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NOTE
 
 
Welcome to my collection. Here you will find all of my published stories to date as well as two—“Google News Alerts for the End of the World” and “Circle of Power”—that have never been published before. Lucky you!
Going through my collection I found that most of the stories either fell into the horror or humor category. Thus the title, Madness & Mayhem. You’ll find the humorous stories in the Madness category and the horror stories in Mayhem, though you’ll probably find some humor in the Mayhem section and horror in Madness. But as the Kinks say, “It's a mixed up, muddled up, shook up world.” Either way, I hope you enjoy the yarns. 
 
– James Aquilone 
10.24.2016



MADNESS
 
“But I don’t want to go among mad people,” Alice remarked.
“Oh, you can’t help that,” said the Cat; “we’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad.”
“How do you know I’m mad?” said Alice.
“You must be,” said the Cat, “or you wouldn’t have come here.” 
– Lewis Carroll, “Alice in Wonderland”



6 Attempts at Winning Jennifer’s Heart
 
(Originally published in Flash Fiction Online)
 
Attempt 1: Talk to her.
 
“Hi,” I say in the break room at Innovations Worldwide, though this is debatable. I might have only cleared my throat. Regardless, I am counting this as the first word I have uttered to Jennifer.
She looks up from her tablet. Her green eyes sparkle in the fluorescent light. She’s most likely reading Stephen King. That’s her favorite author. She’s been listening to the Misery audiobook in her cubicle (which is next to mine) every day this week. I want to tell her he’s my favorite writer too. (But one thing at a time.)
“Do I know you?” she says.
“Hi,” I say. My brain has run out of words. An invisible hand tightens around my throat.
I do the only thing possible: I run away.
Note: Technology is your friend.
 
Attempt 2: Try again using Dr. Tomokats’ TimeTripper©.
 
“Hi.”
“Aren’t you Dr. Tomokats’ quality-control officer?”
I think I nod.
Then I run away.
Note: Time travel solves nothing.
 
Attempt 3: Impress her.
 
I reprogram Dr. Tomokats’ BattleBorg©.
It enters the break room. “Destroy! Destroy!” the cyborg screeches as it lumbers toward Jennifer. Klaxons blare from its head, its eyes flash red and yellow. (That’s all I programmed it to do; it’s harmless.) I swoop into the room, ready to “save” my co-worker from the “killer” cyborg.
Jennifer taps on its head three times. It deactivates. I had no idea.
I make myself a tea and slink back to my cubicle.
Note: Recommend Dr. Tomokats configure more difficult deactivation protocol.
 
Attempt 4: Seduce her.
 
I sit at the bench that Jennifer passes every morning on her way to work. I had placed Dr. Tomokats’ Pheromone Amplifier Cologne© on all my pulse points. For good measure, I placed it everywhere else.
I try to keep calm by humming softly to myself, but my nerves kick into overdrive anyway and in time I’m soaked with flop sweat.
Before she turns the corner, I vomit.
Then I run away.
Note: Recommend issuing warning label for Pheromone Amplifier Cologne’s possible toxic reaction to perspiration.
 
Attempt 5: Write her a romantic song.
 
Words often fail me. So I use Dr. Tomokats’ AutoHitMaker©, which creates and then streams ten thousand songs about Jennifer. Among them: “Jennifer in the Sky With Diamonds,” “Jenny, I Need Your Loving,” and “This Guy’s in Love With You, Jennifer.” I play them all day long in my cubicle. I even sing along. (Under my breath.) I think I’m being pretty overt; in fact, my boldness is giving me a heart attack. But she doesn’t seem to notice.
It’s not until an hour before quitting time that I learn she is being transferred to our downtown facility after only two months here, and she had spent most of the day with her friends on the third floor saying goodbye.
When she returns to her cubicle, she listens to the Watership Down audiobook. It’s breaking my heart. I love that book too.
Note: You’re an idiot.
 
Abort Mission: Move on. Drown yourself in work.
 
It obviously wasn’t meant to be. I turn my focus on testing Dr. Tomokats’ latest invention, the Multiverse Viewer©.
The first thing I do when I enter Earth-Beta is look for my alternate self. You kinda have to do that, right? I’m living in the same Brooklyn, New York apartment. I pass through the door like a ghost. The place smells like potpourri and the decor is nicer. My Earth-Alpha apartment smells like a warm Ham & Cheese Hot Pocket. I enter the living room and my stomach drops.
Earth-Beta Jennifer and Earth-Beta me are snuggling on the couch watching Jay Leno. (On this Earth Jay never leaves The Tonight Show. It’s classified as a Grade-2 dystopia.) I exit the parallel dimension even more depressed. I’m totally jealous of my alternate self.
I jump into Earth-Tau, where the world is ruled by a werewolf-Hitler. Soon I discover that Jennifer and I are married and lead a band of resistance fighters against Nazi shape-shifters.
In Earth-Zeta, I watch as we board a generation starship that will eventually carry our great-great-great grandchildren to a habitable planet to ensure the continuation of the human race.
On Earth-Omega, a zombie apocalypse has turned us both into the walking dead. I look closer and notice we’re holding hands—and maybe it’s my imagination but our undead faces look kinda happy.
I visit one dimension after another, and we’re always together. So why aren’t we a couple on Earth-Alpha? Is this the one world in an infinite number of possible realities where we are not meant to be together? Am I the unluckiest of all the iterations of me? God, I hate being shy. But Dr. Tomokats hasn’t invented an anti-introvert pill.
Technology has failed me. What now?
It hits my Rube Goldberg of a mind like a ball-bearing that has dropped into a tiny basket, fallen down a length of string, and landed on a tiny bell. It’s so simple. It’s so damn terrifying.
I take a deep breath, I think of those brave bunnies in Watership Down. Then, my heart pounding like mad, I pop my head over the cubicle wall, and I–
 
Attempt 6: Ask Jennifer on a date.
 
Note: I don’t run away.



Head to Head
 
(Originally published in Triptych Tales)
 
The voice of God spoke inside Walter’s head. He had his doubts, of course, but eight years of Catholic school are hard to shake off. So he played along—just in case.
He had confessed to five of the seven deadly sins before finally calling the voice’s bluff. “I don’t think God would say Dang’!”
“Dang, you got me!” said the voice, which dropped its bad James Mason impression and now sounded like a cross between Larry the Cable Guy and Kermit the Frog. “But I had you going, didn’t I? I mean, I feel you were starting to really believe me, and then—dang—literally, dang! Oh, man, I really needed that.” The voice’s laughter sounded like a rapidly dripping faucet. A migraine bloomed behind Walter’s left eye.
“Why? So you can fool the next poor guy?”
“As far as I know you’re the only person I can communicate with.”
“Lucky me. And just who am I communicating with, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Oh, you want my name? It’s Satan!” The voice laughed and it felt like a chainsaw ripping through Walter’s medulla oblongata. “But my buddies call me Beelzebubba! Heh-heh-heh. Get it? Beelzebubba? I just made that up.”
Walter pressed his index fingers into his temples. “No, I don’t get any of this. How is it that you’re talking to me inside my head? Am I going insane?”
“Ain’tchu the dummy. Never heard of telepathy? I’m telepathic.”
“More like pathetic.”
“You making fun, friend? You don’t want to make fun.”
The voice exited Walter’s brain. It felt as if a tooth had been yanked from his mouth.
Walter told himself it was a figment of his imagination; that he was just stressed out after another miserable day at the office. It had been twenty years of miserable days at the office and it didn’t seem to be getting any better.
The board meeting had been a disaster. As he’d expected, his manager, Thom, asked about the revised claims report. Walter had been rehearsing his answer in his head all day. He had even written it out on a Post-it note. But when the big moment came, Walter choked. The words got stuck in his throat and then came hurtling out like a dyslexic shotgun blast. He never completed a sentence. After what seemed an eternity, Thom cut him off and said, “We’ll get back to Walter when he remembers how to speak.”
Walter returned to playing Tetris, which was what he had been doing before the voice appeared, and after the twentieth game he forgot all about the bizarre incident.
 
The voice returned three days later, as Walter was about to propose to his online girlfriend.
He’d met Katherine on a dating site a few months ago. Walter was in Oneonta, New York, and Katherine was in Pueblo, Colorado, but they Skyped three nights a week, on what they called their “date nights.”
Walter knew it was weird to propose to a woman he had never met in person. But he felt in his heart that Katherine was the one. She laughed at his jokes. She was fanatical about 1930s movie serials, just like him. She beat him at Tetris and he was at Level 74 now. But most important, he always felt comfortable with her and he didn’t think it would be weird at all when they finally met in person.
Each “date night” since he bought the engagement ring, Walter had tried to work up the courage to pop the question, but the moment never presented itself. Then he got an idea. He’d put the ring on a shelf behind him. Beside the ring would be a bouquet of yellow roses and above it a sign reading, “Will you marry me, Kat?” He’d excuse himself during their Skype session, start playing Maroon 5’s “She Will Be Loved,” and then zoom in on the shelf. After a bit, he’d pop back on the camera and get the (hopefully positive) answer. That had been the plan, anyway, until the voice returned.
“Walter! Hey, Walter. It’s me,” the voice said. “Hey, man, what’s going on? Long time no hear, huh?”
Walter clenched his jaw.
“Do you need to pass gas?” Katherine asked.
“Walter, my man. Wassup!” the voice said.
“You look like you have to pass gas.”
“Walter, hey, Walter! Are you there, man?”
“I’m fine,” Walter said. His right eye began to twitch.
“Are you sure?” Katherine said. “You don’t look fine.”
“Don’t ignore me!” the voice shouted. “You ignore me and you’re gonna be in a mess of doo-doo! Trust me, friend!”
“Shut up!” Walter shouted.
Katherine flinched. “Excuse me?” she said.
“Sorry, sorry, I wasn’t talking to—I mean, I don’t feel well. Maybe we should call it a night.”
“You can just pass the gas off camera and come back. It’s okay. I get it, guys fart.” She giggled, but Walter didn’t laugh.
Now the voice began to sing Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Free Bird” in a monotonous, nasal voice.
“I have to go,” Walter said, and slammed his laptop shut. “What the hell was that?” he asked the voice.
“That one is on you, friend. I told you not to ignore me. Come on, let’s play Questions. I’ll go first.”
“Why would I want to play with a voice in my head when I could have been proposing to my girlfriend?”
“You have a girlfriend? Nice! OK, I’ll go first. What’s your favorite Bruce Lee movie?”
 
Walter was convinced he was losing his mind. The voice spoke to him every day, all day long now. He talked about slasher movies (he liked Friday the 13th, hated the Saw franchise); beer (Pabst Blue Ribbon was his favorite); muscle cars (he was partial to the 1968 Pontiac Firebird Coupe); and women (he had a thing for heavyset redheads). He asked Walter stupid questions: “What would you rather eat: chocolate-flavored poop or poop-flavored chocolate?” He made up stupid songs involving Walter’s name: “Walter-ter-ter-ter. Ter-ter-DA. Da-DUM-da-DUM. Wall-TAH!”
Walter called in sick to work for five days straight. On the sixth day, after guzzling a forty-ounce beer, he saw a psychiatrist.
 
“Does this voice tell you to do anything? To hurt yourself?” Dr. De Graat asked. He was a bald, bespectacled man with a penchant for polka-dot bowties and sweaters that reeked of mothballs.
“Not really,” Walter said. “When he’s mad, he’s the one threatening to hurt me.”
“I see,” De Graat said, and scribbled on his legal pad. “And does he hurt you?”
“Yes. All the time. He’ll scream. He’ll sing off-key for hours.”
“Does he influence your behavior?”
“He makes me drink and I had been sober for two and half years. He gives me headaches.”
“Are you getting enough sleep?”
“Not at all.”
Scribble, scribble. “Walter, I’m going to prescribe you an antipsychotic drug.”
“Do you think I’m psychotic?”
“Let’s not jump to conclusions. The drug I’m prescribing is extremely effective in treating hallucinations and delusions. Let’s deal with that first. Outside of this voice, are you under much stress?”
“Well, things at work haven’t been the greatest and my relationship with my girlfriend has been strained.”
“The imaginary girlfriend?”
“No. She’s my online girlfriend.”
“Uh-huh.” He made a long note. “Take the medication and come back in two weeks.”
 
The antipsychotic drug didn’t help.
“Walter! Walter! Walter!”
He was in a meeting when the voice started. He bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. As Walter reached for a napkin, he knocked over his mug, spilling coffee onto the conference table.
“Walter! Walter! Walter! Guess what? Guess what?”
All eyes turned on Walter. He dabbed at his bloody lip.
“Are you okay?” his manager, Thom, asked. “I didn’t even call on you yet.”
“Just have to pass some gas,” Walter said, and immediately had no idea why he’d said that. He bolted out of the conference room, hoping no one had heard him. The laughter erupting from the room told him otherwise.
“Walter! Guess what?”
“What!?”
“Chicken butt! I can’t believe you fell for that! That’s such an old joke.”
A laugh, like glass grinding against stone, tore through Walter’s head.
He bought two bottles of Jack Daniel’s on the way home. He drank half of one in the car. It worked better than the psycho medication. The voice was still there when he drank, but it was muffled, as if covered by a hand.
After Walter finished the Jack, he started on the champagne he had planned to drink after proposing to Katherine. He had sent her a bottle of the same Dom Perignon 2006, but didn’t tell her what it was for. He’d said only that one day they could drink it when they had something to celebrate.
He hadn’t talked to her since that night. He’d almost told her about the voice, but she’d never believe him. Dr. De Graat didn’t believe him; he thought it was an auditory hallucination. Walter didn’t know what to believe. But he knew he couldn’t let Katherine see him until he got his mind back.
The voice was now playing the Name Game: “Walter, Walter, Bo-balter…”
He finished the champagne and then headed back to the liquor store. It wasn’t long before the voice was pushed down so deep that it felt like the memory of a dream.
His bender lasted two weeks. When it was over, he awoke with a splitting headache and a pink slip. He barely heard Thom’s message, because the voice in his head was singing the Scooby-Doo theme song. (The voice somehow made the tune even more obnoxious.)
“I’m going to blow my brains out,” Walter said, “then you won’t be able to torture me anymore.” He was serious, too. He had a revolver in his desk drawer, which he got after the apartment down the hall was burglarized.
“That’s kinda insulting, you know. I thought we were friends.”
“We’re not friends! You’re an auditory hallucination!”
“Hey, hey, hey, come on. I told you from the beginning I’m a telepath. You have issues, but you’re not crazy.”
“Why are you doing this?”
The voice didn’t answer.
“Why me? What’s so special about me?”
After a long silence, the voice said, “You were the only guy who ever answered me. Telepathy is a two-way street, you know. Sender and receiver. You must be a natural receiver. I guess I could say you complete me, Walter.”
“What’s your name? Where are you?”
“I’d rather not de-vulge my name and locale. I could get in trouble.”
“Get in trouble with whom?”
“Can’t tell you, Walter. They’d probably court-mar—”
“You’re in the Armed Forces! Is this some experiment?”
The voice exited Walter’s head so quickly his ears popped.
 
He immediately Googled telepathy and army. The third link was for a Discover magazine article titled “Army Plans to Turn Soldiers Into Telepaths.”
He clicked it and learned that a group of scientists was working with the army on a “thought helmet,” which would allow soldiers to communicate silently with one another. The technology behind it was called “synthetic telepathy,” which had something to do with reading electrical activity in the brain using an electroencephalograph. But the clincher: the research was being done in Fort Hull, about twenty miles from his apartment.
One of the photos accompanying the article showed a scrawny red-headed guy with an Adam’s apple practically the size of a real apple. He was wearing a huge helmet connected to dozens of spaghetti-thin cables. The caption read: “Volunteer Pvt. Kenny Wayne Kearney attempts to create and send an email using only his thoughts.” Kenny was already able to create Morse code messages on an EEG by controlling his brain’s alpha waves.
A natural sender?
Walter was sure this Kenny was the voice in his head. Had to be. He could picture that stupid voice coming from that stupid face. He Googled Kenny Wayne Kearney and found his Facebook page. He scrolled down the page and hit upon a post that read: “Dang! Look @ da rack on dat broad!!!” That was all the confirmation he needed.
Walter thought two things almost simultaneously: “I’m not crazy” and “I’m going to stop that goddamn redneck.”
 
Most afternoons Walter would sit in his car about a half-mile down the road from Fort Hull’s front gate. He never stayed too long. He didn’t want the MPs getting suspicious. Sometimes as he waited the voice spoke to him. Walter would try to get more info out of him, but he was extremely tight-lipped now. It was just Questions and bad jokes and terrible songs, mostly Taylor Swift stuff.
It took three weeks until Walter finally saw Kenny strolling down the road. He was wearing a loud Hawaiian shirt and trailing a group of young men.
Walter got out of the car and followed him on foot. He watched Kenny catch up to the group. Kenny was talking a mile a minute, trying to get one guy’s attention. The dope probably wanted to tell him a dirty knock-knock joke. But the guy kept ignoring him. Then, suddenly, he pushed Kenny into a chain-link fence. Kenny bounced off it and fell to the ground. The men laughed and walked off, leaving him struggling to get on his feet.
After Kenny got up, he continued on his way as if nothing had happened. Walter followed. He watched Kenny enter a small convenience store at the end of the road. He hid between the store and a Laundromat. When Kenny came out, Walter pulled him into the alley.
Kenny was a real lightweight, maybe five-foot-four and a hundred twenty pounds. Walter pushed him against the wall with little effort.
“What the hell, friend?” Kenny said. “Do you know who you’re messing with?” It was a positive ID on the voice: redneck on helium.
“Do you know who you’ve been messing with?”
Kenny froze, dropped the grocery bag he was carrying. An adult magazine and cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon spilled out.
“Never seen you before in my life,” Kenny said, his huge Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like a buoy in a hurricane.
“That’s true. You’ve only heard my thoughts.”
“You got the wrong guy.”
“I don’t think so. I saw your picture in Discover. You’re part of the telepath experiment.”
“Man, that article is six years old. The project was abandoned four years ago. It never worked. I never communicated telepathically with anyone. Leave me alone, friend.”
“You’re not fooling me. That’s the word you use when you talk to me. Friend. You sound just like him.”
“I’m not the only person in the world who says friend, friend. Take a hike or I’m getting an MP.”
Walter pulled out his gun.
“Whoa, whoa! What the hell, man? You’re having some kind of meltdown. You need to see a shrink.”
“I do see a shrink. You made sure of that. But it does no good. Because I’m not crazy, am I?”
“Get a second opinion. Because you’re loony.”
“I think you’re trying to drive me crazy. That’s what I think. I’m drinking every day. I lost my job. I can’t sleep. I can’t even propose to my girlfriend.”
“Hey, you’re getting married? Congratulations!”
“I’m not getting married, you idiot, and it’s because you’re always in my damn head!”
“That sounds like a personal problem.”
Kenny laughed and Walter’s skull tightened.
He pointed the gun at Kenny’s chest.
“Hey, hey, don’t you think if I could communicate telepathically, I’d be famous? The project would still be alive? I’d be more than a dang private after eight years in the military?”
“No. As you told me, you could communicate only with me. Our brains were on the same frequency or some bullcrap. So that gives your talent an incredibly limited use, doesn’t it? The only thing you could do was annoy me and that’s what you did because you’re a stupid, pathetic redneck with no life.”
“Let’s talk it over, huh, over some brews?” Kenny picked up two cans of Pabst. “I’ll tell you all about the project. Ask me all the questions you want.”
“Questions? No more damn questions! I don’t want to ever hear your idiotic voice again! I want my brain back!”
“Relax, friend. I can see your freaking temple throbbing like your head is going to explode.”
Kenny stepped forward and reached toward Walter.
Kenny’s body dropped before Walter even realized he had fired.
 
Walter knew prison would be bad, but he didn’t think the worst part would be the loneliness. He was confined to his cell for twenty-three hours a day and got only one hour in the yard. But the serial killers and rapists wouldn’t talk to him. They were a cliquish bunch, he discovered.
If he had visits from Katherine to look forward to, then the days might have been bearable. He wrote to her, explaining everything, but she never responded. He even would have taken a Dear John letter. At least then he’d have something to touch, some connection to the outside world.
He never did get to see her in person. She didn’t show up at the trial. That was probably for the best. His lawyer had wanted him to plead insanity, but Walter refused. He wasn’t crazy. Kenny had proved that. Still, no one believed the telepathy story and he came off as a drunken wacko. In the end, Walter took a plea deal to avoid a lethal injection and got life in a supermax prison.
He stretched out on his cement-hard cot and found himself thinking about Kenny. Maybe if Walter had talked to the poor bastard, instead of shooting him, the pestering would have stopped. He never did give him a chance.
Walter exhaled and opened a copy of The Hobbit, which had both its covers ripped off. It had been a while since he could focus on a book. Now there was nothing else to focus on. Two paragraphs in, he remembered how much he hated reading.
“Dang!” said a voice in his head. “And I thought it was boring when I was alive! It’s just cold and gray around here.”
Walter jerked up from his cot. How could this be? Kenny was dead.
You must be a natural receiver.
But there was nothing natural about this. This was insane.
Walter pressed two fingers into his left temple and shook his head. Then he remembered Kenny’s stupid puppy-dog eyes looking up at him in that alley just before he pulled the trigger. The poor bastard. He put down the book, closed his eyes, and said, “Wanna play Questions, friend? I’ll go first. What’s your favorite ’80s buddy cop movie?”
Walter could almost hear Kenny smile. 



Simon Clash: The Galaxy’s Greatest Hero
 
(Originally published in Nature magazine’s Futures)
 
A brzzt-brzzt-brzzt came stuttering through the air as we sped over the black sands of Desolation. Something hit the repulsor-cycle’s rear fin, sending it into a vicious spin. Ja-bot was immediately thrown. I fought to regain control, and had nearly stopped the ever-widening gyre, but the cycle caught the edge of a dune and pitched me into the burning sand.
I was unhurt, beside what appeared to be a pointy shard of bone poking out just above my boot. I stood, tightened my laces, and watched as a sand skiff swooped down from the supernova-bright sky. Harvesters! The organ-jackers must have been desperate if they were operating on this miserable rock.
I gripped my sonic wand, and when the six Harvesters leaped out of their skiff, I gave it a sharp flick—which should have produced a long, pulsating laser whip. Instead, it coughed up a limp noodle of a stream that died at the Harvesters’ feet. My trusty sidekick had only one responsibility before we set out to save Princess Velouria from the Dominion: to charge the damn wand!
“Ja-bot, you waste of metal!”
“My sincerest apologies, Master Clash.”
Oh well, a hero of my caliber doesn’t need the most powerful and versatile weapon in the galaxy. My fists have been declared weapons of astronomical destruction in seven systems. I cracked Harvester jaws and noses with the ferocity of a three-headed Gandavian megapig, and the tiny, enshrouded creatures dropped at my feet. Except one. How the runt knocked me out with an electro-stunner, I’ll never know. Ja-bot must have been blocking my view.
I awoke minutes later staring up at Desolation’s triplet suns. I tried to move, but it was futile. I was pinned, naked, to a biomagnetic surgical table on the skiff’s deck. Ja-bot lay beside me. The Harvesters had already disconnected his head. Unfortunately it was still operable.
“It’s hopeless, Master Clash,” Ja-bot said. “We’re doomed!”
“A hero always finds a way, Ja-bot. That’s what makes him a hero.”
“Of course, Master Clash. Forgive my lack of faith.”
A Harvester stood over me with a plasma scalpel. In his pipsqueak voice, he said: “Your organs should fetch a good price on the Ondorean black market. It’s rare for a human to be found on Desolation.”
The Harvester severed my left arm at the shoulder. Thanks to the surgical table, there was no pain, no blood.
“Sacrifice, Ja-bot. It’s all part of the hero’s struggle.” I glared at the butcher. “Is that all you got, Harvester scum!”
It wasn’t. The Harvester raised the plasma scalpel again.
The hero faces many challenges before his eventual triumph. What was one more?
The scalpel slid about three centimeters into my shoulder before bright bursts of purple erupted before my eyes.
When my vision returned, I was looking up at a masked figure who was nearly twice the size of a Harvester and wore the black and silver uniform of the Dominion. The Harvesters lay on the ground, both cut neatly in half.
“Dominion scum!” I said. “My day is finally looking up.”
The figure slowly shook its head and then removed its mask.
“Princess Velouria!”
“Clash, you’ve seen better days.”
“This? You should have seen me after I saved Princess Dreakia. You don’t want to know what they cut off me then.”
Suddenly the other four Harvesters appeared from below deck and rushed towards the princess.
“Free me, princess,” I said, “so that I can rescue you.”
But she must not have heard me in her terror and panic. Instead, she drew a sonic wand from her back pocket. With a flick of her wrist, a thick rope of pulsating purple light lashed out and sliced through three of the Harvesters. They fell to the ground in six pieces. The fourth Harvester leaped over the laser whip, somersaulted in the air, and with an electro-stunner in his hand, bore down on the princess.
With amazing luck, she slid to the side at the precise moment, snatched the Harvester’s foot, slammed him to the ground, and with a shake of her wand fired a laser blast into his head.
The princess wiped a piece of the Harvester’s brain matter off her cheek. “What was that about a rescue, Clash?”
I didn’t dignify her with an answer. The princess was well known for her inappropriate sense of humor.
“We have an hour to get off Desolation,” she said. “I’ve sent a self-tunneling antimatter bomb to the center of the planet.”
“Why the hell would you do that?”
“After I rescued myself the first time, I discovered that Desolation is a living cosmic being. The Dominion plan on using it to destroy the Confederation.”
“Then you’ll be needing a ride off this doomed body?”
“I was on my way to the space elevator, but I’ve probably wasted too much time here.”
“Simon Clash is my name, rescuing princesses is my game. My ship is just two klicks to the south. I’ll have you safely back in the Confederation’s arms in no time.”
“Speaking of arms. Don’t forget yours.”
 
Princess Velouria had retired to my ship’s sleeping quarters by the time Desolation went critical. The poor thing must have been exhausted after her harrowing abduction. She had said she was on Desolation as a spy. I chalked that nonsense up to delirium.
“Another princess saved, another evil empire defeated,” I said and flexed my left hand. Ja-bot had restored me in the medic bay. At least he was good for something.
“You truly are the Galaxy’s greatest hero, Master Clash.”
“No, no, Ja-bot, true heroes don’t take credit for their heroic deeds. We let our actions speak for themselves.”



