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About the Author


Hello and thank you for reading. My name is Stephen W. Cote. I
am a Software Engineer and Consultant, a United States Marine, a
martial artist, and an author. You can find more information about
my early creative writing and ongoing open source projects on
whitefrost.com. I enjoy
writing hard and whimsical science fiction, adult fantasy, and
poetry. As an early advocate of Creative Commons licensing, many of
my short stories and poems have been available online since
1996.

If you enjoy this story, or my other free stories, you may also
be interested in my short story collections available on Smashwords,
including Nothing Like
Heaven, or my fantasy novel, Harlot's
Eight.

If you would like to learn more about my writing, open source
projects such as the Hemi JavaScript Framework, or inquire about
unpublished manuscripts and shorts, please contact me at whitefrost.com.

Thank you for taking the time to read my work and I hope you
enjoy it.










Part 1: Rafflesio


Her fiancé and she walked across the desolate meadow, breathing
toxic air through filtered masks.   Cleome took
Rafflesio's leather-clad hand in hers, squeezed it, and saw him
smile: Behind wide scratched plastic lenses, his cheeks rose
beneath gray eyes and his lashy lids curled upwards. Kilometers and
months behind, she chanced upon his small tribe and found him an
interested suitor. Side-by-side they salvaged parts from ruins and
foraged for food.  At night they held hands and fantasized
about the appearance of the moon and stars beyond the noxious
clouds.  Once when sharing filtered airspace they saw each
other's faces and he kissed her.  When the tribal council
learned of the blossoming romance, they cautioned Rafflesio from
paying her such attention, and he suggested she leave with him.

Threading her fingers with his, she led him to the piece of land
she desired to be home.  Its air was clean, the soil fertile;
she reasoned they could erect a makeshift structure and fabricate
charcoal filters within a few days.  With him, plans unfolded
far into the future.  First a temporary shelter and later a
permanent structure.  Children of course.  Their own
tribe would be nice.  She knew Rafflesio to be a good match
and her body ached for consummation.  If they had a filtered
enclosure in which to partially disrobe … How long can he hold
his breath?  

In addition to restricting her vision, and although filtering
blighted air, the mask muted desirable smells.  Rafflesio
stumbled forward, and she remained oblivious to any threat until a
titanized maricopa ant leapt atop her fiancé.  It speared its
mandibles through his leather jacket; her breath escaped her lungs,
its poison she knew to be ferocious.

While the ant circled and chewed into Rafflesio, Cleome pulled
his machete, its rusty blade catching on the sheath, and swiped at
the ant's body.   Hacking once, twice, and again.

The last strike felled the titanized ant. By filtrated smell
alone Cleome knew it to be dead, albeit the posture nagged for
distrust, so with the rusted machete she cleaved head from
neck.    She pushed the carcass from Rafflesio; one
mandible gored into his back.   Crouching beside him, she
touched his shoulder.  He stirred, and she turned his head to
the side.  His eyes rolled back: Dying and her daydream with
him.

"Rafflesio?"  No answer.  She unbuckled the mask
collar and peeled leather from perspiring skin.  Sweet spring
air tickled her nose, her mouth salivated.  Cradling his head
in her hand, she stroked his leather-clad cheek.  No
response.  "Rafflesio, wake up."

Cleome loosened his mask and lifted it from his chin. 
Froth drooled from the corner of his mouth, a single exhale escaped
his lips. Like the ant, his last breath smelled of death.

She swung the machete at the ant carcass again.  The
exoskeletons were thick that spring, their scents strong. These
signs must be hidden, and I could barter the food.  She
lopped the gaster and shook free the gelatinous innards, filling it
with meat from antenna, legs, and altitrunk. The meat-stuffed
gaster laid in the morning gloam of BZP-fog, and she
packed blood-rain muddied BZZ-laden soil halfway up the
vessel and left the meat to bake in the miasmatic oven.
  She piled the remains and covered them with dirt and
debris.

"Rafflesio."

