

The stranger sat down at Stan’s table. “Men love dead women,” he said, smiling.

Stan looked at the intruder; he was in his thirties or early forties, handsome, with a trim beard of black, circular-lensed eyeglasses and twin pony tails entwined with ivy and baby’s breath.

“It’s all about testosterone, my friend. That raging stuff that fires when men act competitively or, say, watch a fight, or an action movie. Hell, they’ve done studies, you know, actual scientific studies, and they say it releases in great amounts just observing a sports team score a goal. It’s all very base, very primal really, because we’re hunters, we men, and conquering is the key.”

“Really?” Stan said, turning back to watch as the woman was tossed about like a bad puppet, her breasts flopping. He had heard of a scientific study which found that massive release of testosterone caused brain damage. 

“It’s all according to nature’s plan, the way I see it. Men are bulls and women are cows. Bitches are receptacles. We like to slap ’em and they like to be slapped. We force and conquer, control, and overpower and the testosterone goes zooming. Whoosh! There’s nothing like taking one, of course, but that’s illegal, sorry to say, but this is the next best thing. Dead chicks are sexy and legal and all is right with the world. I bet you’ve got a big raging hard one right now.”

Stan felt his heart become the drumming that the corpse was dancing to, and he wanted very badly to empty his pistol’s twelve bullets into this bastard’s face. “You seem to know a lot about this subject,” he droned.

“I should hope I do. This is my club.”

“Ahhh. Of course. Well, mister…”

“Incense. Frank Incense. Call me Frank.”

Stan looked to the stage where the corpse of the woman now lay on her back, facing the audience, her legs trembling, spread wide, giving them a good view.

“Well Frank, I hate to tell you this, but that’s my sister’s body up there.”

Incense sat back and sighed, exasperated. “Shit,” he breathed, running a hand over his forehead. “I didn’t know she had a brother.”

“I’ve been out of town.”

“Oh, my friend, I’m so sorry…” Incense stood up and waved a waitress over. He hissed at her, “Get that one off the stage, now. Get her out back and put some fucking clothes on her or you’ll be up there.”

“What clothes?” the girl asked.

“I don’t care. Give her yours if you have to! Now, go!”

The waitress clunked off in her heels and Stan felt himself growing more relaxed. This was going better than he’d thought. “Frank, I’m willing to offer you a nice piece of money if I can take my sister out of here.”

“Oh no, my friend, I couldn’t take money. It’s your sister—take her, please, and forgive me. Hell, I can get half a dozen dead chicks to replace her tomorrow if I need them. Why don’t you finish your drink—on the house—and I’ll have my boys put her in your car. Do you have a car?”

Stan flinched at the sound of a pistol firing. A man bellowed in pain. Stan spun in his seat and Incense rose up, reaching into his jacket. Both men spotted the young girl in T-shirt and jeans; she was over by the side of the stage, her small black revolver outstretched. The Choom security lout had taken a shot in the gut and was doubled over, shouting native expletives. Sophie jammed the snub nose into the top of his big bald head and fired.

“Shit!” Stan hissed. He saw a silvery weapon slide out from Incense’s jacket, skull rings grinning as the hand came up, training on the girl.

The big Choom flopped down at Sophie’s feet. She looked up at the stage where her mother stood, naked, dead, staring. Sophie froze and blubbered, didn’t see the other Choom thug yank the magnum out of its holster.

Stan felt the cool weight of his own gun, felt his arm going up, a puppet to adrenalin. Only feet from the side of Incense’s head, he fired. The plasma slug bore into the man’s cheek and released its quick-spreading magic, eating the bastard’s head from the inside, sickly green glowing, steam hissing. Incense dropped sideways, squeezing off a single pull on his three-pulse’s trigger. Three bullets spat into the dark—a beer bottle exploded. 

Sophie started up the steps at one side of the platform. The puppet master, realizing something was wrong, cut the dead dancer’s performance and the body tumbled face-first onto the stage. Sophie screamed. Stan saw the Choom now, through the steamy air and purple light and the rushing black shapes of panicking patrons. The security man crouched in a combat stance, his magnum clenched in both hands, aimed at Sophie.

Stan squeezed off four quick shots, the plasma slugs streaking. The Choom shrieked, danced as if on fire, the bright green lava devouring his left arm. He fired wildly and Stan saw one of the shadowy thrill-seekers topple back, his blood flying out like wasps.

“Get down, Sophie!” Stan called. 

The girl was bent over her mother, the revolver dangling in her hand. She felt the weight of footsteps thumping on the stage behind her. The man in the executioner’s hood carrying a baseball bat.

The armless Choom still had a few shots left, but he had slumped behind an overturned table, out of view. Stan rushed toward the stage and now squinted as he unleashed a volley at the executioner. Hot green seeds in the man’s bare chest, leaves of burning green unfolding from his flesh, eating him. He looked like a disintegrating jigsaw puzzle. In seconds the man’s torso was gone and his lower half flopped down, the baseball bat rolling across the stage.

Sophie stood up and waved her snub nose in the air, tears spilling. “Mother fuckers! Mother fuckers!”

The one-armed Choom sprang up from behind his table and fired. The heavy magnum thundered toward the stage and Stan watched as Sophie’s mother’s body jerked, the bullet smashing into her side leaving a bloodless hole. 

Sophie turned to the Choom and emptied her gun. His eyes blew out and the back of his head broke open like a mouth, spitting chunks of skull like teeth.

“Fuckers,” the girl sobbed.

Stan stood, looking up at the stage, stunned. He could hear the first sirens through the pulse of music, faint and ghostly. Banshees.

 

««—»»

 

Stan’s apartment was small and dark. He kept telling himself that he should get some plants or a pet to liven the place up. Someday. It needed a woman’s touch, but that would never happen. Sophie and her mother’s corpse were the only females he had ever had in there, other than the occasional whore. But he had never touched any of them.

The dead woman was wrapped in a blanket on the living room floor. Sophie sat holding her hand as Stan described the place where they would bury her come morning.

“It’s roughly thirty miles outside of the city,” Stan said, staring at the pale feet poking out from under the blanket. “You’ll like it; it’s nice and quiet and there are trees and a stream. Preservation land, so you don’t have to worry about anyone ever digging around there, say to put up a new mall or something.”

“Sounds good,” Sophie said. She stared at her mother’s hand, the nails painted like blood. “She never would have worn this color. She hated red.”

Stan had a feeling that he would never view that color the same way again, following the mess at The Poison Apple. Would he ever sleep again?

“Hey, Stan?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry I fucked it all up back there.”

Stan closed his eyes and nodded. “Yeah,” he mumbled.

“And Stan?”

He looked up.

“Thank you. My mom will be able to rest now.”

Eventually Sophie gave in to her exhaustion and stumbled off to sleep in Stan’s bedroom. He was going to stay on the couch. He sat in his chair, finishing his beer, gazing at the shape on the floor. Strange, he thought, but it had not bothered him to carry the corpse around; the familiar shudder had not come when he had touched her.

Stan knelt by the dead woman and unfolded the blanket shroud. She was pale and bare, blind and still. Her lips were cool under his, her breasts soft in his hands. He had never touched a woman’s breasts before, never kissed. Stan removed his clothes and lay upon the woman, entering her, and moaned softly into her throat, where there was no pulse.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

FRANKENSTEIN’S REFLECTION

 

 

Protein, 88%…amino acids…

Don’t stare. Look disinterested.

Amino acids…polypeptide chains…

Nothing hasty; be patient.

Polypeptide chains…alpha helices…protofibril…

It’s beautiful. Perfect. It’s worth a wait.

Alpha helices, protofibril, hydrogen bond… Hair. 

The woman was young, Kalian, smart in her (untraditional) office attire. Short, crisp leather jacket, milk-colored scarf, long, straight black hair falling down across her shoulders. Her hair was blacker than the jacket, shimmering vividly, as if from within, as if her neck were a light source. Black hair…protofibril, hydrogen bond, melanocytes, eumelanin.

Griffin circled the phone booth—the Kalian inside like a specimen behind glass. She seemed oblivious, her mouth moving, her black eyes settled on the street. 

She’s waiting for “The Worm.” She’s watching for it. Excellent.

Confident in his assessment, Griffin floated further from the booth, hands in his pockets, objects in his hands. A soft buzzing sound came from behind—a metallic green dragonfly was blurring its wings, its long body stuck to the tar-like wall of a Grind House. The outer walls were pebbled with flies and grit spat up from the tracks. While the day was grey, there was enough light for shadow and the shadow of the building, its roof a tangle of dark pipes, leaned into the street. The pipes were like two black octopi wrestling.

Griffin watched for the shuttle, glanced at the woman, watched for the shuttle. He stole a look at her hair. Metal in one hand in his pocket. An old toothless Choom woman sat on what was left of a bench, mumbling. A silver plastic bag in her lap shifted as if full of lobsters.

It did not matter if the Kalian was beautiful (she was). He did not imagine what her clothing concealed. She was only long black hair, only molecules, eumelanin. She was leaning her back against the glass, her hair flattened, glossy.

The pipes up on the building gurgled and rumbled. A thick periscope whined up, higher than the pipes, rust flakes spilling down like cinnamon snow. Steam disgorged thickly and a bird thrust out of the pipe—too slow—it was swallowed by the cloud, shrieking.

The Worm shrieked as it pulled up to the broken bench. Griffin shot a look at the phone booth; as expected, the woman rushed out and trotted over in her heels. He let the old Choom get between him and his prey as they mounted the steps and ducked into the ribbed, black tube of the shuttle.

Sit behind her.

Griffin bit his lower lip. There were not many seats to choose from. A man squeezed over so that the Choom could sit and the Kalian proceeded further down the aisle. A handsome young man in a suit, scrunched into the back, scrunched further, smiled and patted his seat.

Shit!

The Kalian, her black hair waving tauntingly behind her, accepted the offer. Frowning, Griffin sank down next to a dozing woman and her obese toddler. The boy wore a helmet like a copper trilobite, its wires running down into his temples. Gazing blankly, he laughed and coughed for the next two miles.

The Worm rumbled into a tunnel, slanted down, descended under the city for a windowless carnival ride of bumps and turns. The tot’s mother was jarred out of her sleep and, noticing that she and her son had company, smiled. She had teeth the color of hydraulic oil. Griffin returned a polite smile, his eyes—even on this grey day, even in the subterranean dimness of The Worm’s belly—safe behind thin wrap-around sunglasses.

When the shuttle made its third stop, deep in the humming and clanging of the Bridgeport Forge, the black-haired woman came down the aisle from behind. Griffin smelled her perfume as she passed, something exotic—or was it the Kalian spices embedded in her skin?

Ahhh, she’s a secretary for Bridgeport. Mr. Business isn’t with her. Perhaps I’m not so unlucky after all.

Griffin was quick on the clacking heels of the Kalian as she made for the front of the shuttle, his face close to her shimmering black waterfall. Swiftly, he pulled the small scissors from his pocket, and—snip!

 

««—»»

 

Griffin’s neighbors were factories and warehouses. He crossed a skeletal footbridge over in-ground vats of molten purple where men in bulky toad-like suits prodded with staffs and stirred up violet mist like the ghosts of bruises.

Grim grey-tiled buildings huddled along streets that were rusted grates bejeweled with condensation. Griffin lived in one of these, above a metal casket company on the sixth floor with a view of a watery green chemical pond and a colossal black sculpture of a mastodon.

Locked in his flat, the man set hastily to work. The bedroom, kitchen and bath were all necessarily small to accommodate his work area, which bordered on an empty chamber he called The Womb. There was never much light in the lab and the baroque configuration of pipes and panels was the black of the Kalian’s hair, black as the carved mastodon. Here and there indicator bulbs winked like shy stars in a cluttered metal sky. 

Griffin snapped on latex gloves and removed the stolen snippet of hair from a small airtight vial. His reflection, pale and distorted, showed in the dark of a sleeping view screen. His skin being what it was, it would have proved difficult to guess his age, though one might speculate that he was within the thirties range. Oh, didn’t I tell you? As a teenager working at Chemical Land, he had had an unfortunate encounter with an undesirable substance and suffered something known as The Puzzle.

Thyroid dysfunction, hair loss, liver damage, epidermal crystallization. Layer upon layer of Griffin’s skin had hardened into a glistening exoskeleton. The doctors had drilled through it to insert a breathing tube and run another to administer fluids. Over a matter of weeks the petrified skin had cracked into jigsaw-piece shapes and flaked off, exposing the muscle beneath.

The skin replacement had taken well, though; Griffin’s new facade was a sheeny pink, overly soft and without hair. In an almost studied attempt at vanity, he had seeded his head, but the hair came in spotty and hard, like thorns from barbed wire.

In the suffocating cockpit-like lab, Griffin placed his silky black prize in a scanning box. The machine purred, the readout flashed a series of pale blue numbers. Next he fed the lock of hair into a glossy humming tube that broke it down into molecular bits and disseminated it into The Womb. That room, or chamber, was sealed behind a submarine’s door. There were no windows. A variety of spigots and vents fed into it from the ceiling and a number of cameras gazed from hidden panels in the walls.

Smoking, Griffin leaned forward and tapped on a keyboard. His reflection fractured into static as the vid-screen hissed to life. He leaned back, creaking in his chair and waited.

With his lab pulsing and humming, it was a wonder that he heard the door buzzer.

What? What?

In seconds he was out of his chair, out of the lab and checking the security-cam screen in the coffin-sized foyer. Little good it did him, though, for his entire vid-system had been malfunctioning as of late and whoever was standing outside his door seemed little more than a pillar of grey. Even so, he thought he recognized the pillar and buzzed the door open.

Mrs. Derringer, a tall, thin woman surgically made to look younger, stood scowling down, strangling in her own face.

Griffin smiled anxiously. “What a lovely suit-dress! Is it new?” (All suit-dresses looked the same to Griffin.)

Derringer was the owner of the metal coffin business downstairs and also Griffin’s landlady. 

“I don’t know what you’re running in there, Griffin, but you just sucked the juice out of half my building. Melda Orange is having a fit because she lost power in the middle of her favorite game show.”

Griffin withered. “Ahh, I’m sorry, yes, sorry. I’ll be more careful from now on. Perhaps I need to do a bit of updating, yes?”

The woman seemed to scold him “You spend all your time in there—why don’t you go out and make some friends or something?”

That, but for the woman’s disgusted sigh as she whirled away, was the end of the conversation.

Griffin buzzed the door shut and invented a new stream of curses as he raced back to his creation. Safe in the burbling dark of his lab, he gazed expectantly into the screen. He chuckled, fumbling blindly on the counter for his smokes, unable to take his eyes away.

The screen flickered, the color coming and going as static danced. Somehow, squinting, Griffin could make out the room, the air thick with mucoid mist—something huddled on the floor. Still in the early stages, now integrated with the latest ingredient, it was a jumble of fidgeting organs in a tangled nest of great black hairs.

 

««—»»

 

At six o’clock the black metal box on Griffin’s bedside table popped open and a skull flew out, bouncing on its spring as sardonic laughter filled the room.

Rise and shine.

The jack-in-the-box alarm clock was one of his more whimsical, if not existential, creations.

Griffin showered, toweled off his pink flesh and took breakfast (coffee and a cigarette) in the lab. The vid-screen was fuzzy, but he could distinguish his creation. It had wormed up one of the walls and hung there pulsing, the frenzy of hair having grown some overnight. He flicked a switch and spoke into a microphone, “Good morning.”

It was a slow day at the plant so Griffin and some of his coworkers were sent down to the cellar where a blown containment-mount in the south wall had invited a flood of amber jelly. They spent the afternoon in protective suits shoveling the slime into empty fifty gallon barrels which were sent upstairs on a freight lift to be dumped in the waste truck.

The anticipation Griffin felt was a secret not to be shared with the louts he worked with—all through the long hours he dreamed and planned. There was so much to do, more components to gather. Bones would not be a major problem, but a brain…that would prove a challenge. Then there was the question of how much intellect to instill. There was also the problem of feeding. So many things to do! 

One step at a time.


 

 

««—»»

 

Cigar Store Indian was a shop of curious collectibles just over the Vandermoor Bridge. Not much from the outside, the place was a virtual museum of oddities, including its namesake, who greeted all that entered. Ploom, the old Tikkihotto owner, had hung a bra on the thing. 

Griffin was purposeful, wading through the treasures, the stuffed wildlife, the antique furniture, the primitive masks and exotic jewelry. There really was an intriguing array of goodies—primitive robotic limbs, swords, a plastic-sealed copy of the Koran floating in a big jar of blood, dolls, canes, synthetic jack-o’-lanterns, scary Tikkihotto marionettes, even gore-stained tiles from the Hobblehouse Massacre. The owner, bored it seemed, approached Griffin at one point, smiling.

“You’ve been in here before. I remember—those fascinating spikes on your head…”

Griffin grunted.

“Are you looking for something in particular? A gift, perhaps? Something for a lady…?”

“No lady,” Griffin said, not really looking at the Tikkihotto.

“I have some toys in the back room, if you’re interested…”

Griffin faced the man (he always stared at a Tikkihotto’s nose when conversing—better than trying to look those wavering tendrils in the eye).

“I’m looking for bones. Bones, yes. Humanoid, preferably.”

Ploom grinned. “I’m afraid I don’t have much to choose from, though a lovely snake skeleton came in last week… Wait! There is the orangutan…”

“Orangu-what?”

“An extinct species of earth primate. It’s in good condition considering they died out, oh, hundreds of years ago, I’d say.”

The skeleton stood in a corner, dusty webs strewn between the ribs and long arms. The skull made Griffin think of a dog.

“Impressive fangs,” he noted. “Was it a carnivore?” 

“I don’t believe so. It is a beauty, though, isn’t it?”

Griffin nodded slowly. “Yes. I think I like it.”

Back in his lab, Griffin sawed the tip off one of the orangutan fingers. While he only needed a small piece, he had decided against asking the shopkeeper to compromise the integrity of the rare specimen. He felt guilty for doing so himself, but the skeleton had appealed to him—something seemed right about the idea of fixing that long black hair to an ape’s frame.

The fingertip was placed in a small groaning container where it was pulverized before being immersed in a tube of foamy green gel which then was converted into a molecular mist and funneled into The Womb. Griffin pecked hastily at his keyboard.

The cameras refused to cooperate, the image on the screen crumbling into static, winking like a strobe. Whatever was in the adjacent chamber, it was larger and darker than before.

 

««—»»

 

The room smelled like old apples, its low ceiling stained brown from water leaks; a vent in one wall was rattling, the sound of a fan distant in an air duct, squeaking. A fly as big as a watermelon lay dead on its back on the battered kitchen table—the centerpiece in a room which was otherwise unadorned. Griffin paced, smoking, and started when the door opened. A gaunt Hispanic man in a long snake skin coat whisked in.

“Okay, so you’re the guy who wants a brain, right?” The man seemed impatient.

I don’t like this neighborhood. I don’t like this lout, but what else am I to do?

“Yes, a brain, yes—preferably an Earthling. As fresh as possible.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sure you don’t want a whole body? My hombre at the morgue, he gets some nice chicks in there. Real young ones too…”

Griffin shuddered. He was glad for the gun beneath his wind breaker.

“No, no thank you. A brain is all I need. Um, you’re sure you’re not going to kill someone for this…I wouldn’t want any part of that.”

“Kill somebody? Not for what you’re paying me.” The man snickered.