Bad Poets Society
 
(Originally published in Cast of Wonders)
 
Kilgore Birch never thought a bowl of thin pea soup would be his undoing, especially since he stole it from a blind vicar, but here he sat in the poet-king’s dungeon.
He still wasn’t sure how the vicar had identified him. Perhaps he smelled guilty.
His wife, Martha, was always harping on him to stop breaking the law and get an “honest job.” But honest jobs were still jobs, and Kilgore treasured his sleep more than his integrity.
Of course dungeons weren’t great places to catch up on one’s sleep. And as dungeons went, this one was particularly dungeon-y: full of oily shadows, moist stone walls, and anguished cries. The worst part, though, was the food; namely, the fact that there wasn’t any.
When the guards came for Kilgore, his thoughts weren’t on food but poetry. They were the kind of thoughts one has just before one starts talking gibberish and foaming at the mouth.
When Kilgore was brought to the great hall, he was surprised by King Rokenfort’s appearance. He expected a thin man with sunken cheeks and dark circles under his eyes—in other words, a poet. But the king didn’t look as if he had missed many meals or naps. King Rokenfort sat, plump and ruddy, on his throne, his head resting on his hand.
“I beseech thee to read with a keen and cunning eye,” the poet king instructed the first man brought before him, “minding the delicate imagery, the tender tropes, the subtle play betwixt the tragic and the comedic.”
As Kilgore watched the proceedings from the back of the room, he wondered if he would ever see his dear Martha again. Then he imagined her standing over his casket with an “I told you so” expression on her face. Hopefully, the undertaker would sew his eyes shut.
The king nodded at his chief advisor, who removed a piece of parchment from a velvet-lined box and handed it to the defendant. He took the document, holding it at arm’s length as if he feared it would attack him.
“Hold thy wagging and slagging tongues!” the king ordered, even though the court was already silent.
The accused man set to reading, and it wasn’t long before the parchment began to flutter like a spastic bird in his quivering hands. Four times he stopped and looked up. But the king only nodded.
When the man was done, he returned the parchment to the advisor, who placed it back inside the velvet-lined box.
King Rokenfort rose. “Poetry,” he intoned, “is the epitome of truth and beauty, God’s greatest gift to the world; therefore, it stands to reason that if one doth not appreciate verse, then one must necessarily be a godless, cretinous malefactor. How better, then, to determine guilt or innocence?” The poet king glared at the defendant. “If thou are dishonest in thine opinion, so much the worse thy punishment will be. Dost thou understand?”
The accused man nodded.
The king motioned to his Minister of Honesty. The old man crept forward like a caterpillar. The M-of-H, as he was commonly called, detected untruths better than a fly detected excrement. It wasn’t known how he came upon his powers, but they were unquestionable. Therefore, all of the accused told the truth, and as a consequence, all said rather nasty things about the king’s poems. For all his love of poetry, King Rokenfort was an awful versifier. Sadly, passion doesn’t always equal talent.
The M-of-H stood before the defendant and bore into his eyes.
The king leaned forward, smiled thinly. “So, dear subject, what didst thou think of mine poem?”
The defendant rubbed his legs. He twitched. He glanced at the M-of-H. The minister narrowed his colorless eyes. Some people say it is that lack of color that gives the M-of-H his power, that his eyes see more clearly. “Your Majesty,” the defendant said, “I found the poem to be—” He coughed into his fist. “I thought the poem in question was...oh, boy...” Then the words came tumbling out. “I thought the poem was amateurish and cliché. The imagery was awkward and juvenile. The rhymes were predictable, and I didn’t understand how a wheelbarrow could be like a frog.”
It wasn’t often the king received such an articulate critique, but it also wasn’t often that he had a doctor of letters in his court.
“Enough!” the king shouted, raising his hand. “I have a verdict reached.” The king inhaled, stuck out his chest, and said, “I, the King of Song, find you guilty of poaching—as well as hating poetry! I sentence thee to death by hanging. May God have mercy on your illiterate soul.”
Three guards grabbed the man, who was now weeping, and carried him back to the dungeon. He was the sixth person sentenced to death that day.
“Is the entire kingdom with hard-headed cretins filled?” the king asked, dropping back onto his throne. “Do any of mine subjects have taste? I almost pity them for their inability to appreciate good verse. This is the best poem ever I have penned.” He was correct. It was the best poem he had ever written. And yet it was still an insult to wordsmithery.
The next defendant was brought before the king. It was Kilgore. He was not a man of letters. In fact, the only thing he had ever read was the Bible, and that only because he was severely beaten.
Kilgore was given the parchment. He read it and returned it to the advisor.
“And what didst thou think of mine poem?” the king asked in a bored voice.
The guards stood ready. The M-of-H stared into Kilgore’s eyes. The king sat with a pinched expression on his face, waiting to pass another death sentence.
“Your Majesty, I cannot lie,” Kilgore said in a bright and loud voice. “I thought your poem was swell!”
All eyes were on the M-of-H. The old man squinted at Kilgore, cocked his head to the left and then to the right, he leaned forward and studied Kilgore’s face from every possible angle. He turned to the king and joyously shouted: “The accused is telling the truth! He truly enjoyed the poem!”
The court erupted in applause. The king sprang off his throne. “Huzzah!” he shouted.
“I found your poem beautiful and eloquent,” Kilgore continued. “My heart burned with joy and sorrow upon reading your words.”
The king placed his hand over his own heart and beamed like a new bride. Then he did a little jig. When he returned to his senses, he said in a choked-up voice: “Kilgore Birch, you stand accused of theft. I, the King of Song, find you innocent.”
Kilgore bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty. It really was a fine poem.”
When Kilgore got home, Martha said, between sobs: “How did you trick the M-of-H? No one has ever tricked that old codger.”
Kilgore looked confused. “I didn’t trick him at all. I sincerely enjoyed the poem.”
Martha’s eyes grew wide. “Phaa! You have no taste, Kilgore! You never did.”
He grabbed his wife and held her tight. “That is not true,” he said. “I married the most beautiful woman in Song, did I not?”
Martha smiled. It was a hideous smile, full of crooked and black teeth. It didn’t look much like a smile at all but an expression one gets while sucking on a lemon. Truth be told, Kilgore’s wife was as beautiful as a sickly toad. His taste in women was no better than his taste in poetry.
“That’s all well and good and I’m glad you’re alive,” Martha said, “but we have nothing for supper. I heard they’re looking for a new stablehand in the next village.”
“Let’s not rush to that,” Kilgore said. “I’ll figure something out.”
That night they went to bed hungry, as they did most nights. But Kilgore stayed awake and thought and thought and thought. Just before drifting off to sleep, an idea came to him.
In the morning, Kilgore was sitting at the kitchen table when he heard Martha wake up and call him in a shocked voice. He never awoke before Martha. Most mornings she had to beat him with a broom handle to get him out of bed.
“Are you ill, Kilgore?” Martha shouted.
Kilgore grunted in reply.
“Well, I hope you’re not hungry, because I have nothing to fix for breakfast,” she said as she shuffled out of the bedroom. It was true. Their lone cow died a week ago. The chickens hadn’t hatched any eggs in two weeks. There was no bread in the larder, and meat was a distant memory. Kilgore hadn’t had a decent breakfast in weeks.
When Martha entered the kitchen, she rubbed her sleepy eyes in disbelief and exclaimed, “Kilgore, you rotten thief!”
He grinned, popped a devilled egg into his mouth, and then swept his arms over the table, which was overflowing with food: roast duck, fresh cream, steaming loaves of bread, apples, figs, pea soup…
Martha sat down and hurriedly filled her plate. As she sucked the meat off a chicken bone, she said, “No good will come of this,” and then began on the roast duck.
Seconds after he took the last sip of pea soup, there was a loud knock on the door. It was the king’s guards. They arrested Kilgore.
After a brief stay in the dungeon, he was brought before King Rokenfort.
“Didst thou read mine new poem? I penned it yesternight.”
“I have, Your Majesty.”
“And what is thine opinion?”
“I found it better than the last. Your Majesty has outdone himself!”
The M-of-H nodded his approval to the king.
The king threw his arms up over his head and laughed in triumph. He seemed relieved. A tanner, a fool, and a scullery maid had already been executed for detesting the king’s latest work, an ode to chamber pots.
“You do me honor, fellow,” the king said. “I find thee innocent of all charges.”
When Kilgore returned home, Martha threw her arms around him. “Escaped twice!” she exclaimed. “You must have the worst taste in the world.” Her ugly face burned with joy, though you probably couldn’t tell; it was filled with so many warts and wrinkles.
“I’m famished,” Kilgore said. “Give me supper.”
“There’s nothing left. I ate it all after you had gone. I was filled with such grief.”
“Never mind. We will never go hungry again.”
Kilgore immediately left the house and stole two cows, three chickens, a goat, and a barrel of pickles. He barely had time to finish three of the pickles before he was arrested again. It was a mere formality. After declaring the king’s latest poem “a tour de force,” Kilgore was allowed to keep his “possessions.”
Over the next several months, Kilgore stole two dozen horses, four chests of gold, and three diamond rings for Martha. He was arrested each time and each time found innocent of all charges. He saw no fault with any of the king’s poems (even the one comparing his love to a well-seasoned ham). In fact, it seemed to Kilgore that they were improving. Of course, all the other defendants in Song despised them and were, consequently, executed.
Though Kilgore was now one of the richest men in the land, he wasn’t satisfied. One morning, he awoke early (well before Martha) and stole the entire Kingdom of Song. He did this by breaking into the Hall of Records, crossing out the names on every land grant, and entering his own.
The next day Kilgore was arrested for fraud and brought before King Rokenfort. Usually when Kilgore was arrested, the monarch was overjoyed. This time he looked like a defendant puzzling over one of the king’s metaphors.
“I am afraid I have run out of poems,” the king said, and shrugged in apology. “Thou hast read everything I have ever written. Therefore, I have no choice but to execute thee.”
Kilgore was locked in the dungeon to await his execution, via decapitation, the next morning. While lying in his cell, he thought and thought and thought.
In the morning, he was brought to a wooden platform in the center of town. On the platform were a block of scarred wood and a hooded executioner with a large axe resting on his shoulder. As Kilgore mounted the stairs, Martha broke free from the crowd of spectators and embraced her husband. “Oh, Kilgore,” she said, her hideous face streaked with tears, “you finally did it, you dumb scamp! Now what will I do?” Kilgore kissed her on the cheek (though it was actually a wart that his lips touched) and then gently pushed her back into the crowd.
A guard led Kilgore to the block of wood. King Rokenfort rose from his palanquin and joined his only admirer on the platform.
“Any last words?” the king asked.
“Actually, I have a request.”
“Certainly.”
“I have written my own poem. I ask to be judged on that.”
The king thought for a moment and then said, “Very well.”
From his back pocket, Kilgore removed the poem, which he had written moments after awaking that morning, and handed it to King Rokenfort. The crowd watched in dreadful silence as he read. Martha hid her head in her armpit from nerves. Kilgore whistled tunelessly.
When the king finished, he crumpled the paper into a ball and said, “That was the most artless, baseless, and horrid poem I have ever read. It was an insult to the parchment upon which it was written.” And it was.
Kilgore threw out his chest and, in his most impressive voice, said, “Seize that man!” And they did. After all, only a godless, cretinous malefactor would speak so harshly of a poem.
King Rokenfort was immediately beheaded in Kilgore’s place, and Kilgore was given the throne of Song. Martha did a little jig in celebration, though it looked more like someone angrily stomping grapes.
Kilgore’s first act as king was to abolish the absurd practice of trial by poetry criticism. Thereafter, the subjects of Song were allowed to love and hate poetry without fear of execution. In Kilgore’s opinion, there was something more true and beautiful than even poetry, God’s truly greatest gift to the world. From that day forth, guilt or innocence in Song would be determined by the defendant’s opinion of Queen Martha’s beauty.



Princess or Poison
 
(Originally published in Allegory magazine)
 
The knight defeated them all…the dark wizards, the axe-wielding dwarves, the dwarf-wielding giants, the berserker orcs, and the krakens—even the one with three heads. It wasn’t difficult. He would merely swing his sword and limbs would separate from bodies, heads would pop off their respective necks, and bodies would drop to the ground. He was pretty sure the basilisk had a heart attack before he even touched it.
They came in waves to Shadowmere after hearing of the knight’s newfound invincibility and all paid the price for their foolishness.
Now he sat on the western shore, bodies littering the beach, and wept. Soon a fool traipsed through the killing field. “Would you mind if I rummage for a pair of shoes, sir?” he said. “Mine are terribly worn.”
“Take anything you want,” the knight said. “I am not looking for spoils.”
As the fool slipped off a pair of boots from a fallen wizard, he said, “Why do you weep, sir? Have you lost a comrade on the battlefield?”
The knight wiped his wet eyes. “Nay. I weep for myself. I cannot lose in battle.”
“Is that not a boon?” the fool said. “I know many a man who would beg to be in your shoes. I wouldn’t mind myself. They seem a good fit.”
“You are a fool,” the knight said. “The witch who enchanted me also cursed me. Life is now dull and without challenge. Victory was much sweeter when it was tempered with the occasional defeat. But I cannot lose now even if I tried.”
“There is an easy fix, sir. Get the witch to un-enchant you and return you to your former state.”
“Fool, fool, fool. And give up invincibility?”
The fool walked in a circle, trying out his new boots. The bells on his cap jangled. “What if you fought on another field?” he said.
“I have fought on every battlefield in Shadowmere and I have been victorious on every one.”
“No, sir. Not a battlefield. I mean an entirely different field.”
“Ah, I could fight in the marketplace, perhaps. But I do not think it wise.”
“No. The field of love, sir. The ’chantment would have no dominion over you there. You could lose in the field of love and win on the field of war. You will have balance then. You are out of true, sir. That is why you are without joy.”
“It will never work. Who wouldn’t love an invincible knight? I am doomed.”
“But there is a princess….” The fool removed a ring from a dead giant’s finger and pocketed it. “She has been ’chanted too. She cannot love.”
The knight leapt up. “I must find her! It has been so long since I have known defeat. I crave it as a bee craves honey.”
“Go then to the Kingdom of Mora.”
 
When the knight arrived at the castle of Mora, he was led directly to the king. Immediately he made his desire known. “I am here to take your daughter’s hand in marriage, Your Majesty. I am prepared to face whatever challenges you set before me. Fire, ice, torture, three-headed krakens—”
The king held up his hand, halting the knight’s speech. He said, “There will be none of that. You will have only one challenge to face if you want my daughter’s hand: her consent. Receive that and you shall be wed.”
“I accept the challenge.”
“Then promise me this, foolish knight: If you do marry, please, do not return her to me.”
He was brought into the garden, where the princess was sitting upon a stool. She wore a white dress and a black rose in her crimson hair, which flickered in the breeze like candle flame.
She did not look up as he approached. Instead she busied herself by plucking the petals off a daisy.
“I am here to—” he began, but the princess interrupted him.
“Scram, oaf!” She spat, and plucked the final petal from the daisy, discarded it, uprooted another, and began the process anew.
“I do not wish to leave, my lady.”
“Very well,” she said, and then placed the daisy on the ground, picked up a stone, and hurled it at him. It bounced off his cheek, leaving neither bruise nor scratch. The knight snickered. This irritated the princess further. “Perhaps I didn’t throw it hard enough,” she said, and launched another stone. This one struck him in the forehead. He did not flinch. Her emerald eyes burned like a dragon’s and a frustrated scream burst from her throat.
As she bent for another, larger, stone, he said, “Like you, I am enchanted. I cannot be defeated in battle, I cannot be physically harmed. Hurl as many stones as you like—” And before he could finish, she was standing before him hurling all manner of objects in his direction. The stool burst against his ribs. A wicker basket grazed his ear. Finally she pulled the black rose from her hair and flicked that at him, too, perhaps hoping a thorn would draw blood. It did not.
She stood before the knight, her chest heaving, her face red as blood. “You weren’t lying?”
“That is why I am here, princess. I tire of the staleness of victory. I desire the rush of defeat. As you cannot love, you can frustrate my success in the field of love. You will give me balance and thus fulfillment.”
The princess raised her eyebrows, thought on his words, and then said, “You don’t sound awfully bright.” She picked up her daisy. “So you want me to hate you?” she asked, her eyes fixed on her hands as she dissected the flower.
“Aye,” he said. “With all your callous heart.”
A wicked grin blossomed on her face.
 
Their union was officiated a fortnight later. They moved into a castle in Northern Mora, which the princess thought too small, too drafty and too far from anything of interest. Nothing pleased her. Yet the knight never tired of trying. He brought her flowers, which she would immediately stomp on; he sang her songs, which she would laugh at; he gave her jewels, which she would lock away in a chest. He even returned to the battlefield in an effort to impress her. It was all for naught. His magnificent and numerous victories never so much as elicited a smirk. Often she was seen yawning as he would decapitate an ogre or wrestle a dragon into submission. “If it wasn’t for your ’chantment,” she was fond of saying, “you would’ve been dead a long time ago.”
The princess had defeated the knight. His life was now balanced, perfectly: victory on the battlefield, defeat at home.
His satisfaction, however, was brief.
The more he lost the more he desired victory and the princess’s impossible love.
Perhaps it was pride or his competitive spirit.
Perhaps it was the monotony of losing. Constant losing, he discovered, was just as dull as constant winning.
Perhaps it was her beauty. She was exceedingly beautiful.
But most likely it was because he had fallen in love with the heartless thing.
One morning he poured out his heart to the princess.
“Princess, you art as beautiful as the winter moon,” he said, kneeling before her as she massacred flowers in the garden. “You art as radiant as a—”
“You’re blocking the sun, oaf,” she said. “Move!”
He shimmied to the side.
“Princess—” He hesitated. Her impenetrable expression enthralled him. “Please, hear me. I must confess I never meant to love you…yet my heart aches whenever I gaze upon you and it burns all the more when all you return is a sullen face. I cannot go on thus.”
The princess pulled another flower out of the ground, and each pluck at its petals was a pluck at his heart. He laid his hands over hers. She recoiled. “Why do you pester me with such nonsense? Get off the ground. You are a disgrace!”
He stood, dusting off his knees. “I am sorry, princess, but what I am trying to tell you is that I love you.”
She threw back her head and a shrill laugh burst from her throat. “And what does that matter to me?” The princess looked at him as if he were a wart on a troll’s bottom.
“I know you cannot love, but—”
“You wanted me to hate you, not love you. You have gotten that, in abundance!”
“Aye.”
“You are a terrific fool. Now leave me, oaf. I find your puppy dog eyes repulsive.”
 
The knight took his leave of the princess and wept under an elm tree. It was not long before a troubadour appeared.
The knight told him of his predicament.
“Good knight, there is a witch,” the troubadour said.
“Aye, there’s always a witch,” he said, “and nothing good ever comes of them.”
“That may be true, my liege, but this witch is the most powerful in Mora. If anyone can help you, it is she.”
With a bitter heart, the knight rode over hills and dales and into the dark forest until he found the wise woman.
Inside her hut, he sat on an overturned bucket across from the witch. She was an old hag, as ugly as the first witch was beautiful. The candle that illumed her face seemed to highlight the worst of her twisted and tortured visage.
“Can you make a woman love me?” he said.
The hag grinned. “That depends,” she said.
“She has been enchanted never to love.”
“Ah! And who is this unfortunate maiden?”
“My wife.”
The witch’s laugh was a hideous and bestial thing and trailed off deep into the shadows. “It seems you have things backwards, sir knight. The lady is already yours. What do you need of love now?”
“Can you do it or not?”
“Yes, I can make her love you.”
“Can you make her love me truly?” he asked. “Always?”
The hag’s grin dissolved. “I can make her dote on you hand and foot. I can make her follow at your heels like a lovesick puppy. I can make her yours. I can create the illusion of love. But true love? Sir knight, you ask for something that takes more than magic. And always’? Forever and ever’?” She shook her head.
The knight was crestfallen. His heart burned. He rose and took leave of the witch. When he threw open the flap that was her door, he was greeted by a crimson moon that seemed to hang just out of his reach. He gazed upon the disc as if transfixed, but the hag’s voice roused him back to the world. “There is a way,” she said, “but it may prove worse than your current woes.”
 
After the witch worked her magic, the knight returned with the utmost swiftness to his princess.
“What do you want now?” she said.
“Did you not miss me? I was gone longer than I expected.”
“Gone? Really? I hadn’t noticed.”
The sullen girl had returned to plucking petals. She sat on a stool, surrounded by a carpet of torn-up flowers, her face determined and serious. Whatever interest she had in the operation he never knew.
The knight removed a small parcel from his satchel. “I brought you a gift,” he said.
“Oh,” she said, and rolled her eyes.
“It is a coffyn!” He removed the cloth covering and handed it to her. “It is filled with—”
“Give it here! I know what a meat pie is filled with!”
She snatched the treat from his hand. It seemed the only thing she enjoyed, besides plucking flowers, was pie. The princess snapped her fingers and within moments a servant handed her a fork and she dug into the savory treat.
“This is not a coffyn, you dumb oaf!” she cried. “See, there is no lid. Therefore, it is properly called a trap.”
“Yes, my princess.”
She set to the pie, lustfully scooping out the contents and shoveling them into her delicate mouth. “It’s not terrible,” she mumbled between bites.
When finished, she wiped her mouth on her sleeve and said, “Leave me!”
“But I have been gone so long.”
“Yes, and I have been quite enjoying the peace and quiet.”
She stung him with her cold, hateful eyes and then she returned to her game of plucking petals. Perhaps the hag had lied. Was he a fool to have trusted another witch? And such a vile and low one as that? Nonetheless, he remained in the garden and waited.
It wasn’t long before the princess began to complain about the drafts in the castle and the servants’ carelessness and how hideous she found everything—and then it began. He spied the change in her eyes first. She looked at him, perhaps for the first time, and something quite wondrous happened: the princess smiled. It was a magnificent thing. The warmth spread across her cheeks and her face seemed to bloom like a summer rose. She said, in a delicate, soft voice he had never heard before: “Let us walk through the garden.”
As they strolled, the princess took his hand and his heart quickened.
They stopped beside the last bed of daisies remaining in the garden.
“Have I ever told you I loved you?” she asked.
His heart nearly seized. He stammered and nearly choked. “No, I do not believe you ever have.”
“Of course not. I have never told anyone I loved them.” The princess giggled, her chest heaved, and her cheeks burned like the rays of dawn. She looked at him with such fervor that he thought she might burst. Perhaps she was about to burst. Her tender feelings had been bottled up inside her for so long.
Suddenly she sprang upon him. She kissed him on the lips. “I love you,” she said in a timid voice and kissed him again. Then she sang out: “I love you! I love you! I love!”
That night, as they lay in their—finally—consummated marriage bed, the princess said, “We are married; I think you may remove your tunic in bed.”
“As you say, it is drafty in this castle. I shall leave it on.”
“You are a queer one,” she said, and then playfully slapped him on the chest. He cried out in pain.
“What is the matter?” she asked, sitting up stiffly. “I have never seen you in pain.”
“I fell from my horse,” he lied.
“But—”
He silenced the princess with a kiss.
They fell asleep in each other’s arms. And though he’d had many, many victories, for the first time he felt victorious.
He tried not to think on the witch’s final words, but as his dreams deepened they returned to him and he dreaded the coming of morning.
With the crowing of the cock, the callous-hearted princess returned. On the instant she opened her eyes, he saw they blazed again with hatred. He tried to placate her with kind words and kisses, but she raged worse than ever.
She jumped out of bed and began to hurl curses at him.
“Do you not remember telling me of your love for me yesternight?” he said.
“Obviously, I lied.” She spit out the words like a cobra’s venom. “And why, pray, is it so drafty in here? Can’t you get more tapestries?”
And with that the princess evicted the knight from their castle.
He took up residence in the stables. And as he lay among the horses, he remembered the witch’s words from the day before. “I cannot remove the ’chantment for always,” she had said. “I can provide only a block that works sometimes. Know this: love is weakness and love is strength. That is the only true love, sir knight. If you give something of yourself, and if it is given with an honorable heart, your wife will love you, truly, but not always. In time her old ’chantment will return and she will despise you again. From one day to the next you will not know whether she has love for you or poison.”
He had not hesitated. He had told the witch: “If she will love me truly for only the briefest moment, I would treasure it. A complete absence of love is a worse fate to endure. Do what you must.”
The witch had carved a fist-sized hole in the knight’s chest with an enchanted dagger; his invincibility, his heart now vulnerable to blade or blow. She had cauterized the edges of the wound and the bloody flesh she roasted and placed in the trap. The hole, she had said, would never close. It was the only worthy sacrifice he could make.
A fortnight passed and the princess asked the knight to return to her. Immediately he noticed the warm glow had returned to her eyes. “I missed you,” she said, and they returned to their marital bed.
So it went as the witch had said. The princess loved the knight, the princess hated the knight. He never knew from one day to the next if she would be his salvation or his ruin. Life was never dull, never predictable. It was often bitter, yes, but sometimes sweet, and the sweet days were particularly sweet. And when love did flicker behind her eyes, he knew it was true. There was no always, only sometimes, and, oh, how he longed for those sometimes. His princess, his poison, his love, his enemy, his weakness, his strength, his life... Always and always and always...



No Place for a Hero
 
(Originally published in Galaxy’s Edge Magazine)
 
Bernard Kowalski destroyed the Verrazano Bridge during the Friday rush.
But there are three important things to keep in mind: It was unintentional, no one died, and he caught the bank robbers he was chasing. It was a classic superhero feat. They should have given him a ticker-tape parade.
Instead he got thirty years in prison.
In his closing argument, the prosecutor called Bernie a “living, breathing weapon of mass destruction.” She also called him an “irresponsible, reckless vigilante” and a “fame-seeking psychopath.” Never once did she mention the word “hero.” Bernie easily could have flicked a paper clip through her throat and decapitated her right on the spot. But he was a superhero and superheroes don’t kill.
They held him on Rikers Island while they built a special long-term prison for him on Guantánamo Bay. He saved them the trouble. He busted out with one well-placed punch to the four-foot-thick cement wall and eventually settled on a desert island in the Pacific Ocean.
A superhero, Bernie lamented, has no place in the real world.
 
Bernie watched the sun sink into the ocean as he squeezed another yam and let it drip into a coconut shell.
He had super strength. He could throw a garbage truck a mile. He could run so fast he was just a blur. He could blow down buildings with his ultra-breath. He could fly. And what did it get the world’s first and only superhero? All the yams he could eat and his very own tropical prison.
No one bothered with him except for some neighboring islanders who would leave him food and gifts. They thought he was an angry deity. The yams were offerings. On special occasions they left a roasted pig. He was happy for the food. It wasn’t like he could fly over to Paris and grab some baguettes—not without causing an international incident.
He was thinking how Superman never got hauled into court in the comics, when he spotted the helicopter. At first he figured it was sightseers. They occasionally flew over the island to take a peek at the superhuman, snap a few photos. He usually waved at them. Sometimes they’d wave back, sometimes they’d give him the finger.
He zoomed in with his telescopic vision and saw that it was a U.S. Marine Corps helicopter. In all the time he’d been on the island, no authorities had ever tried to contact him or haul him back to the States. Was this an assault? Were they stupid enough to try to finish him off now?
He scanned the sky, but there was only the one helicopter. If this was an attack, then the copter had to be equipped with a WMD.
He could hurl a palm tree at it or blow it down with his ultra-breath. But he continued squeezing yams. After two years on the island, the only way he could eat the tubers was by slurping them up like milkshakes.
The helicopter landed down the beach. He watched a man in a military uniform jump out. Alone, he headed toward the superhuman. Bernie relaxed.
The man said, “Bernard Kowalski?”
“No,” he said. “I’m Batman.” Military man didn’t laugh.
“I am General William Duncan, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”
Bernie picked up a yam, squeezed it so hard it exploded in his hand. “Care for a yam?”
“I’m not going to pussyfoot around, Kowalski. Your government needs you, maybe even the world.”
“My government? You mean the one that arrested me for being a superhero?”
“We’re in a big jam, the chili is really hitting the fan, and it is my opinion that you’re the solution. We’re prepared to offer you full asylum and will expunge your past crimes from the record.”
“Crimes, huh? I was fighting crime!”
“Believe me, as a soldier myself, I understand. Collateral damage is inevitable in war. The greater good, son, that’s what matters.”
“Exactly! That’s what I kept saying at the trial. I’m a superhero. There should be different rules for me.”
“Well, Kowalski, the rules have just changed.”
Bernie wiped the yam juice off his hands, sat up straighter. “Have they now?”
“It seems you are no longer the world’s only superhuman. But you can still be the world’s only superhero. A supervillain named Madame Devastator has already destroyed most of New Jersey.”
“Madame Devastator? Cool name.”
“We’ve thrown everything at her, but it’s done no good. We need you to take her out. You are cleared to use any means necessary. We’re in a real bind here. What do you say, Kowalski?”
“General, I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”
“I’ll brief you at the Pentagon. We have an aircraft carrier not too far away.”
“It’ll be quicker if I take you.”
Bernie scooped up the general and flew east.
 
Madame Devastator’s real name was Hannah Bormann. She was a twenty-two-year-old art student from Connecticut, at least until about a week ago when she went berserk in Jersey.
At the Pentagon, Bernie watched videos of her obliterating Hoboken. She could fire bolts of lightning out of her fingertips and create storms with a hand gesture. She also sported a killer costume, something Bernie had always wanted. But his superhero career had ended before he could design one. Madame Devastator wore black high-heeled boots with laces up to her knees, a leather bodysuit with lightning bolts running down the sides, and a scarlet cape. At the moment, Bernie was in yellow Bermuda shorts, flip-flops, and a pink tank top.
When the briefing was over, General Duncan said, “Do you need any assistance from us?”
“Can you guys rustle me up a uniform? I feel kinda dorky here.”
A half-hour later he was wearing Henry Winkler’s leather jacket from Happy Days, John Wayne’s cowboy hat from True Grit, Harrison Ford’s pants from Raiders of the Lost Ark, and James Dean’s boots from Rebel Without a Cause. Some wise guy had made a run to the Smithsonian and thought the clothes had some mojo that might help. They started calling Bernie “Mr. Americana.” His previous superhero name was Bernard Kowalski.
 
When Bernie reached New York City, where Madame Devastator was currently wreaking havoc, he perched himself on top of the Freedom Tower. He didn’t need his telescopic vision to find her. A boulder the size of a minivan blasted into the air over Central Park. Bernie rocketed uptown, and just before the boulder crashed on top of The Dakota apartment building he obliterated it with a mighty uppercut.
Bernie bolted into the park, flying just above the treetops.
He was nearing the lake when a street lamp rose into the air and swatted him as if he were a pesky fly. He plunged into the water, and as he sank, Bernie thought how he had only ever fought purse snatchers and jaywalkers.
He sprang out of the water, grabbed his hat—which was floating nearby—and placed it back on his head.
Madame Devastator stood beside the Bethesda Fountain, sparks dancing on her fingertips. “I should have figured they’d send for you,” she said. “You’ve always struck me as a brownnoser.”
“Is that why you’re doing this? To get to me?”
“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m doing this because I can. It’s fun. Besides, what the hell else can you do with fingertips that shoot lightning?”
“You got me there,” Bernie said, and blasted her with his ultra-breath. She hurtled backwards, knocking down trees and statues. She didn’t come to a stop until she crashed into the side of an M10 bus.
All the vehicles on Central Park West were abandoned. General Duncan had pulled the military out of the area and evacuated as many civilians as he could, though there were still plenty of them watching from their apartment windows, snapping photos and taking video.
A woman stuck her head out of a fourth-story window and shouted, “Get her, Mr. Americana!” Bernie’s face burned with pride, though he wondered how she knew his nickname.
Bernie spotted a garbage truck up the block. He’d always wanted to chuck one.
As he lifted it over his head, he noticed with glee the camera flashes coming from the surrounding buildings. He paused, flexed his muscles, and then heaved the truck at Madame Devastator, just as she was getting to her feet. Bernie was disappointed when the truck crash-landed right-side up a few yards in front of her. It tottered, and he helped it along with a blast of his ultra-breath. A moment after the truck fell onto the supervillain, windows were thrown open and there was a thunderclap of applause and hooting. Some people were giving Bernie the thumbs-up. They held out their cellphones. Bernie smiled and waved as if he had just won the Miss America Pageant.
He was thinking about the ticker-tape parade they were going to give him, when Madame Devastator zapped him with lightning from her fingertips.
His body seized. His muscles felt as if they had been turned to stone. Then came the burning. Bernie screamed.
At that moment, the sky darkened and the wind howled.
Bernie was lifted high into the air and began spinning as thunder crashed around him and lightning cut through the darkness. He tried to get his equilibrium, but he was blind and disoriented inside the tornado.
He couldn’t die like this before the world. It would be all over the Internet in seconds. In his panic, he pursed his lips and blew as hard as he could, hoping to jolt himself out of the twister. There was an explosion. He heard glass shattering and stone crumbling. He blew again. Another explosion. Screams. Car alarms blared. Still, he was trapped in the funnel. He blew straight down and kept blowing until he rose above the bad weather. He stopped blowing when he saw the sun and the bright blue sky. Then he was falling, his muscles still cramped from the lightning strikes. The roof of the American Museum of Natural History rushed up to the meet him and he crashed through it. He landed on a stegosaurus skeleton, which was now a pile of rubble.
After a moment, his power returned to him and he shot through the hole in the roof. Madame Devastator was waiting for him in front of the museum. She looked tired, drained. The lightning flickered on her fingertips like a dying lightbulb.
“You don’t have to fight me,” she said, gasping for breath. “We’re the same. In fact, we’re the only two of our kind. They”—she swept out her arms—”are our real enemies. You saw how they treated you when you tried to help them the first time.”
“I’m a superhero,” Bernie said. “This is what superheroes do.”
One moment Bernie was hovering in the air, the next he was behind Madame Devastator. He put her in a headlock. She barely resisted.
“This ends now,” he said.
“If you’re going to kill me, you could at least use an original line.”
A small crowd watched from the park across the street. Someone yelled, “Finish her!” Another screamed, “We love you, Mr. Americana!”
Bernie tightened his grip on Madame Devastator. Camera flashes, like bolts of lightning, ripped through the air. In minutes he’d be the champion of the world, his face on every TV screen, newspaper, and magazine. He was probably already trending like crazy on the Internet. Before he twisted his arch-nemesis’s neck, he whispered in her ear.
Then Madame Devastator went limp in his arms.
For a moment the city was silent. Bernie heard only his ragged breathing. Then there came an eruption of cheers and shouts. People began to appear from all over. They chanted his name and it echoed across the city. Bernie’s eyes moistened. He wished his parents were still alive to see this.
As the crowd inched toward him, Mr. Americana, née Bernard Kowalski, flew off with Madame Devastator’s body in his arms.
 