Cleome removed his leather mask, unscrewed two charcoal filter
canisters from the cheeks. Next, she stripped his jacket, boots,
and homespun shirt.  With much difficulty, she worked his
leather pants from his legs.  Setting aside the filters, she
carried his clothes fifty meters east. Rank with death scent, she
littered the clothes over rocks and a shrub.

Upon returning to his side, she sat beside his body and withdrew
a leather-wrapped notebook from a cargo pocket.  She pinched
her fingers and worked the leather gloves from her hands. In the
notebook she annotated Titanized Ant: Hardened abdominal
wall.    Setting aside the book and gazing over
the naked corpse into the beautiful burnt sky, she inhaled deep. "I
knew you," she said of Rafflesio. Perhaps an attempt to inject
emotional distance between her and his body, but no further words
came to mind in his regard.  The tip of her nose burned, a
bead of moisture formed.

She sniffed. The ant's alert pheromone stink overpowered
Rafflesio's death scent.  And, an unexpected aroma leeched
from its carcass. She determined the scent trail crossed through
the meadow towards a distant pond. 

"You're building roads."  She traced an imaginary line
continuing the ant's journey. "Into wasp country."

She stood, stretched, and - Did I piss myself? 
She unbuttoned her leather jacket, unbuckled the three-prong belt,
and pulled crackled brown leather from wide pale-skinned
hips.  Humid and anemic odors of sweat, musty leather, and her
biology intermingled with dissipating alert and death aromas.
Not urine. Obsidian carapace protruded through her
thighs.  A filmy residue covered the palm-sized polygons; she
brushed the molt from her skin.  Pressing her fingers between
her legs, moisture damped her ratted panties.  She pulled
aside the fabric and saturated red pubic hair dripped white globs
down her inner thigh.   The puss drenched her crotch,
rolled down her legs, stuck to her fingers.

With Rafflesio dead, she had no reason for pretense.

Cleome pulled her shirt over cropped dreadlocked red hair,
cotton sliding freely across the buxom mold of black carapace, and
wiped her gunk-fouled hands on the fabric.  She removed her
boots, struggled each leg through the leather pant legs, turning
them inside out.  After stripping down her panties, she slid
her hand from the small of her back to crest her prominent cheeks.
Centimeters below her tail bone, her fingertips grazed a raised
cluster of nodules.  Sensitive! Gently, she massaged
the nodules' base, pressing the enflamed and swollen skin. Sticky
mucus discharged between her fingers, dripped.  She dabbed the
nozzles with her index finger until the vents felt tacky and the
gelatinous substance solidified.  This she wound around her
fingers. 

Tubilform silk wrapped her hand. Its constipated expulsion
accompanied a pheremonic communication that a lack of filtered
shelter to share with Rafflesio had compelled her to ignore. 
She pulled meters of clumpy silk from her spinnerets until the
nozzles spun clean and cast the stiff threads into the air. The
silk carried on a southerly breeze that followed the ant trail
originating from the meadow. Her glassy skeins twisted in flight,
settling on BZP belching grass. 

Naked beside Rafflesio's corpse, compulsory thoughts
congealed.  She straddled his hips, lowered herself over the
dead flesh.  Her legs to either side, she leaned over his
emaciated torso and set her palms on his shoulder blades. Mating
pheromones wafted from her chest, clung to his skin.

Her pelvis tremored.  "He's dead.  Dead." Cleome
hyperventilated his scent. "Dead, dead."  Hopefully her body
would figure that out. Preferably before she touched him.  Her
stomach contracted, squeezing.  Knots compressed in her lower
back, her spinnerets dripped silk gel.

"Fine," she told her stubborn instincts. She spun egg-sac silk,
pulled Rafflesio's shoulder from the ground, and looped the silk
around his head.  This she continued until opaque white thread
covered his face, however, her body expelled sex pheromone and
excited itself as though he were still viable.  Cleome
continued spinning silk and cocooned his upper body and arms to his
biceps.  Letting the torso drop to the ground, she moved
backwards and coiled silk around his feet and ankles.  Halfway
up his thighs, her inner thighs exerted a sustained contraction and
then her body relented to conscious control.  Instinct
conceded Rafflesio was neither alive or a clutch. 
Straightening his half-cocooned body, she imagined him asking her
why she swaddled their newborn children in silk.  But, as her
mother instructed, that conversation would never happen: When the
time came there would be no questions.