 

««—»»

 

60% white matter…dendritic branchlet…glial cells…diencephalon…cerebral cortex…

The brain came from a four-year-old boy who had been strangled by his stepfather. Griffin verified this by buying a newspaper. The brain-stage of the operation proved so meticulous that he stayed up all night processing and infusing the matter. Too tired to work the next morning, he called in sick. Besides, he was too excited to leave the creature alone.

Over the weekend, he completed an air-based nutrition system along with the time-release administration of energy beams. That solved the sustenance matter. The thing in the sealed room was responding nicely, according to the functions readouts. If only he could get the cameras to work as well as the more complicated, more crucial apparatus, but replacing them would not be easy, due to their in-wall locations—it would call for workmen, renovators, and he couldn’t allow his creation to be seen by them.

Griffin sat with his face close to the hissing screen. He saw the shadowy figure stand, saw it take its first steps, watched as its hands explored the empty walls. How much of it was shadow, and how much was hair, he could not tell.

“I’m afraid I have to get to bed now,” Griffin spoke into his mic.

The thing looked up at the ceiling of The Womb, where the speaker was. The eyes were working fine, as far as it could be determined.

“Pleasant dreams,” Griffin whispered.

 

««—»»

 

Trembling weeds of light ran from the bottom of the screen to the top. The image was only black and white now as the vid-system continued on its course of betrayal. Griffin fretted, considered calling that fellow who had provided the brain; perhaps he could arrange for some zip-lipped workers to tear into the walls to replace the cameras, but Griffin really did not want to resort to dealing with him again.

One might wonder why Griffin did not simply open the heavy pressure-sealed door and go into The Womb to set up a new camera… Well, the creature, still in a developmental stage, required stringently controlled atmospheric conditions which would have been deleteriously compromised were such a course taken. It was unfortunate that the limited space at Griffin’s disposal did not allow for an airlock between the lab and the all-important chamber.

Griffin flopped onto the love seat in the inconsequential living room—sat next to the skeleton of the orangutan which was propped there.

It’s not fair.

He picked up the newspaper and paged through it halfheartedly. There had been another riot in the Indonesian neighborhood—more effigy burning, more looting, more cars torched. Belly Girl, a corporation-manufactured teen singing starlet—thrust upon the masses like soda bottles packed with flesh—had died in a sadomasochistic mishap. The Paxton Antiquarian Museum was going to be displaying the brain of Reikon Yoshizawa for the next three weeks.

Reikon Yoshizawa!

The paper rattled in Griffin’s hands. Yoshizawa had been one of the great minds of the last century—a philosopher, an historian, an explorer, an inventor. He had risen to revered status as a diplomatic presence but was assassinated while attempting to mend a civil war on some far and ravaged world. Griffin tossed down the paper, turned and spoke to the ape skeleton, “Reikon Yoshizawa…”

He went to the lab, gazed at the screen, at the blurry hair-draped figure. It was pacing, much as he was known to do.

“Hungry?” Griffin spoke into the mic.

The creature looked up as if to find the source of the invisible talker, while Griffin inserted a measure of green powdered nutrient mix into a dispensing chute which infused the substance into the filmy air of the chamber.

“I’m off to work,” Griffin said.

Did the creature make a sound back or was it only the groaning of the steam ducts?

 

««—»»

 

The Paxton Antiquarian Museum, situated in a better part of town, was an impressive structure. It conjured an ancient castle, but for the central verdigris dome and the balcony where a succession of holographic historical figures came out to gaze pensively across Punktown.

The inside was a maze of delights—halls of primitive carriages, the bleached carcass of a recovered wooden ship, tomb goods, crockery, glass cases where preserved clothing hovered, Stone Age tools and temple sculptures. Griffin was humming inside.

A tiny hidden camera attached to the side of his sunglasses recorded his visit. Casually, safe behind his shades, he paid particular attention to the layout of the place, trying to discern what security features were in place. Getting in would not be difficult, but getting out…

A certain large circular room set aside for traveling displays contained the Yoshizawa exhibit. The brain floated in a luminous green dome on a stone pedestal mounted on a platform in the center. Holograms, journals under glass, sketches and even an old writing desk ringed the perimeter. A pensive, bluish, life-sized Yoshizawa stood with his arms folded, grinning pleasantly.

Griffin stuck his hands in his jacket so that no one would notice that he was trembling. He stood mere paces from the brain—pale in its serene green liquid. He wanted to reach out and touch the glass but suspected that such an action would trigger alarms. So he stared…for longer than he should have.

He had always thought of his creature as a specimen, a lesser life form, until he saw that piece in the newspaper. True, he had given it some degree of sentience, but it was not until that serendipitous moment when his eyes fell on the article that he considered imbuing his creation with greatness.

Parents always want their children to aspire to a greatness that surpasses their own, don’t they? Ha, ha!

 

««—»»

 

The creature seemed to be sleeping, huddled on the padded floor, its shaggy black coat pouring down from its limbs and body as if it were melting. Griffin turned up The Womb audio so that he could hear it breathing. He remembered sleeping like that as a boy, curled so tightly, as if he could disappear into himself. Its face, while murky in the defiant vid screen, was notably simian, but wasn’t there some reflected essence of his own? I think I failed to mention that the first ingredient in the creature’s composition had come from Griffin. He did not like to think that it was a matter of vanity…it had simply seemed the inevitable thing to do.

Griffin bent to the microphone and whispered, “Soon we’ll be able to converse. Imagine that? You will be brilliant. I will no longer be your inventor…we will be friends, brothers.”

Griffin ground out his cigarette and turned to go to work.

 

««—»»

 

The plan ran smoothly. Following work, Griffin took a shuttle out to the antiquarian museum where he wandered like any other spectator in its depths. Near to closing time, he ducked past the Hall of Mollusks, past a room ranked with primitive armor, into the Burial Customs Suite. He had checked this room on his previous trip and determined that certain objects were not armed with contact-alarms. So, when no one else was in view, he slipped into a side chamber lined with upright coffins of varied size and style and climbed into one that was made of pale wood.

It was just a matter of waiting…time enough for his heart to slow down. A palm-sized silent laser drill had provided a hole for breathing (he regretted having to put a hole in a museum artifact). He peered out through this, saw that the main lights had been shut off. A soft whirring sound came within range and he wondered if it were some type of floor buffer being run by a cleaning crew. A dark shape floated past—a guard robot. That was to be expected.

Griffin was no stranger to claustrophobic situations. His living quarters and the lab were quite confining, and back when he was going through the skin replacement stage of recuperation he had been forced to lie still for weeks on end in this or that Plexiglas tank. Spending two hours in a coffin was not so bad.

Arise and walk. Ha!

The casket door—almost disappointingly—did not creak when opened.

Griffin was quick and quiet in his sneakers but the place seemed suddenly endless as he made his way toward the Yoshizawa exhibit. He could hear the distant hum of a robot echoing gently in the dark. Small auxiliary lights, inconspicuously positioned, provided the only illumination and the place took on an eerie cast. Suits of shadowy armor loomed, stuffed bears and period-dressed mannequins stared from corners. 

There was a long dark hall dedicated to an impressive collection of Mahnzee artifacts, close by the room with the brain. There had not been time previously to take in this collection, and while Griffin’s adrenalin was dragging him to his prize, he could not resist just taking a quick peek.

The Mahnzee were an extinct race of humanoid beings from Mahneez. They had died out many centuries before colonists ever planted a flag on the place. No one had ever seen one alive, obviously, but there had been a good number of mummies recovered over the years. Some of these hung in a big glass case, brittle and dehydrated. They were all about four feet high, emaciated, a shriveled grey. Their natural facial features remained a mystery as the Mahnzee had worn symbiotic masks of small living barnacles. The mummies squinted out of their glass, their faces pebbled, blackened, hideous. No mummified children had ever been found but there was a case showing petrified larvae the size of cucumbers. 

Other treasures included two huge conch-like shells which the Mahnzee had used as homes. Taking up most of one side of the hall was a gigantic sixty-foot cephalopod shell. Whether the giant squid shells were found abandoned by the little Mahnzee or whether the creatures were somehow hunted was unclear, though it was certain that the great, tapering, bone-colored tubes had been used as chambered tombs.

Griffin wondered how many archaeologists had died recovering the remarkable display of objects, for the Mahnzee burials were famous for their booby traps.

A waxy pool of luminosity showed on the floor outside of the Yoshizawa display. Griffin pulled a flat compact ray-pistol from a hip holster and followed the glow into the room. The brain slept in its green orb and the ghostly blue hologram stood grinning.

Stay calm. Swift, but calm.

The inside of Griffin’s jacket was lined with various hidden pockets. He put his gun back in its holster and took out the rest of his equipment. A folded up plastic bag, with a small attached gas-cylinder, would contain and support the brain. The palm-sized laser-cutter would slice an opening in the top of the glass. But first there was an alarm to deactivate.

Griffin heard the soft distant whir of a robot and froze momentarily until it was gone. He took a small circular device of metallic black and—crazy as it seems—pressed it to the side of the globe. In a fraction of a second, the contact sensors hooked to the alarm had their energy sucked into Griffin’s (homemade) device, which magnified the emissions and sent them back to the scan-base with so much force that the system overloaded and burnt out.

Ha! Stay calm—swift and calm.

Next came the laser-cutter. It was quiet at first, the ambery glow giving Griffin jaundiced fingers.

Damn…this is thick glass!

Griffin had to boost the power on the cutter so that it was not as quiet as before; in fact, it hummed so loudly that he did not hear the whirring sound outside the door to the exhibit.

Come on—cut! Cut!

There was a whoosh of sound and a pale blue beam struck the globe and bounced up into the darkness. Griffin jolted and pulled back from the brain, dropped the cutter, drew his pistol. The robot, something like a black snowman on a raised flat base, swivelled to follow him with one of its protrusions. Another beam flashed and tore through the sleeve of Griffin’s jacket, brushing his arm.

Bending into a combat crouch, Griffin squeezed off three quick shots, the firefly beams striking the robot square in the middle. The machine squealed and blew back, skidding with a crash into a display case of Yoshizawa’s writings. Glass and paper scattered and the robot sagged, its thin arms jerking spasmodically. 

Griffin collected his tools and stuffed them into his pockets before dashing out of the room. In all likelihood the guard had sent a call out to the other robots as soon as it spotted him. There was probably a link to a security agency and the forcers, too. It was time to run.

The route to the exit was blocked by a stout black security machine which was approaching at a startling rate of speed. Griffin had no choice but to detour through the long dark Mahnzee hall. From the sound of things, there was more than one robot whirring behind him. Cold blue beams sliced past the running man, vanishing down the aisle like tracers. Another volley—several beams hit the case of mummies, the brittle bodies breaking as if papier-mâché. More beams—Griffin let out a yelp and sagged to the floor, landing on his back, his eyes closed.

The robots slowed and looked at one another, then proceeded gingerly, engines whispering…closer to the figure on the floor. These were cheap (and not terribly sophisticated) guard models, not equipped with life-scan technology—they would need to visually inspect the human to determine whether he was alive or not. They were several yards away when Griffin’s hand raised and the room flashed green. One beam for each of the robots. The first actually seemed to scream, its head a piñata of black shrapnel. The other, hit lower, floundered, strobing, its chest a crater of smoky spaghetti and fireflies.

Griffin—who had not actually been hit—picked himself up. Most ray weapons would not have penetrated the robots’ armor, but he, being the inventor that he was, had made a few modifications to his pistol…

A piece of glass fell out of the broken display case and Griffin flinched. Sound carried curiously there in the museum and that of the shard crashing tinkled high in the great room, like hidden wind chimes up in the vaulted darkness. There were other noises, too—the soft crackling of sparks in the guts of a broken robot, the hollow droning of another advancing, close blood thumping in the ears.

Move! Move! The forcers will be here any second!

Peripheral motion spun Griffin and he fired. One of the Mahnzee mummies, jerked by the earlier blasts, had been swinging in its shattered box. The fresh green beam knocked it through the glass side panel and the wispy grey mummy hit the hard floor, its head breaking into small pieces like a scattered puzzle.

More motion—another robot appeared at one of the far ends of the hall. Griffin darted for the closest cover—into the wide dark mouth of the giant squid shell. Deep into the dark tomb where his heartbeat and his footfalls were the same. The ceiling grew lower the deeper he went, the squid shell tapering until he reached the rear chamber. A plate seemed to shift beneath his step and a thick door of icy calcium hissed down and banged shut behind him.

Shit! A trap! A fucking Mahnzee trap!

 

««—»»

 

Griffin chuckled in the darkness. It was the third day, so far as he could tell—but he couldn’t really tell. He sat in his own urine, chuckling. Maybe, he thought, this was Mother Nature exerting some poetic justice…fair treatment for one arrogant enough to sidestep evolution. She was an artist, he was a poser, a meddler. 

How long will the air last?

The ray-pistol that had shattered armored robots was no match for Mother Nature’s squid shell. Griffin had drained the weapon firing in one spot—to no effect. He had to chuckle (admirably, ironically) at that. What else could he do?

“I’m sorry,” he said, but was the apology meant for Nature or for something else?

 

««—»»

 

The shadowy, thinning creature, vague on the monitor, vague behind a bright rain of static, vague in a screen that no one saw, was slumped in a corner. It was hungry and perhaps—though no one would ever know—perhaps it missed its creator.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

A SHADE OF GREY

 

 

He fell in love for just a moment, in the broken penny-colored light and summery verdigris of the Fern Museum. Mother was towing him through the glass-encased jungle when he spotted a woman weeping by a fountain. She was on parole from heaven—gold as picture-book August, eyes the blue of ghosts, with bored fans stirring her hair, a restless nimbus. Coffin’s ten-year-old heart doubled in age at the sight of her; but what did he know of romance when he didn’t even have enough pubic hair to braid?

A small bird had gotten into the museum and a robot worker—a cross between Spartacus and a wheelchair—had gone after it. Whirring about with a net at the end of a telescoping arm, the robot had further agitated the terrified bird, which, in a desperate attempt at escape, had flown full-force into one of the expansive windowpanes. The wee black bird thumped on the glass, splashed in the fountain pool, flailed a bit, then floated, a frayed clump of coal.

The woman had witnessed all this with horror, had even tried to dissuade the feverous machine, to no avail. She rushed to the fountain and stood there lamenting, as Coffin and his mother made their way through the lush maze of foliage.

“I’ll get it,” the robot croaked, exhaling blue, a plump cigar wedged into its mouth vent.

The woman gave the robot an accusatory look, then gently scooped the dead bird from the fountain pool and pressed it to her bosom. It left a damp stain on the white of her breezy dress. She held it against herself, as if it were her very heart, long lost, and now a soggy flightless thing.

Coffin’s own heart broke just then, watching her—the first break of many—as his mother tugged him around the corner and into the oblivious bright activity of the gift shop.

 

««—»»

 

It was the least expected thing. Coffin’s ten-year-old heart had grown into his twenty-eight-year-old body, and he was making his way down Fortune Street on his way home from work, when he heard a voice from the past. Sounded like a frog in a breadbox.

“Hey, pal, can ya spare a bill or two…I’m savin’ for a lube job.”

Coffin stopped. He was between two amber-tiled tenements, with a cup of coffee in one hand and a bag of crullers in the other—the hazards of working at Brewland. An alley full of flies and old mattresses and damp cardboard opened on his left. The robot was hardly distinguishable from its setting, the alley like a huge infected wound, a poison clutter of bed frames, and stacks of black garbage bags like dominatrix snowwomen.

“Well, I—” Coffin, too lean, too freckled and bookish with glasses, was about to lie about not having any small bills, when he noticed the cigar.

While the torso of the robot had been striped with graffiti, and one of its wheels was missing, and a length of glittering Christmas tree garland was drooped about its stout neck like a Honolulu lei…he remembered this machine. The fat cigar was squeezed into a thin, smoke-browned mouth grid, under the black doorknob eyes.

“Hey, didn’t you used to work at the Fern Museum?” Coffin asked.

A laugh, or a cough, puffed through the vent. “Shit, yes. Been over ten years since then. I got canned for riding over some rich old broad’s foot.”

“Oh.” Coffin didn’t know what else to say. He’d never been one for small talk, especially with task-bots. “Say, um, I think I could spare a few munits…”

The robot wheezed, “Ahh, you’re a saint, kid. Ya got a nice face—I can always tell a nice face. But your hands are full; here, I’ll hold your coffee…”

A spindly arm came up and the rust-freckled fingers took Coffin’s Styrofoam cup. The human pulled out his wallet and was selecting bills when he heard a loud slurp, then something like a lawnmower backfiring…a burp, then the crunch of empty Styrofoam.

“Hey! You drank my coffee!”

The doorknobs gazed up. “Good stuff, too. Indonesian beans, or Kalian? I’m crazy about Sumatra Mandheling, but Kalian marsh-bean has such a smooth nutty aftertaste.”

Coffin took a step back. “I didn’t know task-bots could drink coffee.”

“Well, I bet there’s a lot ya don’t know about task-bots.”

“I guess.” Coffin had second thoughts about parting with his money at this point, feeling rather taken. He had really been looking forward to that hot cup of Mandheling. Still, he held out the five ones and turned to head on his way.

Slim metal fingers plucked the money away and the robot hissed out a clot of smoke through its vent, which was now slick, as well as brown. “Thanks, kid.”

 

««—»»

 

Coffin rode up in the lift with a neighbor he called Roger Thesaurus-Rex, a bald drum of a man, tempest-bearded and waxen, whose conversational interchanges invariably consisted of an approximate repetition of whatever was said to him.

“Nice day,” Coffin noted blandly, waiting for his floor, “but a bit chill.”

“Fine day, though rather cool.”

The apartment was small and neat…a kitchenette, a bath, and a bedroom where Coffin squeezed his desk and comp and vid-screen in with his bureau and bed. The living room, largest chamber in the flat, contained a small city.

Rising from the bedrock of clustered card tables, it was a sprawling miniature of spires and domes, a maze of bridges and streets, of mock temples and whorehouses and sad, haunted tenements, like the one he lived in. Mother hadn’t been able to afford the schooling to facilitate Coffin’s architectural impulses, thus the imaginary city within the city. Punktown Junior, he called it, although it was not so much a replica of his habitat, as an evocation of its jumbled diversity, its textures and contrasts, its beautiful incongruity.

After dinner he went straight to it. He hunched—surgeon with a glue gun—as the hours dreamed past. He was putting tiny frames around the broken windows in a four-decker, a reptilian thing with meticulous grey tiles he’d fashioned from flakes of cardboard.

His eyes wandered down the length of the tenement and lingered on the alley which separated it from the glassy structure next door. Inspired by the Fern Museum, this building was made from a salvaged aquarium. A tiny black bird sat on the roof.

 

««—»»

 

Two lovers were rushing through the rain on Fortune Street. The man was laughing behind a damp cigarette, and the woman, lovely and chocolate, had a dress like a windy curtain. Coffin smiled and looked down as the pair whisked past, perfume and nicotine.

Rain drummed the white lid of his Styrofoam cup. Rain made the tenements look like great sticks of slippery butter. Rain brought puddles for the feet, and a muting grey that turned red neon to rose.

Coffin walked on the other side of the street, so that he would not have to pass that robot again, presuming it was still in the alley. He imagined it hadn’t moved, seeing as it was missing one of its major wheels. He was right; there it was, slumped and stained, like a trash can with big black eyes, propped against the mounded garbage bags. Like a sick old man with too many pillows.