The yams were all gone, so he flew to Tokyo and got sushi. He didn’t even have to pay. Heroes don’t have to pay. It’s one of the many perks.
Back on the island, he sat on the beach reading an English-language newspaper he grabbed along with his lunch. The front page showed him holding Madame Devastator. “Mr. Americana Saves the Day!” the headline blared.
A few pages in, he found an editorial questioning whether Mr. Americana (the Pentagon had leaked the nickname to the media shortly after Bernie left for New York) was needed now that Madame Devastator was dead. He knew that would come. In time, they’d return to seeing him as a ticking time bomb. Weapons of mass destruction are only tolerated in times of war.
“Did you get any sashimi rolls?”
Bernie turned and watched as Hannah exited the tropical forest. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and her freckles stood out with sunburn. Without her costume, she looked like a typical college student.
“Yeah,” he said, and handed her the bag of take-out.
He never intended to kill Madame Devastator. Superheroes don’t kill. But it wasn’t until that day in New York that he realized how badly a hero needs a villain.
She sat next to Bernie. “Doesn’t this get boring?” she asked. “Just sitting here.”
“You get used to it. Have you decided where you’re going to make your reemergence?”
“I was thinking Paris in the spring.”
“Perfect. That will be well after my ticker-tape parade. I’ll give you a two-hour head-start.”
“That should be enough time to destroy the Eiffel Tower.”
“No, don’t do that. I’ve always wanted to chuck the Eiffel Tower like a javelin. I saw it once in a comic.”
“OK. That might be cool. I’ll take out the Arc de Triomphe with a tornado then. Meet me in front of the Louvre. We’ll give them a good show. But this time, why don’t I pretend to snap your neck?”
“Sure. Why not?”
A superhero, Bernie lamented, has no place in the real world. Not unless he creates one.



The League of Lame Superheroes
 
(Originally published in the Third Flatiron Anthology “Astronomical Odds”)
 
Conference Room 3, Hilton Garden Inn, Staten Island, New York
“Guys, I’m not going to sugarcoat things,” Harold said, opening the twelfth annual meeting of the League of Superheroes. “We had a terrible year—even by League standards. According to my records, we failed to save the world seventeen times!”
Harold hoped for a response along the lines of “Holy cow, we suck” or “We’re so ashamed of ourselves, Harold, please forgive us” or “Seventeen times? Really? Maybe we should try harder before we all become Professor Edison’s mindless slaves.” But as usual the League disappointed him.
“Woo-hoo! A record!” Steve shouted, lifting both his arms straight up over his head like a referee signaling a touchdown.
Jesse smiled. “Boy, we’re damn lucky the All-Star Champions of the Multiverse are around. Remember when Mr. Superlative lifted the Chrysler Building and flung it like a spear at Edison’s mechanical Cthulhu?”
“While I don’t often agree with their crude hero ethos, I have to admit the All-Stars are awesome,” Veronica added, gazing at Harold with the scrutiny of an X-ray machine. It made him feel weird.
“They are not awesome!” Harold shouted, and slammed his fist down on the table. After picking up the notes that he’d knocked to the floor, Harold said, “The All-Stars are a bunch of over-muscled, over-hyped freaks. I can’t believe they’re considered the good guys. I’m pretty sure they take hero-enhancing drugs.”
Harold shook his head. Seven years as the League’s leader and every meeting went like this. No wonder they never saved the world. “I really can’t believe this, guys. We could save the world. We’re heroes too, you know?”
“Lame heroes,” Steve said. “That’s what everyone calls us, including my wife and kids. It’s embarrassing. I don’t even tell anyone I’m a hero. I say I’m a telemarketer.”
“Maybe they will call us something different—when we save the world—once—just once!” Harold stopped. He loosened his tie and began fanning himself with a sheet of paper.
“Drink something,” Jesse said.
“I’m sorry, guys.” Harold took a sip of water. “But I know we can be awesome, too. It’s all in my notes.”
“Yeah,” Steve said, “but our powers just aren’t—”
“—powers,” Jesse finished.
“The All-Stars have real abilities. We have weird quirks.”
“Powers are overrated,” Harold said.
Sure, their abilities weren’t as flashy as the All-Stars’, but they were still useful. There was Jesse, Likeable Jesse: Every person who ever met Jesse adored him. Harold thought it was the kid’s smile. It was a really nice smile. Steve, The Lucky Dog: He had a mysterious knack for not having to do anything he didn’t want to do. Usually it was something like mowing the lawn or doing the dishes, but sometimes it got him out of some tough binds. Veronica, The Noticer: The newest member of the League noticed things no one else did. She kills at “Where’s Waldo?” And then there was Harold, The Boss: His entire life people put him in charge of things—student councils, home-owners associations, bake sales.
“Then why haven’t we ever saved the world?” Veronica asked.
“Because we’ve been going at it the wrong way. My new three-point plan will turn things around. Belief, Teamwork, Knowledge. I call it BTK.”
“Wasn’t that the name of a serial killer?” Steve said.
Harold glared at Steve and then he began his pitch. “One, Belief. Being a hero is all about confidence, right? We need to believe in ourselves. Two, Teamwork. On most of our missions, you guys act like orphans in a bouncy house. We need to work as a team. Three, Knowledge. We need to learn from the All-Stars. I know I don’t care for them, but they’ve saved the world countless times.”
“Four hundred and seventy-two times, to be precise,” Veronica said.
“That’s why I invited a guest speaker to join us today.”
“Oh, you didn’t invite that lunkhead Mr. Superlative, did you?” Veronica asked. “Or Barbara Bombshell? She’s set womanhood back a thousand years. I swear her body is structurally unsound. And, please, someone buy her a pair of freaking pants.”
“It better not be Ultra-Violent Boy,” Steve said. “That kid’s unstable.”
“It’s not anyone from the All-Stars,” Harold said, and removed a round metal device from his briefcase. He placed it next to the complimentary glazed donuts in the middle of the conference table. He pressed a stud in its side and a three-dimensional hologram of Professor Edison flickered to life.
“Greetings, lame heroes!”
Steve jumped out of his seat. “Edison? You invited the most dangerous man on the planet to our secret meeting? What were you thinking?”
“First of all, it’s a hologram,” Harold said. “Second, the meeting was not a secret. I posted it on Facebook. Third, he promised no funny business. Sit down, Steve.”
“Great move, Harold,” Steve said, as he sank back into his chair. “This is why we’re lame.”
“Not lame, just unsuccessful. We need to take drastic measures. Edison promised—and I believe him—that he only wants to talk about the All-Stars. I think we can learn how they’ve been so successful.”
“Not successful—lucky,” Edison said. The supervillain stood barely five feet tall, but his shiny black boots gave him another six inches. He wore a dark blue cape and a white porcelain mask. “Your leader is correct. I mean you no harm. And taking our past run-ins into consideration, you mean me no harm.”
“Not nice, man!” Jesse said.
“My apologies, Jesse. I should reserve my ire for the All-Stars. They have been quite a thorn in my side. Still, they don’t deserve the respect lavished upon them. Their PR department should get the credit.”
“I know we aren’t getting the full story from the media,” Harold said. “Any insider stuff you can share with us would be great. For instance, how did they stop your army of killer robot marmots?”
“There was an unforeseen vulnerability in their design that those do-gooders stumbled upon. Thousands of the creatures were burrowing through all the major cities of the world. The All-Stars could never have stopped each individual robo-marmot. But they were all connected to a network. The All-Stars needed only to destroy the server, and all the marmots were rendered inoperable. That’s what you get when you hire minions from Stanford.”
“And your Moon of Doom?” Veronica asked.
“Budget issues defeated us, not the All-Stars. We were already five trillion dollars into the project when we began to run low on funding, so we skimped on the shielding for the core reactor. The Stanford guys said don’t worry about it, it’s all good. Yeah, right! All it took was one lucky blast and the entire thing blew up.”
Suddenly Edison stopped, threw open his cape with a flourish, straightened, and, in a booming voice, said, “Does anyone know what time it is?”
“Good thing you brought that up,” Harold said. “We probably have to give up the room soon. It’s 2:46.”
“Splendid. If someone would be so kind as to check the news on his or her smartphone. The story should be out by now.”
Veronica was the first to find it. “Holy jeepers! The All-Stars are gone!”
“It says they were killed during a rescue mission in Siberia!”
“By an anti-matter bomb!”
“Edison!”
Edison shrugged. “That is the true reason why I agreed to come today. I wanted to be with you when the news broke.”
“To gloat?” Harold asked.
“No, to rejoice. I know you hate the All-Stars as much as I, and that is because I was once one of you. Behold…” And with that Edison swept off his mask, revealing a scarred and twisted face.
“Little Eddie Kline? We thought you died when your artificial sun exploded in your grandmother’s garage!”
“Though my me-maw nearly killed me, I was just left horribly burned. My inventions, though brilliant, always caused harm. As a lame hero I was one of the lamest, but as a villain I reign supreme. I destroyed the All-Stars! Join me. We can show them all what a bunch of lame-o’s are really capable of!”
“We will never join you,” Harold said. “We have all made a pledge to defend the weak and the innocent, a pledge we mean to keep. And nothing will—”
Just then the hotel manager popped his head into the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re going to need this room for the Girl Scout meeting at three. If you can start clearing out now, that would be swell. Feel free to take the donuts with you.”
“Sure,” Harold said. “We’re done here.”
The manager gave a thumbs-up and left.
“Regretful,” Edison said as he placed his mask back on his face. “But before I go, I will give you one more piece of information. My latest invention is called The Negatron. It is a marvelous application that will broadcast a very nasty piece of audio to every electronic device, television set, radio, etcetera, etcetera. Anyone who hears it will be instantly seized by the deepest, darkest depression. Sadness will spread across the planet like a virus. None of my test subjects lasted more than two minutes before committing suicide. The Negatron goes live in one hour. So long, lame asses!”
Edison’s image flickered and went out.
“Time to save the world, guys,” Harold said, rising. “Now does anyone know where Edison’s lair is?”
 
Underneath the New York Public Library, Midtown Manhattan
The subway tunnel was dark and stank like pretzels and falafel covered in garbage. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell, Harold thought.
The League stood before a steel door, holding up their cellphones for light. Veronica examined the door with unblinking, Arctic-blue eyes. Then, suddenly, she said, “There’s a tiny stud on the wall.” She pressed it and the door swung open.
“Good noticing,” Harold said.
Finding Edison’s lair wasn’t difficult. Steve had roomed with Eddie at his underground pad when they were both in the League. But Eddie kicked Steve out when he refused to put the cap back on the toothpaste after brushing his teeth. Fortunately, Eddie didn’t change his address.
They stepped into a narrow, musty tunnel. The sound of dripping water echoed against the stone walls and rats squeaked in the dark. Harold was feeling pretty satisfied with the team as they marched down the passage. This was already the closest they had ever come to saving the world. Usually by now someone would have stubbed a toe or lost his wallet or broken down in tears, and they’d have called it a night.
“Where do you we go now, Steve?” Harold said.
“The layout’s been changed,” Steve said. “I don’t know.”
“Let’s just keep moving. Hopefully we get lucky.”
When they entered a dimly lit room cluttered with wooden crates and discarded electronic equipment, Veronica stopped and held up a hand.
“Someone’s coming,” she whispered.
They ducked behind a stack of gutted Commodore 64s and iMacs.
Footsteps rattled in the distance. They grew louder, and then stopped.
“Whoever’s here, I have a pulse gun!” a voice shouted.
“Jesse,” Harold whispered, “work your magic.”
Jesse stepped out from behind the crates and approached Edison’s minion. He immediately raised his pulse gun.
“Freeze!”
“Hey there, bro,” Jesse said, and flashed a smile.
“Oh, hey.” The minion lowered the gun a fraction, and returned the smile. “Are you lost or something?”
“Or something. I don’t want to bother you—nice uniform, by the way—but do you know the way out of here? I’m trying to find the Number 7 train.”
“You must have taken a hell of a wrong turn.”
Jesse’s chestnut-brown eyes lit up. “Wow! Is that a real pulse gun? I’ve only ever seen them in comic books.”
The minion grinned. “Pretty cool, huh? You want to check it out?”
“Oh, man, I don’t know.”
“No, go ahead. You seem like a nice guy.”
The minion handed over the gun.
“Sorry about this, bro,” Jesse said, and pointed the weapon at him. “All clear!”
The rest of the League instantly appeared behind Jesse.
“Where’s Edison?” Harold asked the minion in his best tough-guy voice.
“I’m not telling you.”
“Where’s Edison?” Harold asked in his second-best tough-guy voice.
“I’m not going to tell you just because you asked me twice. Do you think I’m an idiot?”
“Jesse?”
“Where’s Edison, bro? We just want to talk to him. It’s cool.”
The minion’s stern expression melted and a smile slowly spread across his face. “OK, I’ll take you to him.”
The minion led them down a winding staircase, over a moat filled with mutant sewer alligators, through a series of hidden doors, and finally to a landing that overlooked Edison’s control room.
“Just go down the stairs at the end of the landing,” the minion said.
“You’ve been awesome,” Jesse said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Maybe we can catch a Mets game sometime. I have season tickets.”
Jesse grinned—and then he bashed the minion in the face with the butt of the gun. He crumpled like a beer can under an elephant’s foot. “I might be a lame hero,” Jesse said, “but a Mets fan?”
“I noticed an open broom closet back down the hall,” Veronica said. “We could stash him there.”
“Steve, take care of it,” Harold ordered. “But first get those magnetic handcuffs off his utility belt.”
“Sure.”
Harold crawled onto the landing and peeked over the railing. The control room was crowded with computers and odd-looking machines, the sort of machines an insane five-year-old would make if his only toys were circuit boards and Lincoln Logs. Edison stood in the center facing a large computer screen. Two minions fluttered about as Edison barked orders. An electronic display beside the computer screen was counting down the time till the Negatron’s transmission. It was at 00:09:03.
As Harold was thinking of a plan, Edison shouted, “The jig is up, lames asses!”
Each League member wore an expression that said “oh crap.” Then one by one they stood.
“Jesse, give Steve the gun,” Harold whispered.
“Good thinking,” Steve said, and took the gun.
“Put down the gun or my minions will vaporize you!” Edison ordered.
“I don’t want to do that,” Steve said, and marched slowly down the stairs.
“Like when you didn’t want to put the cap back on the toothpaste! You were always inconsiderate. Take another step and you’re dust.”
When Steve reached the bottom of the stairs, the second minion drew his molecule-eroding pistol, fired, and—
Nothing happened.
“Goddamn! Is that the prototype molecule-eroding pistol you’re using?” Edison growled. “What is wrong with you Stanford guys?”
“Lucky Dog!” Jesse whooped.
Steve fired the pulse gun. A wave of purple light hit the minion in the chest. He fell to the ground, twitching like a frog on an electrified fence.
“Don’t worry, guys. I didn’t kill him!” Steve shouted, as the minion went limp. “I set it to stun.’ At least I think I did. If not, then he’s dead. Sorry!” Steve glared at the other minion, and he ran out of the control room.
Just then Edison pressed an oversized button set in the wall beside him, and a tube of transparent thermoplastic swooshed over him.
Steve walked over and tapped on the tube.
“You can’t touch me in here,” Edison said. “The Tube of Isolation is impervious to all weapons. ICBMs, scud missiles, dark-matter cannons…”
Steve walked over to the button in the wall, pressed it, and the tube rose.
Edison ran, but Steve was on top of him in an instant. He knocked him to the ground and clamped the magnetic handcuffs over his wrists. “Just so you know, I was meaning to work on a remote control for the tube,” Edison said, as Steve dragged him toward the League, who were now all gathered by the giant computer screen.
“You’re too late,” Edison said, struggling to his feet. “The Negatron goes live in three and a half minutes.”
“Veronica, you’re good with computers,” Harold said. “Stop the Negatron.”
“I use a PC. This is a Mac.”
“This is your lame plan?” Edison asked, before throwing back his head and laughing.
“Just believe,” Harold said. “Remember BTK.”
“The serial killer?” Edison asked.
“Just try, Veronica.”
In a blur Veronica’s fingers danced over the keyboard. She looked up at the screen.
“INVALID OPERATION,” the computer intoned.
“Try using voice commands.”
“Remember,” Steve said, “all Edison’s other doomsday devices had glaring vulnerabilities. It’s always something simple. Don’t overthink it.”
“Computer, end current operation,” Veronica said.
“REQUEST DENIED.”
“Computer, override program.”
“REQUEST DENIED.”
“Computer, shut down.”
“REQUEST DENIED.”
“So lame,” Edison said, rolling his eyes.
“We have only ninety seconds!” Jesse cried.
“You cannot stop the transmission,” Edison said in a bored voice. “You’ve lost. Once all the networks are found and the audio file is uploaded, the entire world will be plunged into the blackest depression. I hope you all have Prozac.”
“Thank you!” Veronica shouted. “He always talks too much. It’s bizarre. We cannot stop the transmission, but maybe we can change what it transmits. Computer, select new audio file!”
They waited, but the computer didn’t respond.
“Computer, select new audio file!” Veronica repeated.
A few long seconds passed. Then the computer said, “PLEASE BE PATIENT AS I LOAD THE LIBRARY.” A beat later a menu listing hundreds of audio files appeared on the screen.
“Hurry, we have only twenty seconds!” Jesse said.
“Computer,” Veronica ordered, “select, uh, select—Edison, you have some crappy songs on here—select Hall and Oates’ Kiss on My List.’ ”
“STUDIO VERSION OR LIVE?”
Ten seconds!”
Studio version!”
“Nothing’s happening, Veronica!” Harold said.
“Damn, I didn’t say, Computer’—”
“Five seconds!”
“—Computer, studio version!”
“I can’t believe this,” Edison said, shaking his head.I really have to start hiring minions from MIT.”
The computer pinged. There was a brief pause, and then the room filled with the smooth, soulful voice of Hall or Oates. Harold didn’t really know. He was more of a Bruce Springsteen fan.
Steve ran around the room, whooping and shouting and high-fiving his teammates.
“You did it!” Harold said to Veronica.
“No, we all did it,” she corrected.Teamwork. BTK, right?” Veronica gazed at Harold with those too-blue eyes, and for once he didn’t mind.
An explosion jolted the control room. The back wall crumbled, and through a cloud of dust and smoke, Mr. Superlative stepped into the lair, followed by Barbara Bombshell and Ultra-Violent Boy.
“They’re not dead!” Jesse shouted.
“Apparently not,” Mr. Superlative said. The ground shook as he strode toward the League.The anti-matter bomb was a dud. We would have been here sooner, but Bombshell got frostbite while we were in Siberia. I had to use my superlative breath to defrost her.”
“Wearing pants might have been a better idea,” Veronica muttered.
“What was that?” Bombshell asked. She wore a black G-string, pasties, and, incongruously, a bomb suit helmet. She must have been the one who blew up the wall. Her touch was explosive.
“Oh, I said, Nice G-string. It accentuates your nakedness.’ ”
“Thanks.”
“Edison planted the story of our demise in the gossip blogs,” Mr. Superlative said.
“Apparently they’ll publish anything,” Edison added.
“Well, we’ve got everything under control here,” Harold said, and watched Mr. Superlative’s muscles ripple under his suit. Harold sucked in his gut and made a mental note to start hitting the gym.
“I see. Nice job. But we’ll take Edison and his minions off your hands now.”
“They’re ours,” Steve said. “We stopped them.”
“Do you guys have an anti-gravity prison on a remote island equipped to hold an evil genius?” Ultra-Violent Boy asked. He leaned against a wall covered with flashing green and yellow lights. Pistols hung from both his hips. Strapped to his left leg was a Bowie knife and strapped to his right was a stiletto.
“Not yet.”
“Let him go,” Harold said. “We’ve done our job.”
Steve shoved Edison toward Mr. Superlative, who handed him off to Bombshell. Then she and Ultra-Violent Boy swept out of the lair.
“You saved the world,” Mr. Superlative said. “On behalf of everyone, thank you.”
“Just doing our job,” Harold said, trying his best to mimic Mr. Superlative’s stentorian voice.
Mr. Superlative nodded stiffly. “By the way,” he said, “we’re starting a West Coast version of the All-Stars. I think you’re just the man to head it up. What do you say?”
Harold smirked. “I appreciate that, Mr. Superlative, but my loyalty rests with the League.”
“Good luck, then, League of Superheroes,” Mr. Superlative said, before bounding through the demolished wall.
“Did you notice he didn’t call us lame’?” Veronica asked. “Just plain ol’ heroes.’ ”
“I think I’m going to cry,” Harold said, and then he did. Like a boss.



Inner Dragon
 
(Originally published in SQ Magazine)
 
“Philip, are you ready for massive change?” Dr. De Graat asked. “Are you ready to take the arduous journey toward your ultimate destiny? To face the abyss and let the abyss face you?”
The doctor stopped suddenly, looked at me with laser-focused eyes. They were quite beautiful blue eyes, I noticed. Sort of a cerulean-blue with flecks of green.
“Philip?” he said, eyebrows raised.
“Sorry. That wasn’t a rhetorical question?”
“Philip.” The sound of disappointment in his voice made me want to evacuate my bowels. “Tell me, what do you want?”
“I want to be a successful writer. A best-selling author.”
De Graat clapped, let out a joyous laugh. “Wonderful! Wonderful!” His expression intensified, his eyebrows knitting together and his jaw tightening. “Philip, you will be a success if you truly want success. If it is the only thing you want. If you can do this, it will be easy. There are two steps: First we find your inner dragon and then we release him. Once he is soaring through the universe, the dragon takes care of the rest.”
“How do I find my inner dragon?”
“I have a machine.”
After disappearing into the shadows of his office, De Graat returned with a large silver contraption. It reminded me of an old movie projector but with two lenses instead of one. He positioned the machine in front of me and looked me in the eye. It was intimidating, but I held his gaze.
“It is a simple process,” he said. “I am going to hypnotize you with assistance from the Dreams of Destiny Machine. Please, look into the lenses.”
He flipped a switch at the back and two beams of light jabbed me in the eyes. It didn’t feel like light; it felt like knitting needles.
“Don’t look away, Philip. Focus! The effect depends a great deal on your effort. I turned the machine up to full power to compensate for your timidity.”
My eyes burned. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I wanted to puke.
“Concentrate, relax, and visualize your ultimate desires, your dreams of destiny… Imagine the life you’ve always wanted... Envision your dragon. You will birth the beast you deserve…”
The light shone as brightly as a supernova and then everything went black.
 
When I left De Graat’s office I didn’t feel any different. I hadn’t felt my inner dragon being released, but what would that feel like anyway?
That night I met with my writers’ group. My new short story got savaged. Half the group hated the ending, the other half hated the beginning, and they all hated the middle. It was a typical session—except for the appearance of Bill McDougal, a recently retired Air Force captain who said he’d been trying to write his debut fantasy novel for more than two decades, but “life just kept interrupting.” I know what that’s like; though for me, instead of life interrupting, it’s Internet porn. A few months after returning to civilian life Bill finally finished his story, and then joined our little group to get an opinion. He handed out hard copies of his manuscript. Obviously the guy hadn’t heard of email. I felt bad for the old newbie.
After the meeting I asked a blonde named Jeannette if she wanted to grab a cup of coffee. She looked at me as if she had never laid eyes on me before, turned to the person sitting next to her, and started chatting about the new X-Men movie. The weird thing was that it didn’t hurt my feelings. Rejection was a constant in my life. It was as familiar as my own face.
I went home and hit the tub. If De Graat turned out to be a kook, and I was ninety-five percent sure he was, I wasn’t too concerned. The session was dirt cheap. But, man, it would be nice to be a best-selling author. I had visualized my ultimate desires: being on the New York Times Best Sellers list; Forbes’ list of the richest authors; People’s Sexiest Author Alive.
The first five pages of Bill’s novel were a vague, confusing ramble. He didn’t know the difference between “its” and “it’s.” I made notes as I went along to help the poor guy out. The dialogue was terrible, mostly characters explaining things. There were a ton of plot holes and the end didn’t quite come together. But I loved the premise and a few of the minor characters. I thought there was a good story buried in there. As I drifted off to sleep, I thought about it, and after about an hour I figured out how to make the thing work.
Then I had a better idea: I’d steal Bill McDougal’s story.
He wasn’t going to get the thing published anyway, not in its current condition. But with my alterations I was confident I could sell it. I also knew I could finish it in a week. Besides, fuck him.
In the morning, I called my boss and told him I needed to take care of some “personal business” and wouldn’t be coming into the post office that week. Let someone else sort the damn mail!
Then I started writing. I had never worked so fast. The words just flowed. I was done in five days. I thought it turned out pretty good and figured there were enough changes that I would get away with it.
I sent it out and a week later an agent said he was interested in my novel, which I had titled Dragon’s Breath.
Hal Jensen couldn’t have been younger than eighty-two. He was about five-foot-four with a comb-over and said he knew the most important people in the book biz. What he didn’t say was that those people had all died decades ago. Hal insisted he still had a few tricks up his sleeve, though. Maybe I was desperate, but, hey, he thought I had potential. He said I reminded him of a young Terry Brooks. I didn’t know who that was, but I signed with him anyway. I think I was his only client.
A few weeks later, a mid-level publishing house picked up Dragon’s Breath. I got an equally mid-level advance. It wasn’t enough to live on for long, but that didn’t stop me from quitting my job. Actually, I just stopped showing up. If anything, Dr. De Graat’s method gave me confidence. Most likely it was a placebo effect, but so what? Sometimes all you need is a little boost.
The critics hated Dragon’s Breath. They said it was “full of lazy writing,” “riddled with clichés” and “a monumental waste of time.” I didn’t care. Critics are just jealous, wannabe writers anyway, right? What mattered was that the book was selling. Not a lot at first. But sales picked up enough that my publisher committed to a sequel and sent me on a book tour.
I met a grad student named Lauren in North Carolina. When the tour ended, she moved in with me. Three weeks later, she left. Lauren thought I was cheating on her. She was right. I was cheating on her. Come on. No one had ever wanted to have sex with me before and now there was another woman offering herself. How could I resist?
I had zero ideas for my second novel. I kicked myself for not hanging around the writers’ group longer and seeing if Bill McDougal planned any sequels. It didn’t matter. I just did a rehash of the first book, added a few ideas from several current bestsellers and a couple of classics, took a character from here, another from there and—voila!—I had another novel. I was impressed with the result and then I fired my agent.
“But you’re like a son to me.”
“This is business, Hal. Don’t take it personally.”
He started crying. I hung up.
The guy was deadwood. He couldn’t take my career to the “next level.” For him, the next level was six feet under.
Out of nowhere, I got a call from the largest literary agency in the country and I signed with them. They got me out of my deal with the mid-level publisher and landed me a four-book deal with one of the Big Five publishers.
Then Jessie left me. She was the librarian I was seeing after the grad student. Jessie said I was “never there for her.” Boo-hoo. You can’t write a best-seller and “be there” for some co-dependent whiner, right? I was focused on my career. It was all I could think about. I wrote for at least six hours a day. I blogged about writing. I dreamed about writing. In between I did signings and readings. I was making up for lost time and didn’t want to waste a second.
Other parts of my life just had to give. I paid no mind to the fact that every morning I woke up sobbing. Tears would be streaming down my cheeks and my hands would be wrapped around my pillow like I was a drowning man clutching a life preserver. But once I got out of bed, the feeling dissolved and I put it out of my mind. I had bigger things to worry about.
The critics detested my second book, Dragon’s Teeth. One called it “regurgitated, derivative drivel not worth a kilobyte of space on a flash drive.” I almost admired his perception. Derivative, yes, but come on, there was some really fine writing in that book.
Someone had to pay for the bad press. So I fired my publicist. I had a publicist by then. Her name was Gloria or Cheryl or Abigail.
Dragon’s Teeth landed on the New York Times Best Sellers list, peaking in thirteenth place. For some reason, dragons were hot at the moment and here I was at the forefront of a trend!
I headed out on another publicity tour. I met a Classics professor named Gabrielle when I hit Pittsburgh. Two weeks later we got married. She thought my books were “modern fairy tales filled with Oedipal rage.” I didn’t understand a word she said, but her breasts looked amazing in tight silk blouses. We had a kid, too, a girl named Ursula. But a few months later Gabrielle left. She said I was “unkind.” Who talks like that? She took the kid and moved across the country.
While preparing to release my third book, Dragon’s Tail, Bill McDougal threatened me with a lawsuit for copyright infringement. I wasn’t worried. I sicced my legal team on him—I had a legal team by then. Lucky for us, Bill’s wife had terminal cancer and the medical bills were piling up. We threatened to tie him up in litigation for years. He quietly settled for ten thousand bucks. It was the right thing for him to do. He wouldn’t have made anywhere near that with his original novel.
The crying jags worsened. Now I was waking up every night at three a.m. shaking like a heroin addict going through withdrawal. I started taking sleeping pills.
I finally released Dragon’s Tail. It was my best writing to date. It got an average rating of one-point-eight on Amazon, and critics began calling me one of the worst writers of the twenty-first century. Well, they could just suck it—because Dragon’s Tail topped the New York Times Best Sellers list.
I had done it. I had achieved my dream.
And I was fucking miserable.
I was sitting on the window ledge, my feet dangling seven stories above the ground, when my personal assistant—she was actually my third assistant by then—walked into my office.
“Mr. Columbo, what are you doing out there?”
“I’m about to kill myself, Cheryl,” I said between sobs. The crying fits had followed me into the daylight.
“But you have the best selling book in the country. And, by the way, my name is Rachel.”
I leaned forward, looked down. It was a long way to the pavement. Hell, I had everything I wanted. But there was no joy in it, just a terrible emptiness. “Sorry, Rachel, it’s just not worth it. Everybody hates me. I hate me.” I scooted closer to the edge.
“Wait! I know someone who can help you.”
“Do you think I’ll pass out before hitting the ground?”
“He’s a self-help guru named Gustav Karl. He specializes in fulfillment. He helped me. It was the only way I could bear to work for you.”
I sat on the ledge for a few more minutes, thinking about what led me there, and for the life of me I couldn’t figure it out. I had gotten what I wanted. So why was I so unhappy?
I ducked back into my office and made an appointment with the guru. What did I have to lose? I could always kill myself tomorrow.
 