She redressed in leather only, leaving aside and folding her
panties and shirt.  Those she stowed alongside the journal,
and half-closed the leather jacket, allowing her carapace-clad
bosom to protrude.  Inhaling, the prairie wind consulted: Ants
east and moving south, Wasps northeast some kilometers away, a few
hornets north, and, far in the distant northwest, the favorable
mélange she had scouted in winter and where she once led
Rafflesio.  Without him, other interwoven scents and trails
beckoned her.  Oscillating her head, she drew air through her
nostrils to discover the new scents' approximate direction.

"Oh."

She exhaled, licked and nibbled air transfused with honey and
mildewed succulence. Honey.  Somewhere to the north,
virgin queen intermixed with raw human succulence. The queen's
scent crossed through her demesne.  Each second, the queen's
stink tainted the only sign, human sign, she recalled identifying
over the previous fifty kilometers.  Momentarily, she
considered returning to Rafflesio's tribe.  Hadn't there
been an alternate?  No. I don't remember. Thinking about
the possibilities, her skin tingled. She couldn't backtrack now,
her body wouldn't allow her to; it preferred the tantalizing
opportunity near the queen bee.

She snatched her silk-mussed panties, clenched them, and pitched
the sticky wad at Rafflesio's corpse.   Let the ants
find my scent. She picked up the mask and spare filters, set
them atop the gaster, and hoisted the bundle under her arm.

As she set out across the meadow, Cleome muttered, "That hybrid
bitch queen knows the ground is marked. She had better not vomit a
hive in my lair."
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	Metalheart
(1994)
Seran is a Scout fighting alongside other robots in the war
against humans. When she detects wreckage of a fallen battleship,
an errant process compels her to fight through the human forces and
rescue a survivor. She is drawn to the dying robot and the
attraction leads her away from the protocols of machine
society.

Command: Read. Request: Enjoy.



	


Woman
of Glass (1994)
Julian scratches metal flamenco in a dive where humans and
synthetics intermix. A man invites him to play a song for his
disabled neighbor. Although he plays he is uncomfortable around her
and never sees Lee again. Lee, on the other hand, has her own
ideas.



	


Empire
(1995)
Jan Christopherson is a reporter tasked with reporting on
Analytical Engine pollution predictions for the year. When he
scratches the surface he finds a conspiracy is afoot that
challenges the Jung-Freud religion ruling his way of life.



	


Phone
Calls From God (1995)
Craig Henry is an atheist and he loves Tabitha Wolfe. Her
mother, Christine Wolfe, is a devout Christian and thinks her
daughter can do better. But, when Christine starts receiving phone
calls from someone she believes is the Almighty, long hidden family
secrets come to light.



	


The
Alchemy of The Aurora Chateau Deo Belle Etoile (1997)
While leading an expedition into deep space in search of
paradise, Manuel deFöl navigates his starship to a planet that fits
the description. Upon touch-down, the world does indeed seem to be
a paradise. But then the cost of living in paradise comes due.



	


The
Predator of the Meadow (1998)
Vincent Wagner is a soldier for the Panthera Corporation. His
mind has been chemically and behaviorally altered to make him a
more effective soldier. Soldiers for the Panthera Corporation have
no memories of what transpired during their duty. For Vincent, his
duty leaves him with the impression that he is a lion in a vast
meadow, moving and fighting with perfect ferocity and no long-term
memory. But then he wakes up.



	


The
Autumn Engagement (2001)
When Baseball is used to settle political disputes, one bad
pitch cost Janus Franko his wife, career, and reputation. Eight
months later, he is presented an opportunity to prove that he
didn't throw the game. However, he will have to attend a party that
caters to the ultra-wealthy where the dress code includes a robot
date on his arm.