Hoping he would not be noticed, Coffin picked up his pace. He glanced over once more as he was moving out of range, and noticed that the robot had two of its spindly arms extended and was cracking open peanuts to feed to a twitchy audience of damp grey pigeons. It was even singing to them, its voice froggy, a gargle of static.

 

««—»»

 

Coffin dreamed that he was inside his tiny city. He was following a woman. Her heart was a small black bird, and she herself had great fern wings. She was dodging through the echoing buildings, glancing over her shoulder, smiling sadly. The bird was a mascot for broken hearts, all of them gathered into one dark heap.

He lost her trail after a while, and found himself alone in one of the lifts. In his dream, the city, like the staggered creation in his parlor, was comprised of cardboard, and other collected bits…tubing and scraps, details harvested from dead radios. He followed the echo of the woman’s steps and ended up in a vacant apartment, a room of grey cardboard with dusky stains, soft from rain. He was alone.

Coffin touched the center of a soggy wall. He thought he heard weeping on the other side. The wall gave, organically soft, its musty layers peeling to give him a port hole. He pressed his face up to have a look.

There was not much to see, for all the shadows. There might have been a window somewhere, or a small, solitary bulb overgrown with webs, winking faulty voltage. A vague naked woman, with shadows for hair, was slumped deflated in a corner, slackly staring with twin scoops of darkness that might not have contained eyes. Her wings were only stains on the wall, like a dank watercolor of petrified ferns. Like fish skeletons infused. 

An oversized tadpole, slick and black in its pre-limb state, was clutched in the woman’s mouth as if a matador’s rose, weakly waving its tail. It was a great black teardrop, wheezing its last from fluttery gills. 

Coffin woke to the shrill of his alarm clock, his face pressed into a damp pillow.

 

««—»»

 

A cup of coffee in each hand, Coffin walked faster than usual. He had stopped at the small market across the street from Brewland and purchased a package of cigars. On he went, down Fortune, with its mustard tenements lined up along the puddles, and the pigeons staggering like boozers.

Pigeons went up, with a gargling sort of noise, when Coffin came to the alley between two of the yellow behemoths. Empty peanut shells were strewn like bullet casings from a machine gun. 

“Hey,” the robot croaked, tilting its head up with black doorknob eyes, “I know you.”

Coffin held out one of his cups. “Mandheling, right?”

A slim metal hand snatched the coffee. “Shit! You’re okay, kiddo. I’m going to have to put you in my will.”

Coffin took the cigars out and offered them.

“Whoa. Now cut that out,” the robot rasped, “you’re getting me all choked up.”

Two skinny little arms worked to rip the smokes open while a third tilted the coffee so that the relic could sip. A bit of dark liquid sputtered from the mouth vent and ran down over the robot’s dented chest, blurring spray-painted expletives.

Coffin raised his Styrofoam in a parting gesture and spoke over his shoulder as he walked away, “Maybe tomorrow I’ll bring you a cup of Kalian marsh-bean roast.”

The robot coughed a little and called, “Thanks, pal!”

 

««—»»

 

Mort’s was a secondhand place with two big windows like fish eyes. Twin garishly colored plastic cigar store Indians minded the door. Hologram word balloons sporadically puffed like smoke from their molded faces, offering such irresistible enticements as: COME IN AND SEE OUR RARE COLLECTION OF DISCONTINUED SCREWS, and: Z-12 TUNING KNOBS ON SALE. The inside was a clutter of odd items which the proper antique shops deemed unsuitable…a jumbled maze of rusty components and plastic tendrils. Coffin, who secretly admired the disheveled texture of the place, often came here to gather building materials for his private city. 

The owner, a sagging little man with too many fingers on one hand and not enough on the other, helped Coffin find what he was looking for. 

At the counter, Mort tapped one of his too-few digits on the wheel. “Yes, indeed, a fine wheel, this. Model seventy-two task-bot…they don’t build ’em like that anymore. You got one of those babies at home?” 

“It’s for a friend.” Coffin said.

 

««—»»

 

With a cup of Kalian coffee in one hand, and a wheel under his arm, Coffin made his way onto Fortune Street. The tenements stood there, chipped and waiting for rain, and the afternoon traffic was growing thick, punctuated with horns and sirens.

Coffin was not as eager to get home to his miniature city as he usually was. He felt like talking. Talking about anything. About the rain hiding in the clouds, or women, or even birds. Maybe he would tell the robot about Punktown Junior. Maybe, someday, he might even bring him up to see it. No one else had ever visited his city.

The pigeons were not in position; they were floundering about the stone steps of one of the yellow buildings, and they were making disgruntled sounds. There was a white Health Agent van parked by the alley and a man in a dark suit was giving orders, gesturing. The alley, apparently, had been deemed a health hazard.

Coffin picked up his pace when he noticed the squat aqua-colored hover-scow. It was hunched there at the curb, by the van by the alley, and a mighty jointed limb was lifting a large scoop up, to dump the contents into the rusty jaws that snarled at the sky. A frail metal arm was sticking up out of the scoop, quavering. Rusty fingers dropped a peanut.

“No!” Coffin called, dashing into the street to a tune of horns.

The contents of the scoop thundered down into the hulking turtle-backed scow and an engine shrilled like a swarm of dentist drills. Panting, having survived the traffic, Coffin reached the gutter, clinging to the coffee, his glasses half down his nose. There wasn’t even time to protest. All he could do was stand there and listen to the terrible sound of grinding.

 

««—»»

 

Late into the rainy night he stooped above the little city. The sirens outside were soft in the distance, as if they too were in miniature. The buildings were huddled together, some with glass domes glowing a shade of peach, some dark and Deco, some thorned and gothic. Some had rotating antennae, and vents that shook the tiny garments strung on clotheslines between tenements.

The sun was starting up when Coffin finished his latest addition. It was a squat miniature robot sitting at the mouth of an alley, a very small cup of coffee—made from paper to approximate Styrofoam—in its hand. Gathered around the robot were minute pigeons, delicately shaped from cotton, and a sad shade of grey.

 

— | — | —

 







 

I HAVE KILLED MILLIONS

 

 

No one could explain The Dusk that had hung upon the city for close to a week. The atmospheric control systems appeared to be functioning properly, the pollution containing complexes were intact and still there was no difference between day and night—only the odd luminous grey.

There were only rumors—a plague, the end of the world, a dimensional anomaly. Over in the ghetto of Phosnoor Village, Paxton, there had been reports of black sticky footprints in the street and frost on morning windows, even though the temperatures were above freezing. There was a rash of bird suicides—pigeons repeatedly slamming themselves into walls or flying in front of cars.

Jax found himself in the wastes of Phosnoor clanging up five metal flights in a tenement. There were many doors in a hall of unfurling wallpaper, feeble light from a window at one end. He stepped over an incongruous merry-go-round horse, dull in its cobwebs like a spider’s abandoned prey.

There was no door to kick in this time. Pistol first, Jax floated into the room. The room was a sepia box—no furnishings, no windows. An emaciated naked man was slumped in the corner with a large beetle on his chest like a lacquered chest plate. Two thin tendrils ran from the creature’s armor into the man’s blood-crusted nostrils. He stared dully, grinning, and muttered, “I have killed millions.”

Jax backed out of the room and tucked the stocky pistol back under his coat. He was headed for the stairs when he heard a crash and turned to see a pigeon stuck in the cracked window like a bug in a web.

 

««—»»

 

There was an open barrel of rotting sausages outside the motel office. Jax dropped his cigarette into them and it hissed. The sausages shifted as if something were buried in the thick of them; angry flies flew up. It smelled like mothballs in the office and an old woman with blood-caked nostrils and bandaged wrists sat behind the counter.

“One night,” Jax said. He stood behind the woman in a mirror—lean, tinted, unshaven, somewhat older looking than his thirty-five years.

“Forty-five,” the woman said, as if she could read the caliber of his pistol through his coat.

Jax squinted. “How’d you know that?”

The woman smirked. “Because I work here. Forty-five munits a night…”

“Ah, right.”

Jax slid his money across the counter and she slid him a scan card. There were sores from an infected tattoo on her trembling hand. The man took the card and walked to the door. The woman stared at his back as he left.

He could see into the other rooms as he walked past toward number six. In one, dim behind open blinds, screams came from a shape beneath a tent of rippling sheets. In the next, a naked woman, her back to Jax, sat on the edge of a bed working a skeleton marionette. In the room next to his own, something like a human, though grey and shriveled as a raisin, was writhing on the mattress. 

Jax locked himself in and inspected the room. It was small, with stains like melted hair on the walls. The shower stall was streaked with rust, the faucet dripping, the mirror with a big spray-painted black X. 

There was a bible and a porn mag in the plastic bedside dresser (one corner shriveled black where a ray beam had caught it). The magazine was a cheapie, black and white, the photos blurry and poorly lit. On one page, where a woman lay spread-eagled, some previous guest had drawn an arrow pointing to her vagina, had written: you are here.

On the following pages, the thin, sunken-eyed woman was seen engaging in sex with a plump, hairless, toddler-sized creature with a face like a cabbage and too many arms. There was an advertisement for a snuff mag on the last page—a shot of a naked plump woman hanging from cellar pipes, her eyes white. The magazine was called…

 

««—»»

 

The tenement looked something like an ancient Crosley radio, though truncated pipes were hissing steam out of one side where the lower left corner had been blackened in a fire. Two young girls sat on the stone steps poking sticks at a small twitching black octopus. They glanced blandly at Jax as he passed and pushed his way through the rusted door.

Metal stairs led up into moths and darkness. On the seventh floor, Jax pulled out his gun. The sound of a rolling metal can made him turn. There was nothing to see but dark footprints tracing his path from the stairwell.

“There you are!” It was a rotting general, a rickety stained uniform of teetering khaki. Jax had never seen this old man, was surprised that the old fellow could speak with his mouth looking the way it did.

“Do I know you?” Jax asked.

“You did. You served under me in the Klu-Koza conflict.”

Jax stepped back into the black prints. “I’m sorry, you’re mistaken.”

The general grinned and winked, his nostrils rusty with old blood. He began whistling softly and passed Jax. It took him a long time to clang down the stairs.

Jax shuddered. He smoked half a cigarette before proceeding. When he found the room he was looking for, he kicked the door open and shoved in his pistol. The room was a box of dusk—no furnishings, no windows. A naked store mannequin hung from a light fixture, swaying gently.

Down seven flights of stairs into The Dusk. The two little girls were in the gutter where something small was burning. Jax moved past them quickly to his helicar. He had to scrape the frost off the windows before leaving.

 

««—»»

 

He could hear the bed creaking in the room next door. His head ached and the greasy dilkies he had eaten at the diner across the street had filled his stomach with spinning grey. It was late and a dull luminosity slithered through the closed blinds. Now he could hear someone vomiting.

Jax had purchased some small porn disks at a shop by a bombed-out abortion clinic. He played them on the vid-screen in his room. The quality of the recordings was poor, grainy, grey. Even the screams sounded muffled. One porno showed the plump woman from the advertisement, her jiggling hanging, ended with a shot of the pooled urine beneath her. Another, vague in locust-static, showed a nude teenage boy writhing in shadows, a plastic bag tied over his head. The third offered a brittle toothless woman being drowned in a bath tub, her lower legs poking out of the water like convulsive cranes. The eighth video showed him what he was looking for.

 

««—»»

 

Jax brushed the dead pigeons off his helicar and drove north into The Dusk. Bored tenements stood in the gloom. Outside one, where the corpse of a car smoldered, faceless women in robes ran up to his window and shrieked at him in Arabic.

In the ninth tenement on Dusmoor Street he found another empty room. No furnishings, no windows. Only webs and his shadow and sticky footprints.


“I knew you’d be back.”

Jax turned. It was the general. His mouth looked even worse than before, his nostrils crusted. 

“I don’t know you,” Jax said.

“Sure you do. Remember, the war?”

“I was never in a war.”

“Okay, the ‘conflict’ then, the Klu-Koza conflict.”

“No. I wasn’t there. No one survived that war.”

The old man staggered back. He put a hand to his mouth and began weeping.

“If you bother me again,” Jax warned, “I’ll kill you.”

“Easy enough,” the man wept, “you’ve probably killed millions.”

“I’ll make it a million and one.”

 

««—»»

 

The man with glasses came out at last. He was bald, thin, with scabs for nostrils, a baggy silk suit the color of the sky. He bought a paper at the corner, a coffee after that. Jax kicked through dead birds behind him. The Punktown skyline offered its spires and boxes, its daubed neon and sagging steam.

Mr. Glasses moved with a certain delicacy, his paper rolled like a club. He sat quietly beneath the plastic awning of a bus stop and tapped his foot. A slush-colored bus hissed up and the man unfolded, boarded. Jax followed. He had treated his weapon with an illegal spray to make it undetectable by some weapon-scanning devices. Fortunately the unsophisticated apparatus of this ghetto bus did not register it. He squeezed down the aisle and sat directly behind Mr. Glasses.

The bus was half empty, the bored occupants gazing out into the grey. Mr. Glasses was reading the funnies. Jax could hear his foot tapping. He thought of the final vid disk he had watched in the motel, remembered the spastic flashes of legs rapping, the bare legs of a woman, white against the shadows of the floor, white against the dark blood.

Jax slowly drew his pistol, heavy and black. The bus was approaching a tunnel—a pigeon thumped against the windshield. Mr. Glasses was chuckling to himself, pushed his spectacles back up his nose. Jax waited until the tunnel swallowed the bus, then he held the revolver’s snout to the back of the bald head. 

Jax bent close to the man’s ear and whispered, “Helen Jax.”

Mr. Glasses sat up in his seat and Jax shot him. He shot him once—again and again, gave him terrible backward mouths. The burbling wreckage slumped forward, but Jax was not done—he shot him again and again and again. He emptied all six shots into the other man’s head. He would have shot him a million times if he had enough bullets.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

UNDER THE CHRUB

 

 

I imagine my wife Medea lying face-down on a table at the spa on Vinca Street. She is naked with a towel draped over her buttocks and a muscular black man is massaging her shoulders. They are alone in a small dim room and there is pleasant small talk about nothing of significance. Medea is attractive, blond, her hair on the short side, perky some might think, but more mannered, almost professional in my opinion. She has taken care of herself and even after two children and nearing forty-five her body is notably attractive. I see her close her eyes as the black man slides his fingers over her back.

She doesn’t seem to mind when the masseuse’s hands move low and nudge the towel partly down her buttocks, revealing the split. He digs his fingers into the small of her back; she groans. Lower still, and the white towel pushes down, slips off entirely, drops to the floor. The black man grins at her pale back and glides his glistening hands up and down her body.

Medea does not resist when the man moves her legs apart and runs his big slippery hands up the insides of her thighs. She seems to push her buttocks into the air, offering, and the man claps his hands onto them loudly. The oil adds to the smacking sound and she moans as he repeatedly slaps her.

Next there is a hand between her legs, rubbing, and Medea is gasping into the leather of the massage table. Her face looks red, her motherly features feral. The man bends down over her and his mouth opens wide and long black tendrils come swirling out, like feelers or snakes. He nudges his face between Medea’s legs and the tongues flick and dart, slurping. They slink into her orifices and dance around the edges, draw slick trails through the crease of her backside.

Medea clutches at the table, bites the leather, squinting, cursing, begging the man to do things to her.

My phone beeps. I am on Crane Avenue at lunch hour and a crowd is gathered at the corner. Through legs and bodies I see something like a smashed pumpkin in the road and sirens float up out of the distance.

“Denton,” I say to the phone.

I squeeze through the crowd, make it around the corner.

“Yes, yes,” I say. “Wednesday will be fine.”

I snap the phone shut and slip it into my jacket pocket. Crane Avenue is now behind me; I have reached a pleasant pedestrian walking mall where coffee houses and quaint shops border a cobblestone courtyard. There are cheery plantings and benches and a sidewalk café where bright pink umbrellas catch the sunlight. Medea sits beneath one.

“Ahhh, you beat me,” I say, bending to kiss her cheek.

“My session was so nice that I asked for an extra half hour. I was afraid I’d be late, so I took a cab. The man drove like a demon!”

Smiling, I sit next to her. “How do you feel?”

Medea has a pretty smile, wholesome even. “Like rubber. It was that woman with the death grip.”

I chuckle. “The Nazi.”

“Oh, stop. She’s Swiss or something.”

“Does she have pigtails?”

Medea looks at me slyly. “She’s bald, Dean.”

A waiter appears, a slender Hispanic man in a tight silvery miniskirt. Thin matching ribbons dangle from either side of the bone he wears through his nose, giving a Fu Manchu effect. We order salads and sushi.

“I’m meeting that fellow from Sov-Labs Wednesday, for lunch,” I say.

Medea seems distracted. She cranes her head to look past me and I admire the way the sun finds her hair. 

“You look lovely,” I say, though it is uncertain whether she hears me, whether she blushes or whether it is the pink light coming from the umbrella.

“Wednesday,” she repeats, almost to prove that she heard something I’d said. Then, squinting, she says, “What are all those sirens?”

 

««—»»

 

Back at my office, I feed the fish in the big greenish dome that dominates the center of the room. The ornament on top, the winged head of a cherub, unscrews, you see, and I sneak something out from my pocket and drop it into the water.

The fish, like so many things in Paxton, are not native. They look like spearheads, glinting and sharp. Sometimes, when I stay late at the office, I shut off the lights and watch their pale luminous eyes moving in the murk; it’s like a tiny round universe of drunken stars.

The treat sinks down through the green water, like a jellyfish in rigor mortis and the fish devour it, even the bones.

I take several calls; bland voices, like my own, fill my head. At least I don’t have to smile on the phone, though I’ve learned how to sound like I am smiling. Near five, I loosen my tie and my secretary runs over some notes with me. Her perfume reminds me of spices I ate on a business trip last year.

It’s dusk when I leave the office building, a great copper thing with verdigris trim and pillars holding rotating globes of bluish gas on a platform on the roof. Birds don’t know what to make of the things. It’s a five-minute walk to the rail. A stationary chrome robot scans my pass and I creak through the turnstile. Of course it’s crowded on the tram and my cabin smells like bubble gum.

I am lucky enough to get a seat. My neighbor is a skinny bearded man in a grey suit like mine. He is reading a magazine that boasts slathered, disproportionate body builders on the cover. He tucks his face close to the pages—looks like he wants to lick the ink off.

I wonder what the maid will have waiting for supper. I wonder what Medea is doing. Maybe she is in the whirl-tub with a glass of wine. Maybe a Sumo wrestler is in the big round tub with her. Maybe the wrestler has a penis like a horse, an obscene water plant jutting out of the gurgles and steam. 

I see Medea sitting naked in the water—it comes up to her belly and winks in and out of her navel. Her mild, proper hair is damp and disarrayed. She is leaning back against the padded edge of the tub and one of the submerged jets is pulsing against her ass. She eyes the wobbling pink horse member.

The wrestler is chewing on a severed hand. His corpulent bulk rests—folds of slippery flesh piled there in the tub. The incongruous penis rises higher, a periscope. Sloshing, Medea edges toward the man. She wraps her hands around the thick thing and tugs up and down.

The man tells her to do something, but his voice does not sound Asian, it sounds more like mine. Medea complies, bending her face over the head of the phallus, which is the pink of the umbrellas at the café. Medea rubs the swollen head against her lips and maps it with her tongue. The ogre grabs her wet hair and pushes her head up and down and her mouth makes slurping noises. She moans when he sputters in her mouth.