When I entered the uptown office I found the guru sitting by an open window smoking a cigar. It was De Graat.
“Ah, my star patient,” he said.
“Now you’re hawking fulfillment as Gustav Karl?” I said, as I sat down opposite him.
“I was always hawking fulfillment, Philip.”
“Well, I have to tell you I don’t feel very fulfilled.”
“Your success isn’t enough?”
“I succeeded beyond my wildest dreams, but I’m not happy. I cry all the time now. I have half a dozen ex-girlfriends, an ex-wife, and a kid—and none of them talk to me. I don’t have one true friend. What the hell did you do to me?”
“You need two things to be successful, Philip: focus and aggression. That is the dragon. A dragon has only one goal: protect its hoard. It is unrelenting, powerful, focused, aggressive.” De Graat blew cigar smoke into my face. “You rid yourself of that which hinders most people: doubt, consideration, loyalty, kindness, accountability, fairness, reason… Dragons are filthy rich, but they aren’t well liked. Once you release your inner dragon, you become—for lack of a better term—a fucking jerk. Many successful people you will find are fucking jerks.” De Graat smiled wolfishly.
“You and your machine made me a jerk?”
“That is the surest way of activating the Law of Attraction. Once the dragon is released into the universe, it opens up whole new vistas of possibility. Haven’t you ever wondered why some people succeed even though they’re talentless hacks? That’s the Law of Attraction at work. Think of your desire, your dragon’s fire, as a beacon. The stronger the focus the stronger the beacon’s light. Once the fire is burning bright, the secret and mysterious forces of the universe take notice. And like moths to a flame, that power surrounds you. Some people may see this as a prayer being answered. You ask of the universe and the universe answers. It doesn’t care about ability.”
“You never mentioned anything about the Law of Attraction before. You never mentioned any of this.”
“Had I told you, it might have undermined the treatment. Initially, it works best if you have no knowledge of its operation. Your intent needed to be pure for the universe to be on your side.”
“Well, the universe might be on my side, but people aren’t. They despise me.”
“You wanted material gain and status, Philip, not love. Classic mistake!” De Graat laughed. He was having a blast.
“Well, can you make me happy or not?”
“I can, but first I must lock up your dragon. I cannot make you a jerk and make you happy about it. That is how you create a psychopath.”
“What then?”
“First I return you to your former state, then I make you happy.”
“But wouldn’t I stop being successful?”
“If your success is contingent on you being a jerk and not having talent, then yes.”
“So I can be either happy or successful?”
“In a manner of speaking. But if you are happy, then you have no need for success.”
“How do we proceed?”
“First you pay me and then we can begin.” He wrote on a slip of paper, handed it to me. I had to count the zeroes three times before I was sure of the figure.
“But this is everything I have!”
“Success is easy to obtain, Philip. Happiness is not. And as I said earlier, one needs to be aggressive when one strives for success.” Then I noticed his gold Rolex and the platinum cigar case on his desk. Apparently De Graat was a fucking jerk, too. “Come back tomorrow with a certified check if you are still interested.”
I thought about not going through with it, but the next morning I found myself back on the ledge.
A day later, I handed over the check and De Graat wheeled out the Dreams of Destiny Machine.
“First we must block your rampant ego,” he said.
As the lights pierced my eyes, I felt for the pin in my pocket and in seconds it was over.
“Let’s begin the second phase and make you a nice and happy boy,” De Graat said. “Sit back and I’ll guide you.”
Again, the lights burned into my eyes. This time I relaxed and drifted into the void. When it was over I was supercharged. The world was brighter, I felt lighter and full of energy. I was happy!
As I walked out of De Graat’s office, I pushed over his stupid Dreams of Destiny Machine. De Graat screeched. Screw him and his machine. I was still a jerk. But a happy jerk now.
I wasn’t going to give up success for happiness. Not when I could have both. So before the treatment I had studied The Absolute Imbecile’s Guide to Hypnosis. All I had to do was distract myself by pricking my finger with a pin, and the first phase of De Graat’s treatment was nullified.
 
I ditched my dream of being a writer. De Graat was right. I had made a mistake in wanting only material gain and status. Now that I knew how the process worked, I only needed to shift my focus and take control of my dragon.
I moved to New Mexico, where I founded a religion. I have money and power, but most importantly love. Lots of love. De Graat said a happy jerk would turn into a psychopath. But would a psychopath be adored by more than ten thousand followers? They would die for me. I probably won’t have them do that. My children are more valuable to me alive.
My inner dragon and I have big plans. I’ve asked the universe to make everyone love me. I’m just waiting for the answer.



My So-Called Life in Reruns
 
(Originally published in Fantasy Scroll Magazine)
 
I was on the couch watching Star Trek. It was the original pilot episode with Captain Pike getting trapped on a planet called Talos IV. I’d seen it so many times it no longer felt like watching television; it felt like remembering. And like all the reruns they allowed me to watch, the episode comforted me and reminded me of home. More so than this horrible apartment, which was an exact replica of my old place in New York, right down to the water stain in the shape of South America on the living room ceiling and the cat scratches on the front door. My cat wasn’t here, though. He was gone, along with my real apartment and everyone and everything else on Earth.
Now Captain Pike gets snatched by a couple of Talosians with giant-scrotum-looking heads and they take him to their zoo. I laugh. If I didn’t, I’d go insane. The TV helps me to focus, to block everything else out. When I’m watching Star Trek or The Twilight Zone or The Outer Limits, it’s like I never left Earth and everything’s okay.
I reminded myself, once again, that the apartment was fake, but the shows were real.
The wall to my left faded away. Class was in session.
I ignored the students—all of them looking like upright caterpillars—and instead watched Captain Pike argue with the big-headed aliens from inside his cage. I remembered watching this episode with my girlfriend, Karen. She loved the Original Series, though she would never admit to being a Trekkie. She turned me on to the show, actually, and we always watched it together. She left me months before the Hanlar destroyed the Earth.
My body stiffened as the Hanlar instructor began speaking.
“Behold Jason, the last being of the planet called Earth,” it said in Hanish. “Notice the blank stare, the bloated and slumped body. Notice his lack of arms, the two of them remaining motionless and idle. Jason is addicted to entertainment, particularly in the form of television transmissions. He is the ultimate nema’kemon.” That, I interpreted as “big, lazy loser.” It’s the worst thing you can call the Hanlar. The class booed and hissed.
“Greetings, Jason of Earth,” the alien teacher said, enunciating each syllable as if it were a separate word, even though I knew Hanish fluently. “Can you tell my class what you find so appealing about mindless entertainment?”
I’ve learned not to engage with the aliens. They only want to hear what they want to hear. I focused on the television and Vina, the beautiful blonde the Talosians were trying to force on Pike.
The Hanlar despise entertainment, especially passive entertainment like television shows. It threatens Ardnung, which is the belief system upon which their society is based. Ardnung is all about being productive and maintaining order. The Hanlar have six arms and they are always moving, always building or fixing or creating something. It’s worked out pretty well for them. The Hanlar are the most advanced race in the universe.
Things were running pretty smoothly for them until they started receiving our TV signals, which had been leaking into space for decades. It took them a while to figure out what they were seeing, but by then it was too late. The entertainment-starved Hanlar loved Earth TV. They couldn’t get enough of it. They binge-watched, they named their offspring after characters on The Brady Bunch, they even started to create TV shows of their own. This, of course, didn’t sit well with the elders of Hanlar. Productivity was down. Hands were idle. Society was collapsing, or so they believed. Something needed to be done. So the Hanlar High Command decided to cancel the planet. Ha-ha. Except me. They saved the Earth’s biggest couch potato to be the ultimate negative example. “Hey, kids, see that fat lump in the box? If you watch TV, you’ll end up just like him.”
The students barraged me with questions:
“Is it true that media consumption resulted in near-extinction decreases in your population levels? Do you still have procreative desires?”
“Have you noticed an impairment in your rational thought?”
“Is your morbid obesity a result of your excessive viewing habits?”
“Are you no longer able to tell the difference between reality and fantasy?”
“Is it true media consumption lowered the aggregate IQ on Earth by an average of two points a year?”
“Did The A-Team desensitize earthlings to violence, accounting for the increase of war in the twenty-first century?”
“Is it true that the entertainment producer Joss Whedon caused more harm than Krydax the Obliterator of the Seven Worlds?”
Anger boiled up inside me. I used to tell them that none of that was true. Their ideas about entertainment were ridiculous and unsubstantiated. Once I said, “You hate TV, but you blew up my planet. Killed billions! What influenced you to do that?” That got me a month with their mind disruptor.
“Jason of Earth,” the teacher said, “please explain to my class the meaning of the term boob tube’?”
I jumped up and flung my remote control at the teacher. It disintegrated as soon as it hit the force barrier.
And with that, the apartment wall returned and the TV went out. It wasn’t because of the remote control. That doesn’t control anything. It’s just a prop. The Hanlar control the TV.
The television flickered and George Clooney appeared on the screen. “Jason,” he said, but sounded nothing like George Clooney. He sounded like the heartless Hanlar. “You have been found in violation of Code 477: Acting belligerent toward a schoolteacher; as well as Code 863: Refusing to answer a student’s question.”
I clenched my fists.
“A scan of your vitals determines that you are within appropriate health parameters, though your blood pressure is slightly higher than normal. Are you getting enough exercise, Jason?”
“I am following the required minimum physical fitness requirements.”
“That is good to hear, Jason. We want you with us for a long time. We want you to be happy. Are your dietary needs sufficient? We can bring you a different kind of pizza. Perhaps chips and beer? Nachos?”
“No, no. The food is fine.” It wasn’t by a long shot. The pizza tasted like damp cardboard covered in Spackle. But it didn’t matter. All the food sucked.
“Obviously, your excessive television viewing has caused you once again to lash out.” I kept still, held my breath. “We must discipline you.”
I could have picked up the TV, smashed it to pieces. But the reruns were all I had.
“It has been decided that your viewing privileges will be taken away. Instead we will loop an educational video.”
My right hand trembled. “When will you bring back my shows?”
The camera zoomed tight on the alien George Clooney’s face. His unblinking eyes were pools of darkness. He said, “You provide an important function.”
The TV went black.
I slumped back onto the couch, depleted.
I stared at the blank screen. I could have been looking into outer space, into that dark emptiness where the Earth once was. I wanted to plunge into that void. Let the television take me away to oblivion, capture me for eternity and send me back across the cosmos at the speed of light.
 
The video started. An alien version of Jon Stewart went over the history of the Hanlar, the three pillars of Ardnung (productivity, order, tradition), and the devastating effect of mindless entertainment.
I closed my eyes and watched, from memory, as the Talosians let Pike and his crew go. When I was a kid I called it Mind TV. On long trips in the car I would close my eyes and “re-watch” cartoons in my head. When I wanted to see a different show I would hold a fist up to one of my eyes and pretend I was turning a channel selector. As usual, I took special notice of Pike’s escape. The Talosians free him after realizing that humans would rather kill themselves than live in captivity. They had big heads but were pretty dumb. The Hanlar aren’t dumb. I’ve tried killing myself. It never takes. As I said, Ardnung made the Hanlar incredibly advanced—especially in the biomedical sciences. By my calculations, I’ve been watching reruns for more than a hundred and fifty years. The Hanlar want me here for a long time. Maybe forever.
The Hanlar control the transmissions, but sometimes they honor my requests. I usually stick with the sci-fi programs. They’re wrong, of course. Television isn’t mindless or useless. TV characters have solved every problem imaginable. So I watch, study, and gather ideas, even when they take the boob tube away.
I raised a fist to my eye and switched over to an episode of Lost in Space called A Day at the Zoo.
TV got me into this predicament, it would get me out. 



Do Stand-Up Bots Dream of Electric Hecklers?
 
(Originally published in Perihelion Science Fiction)
 
Harold was sitting on the toilet, reading the holo-paper, when the stand-up bot began an impromptu set. Harold had come to hate the metallic hack with the ferocity he usually reserved for people who dog-eared old print books or got those ridiculous data-streaming bionic eyes.
“Ever wonder why they call them restrooms’?” Karlin560 asked. The bot looked like a cyberman on holiday with his bright Hawaiian shirt hanging loosely over his chrome-plated frame and rainbow-colored suspenders holding up his black slacks.
Harold dropped the holo-paper in his lap. A hologram of the wreckage from a starbus crash on the Moon floated above his privates. “The facilities are occupied!” he shouted.
“You do not rest in them. I think the last place you would want to take a snooze is in the vicinity of animal waste products. Humans!” Karlin560’s thick black neoprene eyebrows twitched. His neoprene lips spread into a clownish grin.
Harold bought the stupid thing for his children.
“Risa and Rickard have them,” his daughter Cheryl said. She was always going on about those obnoxious twins, whose parents were apparently made of credits.
“They’re really funny,” his son Tony said. “And you won’t let us get data-streaming eyes.”
“We’ll see,” Harold said. That was always his answer whenever he didn’t want to give an answer. Usually that was the end of it, but they wouldn’t quit about stand-up bots. Every day they sent him links to bot dealers, made sad pouty faces, brought up Risa and Rickard, promised to do chores as kids did in the pre-bot days.
They must have gotten to Harold’s wife. “I’ve read that they’re actually good for developing social skills,” Mindy said one night. Lord knew, Tony needed that. He barely spoke since he got the latest version of Penultimate Fantasy 4D.
Harold came across Karlin560 at a yard sale. He was a quarter of the price of a new stand-up bot. Harold thought he was being smart snatching him up and maybe, just maybe, he’d be a hero to the kids. Now he prayed for just a few minutes of peace and quiet.
Karlin560 waited for Harold to laugh. Harold did not laugh. He threw a box of tissues, which ineffectually bounced off the bot’s metallic head.
“Get out now! Can’t you see I’m busy here?”
“Why do humans say they are taking a defecation? You don’t take anything. Is that why humans need to wash their hands afterwards?”
“I’m scrapping you the moment I get up!”
“If you get up in your current fecal-ridding state, I will scrap myself. You are aware I cannot unseen anything that enters my visual field?” Karlin560 laughed, and it sounded like a blender trying to puree marbles.
“Mindy!” When all else failed Harold shouted his wife’s name. He didn’t know why, but things usually ended up working out after he did.
A few awkward seconds later, Mindy came to his rescue and escorted Karlin560 back into the living room, where he did fifteen minutes of material for the cleaning bot.
Harold tried to return to his business, but the moment had passed. The damn robot had backed him up. When he told his wife that night, she laughed. Harold didn’t see the humor in being constipated.
 
Harold woke early, grabbed Karlin560, and went into his settings.
He had to do something. All the idiotic questions. “Have you ever wondered…” “Why is it that…” “Isn’t it funny…” No, none of it was funny. Harold was ready to take a starbus to the Moon, preferably one with faulty Z-rings. He would have junked the bot, but Mindy and the kids loved him. Karlin560 always had them rolling. It made no sense.
Karlin560 was a pretty basic model. He had five parental control levels: Early Childhood, Everyone, Everyone 10+, Teen, and Mature. And five modes: General Comedy, Story Mode, Witty, Satirical, and Gentle Comedy.
Instantly Harold spotted the problem. The bot was set to General Comedy with his age level on Teen. Cheryl was still three years away from being a teen, thank God, and Tony was barely out of diapers. Harold set Karlin560 to Gentle Comedy / Early Childhood and reminded himself to have Mindy give Cheryl a lecture about age appropriateness.
 
Harold had two days to finish his insurance adjustment report on the latest starbus to crash into the Moon. This one was a doozy. Half of the amusement park beside the Sea of Tranquility had been taken out and the entire bio-dome had to be replaced. Fortunately it was off-season and casualties were at a minimum. Had it been the height of the season, it would have taken Harold another week to finish the report.
Harold had sent Mindy and the kids to the new gravity-free park downtown so he could work. It was quiet in the house for all of five minutes.
“Harold?” Karlin560 stood in the office doorway.
“Not now, Karlin. Can’t you see I’m working?”
“Working hard or hardly working?” Har-har-har.
“That joke was old when my grandfather was a kid. Now, if you don’t mind.”
“Ever wonder why they call it a building’? Er, they are finished. It should be called a built.’ Humans!”
Harold felt a migraine coming on. “Why are you still telling these jokes? I changed your settings.”
“Do you not enjoy observational humor? I am trying to be relatable by skewering the commonplace aspects of everyday human life. It is funny, Harold, because it is true.”
“The truth is, you’re obnoxious and unfunny. I’m trying to get work done here.”
“Ever wonder why they call them sports coats’? You do not participate in sporting activities while wearing them… Why do you park your vehicle in the driveway but drive on the parkway?… If you use fifty percent of your half and half,’ would you then call it quarter and quarter’?”
Harold’s temple throbbed. He wondered how many swings of his golf club it would take to shut the bot up. Then he thought of Mindy and the kids. He did enjoy hearing them laugh, and they would never forgive him if he bludgeoned their precious mechanical comedian to death.
Harold couldn’t dismantle him, but he could fix him.
 
“I’m having a problem with my stand-up bot,” Harold said to the tech at the Bot Squad Repair Shop.
“Is it acting funny?” the tech asked, and giggled.
Now the migraine was jackhammering behind both of Harold’s eyes. “Hell is a place where everyone is a comedian,” Harold said.
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind. Can I just get my bot repaired, please?” 
“Take a seat,” the tech said to Karlin560 and motioned to a chair next to a computer terminal. Karlin560 sat and the tech plugged a cable into the back of the bot’s head.
“What seems to be the problem?” the tech said.
“One, he’s not funny. Not even a little bit. Two, he’s disregarding his settings. I set him to Gentle Comedy, but all he spews out is observational humor, possibly the most inane of all the comedic stylings, wouldn’t you say?”
“I kinda like that old-timey comedian... What’s his name? Sandfield?”
“I wouldn’t know. I’m not a fan of banal wit.”
“Are you sure you didn’t set him for observational comedy?”
“That’s the odd thing. He doesn’t have a specific setting for it.”
The tech tapped the computer screen, gave it a glance. “Everything seems to be okay. Out of date, certainly, but no bugs. A system upgrade should take care of the problem.”
“Sounds good to me.”
A couple of taps from the tech and Karlin560 powered down. Unfortunately, he powered back up. His eyes flickered open and his eyebrows jumped. “Is this thing on?” the bot asked.
“Tell us a joke, Karlin560,” the tech said.
“Why did the robot cross the road?”
“I don’t know. Why?”
“Because the chicken pushed his buttons.” Karlin560 laughed. Har-har-har.
 
Karlin560’s jokes didn’t improve, but at least he wasn’t making observations about trivial human experiences anymore. What the hell does a bot know about human life? Karlin560 stuck to his settings, telling corny knock-knock jokes and riddles. Tony and Cheryl seemed to enjoy them; though they also seemed to be losing interest in the bot. Harold was relieved. He gave Karlin560 another two weeks and the kids would move on to the next must-have device. 
Harold got one of those devices for his fortieth birthday. eReader glasses. At least they weren’t bionic eyes. Mindy surprised him with the glasses that morning. She never could wait until his party. Harold pretended to love them, and then put them away, probably forever.
At his big birthday dinner that night, Harold noticed that Karlin560 had traded his suspenders and Hawaiian shirts for a leather motorcycle jacket, T-shirt, jeans, and boots. And to make matters worse, he was smoking a cigarette. 
“Put that out!” Harold ordered.
Karlin560 scowled at him and continued to puff on the cigarette.
“Mindy!”
“Harold, it’s an e-cig. There’s nothing harmful about it.”
Harold didn’t have time to fight. The lights had gone out. Cheryl and Tony were coming out of the kitchen with the cake. Harold turned and saw Karlin560’s eyes glowing in the dark. They seemed to be trained on him.
“Make a wish, daddy,” Cheryl said, and placed the cake in front of her father.
Wishing that damn bot away would be a waste of a wish, he thought. Instead, he wished for starbusses to stop crashing into the Moon. 
Like everything in his life, he took blowing out his birthday candles with the upmost seriousness. He always endeavored to blow them all out with a single blow and had done so for seven years straight. His streak was broken only when Mindy mixed in one of those joke candles that never go out. He still hadn’t forgiven her. 
Harold inhaled deeply, paused—and just before he unleashed his breath, Karlin560 said, “Blow it out your rear, Harold. Maybe then you’ll get that stick out of your ass.”
There was a brief silence, a moment when everything seemed to freeze, and then, as if someone suddenly released the pause button, the entire room erupted into laughter. He grinned awkwardly and tried to wait it out. His face grew as warm as a faulty Z-ring that’s about to explode and send a starbus crashing into the Moon.
“Okay. Very funny,” he said. “You’ve all had your moment. Ha-ha-ha. Now can we get back to the cake?” 
There was another burst of laughter. Mindy was holding her side. Cheryl was covering her face with her hair, trying not to let Harold see her laugh. His manager, Trent—why did he ever invite his manager?—was bent over, guffawing. The only ones not laughing were Risa and Rickard, who were too busy watching the data streams in their bionic eyes.
Harold didn’t know what came over him. He was always in such control of his emotions. In fact, he didn’t even realize he had sledgehammered the cake with both his fists until a large dollop of pink cream walloped him in the eye. That started another round of laughter. 
They were laughing long after Harold had locked himself in his office.
 
“Hey, Harold, have you named that stick up your ass?”
“Hey, Harold, what do you and a corndog have in common? You both have sticks up your asses.”
“Hey, Harold, don’t go away. Stick around! Get it? Because you have a stick up your ass.”
These were Karlin560’s new jokes.
Harold longed for the days when the bot skewered the banal human experience. Now Karlin560 was an insult bot and Harold, poor, poor Harold, was his exclusive target.
Perhaps he could have ignored the insults, risen above the schoolyard taunts, but his family wouldn’t let him. They found it all so damn hilarious. Karlin560 kept them in stitches. He had them rolling. He had them laughing their asses off. He had them peeing their pants.
 
Harold returned to the Bot Squad.
“I don’t know what you did to him,” Harold said, “but he’s worse than ever.”
Karlin560 sat in the same metal chair, puffing on his e-cig. He blew out a thick cloud of vapor and said, “Hickory dickory dock, some chick was sucking—”
Harold clamped his hand over the bot’s mouth.
“Dirty nursery rhymes,” the tech said. “That’s a bad sign.”
“That’s a lawsuit, my friend, unless you fix him.”
“The software package I installed had no setting for adult humor,” the tech said. “That’s an add-on. You didn’t install any add-ons, did you?”
“No.”
When the tech plugged the cable into Karlin560’s head, the bot jerked forward. “Whoa!” he shouted. “Next time could you change my oil first? I like to be well-lubed before I’m penetrated.”
The tech howled in laughter but quickly cut it off when he saw Harold’s stone-faced expression. He turned back to the terminal and after a few seconds he was shaking his head.
“What’s the matter?” Harold asked.
“The files have changed. I’ve never seen code like this. You’re sure you didn’t install any new software?”
“Do you think I want an X-rated insult bot? All he does is skewer me—and what is more humiliating, my family laughs. They think he’s a riot.”
The tech grimaced. “That’s the absolute worst thing they could do. Comedy bots assess audience reaction to determine their next joke. If you laugh at an insult, he will be more insulting. He’ll keep pushing till he goes over the edge. But that’s not your biggest problem. I believe Karlin560 is developing his act, thinking for himself. He’s become sentient.”
“He’s become a pain in my ass. Now block his damn consciousness.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Then scrap him. My family will just have to understand.”
“Can’t do that either. It’s illegal to alter or destroy a sentient bot.”
“Delightful! This offensive thing has rights!”
Karlin560 blew vapor into Harold’s face. 
“Look, this could just be a phase,” the tech said. “He’s exploring what works, what doesn’t. He’s growing as an artist. Karlin560 will stop working blue if he stops getting laughs.”
“That will be difficult. He has a big gig coming up.”
“A gig?”
“My wife recently informed me that he’s been doing shows around town. He’s amassed quite a following, too. He makes his Holo-Web debut tomorrow.”
“I’m going to do a stadium show next month,” Karlin560 said. “Mucho dinero, doc.”
“That’s great. He’s making you rich,” the tech said. “Why do you care what kind of jokes he tells?”
“As I already stated, he ridicules me. I’m part of his damn act!”
“Harold and I don’t get along,” Karlin560 said. “For example, I love eighties action movies and he’s a whiney little bitch.”
The tech quickly covered his mouth to hide his guffaw. Harold grabbed Karlin560 around the throat and began to throttle him. The bot’s eyebrows twitched madly. Something clanked inside his chest.
The tech pulled Harold off Karlin560. “Lighten up,” he said. “It’s just a joke.”
Karlin560 shrugged. Harold fumed.
“Wait here. I’ll be right back,” the tech said, and ran into the storage room.
Karlin560 blew vapor rings into the air. 
“You are terrible, you know that?” Harold said.
“Relax, Walt. I’ll score you some bot tail after the show. You know what they say: Once you go metallic, flesh hoo-hahs just won’t hack it.”
Harold was about to punch Karlin560 when the tech returned.
“Okay, there was one left,” he said, and held up a gold microchip.
“What is it?”
“A neural implant.”
“And this will block him from telling jokes about me?”
“No. As I told you, that’s against the law.”
“So what will it do to him?”
“It’s not for him, it’s for you. Think of it as an add-on.”
“I am perfect as God made me, sir. What could you add on to me?”
The tech looked at Karlin560 and then to Harold. “A sense of humor,” he said.
Karlin560 laughed so hard he sprung a leak. 



So You’ve Metamorphosed Into a Giant Insect. Now What?
 
(Originally published in Unidentified Funny Objects 4)
 
Step 1. Admit It—You’re a Bug
Don’t act so shocked. You had to have seen this coming. One does not become an insect overnight! A metamorphosis occurs in stages. A mandible here, a thorax and a pair of antennae there. And what did you do about it? Ignored it. Hoped it would go away. But it didn’t. Did it? The world continued to chip away at your humanity, day by day, atom by atom. The shit job, the shit relationships, the bosses and bullies, the inevitable self-loathing, the fear...
Now you’re a giant fucking bug. Serves you right!
 
Step 2. End the Pity Party Now
There’s no crying in the arthropod phylum (no tear ducts). Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get on your tarsi (feet)! If you want to survive, you need to take massive, determined action.
Don’t fret if you awoke on your scutellum (back). This is a common problem. Rock gently from side to side until you have enough momentum to flip over. You can do this. Believe in yourself, insect.
 
Step 3. Realize Your Chitinous Exoskeleton Is a Wonderland
Stretch those wire-thin legs, bend that exoskeleton, wave those antennae, flutter them wings. Get to know your new body, explore it, embrace it. Love it!
Your insect form may repulse you at first. That’s understandable. After all, you went from a vertebrate to an invertebrate in one night. But you need to move on! Never mind shoes or rolled-up newspapers; the number-one killer of giant insects is poor body image. Listen, you are a beautiful and unique child of this world. Repeat: “I have value. I matter and can do amazing things.”
Now scuttle! Scamper up the walls! Fly! You couldn’t do that when you were human, could you?
 
Step 4. Do Not Trust the Entomophobes
You may be thinking that communication with humans is a good idea. No, no, no! First off, you are an enormous insect. You have compound eyes the size of Christmas hams. Pincers the size of scythes. People are not inclined to feel sympathy for normal-sized insects. How do you think they’ll feel about a super-sized one? Secondly, you are incomprehensible to humanity. No one can—or will try to—interpret your chirping or clicking. Trying to chat up a person will most likely lead to a stomping. Don’t ever give them the chance!
 