	


Reflections
(2003)
When Chance Holly's spreadsheet doesn't add-up, the universe
crashes. Then, it's up to the alien AI, Max, and a pair of
researchers and their illegal magnetic-vortex setup to save the
day. Featuring robot kittens.



	


Hazel
Fugue (2003)
A young boy rows an ill sailor to shore and spins a fairytale
about a hazel nut and pirates. But as his tale unfolds, the
pirates' quest for treasure becomes a flight into madness.



	


Blood
of the Lamb (2004)
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Cain is a
gunfighter known as a leading cause of ghost towns. His desire for
a peaceful life is impossible given his sordid past and his
inability to remember the bad things he believes he did. Now, his
friends from a Palouse tribe have begged him to right a wrong
brought about by the US Cavalry. Indebted to the tribes, Cain rides
to confront the Cavalry. And the demons of his past rides beside
him.



	


Oblivion
(2004)
A long time ago, Diotitus was a Greek god. At least for about a
month until his worshiper-base of eight converted. Now, Diotitus
lives in an apartment in the afterlife of the generally unsaved.
One neighbor is the enigmatic Brangot, and another neighbor is the
vivacious Tif Brown. Unfortunately, Tif has completely given up and
is now a Drooler. But at the moment conscious thought left her
mind, she had a burst of insight that is now the most sought after
piece of information. Many gods from many afterworlds want to know
the full scope of Tif's thought, and they expect Diotitus and
Brangot to find out.



	


Marionette
(2005)
Mitch Tacit is Hyperion Dazzle's best friend, and being best
friends with the universe's most famous media star requires going
to extreme lengths. With Hyperion's new album ready to be released,
Mitch finds himself amidst a coup threatening his position as best
friend. Thankfully, Mitch has his own network of friends to rely on
for support, including a hive mind and his employer, the entity
responsible for his best friend's persona.



	


Harlot's
Eight (2011)
Simon Stewart is a factory sorcerer employed to extract ore from
rock using magic. He survives a terrorist attack in which
everything familiar is deconstructed: His workplace is destroyed,
his friendships called into question, and the way he casts spells
tarnishes his credibility with the local royalty. By assisting the
undead prevent a second attack, he becomes embroiled in the
politics of war. For Simon, the war begins with a harlot bound to a
piece of eight.

This eBook only contains Chapter 1. Purchase details are
included inside.



	


Crypteia
(2012)
A young woman becomes the eighth wife to the prophet of a
celestial family. But following the marriage ceremony and witness
to consummation, the prophet unknowingly invites more than the
young woman into his protective embrace.

This short story is equivalent to twelve pages in length.



	


Catatone
(2012)
Jideon de Rosa is a combat cyber-medic with the Spanish Legion.
After his ex-wife takes their daughter, he tracks them to North
America. He finds his wife missing and his daughter suffering from
a drug. Any neuro chip may activate a computer virus infecting her
body, transforming the pharmaceutical into something terrible.
Jideon has less than a day to find the cure, and will ignore rules
of engagement to save his daughter.



	


Augmented
Reality: The Atlantic Salmon GT (2012)
Derry Brown looks through an otherworldly lens. In Derry's
warped sense of reality, a mundane architectural review takes place
in a bleak future ruled by high-tech racing. With the executive
assistant protesting the race sponsors in the hallway, and a
spectacular crash taking place between a marker and an eraser on
his whiteboard, Derry has to try to maintain his sanity long enough
to ask the most important question: Is spending money on this code
change worth saving twelve cents?

Start your engines, it's meeting time.



	


Kiss
of the Sun Queen (2012)
In this very short story, Biju Rao is a Hindi priest who once
led hundreds of followers in worship of Saranya. Now his followers
have lost faith in both his teachings and Saranya. As one of his
few remaining followers depart, Biju stands with Vaanika in one
final testament of faith.

There is a subtle science fiction aspect to this short story,
and it can be read as either a story of faith or as something else
entirely. It's up to you what it all means.
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