My phone rings.

“Denton.”

It’s a wrong number.

The man beside me takes a bite out of his magazine. He chews loudly, crunching on the glossy paper.

 

««—»»

 

After dinner, Medea reads a story to the girls. She looks like my mother in that powder blue nightgown. It makes me think of when I was a small boy home sick from school, lying in my room listening to the gurgling of the fish tank, cuddling the balled up softness of my mother’s nightgown. It always smelled like her hair. For some reason I also think of how cool it felt when she ran her prosthetic hand through my hair.

I sit in my study and have a gin and tonic as I work on the proposal for Sov-Labs. Medea is in the bathroom and I imagine that the maid is in there with her, behind her as she bends over the sink. The maid is a Nicaraguan brown, naked, with a fierce strap-on dildo jutting out. The woman is pounding the thing into my wife and their four breasts are swaying forward and back. The maid’s nipples are like coins of coffee and Medea’s blush like those umbrellas.

Medea has a face cloth stuffed in her mouth to muffle her moans and the maid is sucking on one of her ears, her breasts now squashed against Medea’s shoulder blades. The dildo is shiny black and it slurps in and out until Medea convulses, her eyes rolling back, the breath from her nostrils white on the mirror.

Carrying my drink upstairs, I listen outside the bathroom. The door almost hits me as Medea comes out, soft in her blue gown. She smiles and passes me, going to the bed. I go into the bathroom and change into my pajamas, then brush my teeth. 

I climb into bed and glance at her crafts magazine. Of course there’s a picture of her in it—she is oiled and wild-looking, tied up with yarn on a table, surrounded by rustic rag dolls while a swarthy man in a pink turban stands masturbating on her breasts.

“That was a fine dinner,” I say, looking away as my pajama bottoms strain.

“Oh, thank you, dear. God, I hope Maria comes back tomorrow. I really hate to cook.”

The maid has been out sick for several days.

“Well, you did a fine job.”

“You’re sweet to say, Dean.”

She flips the page. 

“Good night, Medea,” I say and I give her a peck.

 

««—»»

 

I can’t sleep. Medea is gone. I hear her down in the alley, her cries echoing up the side of the building as the Choom gang boys have at her. One is behind her, thrusting, one is kneeling in her face and she is slobbering, another is holding her ears like handles, guiding her head. Others have ejaculated on her back and in her hair, have rubbed mushrooms caps against her cheeks, have spit on her and pinched her and hit her. I know she’s down there in the dark gulping and sweating, their tattoos grinning at her, her breasts jiggling, her eyes rolling back into her head.

“Fuck her,” I whisper into the dark. 

I must go to the office. I am aching against my pajamas, the blanket obscenely tented. I rise quietly, so as not to wake her, dress in the bathroom. Downstairs, out of earshot…I call a cab.

 

««—»»

 

The glow from the fish globe under-lights the placid features of the cherub decoration that sits on its top. I am erect, as if dowsing for the green water. The fish are like knives, their eyes glowing, moving. I unscrew the cherub head and it thumps on the carpet.

I know Medea is home on our bed and a husky Italian man is yanking at her nipples and grunting, driving deeply where my daughters came out. She is like a mammal caught in a trap, her face fierce with abandon, her legs wide open. Another man takes his turn; he is exotic, dark and his tongue is a cow’s, big and umbrella-pink, and it drools slowly, up and down across her vulva. The blue nightgown is bunched up above her breasts and a thin muscular man with long dark hair is piercing her nipples while the next man pumps away at her. Now there is blood in a thin ribbon down her breast, the blood pink in her sweat and she is yelling at them, telling them what she wants.

My pants land on the floor by my shirt. My boxers follow. I am so hard! I put my palms against the big globe—it is cool against my belly.

“Fuck me!” she tells them.

I strain with my legs, push so that my weight is on top of the globe. There is an opening and water—slashes of silver waiting.

“Fuck me!”

I nudge blindly, feel my erection slide into the hole. The water licks at me and the fish come.

“Fuck me!”

The fish come with their eyes glowing like ghostly sperm as I stab into the globe. They converge—it is a treat for them and they devour it.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

VETERANS

 

Concept by Jeffrey Thomas

 

 

VFW Post 81…


The room seemed to be permanently sealed in a sickish green haze; cigarette smoke and faded neons merged to form a surreal mist. All the patrons in the barroom looked as though they belonged in the murk. They were, after all, fading memories reliving faded memories.

The bar itself was long and rectangular. Two old Chooms worked in the center, busily pouring shots and sliding taps. A traditional jukebox thumped dully. War relics such as swords and flags rested upon dusty walls.

The old soldiers strained cloudy minds to recall the glory and horror of wars long ago. Oh, how soon heroes fade. At least they’d survived, at least they had their pensions, at least they had the Post. No longer did they stand at attention, no longer proud and brave. Gravity tugged heavily at soggy age-drenched faces. Trigger fingers shook like bony vibrators. Once-keen marksman eyes hid behind fleshy lids, staring into piss-yellow brews. Excluding only four, every veteran in the room was over 60.

They took up one of the short ends of the long bar. At one corner sat Kloud, in his mid-twenties, pale, with a long bony face, dark longish ear-obscuring hair, mustache. Long wide sideburns hid the shrapnel craters across his jaw. He wore a dark brown jacket of leather, black pants, red T-shirt.

Casper sat next to him, nursing a vodka kingpin. A few years older than Kloud, his light brown hair was crawling away from his large forehead to dangle down the back of his neck in disarray. His face was tight, menacing control, eyes lost behind cola-colored wire rims. His beard was nonchalant. His clothes were old: once-black T-shirt, light tan jacket, jeans and boots.

At the far end sat Dennison, a tall, thin man with long straight hair of dirty blond. He swept it across his forehead and stared down the bar through wire rim prescriptions. He looked intelligently tough. A curious necklace of short tooth-like objects hung around his neck, across his black T-shirt. The patch on his dark brown jacket showed a boar’s face; it read: Tusk Company. 

Sitting between Dennison and Casper, Murphy was physically the largest and most powerful of the lot. He radiated the contented power of a thick-maned lion. His face was strong, wide, with well-defined cheekbones, powerful jaw. His lips were a defiant bow, nose firm, eyes threateningly impassive, dark and smallish with low brows. He wore his customary heavy sheepskin coat with its deep tan outer layer and its soft cream lining. His tunic was loose, white, jeans faded, boots scratched. The tip of a sheathed bayonet hung down past the edge of his sheepskin.

Murphy watched a mist-blurred sign as it blinked: Knickerson on TAP. His eyes were clever—drunken.

“Another beer, Captain?” dark-haired Kloud asked in his boyish voice.

Murphy turned slowly and gave an almost telepathic nod. He pushed his long dark mane back over his ear, pushed it back leaving his forehead bare.

Kloud tapped a coin on the counter, an ancient warrior with a great toothless mouth responded.

“Another Clemens Light for the Captain.”

The bartender eyed him with shrouded contempt and fidgeted beneath the bar. He placed a brown plastic bottle in front of Murphy.

They were used to the stares. The old men were from a different world. They did not know what to make of these long-haired young creatures. The patch with a boar’s face belonged to a war that was no more than a myth. How could there be veterans of a war that did not exist? In their old wrinkled minds, the only thing they shared with those four dangerous-looking men was a bar counter. 

Eventually the husks began drifting off into the night; some limped, some stumbled, some did both. It grew darker at “the Post”; the walls crept closer.

“I lost ma leg fightin’ for this goddamn province,” a gray-haired Choom was saying to the bartender. His face was a mess. The scars were indistinguishable from the wrinkles.

“An’ now all I got is a half-assed government check, once a month. After I pay the rent, I barely got ’nough to buy myself a goddamn beer.”

Murphy studied them with an emotionless mask.

“Yep.” The Choom wallowed in his drunken wisdom. “I lost my leg for my province, but the damn screwball part about it is, I’d do it again t’morrow. Not for the government’s sake, but just for somethin’ to do.”

Dreams, concluded Murphy with stubborn military certainty. Dreams and nightmares ran together in that lurid green-lit chamber. His eyes drifted slowly across the far wall and focused on red digital numbers: 00:00. 

“Let’s go.”

Kloud, hunched over an empty mug, snapped his spine back straight.

They rose simultaneously. Inebriated eyes followed them to the door. Murphy paused and turned.

“Five, c’mon, boy,” he said, voice casual and deep.

The black dog sprang to attention from its curled-up state.  It was tall and muscular, athletic. Its eyes had the same detachment as its master’s. The “kamikaze” followed the four veterans out into Punktown’s night; its left hind leg was jointed parkerized plastic, a crab’s leg.

 

««—»»

 

For lunch they went to Dennison’s small eastside shithole. The walls wore little more than cobwebs. A captured, bullet-teased Klu-Koza flag hung across an ugly plaster gap. Fuck Rock music twisted from a portable. Beers and sandwiches cluttered a card table.

“Hey, Murph, you gonna eat?” Dennison asked in his Outback Colony accent.

Murphy was lost in thought, gazing out the window with a beer at bayonet level. He studied the leaves as invisible specters lowered them to the ground.

“I love the fall,” he said pensively, softly. “It’s the only time when death is beautiful.”

“Peanut butter and jelly,” Kloud said, disheartened, peeking between two slabs of bread. “My life revolves around peanut butter and jelly.”

“Isn’t it strange how trees look more beautiful in death than they do in life?” Murphy said, eyes glued.

“The trees aren’t dying, Captain,” Kloud said, tossing his sandwich down and replacing it with a beer. “Just the leaves.”

Murphy dismissed the correction; insignificant.

Dennison was paging through his scrapbook. It was full of newspaper and magazine articles.

“According to Joseph Marcelli, we don’t exist,” Dennison stated, pointing to an article in a monthly VFW publication entitled VET.

“Who’s Joseph Marcelli?” Kloud asked.

“He’s the top guy in the Veterans Administration.”

“Oh yeah? According to my wallet Joe Marcelli doesn’t exist. We didn’t get the short end of the stick—we didn’t get any of it.”

“We got it up the ass, that’s where we got the stick,” Dennison said. “He says here that since only four men survived the entire Klu-Koza war, that it would be a waste of time to push legislation that would give us a pension. No benefits. ’Course we could spend the rest of our lives and the rest of our paychecks in court trying to change that.”

“Not me,” Kloud said, sarcastically, “we fight for the government, not against it.” 

“Nobody wants to remember Klu-Koza,” Dennison said. “We’re nothing but bad reminders.”

“Ghosts,” injected Murphy, eyes still lost in the silent rain of foliage.

“The fuckin’ asshole government’s spending millions to rebuild the planet we nearly got killed trying to destroy,” Dennison bitched in disbelief. “Imagine that. The mother pluggin’ ghouls got a nice big embassy right down on Central Street. Big bucks, man.”

“One day we’re warring ’em, the next we’re bein’ buddy-buddy. Doesn’t sit right in my head.”

“The Klu-Kozi have valuable resources to be exploited by the Choom and Earth governments,” noted Murphy.

“We’re bein’ exploited,” Kloud mumbled, beer shining in his mustache.

“Ditto, man,” Dennison said. “Ditto.”

Casper, peering over his sunglasses, nodded.

 

««—»»

 

Zevnor Rimbachus Jr. slid out from under the elevated hovercar, rubbing at his eye with a greasy paw.

“Fuckin’ slide shaft is caked with rot,” he proclaimed.

Wrenches hung like medals on the wall’s great chest. Dennison, Kloud, and Casper (Murphy’s satellites) stood in front of it. They looked to the Captain.

“Well, Murph, she’s your baby now.”

Rimbachus Jr. only analyzed the problems. Murphy’s gang did the real dirty work. The Choom walked out into the office area, wiping his hands on a rag.

Murphy gave a quick, nearly indistinguishable hand signal.

Dennison nodded with, “Yessir.” He chose a wrench and climbed under the sickly vehicle. Before taking his remaining crew out into garage C, Murphy gave his final orders. “We’ll be going to the Post for a few, after work.”

“Yessir,” came a voice from under the hovercar.

 

««—»»

 

The blue thrown off by the small elevated vid-screen mixed with the traditional green-filtered air to cast them all further into unreality. The Klu-Koza vets sat in their usual place and, as usual, dismissed the usual stares. Stares of fear, stares of misunderstanding, stares of hate. Stares.

Under his sheepskin coat, Murphy wore a vest of those short curved tusks, the type that Dennison wore about his neck. This amplified the stares.

“The Cardinal, in his war against starvation today…”

A smartly dressed Choom newswoman was giving a bland report. 

Dennison watched intently, unconsciously drumming his right hand’s three-and-a-half fingers. Kloud was listening to old men’s old war stories. Murphy was contemplating his eighth beer, and no one could tell what Casper was up to behind those glasses.

“When we were invading Clanton,” one old sailor was saying, “our number two gun blew up. Charge defect, knocked the gunner’s head clean off. Never seen such a mess. I had to mop him up.”

“Shit, that’s piss, Bram,” retaliated another forgotten soldier. “A buddy of mine, Clem…Clem Druva, I think, yeah, Druva. He was crawlin’ under some barbwire when a grenade on his backpack got hooked. The pin came out but the grenade stayed on him. Blew him to bits.”

They looked down into sour yellow reflections.

“That’s nothing.”

They looked in awe at Kloud. These renegades never spoke to them.

“We used to use kamikaze dogs,” the young man with bloated sideburns said. “We’d strap a vest of bombs around their middle, then send ’em into an enemy camp, then hit a remote control and totally mow their rocks off. Well, once this guy was strappin’ this dog up with fifteen pounds of explosives. The dog was bitchy though and it jerked away from him. So the guy went after the dog and he dropped the remote control, right on its button.”

There was no emotion in Kloud’s words. “Blew up half our camp; took the nearest medical tent too. I was sittin’ a good distance away and it knocked me right out. I woke up with this nurse’s torso right in my lap.”

The old-timers looked away as if they’d only thought they’d heard something.

“Economic advisers gathered today to discuss the—”

Dennison blew cigarette smoke; it obscured the newswoman. 

“So, Murphy, you want me to get that seaweed tomorrow or what?”

Murphy looked at Dennison with languid eyes. “It’s your money.”

“Okay, I’ll get it. We’ll get it after work, then go over to my place after and get toasted. What do ya say?”

“Sure, man.”

“The Prime Minister approved a two billion munit aid grant to King Syphos-Sans of Klu-Koza today,” the VT-woman said. “That makes a total of ten point six billion since the reconstruction began last—”

“Fucking shit.” Murphy’s eyes were beads of distaste. 

“Fucking hell,” Dennison echoed. “Hey, Kloud, you hear that?”

“What?”

“The P.M. has given the grape-guts over ten billion to redo what we undid.”

“Oh, that’s real dandy. Typical, typical. Doesn’t sit too well with me, I’ll tell ya.”

“First they send us out to cut down the trees, next thing you know we’re planting new seeds.” Dennison was awed.

“Anything for the holy munit,” Murphy said, once again projecting his silky cool. His long dark hair framed a face without distinguishable opinion, the face of a ghost.

 

««—»»

 

The autumn breeze tempered the thickness of the city’s pollution-dense air. The trees in Desmond Park rustled like rattlers. They rained their transitional colors, mutated by the neons of shops across the street.

Murphy sat beneath a graffiti-carved oak, with his men sitting in his aura. Kloud was watching the nearest bench where a couple was partaking of some intense physical action. Exhibitionists and voyeurs, like his favorite: peanut butter and jelly.

Casper rolled ancient rock tunes in his head as he observed the nightlife through dark lens eyes. Neon shone on his high forehead and played across his bearded face of stone. His feet tapped. 

“Where is he?”

Murphy looked back over his shoulder. Dennison mimicked the movement, adding a shrug.

“He said ten hundred.”

Murphy puffed up his face and blew out.

“He’ll be here,” Dennison assured him.

“Anybody feel like getting fucked t’night?” Kloud asked, looking to Murphy. “Captain?”

“Nah.”

“Yeah, me neither.”

Two dozen bikies roared past the park’s outer rim…they drove off the road to swerve in and out of the trees. Murphy smirked with distaste. Smirking stone.

“Every night is Halloween in Punktown,” he said dully.

“Really,” replied Kloud.

A thin brown car came slinking out of the mouth-like gap between Phil’s Liquor and The Twist and Shout Torture Spa. The ratty vehicle drove halfway across the park and paused.

“That’s him,” Dennison said, standing abruptly and ramming his hands into the pockets of his brown coat. He started across the field-like park center.

“Cover him, Kloud,” Murphy said, not looking.

Kloud was off in a microsecond, casually ducking behind a tall leafless clyse tree.

“Hey, Jasp.”

“Dennison.”

Goods and cash traded hands.

“Have fun.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Kloud picked out two suspicious figures sitting on the backrest of a bench. They were watching the transaction. Probably vultures, Kloud concluded. Vultures being victims of the depression who watched drug sales in parks or wherever, then jumped the buyer once he, she, or it was alone. Some needed the drugs; others sold them to buy a day’s meal.

Kloud felt his fingers curling back the cuff of his pant leg, curling denim back like a snarling dog lip to expose the knife’s handle. Vultures for sure—he rose from his squat, parkerized blade in the breeze—they were following Dennison across the park.

The silhouette transformed into Dennison; the one behind him turned into Kloud. They resumed their spots around Murphy. 

“Don’t look now,” Kloud said, dipping his short-bladed weapon into his leather pocket. “Two vultures ten yards behind us.”

The two shadows froze at the sight of the four veterans. Four gravestone-crest figures of menace. There was no future in that. They were turning around when Murphy turned on his bench and pointed at them.

“Hey, c’mere, I want to kill you,” he stated.

The figures jogged off.

“Hey, come back.” He turned around with a sour sneer-smile. “Dick licks.”

 

««—»»

 

It was very dark in Dennison’s small flat. A streetlight tossed the image of a tree branch across the window. It was a neurotic bone-bodied hydra with demon-leaf wings. The occasional gust of wind made the branch tap against the glass.

“I think the tree wants a puff,” Kloud said, releasing a lungful of spicy seaweed smoke.

They sat on floor pillows around the low circular card table.

A hookah and a candle sat before them.

They resembled ghosts, smoke faded, emphasized by the blue flame of the lone gas candle. Music played in the background as they drew deeply from the hookah’s arms.

Even without his glasses, his eyes were lost to darkness. Casper held his thumb over his hookah nozzle; his free hand rubbed thoughtfully at his head dome.

“Miserable scum,” Murphy mumbled deeply.

“What?” Dennison nearly choked on his hit.

Murphy stared at the Klu-Koza flag on the opposite wall.

“The government.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“They’re useless. Useless flesh.”

Silence.

“I mean look at us.” Murphy turned to include each man with an intense look. He drew in their eyes.

“What have we got? A shit job at a car hospital, armpit apartments, enough money to buy toilet paper. We got shit.” The Captain’s voice was fatherly.

“We’re nothing, nowhere. We don’t exist. Uncle Earth gave us the royal fist fuck. We’re gonna end up as bums. We’ll be sittin’ in the Post for the rest of our lives dreamin’ into our beers, boozin’ our brains out. And it’s all ’cause of Uncle Earth’s gratitude, or lack thereof.”

Dennison wagged his head. “No way, I’m not gonna end up like those old guys. Fuck that, those guys are wasting away.”

“We are those guys. The only difference between them and us is age. Gov’s screwing them too.”