Step 5. Run, Insect, Run
At the first opportunity, flee from your home. If you stay, there are only two possible—and equally terrible—outcomes. Best-case scenario: they check you into the deluxe suite at the Roach Motel. Worst-case scenario: they keep you on like some pathetic charity case. There is nothing more heartbreaking than a human-turned-bug who doesn’t know he’s overstayed his welcome. Get it into your supraesophageal ganglion (brain): humans find you repulsive! The very thought of you makes their skin crawl. Have a shred of respect for yourself, insect, and go confidently in the direction of your dreams! (Which would be the nearest landfill. But more on that later.)
If you are comfortable using your wings, fly out the window. If you are not, you will need to rely on speed, surprise, and an insane moxie. Use your pincers to open your bedroom door—and then scuttle like the dickens. Do not scuttle in a straight line! If necessary, run back toward your pursuers. This will freak them the fuck out.
But whatever you do, do not stop to explain yourself. You are beyond explanation now.
 
Step 6. Follow the Stench
As implied earlier, the local dump will make the perfect home. If you don’t know where it is, trust your olfactory sensilla (nose, but not really) and let the malodorous air be your guide.
Finding sustenance will not be a problem. Think of the landfill as your personal buffet. General rule of thumb: if it’s rancid, it’s ready to eat. Don’t take on airs! Insects can—and do—eat pretty much anything, even other insects or their own excrement. No, you won’t get sick! Ever hear of an insect getting sick? They are hardy creatures, nearly indestructible. Nothing can survive like an insect.
 
Step 7. Send a Friend Request, Insect Style
When the sun sinks below the landfill, rub your wings together. Harder! Faster! Louder! What beautiful music! Send your song deep into the night. Call your exiled brethren. We are waiting for you.
 
Step 8. Bugger the Buggers
Mate. Like crazy. There is strength in numbers.
 
Step 9. Teach Your Children Well
The only lesson they need to learn: humanity is the true pestilence on this earth.
 
Step 10. Sing the Song of the Night
When we are legion, the landfill overflowing with our armor-backed, many-legged children, we will unleash the swarms into the night where they will howl their insect song and descend like black swirling clouds of death upon those who would look upon us as cigarette butts to be ground out under their soles.
Never forget, insect: you are a light in this world, perfect in all your flaws.



MAYHEM
 
“People like death and mayhem.”
– Neil deGrasse Tyson



Hart House
 
(Originally published DarkFuse Magazine)
 
Warm, dark blood ran down Rosalind Hart’s hands as she held her daughter to her chest. She did not cry.
She laid the child on the soft dirt in the middle of the cellar after the blood had grown cold. She expected a frozen expression of horror, a last demented snarl of defiance, but instead her daughter’s face was peaceful and unperturbed. Now, dead, she looked every bit the child she had wanted for so long. It was a dirty fucking lie, that face.
Then the tears came.
Rosalind let them run into the dirt as she dug the grave. It was the same spot where the girl was conceived, six years ago, within the boundaries of a circle, a place of dark magic that helped to bring the child into existence.
She lowered the body into the shallow grave, placed the knife beside her, and filled it back with the dirt.
Returned to the earth. Returned to hell.
The sound of her husband pulling into the driveway was like an alarm bell rousing her from a deep slumber. The reality of her actions suddenly flashed white-hot inside her and fear washed over her like icy water.
She raced up the stairs, threw a bathrobe over her bloody clothes, and steeled herself. What could she say? How was she supposed to react? Could she hide what she had done?
There was no need for subterfuge. The moment her husband entered the house, he knew. The house was silent, dead, frozen. When Abigail was alive the house was never quiet, never still. It was always full of energy (dark energy).
“You did it, didn’t you?” he asked.
She closed her eyes, lowered her head. She sensed that he wanted to strike her, but he didn’t.
“She was evil, Thomas. You know that as well as I do. I couldn’t take it anymore. She was killing us both. Haven’t you felt it inside this house? Our personalities were changing. The terrible thoughts I’ve been having. And your nightmares.” Thomas rubbed his temples. “Don’t you see? We can leave now. Start over.”
“Where is she?”
Rosalind turned her head toward the cellar door and he dashed past her. She followed, weeping.
Thomas kneeled over the mound of freshly dug earth and wept, too.
She put her hand on her husband’s shoulder. He jerked away. “I’m sorry,” he said, but his voice was more accusative than apologetic. “We made a mistake.”
Rosalind spent the night in the living room, pacing in a circle. Thomas sat in the study, drinking.
 
It began with the soft thump thump thump of a heart where there was none; the sound no louder than the creaking of a casket lid or a cry muffled by a clamped hand.
Snow drifted through the black midnight sky, accumulated on the roof, settled on the front steps.
The thumping rattled throughout the damp cellar, and then moved farther into Hart House.
The sound swept into the parlor, and into the kitchen and dining room. It rose higher, reaching like a desperate, searching hand.
The thumping swelled, and even though Hart House was dark, even darker shadows slithered along its soft, moldy walls and scarred floors. Doors bulged, windows rattled.
The knocking rose to a crescendo—
—and then stopped.
Thomas rose from his chair and headed to the kitchen.
Hart House groaned and sagged into itself.
When Thomas entered the living room, he held up a butcher’s knife. Rosalind was still pacing as he drove the blade into her chest. The knife resisted at first but then it slid into the flesh smoothly and firmly, as it always did in his nightmares.
He jerked out the knife and she fell to the ground, wailing. Instantly he was on top of her, straddling her, and he raised the knife over his head and brought it down, into her chest, into her face, into her neck, again and again.
Rosalind’s screams filled the darkness.
Hart House shuddered.
Blood spread like hot lava around the husband and wife. When Rosalind fell silent, Thomas knew what he must do. He did it every night in his dreams, just before he would awake screaming. He slid the slick knife across his throat.
The Harts’ commingled blood pooled around their bodies.
Hart House laughed.
Its floorboards drank up the blood.
Three drops dripped from the ceiling of the cellar, landing on the freshly dug mound of dirt where Abigail Hart was conceived and where she died.
The interior doors of Hart House yawned opened, one by one, click click click. The last to open: the cellar door.
Up came footsteps, broken and splintered. Tiny steps. One by one. Rough, arrhythmic steps that stabbed into the cold floor blindly.
The footsteps drummed up the rotten, age-eaten stairs, along the long, narrow hall, until it reached the foyer.
Abigail Hart threw opened the front door.
A frigid wind swept into the mansion. Hart House inhaled, seemed to expand. The hearth sparked to life. The smell of cocoa and pine drifted out from the parlor. Lights blazed in every room. Shadows quaked and expanded along the walls and floors. But the cellar remained heavy with darkness, as it always would.
Abigail squatted beside her parents, lovingly heaped upon one another. A lover’s embrace. She didn’t rouse them. They seemed so peaceful, so in love. Hart House was alive now and it was their forever home. And sooner or later, Mommy and Daddy would learn to love their little girl, their only child. Even if it killed them, again and again.



The Zombie Who Had a Name
 
(Originally published in Bards and Sages Quarterly)
 
The dead have existed for as long as the living, give or take a few years. But what good has that done them? The living’s numerous advantages—locomotion, speech, non-putrefying body parts—have given them a sense of superiority. Certainly, they were too high and mighty to share the world with these good-for-nothing, foul-smelling corpses. Besides, the living were terrified of the things.
So, what did the living do? They buried the dead in the ground, burned them, scattered their ashes, abandoned them in the wilderness for wild animals to devour. They spread nasty rumors about their dearly departed, cast them as nightmare monsters, blamed them for their own misdeeds. Sometimes they even ate the poor, lifeless creatures. But their worst insult? They ignored the fact that the dead were once the living.
Throughout the history of the living and the dead, corpses have had it bad.
Then, one day, the undead appeared.
 
No one knew how it happened. It was just one of those things, really—like the Big Bang or the popularity of NASCAR. Still, word of the so-called Zombie Apocalypse spread quickly after the first recently dead person rose from its grave. Years of paranoia, B-movies, TV shows, and semi-serious how-to manuals had prepared the world for an undead outbreak—it was as if they were waiting for it, honestly. And it was met with a rapid response. Within hours, mass exoduses emptied entire cities. Doomsday-preppers locked themselves in their underground bunkers, while the unprepared barricaded themselves in their basements or went on the run.
In those first, frenzied days, information about the undead consisted mainly of legend and lies. Farmhouses were widely believed to be a favorite zombie target and were among the first places abandoned.
The farmhouse at 1515 Grove Road had been abandoned for three days now, and yet a zombie still headed toward it, stumbling along the gravel driveway, the creature’s appendages at impossible angles, its head bent like a hanged man’s, its eyes frozen and vacant.
The undead thing was not attracted to the dwelling because it was a farmhouse, per se. The zombie wouldn’t have recognized it as such. Its eyesight, like most of its senses, was extremely limited. To the walking corpse, the structure was just a large, gray shape against the stark white sky. It wouldn’t have been attracted to the lingering scent of the living. While alive, it wasn’t able to smell other humans, at least not from a great distance. And since death does not give one super powers, there was no reason to believe the zombie could detect odors any better than a living person. The same went for its hearing. But there was one area where the creature did have an advantage: its sense of touch was practically nil. Physical pain is unknown to the zombie. With its senses greatly diminished, the reanimated human operates mostly on instinct, muscle memory. Perhaps this explained why it headed toward the farmhouse, much like a person coming home after a long day at the office.
The zombie struggled up the bowed porch steps and entered the house through the open doorway. Shattered and jagged pieces of the front door lay in the hall.
Sunlight shined in bright white bands through the broken window in the living room. It glinted off the picture frames on the mantel and caught the zombie’s attention. The creature stumbled into the room and stopped before the mantel. It stared with black eyes at the dark shapes there. The photos depicted Christmas scenes, a wedding, a birthday party. The zombie picked up one of the shapes, seemed to regard it for a long while. Then it ran a bony finger over the letters engraved along the bottom edge of the photo, which showed a mother, father, and daughter on a camping trip.
Footsteps. Hurried and heavy.
The zombie turned. There was a white flash of movement. Then the undead thing was falling backward, crashing against the mantel. It felt nothing, of course, but its left arm had been severed at the shoulder. The appendage now lay on the floor among the fallen picture frames. The axe that severed the arm was firmly wedged into the mantel. The living human who swung the axe was backing away from the animated corpse, shouting, “Oh shit, oh shit.”
A low, dark moan hissed out of the zombie’s ragged, black mouth.
A voice from outside shouted, “Get the fuck out of there before that thing eats you!”
* * *
Death is the living’s greatest fear. Cannibals run a close second. Add the fact that the living love to scare the piss out of themselves and the myth of flesh-eating dead people is born.
Why would zombies eat the living? Their taste buds, like their nerve endings, are dead. They have no need for sustenance. Their organs do not function. Therefore, there is little reason for the walking dead to eat anything.
Throughout the history of the world, there has never been a single instance of a dead person eating a living person. On the other hand, there have been innumerable cases of the living eating the dead, human and otherwise.
* * *
The human dashed out of the room. A few seconds later came the sound of a car door slamming and a car speeding away.
The zombie left the farmhouse.
When the creature stepped off the porch steps, dull, sepia tones replaced the blacks and whites and grays of the world. An arrhythmic electric buzz began to sound in its head. But, as the creature shambled toward the woods behind the farmhouse, something even more remarkable happened: The zombie had a thought.
The thought barely flickered inside its maggot-eaten brain, but it was there, like the memory of an echo.
The thought was a question.
The question was: What was my name?
The zombie entered the woods and followed a narrow path. But when the path hooked to the north, the animated corpse continued in a straight line, plunging into the chaos of the woods. Several times it stumbled over rocks or downed trees and fell to the ground, but each time it lifted itself with its lone arm and moved forward in as straight a line as possible.
The buzzing in its head grew louder. The edges of the sharp geometric shapes it saw softened and blurred. The zombie moved more quickly now, its tics and spasms becoming more pronounced.
It was making its way along the edge of a precipice when it stopped. The zombie watched a human shape standing in the middle of a clearing a few yards ahead. In time, the creature was able to discern that the shape was a young girl. The zombie didn’t know how it knew this. It didn’t know how it knew anything. It just did. Just as it knew its name was somewhere out there.
“Where are you, Evie?” A man’s voice rang out.
At the sound the zombie leaped out of the woods and rushed at the girl.
* * *
Why are the walking dead attracted to the living? For the same reason the living are attracted to each other. Companionship. No one is lonelier than a zombie.
* * *
The creature was nearly on top of the girl before she noticed it. The girl screamed, a piercing, bird-like yowl. The walking corpse stopped, opened its mouth, but only zombie sounds came out.
The girl ran.
“Evie!”
The creature turned toward the voice and was greeted by an explosion of sound. It barely felt the slug ripping through the dry, brittle skin of its leg.
A man stood about twenty yards away, pointing a shotgun at the zombie. The girl was at his side.
“Daddy, wait!”
The zombie moaned, and the man fired again, hitting the creature high in the chest. This time the zombie was thrown backward, and went over the precipice. The world tumbled and whirled for a few long seconds. Then, suddenly, the world righted itself and the zombie struggled up to a standing position at the bottom of a ravine. It felt no pain, of course, even though the side of its head was bashed in and a jagged piece of bone stuck out of its leg.
The creature stood, unmoving. The buzzing in its head faded to silence. For the briefest moment the zombie held an image in its mind of light breaking through the darkness and a gnarled hand—its hand—reaching up and into the world above.
Then the zombie remembered its question and its search and, even more slowly, it jerked and stumbled forward.
As the zombie traveled alongside a narrow, dry creek bed, it worked on its question, picking at it like a scab until it bled.
In time, the colors of the woods bled through and brightened. Now the zombie saw, not shapes, but trees and rocks and tiny animals flitting through the deadfall.
What was my name? Before. Before. Before...
Soon the zombie came to a gravel road where the wood ended. It had traveled only a few yards when it heard a sound rising toward it. It grew and grew until it was a roar that blotted out everything else. A dazzling light appeared around the bend in the road up ahead and expanded as it moved toward the zombie. Suddenly the world turned a bright white and was filled with a deafening roar. Then the creature felt itself being propelled backward at great speed. There was a crash and the light died, the sound died. The creature tried to continue on, but it could not move. Its back was pressed against the trunk of a tree and its front was pressed against the grille of a pickup truck. The two occupants of the truck weren’t moving. The zombie pushed against the hood of the truck, and in a short while the creature’s upper half tore off from its lower half like a perforated sheet of paper. The creature continued on its way, pulling itself along the ground with its remaining arm.
* * *
Perseverance is the zombie’s greatest strength. But what would you expect from someone who doesn’t stay dead?
* * *
A few minutes later, the two men inside the truck awoke. One was bleeding from the forehead; the other from the mouth and eye. The driver tried to start the vehicle, but the engine only sputtered and coughed.
“What were you thinking, Harry? That’s not how you kill a zombie.”
“How the hell would you know? You’ve never killed one of them dead bastards before. You’ve been hiding in your basement ever since this started.”
“Grab the guns and let’s find that thing. I’ll show you how to kill a zombie.”
When they got out of the truck, Harry said, “Well, I’ll be damned, Billy boy. Look over there.”
He looked where Harry was pointing. Not far off the road, across a field, was a graveyard.
“Looks like our zombie is going home.”
* * *
When the zombie passed the fallen gate, it smelled the cemetery air, the recently upturned dirt, the sour miasma of recently opened tombs. It crawled like a crippled beetle until it came to a row of headstones in the middle of the graveyard. The creature stopped, sat up, and faced one of the tombstones. The thought was coming bright and clear now, like a beacon. I had a name. My name is here. Here. Here. It stared at the square of stone, not seeing—not at first—but then the dim shapes began to resolve themselves into something understandable. The zombie traced the carved letters on the stone with its skeletal fingers.
Yes, I have a name. All living things have names. I, I, I...
A bullet swept through its skull like the wind through a keyhole. The zombie fell before its headstone.
The two men came stomping through the cemetery, hollering and howling like schoolboys.
“I told you. I told you. You have to shoot ’em in the head. Just like in the movies.”
“Let me get the head. It’ll look nice on my hood once I get the truck back to working.”
Billy drew a long hunting knife from his belt and bent over the zombie’s body.
He barely had time to scream.
My name is Evelyn Walker, the zombie growled in a black and gravelly voice, and then sunk her teeth into the man’s throat.
* * *
It is a myth that you can kill a zombie with a bullet to the head. While the living enjoy scaring the piss out of themselves, they also like to give themselves a fighting chance; thus, they create magical means to defeat their monsters. Vampires are vulnerable to stakes, werewolves to silver bullets, zombies to head trauma…. But the dead cannot die. And death cannot be conquered. This is the most difficult idea for the living to accept.
* * *
And though zombies do not, as a rule, eat human flesh—they will if you piss them off.
* * *
What is not a myth is that when a human witnesses his friend being eaten by an animated corpse, that human runs. Just as this man’s friend did.
* * *
Thoughts flashed through Evelyn Walker’s mind like lightning in a summer storm. She remembered dying and the long, lonely quiet; rising from her grave; the farmhouse; and the men who chopped off her arm, shot her, ran her over, shot her again.
Evelyn Walker leaned against her gravestone, and tried to weep. But the dead cannot shed tears.
Footsteps. Labored and loud.
Evelyn looked up and saw a man stumbling through the graveyard. He wore a dark suit that was in tatters and covered in filth. Unlike her, his arms and legs were still attached to his body. His head, however, was not.
The undead stranger held his head by its long black hair, as if it were a grocery bag or a plastic Halloween pumpkin.
The decapitated zombie stopped two graves away from Evelyn. The two dismembered corpses looked each other over and exchanged expressions that seemed to say, “So they got you, too?” The man thrust his head forward. It was remarkably well preserved, except for a few scratches and bruises and a ragged scar that ran from his left temple to the corner of his mouth. The head wobbled and swayed before Evelyn’s face. The nose twitched like a curious rabbit. Then the mouth slowly began to open and close, the dead man’s face twisting in agony. A low hiss emanated from the severed throat, followed by a moan, and then the zombie head purred: I...think...my...name...is...Ben...Gardner.
Another thought, as bright and clear as the first, came to Evelyn Walker.
She took Ben Gardner’s free hand and led him down into her grave.
* * *
The undead are the same as the living: they try to make the best of a bad situation.
It is a well-established fact that anything can be endured. But it is also a fact that it is much easier to endure if you have a companion.



Google News Alerts for the End of the World
 
SF Gate – 25 Days Ago
 “It Looked Like Something Puked Up SeaWorld” - 553 Metric Tons of Dead Marine Life Washes Up on California Coast; Scientists Baffled
 
AP - 22 Days Ago

Third Maersk Freighter This Month Goes Missing in Pacific; US Navy Joins Search
 
New York Times – 20 Days Ago

 Survivor Claims “Giant Sea Creature” Attacked Cargo Ship, Looked Like a “Satanic Iguana”
 
Mashable – 19 Days Ago
 Internet Thinks Artist’s Rendering of “Giant Sea Creature” Resembles Snuffleupagus; Image Spawns Thousands of Memes
 
BuzzFeed – 19 Days Ago
 Hilarious “Satanic Iguana” Twitter Account Gains 2 Million Followers in 10 Hours
 
Sacramento Bee – 17 Days Ago
 Pismo Beach Tragedy: Hundreds Dead in “Unknown Event,” Coastal Area Destroyed
 
L.A. Times – 16 Days Ago
 “Massive” Footprints Discovered on Pismo Beach
 
Popular Science – 15 Days Ago
 It Came From the Depths: Are There Really Giant Monsters Living in Our Oceans?
 
CNN – 15 Days Ago
 Alleged Video of Sea Creature Goes Viral
 
Fox News – 14 Days Ago
 Glenn Beck: Liberal Administration Has Left Us Vulnerable to Satanic’ Monsters
 
MSNBC – 14 Days Ago
 Rachel Maddow: If Kaijus Exist Conservatives Most Likely Created Them
 
Huffington Post – 14 Days Ago
 Sea Creature Video’ Revealed to Be Taken From Godzilla Vs. SpaceGodzilla’; CNN Apologizes for Not Verifying Its Authenticity
 
CNN - 13 Days Ago 

BREAKING: Major Earthquake Rocks San Francisco
 
New York Times - 12 Days Ago

SF Death Toll Climbs to 25,000 as Belief in “Kaiju Attack” Gains Momentum
 
TMZ – 12 Days Ago
 Idiot Justin Bieber Causes Panic After Tweeting, “Godzilla Is Real”
 
Daily Mail – 11 Days Ago

Second “Creature Attack” Reported in Japan; All Communications With Nation Lost
 
New York Times – 11 Days Ago
 Texas Senator: President Can No Longer Deny Existence of Sea Monsters
 
Washington Post – 11 Days Ago
 Westboro Baptist Church Demonstrates Outside White House, Blames “Water Demons” on Admin’s “Gay Agenda”
 
CNN – 10 Days Ago
 Creature Confirmed: First Video of Kaiju Attack Shows 50-Story Monster Wreaking Havoc in SF – “This Changes Everything”
 
Us Weekly – 10 Days Ago

How Gwyneth Paltrow Is Coping With Kaiju Attacks: “Plenty of Moon Juice and My Favorite Meditation App”
 
Boston Herald – 9 Days Ago
 “We Will Prevail” – President Vows “Swift & Devastating” Response to Kaiju Attacks
 
Fox News – 8 Days Ago
 Third, Smaller Creature Destroys South Africa; Dubbed Dinky’
 
Daily Sun – 8 Days Ago
 Johannesburg Aftermath: City Reduced to Ashes, Millions Believed Dead – “It Looks Like the End of the World”
 
Mashable - 8 Days Ago
 Video of Dinky Stomping Johannesburg Set to “Bohemian Rhapsody” Goes Viral
 
MTV News - 8 Days Ago
 Rumor: Director Guillermo del Toro Consulted on Kaiju Battle Plan
 
San Diego Tribune – 7 Days Ago
 Seven F-35s Missing After DemonHead’s Latest Attack in San Diego
 
MSNBC – 7 Days Ago
 “There Is a God” - Westboro Baptist Church Protestors Among Dead in San Diego Creature Attack
 
Reuters – 6 Days Ago
 White House Official: Giant Kaiju-Fighting Robots Are “Ridiculous” Idea, “Not Feasible” in Real World
 
Discover Magazine – 5 Days Ago
 What We Know about the 3 Kaijus — DemonHead, Devastator & Dinky: Not a Lot
 
Scientific American – 5 Days Ago

7 Possible Reasons Why Dinky Eats Only Children
 
CNN – 5 Days Ago
 Devastator Builds Massive “Nest” in Sydney Harbour; Female Kaiju Believed to Be Pregnant
 
Us Weekly – 5 Days Ago
 Celebs Weigh in on Origins of Giant Creatures: “Global Warming’s to Blame Y’all” — Miley Cyrus
 
AP – 5 Days Ago
 Thousand Gather in Portland to “Serve” Alpha Kaiju “DemonHead” – “We Have No Choice but to Accept Our Insignificance”
 
New York Times – 5 Days Ago
 President Vows: “We Do Not Negotiate With Kaijus”
 
Fox News – 4 Days Ago
 Russia, China & Iran Join US in Creature Fight, But Is It Too Late?
 
Chicago Sun-Times – 4 Days Ago
 President OKs Use of Nukes to Destroy Monsters – “It’s Our Only Option”
 
LA Times – 3 Days Ago
 World Awaits Outcome of “Operation Kaiju Storm”
 
BuzzFeed – 3 Days Ago
 10 Adorable Kittens Enjoying the Apocalypse
 
Yahoo! Movies – 3 Days Ago
 “Night of the Comet” Tops Best End-of-the World Movies You Can Watch Right Now on Netflix
 
The Daily Caller – 3 Days Ago
 Liberal Actor Ben Affleck: “We Should Try to Communicate With Kaijus Before Destroying Them”
 
MTV News – 3 Days Ago
 Kanye West’s Single “Kaiju Jesus” Tops Charts
 
CNN – 2 Days Ago
 BREAKING: Kaijus Unharmed in Nuclear Attacks: Now What?
 
Politico – 2 Days Ago
 Who’s to Blame for “Kaiju Storm” Failure?
 
Fox News – 2 Days Ago
 Atheist President Finds God in Last Days, Urges World to Pray Hard’
 
UPI – 1 Day Ago
 New York Loses Power; Riots, Looting Turn City Into “Hell on Earth”
 
AP – 1 Day Ago
 Australia Destroyed: Island Nation Sinks Into Ocean After Being Overrun by Millions of Kaiju Spawn
 
Huffington Post – 1 Day Ago
 Children of DemonHead’ Begin Rounding Up Non-Believers – They’re Worse Than the Kaijus’
 
Upworthy – 19 Hours Ago
 Kaiju Worshiper Disobeyed DemonHead & What Happened Next Stunned Everyone (Spoiler: He Ate His Own Eyeballs)
 
Reuters – 18 Hours Ago
 President’s Suicide Note: “Madness Is Trying to Survive”
 
Slate – 17 Hours Ago
 Are the Kaijus So Bad? 10 Positive Changes in the New World Order
 
MTV News – 14 Hours Ago
 Latest Trend: Teen Girls Have Crush on Dinky – “Looking Into His Six Dreamy Orbs Made Me Weak in the Knees”
 
People – 14 Hours Ago
 Which of Your Favorite Celebs Have Been Exterminated, Which Are Kaiju Supporters: Our List Will Surprise You!
 
Buzzfeed – 10 Hours Ago
 QUIZ: Which Kaiju Are You Most Like?
 
AP – 8 Hours Ago

Poll: Conservatives Prefer Kaijus to Late President
 
Salon – 5 Hours Ago

Kaijus: It’s Their Universe, We Just Get to Exist in It (Briefly)
 
mental_floss – 4 Hours Ago

Humans Had a Good Run: 15 of Our Most Impressive Accomplishments; No. 3 Will Shock You
 
Kaiju Herald – 5 Minutes Ago
 Death Is Not the End: Why Your Soul Is Eternally the Property of Our Savior & Lord DemonHead
 
eHow – 1 Minute Ago
 Finding Solace in Insanity: 10 Easy Steps to the Bliss of Madness



Teatime With Mrs. Monster
 
(Originally published in Weirdbook #33)
 
Inside my brain I’m saying, “Don’t move, Kylie. Don’t breathe. Don’t make a noise. He’ll hear you.”
It’s warm and icky under the porch. There are spiderwebs in my mouth and bugs crawling on my legs. Maybe it’s my ’magination. I don’t know. But it’s safe here. Daddy doesn’t know ’bout my hiding place.
I hear him above me in the house. He’s cussing and stomping like crazy. The floorboards groan like in the haunted houses in those scary movies I used to watch with Mama. Daddy is saying he’ll find me when he gets back, he’ll find me and then he’ll take care of me and then I’ll learn, I won’t be bad no more. I knew that’s what he’d say. So when the Bad Thing happened I runned straight out of my room and hid here. Daddy said, “Where’d you think you’re going?” But I was past him and out the front door already. It was only a matter of time before he goed upstairs.
He’s screaming now, “This is your fault, Kylie! You little brat! No more friends in the house! No more tea parties! Not ever again! What a mess! What a damn mess!”
I put my hand over my mouth so he can’t hear me breathing. I seened that in those scary movies too, when the monster comes looking for the little girl and she’s hiding in the dark. But I’m not scared of monsters. Monsters never hurted me.
I’m lying on my tummy near the porch steps and I see Daddy’s big dirty boots as he stomps down. I can see the boards bending. I think maybe they’ll break and he’ll see me. Then he’ll drag me out and take care of me. Mama used to say she’d take care of me when she was alive. But she meant it different.
I see him crossing the lawn. I see he’s carrying something in his arms. It looks like a bag of garbage. He throws it in the back of the truck, gets in and drives away.
But it wasn’t my fault. It was Amy. She made Mrs. Monster mad. I told her to shut her stupid mouth but she wouldn’t listen. Daddy doesn’t think Mrs. Monster is real just ’cause he can’t see her. But Mrs. Monster says he can’t see because he doesn’t wanna. People, growned-ups ’specially, don’t want to see monsters, they don’t want to believe they’re real. That’s why I thought Amy would see Mrs. Monster. She’s eight like me. But Amy is stupid. I hate her and I don’t care if I never see her again.
Me and Mama used to have tea parties all the time. She’d make up stories and we’d pretend. She said I was good at it. She’d say, “What a livid ’magination you have.” After Mama died, I asked Daddy if he’d have tea parties with me. But he said no. He don’t have time.
So I have tea parties without him. I don’t need him. I have Mrs. Monster now.
Daddy says I should play with the kids in the neighborhood instead of staying in my room all day. I say the kids are stupid, I don’t want to play with them. When Amy came over today I seened his eyes were happy. Most times they’re sad.
Amy is taller than me. She has red hair and freckles. She talks with a lisp and spit gathers in the corners of her mouth when she talks too much. Which is all the time. Sometimes I make fun of her but she’s the only kid that comes to my house. I never invite her, she just rings my doorbell. Most times I don’t answer. Today I did.
Daddy said, “Why don’t you go outside and ride bikes or something.” He didn’t want to hear no racket. I ignored him and took Amy by the hand and goed upstairs.
In my room there is a small round table with small chairs too. The teacups were already out, the kettle in the center. There was one for me and one for Mrs. Monster. There wasn’t one for Amy. I didn’t know she was coming.
I searched in the toy chest against the wall. At the bottom was a cup with flowers on it. The flowers were red like old blood. The handle had broken off but it was OK.
Amy said, “Don’t you have any dolls? I want to play dolls.” She said it doll-shhs.
I put Amy’s cup on the table. “Dolls are stupid,” I said. “We’re going to have a tea party.”
“But shouldn’t you have dolls around the table? Or is it just going to be me and you?”
“No, silly. Don’t you see the other teacup?”
We sat and I poured Amy’s tea. “I hope you like black tea.”
“I prefer Earl Grey,” she said trying to sound like a big girl but her lisp made her sound like a dumb baby.
“Black tea is all we ever have. So you’ll have to like it. Mrs. Monster only drinks black tea. She says it’s the best one.”
“Who’s Mrs. Monster?”
“She’s sitting next to you, silly.”
“Oh,” Amy said and made an ugly scrunchy face like she smelled something bad. “I don’t like monsters.”
I could tell Mrs. Monster didn’t like Amy. Nobody likes Amy. That’s why she plays with me.
“Mrs. Monster said hello,” I said.
“That’s a weird name.”
“That’s what she’s called.”
“No princesses? I’d rather have tea with princesses.”
“Princesses are stupid.”
“You’re a loon, you know that?”
“Take that back!”
“No,” she said and took a sip of her tea, all dainty-like, with her pinky up in the air.
“You made Mrs. Monster mad,” I said.
“She doesn’t look mad to me. Actually she don’t look like nothing, ’cause she’s not here. She’s imaginary. Crazy people have imaginary friends, you know? Wasn’t your mother crazy? That’s what mine says. I think you’re a loon too.”
Daddy called Mama crazy once. I remember in my brain. I was so mad at Amy. Mad like when Daddy gets and I have to hide under the porch. Then Amy started singing “loon loon loon.” I didn’t want to see Amy’s stupid ugly face so I shutted my eyes so tight I seened fire in my brain. That was when the Bad Thing happened. I don’t remember what went on but Amy screamed. I heard other sounds too. Bad sounds. Monster sounds. I was too scared to open my eyes. I runned, my heart going thrum-thrum-thrum. “Go to your safe place,” I said inside my brain, just like Mama used to tell me when Daddy’s eyes got mad and his face turned red like burning.
I could stay under the porch. Daddy will never find me. He’s never found me before. Once I stayed under here the whole day and it got dark and I only came back home because something bit me—I think it was a rat—and besides I was hungry. Daddy was real mad that time. He hurted me. I know he’s madder than ever now ’cause of the Bad Thing and when he gets back he’s gonna be worse than any monster I ever seened in the movies. I think then in my brain about Mama and our tea parties. She’d say, “Do you see that monster sitting next to you?” And I’d laugh. Mama’d say, “Aren’t you afraid?” I’d say no. “That’s right, baby,” she’d say. “People are worse than any make-believe monster. Don’t you never forget that.”
Daddy isn’t a monster, he’s my Daddy. But I see his eyes in my brain and I’m so scared I’m shaking. Then in my brain I hear Mrs. Monster say, “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll take care of you but first let’s take care of Daddy.” I turn around and crawl farther under the house, dirt getting in my mouth and nose, until I come out in the backyard. The toolshed is open. Stupid daddy.