“They get a pension,” Kloud spoke up.

“They get shit for pension.” Murphy’s voice was always low-key; he explained things as though his audience were children. “The Prime Minister’s gonna cut back on half of what they get, too. Those poor old guys aren’t shit. Hell, they served their government, but nobody remembers that. They’ll die without the little pension they get now.”

Dennison agreed. “They don’t make much, that’s true. A lot of ’em can’t work, either.”

“Government can’t afford to feed them, with this depression, but they can afford to give ten billion to the Klu-Kozi.”

Murphy watched the enemy flag; blue smoke filtered up between it and his face.

“Weasel McGurn told me that the ghouls got a safe in their embassy with over five million in it,” Kloud injected into the silence.

Murphy stared across the table.

“Five million in our money,” Dennison said. “They take it out of our taxes and give it to them. Real farce, man. Imagine that.”

“It is our money,” Murphy said. “I’d like to go in there and take it.”

Kloud laughed. Casper smiled thinly.

Kloud said, “That’d be somethin’, huh?”

Murphy nodded solemnly.

 

««—»»

 

Over the weekend, they drove out to Lougis Cemetery to visit some friends. The robot-legged dog stood in the cool fall sunlight, close as if on guard duty, impassive eyes effectively disguising the chronic pain enemy war-gas had burned into its lungs. No veterinary medicines seemed capable of diminishing the beast’s suffering. 

The four men stood at attention. Murphy gave Major Gattle’s grave a stiff salute. His “at ease” command was all but psychic.

The cemetery was huge, row after tooth-like row of white. One modern and expensive grave projected a life-size hologram specter in military dress forever marching in place. Murphy watched the blue ghost from the corner of his eye. 

There were several great trees in the oldest section of the burial field. The veterans sat in the shade on crunchy red leaves, sharing a seaweed cigarette.

“Number Five,” Murphy called his dog.

The handsome black beast sprinted over and stood respectfully. He stroked the animal’s shiny crewcut back with vague compassion.

The leaves came down like feather-motion mortar shells. A breeze-strewn wall of hair obscured half of Murphy’s face. He sat frozen, head bent forward, shoulders hunched.

“What do you think?” he mumbled.

Kloud was gawking at the distant piled buildings of Paxton. Dennison drew pensively at the joint. Casper was meticulously tying knots in the stem of a felled leaf.

“They’d never expect it,” Dennison concluded finally. “I mean, security-wise they can’t be too good.”

“We don’t got a lot to lose. The idea sits pretty well with me,” said Kloud.

Casper nodded his approval.

“Then we all agree,” Murphy said. “Good, we could use a war.”

He looked off at the neat rows of monuments, at that translucent blue soldier marching into eternity.

 

««—»»

 

The library was a large stone affair, somewhat medieval. A solemn out-of-place structure when compared with the other buildings on K Block. Four men walked up the walkway, which was cluttered with empty beer bottles and dried purple fanult leaves. Murphy pushed open the polished black plastic doors and led them inside.

It was quiet. Two women sat at elevated desks amidst row after row of massive bookshelves. There was a study section at the huge room’s right extreme. 

Murphy, Kloud and Casper stood by a glass display case filled with stuffed birds while Dennison approached the two librarians’ desks. Casper looked over at the study area where three schoolgirls sat with piles of homework at a corner table. One was a slim blond in a short black dress; one was chubby with a stylish bald head; the last was a Choom with thick glasses and a thick woolly sweater outfit. The girls momentarily ceased their studying to observe the men. Casper noticed the pretty blond was smiling at him, simultaneously spreading her legs apart beneath the table. He also noticed that her crotch was naked of panties and hair.

One librarian was a middle-aged alien woman with a horse-like head and thick gorilla arms. Two acorn eyes blinked at the end of her long wrinkled snout. The other woman was caped and wore a wide-brimmed black hat. She was a mid-thirtyish human with straight blue hair.

“Mag…” Dennison said with a smile.

“Hello, Dennison.” She had ultra-charm on tap.

The alien woman was engulfed in her work, yet they were careful in their word choices, lest she overhear.

“Do you think you could help me find that book you told me about?” the man asked.

“I can try; come upstairs.”

Dennison glanced back at Murphy, who in turn looked sternly at Kloud and Casper, who nodded in reply. Murphy, Dennison, and the librarian went upstairs.

Darkness welcomed them. Morgue-silent rows of dusty hardcovers formed a maze of literature. There was a thickness to the air, possibly from the rotting pages of ancient volumes.

“Place is pretty spooky at night,” Dennison noted, glancing down various aisles as Mag led them towards the back of the vast room.

“Sometimes I hear weird things up here.”

“Yeah, such as…”

“Such as footsteps when I know nobody’s up here.”

Dennison let a nervous smile flicker on his long face. “Great.”

Near-naked fall fingers drummed erratically at a window.

“One time I heard a thump and I came up to find a bible lying on the floor.”

“No shit?”

“Seriously. Doesn’t scare me, though; ghosts can’t hurt anybody.”

Dennison’s friend spoke softly. “I wouldn’t say that.”

Mag looked back at him and smirked. “Here we are, fellas.”

It was a particularly dust-splashed bookcase. Dennison read some of the titles: Alcot’s Guide to Murder, Combat Techniques, Guns of War, Guerrilla Mayhem, The Art of Bayonet Fighting, Tactics of Destruction, Morrison’s Book of Home Torture Devices.

Mag reached to one side of the bookshelf and worked some type of mechanism; she pushed the shelf and it swivelled open, revealing a hidden room.

“Holy shit, just like in the movies.”

“What’s a haunted library,” asked Mag, “without a secret passage?”

Once inside, the shelf was swung back into place and Mag flicked on a light. It was a virtual library of guns. One wall displayed a vast assortment of long arms; there were tables covered with pistols. A small shelf held piles of ammunition cartons. A true armory.

Murphy studied the walls, nodding his approval.

Mag was pleased by the men’s expressions.

“Not bad, huh?”

“Not at all,” Murphy answered. He bent over a collection of revolvers.

“You’ve got some pretty obscure shit here, lady,” Murphy said, reaching out to stroke steel.

“We’ve got just about everything. So what did you have in mind? Shotguns? Revolvers? Autos?”

“Military guns. No shit guns, no revolvers. Military.”

Mag swept an arm across the room. “Look around.”

Dennison hefted a 30-shot fully automatic carbine. “A Huston Brain Rainer,” he noted.

Murphy quietly chose two forty-fives and two nine-millimeter pistols and put them aside. Mag watched him as he switched his attention to a wall of rifles. She seemed amused by his intense sense of selection.

“What’s that vest made of?” Mag asked. She noticed the strange rows of tusks beneath his sheepskin coat.

His manner was sluggish. At times he seemed to be on downers. “Klu-Koza tusks.”

“Really?”

“We were in the Klu-Koza war.”

“War? That wasn’t a war. Not much of one.”

Murphy’s eyes remained dead, on the outside. His monotone remained stable.

“What do you call it when men run around with guns, killing each other…a tea party?”

She smiled and shrugged her caped shoulders. 

“Klu-Koza was a quickie war,” Dennison said, turning with a compact machine gun in his hand. “They don’t even call it a war; they call it things like confrontation or conflict.”

Murphy dismissed the conversation and turned to face the assembly of guns.

“I’ll take these two F.A.R.s”

The fully automatic assault rifles were accurate, light, and powerful. The particular models he’d chosen were special compact versions with long clips and muzzle-flash reducers.

“Hey, check this one.” Dennison held up a bulky pistol-like machine which resembled the vaccine gun they’d been inoculated with back at B.T.

“An Implode-Injector,” Mag said.

“We used ’em on the grapes,” Murphy said, taking the heavy thing from his friend. “We’ll take this too.”

 

««—»»

 

Demons, warlocks, vampires…elfin drug magicians, shadowy specters of ill repute; the Canberra Mall served a feast of fiends. 

Sequin-stamped clowns slick with shadow grease-paint waited for throats to slit. Sly teenage succubi swirled around on oily ogre rides while others gelled at some stands to spend money.

Carnival nightmare, smells, colors. Thickness and sickness. Vomit streamed down chipped paint while balloons bobbed like polished ectoplasmic teardrops.

The weekend crowd was thick. Fallen ice cream cones creaked beneath the slow motion stampede of feet. Mad music box tunes sprang from the large bulb-dyed merry-go-round where screams of joy and horror became inseparable.

The three vets moved through the crowd like a dense cloud. Murphy towered over the spunky Choom teenyboppers, who bounced off his body like insignificant waves futilely challenging some great ship. He blinked down on them with tolerance.

“There,” Kloud’s voice called in the orgy of noise. Murphy followed his extended finger.

Casper sat on a majestic plastic dragon going up and down on the merry-go-round.

He spotted them on his next revolution; they were standing at the ticket stand. Apparently they had decided to join him.

The great canopy-topped disk slowed to a standstill. Some riders climbed on, others off; armed guards monitored who did what, “ticket enforcing.” Murphy led Dennison and Kloud to where Casper sat waving a roll of tickets at one of the gunmen.

“Hey Casper, havin’ fun?” Kloud asked sarcastically, plopping onto a stiff black stallion, its glossy chest impaled on a metal pole.

Casper, the most intelligent of the four, tossed Kloud a chilled smile.

Murphy reached out his hand, leaning like a lazy lion against a bullet-chipped white horse. Casper handed him an elastic-bound tube of papers.

“Good man.”

Casper wore his mustard-colored cloth jacket with a marksmanship medal pinned to one lapel. His eyes of intense scrutiny hid behind tinted disks.

“Good,” Murphy commented, examining the floor plan as the horse he leaned on began moving upwards and the disk began to turn.

“Giddyup,” Kloud said with mock enthusiasm.

“Hey,” Dennison said from his chariot. “Hey, Kloud, I think this is where Casper must go every Sunday. He likes watchin’ all the kiddies. Ten-year-olds are his style.”

“No, Casper’s a church man. He’s hopin’ he’ll live to be a hundred so he can spend a day prayin’ for each guy he’s killed. Right, Casper?”

Casper turned his head with a deliberate lack of speed.

Instantly Kloud and Dennison refrained.

 

««—»»

 

Murphy’s apartment was cell-like in its size. There was a couch, a folding director’s chair, a vid-tank, and a stereo. A large flag was nailed across the ceiling; the boar face emblem of Tusk Company stared down.

“We’ll go in two teams.” Murphy held a stumpy hand-rolled iodine cigarette between thumb and forefinger as he spoke. “Me and Kloud, Casper and Dennison. I’m A Team; we’ll go in after Five and take the front. I don’t want any guns used until we’ve taken out the two guards outside…”

He paused to puff on the joint; his deep, sluggish voice strained as he continued, holding the smoke in his lungs. “So…B Team won’t move ’til the shit hits the fan. Once it does, just blow the back door in.”

Murphy let streams of blue leak from his nostrils; they swam in the darkness like Ouija board serpents.

“Team A will take this route.” He traced his finger across Casper’s floor plan. “Team B will go this way.”

The sun was nearly set. Its final rays slid through the blinds and glazed their weapons. Murphy fed bullets into the extra clips of his assault rifle. Peripherally he saw orange paper bats twirling toward the street. Crunchy leaves scurried like crustaceans in the twilight-flavored breeze.

The tight chamber echoed the crisp sounds of heavy magazines being shoved into their respective slots. Dennison tucked his new .9 mm auto-pistol into his waistband so that his dark brown coat obscured it. He stuffed his pockets with extra assault rifle clips.

Kloud jammed a seven-shot clip into his .45, which was then placed in his old belt holster. He put his compact black machine-gun into an overnight bag. The menacing little weapon was chunky, short, barely two feet long. A banana magazine extended from its tubular belly. He wore his leather jacket, a red T-shirt, camouflage pants and issue boots.

Casper inspected his weapons with surgeon intensity. He had the other .45 semi-auto, which had seven shots in the clip, one in the chamber. He clicked the hammer back halfway, then flicked on the safety. He, like Kloud, had a compact banana-fed fully automatic small arm. He placed it in a grocery bag. Beneath his tan coat he wore a bulky plastic vest to ward off enemy projectiles. He hid his receding hairline beneath his old Tusk Company helmet.

Murphy stabbed the fourteen-shot auto-pistol into his waistline, then wrapped his lightweight fully automatic rifle in a bath towel. He’d fashioned a holster that nestled against the lining of his sheepskin coat, to accommodate the heavy and bulky Injection-Imploder. A long-bladed bayonet hung against one thigh. The Captain had wrapped his belly with strips of cloth, so that if an enemy cut or blew his guts open, they wouldn’t slide out. He, like Casper, wore a war-weathered green helmet.

Each man stood erect, weapons weighing heavily as Murphy looked them over.

“All set?” he asked.

No one needed to answer.

 

««—»»

 

The Post was dream-like. Sickish phosphorescent green mixed with cigarette mist and supercharged heartbeats. The glasses of beer felt like air in tense hands, the chatter of library war stories was a blurred slow-motion insect buzz. Murphy’s beer tasted like blood.

“When we raided Cumala Island—” the old vet’s words were chilled dreams in Kloud’s ears. A highway roared in his skull.

“When that cannon backfired I just—”

Casper was aware of a tightness, a crackling static rejuvenation in his limbs. The air was full of life, so close to death. His beer had never tasted better.

Murphy, bulky and bear-like, leaned his heavy arms on the bar. Kloud followed his Captain’s steady zombie gaze to an ancient mummy of a man.

His skin was pale, more wrinkled than bark. He wore a light gray military cap and a faded dress jacket. Near-blind eyes looked hopelessly into the foam of his beer mug, which he clung to with skin-wrapped wires that shook. His toothless Choom mouth was a saliva-dangling cavern.

Kloud looked back to his commanding officer; the dense smoke had brought a liquid shine to Murphy’s eyes.

Murphy downed the rest of his drink, pushing the empty container away with distaste.

“You know,” Murphy said, turning to Kloud, “I betcha if we told these guys where we were goin’, half of ’em would want to come with us.”

Kloud frowned doubtfully. “Think so?”

“A soldier’s death is better than living death.”

 

««—»»

 

Autumn eve, shadows and chill. Murphy’s car slithered up to the curb across the street from the tall stone block. They climbed out in unison. Murphy and Casper put on their helmets. The black dog Five scrambled out of its back seat and stood dutifully at its master’s side.

Casper unlocked the trunk and began passing out guns.

Kloud stood on the curb, staring up at the purple and black flaming fist, the Klu-Koza flag.

“Here, boy.” Murphy’s fingers clicked as he joined Casper behind the car. He reached into the trunk and pulled out a thick leather harness. He knelt by the patient mammal and wrapped the belt around its chest. His face vacant of all human qualities, Murphy proceeded to strap fifteen pounds of explosives onto Number Five.

The street was relatively quiet. Soon the Klu-Koza embassy would close for the night. Team B stole across the street and worked its way down to the big structure. They crept carefully, guerrilla-style behind it, positioning themselves outside the back door.

Typical Klu-Koza men, short, bald, layered in fat. They resembled hairless purple orangutans. The two door guards stood in their boredom—one glancing through a newspaper, while the other daydreamed up at the camouflaged moon hiding in the treetops.

Sov, the elder guard, shifted the weight of his rifle over his left shoulder and reached into his uniform for a cigar. He suddenly noticed a dark-haired human man carrying an overnight bag. The man paid them no attention and appeared to be passing. Sov, for some reason, flicked his heavily lidded black eyes to the human’s belt buckle. The insignia struck a chord; that yellow boar face. Tusk Company.

“Holy shit!”

Kloud wrenched his boot knife from his pocket and drove it deeply into Sov’s blubbery neck. With savage devotion he tugged the blade sideways, causing thick magenta gelatin to spew between meaty folds.

The other guard barely had time to drop his newspaper before Murphy stepped out of the shadows, driving a long bayonet into the fathoms of his throat. The big human snarled as he gave the weapon a firm twist, knotting the contents of the ogre’s throat about the cold razor steel.

Murphy jerked the blade free and with a single sudden motion rammed it in and across the beast’s dome-belly. The sound was wet, as the big gut yawned wide to vomit pink blobs of stringy pulp, steamy bucketfuls of blackish mashed potato. The jolly demon slumped into the doorway where Kloud had dragged his prize. Nice and silent.

Murphy stooped over the unctuous corpse and sliced off the tusk-like horn protruding from its forehead; he pocketed the trophy.

Number Five heard the silent whistle and instantaneously ran down the street carrying his bomb belt around his chest and Murphy’s rifle in his mouth.

Murphy and Kloud were already ducking behind a car across from the embassy when Five reached them.

The Captain took his gun and set it aside. He took Five by the collar and turned him to face the target. Kloud had used Sov’s remains to hold the lobby doors open. He pointed. “Kill.” He gave the dog a swat on the rump.

Number Five darted across the traffic-barren pavement and charged into the open building, his crab-like robot leg clicking. Murphy held his remote control mechanism ready.

Ambassador Dov and his assistant Mov and several bodyguards were in the lobby, just leaving the office suite, when they spotted a dog running at them.

“What is this?” Dov asked in his guttural native language, not at all amused.

“Where are the guar—”

The first floor lobby and offices erupted into a flaming orgasmic light. The entire stone structure shook as walls ripped and rooms were reduced to pebbly confetti.

Team B destroyed the back door with automatic fire. They charged into a long gray corridor flanked by office doors. Casper took the left side, Dennison the right.

The first room was a lounge. Rotund Klu-Kozi men and women (indistinguishable from each other, excluding their gonads) were caught in mid-panic. Smoke from the massive explosion coated their horror.

Casper leapt in a half-crouch into the open doorway, his little machine-gun barking loudly. Forty-five caliber craters formed a dotted line across one officer’s chest. His thick body crashed over a table. The others, slowed by their bulk, attempted to dive for cover but were quickly assaulted by sprays of lead.

Dennison used his boot to open the door. The embassy nurse stood in awe behind her metal desk. She lifted her fleshy fingers to shield herself. The assault rifle purred as it flicked out a thin tongue of light. Dennison stitched a row of projectile-cavities across her thick jowled face. Soupy clumps of brain erupted from her bald purple head. The blood of a Klu-Koza had the look and consistency of grape jelly. The thick substance spattered the medical charts behind the fallen medic.

Murphy, assuming that the majority of enemy on Level One had been killed in the blast, led the way up a steep metal staircase. The structure was wobbly and twisted by the blast and it creaked under them.

Bits of plaster leapt from the wall where the Klu-Koza gunman’s bullets missed Murphy’s head. The human spun and fired. The accurate assault rifle pelted the man’s bulging midsection and hammered him back against the second floor balcony wall. Still kicking, the guardsman made a final attempt at attacking and lunged forward. Murphy injected more bullets into his torso and he shook as he accepted each one. Dead, the body fell forward, rolled over the banister, bounced when it hit the floor below. 

There was quite a commotion upstairs. They were running all over, yelling and sputtering that ugly Klu-Koza gibberish. The main room housed computers with glassy blue screens. File cabinets stood against one wall, solemn like graves.

They sprayed the room with random bursts of gunfire. Whereas a human would probably have been dropped by such blasts, the heavy-bodied Klu-Kozi were merely jolted. Some performed the unlikely feat of falling forward in death.

Kloud’s little submachine-gun took the screen out of a computer terminal and also blew a good amount of its operator’s skull off. The woman plopped to the floor, which was splashed by her sweaty black brain jam.

 

««—»»

 

Casper’s submachine-gun jammed. He threw it aside, instantly yanking free his .45. A vet Klu-Koza, from the war of the same name, saw him dispose of his long-arm and darted from his office closet.

The helmeted human stabbed his gun into the corpulent creature’s face and pulled on the trigger. There was that traditional deafening crash, the quaking of the room and the dousing of oily gore. The Klu-Koza stumbled back, a hideous steaming pit taking up half its head.

Casper’s face remained tight but his mind’s jaw fell open in awe as the stricken enemy reached up to feel the chunky gap. One of its eyes had popped from the blast; the survivor squinted in anger as the beast staggered forward.

“You fuck-er,” it grumbled in poor English.

Shells spun from the .45 as it leapt twice, nearly fracturing Casper’s sleek musician’s wrist. The Klu-Koza was pushed back hard, jelly-pulsing wounds drilled deeply into its chest. With a final death moan it slumped to the floor.

Dennison’s frame rattled with the gun’s recoil. His prey twitched uncomfortably under the fusillade of bullets. He aimed at their eyes, knowing all too well that these beings were notorious for the number of shots they could withstand. They were not very threatening, however, when the only weapons they had were pencils and computers. Their brains hugged the ceiling like rain-slicked parasites.

 

««—»»

 

“Die!” The tiled walls of the large meeting room broke into splinters. Kloud’s gun was growing less accurate due to the barrel expansion caused by the heat of firing. The Klu-Koza Secretary of Defense dived behind a leather chair. He reached for his dead bodyguard’s revolver.

Kloud introduced him to his submachine-gun’s ammunition.

Secretary Kov’s head shattered like a jar of preserves. His excessive business-suited body went slack.

“Duck!”

Murphy’s warning was a bit slow; one of the sniper’s bullets burnt harshly into Kloud’s thigh. He fell with a scream.

Murphy’s assault rifle hammered the sniper to the wall and made such a mess of him that he stuck there rather than fell.

Captain Murphy, kneeling in the nitrate air, put a hand on Kloud’s shoulder.

“Can you walk?”

Kloud looked up and nodded; he clutched at the runny red pit in his leg.

 

««—»»

 

The weight of the Klu-Koza woman sent Dennison like a meteor into the wall. The picture they slammed against shattered, showering them with glass. He hadn’t seen her hiding behind the door.

The woman wrapped her arms around the human from behind and shoved him against the floor. His rifle was pinned beneath him. Frantically he jabbed his elbows into the thing’s gut.

“Mulla-bosk! Mulla-bosk!” the woman shouted.

Dennison managed to get a hold of his pistol, reached back to press the weapon’s muzzle into the load on his back. The angle he fired at caused great pain to his wrist but did worse damage to his target. The massive hulk rose quickly, taking several steps backwards. 

She stood there contemplating her bullet wound with disbelief.

“Kabba-Kos, pellumb! (You shot me!)” she said.

Dennison, still on the floor, managed to roll over. He held out the sleek automatic and squeezed off a volley of shots. The woman convulsed as lead slammed into her. She crumpled, thick blood leaking from her pocked chest.

 

««—»»

 

He was screaming, bellowing agony. A burly bald gorilla with deep purple skin, frantically, clumsily running around his office clutching a coin-sized gap in his belly. Murphy seemed to be too hypnotized by his pain-dance to finish him off. The crazed executive grabbed a handful of tissues from a box on his desk and stuffed them into the gorge.

Murphy’s gun shook him from the trance as his trigger finger awoke. The rifle spewed flame as bullets stitched the porcine beast and put an end to its disorientation. 

Kloud blew the door’s lock off and pushed. A desk barricade moved back grudgingly and a book bounced off his skull.

“Fucker!”

He caught himself before firing. The Klu-Koza backed against the far wall, hands raised in surrender.

“No shoot, no shoot.”

The soldier walked forward, jamming his weapon into the man’s massive belly. The walls and ceiling of this room were silvery metal.

“The safe,” Kloud hissed. “You show me the safe or I’ll kill you.”

The Klu-Koza blinked.

“Safe! Safe! Open the safe, understand?”

According to the floor plan, this was the room. Gun barrel buried in the Klu-Koza’s gut, Kloud shot a glance at the floor.

“Raise it.”

Shaking uncontrollably, the enemy fell to its knees and found a hidden switch where one of the diamond-shaped patterns in the carpet flipped up to reveal a keypad. There was a hum as the safe rose slowly from the floor.

“Now open it!”

 

««—»»

 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck! You bastard! You bastard!”

The Klu-Koza rolled about on the floor as if it was on fire.

Casper stuck his pistol in his belt and snatched the wounded creature’s carbine from the floor.

The .45 slug had done extensive damage to its flab-padded face and yet it still spewed words: “Fuck, you, fucker!”

The bolt had already been pulled back. Casper merely aimed and squeezed. Ghastly moist sockets opened up across the man’s back. He jerked as the projectiles drilled tunnels through his guts. After a final electric dance of contortions, the infuriated beast lay dead.

The office clerk emerged from the smoky hall, its bulky silver pistol barking. Two shots nibbled the wall; a third caught the human in the back.  Casper’s vest denied the slug entry into his flesh. He spun, carbine sparking, leaping, thundering. Foul mush slurped in rubbery chunks from yawning holes. The clerk dropped its gun and gasped. Its plump limbs jiggled with each fresh bullet. Agony.

“Garragh!”

One arm nearly amputated, the obese being was determined to live. It stepped forward awkwardly despite the shower of bullets.

The final shot in the gun spat free of the long clip, and still the creature stood. Exasperated, Casper reached again for his handgun. Thick palms closed on his shoulders and his feet left the ground.

The flimsy closet door crashed and splintered behind him. He slid to the floor, glasses hanging across his face.

The Klu-Koza was drenched in its own thermal slime. It staggered at him, arms outstretched like some movie screen zombie. Hands sweat-bathed, Casper managed to point the large automatic and fire.

Yolk-yellow pus ejaculated from the shattered throat. The sluggish mammal thumped loudly to the floor.

Casper sighed deeply and pulled himself up. He stabbed a fresh clip into his .45’s handle and worked the slide. Suddenly his left leg was on fire. Something was wrong.

The jam-smeared enemy had jabbed a pearl-handled letter opener into him. Its free hand shot up and grasped his crotch. He followed the tugging arm to the floor, .45 sliding away from his grip.

The Klu-Koza let go of the bladed instrument’s handle, released his crotch and clamped its palms against the human’s temples. Enraged, the clerk pulled Casper’s face into one of its wide, gelatin-oozing belly wounds. It attempted to drown him in its blood.

The foul substance seeped up his nostrils; his mouth and beard were buried in the muck. Desperately, Casper tugged the letter opener from his leg and brought it up and then down, into the great distended belly.

The Klu-Koza shrieked, releasing Casper’s head as he carved a wide wet smile across its bullet-plagued stomach. A thick black tongue slurped across the gash’s edge. Casper rammed his hand wrist-deep into the glistening valley and yanked out the meaty obsidian tongue.

Tortured howls shook the room. The sticky, blubbery Klu-Koza collapsed; it resembled an opened spread-eagle frog in mid-dissection. The desecrated alien thrashed like an electrocuted marionette. Yes, quick death was a vid-program myth; death, as Casper knew it, was often a process of suffering.

 

««—»»

 

Murphy’s eyes were lost in sweaty shadows. He surveyed the third floor lobby. There were two large stone buckets containing Klu-Koza jungle ferns on each side of the elevator doors. Instantly recognizing the shiny bald head of an enemy as it ducked down behind the vegetation, Murphy pulled free the large tubular Implode-Injector and stepped out into the open. His question of whether or not the hidden plum-purple ape was armed was answered by the absence of flying bullets. He marched across the short lobby area and shoved his arm into the thick fringed leaves. The barrel pressed against the polished scalp and the weapon hissed sharply; the explosive was embedded inside the creature’s head before detonating.

Chunks of skull and brain pulp flew in all directions as the massive headless body slammed up against the elevator doors. Its arms flailed in the air. Gelatinous rodents scurried from the neck pit. A muffled voice bellowed through the wall of the monster’s belly, “Bastard!”

The corpse smeared to the floor, dead.

The spattered elevator slid open. Two enraged Klu-Koza women charged out, eating utensils clutched offensively.

The human whirled to face the attack. He crammed the imploder into the nearest gut. The powerful blast littered the room with wild wet entrails. The next blast blew the other animal nearly in half.

Kloud came upon this scene on the back of a burly opponent. His boot knife was firmly implanted in its nearly nonexistent neck, and he was twisting it like a motorcycle throttle.

The fleshy face contorted with its horrific distress. In a frantic attempt at survival, the Klu-Koza rammed itself back-first against a wall, sandwiching the human man.

“Cocksucker!” scolded Kloud, giving the knife another passionate twist.

“Golm-ba!”

“Suck!”

Kloud withdrew his knife and carefully injected it into the spot directly between the enemy’s shoulder blades. Green steam gushed from a punctured organ, filling Kloud’s face with a repulsive stench. The Klu-Koza sank to its knees and Kloud leapt free.

The creature remained in its kneeling position even after death had made a hive of its body.

 

««—»»

 

The two teams met in the central office room of the third floor after killing everything in between their separate entrance routes. Bleeding and jam-splashed, they stood in sweaty exhaustion.

Murphy adjusted his helmet and wiped some putrid enemy debris from his face. An empty pistol hung like a weight in one hand.

“The forcers are coming, Captain,” Kloud panted, listening.

“I know. Let’s move out.”

 

««—»»

 

The hazy green lighting of the Post appeared to be permanent. A melancholy bass line vibrated thickly from the standard barroom jukebox. Beer mugs clinked, adding periods to the ends of great war tales. Wrinkled veterans sat in surrender.

A corner vid-tank cast a bluish light on the accumulation of creased faces. The blue tint made them look like ghosts.

The door opened suddenly as four men entered. The first, a tall sturdy man with a stoic face and long dark hair, stared back at the audience of elders. The three others stood back in the shadows respectfully, almost like bodyguards. Murphy walked to the bar and plopped two large money bags onto the counter. Two thirds of the contents of the captured safe.

“This is for you,” he addressed the old veterans. He gave a rigid salute before turning and leading his men back into the night.

Whispered awe filled the smoky chamber as the age-worn soldiers crowded around the two plump sacks. Suddenly one of the Choom bartenders disrupted the commotion.

“Hey, look at this!”

He pointed up at the vid-screen. It was a long shot of a large burning building. Police and fire vehicles surrounded the Klu-Koza embassy. The news camera zoomed in on the curious flag flapping defiantly above the smoldering castle—the flag of Tusk Company.

 

 

— | — | —

 







 

THE MERCIFUL UNIVERSE

 

 

1. Company in Wherever

 

The Park, sardonically nicknamed by the locals, was a rubble-strewn lot where a tenement had once loomed. Some fool necromancer on an obscure spiritual quest had attempted to open a doorway to a distant dimension and in the process, blown the building to smithereens. Whether or not he was successful is open to speculation, but forty-two of his neighbors unwillingly accompanied him to wherever. Silvia imagined their soft grey voices whispering up from the shadowy pockets and blackberry-colored puddles between jagged slabs of concrete.

All the parents in the neighborhood warned their children to avoid The Park; all the children either played there or, as in Silvia’s case, cut through. It was the broken heart of the neighborhood, bordered on one side by bland rows of middle class apartment boxes, by Little Manila on another and by the glossy fortress of Nex-Tech Labs to the west. Residents dwelling in Punktown could do much worse, of course—there were neighborhoods in the city that would have made Hell blush. Each weekday Silvia would depart the school bus and make her way across the flattened corpse of the tenement, climbing over beds of brick like giant rusty teeth and half buried cables like calcified tree roots.

The voices always came to her, small and thin, spider web voices like breezes, stealing out from the horrible texture of that micro-landscape. One afternoon she heard a voice that actually belonged to a living creature. It was not a human voice. It was following the accident over at Nex-Tech. The lab, associated with the medical school at Mercy Hospital, conducted research on animals, some of which had escaped following the blast that tore open the left wing of the complex. Explosions, it seems, were becoming a tradition in that section of town.

A light snow was falling and the rows of apartment houses were grey in the grey light. Ten-year-old brunette Silvia, a plain-faced twig of a girl, got off the bus, cut through The Park and went to the second-floor flat she shared with her mother. In the dark of her mother’s room, she reached into a cluttered bureau drawer and felt around for the small black laser-camera. Her hand bumped another small black object and her dead father’s voice came rasping from the drawer.

He was reading from a guide booklet, listing vid-programs that might have been worth watching. Movies mostly. He could enjoy little else in his final days as he lay there in that room, his disease progressed, his voice a gritty hiss, the wreath of pain in his throat squeezing off the blood required by his memory so that he had to resort to the palm recorder to remind him what shows to tune in to.

Silvia listened for several moments, refused to let herself cry, then grabbed the recorder and shut it off.

It was not supposed to snow in January, but the workers from the weather control plants were on strike. Snow softened the broken splay of The Park, where Silvia returned with her mother’s camera. She had toyed with the device and found that by adjusting some of its controls, she could take pictures that were more dreamy than realistic, the colors and focus distorted. Punktown looked less threatening portrayed in luminous crayon.

She took a picture of the skyline with snow coming down, then the distant buildings of Little Manila with its terrible sounds of cock fights and cheering. The glossy monstrosity of Nex-Tech with one side blown open, a great ghostly tarp of clear plastic rustling over the wound. That’s when she heard the voice.

It was a faint, uncertain sound from a jumble of twisted metal and broken wall. The wreckage formed a cave-like opening. Silvia crouched and moved stealthily closer. The voice sounded again and something moved in the darkness. 

“Come out,” Silvia offered. “I won’t hurt you.”

The girl got too close and the animal started, scurried out from its cover and sprang away. While it did not move with the grace of a cat, it certainly looked like one and it managed enough speed to elude the girl as it scrabbled off into the increasing snow.

Back at the flat, Silvia printed out her photos. The last one showed the cat, thin and grey, a ghost in the white air as it made its escape. With her father dead, no siblings, and her mother working two jobs, Silvia thought it might be nice to have a pet. She could use a little company.

 

 

2. The Winter Mission

 

One of the older boys from the neighborhood tripped Silvia after the bus hissed away. The boy’s friends sniggered and the lot of them swaggered off and the girl, refusing to cry, picked up her books. The photo of the cat had fallen out of her math book and lay forgotten in the snow as she headed home.

The Park was surreal in the snow. It was a stranger place still, since the lab explosion. An emaciated dog with a shaved head, a small silvery box fitted with tangled wires embedded in the top of its skull, lay half buried, a froth of ice caked about its open mouth. Further along, dead and broken on a heap of frosted bricks, an intentionally crippled kitten with scorched robot hind limbs gazed with foggy green eyes as Silvia paused and stared. Her heart, at ten, was only now learning to hate. Still, she could hurt nothing and even now did not imagine doing violence to the men of science who had violated these animals. 

After leaving her books at the flat, she went downstairs to visit the strange, nice Mrs. Waterfall. The woman, her own quarters full of books and incense and violin music, gave the girl a can of dog food. Back in the cold, bundled in her winter garments, Silvia set out for The Park. 

Someone had fashioned a grinning snowman and fitted it with a beer bottle phallus.

“Come out. Come out, come out.”

Grey wind came stinging from the west and the shrieks of fighting birds put banshees in her ears. She found that jumble of wreckage where the cat had sheltered the previous afternoon, bent and saw its small huddled form. 

“Hi,” Silvia whispered.

The scrawny figure receded deeper into its shadows.

“You must be hungry… I brought you something.”

Silvia set a plate on the snow, scooped out some of the dog food and moved back several yards. Dusk was turning the snow blue and the Nex-Tech buildings were a great sterile tomb in the distance, forbidding behind a high fence of razor-wire.

Eventually the cat ventured out, sniffing the air. In their enthusiasm to eliminate blindness in Tikkihotto people (those humanoid beings whose eyes were wispy translucent filaments) the researchers at Nex-Tech had removed the cat’s native eyes and given it synthetic ghostly wires, like misplaced whiskers, to see with. The projections on the left side of its face were crumpled and blackened, probably from the explosion, and were likely accountable for the creature’s uncharacteristic awkwardness. 

The cat took small furtive steps, its serpentine eyes straining in the gloom, wriggling tentacle-like. Unable to see Silvia crouched shivering in the snow, it found the food and ate.

 

««—»»

 

Silvia returned the following day and the snow returned too, the local atmosphere celebrating this temporary freedom from restriction, but negotiations were ongoing between the weather control workers and the union; inevitably nature would yield to technology.

It was lighter out this time when Silvia set down her offering of dog food. The skittish animal poked out of its cavern but pulled back suddenly, startled by the distant howling of a dog—from Little Manila or Nex-Tech? The beast remained in its shelter until Silvia moved back, out of its view.

“Good boy, Skinny.”

The cat now had a name.

 

 

3. The Melting Sentry

 

The girl was crying the third day, when she showed up at the door of Mrs. Waterfall’s apartment. Most of the tenants avoided Mrs. Waterfall; she didn’t seem to care much for company. She was odd, private, loyal only to her ailing Chihuahua and the sandalwood shadows of her solitary lair. But Silvia liked her well enough. 

“Skinny—he ran away!” Silvia announced.

Mrs. Waterfall sat her down and gave her tea. 

“What happened, Silvia?”

“I tried to pat him and he ran off.” 

“How do you know it’s a male?” the woman asked, peering out through her long, white frenzy of hair.

“Woman’s intuition,” the child explained.

Adele Waterfall suppressed a smile. “Not to worry—he’ll be back. As long as you keep bringing the food he’ll be back. But you have to be patient. That animal has suffered serious trauma at the hands of people. It will take time for him to trust you.”

Mrs. Waterfall was right. Weeks passed before the cat would eat with Silvia close by, even more weeks before it was responding to her calling its name. But now it came readily at the sound of her voice, stumbling and grey in the snow—out from its hiding place, its thin tail held high—to gobble its food.

Nearly March and still The Park was lumpy and white with snow. Silvia climbed off the bus, trudged across the wintered rubble, walked up her street, grey with slush and houses. She dropped off her books, prepared Skinny’s meal and headed back out.

The ruin of a snowman stood like a sentry. Rain and warmer days had given him a deteriorated look, the face a ghostly blur. Gunshots barked from Little Manila and the helicars of wealthy executives hummed insect-like as they swarmed away from the Nex-Tech structures.

“Skinny,” Silvia called, approaching the cat’s shelter (which she had lined with towels stolen from home).

Skinny meowed and stepped out, eyes like pad thai noodles swimming.

“Time to eat. Are you hungry?”

Skinny meowed, tail saluting. Silvia set down his plate and stayed close. This time she gently held out her hand and the cat, never having made contact before, touched the tip of a finger with his nose.

A white blur came from the right—the tightly packed snowball struck Skinny hard in the head and broke wetly, spitting cold sparks in Silvia’s face. Skinny shook his head, staggered a few steps and fell dead.

The laughter of older boys came from somewhere behind. The boys swaggered off toward the bland grey apartment houses, hooting.

Silvia held Skinny for the first time, pressed him to her jerking chest. Her tears fell on his fur. That night she slept with the body of her small companion cuddled in her bed, the small hand recorder too, her dead father’s rasping voice listing movies in the dark. 