The Baseball Gods
 
(Originally published in Every Day Fiction)
 
Al Whitaker thought he handled last night’s catastrophes pretty well. He only punched his office wall. It hurt like bloody hell when he broke his hand, but he didn’t need his hand to do this job. He needed Boyd Salazar and Manny Lopez. His All-Star pitcher and MVP third baseman, however, were both on the disabled list after an accursed inning that saw Salazar knocked unconscious by a line drive and Lopez break his ankle fielding a routine grounder. They lost the game, too, their tenth in a row. It was the expansion team’s worst spring training in its five-year history. Things weren’t boding well for the upcoming season. And it was all because of that idiot rookie.
There was a knock on his door.
“Come in,” Whitaker said after the third knock.
Danny Henderson looked like a ballplayer: tall, muscular, square-jawed, clean shaven. But the kid didn’t know the first thing about baseball. Whitaker saw that the first day of camp, when Henderson ran onto the field and stomped on the foul line like he was a Sasquatch. Whitaker would rather cut off his leg than step on that white chalk.
“You wanted to see me?” the rookie said.
Whitaker kept a Louisville Slugger, blackened and scarred from age, on a rack beside the door. Everyone who entered rubbed it for good luck. Henderson did not.
The kid looked nervous. Of course he did. It was the last week of spring training and here he was in the manager’s office on an off-day, the rest of the team enjoying the last of the Florida sunshine before heading back up North.
“Don’t sit,” Whitaker said, rising. “Come with me.”
They passed through the empty locker room and entered a gloomy tunnel that ran under the ballpark.
“You have a hell of a swing,” Whitaker said. “You could be one of the greats, but I think you’re still a little green.”
Their footsteps clanged hollowly off the cement walls.
“Are you cutting me?” Henderson said in a timid voice.
Whitaker laughed. “I can’t cut the team’s best hitter, can I?” He patted the kid on the butt with his cast. While most of his teammates were mired in slumps, Henderson was leading the league in most of the batting categories. In fact, he hit two home runs in that nightmare game. “Besides, we’re going to need you now that Lopez is out. Rotten luck that was last night.”
“Yeah,” Henderson said. He sounded concerned, but Whitaker thought he saw a tiny smirk on his lips. “And losing the no-hitter like that. Tough game.” The toughest Whitaker had ever seen as a manager. Before he punched the wall, he did everything he could not to punch Henderson. The kid broke the biggest taboo in baseball: He talked about the no-hitter to Salazar, who was pitching the damn thing. The next inning, his two star players were down.
“You know anything about the baseball gods, Danny?”
“I don’t pay any mind to that superstition mumbo-jumbo.”
“Uh-huh,” Whitaker grumbled, and tapped his ancient Louisville Slugger against the floor three times. Henderson looked at the bat, surprised. He probably hadn’t noticed Whitaker slip it off its rack before they left the office. He probably hadn’t noticed Whitaker tap his doorknob three times either. All his superstitions ran in threes.
They passed the door that led to the bullpen, and continued into the thickening shadows of the tunnel.
“Luck is as much a part of baseball as balls and strikes,” Whitaker said, his voice low, grave. “It’s a game of inches. That inch could mean the difference between being a champion or a bum. And in case you didn’t know, the best team rarely wins it all. You need luck to go all the way, and luck is governed by the baseball gods. Anger them, kid, and you’re done.”
“Gods, huh?” Henderson smirked.
“Yeah, ask any Cubs fan. I’ve based my career on that mumbo-jumbo. Four straight World Series rings must mean I’m doing something right.”
They were well beyond the ballpark when they came to the dead end. A metal ladder ran up the cement wall before them.
“Up, kid.”
“Is this some team ritual? Haze the rookie?”
“Something like that.”
When Henderson reached the top, he pushed open the hatch and climbed out.
The sun was blinding. Henderson stood in a clearing, shielding his eyes. Then he turned, and greeted his teammates with a wary look. They stood silently, in their uniforms and dark shades. Grass as tall as a man surrounded the clearing, which was in the shape of a baseball diamond.
“I had this place built behind the complex,” Whitaker said. “It’s my own little shrine, if you will.”
Henderson looked around like a nervous rabbit.
“Spring is a time for sacrifice,” Whitaker continued as he rested his bat across his shoulders. “Spring is a time for propitiation. And of course, spring is a time for baseball.” Whitaker smiled blackly. “The baseball gods are spring gods, Daniel. They need sacrifices. You angered them, you failed to heed the superstitions. Now we must make an offering.”
Salazar struck first, firing a fastball into Henderson’s left eye. Henderson went down, hard. He didn’t even have time to scream. Damn, if Salazar didn’t hit ninety-five with that throw, concussion and all. Then Whitaker was on Henderson with the Louisville Slugger, swinging it three times with his good hand. Dark blood spread underneath the rookie, and the golden-brown dirt drank it up. Each member of the team took a turn with Whitaker’s lucky bat.
As he led the team back to the ballpark, a path magically parting for them, Whitaker heard soft murmurings in the tall grass. It wasn’t unlike the roar of the crowd after a big win. The grass swayed like seaweed at the bottom of the ocean. Whitaker knew the 2021 championship was in the bag. The New England Pagans always won when they made the baseball gods happy.



A Day to End All Days
 
(Originally published in the Third Flatiron anthology “Ain’t Superstitious”)
 
When I kicked the homeless guy in the gut, I didn’t even scuff my alligator-skin boots. The guy drunkenly got to his feet, swayed like a blade of grass in a hurricane, looked up at me with whisky eyes.
I glared at him.
He got the message and dashed back up the alley. I thought about hunting him down, and breaking an arm or a leg, but I didn’t feel like running. Not in that heat. Staten Island in July has to be worse than the sixth circle of Hell.
I was still holding the scratch-off ticket. I pressed it against the brick wall, scraped off the last square with my thumbnail, and a wet-eyed kitten appeared. Looking just as dumb and pathetic as the homeless guy. Un-fucking-believable. That was the third kitty I had uncovered. All told, I had won fifteen thousand dollars!
I shoved the winning scratch-offs into my pocket, and thought about the audacity of a stranger asking me for a handout—ninety-three cents, actually; he was very specific about it.
Not today, buddy. I was sick of playing Mr. Nicey Nice. This was going to be a day of reckoning—despite a few early bad omens.
I took the ferry to work.
Work was at the Donnelly Library in Midtown Manhattan. It was a slim building, squeezed between a Starbucks and an arty gift shop. With the Moderne Museum across the street, the café and gift shop received hordes of tourists and hipsters. The library, though, was mostly patronized by pale-skinned office workers. They disgusted me. I worked in the basement, in the media room. No one went down there, which suited me fine. But there was this one girl.
Her name was Jessie. She came into the library most days around lunchtime, read film books, occasionally photography books or Doctor Who novels. She worked at the Starbucks next door. She had no idea poor Peter Palumbo existed.
When I entered the media room, she was sitting at one of the tables beside the CD collection. She was reading. Today her hair was purple. She wore a nose ring, an emerald stud that shone like a tiny dragon’s eye, and thick-framed glasses. She looked like some kind of circus pixie. I just wanted to eat her up.
I came stomping down the aisle toward her, clearing my throat conspicuously. But she stayed focused on her book. As I got closer, I noticed she was wearing headphones. Most likely listening to something upbeat and about death. I was about to kick the back of her chair, when Linda said, “Neil wants to see you.” Neil was the manager of the media department. Linda worked the checkout desk.
She was behind the counter, removing books from a large canvas bin and placing them in a cart. I stood beside her.
Linda looked up. “Neil said it was important.”
I glared at her.
“What are you doing?” she said. Her hair reminded me of a den of snakes. That was the only thing I liked about her.
I said, “Gazing into your soul.”
“What’s gotten into you, Peter? You weren’t always a jerk.”
“All things change, Linda. Even your old reliable Peter.”
“Yeah, well, I liked the old you better. I think those horror stories you write have gotten into your head. Or have you been reading those self-help books upstairs? The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Douchebags?” Her laugh was piercing, like a shriek from the abyss.
“Linda, do you want to know how you’re going to die?”
Panic washed over her wrinkled face. “Weirdo,” she said, and returned to sorting books. I went into Neil’s office.
Neil Likpudlian was a great big fat guy, with eyes like black jujubes. He was in a constant state of trying to catch his breath, as if he had just climbed to the top of the Empire State Building.
“Peter, Peter pumpkin eater,” he said. “Sit down.”
He sat at his desk, hunched over a plate of chicken wings stained with a gooey, bloody red liquid.
I sat.
“It’s eleven-thirty in the a.m., Petey. Kinda late, isn’t it?” He raised his eyebrows, leaned forward in anticipation of an answer. I said nothing. He waved it off, gasped his fat-man gasp, held up a hand as if to say, “Wait, a minute,” caught his breath, picked up a wing, and gnawed it like a beaver, the blood-red sauce sliding down his adipose hand. “I’m sure you have your reasons for being three hours late. Maybe you can’t see your watch now that you’ve stopped wearing glasses. Contacts?” He giggled. A man should not giggle. “Anyhoo,” he said, “I want to talk to you about your career.”
Could he be firing me? God, I hoped so.
“You’ve been here a long time, Petey. Some might say too long.” A laugh bubbled up from his blubbering throat. “And, well, I’ve been sorely aware that in all that time you’ve never once had a promotion. Shame. Real shame, Petey. The phrase dead-end career’ comes to mind.” Again, the terrible fat-man laugh. I smiled. I liked the sound of that phrase, “dead-end career.” Something lyrical and ominous about it.
“Couldn’t be helped,” he said. “Damn budget cuts and the like. Well—and this doesn’t leave the room—we’re up for another round of cuts. Ten percent of the staff this time. But there’s a silver lining. Always a silver lining, right? Your very own Neil has been promoted to manager of Donnelly and the Midtown Library—after they fire both managers, of course. Seems they’re making too much money. So, what this all means is we need a new media manager.” He paused.
I said nothing. Bile was rising in my throat.
“You’re getting that promotion finally! Opportunity is knocking, old Petes.” He grabbed another chicken wing, inhaled it, and then he rapped hard on his desk. His bobble-head Gandalf the Grey bobbled its head. He gagged, chicken-wing juice leaking out of the corners of his mouth. “Are you ready to get up and open the door? I know you can be quite bashful, Petes.”
I got up and punched him in his fat throat. Then I took an early lunch break.
Jessie had left by the time I exited Neil’s office. So I decided to pay her a visit.
 
I sat in a big, cushiony chair in the corner of the Starbucks. It was overrun with creatures in Brooks Brothers suits, dull soulless things gazing blankly into smartphones. The place smelled like burnt asphalt. I watched them, imagining how each would die. A tall, bespectacled executive type sat next to me. He droned into his phone like a chittering locust. His death, in three months time, will come swiftly, like an eagle swooping from the sky to pluck its supper from the river. He will be intoxicated on Jack Daniel’s and OxyContin, he will be on a lake, his children watching, his mistress watching, he will be skimming along the water in a jet-ski, he will collide with a motorboat full of teenagers, the propeller vivisecting him from crotch to chin. I snickered at the thought.
“What’s so funny?” a voice asked. I looked up. It was Jessie. She seemed out of place in her green apron.
“Inside joke,” I said.
“I know you, right?”
“No. You don’t know me at all.” I winked.
“The library, right? You work there.”
Probably not anymore, but I said, “Smart girl.”
“Oh, hey. It’s funny that I’ve never seen you in here before.”
“I’ve never been here before.”
“Really? I’m in the library almost every day. You must have seen me there.”
Ol’ Peter Peter Pumpkin had seen her in his nightly fantasies. He had his eye on this siren with a nose ring for some time. But the old reliable Peter never uttered a word to her. Peter Peter wrote stories about her, too. Right now, three novels—unique manuscripts—were floating around the various publishing houses of New York, fantasies about a purple-haired emo girl who battles demons and incubi and ifrits and all manner of supernatural nasties. They were written in blood. I sent them special delivery first thing in the morning.
She said, “It’s strange. I never really noticed you before. Why is that?”
“I walk in the ways of darkness.”
She smiled. I touched her then. Perhaps too soon. But I couldn’t help myself. I reached out, innocently, a light touch on her forearm. She didn’t pull away. I let it linger for only a moment.
I said, “Want to know how you’ll die?”
She smiled awkwardly but didn’t retreat. “Not particularly,” she said, and smiled again. But this time it wasn’t awkward but sweet. That smile was an abomination. I had nasty plans for that smile.
“It’s not very interesting, actually,” I said, and flashed my most charming smile. “It’s not as if a lunatic hunts you down like a wild animal, captures you, devours your flesh, and leaves your bones for the wolves to gnaw on.”
She threw her head back and laughed.
I glared at her.
I defiled the temptress in the employee bathroom, three times. She insisted. Afterwards, I told her how she’d die. I had lied to her before. She would die in a most spectacular and cruel way. Just not at the hands of a maniac. It would be a brain tumor exploding through her skull while she flew to Hawaii on her honeymoon.
When I returned to the library to clean out my desk, I heard a croaking from Neil’s office. I walked past the door, and the blob came stumbling out. I was about to strike, when he extended his hand. But before I could grab it, twist it, and snap his ulna, he said, “I have to thank you. The medic said I would have been a goner if you hadn’t dislodged that chicken bone from my throat. I owe you my life. You’re like my guardian angel. How did you even know I was choking?”
The bile reached the back of my tongue. I said, “Your life, Neil Likpudlian, is worth less than a flea turd. Your time on this earth is quickly fading. You will die overwhelmed with panic and terror, blood dripping red and dark from your orifices. You will lie, gasping, on the cold floor, a vile stench rising to your flared nostrils as your bowels evacuate and your life runs out through your ass. Your funeral will be a sad, pitiful affair.”
Neil looked confused, as if he were trying to figure out a tough mathematical problem. Finally, he said, “Oh, Petes, you’re probably right. I really do need to lay off the fast food. Anyhoo, I’m giving you my bobble-head collection, which you’ve always admired. Think of it as your promotion gift.”
I went home, cursing my luck.
Home was a cramped basement apartment in the Bulls Head section of Staten Island. Most of the place was taken up by paperbacks and magazines. Some of which weren’t pornographic. The life of Peter Paul Palumbo
was pathetic.
The phone rang.
I hoped it was Jessie, Jessie shouting and raging about how she hated every miserable bone in my body.
“Is this Peter Paul Palumbo?”
“In the flesh.”
“This is Margaret Hutcherson from Hexen Publishing. I want to talk to you about the manuscript you sent us.”
Please, say you want to press charges, black list me from the publishing world. Time was running out.
“We’ve read your novel Jessie and the Jor_gumo Queen,” she said, “and we—love—it! Where have you been hiding? We’re ready to offer you a three-book deal. We adored that the manuscript was written in fake blood and the paper you used—what amazing texture—felt like animal skin. This is exactly what we’ve been looking for. It has weight, a living quality to it that you can’t get with an e-book. We’re actually losing a bundle with e-books, you know.”
Black bile rushed up my throat and geysered out of my mouth. I hurled the phone across the room and stomped on the ground like a madman. Everything was wrong.
Then they went wronger.
I received a text message from Jessie: “Had a great time! You’re an animal!!! Call me ;)” A great time? Did I not perform the Iron Maiden and the Angry Dragon? Divulged the terrible details of her death?
I looked at my watch. Goddammit! The day was over.
I had failed.
 
As per our agreement, I vacated Peter Palumbo’s body.
The plump geek stood before me. He beamed. It sickened me.
“I thought you’d try to pull a fast one and destroy my life or something,” he said. “But this is great. I got so much more than I bargained for. Usually you hear that deals with demons go the other way, but you really came through.”
I lowered my boney, black head, retracted my wings.
“Confession time,” I said. “This whole renting a soul’ business is a scam. Supposed to be a scam, anyway.”
“But you said you guys no longer bought souls. You only rent them for a day now, and then you’d grant me a wish: get me published. You did exactly that.”
“Don’t be so fucking naïve, Peter. Once I took possession of your soul, I was supposed to destroy your life within the allotted twenty-four hours, which subsequently would have plunged you into an all-consuming madness, and, in the end, we’d get your soul forever. It’s pretty simple. When it works, of course. Which it didn’t.”
“Why didn’t it work?”
“It’s me. I am a guardian angel. Was a guardian angel. I became a demon after some crap with those vindictive cherubs; it’s not important. This was my first job. But the guardian angel mojo in me is too strong, apparently. Every time I tried to hurt you, I ended up helping you. You wouldn’t want to make another bargain, would you? Double or nothing? They’re going to crucify me when I get back. And I’m not talking figuratively.”
“Don’t think so.”
I began pacing. My wings fluttered like a spastic housefly. “Do you have any cigarettes? Booze?”
“I don’t.”
“I know that. I know everything that was in your sad head. I was just hoping I was wrong. Everything else has gone wrong today.”
“Look, you seem to be a great guardian angel. Why don’t you just go back to that?”
“You know the forgiveness crap in the Bible?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s just that. Crap. Once you’re out of Heaven, you’re done. I can’t be a guardian angel again, and I suck as a demon. I’m screwed.”
Peter’s face scrunched up like a puckered anus. The blob was thinking. “You want my soul for eternity, right?” he said.
“Yes, yes! Are you offering it?” A glimmer of hope.
“No. But you made all my dreams come true, and I don’t want to see you get punished. Now that I have a book deal I’m not going to need my old job. Hell, I don’t need my apartment either. You can have it all. Take my old life. It’s all yours.”
Live as a frustrated writer in a basement apartment in Staten Island? I thought about it for all of a second. “I’d rather take my chances in Hell,” I said, and descended to the Underworld. If I was lucky, they’d only tear out my entrails for ten thousand years.



Circle of Power
 
With a finger stained and dripping with blood, George Norton drew the final circle on the rough wooden floor. He struggled to his feet, lightheaded from seven days of fasting, and stood in the middle of the loft.
Naked and gleaming with sweat, he looked over the six hundred and sixty-six pentagrams, each inscribed with the words of power—Alpha, Omega, Agla, Tetragrammaton. They covered every inch of the cavernous room, except for a small space in which George stood.
He had worked non-stop for a week, the entire time convinced he wouldn’t have the strength to finish, that it wouldn’t work, that he was as crazy as a monkey on fire. But fueled by hatred, rage, and two cartons of Red Bulls, he managed to shove the doubts to a dark corner of his mind and work with an intensity he never thought possible. He would never underestimate himself again.
George had dabbled in black magic ever since a fellow burnout and book lover introduced him to the works of Aleister Crowley in high school. The dark poetry and promise of power hooked him instantly. Yet he had never attempted anything more than simple love or money spells, none of which ever worked. But that was the old, weak George. This was the new, motivated George, the George who didn’t give a bloody damn. There would be no more what-ifs or almosts. There was only the work now. What did he have to lose?
He inhaled three times, closed his eyes, and began the incantation:
“I conjure and command thee, O infernal legions, princes of the abyss, lords of perdition...”
As he spoke, George focused on the dark energy flowing through his mind like a snake through oil. He dredged up every humiliation, every slight, every jab of pain he had ever endured. He recalled the names of his abusers: Gregory DeVito, Thomas Kearns, Douglas Hetchel, John McManus. The schoolyard bullies. The office gossips. The demeaning bosses. The powerful, privileged pricks of his tortured past.
“Come peaceably, O fallen ones, visibly and without delay.”
He remembered Hetchel screwing his wife, and her laugh when he discovered them. In their own bed! Their goddamned marital bed!
He lost his wife and his job in the same instant. He tried cheating on his wife, but he couldn’t get it up. Humiliated and impotent! It was the manifestation of his worst fears, the culmination of a lifetime of getting sand kicked in his face.
Never again.
His skin tightened and tingled as the rotten-egg smell of sulfur filled the room.
George opened his eyes.
Demons filled each circle. Black, misshapen things with slavering jaws and leathery wings and jagged, sharp claws. Eyes that burned pus-yellow and syphilitic-red. Every demonic legion of hell was impossibly jammed inside the loft. Each circle a black pit, six-point-sixty-six feet in diameter and infinitely deep, reaching down to the pits of damnation.
“Why have you summoned us, master?” a chorus of voices asked and the sound was like the chittering of a billion insects.
The air rushed out of the room. George could barely breathe, yet he thrilled at the utterance of the word “master.” For the first time in his life, George Norton was in control. Unlike bullies, demons had to follow the rules.
His manhood stiffened.
He said, “I have summoned you to destroy the powerful. Those who use their position and privilege to do others harm. Who care only for themselves and their own self-aggrandizement. Who trample the weak and the poor. Today, O forsaken ones, is a day of reckoning!”
The demons howled and shook with berserker ecstasy. Yet they obediently remained in their circles.
Another thrill spasmed through George’s body.
He inhaled, savoring the moment. “O denizens of the darkest depths, I unbind you. Rage and tear and destroy!”
The infernal creatures swept out of their magic circles and wasted no time beginning the carnage.
Immediately they descended upon the most powerful man on earth. Each of the 133,316,666 demons took a turn tearing the flesh from the mighty George Norton’s bones. They kept his manhood for last. It somehow remained erect to the very last.



Insectivoracious
 
(Originally published in Cosmic Vegetable: Anthology of Humorous SF/F)
 
Carl Evermore left his life in the city (which wasn’t much of a life once he began to think on it) and took up residence in the woods. He wasn’t a hermit or a wild man or an environmentalist. In fact, he wasn’t even fond of the outdoors. Why then did Carl give up civilization? Because he was an insectivore (or, in more colloquial speech, a bug-eater). 
He found bugs so satisfying he could no longer stand “normal” food. Steak turned his insides into jelly. Pizza made him puke. The mere sight of apples or bananas or broccoli had him running from the room. But creepy-crawling things, squirmy, slimy little creatures made him salivate. He loved the way they crunched when he bit into them, and the soft, gooey insides that oozed out like warm butter. He loved them cooked, but he loved them even more raw. And if anyone asked—though no one ever did, since he lived in the woods—he never ate worms and he never ate spiders. Worms and spiders, as you must know, are not bugs at all. No, Carl was a by-the-book bug-eater. They were the only things that could quell his hunger.
Now, you are probably thinking that a bug-only diet is a strange and disgusting thing. (Why so judgmental?) Well, that is exactly why Carl went off to live in the wild. Bug-eating is common in many areas of the world, but Carl did not live in one of those areas. He lived in a drab, non-descript town. You now the type: full of unsmiling people and barking dogs, identical houses, car-lined streets, narrow strip malls, a forgotten park, a lonely library—one of those places where nothing happened. Ever. Nothing good, anyway. Oh, sure, Carl tried dating (but the kissing part gave him palpitations); he tried playing video games (no hand-eye coordination), reading (too dull), taking baths (the water never stayed warm long enough). Nothing satisfied him. Mainly he slept and avoided anything that required him to expend energy. Then one day, bored into a stupor, just for the heck of it, he gulped down a nutty cricket. He was hooked for life.
And though he had few friends, and even fewer once he changed his diet, he could no longer tolerate the dirty looks, the gasps, the questions: “Are you really going to eat that fricasseed dragonfly?” So off he went to live in the woods, where, of course, the best bugs are anyway. (It was a win-win.)
Carl lived like a king, feasting to his heart’s content. But one day as he lay in the shade of his favorite oak tree, a colossal hunger overcame him—a hunger that grew more colossal every day. (Funny thing about satisfaction: it doesn’t want to stay satisfied.) He groped in the dirt for an ant. One was almost always within reach. But this time his hands found nothing but grass and pebbles. At that point Carl would have settled for a fly or mosquito, but neither buzzed in the air.
Strange, Carl thought as he stomped off to his usual hunting grounds. There, he found plenty of worms and spiders, but where were the bugs? Had he eaten them all? 
The farther Carl ventured into the woods the more his hunger grew. He was so hungry he almost—almost—ate a worm.
He was about to give up and take a nap against the nearest tree when he came upon a towering anthill. Boy, did his belly growl at the sight. What a treat, he thought. What luck! Carl had dreamed about finding such a feast, and now here it was. He quickly fashioned a straw from some nearby bamboo stalks, hiked up the hill, inserted the straw into the hole, and slurped up the ants. And well after his hunger ceased, he continued sucking them up. (Remember what was said about satisfaction earlier?) There must have been millions of them, because it took almost an hour for Carl to eat them all.
With a stuffed belly, he trudged back to the oak tree, where he promptly collapsed from exhaustion and fell asleep.
Soon he was awoken by a tickling on his upper lip. And what did Carl see when he opened his eyes? An ant. Though full, he couldn’t pass up such an opportunity. With a flick of his tongue, he snatched up the bug and swallowed it. He returned to sleep, but no sooner had he begun to snore than another ant was tickling his lip. Carl gobbled him up, too. But this time he stayed awake, and watched as a third ant slid out of his nose and took a seat. He seemed to be waiting. Carl noticed something else. Strange that he should only see it now. The ant was bright red, like a tiny ember. As he thought on this, another ant passed through his nose and joined the other on his lip. This was strange indeed! Never before had an ant ever come out of his nose. And now four had done just that!
Carl felt a dark rumbling in his belly. His insides felt alive, and terribly angry. Then, what seemed like a million hair-thin feet danced up his throat—and that’s when he realized what was happening. He tried to scream, but the ants that poured out of his mouth choked off the sound. They streamed out of his nose and mouth and ears like clouds of smoke. They squeezed out from behind his eyeballs (and through other orifices he wouldn’t care to mention). They spread over his body like a second, living skin.
What a sight that must have been, if anyone were there to see it: millions of ants in the shape of a man, its red body undulating like a giant caterpillar. Carl feared the ants would bite him if he moved, so he lay still as a corpse. The bugs weren’t fooled.
What a sound you would have heard, had you been in the woods at that moment, when Carl Evermore discovered that the ants were just as colossally hungry as he’d been.