 

 

4. Adele Waterfall

 

Adele was fifty when she moved into the building that overlooked the lot where a tenement had exploded. She had lived with her husband Floyd in a better part of the city up until the time of his death. His helicar had plummeted fifteen stories. Some jokester at the factory had planted an empty beer bottle in the works of the vehicle and over time it had broken up, several fragments sneaking into a fuel line where they precipitated the fatal blockage. This fact was never disclosed, however; it seems the car manufacturer passed a clandestine sum of munits to investigators who listed the cause of the wreck as an operator error.

Life had been good on Danvers Street. Adele had had room for a small herb garden and there was a birch tree where she hung a clear plastic bird feeder. The couple had installed eight-foot fences around their humble oasis of a yard, both of them being quiet, private creatures. They had plenty of room for their beloved books and a finished basement where they could play their music. Floyd was skilled with a violin and Adele had mastered the harpsichord (a small electric version, actually). They liked nothing better than a quiet meal followed by some shared concerti grossi by the ancient master Corelli, or the contemporary composer Scor-rul.

Adele had sold the house following Floyd’s accident—no longer able to afford it on her own. His pension and the money from the sale would have to support her. She was too much of a recluse to go out into the ice and madness of the external world. So she moved to a modest apartment in a middle class neighborhood.

There were worse places to be, the woman mused, although the landlord was not the most generous of creatures. The air-conditioning system was faulty and Adele was forced to have her windows open during the summer. She was glad when Silvia and her parents moved in, having tired of hearing the moans of the woman upstairs, having tired of the squeaking of the woman’s spider-like robot lover (or was it the bedsprings? Both?). At any rate, the family of three made for more tolerable neighbors.

Life was a shadow without Floyd; the only music came from recorded chips, her herbs came from jars; she rarely cooked meals from scratch, but relied on prepared food ordered by computer from a delivery market. The three-legged Chihuahua, Muscles, that she and Floyd had rescued from a pound, died of natural causes that first winter, just weeks before Silvia’s cat friend was murdered by local bullies. Without Muscles, the solitude was even more than our eccentric, iconoclastic Adele Waterfall cared for. Lately she found herself becoming overly fond of Bach’s Come Sweet Death. 

 

 

5. Wires Like Cobras

 

April thawed the snow and the warmer days seemed to take some of the steam out of the thrust to end the weather controllers’ strike, though one city official maintained that they were terrorizing the city through their insubordination. Adele had ordered some fresh daisies from the delivery market and set out into The Park to place them at Skinny’s grave.

She had labored with the neighbor girl to build a burial cairn of bricks near where the cat had lived in a hollow under heaped concrete. Now that the snow was gone, one could see the occasional power cable snaking through the sprawl of wrecked tenement, these cables being illegal taps, stealing electricity from businesses to divert it to this or that apartment across the way. The cheap line used by the power-theives occasionally gave out, breaking; the wires would thrash back and forth, spewing sparks. The rich and the poor were kindred in their grasping.

Working her way through the lot, Adele tensed at the sound of hissing. Just yards now from Skinny’s monument, she saw a wire dancing and spitting and a dog of pale grey flat on its side, smoking from a blackened kiss on its right flank. Adrenalin punched Adele in the heart.

It must be dead, she thought, electrocuted by the thrashing cable, but she saw the dog’s side rising and falling and one of the front paws twitched. With her blood sprinting dizzying laps through her, Adele took the heaviest chunk of concrete she could lift and wobbled closer to the electric cobra. The wire swung close to the dog and the woman bent close, pinning it with the slab.

“Bastards!” Adele cursed the power-purloiners. 

She knelt by the dog and put a bony hand on its bony chest. It was thin, even for a greyhound, likely an escapee from the expansive dog farm that supplied both Nex-Tech and Little Manila. They were too far from the dog racing track for it to have come from there; besides, they usually shot their dogs once the beasts’ proficiency in racing had waned.

“You poor sweet thing,” Adele whispered, stroking its pointed face. The dog lifted its head weakly and she saw that the left eye was cloudy, blind.

 

 

6. Ten Years Later

 

Smartie Pants, Silvia’s father had called her, endearingly. Indeed. A scholarship sent her to Miniosis College of Arts and Sciences, away from the grey home streets of Paxton. She was twenty now, engaged to one Roger Brine, a brilliant and humane young man, graduate of Silvia’s university, with a snug position at a burgeoning cloning center. After graduation Silvia hoped that their combined incomes would be enough to help her mother move to Miniosis, out of the old neighborhood, for the crime level there had increased substantially over the past ten years. 

Every few weeks Silvia would borrow Roger’s helicar and drive out to visit her mother. It was summer and weeds snaked up out of the clutter of The Park and garbage roasted in the gutters. Sweaty silver-tattooed Choom boys loitering on the sidewalks, called obscenely to the lean young woman with the perky haircut who had grown somewhat prettier with time. While no proponent of capital punishment, she had, at Roger’s prompting, purchased a palm-sized pistol. The Stun-Beam 20-20 resembled a .25 automatic, but only fired pale yellow stun rays. The worst it could do was put an eye out, if fired at close range. Roger didn’t care for her spending so much time in that depreciating section of the city and felt better knowing she had some form of protection at hand.

Over the years she had stayed in touch with Mrs. Waterfall and even on those weekends when she was too busy to spend much time with her, she would see the woman walking her beloved greyhound. The image of the two walking along side by side had become something of a fixture in her thoughts of home. It was amazing how the dog had breathed life into the woman. Mrs. Waterfall had never gotten around to giving the now aging dog a formal name, but simply grew accustomed to calling him Sweetie.

Sometimes Silvia would visit her old friend. They would sit drinking tea, listening to music chips of Corelli, Sweetie parked by his companion, slender head in her lap, one good eye trained up lovingly as the woman stroked the back of his neck. He actually appeared to smile.

 

 

7. A Fateful Note

 

Adele and Sweetie were returning from their afternoon walk when the stocky and brisk George Conch came marching down the sidewalk toward them. A brutish-looking man in mustard-colored shorts, his beer-swollen belly naked and jiggling, the landlord thrust an envelope at the woman with such vigor that she flinched. Startled by the motion, Sweetie growled.

“Shut up or I’ll kick ya to death, ya friggin’ mutt!” the ogre spat.

Adele would have loved a gun just then and, unlike Silvia, might possibly have used it. 

“I’m sick of steppin’ in dog crap every friggin’ time I come over here,” the man spat.

“Don’t blame me for that—Sweetie only does his business over in The Park.”

Conch smirked. “Yeah, right,” he said; then, wheeling on his heel, he marched away.

The heat seemed to shrink Adele’s flat. Sweetie went straight to his water bowl, slurping and gulping as his master read the letter, hands shaking. In effect, the note said that there had been a change of heart about the pet policy and that she had a week to remove her dog or else she would face eviction.

Finished drinking, Sweetie came over and lay at her feet, his chin resting on one paw.

“We need a new home, Sweetie,” Adele said, reaching down, her fingers like trembling birch twigs.

 

8. The Move

 

The sun was a monster of Icarus heat, a clotted burning wound above the rows of grey boxes. Heat was everywhere, in the exhaust of passing cars, in the red paint of obscene graffiti, in the collective buzz of flies, like winged bullet holes on the hot grey walls. 

Adele stood sweating on the sidewalk where she had brought Sweetie; the activity of the movers bustling about the cramped flat, dismantling his familiar domain, had made him nervous. She had secured another apartment five miles to the south. While the new building was in a less savory area, the landlord was agreeable to tenants owning pets and kept several himself, so he professed. The heat was weighing heavily on the aging dog and he lay panting in a merciful pool of shadow. Afraid that he might suffer dehydration, Adele squeezed past the movers as they lugged out boxes of her books to shove into the moving truck; she had to fetch his water bowl.

Two Choom teens came around the corner of the building just then, a jug of wine swinging from its sticky neck, their metallic tattoos gleaming. A wheeled car screeched suddenly on the street, a figure leaning out a window with a compact .9mm submachine-gun. The weapon coughed its thunder and the movers dropped down, boxes of books spilling on the sidewalk as bullets chewed the wall of the building and one of the tattooed boys—the target of the attack—went down screaming. The wine bottle broke like blood.

Sweetie leapt up and, darting in terror, charged across the street and down an alley as the gun spat and banged. Adele rushed out of the apartment and saw as her dog vanished between two of the opposite buildings. The car sped away and the Choom teen lay in a pool of wine, a superficial wound in his upper arm bleeding through the silver tattoo of a skull.

“Sweetie!” Adele called. “Sweetie!”

 

 

9. Into the Alley

 

Hearing the gunfire outside, Silvia ducked down, away from the window in her mother’s flat until she heard the car roar away, and the pathetic cries of the wounded teen rising up in the heat. It was the crying of Adele Waterfall that caused her to grab her Stun-Beam 20-20 and rush down the stairs and out to the sidewalk. 

The old woman was crumpled, her face in her hands, sobbing.

“My God, are you hit, Mrs. Waterfall?” Silvia panted.

“No, no—it’s Sweetie—he’s gone!”

Silvia swivelled, took in the scene, the stunned movers checking themselves for holes, the bleeding punk, the wall pocked where bullets had danced. No sign of the dog.

“Where’d he go?”

Adele pointed to the dark alley across the way, heat rippling up in front of it like a veil of watery ghosts. 

“I’ll find him,” Silvia said, helping the woman to her feet. “I promise l’ll find him, Mrs. Waterfall.”

The young woman walked her friend over to the steps of the apartment house, sat her down and then, stuffing her compact pistol into the pocket of her blue jean shorts, jogged across the street and entered the alley. She was swallowed by its shadows.

 

««—»»

 

The alley took Silvia out to The Park with its clutter of cement and weeds. Skinny’s cairn was there, like a hunched thing in the clumps of drought-faded goldenrod. The sterile white of the Nex-Tech complex gleamed in the late day sun and the rooftops of Little Manila poked up just north of that. She hoped Sweetie hadn’t gone there.

 

 

10. Luzon

 

In some ways, the Luzon Market was the heart of Little Manila. For one it was the central spot amidst the crowded buildings of the area, the other consideration had to do with cultural activity. In Silvia’s assessment of things, the quickest way to know a people is to witness their food and music. The Luzon market offered both. It was an open-aired food market where fast staccato music blared readily from open windows and doors at either side of the street. While some of the music had a manic celebratory quality, the food was something else all together.

There were vendor tables and open shacks, bins heaped with exotic vegetables, slippery piles of squid and fish and, of course, the dogs. Silvia had seen this part of the city once and had sworn she would never return. We can only imagine her horror as she moved slowly down the avenue.

There were dogs everywhere. To the right: ten or more dogs were lying on the sidewalk with their forelegs wrenched painfully behind their backs, tied with wire, their muzzles wound shut with duct tape. Watery eyes pleaded. To the left: an old woman kicked at a whimpering dog which was sprawled in trash, legs trussed as with the others, a can with poked breathing holes strapped over its snout. It looked hungry. Dogs in cages crammed so tightly they seemed one great and pitiful mass. One tied outside the cages—which could hold no more—wagged its tail shyly at the passing young woman, despite the reddish wire that held its mouth closed. 

Silvia bent by one of the cages and peered in, looking for Sweetie. The apparent proprietor, a substantial shirtless man with cigar smoke for teeth, studied her hungrily. “Cheap,” he offered, waving his cigar at the cage.

“No thanks,” Silvia said, moving along.

Bang!

A man had slammed a mid-sized dog onto the top of another cage and was slitting its throat. The blood rained on the other beasts in the cage, awaiting similar treatment. A pleasant-looking older woman stood waiting for her selection to be butchered, a bag of fruit tucked under one arm.

Silvia could hear the commotion of cock-fighting coming from the smoky doorways of several buildings. Birds screeching, men laughing, women cheering. Outside of these establishments, the non-victorious birds were tossed unceremoniously into open trash bins, their lush and trailing plumage spattered and torn. Some, barely alive, twitched and rasped pitifully.

Another doorway—the blackness beyond throbbing with frenetic music and the sounds of dogs screaming. Silvia had never heard dogs scream before. Young shirtless men chatted nonchalantly outside and paused only to eye a corpulent, bikini-clad prostitute as she bent to adjust a heel. The smell of roasting dog came smokily from within.

A rich blond woman with a glossy black heli-sedan stood humming to the music at a nearby stand as her two armed bodyguards loaded several trussed dogs into the trunk of her vehicle. Silvia noted that tying a dog’s forelegs back not only immobilized it, but also offered a convenient handle. The men slammed the trunk shut, paid the pleased vendor and opened the door as the blond slipped inside. Silvia had heard that dog was becoming a popular cocktail snack with the wealthy.

The sun—but not its heat—was lowering. Silvia’s T-shirt felt like a paste of sweat as she reached the end of the market, the squarish weight of her small stun-pistol pressed uncomfortably to her hip. Thank God, she thought—no sign of Sweetie. Still, her stomach was a fire of bile, and tears joined the sweat beaded on her cheeks. Leaving the Luzon Market and the cramped, darkening heat of Little Manila, she thought of Skinny, how the boys that killed him, like the scientists and technicians back at Nex-tech, and the men making those dogs scream, would all probably go on to live long and relatively happy lives.

 

 

11. The Ancestor Masks

 

Punktown, with its more than varied ethnic subdivisions, was an uncomfortable quilt of colors. An awkward puzzle of pieces and peoples, traditions and religions. Dusk came on and Silvia found herself on another planet, so to speak. It was the Kalian sector, the Sarik Duul neighborhood, more specifically, reflecting a somewhat obscure island culture from the planet Kali. There, set against the black of monolithic buildings and pointed baroque temples, was a carnival of twanging, chiming music and air hot with spices and incense. Neons twisted in graceful alien letters, bled into the humid sky and the scene made Silvia think of the pictures she used to take with her mother’s intentionally distorted laser-camera—a dream of radiant crayon.

A small child in a glistening grey mask trotted up to the girl, splashed her with some spiced water from a bowl and sang, “Happy Death Day!”

Blinking, Silvia remembered hearing something on the news about the upcoming festival. It was the day when the people of Sarik Duul offered up their bodies to house the spirits of all who had died within the year. Each wore a mask that represented a dead friend or loved one—as they would have appeared at the time of death. Each of the Sarikians was a walking Nirvana containing generations of deceased spirits.

Silvia made her way awkwardly through the hot crowd of bodies. The Sarikians seemed to float in their long shimmering robes, their strange beauty—shining grey skin, glossy black hair, plush lips and thin eyes the solid black of onyx—obscured behind masks that represented these same exotic qualities in slightly elongated stylization.

The young woman felt like a trespasser in these people’s communal ritual and was glad to see other humans and other races, tourists perhaps, partaking of the festivities. Children shrieked from wheeling neon-embossed rides like robot octopi and bought drippy globes of warm spiced fruit on sticks—like mutant lollipops. She could not tell who was who, for all wore the masks and a woman might wear the face of a father or dead husband, an old person might wear the face of someone young. One massive figure, obviously a man, had the strange peaceful face of an infant. He bellowed, “Happy Death Day,” as he passed, towing a flock of bright balloons.

Seeing as this was Punktown, there was a quantity of masks representing those who had died violently over the past year. These came swimming out of dark and neon air like figures from a terrible dream. Here a woman, uncompromisingly depicted, with half her face chewed by bullets; there, an old man blackened with the craggy scarring from fire; another, apparently the victim of a low-grade plasma bullet, with its mock flesh like bubbled pumice. They must have needed fingerprints or DNA to identify that one.

Silvia sought out puddles where a dog might go to drink, trash cans where a dog might smell food. She ducked behind concession tents, squinted into spice and garbage-scented darkness. Behind one of the food booths, a grey naked man had a grey naked woman against a wall and was thrusting into her from behind. They turned to look at her with those too big glossy masks and laughed. Silvia rushed away, around a corner and tripped over something.

Sweetie. He was lying on his side, his eyes open, mouth slightly ajar. Silvia gasped and bent to touch him. He felt cool in the hot air, soft and grey beneath the trembling stroking of her hand.

“Oh, Sweetie,” she whispered.

This was better than seeing him butchered in the Luzon Market, she consoled herself. It was his age and the heat…but still she imagined his terror and confusion, his being lost in the noise and color of a strange place and mostly, his being separated from Adele. Sweetie had died alone.

 

««—»»

 

Trucks rumbled out onto the thoroughfare; the Sarikian dead of the year, having been stored in a great warehouse pumped full of preservative gases, were being delivered to the festival. The crowd stood by quietly as the bodies, glistening in cocoons of green silk, were heaped in a great pyramid and splashed with bucketfuls of strange oil and spices. A figure in a red turban spoke a soft prayer through a microphone and then tossed a torch on the mounded dead. There was a rush of greenish flame and soon the air was horrible and beautiful with the smoke of the dead and spices.

Behind the food stand, Silvia still sat on the ground, petting Sweetie. The strange light of the green flame flickered on his fur like the reflections of a swimming pool. A sound of soft steps came from behind and a gentle voice, muffled in its mask.

“Miss?” It was a Sarikian accent.

Silvia looked up over her shoulder at a tall figure whose mask portrayed an old man—it looked as if he had died in blissful sleep.

“May I help you?” He swept an open hand in the direction of the fire.

Silvia sniffled and nodded. “Thanks,” she said, standing.

The man bent and lifted the dog into his arms, noticing it was missing an ear. He turned slowly and walked out into the open, Silvia following. The crowd let them through until they were at the edge of the fire and the man, whispering a prayer, tossed Sweetie in.

“Happy Death Day,” Silvia muttered.

 

 

12. Two Weeks Later

 

Adele knew that Silvia meant well, but she also knew that there was no way she could keep her promise of finding Sweetie. Two weeks had passed now and Adele was not an idealistic person. She sat by the window looking out at the sprawling, impassive city. She did not play music. She hardly ate. She drank tea and stared at the city and slept. Slept too much, but never long enough.

After the first week she had walked down to a place the locals called The Coin House, an old tenement with outer walls that had been made of a cheap experimental plastic. The walls, now yellowed and softening, were a strange glinting texture along the lower level where people hammered coins into the thing for luck. Stupid old woman, stupid superstition, she thought, turning away from her own offering.

The air was hot and the tea was getting cold and Adele was starting to doze off, sitting there by the open window when she heard the familiar bark. She looked around her new studio flat, a clutter of unpacked books. The bark came again—it came from outside. She turned to the window and looked below where Silvia stood smiling up with Sweetie on a leash beside her.

“Sweetie!”

The old woman bounded down the stairs, out of the building, and rushed to embrace the dog.

“Sweetie—my God, it’s you!”

“I told you I’d find him,” Silvia said, grinning.

It was a good lie, Silvia thought. She had given Sweetie’s ear to her beloved Roger Brine of the burgeoning cloning center and let him work his magic. She hoped that Adele would not notice that the new version was a bit younger than the original.

“Sweetie—it’s you. It’s you!”

Being a clone, this animal would not remember the old woman. Perhaps, Silvia hoped, if there was mercy in the universe, then some measure of the love Adele and Sweetie once shared had somehow passed on to the replica from its host. 

Sweetie looked up at Adele, smiled and licked her face.

 

 

— | — | —
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JEFFREY THOMAS is the oldest of three sons born to Robert and Lorraine Thomas, and took an early interest in the arts. His mother relates that even as a toddler, little Jeffrey (born Dana Thomas, but his parents changed his name a short while after his birth because Dana reminded them too much of a mutant child by that name living on their street, who was fond of catching and eating the neighborhood pets) would pause mesmerized in front of the VT when a horror movie such as Into My Sickness or God Is Alone played, and that in his boyhood he covered reams of paper with his drawings and filled computer chips with his own crude stories (crude in subject matter more so than in execution).