The Great Work
 
(Originally published in Spark: A Creative Anthology, Volume VIII)
 
“Sweets,” I say. “Sweets and a warm bed.”
My offer is a fair and generous one, despite what I ask in return. For an orphan of the City, the filthy ground is his bed, vermin his meat.
The urchin stares at me with an expression as hard as the stony ruins of the Wasteland. A young one he is. Young and small and delicate. A little birdie, yes. They corrupt so quickly in Rats Nest, the City’s most squalid quarter, but this one is not covered in the violent red lesions of the other street children. He does not look at me with mad, searching eyes. There is a hint of fear in his eyes, and that is how I know the City has not consumed him yet. There is life inside him still! That is what I plan to snatch and suck up like meat from an oyster.
“Come,” I say, extending my hand from the sleeve of my robe.
He does not move. He does not speak. I am not surprised. Many of the street children are mute, their tongues excised for meat to be sold at the beggars market. Good. The children with tongues only ask infuriating questions.
I shrug. Sorry, child. Back to the gutter. Back to the hunger and black despair of the City. I turn and walk out of the boy’s hovel. I barely take three breaths before he is following behind me like a starving mongrel.
I am a wretched and ugly thing. The puckered hole that has replaced my right eye is inflamed a dark red and puss runs from it like sap from a tree. Raised, mottled scars tattoo my bent and stooped structure. Yet I have little trouble luring the children to my burrow.
They do not cringe or look away when I step out of the shadows that gather like ravenous wolves throughout Rats Nest. The bastards are inured to the grotesque. They are no one’s children and no one misses them when they vanish.
We steal through the City on silent burglars feet, dressed in darkness, through the narrow streets and alleyways, over the soggy graveyard lots, past the squatters tenements. A bloated corpse in the gutter, a whore, his throat slit from ear to ear. Children play with a severed hand just yards away. We move on.
The City is a disease. It has grown black as cancer. The bloated streets run with bile and blood. The stench of death fills the air. It cries out, Save me. But I do not want to cure the City. I want to be rid of it.
And I will. All I have to do is wait.
The City has not always existed. Once, there was a golden land here. I remember. Sometimes even now, I can see it. Like the ripples of heat, it shimmers before my eyes, blotting out this pestilent place, and then it is gone.
No, I cannot defeat the City—I know my limitations—but I can outlast it. All cities fall. All diseases run their course. With the boy, I will have an eternity to wait. I will wait, hidden inside my burrow, and when the last brick has decayed to dust, I will arise and I will piss on the ashes of the City. Then I will preside over the last golden age, forever alone.
As we enter the Wasteland, I freeze in terror. A voice in the silvered dark. It takes me an agonized moment to realize it is the boy. He can speak!
“They say you steal souls,” he utters, as we continue over the blackened earth.
I laugh at this. Steal. The City devours souls, and for no other purpose than to watch its people suffer. The City has no need for souls. It is only a hungry mouth.
I do not want to alarm the child. I need him calm for the Great Work. I need him docile. Yet I must address the slander. “I steal nothing, boy. We made a bargain. Before the night is through, you will understand the Greater Purpose, yes.” I smile with avuncular warmth. Nothing to fear, child.
His face remains as blank as my conscience. Perhaps he is teasing me. I toss him another sweet, and he eats it lustfully. We continue on in silence.
My haven is a burrow I dug and sculpted with my own claws. Most of it lies beneath the ruins of an ancient church. The gods long ago abandoned the City; thus the area is mine to do with as I please. Still, I must be careful, for I have many enemies who would like nothing more than to invade my hidey-hole and destroy my Life’s Work. To that end, I have created many false openings. The true one is covered only with a shattered tombstone. Who would suspect such a simple ruse?
I do not bother to blindfold the boy as we wend our way through the labyrinthine passages leading to my laboratory. What need would there be for that? He will not be telling anyone my secrets.
In the lab, I give the boy his promised warm bed and more sweets. I am no liar.
I secure him with leather straps. I need him immobile but awake for the Work, I explain to him. This I learned after many years, after many failures. I had much trouble locating the souls. For a long time I believed the life force resided in the right thumb. I have a chest full of the digits to attest to my ignorance. Then—eureka!—it came to me in a dream: It coursed through the body like an electrical current.
I remove the obsidian blade and begin to run the magnet over the boy’s body. Once I locate the soul I must be swift.
“Does it hurt?” he asks.
I could answer him had I ever successfully harvested a soul. The others screamed and wailed during the Great Work, but the soul cleaving? I imagine it is akin to tearing existence itself from the specimen and dropping his husk, fully aware, into a sea of nothingness. “Not at all,” I say.
“Do not the soulless go to hell?”
“The City is hell, is it not? Have no fear.”
The boy seems to accept this and continues to suck on the last of his sweets. I think how his soul will taste. I imagine it tasting like morning dew and starlight.
Then I feel it. The tug. The life force is traveling with breakneck speed. I follow as it makes its circuit. I will have to be precise and time it just so.
I grab the blade with my free hand, follow the soul’s course with the magnet: down the throat…across the sternum…down the left leg. I wait for it to reach the boy’s foot. A quick hack at the toes and immortality will be mine. (After a simple distillation, of course.)
I will take from the City as it has taken from me. My empty eye socket twitches.
Now! Now! Now! I bring down the blade and slice through the fat tootsies. They are tougher than I expect. But then I feel the blade grab the flesh and I slide it farther down and across. The toes tumble to the ground like fat sausage links.
A bruised-purple mist the size of my fist rises from the butchered foot and hovers in the air just long enough for me to capture it in a vial. I watch the soul swirl and surge in its glass prison like smoke from a pyre. I nearly cry out in joy. What a clever one I am, I think. I have outsmarted the City.
Then I notice the silence. It is terrible and thick. The boy did not scream out in agony.
The heat of fear burns inside me. I look up and the boy is grinning. He opens his mouth.
Then I see it: the tongue, forked and black. His neck and arms and legs extend like taffy. He breaks free from his constraints and towers over me, his eyes like jellied fire. I fall back on my rump.
“You were correct,” the child-thing says. “I do understand now.”
The toes! I do not see them. My chest tightens. Where are the toes? Then I hear them, scraping against the floor, like broken glass against stone. They clatter toward me, their yellowed toenails as sharp and long as rat teeth.
“The soulless indeed go to hell,” the now-demonic child purrs, not unlike a rattlesnake. “I welcome you.”
Yes, I think madly, the Great Work has been accomplished, and suddenly my mouth fills with warm, coppery blood.
Though my tongue has been excised, I can still hear myself screaming. It is the only thing I can hear. It is the only thing I will ever hear again, I realize. Long after the terrible City crumbles to ash.



She Will Be Home for Christmas
 
(Originally published in At Year’s End: SFF Holiday Stories)
 
My family has a Christmas tradition: Every year, they kill my mom. It’s right up there with decorating the tree and exchanging gifts. Last year, my big brother Seth killed her by jamming a carving knife—the one we were going to use for the ham—into her right eye. The goopy sound it made entering her head still gives me the chills.
I’m carrying a wrapped gift down the stairs when Seth says, “Fran, why haven’t you ever killed Mom on Christmas? Are you squeamish?”
I’ve killed plenty of the undead since they began rising from their graves. Sometimes you just have to do it. But a lot of the time I feel sorry for them. I mean, they’re mostly harmless, unless you let them get too close and they bite you.
“Leave your sister alone,” my dad says as he wraps garland around the tree. “She’s only fourteen; she doesn’t have to kill anyone on Christmas.”
Dad tries to keep the holiday traditions going. He says if we don’t we’ll fall into savagery. It’s perfectly okay to kill Mom, but if we don’t sing carols we’re savages? He’s such a hypocrite.
“I shouldn’t have to kill anyone either,” Seth says, “but that’s what we have to do in the zombie fucking apocalypse, right? She should toughen up.”
They’re not really zombies, though. More like solid ghosts. A zombie you can kill. Ghosts keep coming back, no matter what you do to them. Plus, it’s not much of an apocalypse. We still have power and supermarkets and stuff. You just have to be careful now; like, you need to carry a weapon when you’re outside and you don’t want to be caught in the woods or around a cemetery at night.
“Maybe we shouldn’t kill her,” I say. “Maybe we should let her enjoy the holiday like the rest of us. Ever think about that? Ever wonder why she keeps coming back on Christmas?” I place the gift beside the tree, away from the other boxes, so I can grab it quickly. I won’t have much time. I found it just lying against a tree on my way home from school. As soon as I saw it—so shiny—I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it.
“Easy for you to say,” Seth says. “She doesn’t try to eat you. God, I hate Christmas.” God, I hate my brother. He downs the rest of his rum-spiked eggnog.
He’s right, though. Mom never tries to eat me. I was always her favorite.
Mama died the first time ten years ago on Christmas. She tripped over one of Seth’s gifts—I think it was a skateboard—and cracked her head on the edge of the glass coffee table. A year later, she returned. So did a bunch of other ghost-zombies. No one knows why really. Some think it’s a virus; others say it’s a punishment from God or a sign of the End Times. I don’t care. I’m just happy that Mama comes back. Seth and Dad don’t feel the same way. They think she’s dangerous, they say she’s just a dead thing.
The first time Mama came back Dad killed her with a snow globe. He didn’t even try to talk to her. I was so mad. I prayed and prayed for her to come back. And she did. But each time they killed her. Over the years, they’ve burned her, sunk her in the river, hacked her into little pieces. They even tried shooting her in the head. But no matter what they did, every December 25th, Mom returned. I think it’s because she wants the family to be together for Christmas. Life has never been the same without her.
The bell Dad set up outside jingles.
Mom’s here!
I hear her labored footsteps thump, thump on the kitchen floor and I run for Mama’s gift.
Dad and Seth have their backs to me as they watch her lurching toward them. Black skin is peeling off her face in ragged sheets. Her right eye is covered in a milky white film. She lets out a soft moan.
For a moment I think maybe I won’t give Mom my gift. I don’t know if I have the nerve.
Then I see Seth holding a fireplace poker at this side and Dad with a carving knife. My fear disappears and is replaced by something else.
I tear open the gift and I say, “Merry Christmas, Mama!” Then I bury the axe in Dad’s skull. Seth is slow to turn. Probably from all the eggnog. I have enough time to wrench out the axe and whack him in the neck. It felt better than it should have. After all, he did kill Mama the first time with his stupid skateboard—which Daddy bought for the careless brat.
 
It turns out to be an okay Christmas, after all. Mom doesn’t eat me. (I knew I was her favorite.) Neither do Seth or Dad. We’re a family again. It’s like Christmas used to be. The whole family together. The singing is terrible, though. We’ll have to work on that.



The Grimlorn Under the Mountain
 
(Originally published in Weirdbook #31)
 
They were halfway up the mountain when Max fell into the yawning cave mouth.
He had been resting on a boulder as Richard went off to relieve himself. Max was happy for the break. Richard had been practically racing up the mountain. Max kept telling him to slow down, he was pushing a heart attack. But Richard was being his usual vindictive self. “Maybe if you stopped complaining you’d be able to keep up, princess,” he would say, and run ahead.
Max knew saying yes to the “excursion” was a bad idea. But his brother was adamant and Max still felt guilty about that stupid loan.
He was ready to head back down the mountain, call it a day, when Richard returned from his bathroom break.
Max barely had time to stand before Richard charged and drove his shoulder into Max’s midsection. Max stumbled back three steps, and then he went down. He expected to land on the ground, but instead he fell through the air.
Time froze. The world went silent.
Max must have cartwheeled, because he landed on his belly, hitting the water with a flat smack. It felt like he’d been whacked with a sledgehammer.
Somehow he fought his way back to the surface. It took a long moment before he caught his breath, looked up, and saw Richard leaning over a rough circular opening in the chamber’s ceiling, like the oculus in a cathedral, at least thirty feet above him.
“Don’t worry, Maxwell!” Richard’s voice boomed through the chamber. “You’ll be fine. You’re always fine.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Max shouted. “You’ve got to get help, Richard! You’ve got to call someone!”
“Sorry, princess! It’s a done deal.” Richard shrugged—and then the hole closed like a pair of jaws.
Max was entombed in darkness. He screamed, “Richard! Richard! This isn’t funny!” His voice thundered and rolled off into the cave’s depths.
Did Richard just try to kill him? He was always a bit sadistic—that’s how big brothers are made—but this was madness. Let’s go for a nice excursion in nature like when we were kids, he said. Real nice.
Max treaded in the water, hoping Richard would appear above him, laugh, and throw down a rope. Hey, little bro, just kidding, ha-ha-ha. But then Max recalled Richard’s smug expression when he charged and that casual shrug just before the cave mouth closed.
He began to swim.
He had traveled about twenty yards when he heard a voice calling his name.
“Max-well… Max-well…”
A finger of cold slid down his back.
“Max-well…”
The voice creaked like the opening of an ancient crypt door. It was as rough as glass scraped against stone, but Max was sure it was coming from a woman.
His hand landed on a narrow ledge just above the water line. His foot slipped off the slick rock four times before he was finally able to gain purchase and climb out of the water.
He stood against the rock wall, trembling. The sepulchral voice came again.
“Max-welllllll…”
He thought of answering, but his voice stuck in his throat. He reached for the cellphone in his back pocket. It wasn’t there. It was most likely sitting at the bottom of the lake. He had a penlight attached to his keychain in his front pocket. That was still there—but it wouldn’t light.
He crept forward, feeling along the rough wall, his heart thudding in his chest.
He wondered how the voice knew his name, but then he realized that Richard had shouted it before the cave mouth closed. Don’t worry, Maxwell! You’ll be fine. You’re always fine. Those were their father’s words. But they were always directed at Richard. The last time the old man told Richard he’d be fine was about a month ago, when he asked his father for a seven-thousand-dollar loan. Seems Richard, the big-shot lawyer, had gambling debts. It didn’t help matters that the old man gave Max fifteen grand to open a bar just a year ago. “You’re not Max,” his father told Richard. “You’re a hard worker. You don’t need help. You’ll be fine. End of discussion.”
It wasn’t the first time his father had said that, but it still stung. He guessed he deserved it. The bar closed in seven months. He should have known he wasn’t cut out for entrepreneurship, or bars. Hell, he barely went to any before owning one. Richard took particular glee in his failure. Obviously his glee wasn’t enough.
Max came to a passage. He stopped and removed the battery to the penlight, shook out the water, did his best to dry its insides. He put the battery back, and after a few attempts it emitted a weak brownish-yellow light.
The passage was narrow. Stalactites hung just above his head like demonic teeth. The ground was smooth and sloped slightly downward. He hesitated. Stumbling around a dark cave wasn’t a great idea, unless you wanted to break your neck. The voice came again—Max-well, Max-well, Max-well—like the monotonous tolling of a church bell. There was something sad and horribly broken in that voice. He had to move.
To keep his mind off the voice as he crept through the cave system, he thought of all the unpleasant things he was going to do to Richard. Breaking his fucking nose was high up on the list.
 
When the penlight died, Max took the opportunity to rest against a tall, thick column of stone. He had removed his wet shirt, rung it out, and done his best to dry it as he walked. Now he laid it out on a rock beside him. He removed his shoes and socks. His pants were still damp, but he left them on. He didn’t like the idea of sitting naked in the dark. 
The voice had disappeared soon after he entered the passage, but that made him feel only more uneasy. He was exhausted and terrified. He closed his eyes, rubbed his sore belly, and fought back tears. “You’re going to be fine, Max,” he whispered to himself, and laughed bitterly.
He didn’t know how long he had been asleep, but when he opened his eyes he saw a dim light flickering to his left.
He got dressed and headed toward it. The light was coming from a slit in the rock wall. With a bit of effort, he was able to squeeze through the opening.
He stood on a narrow ledge that ringed a chamber that was as long as two football fields and almost as deep. Torches were scattered throughout the room, but the darkness was still winning the war. Thick, black shadows pooled around stalagmites clustered in the center of the chamber. They rose up, crooked and lumpy, disappearing into the darkness. The rest of the room was filled with boulders and mounds covered in a wet, pale-pink sheen that reminded Max of a movie alien’s skin.
To his right, a steep slope led to the chamber floor.
When he was midway down it, a small figure slid out from behind one of the stalagmites.
He froze.
Torchlight danced over the creature’s—the woman’s?—shriveled and sunken face. Her hair, white as chalk, hung stiffly to the ground. Thin black veins stood out against her pale skin like cracks in marble.
“Max-well, you are finally here,” the thing said in that horror-show voice he had heard earlier. She smiled to reveal small, jagged teeth. “Come closer, and let her see you better. The Grimlorn is happy now.” She beckoned him with her hand.
He didn’t move.
“Are you alone here?” he asked, his voice quavering. “Are there any others?”
Max looked around. Broken bowls and dishes, strips of cloth, and what looked like cheap jewelry littered the ground. He didn’t see anyone else, but that didn’t mean they weren’t lurking in the shadows.
“There is only the Grimlorn. She is alone. For so long.”
“Is that you? Are you the Grimlorn?”
“The Grimlorn Under the Mountain,” she said, as if it were common knowledge. She stepped forward, squinted. “You are a handsome one, aren’t you? What a pretty, pretty boy. Come, sit down.”
Max thought of bolting back up the slope. But his penlight was dead and he knew the chances of finding a way out in the dark were slim. Reluctantly he made his way down to the chamber floor and sat on a flat boulder as far away from the Grimlorn as possible. He smelled meat boiling and then he noticed a bubbling pot behind the strange woman.
“You must be hungry,” she said.
She squatted, reached under her dress, which was a patchwork of filthy and torn cloth that hung past her feet, and pulled out a small wooden bowl. She hobbled over to the pot and dipped the bowl into it. She returned, holding out the steaming contents.
Max realized, then, he was hungry—but not that hungry.
“Thanks,” he said, “but I don’t plan to stay. How do I get out of here?”
“The Grimlorn made it for you, herself,” she said, and handed him the bowl, which was filled with fat lumps of meat covered in a dark brown goo. He held it in his lap.
The Grimlorn squatted in front of Max. “A pretty thing you are,” she mumbled.
Max noticed a filthy cloth sack hanging from her side. But he didn’t get a good look at it, because she suddenly twisted her body away from him.
She nodded expectantly, reached out toward the bowl. Her fingers were long and withered. Spidery veins crisscrossed her palms. “Eat,” she said.
Max smiled. “Can you help me get back to the surface?”
“Eat. You will enjoy it. It is good. Do not let its appearance fool you. Please. Trust the Grimlorn.” She watched him with tiny pink eyes.
No matter what she said, there was no way he was going to eat that slop. He saw where the bowl came from. He didn’t want to know where she got the food. The best course of action, Max figured, was to ignore her.
He put the bowl on the ground.
The Grimlorn’s eyes screwed shut and she began to sob. Then she fell onto the ground, rolling back and forth, like a petulant child throwing a fit.
“Are you okay?” Max asked, but the Grimlorn only moaned and writhed in reply.
Max had enough weirdness. He rose, grabbed a torch, and headed up the slope.
“You will be happy here!” the creature wailed as Max slipped out of the chamber. “Please! Trust the Grimlorn!”
 
Max worked his way through the numerous passages and tunnels and chambers for hours. Several times he fell, scraping his hands and knees. Once he almost tumbled down a narrow chasm. He found columns of stone as tall as skyscrapers and a chamber filled with phosphorescent rock. He tried backtracking to the lake, but he couldn’t find it.
Then, when he was exhausted and sure he was utterly lost, he found himself back in the Grimlorn’s chamber.
She awoke with a start.
“Max-well! Max-well!” she said, sitting up. “You have returned!”
“Is there any way back to the surface?” Max asked, dejected.
“Out?” she said after a long silence, as if the idea were foreign to her. “There is no way out, Max-well. The Grimlorn should know. She has been here a long time.”
“There must be. If we both got in, we can get out.”
The Grimlorn fell silent again, staring into his eyes dreamily, as if she were trying to look into his brain. Suddenly she let out a sharp laugh.
“What?” Max asked, momentarily self-conscious.
“What beautiful teeth you have,” she said. Max rubbed the tops of his thighs. “The Grimlorn has been here a long time. And she has been waiting.”
“What about the cave mouth I came through?”
“It does not exist, not any longer. Perhaps another day, long from now, another will appear. But by then, you will not want to leave. Even if you did, no one will help you out. You belong here. With me.”
“I belong getting drunk in my apartment, not in this hellhole,” Maxwell said, and sat on the ground.
“You will be happy here. The Grimlorn would not have made the bargain if she thought otherwise.”
Max’s body clenched with anger. It’s a done deal. “You made some deal with my brother Richard.”
It wasn’t a question, but she nodded. “A mouth opened one day and there he was looking down. But the Grimlorn did not ask him to help her out of the mountain. She asked for a husband.”
Max ran his hand through his hair. “But it was a bargain. What could you give Richard?”
“Nothing good. It wasn’t happiness—that the Grimlorn can assure you. He asked for riches, material possessions. Meaningless and trivial things. The Grimlorn got the better part of the bargain.” She giggled. It sounded like water boiling in a cauldron.
“You were able to give him those things?” Max asked.
“He will come into them, yes.”
The old man was right. Richard would be fine. The schemer found a way to get his money.
“You have magical powers, but you can’t get yourself or me out of here?”
“There are rules. There are always rules, Max-well. Down here the Grimlorn can only give birth to pots and pans, occasionally food, trinkets. The Grimlorn gets only what she needs, nothing more, nothing less. The Grimlorn can make you a nice bracelet.”
“Thanks, but that’s not going to help either one of us get out of here.”
“Max-well, the Grimlorn doesn’t want to leave, this is where she belongs. You will not want to leave either, once you settle in. This is our home. We will make it beautiful.”
Max leaned back and closed his eyes. At some point he fell asleep.
 
Max awoke to the smell of roasting meat.
“Breakfast!” the Grimlorn announced as she pulled the skewered rats off the fire. Then she reached under her filthy dress and pulled out a ceramic plate. She placed the rats—at least Max thought they were rats—on the plate and handed it to him.
Max was starving, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat her food. He didn’t want anything from this creature. Eating it would only be an acceptance of his fate.
The Grimlorn sat beside him, waiting.
Max said, “Give me a minute. I can’t eat first thing in the morning.” He put the plate on the ground. He waited, but she didn’t throw a fit. She bought it. He planned to dispose of the food when he got a chance and make her think he ate it.
Then, without a word, the Grimlorn dropped her head onto his lap.
“What the hell!” Max shrieked, and tried to scuttle back. But she kept her head firmly in his lap. Insects crawled in the matted strands of her hair.
“Max-well, we will be happy here,” she said, lifting her head slightly.
Max shoved her harder than he meant to; it was like pushing a bag of dry leaves. She let out a soft cry when she hit the ground.
“What’s with you?” he shouted. “There are—things—in your hair!”
“We can be happy,” she said, tears welling up in her red-rimmed eyes.
“Please, stop saying that. Happiness isn’t eating rats in a cave with a crazy old hermit. I used to have a life up there. A pretty nice life.”
That wasn’t true. Most nights Max had to drink himself to sleep. During the day he avoided social contact whenever he could, rarely going out. He had zero friends. He never picked up the phone when his father called. The old man would only lay into him about the bar going bust or whatever else he could think up. That was one of the reasons he couldn’t get out of going hiking with Richard. He knew Max had nothing else going on. He’d always say, “You have to stop hiding from the world, kid. Get out there, bust a few heads.” God, he hated Richard.
The Grimlorn burst into tears. Her body heaved and then she began rolling on the ground.
Max ignored the tantrum. “How long have you been down here?” he demanded.
After about a minute, she sat up. “The Grimlorn doesn’t know.”
“How did you come to be here?”
“The Grimlorn cannot remember. It has been too long.” She shook her head. “This is where she belongs.”
Max gave up and searched, again, for a passage to the surface. Sooner than he would have liked, he was back in the Grimlorn’s chamber.
 
It was the same routine every day: The Grimlorn would cook a nasty-looking meal, Max would find an excuse not to eat it, and then given the opportunity she would drop her head in his lap. She never told him why she did that, and Max was beyond caring about her motives.
She wouldn’t tell him about the sack that hung on her side, either. “Now that is none of your business, Max-well,” she said through gritted teeth. “A woman has a right to some privacy.”
“Is there something inside that could help us get out?”
“There is no way out. The Grimlorn told you that already.”
There was little point in talking to her. She always gave the same answers.
“Why don’t you give birth to a pick axe?” Max said. “Then I’ll get us out of here.”
“The Grimlorn gets what she needs, nothing more, nothing less.”
And the Grimlorn got him, didn’t she? She had some weird magical power, though Max didn’t understand how it worked. She would simply reach under her dress and pull things out. Whenever he asked her about it, she would only say she had given “birth” to it. Did she give birth to whatever was in the sack? Why was she hiding it? Why did she get so angry when he talked about it?
Whatever was inside was important. It meant something. If he wanted to escape, Max was sure he’d need whatever was in that bag.
 
“Are you happy, Max-well?”
Max was done fighting. If the Grimlorn wanted a husband, he would give her one. “Of course,” he said.
“The Grimlorn does not lie. This place is not so terrible once you learn how to see in the dark. If you trust the Grimlorn, we will have a beautiful home together.”
Over the next few days, Max continued to speak lovingly to the Grimlorn. He laughed with her, teased her. He lied about enjoying her cooking. She liked to hear that especially, grinning and laughing like a little girl. At those times, Max almost enjoyed her company. He even had her make him a bracelet—a brown leather strap studded with tiny metal chips. She was delighted. He would pet her hand, hug her, get her used to the idea of him touching her. That was key.
But Max drew the line when she would place her filthy head in his lap, which she did every chance she got. He would push her away as always, and she would throw a fit.
One night, as she slept, snoring like a buzz saw, Max sidled up to her, held her in his arms—it felt as if he were hugging a bale of hay—and he gently slipped the sack off her belt. She went on snoring as Max grabbed a torch and sneaked out of the chamber.
When he was safely in one of the smaller rooms, he wedged the torch into a niche in the wall and opened the bag. Inside was a heart.
He didn’t know what he’d expected to find. An amulet, maybe. A ring. A magical wand.
He held up the shriveled, desiccated organ. Soon after the heart began to pulse, the Grimlorn’s voice erupted in one of the passages.
“Max-well? Max-well?” she was shouting. But soon she was screeching, “My heart! You stole my heart!”
There was something terrible about the way the black heart felt in his hand. It felt obscene, like a dead thing that didn’t know it was dead. He wanted to tear it apart, stomp on it, destroy it. Would that kill her? If she died, would that free him? Is that what he needed to do?
He heard her feet slapping against the stony ground. And then she was in the chamber.
“Max-well, what are you doing? Give me the Grimlorn’s heart!”
Max held the vile thing above his head. “Don’t come any closer. I’ll rip it to pieces.”
The Grimlorn shrank back in terror. “Don’t” was all she managed to say.
The heart was as dry and rough as sandpaper.
“This is what’s holding me here, isn’t it?”
“No, Max-well. The Grimlorn is not holding you here, nor is her heart. She and you are both trapped here. Why not make the best of it?”
“Best of it? You’re insane. Look around you. This is hell. I think if I destroy your heart, it will kill you and then you won’t have any power over me.”
“Please, Max-well, give it back and we can be happy. It is up to you.”
“Stop it! Stop saying that. I’ll never be happy here. No one could be happy here. Look at you—you are a monster! This is a nightmare.”
The heart swelled.
He could tear the heart like a sheet of paper—it had little weight to it—and put her out of her misery. It would be an easy thing to do. And even if killing her didn’t release him, at least he wouldn’t have to spend eternity with this mad woman.
Max’s own heart beat wildly as he watched the Grimlorn standing before him, her pink eyes wet. She rocked back and forth and seemed to have shrunk to half her size. What if she was telling the truth? What if it was the mountain and she was just another victim?
For a long moment Max didn’t move. Then with a sigh, he tossed the heart on the ground. “Take the damned thing!” he said, and fell back against the cave wall. He slid to the ground.
The Grimlorn picked up the heart, which was now flopping and twitching like a fish out of water.
“The Grimlorn loved you.” Max could hear the sorrow in her voice. It sounded as if something inside her were breaking. “She gave you many opportunities, but you were a fool.”
A glimmer of light flashed behind her eyes. She tilted her head straight back and dropped the wagging heart into her open mouth. Her throat bulged momentarily, like a bullfrog’s, and then she gulped it down.
Her crooked and bent form straightened. She grew, as if something were filling her up. Her pale face reddened, as did her hair. Her pink eyes turned emerald.
She stood over Max, no longer the Grimlorn.
“But—”
“Does my appearance please you now, Max-well?”
Her skin burned bright as a torch, her eyes glowed with life. Her voice was as smooth as honey.
But then her face contorted into a mask of terror. “It hurts, Max-well, my heart. That is why I kept it in my sack.” She convulsed and doubled over but quickly righted herself. “You could have had my heart without stealing it. You could have made it not hurt. You only needed to see.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Ignorance, Maxwell, is not bliss.”
As Max tried to stand, her hand shot out, her sharp fingernails impaling his chest, and he fell back. He felt his flesh tear, his ribs separate and crack. It happened so fast, there was no pain, just a burning emptiness.
“What did you do?” he said. “Why don’t I feel anything?”
The woman held up his still-beating heart. Unlike her shriveled, black heart, his was engorged with dark red blood.
“It only hurts when the heart is inside your body.” She shuddered as if an Arctic wind had blown over her. “It’s one of the many mysteries of the lonely mountain. I’ve given up trying to understand it. But there are rules. Follow them and you are rewarded. Don’t and…well, I gave you plenty of chances.”
Max held up his hand and gasped in horror. It had turned white as marble. He held up his other hand and it too was white. He watched as thin, black lines appeared just below the surface of his skin.
“What’s happening to me?”
“It doesn’t matter. It won’t be long.”
“Please, I just want to go home.”
“You did not follow the rules, Max-well. You did not learn how to see in the dark. You saw only the shadows. You saw only a prison, not the possibilities. You saw only ugliness, and ugliness was returned to you. You could have been happy here. You could have had a kingdom and a queen. We could have shared it all. But it is clear now. You are not husband material.”
And with that, she bit into his fat, red heart. Steaming blood filled her mouth and dripped down her chin. She tore and swallowed, tore and swallowed. Then, Max felt pain. He howled with each bite, fell to his knees, and held his hands over the hole where his heart had been.
With the last bite, a terrible silence spread throughout the cave.
 
The Grimlorn didn’t know what fraction of infinity had passed before she found herself back in the dark water. Time passed oddly under the mountain, if at all. Spears of golden light pierced the darkness from above. When her eyes adjusted to the glare, she saw a curious face looking down.
Finally, she thought.
“I am the Grimlorn Under the Mountain,” she announced. “Send me down a husband and I will lavish you with riches beyond your wildest imagination.”
The face lingered for a moment, and then disappeared.
She felt the nits multiplying in her hair, but she didn’t pick them out herself. That was against the rules.
As she waited, she thought: Soon the Grimlorn will have a husband or she will have his heart. Either way, she will be happy, she will make the best of it. 



DEAD JACK





  
A Dead Jack Short Story
 



The Case of the Amorous Ogre
 
 
GWENDOLYN
She was thirty-two inches of nauseating cuteness in an itty-bitty emerald dress that made her seem, somehow, more naked than if she wore nothing at all. Her skin was snowflake white, her hair torchlight red, her eyes tiny blue moons. And if I wasn’t such a smart guy I’d have thought she was a child. But she was probably five centuries past her sweet sixteen. The little lady sat across from my desk, her thin, see-through wings twittering nervously.
She said her name was Gwendolyn. She was a pixie.
I poured myself a shot of Devil Boy. “Care for some?” I said. “Looks like you might need it.”
She pulled on one of her pointy ears. “I don’t drink formaldehyde.”
Lilith, my secretary and the resident office ghost, told me the pixie was in trouble. Of course she was in trouble. Why else would she be in the same room as a zombie?
I threw back the formaldehyde, most of which poured out from the bottom of my skull. The pixie’s face scrunched up in disgust.
“Gwen, let me ask you something. Any of you pixies not so goddam adorable?” It wasn’t a compliment.
She tugged down on her flimsy get-up. She covered an extra inch of thigh, but also managed to expose a healthy chunk of pixie cleavage. If I wasn’t a zombie, I’d be sweating buckets now.
“Can we, please, get down to business?” she said. “I was told you’re the best detective in Pandemonium. Was that a lie?”
I don’t know who told her that, but I should hire him to do my PR. I wasn’t the best, just the cheapest. Which is why I got the dirtiest cases in the Five Cities.
“Gwen, everyone lies in this business, but you got the rare truth.” I threw back another shot of Devil Boy.
“Then you should have no problem rescuing my daughter.”
“I rescue daughters all the time. It’s one of my specialties.” Actually I never even rescued a gremlin from a tree. But, as I said, everyone lies in this business.
Finally the pixie got into it. “My daughter, Willa, she’s a very naïve girl. But that’s to be expected: she’s only two hundred and twelve years old. And if you know anything about pixies, especially young ones, they’re always getting into mischief. It’s usually harmless pranks: stealing horses, leading people astray, that sort of thing. But lately she’s been getting into real trouble. Running with a bad crowd, going places a pixie shouldn’t go. I forbid her to go uptown. There are bad types there—”
“Ogres.”
“Yes, ogres. And one of those vile, disgusting beasts has taken a fancy to my Willa. I believe his name is Mad Dog.”
“Madgogg?”
“Yes. You know him?”
“Heard of him. I told you I’m the best. In fact, I already know why you’re here: Madgogg abducted your daughter, is holding her in his ogre lair, and demands that she marry him, right?”
“Yes, yes, it’s horrible.”
“It’s an old story, Gwen. Happens every day.”
“An ogre in the family! I’d never stand for it.”
“Ogres are stupid, predictable creatures. I’ve dealt with a few in my time. No worries.” 
I didn’t mention that ogres also like to eat pixies, but she probably already knew that. I also didn’t mention that zombies like to eat pixies, too, and just about anything else with succulent, sweet, so juicy flesh. But I kicked that habit (mostly) long ago. I said, “I just need one kilo of fairy dust a day plus expenses.” I didn’t tell her how badly I needed the dust. It had been a while since my last fix and I was getting hungry.
 
A SIMPLE PLAN
Black, tentacled clouds drifted across the blood-red sky as I drove toward the Upper West Side of ShadowShade. The forecast called for more dry heat with a chance of firestones. Creepy shit. But par for the course in Pandemonium, the twilight realm of nightmare creatures, legends, the undead, and everything in between. Home shitty home.
ShadowShade was actually the more cosmopolitan and sophisticated of Pandemonium’s Five Cities. It has streets and a subway (though you don’t want to go down there if you’re afraid of eyeless mole people), unlike those other Podunks.
I watched blood-drunk vampires stumbling out of the Full Moon Saloon, the most notorious watering hole in Hell’s Kitchen, and werewolves playing patty-cake with virginal waifs at the edge of the Wood of Shadows.
Madgogg had a brownstone on West 93rd that overlooked the Wood. It was a high-rent area for the well-to-do ogre, and many ogres were well-to-do these days. Droves of the brutes were leaving their cramped huts in Ogreville, nestled in the eastern corner of the Broken Lands, and buying up ShadowShade’s most expensive real estate. Their success must have something to do with their big bodies and little brains.
My plan, like all my plans, was simple: 
1. Disguise myself. 
2. Infiltrate Madgogg’s brownstone.
3. Rescue the captive pixie. 
In and out. Easy-peasy. 
I parked around the corner from Madgogg’s place, on West 92nd, nearly running over a careless succubus who was walking her pet midget dragon. As I walked toward the brownstone, I was having second thoughts about the disguise. The hump was biting into my back and the wig was itching like mad. The itching made me wonder where Oswald was. I hadn’t seen him in a while. And that worried me.
I knocked at the servant’s entrance on the ground floor of Madgogg’s brownstone, and a few minutes later an ancient-looking zombie opened the door. He must have spent a long century dead before being reanimated, which was good—because his brains would be mush and the dummy would be a pushover.
“Hey there, bones,” I said.
The dummy stared at me, his lifeless eyes wide and protruding from their sockets. He was a skeleton in a suit. Most likely imported from the Zombie Islands to be a domestic. These guys made me sick.
I said, “I’m the new hunchback handyman.” I pointed to the hump for emphasis. “The agency sent me over.”
The creature stood there silently, his exposed jaw hanging open. I wasn’t so sure if he was reanimated after all. Then he nodded and let me in.
The kitchen was huge. The cauldron in the middle of the room was huge. The three-headed dog inside the cauldron was pretty huge, too. The middle head looked particularly nasty, but none of them were gonna do me any harm. They were ogre lunch. It stunk worse than a zombie’s armpit in there.
I walked through the kitchen and entered a long hallway paneled with the heads of trolls, gremlins, and at least one goblin. There weren’t any zombie heads, so I stupidly felt safe. But then I figured zombie heads probably aren’t worth much as trophies.
I heard a series of low moans coming from behind the door at the end of the hall. The door was unlocked. I opened it.
It was the door to the basement. Nothing good is ever in the basement, so naturally I went down. 
At the bottom of the staircase, the moans were clearer. I heard some grunts, too.
Another door stood before me, iron and heavy and unlocked, too. This Madgogg must be a real dunzy or real confident. The plan was working to perfection. I could already taste the fairy dust on my desiccated lips. I could also taste flesh and blood and brains—and without that fairy dust to kill the cravings, I was liable to eat half of ShadowShade. And most likely get a stake through the head, too.
I entered a long, brightly lit hall. On the right was a rough stone wall, and farther up on the left was a prison cell.
The moaning sounds were coming from inside the cell and now I could make out what they were. Someone was eating and they were enjoying it! I felt a pang of jealousy, but I curbed the zombie in me and rushed down the hall. I had to kick aside garbage that littered the floor—wrappers, empty containers, dirty plates. Ogres had mighty appetites, but this looked bad. 
I stopped before the heavy iron bars of the cell. I couldn’t believe my bloodshot eyes. Fancy tapestries hung on the walls. A gigantic bed with a silk canopy took up almost half the room. And in the middle of the chamber, on a chaise lounge, sat a plump, short girl with wings. They fluttered like mad. Her mouth was fluttering like mad, too, as it tore through a turkey leg. The moaning was coming from her. Obviously she liked to eat. 
She looked up, took another bite of the turkey leg, swallowed, and then said, “Jeez, another hunchback handyman. Don’t you guys ever do anything else?”
“Are you Willa?”
She picked a piece of turkey not quite the size of my fist out of her teeth and said, “What’s it to ya?”
She resembled her mother, if Gwen had a serious food addiction. I finally had an answer to my question: Yes, there are pixies who are not so goddamn cute.
“I’m here to rescue you,” I said.
Her eyes widened and then she screamed, “What the hell is coming out of your nose?!”
I panicked for a split second. As a member of the undead, I often find myself in embarrassing social situations, such as when worms exit my body during interrogations or body parts fall off at dinner parties. Unsurprisingly I don’t find myself on many guest lists. Then I felt a tickle in my nose cavity and I relaxed. But just a bit.
“That’s just my associate,” I said.
Oswald’s soft, gelatinous body oozed out of my right nostril. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation; probably the only thing that wasn’t unpleasant about Oswald. He dropped onto the floor with a heavy plop and instantly began to transform, tightening and twisting into the shape of a tiny man.
“Oswald, where the blazes have you been?”
He didn’t answer right away. He was busy inching toward a potato chip under the chaise lounge.
“I thought you were mad at me,” the homunculus said.
“I am mad at you. I’m always mad at you.”
“What the hell kind of hunchback are you?” Willa said.
I leaned closer to the bars and whispered, “I’m not really a hunchback. I’m a detective. A zombie private eye, in fact. And let’s keep it down. We don’t want to arouse the ogre while we’re trying to rescue you.”
“You don’t think Reginald will let you walk right out the door with me, do you?” Willa said.
“Listen, we need to get you out of here. Reginald—who the hell is Reginald?”
Willa pointed over my left shoulder. 
“He’s the ogre standing behind you.”
“Wonderful,” I said, and then experienced the closest thing to sleep possible for a zombie.
 
PLAN B
Zombies don’t usually get headaches. So the throbbing in my skull must have been a delusion. I was praying that the straps across my chest and legs were a delusion, too, but I didn’t have much luck convincing myself.
Thick leather belts held me to a steel table, not unlike those slabs on which corpses rest in the morgue. As if I’d know anything about that. 
The room was cozy, if you happened to be a ghoul. To my right, surgical tools were neatly laid on a long, low table. A shelf above that held various bottles and jars containing glass eyes, ceramic horns, and various other fake body parts. Stuffing lay in heaps in the far corners of the room. Another table, directly in front of me, held a padlocked wooden box and more stuffing. To my left, next to the window, hung a plaque from one of those correspondence courses, certifying one Reginald Belial Madgogg for taxidermy. So the big oaf has a middle name, too.
Something tickled my right ear. 
Then I heard a little whiny voice. “That was your brilliant plan, huh? Just waltz in, grab the pixie, and waltz out?”
I couldn’t see Oswald’s face, but I was sure he had that condescending look he always gets: head cocked to the side, eyes rolled up, lips pressed together. The best way to describe Oswald? Imagine a marshmallow with a mouth and X’s for eyes. I had to scratch those eyes in. If you can speak, you should have eyes. Otherwise, it’s damn creepy.
“The best plans, Oswald, are the simplest ones,” I said.
“Well, my dead friend, do you have a Plan B?”
“I’m thinking.”
Oswald hopped onto my chest. He stared at me. Now, he was wearing his I-know-something-you-don’t expression. If Oswald had pants, he’d be wetting them.
“Well, don’t strain your worm-eaten brain thinking anymore. I learned something very interesting after that ogre clobbered you and you fell like a sack of dead kittens.”
“He surprised me! How was I supposed to know there was a hidden door behind me?”
“Anyway, I hid in the cell after transforming myself into a puddle of goo. And after stowing you away in here, Madgogg came back and, boy oh boy, what a smooth-talker this guy is. He’s sweet-talking our pixie, promising her everything under the moon: jewels, midget dragons, silks, those golden fish that grant you wishes. Then get this—he promises her his soul. But he means it, literally. He tells her his soul isn’t in his body. It’s hidden on some place called Black Rock, which is suspended over the Undead Sea.”
“Of course!” I said. “It’s an old ogre trick. They remove their souls from their bodies, because it somehow makes them invulnerable, and they hide the soul in some hard-to-reach place. Oswald, I get that soul, I hold all the cards. Either he gives me Willa or I crush his soul. It’s the perfect plan.”
Oswald was starting to get bent out of shape, literally. His gelatinous body bulged and warped, going in and out from little man shape to blob shape. That was a bad sign.
“There are a few problems, Jack.” It was even worse when he called me Jack. 
“Problems are my business.”
“First of all, the soul is inside an egg...”
“Okay.”
“...which is inside a box...”
“Big deal.”
“...which is inside a goose...”
“I can deal with a goose.”
“...which is inside a jackal.”
“Okay, so there are some livestock issues.”
“That’s the least of the issues. The jackal is protected by five demons.”
“So what? Oswald, scoot up to this Black Rock, retrieve the soul, and get back here pronto. I’ll handle the rest.”
“Me? You want me to get the soul? I can just untie you and we’ll go—”
“There’s no time! Go immediately!”
“You’re still afraid of the water, aren’t you?”
“Listen, you little freak, I’m not afraid of anything. There’s simply no time.”
“I’ll just untie you—”
“If you don’t leave this instant, you are out of the agency!”
“How am I even supposed to find this stupid rock?”
“How many rocks can be suspended over the Undead Sea? Ask around, dunzy.”
 
THE SOULMAN COMETH
Afraid of the water? I might not have minded that from anyone else. But from a homunculus?
Who wouldn’t be afraid of the water after having been trapped in it for a week? One of the many disadvantages to being a zombie is that you can’t die—and that was one time when I would have welcomed it. Zombies and sailing do not mix.
I was beginning to look fondly on that time. The damn wig was itching worse than the maggots on Corpse Hill, the hump was digging into my back like a drunken succubus, and my hunger was growing. I fantasized about thick waitress thighs and fat lawyer bellies and grad-student brains. I know it’s a nasty habit, but I’ve been able to control it, mostly. Of course, most zombies aren’t known for their control. So I guess I’m not your typical zombie.
Through the window at my left, I could see the firestones pouring from the crimson sky. The weatherghoul was right again! The demons would be out now. They always come out during inclement weather, blackening the skies over ShadowShade, swooping and dipping and snatching a lonely fairy or unicorn.
Then I saw Oswald’s head coming over the windowsill. He was smiling like a lunatic gnome. I didn’t know what was worse: Oswald failing, or Oswald succeeding and rubbing it in my face.
He hopped into the room. He was dragging a large sack behind him.
“I got it,” he said. His body glowed with an internal devil’s fire.
I shouted, “What the blazes took so long? It must have taken you at least four
and a half hours!”
“For your information, there were three rocks suspended over the Dead Sea, which, I should remind you, isn’t just a hop, skip, and jump away. And did you forget the five demons?” He glowed brighter. “It was pretty rad, actually. Let me tell you how I vanquished them—”
“Put it in your report. Now hurry and untie me.”
“Couldn’t I have done that before?”
I glared at the runt. Homunculi don’t know the first thing about respect. That’s why they’re little men. “Okay, okay,” he said and jumped onto the table, where he began to cut the straps with a scalpel. 
“So, anyway, I used a feather slathered with peanut butter—”
“Peanut butter? If you used the petty cash to buy yourself food, I’m taking it out of your salary. Now stop wasting time! File a report and maybe I’ll read it. But proofread the damn thing this time and don’t embellish.”
The sack glided across the floor.
“Oswald?”
“Yeah?”
“Why is the soul gliding across the floor?”
“There was a bit of a problem.”
“There’s always a problem with you!”
The homunculus finally freed me. I sat up. I was so stiff I thought my rigor mortis was acting up again. I stood and stretched. I think I heard a vertebra snap. Then I ripped off the wig and hump. I felt better then, except for the gnawing at my rotten innards. The hunger was reaching critical mass. All I could think about was fairy dust. I reached for my Lucky Dragon hellfire sticks, but they were gone. The ogre must have stolen them!
The sack was now banging against the wall.
“Let me show you the problem,” Oswald said and hopped down from the table. He ran over to the sack and untied the string that held it shut. Out tumbled a small, and terribly confused, white goose.
“I was able to make the jackal puke up the goose,” Oswald said. “But it won’t work on the goose. He won’t give up the box!”
I picked up the creature and knocked on its stomach. I heard a dull thud. Indeed, the box was there.
“Do you have any ideas?” Oswald said.
“Yes, of course I do!” I said and sunk my teeth into the goose. It squawked twice, perhaps three times, and then went silent. I tore through the creature, swallowing feathers and flesh. It was electric, life coursing through me and warming me. I felt like a phoenix burning back into existence. If Oswald hadn’t stopped me, I’d have eaten the box, too.
“What has gotten into you?” Oswald shouted. “I thought you were done with that! We don’t need another episode.”
I dropped the goose carcass, wiped the blood from my mouth. Already the rush was draining from my black veins. “I need that fairy dust, Oswald. I’m on the verge of eating all of ShadowShade and maybe even parts of the Red Garden.”
“Just hold it together. We’ll get the damn dust.”
I held up the box. It barely weighed a thing. But before I could ponder the insubstantial nature of souls, I heard a deep-throated grunt.
The ogre stood in the doorway.
Madgogg had to duck to get inside the room. He was green as a goblin, bald, and uglier than a vampire exposed to the sun. A gold earring dangled from one of his sharp, bat-like ears. 
“Just the man I wanted to see,” I said. 
The ugly sucker was trying to look mean—and doing a damn good job of it. Thank goodness I had this guy’s soul in my hand or I might have been petrified.
“Listen, you overgrown gnome,” I said, flipping open the box. Inside, nestled in velvet, sat a small white egg. “The dance is over. You’ve been outsmarted.” I held up the egg between my thumb and forefinger. “Madgogg, I hold here an egg—a very special egg—that I took great pains to retrieve.”
In my mind, I felt Oswald’s eyes roll.
The ogre remained silent, but he huffed and his face burned a bruised red. 
“It’s gonna go like this, Reg,” I said. “You’re gonna give up this obsession of marrying a pixie—which, quite frankly, is pathetic. You’re gonna give up the girl and we’re all gonna march out of here unharmed.”
The ogre lumbered toward me.
“Let Willa go and I’ll return your soul,” I said. “Fair trade.”
I backed up, but just a dozen steps.
The ogre kept lumbering.
“I happen to know that if I destroy this egg, you’re finished. Walk another step and I’ll make myself an ogre omelet.”
The ogre walked another step. In fact, he walked quite a few steps. 
I gave the dunzy ample warning. “Buddy,” I said, “you’d think being eight feet tall you’d have some room for brains.” Then I reared back and hurled the egg at him. It exploded on his forehead. There was a bright purple flash of light and a release of brimstone. Madgogg stopped dead, his face covered in a thick, black yolk. It oozed down his chin and fell in fat drops onto the floor.
Then—
Madgogg grabbed me by the throat with his big, meaty hands and lifted me. Oswald made some snide comment about a zombie omelet, but I was too busy trying to keep my head attached to my body to pay him any mind.
“But I just destroyed your soul!” I shouted, though it sounded more like a whisper from a frog with laryngitis.
“Not my soul,” the ogre grumbled.
Oswald said, “But I went to Black Rock and got the goose from the jackal, like you said in the cell.”
“This jackal,” the ogre said, “did he have a bushy tail and a white-gray coat?”
“Yeah.”
“Your jackal was a coyote. I think his name is Sam.”
I sunk my teeth into the ogre’s arm—and nearly broke them. I had never tried to eat an ogre before, and I didn’t think I would be trying that again. Their skin is tougher than petrified troll.
I heard a sickly tear from the back of my neck. It was just a matter of time before I was beheaded.
“Reginald Belial Madgogg, take your hands off that disgusting corpse!” a voice squealed.
Instantly the ogre dropped me and I crashed to the floor. When I looked up, I saw Willa standing in the doorway. The ogre rushed over to her. She wagged a finger at him and he shuffled his feet.
I stood up.
“Willa, you’re free!” I said, too stupid to realize what was going on.
“Of course I’m free. Why shouldn’t I be?”
“Let’s get out of here.”
“Why would I do that? We’re getting married. Right, Reginald?”
The ogre nodded, stared at the floor.
I saw my fairy dust blowing into the four winds, an imminent zombie rampage in downtown ShadowShade. “But, Willa,” I said, “your mother hired me to—”
“Listen, you stupid carcass, getting married was my idea—no matter what my bigoted mother might think. In fact, it took a bit of chasing and prodding to get this dumb oaf to finally propose. You and my mother won’t stop that!”
“But he locked you in the dungeon.”
“It wasn’t locked, you brain-licking ghoul. We’re in the middle of converting the dungeon into my boudoir. It’s the only room in the house that doesn’t stink like hellhound soup.”
“Well something sure stinks around here.”
“And what’s this talk about destroying souls?”
I remained silent, and then Madgogg said, “Remember, honey, what I told you before about giving you my soul as a wedding gift? Well, I actually had it shipped here this morning. It was going to be a surprise. But considering what just happened…”
The ogre retrieved the small wooden box from the front table. It was nearly identical to the one I retrieved from the goose’s insides.
“My soul, my love,” he said and handed her the box. 
This ogre really was a smooth-talker.
“Thanks for ruining the surprise, corpse!” Willa spat. “Reginald wants to stick your head on his trophy wall, but the idea of looking at your rotten, dead face every day gives me the willies. So get out of here before I change my mind. And tell my mother the wedding is happening whether she likes it or not.”
“Well, it looks like our business here is done,” I said. “Good luck to the both of you. You’ll need it.” To Oswald, I said, “You’re completely useless, you know that? If I don’t get that fairy dust, I’m eating you first.”
 
EPILOGUE
“It was a lovely wedding, wasn’t it, Jack?” Oswald said. 
I took a deep drag of my hellfire stick and then threw back a shot of Devil Boy. 
“Would have been nice if they had a bottle of formaldehyde. No one considers zombies.”
Madgogg insisted we come to the ceremony as his guests. Probably to piss off his new mother-in-law. I didn’t need much prodding to piss off Gwendolyn. That was the last time I’d take a job from those double-crossing pixies.
“I did find the goose pâté in bad taste,” Oswald said.
“I got my fairy dust. That’s all I care about.”
“But there’s one thing that’s still bothering me.”
“Oswald, you’re such a woman.”
“Whose soul did you destroy?”
“Listen, souls are destroyed every day. Such is the cruel world of Pandemonium. Besides, what are the odds of it ever getting back to us?” I looked out my office window and watched a black-winged nightmare glide east toward the Broken Lands, a limp elf in its talons.
Oswald shrugged. I poured myself another hit of Devil Boy, but the intercom buzzed before I could throw it back.
“Yeah, Lilith?”
“There’s a rather large and angry ogress here.”
I looked at Oswald. He started morphing into a blob. That was a bad sign.
“Yeah, Lilith, what does she want?”
“Something about her recently deceased husband and a coyote named Sam.”
I wondered if the fire escape would hold my weight. It had been a while since I last used it.
“Thanks, Lilith. Oswald will be right out.”
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1. Waiting for My Wee-Man
 
I reached into my jacket for a Lucky Dragon once the shakes began. The undead aren’t known for their dexterity so I had a bit of fun getting that hellfire stick. I was like a drunken mummy trying to do jazz hands. I burned off half the skin on my left index finger lighting the damn thing. That made three fingers now that were practically nothing but bone. If this continued, I’d end up a skeleton inside a cheap suit and fedora. I doubted anyone would notice.
Being a member of the great unwashed dead isn’t all bad, though. I was happy for my dulled sense of smell. The alleyway stunk like rotten cabbage and sour apples.
I had tried everyone in downtown ShadowShade, but no one was holding. Out of desperation, I came here to Irish Town in search of Fine Flanagan, my old dealer.
Without dust, the hunger becomes overpowering, and when I’m hungry, no one’s safe. I’d eat my own dead granny.
I had been waiting in the alley behind Finn McCool’s Pub for at least an hour before the leprechaun appeared.
Flanagan isn’t your typical lep. First off, he’s not that short. Maybe five-foot-two in his pointy shoes. He’s broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, and someone you don’t want to mess with. He also has the saltiest mouth in all the Five Cities of Pandemonium.
As he entered the alley, he sang:
“There once was a fellow McSweeney who spilled some gin on his weenie…”
With a large sack slung over his shoulder, he swaggered past the reeking dumpsters full of what must have been hundred-year-old cabbage.
“Just to be couth, he added vermouth. Then slipped his girlfriend a martini…”
“Sorry to interrupt that charming little ditty,” I said, slipping out of the shadows as I blew smoke out of all the holes in my face. All nine. Real bad-ass.
The lep stopped deader than my libido. Like I’d caught him bathing naked in his pot of gold. (Leprechauns don’t really have pots of gold, by the way, but they are known to carry sweet, sweet fairy dust, the closest thing to heaven in this godforsaken world. And Fine Flanagan had the finest.)
The sack jerked and the lep gripped it tighter.
“What’s in the bag, Flanny? Someone didn’t pay their vig?” I noticed the lep’s fashion sense had changed since I last saw him. He wore a green duster that hung to the ground, but there was no pointy hat on his head. His curly red hair blew in the wind. Leps love hats almost as much as their shoes. And his shoes, I noticed, weren’t even pointy. They were square-toed boots. What the holy heck?
“None of your fookin business,” the lep said. “Now, if you wouldn’t be minding, I have better tings to do than conversate with a zombie. I be needing to get to me apartment.” When the lep took a step forward, I blocked his way.
“Look, meat bag, I don’t be wanting any trouble tonight,” he said.
“No trouble. I’m just looking for dust.”
The lep exploded into laughter. He actually placed his hand over his belly. A real guffaw.
“You fookin dust head. Oh, Jackie boy, I thought maybe you was on a case. I should have known what you was after. All you zombies are the same. You people are the dumbest pieces of filth in Pandemonium. Just soulless, corpse-faced, brain-licking ghouls.” 
I told you he had a mouth on him. “Nope. Never licked a brain. Total myth.”
“Mouth-breathing, empty-husk, meat-headed, motherless bags of bones, the whole lot of you.”
“Keep going.”
“You’re wasting me precious time.”
“Just a gram, Flanny. The hunger is starting to eat through my innards.”
“You have innards? Figured it’s all just sludge inside you by now. Like ya fookin brain.”
“The last time I went cold turkey, it ended real bad for some fairies. I went wilder on them than a pack of weres. I’m still not welcome in the Red Garden.”
“You ain’t threatening now, are you, ya dead dick?” He smiled, exposing the four or five teeth left in his mouth. I heard he was quite the boxer back in his day.
My hands shook and my bones rattled as I held them up. Flanny probably thought I was trying to conjure a demon. I dropped the hellfire stick and ground it out with my shoe. “I’m desperate.”
“Then you’re out of luck. I don’t deal anymore. I have new opportunities.”
There was a clink, like a glass bell, from inside the sack and then it shot up in the air. Flanagan nearly lost his grip but managed to pull the canvas bag back down. The lep shot me a look so dirty I thought of taking my first bath in seventy years.
“What’s in the sack, Flanny? A sentient beer keg?”
“None of ya fookin business, you filthy corpse.”
“Does Dana know what you’re up to?”
“Don’t you be talking about that blessed woman. This is none of ya business.”
“What if I told your leprechaun queen you were up to some unsavory stuff? She might just kick you out of the club. Unaffiliated leprechauns aren’t treated very well in Pandemonium, are they?”
The lep spit out a laugh like it was venom. “I don’t have to be worrying about that, zombie. You are the one who needs to worry. This is going to be your last night in Pandemonium.” The fairy swung the sack into my crotch. I flew into the wall, and Flanagan took off down the alley. Fortunately, I have a dulled sense of pain so I easily shook off the between-the-legs shot. (As for my zombie genital situation, the less said about that the better.) Still, something in me snapped. Maybe my hunger had reached its apex, or maybe I didn’t like the way he called me a filthy corpse. Either way, I pounced on him like a lycan on a moonpie. I don’t even remember feasting on the little guy, I was in such a blood frenzy. I do remember him tasting damn delicious, though, like smoked sausage and sweet beer. Then Oswald, Pandemonium’s most obnoxious creature and my associate, appeared out of nowhere.
I sat on the ground, gnawing on a leg bone, when the alley filled with a blinding light. I continued eating. Like I said, it was damn good, and I hadn’t eaten in so long. The light died out and I saw the Studebaker—my Studebaker. The driver’s-side door opened and out slid the homunculus.
The little bugger stared at me, not saying a word, his X-shaped eyes unblinking. This was supposed to shame me. But I’m a revenant (which is a fancy way of saying zombie). I’m beyond shame.
I took a bite out of Flanagan’s calf. It was stringy, but I wasn’t complaining.
“I cannot express how very disappointed I am in you.” Oswald tried to sound tough, but when you’re all of eight inches and nothing but a marshmallow with a mouth, the effect is underwhelming. No one knows what Oswald is, or was. The best description I’ve come up with is a homunculus, which is another way for me to say I have no idea. I think I’d rather not know where he came from. It would most likely lead to trouble and Oswald is plenty of trouble already.
The sack rolled down the alley.
“What’s that?” Oswald said.
I licked the lep’s shin. Salty with just a hint of sweetness. It just made me hungrier.
“Hey, dummy!” Oswald shouted. “Let me remind you that you’re eating a leprechaun in the middle of Irish Town!”
I sprang up—as best a zombie can spring up, which meant I awkwardly repositioned my bones into a standing position. I stepped over to the sack and picked it up. I opened the bag, but wasn’t prepared to find what I did.
Mr. Obvious said, “Is that a naked baby inside a glass jar?”
“I’m sorry for ever calling you a terrible detective, Oswald. You figured it out on the very first try.”
The dope smiled.
I stood the glass jar up. The baby looked at us with curious silver eyes.
“Maybe this is like those ships you find in bottles,” I said.
“How did you get in there, little guy?” Oswald asked.
The fact that he didn’t cry should have alarmed me, but I was still on a high from my leprechaun buffet. I wasn’t thinking straight.
The baby pointed at the top of the jar. He was a cute little fellow. Pink and soft and full of rolls. A mass of golden curls covered the top of his head. 
The observant marshmallow said, “I think he wants you to remove the glass stopper and let him out.”
The fact that the baby didn’t pop off the glass stopper himself should have made me wonder, but Oswald distracted me with his prattling.
I removed the stopper.
The hole certainly didn’t seem big enough for a baby to fit through, even a naked one, but that didn’t stop him.
He slid out of the bottle like he was a piece of taffy. But instead of falling onto the ground as a normal baby would, he floated into the air. The large, black wings that had unfurled from his back helped a lot with that, I think. The now-winged baby stopped just out of our reach, shot me a dirty look, gave me the finger, and disappeared into the blood-red sky of Pandemonium, going north. Bye-bye, evil baby.
I wasn’t able to conjure up one of my famous ripostes, though, because at that moment two irate leprechauns barreled towards us.
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