Thomas worked a variety of jobs in his twenties and thirties (carapace waxer at a farm that raised giant beetles, their shells used in the creation of Scarab hovercars; operator of the Vomit Comet and Screamer rides at the annual Paxton Fair; production operator at Cugok Pharmaceuticals; proofreader at Paxton Printing) before his career as a writer, which rocketed when he switched from the fiction of books such as Letters From Hades and Boneland to the nonfiction studies of his hometown and its citizens, Punktown, Monstrocity and Everybody Scream!

In recent years, proving himself to be something of a renaissance man, Thomas has broadened his artistic horizons by acting in such movies as the thriller Die, Plaid-Skirt Schoolgirl Kittens, Die (learning Japanese, archery and taxidermy for the role) and the musical Mutant Cabaret (as the only nonmutant in the cast, the single-person “audience” captured by the demented mutant dance troupe—one of its members played by Thomas’ cat-munching childhood neighbor, whom he suggested for the part). More recently, Thomas has also made a bit of a name for himself as a cadaver artist. His puppet show Rivendance (while dismissed by one narrow-minded critic—whom we shall discuss later—as “Mutant Cabaret with mutilated dead bodies hanging from wires in place of dancing mutants”) was quite successful, and his performance art display of cadavers (their bodies pumped full of various pigments) dropped from the roofs of buildings in Industrial Square, Sidewalk Canvas, had critics hailing him as “a modern day Jackson Pollack.”

Two years ago, Thomas was killed in a shuttle accident when returning to the planet Oasis from a writer’s convention in the visiting orbital city of Port Haven. (Some have suggested the craft was sabotaged by one Cy Heliotrope, a highly plagiaristic writer, neurotically jealous of any other author working within the same subgenres—even though he steals from those same authors shamelessly.) Fortunately, this was at a time when cloning was not restricted to generic labor drones, and Thomas’ body was successfully replicated. However, when a chip of his memories was fed into the new clone’s brain, it was found to have been switched (either accidentally or, again, a work of sabotage by you-know-who) with the back-up file memories of a businessman of Japanese heritage. (One film critic theorized that residual memories from this businessman, left over after Thomas had his brain scrubbed and his own memories properly input, made it easier for him to learn Japanese for his aforementioned movie role; not so ironically, perhaps, this critic who pooh-poohed Thomas’ hard work in learning Japanese is the same disgruntled author who has tried to sabotage Thomas’ career, when not sabotaging his means of transport, and if he thinks Thomas isn’t onto him about that he’s a bigger fool than he is an egotist.)

Currently, Thomas is reviving and polishing his long-anticipated book Health Agent, the true account of the crime spree of Punktown’s insane artist Toll Loveland, who among other “artistic statements” spread deadly disease to his performance-goers. In another unprofessional personal attack, this time on Thomas’ cadaver performance Sidewalk Canvas, Mr. Bloated Ego (—and body!) even went so far as to liken Jeffrey Thomas to Toll Loveland, and suggest that Thomas was motivated to write Health Agent as a way to glorify the artist rather than the dedicated Health Agency investigator who finally brought Loveland down. Mr. Thomas could only rebut, at that time, that if Mr. Smart Critic’s massive carcass were to be filled with pigment and dropped from a skyscraper in Industrial Square, the resultant explosion of paint would put a fresh coat on half the block, and it would be the greatest artistic achievement of Senor Gordo’s life (er, and death).

But this pathetic swine’s antics had not ended yet. In the most recent incident of obsessive harassment, Thomas was leaving a coffee shop on Forma Street, B Level, when a helicar swooped so low that it almost buzzed his scalp, and a balloon filled with purple paint was hurled out at him, missing him but striking a nearby Choom man—who along with Thomas drew a pistol and fired after the retreating vehicle. But whereas Thomas scored a few good hits that he hoped cracked the vehicle’s chitin shell (its make was, maybe very intentionally, a Scarab), the Choom unfortunately grazed a bystander, a Tikkihotto gentleman, who pulled his own weapon and returned fire, hitting the Choom man with an explosive round that vaporized his head before he even hit the pavement with a splat of red that, in combination with the purple, looked like a mocking imitation of Thomas’ brilliant Sidewalk Canvas work—perhaps his cowardly, portly rival’s intention all along. Now who is emulating the diseased “art” forms of Toll Loveland, Mr. Hypocritical Critic?

But the most unsettling aspect of this whole incident was the visage Thomas saw leering back at him through the rear window of the Scarab after it had buzzed him—for it was his very own face. Thomas can only conclude that his disturbed nemesis somehow obtained another clone of his body (Heliotrope really must have some insider at that cloning facility), and had his own memories implanted into this new vessel, in the ultimate form of plagiarism. Not that Thomas can blame him; the new cover is surely an improvement on the old book, so to speak. Now, if Heliotrope will only have a copy of Thomas’ memory file switched with his own mind, too, he will finally and fully become the artist he believes himself to be.

 

 

SCOTT THOMAS has been accused of being a pseudonym for brother Jeffrey, a pen name by which to bring out yet more of his seemingly limitless number of books; in essence, Scott and Jeffrey have been thought of by some as being the same person. In a way, they are. Or at least, they might be considered twins—although Scott was born two years after his older twin.

When he was two years old, Jeffrey suffered a breathing ailment that required him to undergo a medical scan, something he had never had performed before. During the scan it was discovered that in his chest, beginning to compress one of his lungs, was a dermoid cyst, or teratoma, a mass that was found to contain several teeth, much sebaceous material, a bit of cerebral matter, a single fingernail, and tangles of blondish hair. It was the presence in this cyst of cerebral matter that inspired Robert and Lorraine Thomas to give the plucky little tumor a chance at independent life. They had the cyst removed, and the cells latent within it were sparked into accelerated growth. The result was a very distinct individual, today known and renowned as the author (of such collections of fiction as Cobwebs and Whispers and the aptly titled Shadows of Flesh) as Scott Robert Thomas.

This theme of twinning has recently raised its head(s) again in the life of Scott Thomas.

It has become common knowledge of late that the once utterly mysterious Vlessi race are actually the extra-dimensional counterparts of people from our own dimension (though a Vlessi’s counterpart in our plane of existence could be anything from a Choom to a human, a child or an adult, or even a being of the opposite sex). The Vlessi, who even now seldom visit our dimension, are themselves a nonhuman race: tall and slender, with sleek white fur and cloven hooves, and a bulky head resembling a human pelvis, with six eyes scattered across it. They are usually naked except for a scarf, its color or material often signifying social or religious status.

At a signing at Punktown’s Tatnuck Bookseller last year, at which Mr. Thomas was autographing copies of his collection of erotic horror stories Shadows of Flesh, he looked up to find a Vlessi wearing a metallic pink scarf waiting in line, clutching a copy of the book in its broad hands. Though the entity had no mouth to smile at him, or eyelids to flutter at him, it was apparent to Mr. Thomas right away—from the way the being lifted its unwieldy head eagerly when he looked up at it, and from the way its multiple rows of nipples stood glaringly erect—that he was in the presence of a very ardent fan. Sure enough, when it came time to sign the Vlessi’s book, the creature began to babble its admiration for his work, particularly this latest collection. “Your stories are so…so…thrilling,” it gushed in its translated voice. When Mr. Thomas thanked it and asked it to whom he should inscribe the book, the Vlessi said, “Could you write, ‘To me, from me’?” When the author raised his puzzled head, the extra-dimensional explained proudly, “My name is Aga Borusi—but I’m you. I’m the Vlessi incarnation of your spirit. Isn’t that wonderful? I’m a Vlessi, and a female, and I’m even ten years younger than you—I’ve read your bio again and again—but we’re the same soul! And as such, you make me so, so proud of these stories! I felt so connected to them, it’s as if you had written them just for me. Or as if I had written them through you, or for you, or…you know what I mean!”

Thomas told the being he was delighted to meet it—her—and although he gently explained that he is an intensely private person (“Don’t worry,” the Vlessi replied, “with me you’ll be alone with yourself!”), he allowed himself to be talked into dinner with Aga Borusi after the book signing. But as he feared, Thomas’ admiring alter ego was not content with dinner alone, and repeatedly begged that the writer should bring her to his apartment so that she could look at his collection of books. Thomas rebuffed the creature with as little sternness as possible, and his natural compassion caused him to feel guilt when Aga Borusi fell into moody silence after that. They parted awkwardly.

But in the weeks that followed, there came a series of phone calls and flowers—both of these sweet at first, but later brittle and rotted. One afternoon he found a note stuck to his flat’s door with a Vlessi stiletto. “Haven’t you ever wanted to make love with yourself? I don’t mean masturbation. I mean…yourself?” Not knowing which concept —making love to himself or to his Vlessi self—repulsed him more, Thomas disposed of the note and almost of the knife, too…but at last decided it was prudent to tuck the weapon under the edge of his mattress.

Still, his fan’s attentions seemed relatively harmless until the day he was summoned to a hospital’s emergency room to find that his brother Craig (the youngest of the three Brothers Thomas) had been admitted for defensive knife wounds to his hands and arms, and a shallow cut along his ribs. Craig related that he had been attacked by a Vlessi in a pink metallic scarf, who had tried to drag him into a hovercar, in the process muttering more to herself than to him, “If I can’t have one brother, I’ll have another.” When Craig had struggled to resist abduction, she had produced a new stiletto and things had become deadly, but a passing forcer had heard the cries of alarmed spectators and the Vlessi had then fled in her vehicle.

Craig recovered quickly from his injuries, and Scott Thomas concluded that his Vlessi self had finally become too spooked or discouraged to resume her bid for his attentions, perhaps even returning to her own plane. He himself has had no contact with his enamored doppelganger since.

 

 

TRAVIS ANTHONY SOUMIS is, for good or bad, best known for his series of paintings called “Dreams are Dark,” exhibited several years ago at Punktown’s Hill Way Galleries. These paintings were the result of Soumis’ six months spent in the dimension of the Kodju people, the first two months recovering in a hospital from an adverse reaction to the teleportation process, during which convalescence he made sketches based on the images of his delirium. Soumis believes that some of the sketches were inspired not so much by his fevers and the restorative drugs, however, as they were by the entities he seems to have glimpsed, dwelling between the planes of existence.

Among the paintings created during this period were the covers for three of Jeffrey Thomas’ books. The Sea of Flesh and Ash combines two novellas, one by Jeffrey Thomas and one by Scott Thomas, both stories actually inspired by the painting used on the cover. This painting’s properties so disturbed the Brothers Thomas, when Soumis showed them the original, that they suffered serious bouts of depression and severe nightmares, and channeled some of these psychological reactions into the subsequent novellas. Thereafter, Jeffrey Thomas made sure only to view a reproduction of the art for the cover of Punktown: Third Eye, electing not to see the original. And the cover painting for the German-language edition of Jeffrey Thomas’ book Monstrocity was deemed so psychically unsettling that the publishers elected not to utilize it at all, though this painting was later used by another publisher for the cover of Jeffrey Thomas’ fiction collection AAAIIIEEE!!! This image alone, even in its reproduced state, has been linked with a number of suicides.

While amongst the Kodju, Soumis studied paintings from the Ganglia Dynasty, obsidian sculptures by the Order of Blind Monks, cave paintings by the extinct, cannibalistic Chol’i tribes, and the holograms of the late Kodju artist Mykari Yo, who himself went mad and took his own life after completing—and a moment later, destroying—a work called “Dreams are Dark,” from which Soumis derived the title for his own series of work.

Chemists and psychologists who have studied Soumis’ controversial body of artwork have concluded that its potent effects are caused not only by the unquestionably disturbing imagery itself, and the subconscious awareness it inspires in its viewers of the uncanny life occupying the seas between dimensions, but by the very pigments Soumis employed—some of these pigments defying categorization in human terms, and challenging both human eye and human brain. The primary pigment used can only be described as conveying a sepia-like tint, as interpreted by the deficient visual apparatus of homo sapiens (in the way that only the Tikkihottos can properly see and process the color they call “shrain,” appearing to humans as something hovering between green and gray). Kodju poet Uki Taru has described this pigment, which his people call “mat’ko” (rough translation: dust-flesh), in the English-language poem titled (appropriately enough) MAT’KO:

 

“A smear of ash from flocks of moths the fires slay,

The tears of immolation, the blood that’s wrung from smoke,

The blush of tombstone, the scent/sound/taste of decay,

When eye is nose/ears/mouth and every sense shall choke,

Drinking in the dimness from the bone-tailed end of day.”

 

As a result of their disconcerting aura, the Hill Way Galleries requested that Soumis remove the “Dreams are Dark” paintings from their facility, accepting an earlier group of work in their place. The originals have since been sold to a wealthy collector whom Soumis is under obligation not to name, but who keeps the artwork in a vault in his home, apparently only viewing it through spectacles designed by a Kodju engineer for the purpose, and also only after the paintings’ owner has taken a drug to control depression, anxiety, and psychotic episodes.

More recently Soumis was the source of additional controversy when the author/critic Cy Heliotrope received a request from the artist, asking if he could design the cover for his next book, free of charge, so impressed with Heliotrope’s work did Soumis claim to be. An admirer of the paintings Soumis had done for the covers of Jeffrey Thomas’ books, Heliotrope took the artist up on the offer, and shortly thereafter received a painting in the mail. Heliotrope’s wife Babs told the paramedics who soon responded to her call that when her husband opened the package, he stared blankly and silently at the painting for as long as a minute before suddenly bursting into screams, running out of the house, and disappearing down the street. When he was found, the writer was naked, curled in a shivering ball in a garbage-strewn lot, with globs of mud plastered over his eyes, stuffed in his ears and nostrils, and filling his mouth. The painting itself has never been found, and Soumis claims not to have a reproduction of it in his files.

Friends of Heliotrope, who in the wake of the incident commenced medication and weekly psychological counseling, accuse Soumis of purposely attacking the writer, as if he had sent him a letter bomb through the mail. They cite Soumis’ friendship with Jeffrey Thomas, and the long-standing feud between Thomas and Heliotrope, and suggest that Soumis brought home with him from the Kodju world a tin of the infamous mat’ko pigment, which he used in the creation of Heliotrope’s book cover in a conscious attempt to drive the writer insane.

Travis Anthony Soumis denies these accusations empathically—and when Jeffrey Thomas was interviewed on the subject, he responded, “One can’t give Travis credit for that. Mr. Heliotrope was already insane.”

 

 

DAVID G. BARNETT is a well-known if somewhat ominous fixture at various writing conventions, easily recognizable from the fearsome Maori-style tattoos that cover his face and body, rendered in shrain and mat’ko-colored inks. He is the founder of Necro Publications and its imprint Bedlam Press, the author of the collection Dead Souls (Shocklines Press), the editor of Necro’s anthology Damned, and an accomplished graphic designer. Punktown: Shades of Grey is his first foray into publishing nonfiction.

A popular anecdote about Barnett is that at one con, he confronted a magazine publisher and former client who had failed to pay him for a graphic arts project. When said former client retorted, “Blast off, ink-face,” Barnett pulled a Decimator .220 from a holster under his jacket and clipped the man across the jaw with the butt of its handle. The owned money was immediately produced.

But a recent event that Barnett attended, PunkCon 33, produced an even greater stir, and will be the talk of many a convention to come.

During that weekend, while manning his table of wares in the dealers’ room, Barnett was pleasantly surprised to look up and see none other than Jeffrey Thomas browsing through Necro Publications’ offering, even picking up a copy of his own novel Letters From Hades to flip through (though muttering, bizarrely, “Crap, crap, crap.”). Barnett had never met Jeffrey in person, but had seen photos of him numerous times, and so he greeted the writer enthusiastically. But the person in question almost flinched when the publisher spoke to him, fumbled the book back onto the table, and started drifting off toward another table instead, mumbling something about Barnett having mistaken him for someone else. Barnett was perplexed; it wasn’t just that he recognized the man’s face, but also the distinctive yin/yang tattoo atop each of his hands. Why would this author with whom he had thought to have a good relationship pretend not to know him like that? Barnett felt a bit insulted, but tried to write the writer’s behavior off as the eccentricity of a creative person—known, like his brother Scott, to be somewhat on the reclusive side.

Still, Barnett’s eyes followed the man around the room. He wished he could make out his name tag, but now the individual was too distant from him. It had to be Thomas, but going incognito. It didn’t make sense, however; if he were so introverted as to come to the con but not meet his fans, not read from or sign his books, why come to PunkCon at all?

Barnett’s musings were forgotten, briefly, when a Vlessi stepped up to the table to inspect its offerings. He had never seen one of these extra-dimensional beings face-to-what-passed-for-its-face before. After apparently not finding what it was searching for, in a translated voice the entity asked if Punktown: Shades of Grey by Scott Thomas had been released yet. Barnett said that it was still a few months away, and informed the creature that the book was co-authored by Jeffrey Thomas. The Vlessi said it preferred the writing of Scott, admiring its “poetic sensuality,” but confessed to enjoying the elder brother’s Honey Is Sweeter Than Blood, and said it would settle for Jeffrey’s stuff if it couldn’t find Scott’s. Barnett confided to the alien that he thought he’d seen Jeffrey perusing his books only a minute earlier. At this, the Vlessi seemed to become very intrigued, and it quickly headed off in the direction Barnett had indicated, which caused the publisher to feel a twinge of regret. If Jeffrey were seeking to remain inconspicuous at the con, Barnett feared he might have just put an unwelcome spotlight on the writer.

Barnett was in the midst of a pleasant conversation with one of his authors, Charlee Jacob, when his attention was diverted by a commotion from across the dealers’ room. Upon seeing the source of the problem, he bolted up from his seat in alarm. Jeffrey Thomas was in the grip of the Vlessi with whom the publisher had spoken only minutes earlier. The extra-dimensional being had seized Thomas by his wrists, and though he was struggling wildly it was evident that the Vlessi was much stronger. From inside his jacket, Barnett drew his Decimator .220, lunging out from behind the Necro Publications table—and accidentally bumping into Charlee Jacob as he did so. Peripherally, he saw her stumble backwards.

Thinking to rescue his writer, Barnett took a firing stance and sighted on the Vlessi with its metallic pink scarf. But just then, there was an odd hum in the air that seemed to ripple across Barnett’s flesh, and he saw a misty blue-green light appear directly behind the Vlessi. The alien backed into the eerie glow, drawing Thomas with it. The gaping portal of light entirely swallowed the Vlessi, then the author—then closed up and was gone. The humming faded with it.

“Charlee, are you alright?” Barnett heard someone say behind him, but he was intent on moving forward to where he had seen his writer vanish, kidnapped into another plane of existence. He reached the precise spot where the two had disappeared, other convention-goers already having gathered there in a stunned circle. One of them, writer Jeff VanderMeer, knelt down and recovered something that had dropped to the floor in the scuffle. It was a name tag, and when Barnett extended his hand VanderMeer passed it to him.

Bewildered, Barnett stared down at the PunkCon 33 name badge, which read: CY HELIOTROPE.

As if commanded by an instinct, David Barnett glanced back toward his Necro Publications dealer’s table. There, he saw two of his authors in animated conversation. Charlee Jacob and—for the first time he’d ever seen the author in person—Jeffrey Thomas.
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